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1. The Crossroads of a Family Business Heir: Consultancy Leadership 

vs. Family Legacy 

For over four centuries, Acetaia Giusti has stood as a testament to tradition, crafting balsamic vinegar 

through the same time-honored methods since 1605. Nestled in Modena, Italy, the family business 

has passed through the hands of sixteen generations, each preserving the legacy of “black gold.” But 

by 2005, with a consistent offer on the table, the very core of the family’s values came into question. 

Could Giusti survive a shift in ownership? Would the new direction, focused on profits and efficiency, 

fracture the careful balance between tradition and progress? The future of the company—and the 

legacy it carried—hung in the balance. 

Claudio Stefani, the expected 17th generation, stood at a personal crossroads. Having built a 

successful career in global consultancy, he faced a critical decision: should he continue rising in the 

corporate world, or was it time to return home to lead his family business? The decision was not easy. 

Giusti, though rich in history, was a small operation and offered an uncertain future. But something 

stirred within Claudio—a desire to make a real difference. Could this opportunity at Giusti be his 

chance to leave a lasting impact? As he weighed the choice, it became clear that stepping into the 

family business would be more than just a career shift—it would be a test of his values, his vision, 

and his ability to lead. 

However, along these deeper questions emerged in Claudio. What did it mean to truly lead? Was he 

merely stepping into a manager’s shoes, ensuring the company ran smoothly, or was there more to 

it? Claudio began to wrestle with the meaning of entrepreneurship and how it differed from 

management. Could he embrace the risks that came with steering Giusti into uncharted territory, or 

was his role to preserve the stability his father had maintained? The line between manager and 

entrepreneur blurred, leaving Claudio to question which path would not only sustain Giusti but also 

elevate it. What kind of leader was he meant to be? 

And now, nearly two decades later, the challenges have only grown more complex. Giusti is evolving, 

expanding into international markets and restructuring its organization to meet new demands. But 

with growth come new risks and challenges. The adoption of new technologies, while promising 

efficiency, raises concerns about alienating workers who have long been the backbone of the 

company, and the sharp and continuous increase in the number of employees makes it less easy to 

maintain personal connections with everyone, which has always been one of the strengths in building 

a shared network of values. Claudio must navigate a landscape where tradition and innovation often 

seem at odds. How can he ensure that Giusti remains true to its roots while forging a path for the 

future? As he faces these pressing questions, one thing is clear—the answers will shape not only the 

fate of the company but also the legacy he leaves behind. 

Source: Giusti’s Museum. 
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2. From Delicatessen to Vinegar Pioneers: The Rise of the Giusti Legacy 

In 1598, there is the first census documenting economic activities in Modena, where the Giusti family 

is recorded as the owner of a delicatessen. Known initially as ‘Ditta Giuseppe Giusti’, they were not 

traditional vinegar makers but produced vinegar as a family practice for domestic consumption. This 

practice was widespread throughout the city and due to the meticulous processes involved in 

production, typically confined to attics and lofts, the product earned the nickname "black gold1" over 

time. This set-up of the Giusti family's business remained unchanged for the following centuries, 

contributing to the important reputation of the family and its delicatessen. In the Belle Époque period, 

at the end of the 19th century, balsamic vinegar continued to be a niche product, produced and sold 

only in the Modena area through the small boutique. In those years, on the initiative of Giuseppe and 

Pietro Giusti2, Giusti family began showcasing their products at agricultural exhibitions, starting with 

the first Expo in Florence in 1861 and embarking on journeys across Europe, barrels in tow, attending 

Expos in Vienna (1873), Paris (1889), Antwerp (1895), Brussels (1897), and Paris again (1900). 

Although, the attendance to several international trade fairs the black gold finds market only in the 

Modena’s province never leaving the country borders.  

Source: Giusti’s Museum. A picture of Giusti’s historical delicatessen. 

It was in 1929, under the royal patronage of King Vittorio Emanuele III of Savoy-Carignano, that the 

Giusti family was formally recognized as the sole official supplier of balsamic vinegar to the House 

of Savoy. At that time, the family's main activity remained gastronomy, with the production of 

balsamic vinegar evolving as a secondary activity, even though being the most prestigious product of 

the offer. This entrepreneurial approach remained unchanged until the late 1980s. 

In the subsequent years the nation struggled to reach political as well as economic stability. The II 

World War teared apart the national and European equilibrium leading towards years of subjection 

to dictatorship and fear. During that time, the family was continuing its vinegar production in the 

family delicatessen boutique in Modena while trying to survive to that cruel era. 

 
1 Being considered black gold, the citizens thought it could go well with everything, like a panacea effect. At the time, it 

was used as a skin ointment, for wrinkles, baldness, for pregnant women to manage dizziness or nausea. 
2 See exhibit 1 for a clear visualization of the Giusti’s organigram from the 13th generation. 
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With the second after war, while the peace settled over the nation, Giusti remains active in the market 

successfully navigating through the political instability characterizing the former decades, with 

balsamic vinegar increasingly becoming the most distinguished product of the house, occasionally 

sold in small quantities to select shops across the country. 

 

 

 

 

3. A new Identity for Giusti: The Family Business Schism 

Between the late 1970s and early 1980s, the balsamic vinegar start gaining traction, and a new market 

emerged driven by new entrants investing primarily in the mass-market sector, including companies 

like Acetum, Monari-Federzoni, Ponti, Carandini, Giacobazzi and some others. Leveraging the 

national and international expansion of their product, the Giusti family identity evolve under the 

entrepreneurial spirit of Luciano Stefani (Claudio’s father) and Luciano Gregorio (Claudio’s uncle), 

who helped Mr Giuseppe Giusti (Claudio’s great uncle) create a business focused solely on balsamic 

vinegar. The original boutique in the center of Modena was sold to the Morandi family, allowing 

Giusti to relocate to Via Capitani, a more peripheral area, but one that provided more space for the 

new activity. Here, they concentrated their efforts on the production and marketing of balsamic 

vinegar. This location served as their base until 2002, when they relocate their operations by moving 

to Lesignana in the fertile Po Valley. There, they established the first large-scale storage facility 

dedicated to balsamic vinegar, heralding a new era for the family business and their prized "black 

gold." In this process, Giusti went through a period of technological progress where production was 

speed up thanks to automation in the bottling and labeling activities.  

Initially, the company shares were equally distributed among the three main shareholders, each 

holding 33.3%. However, the level of their engagement in daily operations varied widely. A few years 

after the Giusti family business underwent a significant shift in its identity, Luciano Stefani fully 

committed to this new venture, leaving behind his longstanding career as an accountant.  

Source: Giusti’s Museum. Giusti become the 

sole official retailer of balsamic vinegar to the 

House of Savoy. 

Source: Giusti’s Museum. Giusti become the 

sole official retailer of balsamic vinegar to the 

House of Savoy. 

Source: Giusti’s Museum. Medal 

collection of Giusti’s balsamic vinegar 

products in trade fairs events.  
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On the other hand, Luciano Gregorio maintained his position at Confindustria, dedicating only 

sporadic attention to the family business. 

“The primary motivation was that no one else would have continued the business. The legacy and 

history of this company were very significant. I recognized a market opportunity and believed that 

the product was not doomed to fail. My goal was to create something elegant, building on excellent 

work.” 

(Luciano Stefani, 16th gen., President of Acetaia Giusti) 

 
In 1991, the stability of the Giusti family and its new business was disrupted by a moment of 

significant tension following Giuseppe Giusti's exit from the scene. Subsequently, Luciano Gregorio 

became the majority shareholder, holding 51% of the shares by virtue of his family ties as Giuseppe 

Giusti's nephew, while Luciano Stefani retained ownership of the remaining 49%. However, a few 

years later, following the divorce between Luciano Gregorio and his wife Giuliana Braglia (51% split 

36% and 15% respectively), Luciano Stefani became the major shareholder. 

 

4. Toward a Legacy Drift? Claudio’s Strategic Career Turn 

4.1 The 16th Generation - Luciano Stefani's Tenure: Preserving Tradition Amidst Modern 

Challenges  

In 2003 the company was in good health with a turnover of 1,6 million of euros. At that time, in the 

company were employed 7 people: Luciano Stefani (President and General Manager); Giuliana 

Braglia (Claudio’s aunt) in charge of production, working part-time (four hours a day); one part-time 

administrative employee and another part-time administrative-commercial employee. Then, there 

were three workers employed in the bottling and shipping warehouse. Francesca Gregorio, Claudio's 

cousin, was an intern assisting with quality control (see exhibit 2). 

At that time, Luciano Stefani was the major shareholder. What set him apart was his ability to easily 

connect with new people, constantly expanding his network and promoting the family name. An 

example of this was his strong connection with a consortium of well-established companies in the 

sector. However, he focused heavily on building relationships with mass-market retailers3, while 

Giusti targeted the upscale4 market (see Annex 1). Despite producing and selling the highest quality 

balsamic vinegar and relying on word-of-mouth, the company did not invest in a robust 

communication strategy to boost brand awareness, relying on long-standing clients rather than 

seeking growth through new customers. 

 

“Giusti is the best. What else is there to say?”  

(Luciano Stefani, 16th gen., President of Acetaia Giusti) 

 

 
3 A mass-market retailer, or mass merchandiser, is a company that affordably sells large quantities of goods that appeal 

to a wide variety of consumers. Mass-market retailers are not necessarily known for selling durable, high-quality 

merchandise or for having exceptional customer service, but they do meet consumers' wants and needs at reasonable 

prices. 
4 In contrast to mass-market merchandisers, luxury retailers sell products targeted at wealthy consumers who purchase 

upscale items.  
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This approach was aimed to reinforcing the family legacy avoiding drastic changes in the company’ 

routines and preserving the brand loyalty with historical clients. This resulted over time in steady 

company growth with little variation or progress. 

 

4.2 Claudio’s Early Engagement with the Family Business  

In the same year, after spending a year abroad, Claudio returned to Italy to continue his consulting 

career. During this time, he received an enticing offer from the Paris office to manage international 

projects—a role that, given his extensive experience working with global clients, would have been a 

major step forward in his professional trajectory. 

Meanwhile, the balsamic vinegar market experienced its boom in the 1980s and 1990s. By the time 

Giusti decided to break through the competitive barriers, the market was already saturated, with both 

niche and mass-produced products dominating the scene. Despite nearly 400 years of expertise in 

vinegar production, Giusti struggled to compete with the large producers' volumes and even found 

smaller companies outperforming them. 

Amidst this competitive landscape, Claudio began to see untapped potential in the family business. 

His global travels had reinforced his belief that Italian products, particularly those tied to the country's 

rich culture and gastronomy, had significant opportunities in international markets. Between 2004 

and 2005, while based in Paris, Claudio felt himself increasingly drawn back to Modena, where he 

began to sense that the future of the family business could be reimagined. 

4.3 The Phoenix Epiphany: Realizing Giusti's Global Potential 

In August 2005, Luciano Stefani tasked Claudio with visiting one of their prominent clients in the 

US, who managed a consortium of over 250 luxury brands. Claudio saw this as an opportunity to 

engage more with the business and understand more about the product. So, he traveled to Phoenix 

(Arizona), to present Modena’s famed "black gold" to 30 suppliers of Williams-Sonoma5 . The 

founder of this expansive company treated Claudio with immense respect, recognizing his 

entrepreneurial approach to preserving and enhancing his family's legacy.  

“Mr. Giusti, it is an honor to meet you. I have long hoped to have your vinegar in our distribution.” 

(Chuck Williams, Founder of Williams-Sonoma) 

Claudio was 32 y.o. at that point in time and this interaction reinforced his belief in the company’s 

substantial potential. He realized that with a robust storytelling strategy, they could effectively market 

their products on a global scale. Through all the experiences and insights, Claudio was able to 

spotlight strength and weakness of the Italian way of doing business. He understood that Italians were 

extremely competitive in managing small and medium enterprises boasting on strong computational 

and logical skills, but they lose efficiency when forced to work in teams. So, his idea was: 

“Taking a company with a strongly Italian product and managing it with a more American mindset, 

focusing on teamwork, positive reinforcement, and communication management, could lead to 

great results.”  

(Claudio Stefani Giusti, 17th gen., CEO Acetaia Giusti) 

 
5 Williams-Sonoma, Inc. operates as a leading retailer in home furnishings and kitchenware, with its core businesses 

spanning premium kitchen products and home décor. The flagship Williams-Sonoma brand specializes in high-end 

kitchen tools, cookware, and gourmet foods. Additionally, the company’s home furnishings segment is driven by brands 

like Pottery Barn and West Elm offering a wide range of furniture, décor, lighting, and accessories that cater to various 

design preferences, from classic to modern. With a strong presence in both retail stores and e-commerce, Williams-

Sonoma delivers a comprehensive lifestyle shopping experience. 
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Meanwhile, Claudio was not interested in permanently moving to Paris. He felt a different motivation 

inside himself. He always has done things well, but he never aspired to become a partner for the 

consulting company he was working for. Although Claudio contributed to many projects, he never 

felt fully engaged with the core operations of the business. By transitioning to a smaller company, he 

saw an opportunity to make a more significant impact. He was eager about the substantial work that 

needed to be done, recognizing the potential for meaningful change.  

“My generation admired great companies more than individual entrepreneurs. For us, becoming a 

successful manager was the ultimate achievement. Joining a smaller company initially felt like a step 

backward, but it also brought me joy to be in a position where I could actually make a difference.” 

(Claudio Stefani Giusti, 17th gen., CEO Acetaia Giusti) 

 

4.4 The Offer on the Table: An Opportunity or an Overreach for Giusti? 

 

The pivotal event that influenced Claudio’s thinking arose between 2004 and 2005, when Luciano 

Stefani and the other members of the board received an offer to sell the company. They saw this as a 

potential turning point, presenting both growth opportunities for the company and a chance to achieve 

a significant return on their investment. The offer was reflective of the company's market value at the 

time. Luciano Stefani promptly informed Claudio, emphasizing that regardless of the negotiation 

outcome, it was essential to consider the future leadership of the company.  

 

"I see you travel frequently and work with many companies. This business has vast potential for 

international expansion—it could be an interesting little challenge for you" 

(Luciano Stefani, 16th gen., President of Acetaia Giusti) 

 

This situation presented two possible scenarios for the company. First, an external CEO could be 

appointed, marking a shift away from family leadership. Although the family was accustomed to 

collaborating with non-family members, this move could diminish their personal influence and reduce 

the family-centric nature of the Giusti community. On the other hand, the second option was to ensure 

a natural succession to the next generation of the family heir by preserving the family legacy and 

ensuring the quality of “black gold” of Modena, handing on internally the recipe of the production. 

 

As a result, Claudio felt a burning passion for this opportunity, embracing this new chapter in his life. 

He was ready to elevate Giusti to the next level. He had a moment of realization: he could really have 

an impact and influence the results significantly. This awareness animated him deeply, although he 

could not pinpoint the exact reason for this feeling. It probably resulted from a sense of personal 

responsibility, or perhaps it was related to the obligations of his family's legacy. Regardless, the 

connection he felt to the possibility of driving change was powerful and became a significant source 

of motivation. At the same time, he had a strong desire to manage everything personally and take full 

responsibility for his actions. However, he was also keenly aware of the perception surrounding his 

family connections. He did not want to be evaluated based on his background but rather on his 

individual abilities and performance. To address this, he requested that his partners withhold 

judgment until the end of the year, asking to be assessed solely based on his results and contributions.  

From then on, the company had a new member of the family actively involved in its future. 
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Reflection Box 1 

 

In the early 2000s, Giusti, Italy's oldest vinegar producer, was establishing its national and 

international identity under the 16th-generation leadership of Luciano Stefani. With a small team and 

a turnover of €1,6 million, the company thrived on a product-focused approach. 

During this period, Claudio Stefani traveled globally thanks the consulting projects, but he soon 

realized that this path was not his long-term goal. A pivotal meeting in Arizona with a prominent 

American entrepreneur illuminated untapped opportunities that Luciano had overlooked. In 2005, 

despite the option to sell the company, Claudio chose to join Giusti, committing to the continuity of 

the family legacy.   

 

1. Do you agree with Claudio’s decision to join the family business?  

2. What risks did Claudio's decision bring into his professional life?  

3. What are the pros and cons of leaving one of the big four consulting companies to join Acetaia 

Giusti?  

4. How might Claudio’s international and consultant experience influence his approach to 

transforming the family business? 

 

 

5. Evolving with Purpose: Claudio's Identity as an Entrepreneur or Manager 

5.1 The Giusti’s Restructuring Process: Balancing Risk-taking and Structuring Decision 

Making 

In the subsequent period from 2005 to 2012, Claudio quickly adapted to the new work environment. 

Unlike the relevance of the experience developed in consulting, he never felt fulfilled about the 

working systems since they were mostly theoretical. Although he worked in a highly stimulating 

environment, constantly engaging with diverse clients, dealing with markets changing, and 

addressing challenges across various business units, he never witnessed the improvements or 

evolution of the work systems that resulted from the implementation of the proposed solutions. By 

contrast, working in Giusti gave him the opportunity to directly contribute to the firm's growth. 

Sooner, he became aware that most of the processes must be reorganized and some of them structured 

from scratch. Accordingly, his priority was getting to know the clients, understanding how they 

perceived the product and consequently ensuring their satisfaction. To achieve this, he invested 

travelling around to visit each of them individually and began redesigning the business offerings. This 

process became a significant focus of his efforts. 

Gradually, Claudio took over all the main areas of the business, from operations to marketing. He 

found that the sales offers, as set up by the former management, were confusing and ineffective. So, 

he started reorganizing everything, including a new product offering. He went through the process of 

structuring a team with complementary skills necessary for the next phase of the company’s growth.  

However, stepping into the organization and rejuvenating the company’s identity was not an easy-

going process. The shadow of the old generation constantly loomed and was not prone to change. 

Every time a small adjustment was proposed, animated discussions resulted between Claudio and his 

father. A compromise was reached although Luciano Stefani was unwilling to leave fully the control 

of the company to someone else because in contrast to his way of caring about the family legacy. 

Then, to preserve the company’s integrity, Claudio used to make sure that there were no irreversible 

clashes with his father. He would go ahead and convince him when necessary.   
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Claudio’s father, while kind, was less open to input—a trait typical of his generation's directive 

leadership style, focused on swift, top-down decision-making. He often approached interactions with 

a degree of detachment, fully engaging only with select individuals, and this included his relationship 

with his son, to whom he only partially listened. In contrast, Claudio’s leadership emphasized ongoing 

dialogue with colleagues to identify more collaborative, though sometimes less immediate, solutions.  

This change has occurred gradually since 2008, marking a sharp contrast from his father's 

authoritarian style and reflecting a broader preference for collaboration over hierarchy. His approach 

did not stem from shared work experiences with his father, but rather from his personal drive to 

improve, grow, and develop as a true leader. His focus was on preserving the well-being of his 

colleagues, fostering a collaborative environment of continuous improvement, and guiding the 

business through its ongoing evolution. 

On a personal level, Claudio appreciated his father's role as a parent but recognized that the business 

needed a different approach to leadership. He understood that the path forward required a style that 

prioritized collaboration and responsiveness. Despite these operational differences driven by 

generational contrasts, Luciano Stefani always had confidence in Claudio’s competencies and 

commitment to the family legacy, trusting him to grow the business.  

5.2 The Moment of Truth: the 17th Generation Takeover 

A pivotal twist from 2013 to 2015 radically changed the company's fate. Luciano Stefani and the 

other shareholders seriously considered a sale offer from third parties, seeing potential synergies and 

a chance for Claudio to grow with the new company. This created strong tensions between the 

generations. In fact, Claudio observed a superficial approach in how potential buyers intended to 

manage the business, driven by their lack of interest in preserving the family tradition. Their limited 

understanding of the product, business processes, and market reinforces his concerns. In further 

exacerbating their negotiation were significant differences in the time horizon of the investment 

strategies. The potential buyers prioritized capturing value from short-term opportunities, whereas 

Claudio focused on a long-term strategy. Then, another key distinction was in their objectives: the 

former were primarily driven by financial returns, while Claudio's approach centered on preserving 

the well-being of employees in the workplace. His primary goal was to create the best working 

environment for everyone, aiming to build a 'happy island'. Finally, Claudio sought to maintain his 

decision-making autonomy. He wanted to continue leading the company without being accountable 

to external stakeholders, a freedom he knew would be compromised if the sale went through, as he 

would then be directly reporting to others. For instance, the ownership that had led the company until 

that point never seriously questioned Claudio's actions. He had increased turnover by 11.61% 

annually, growing revenues from €1.6 million in 2005 to €6 million in 2015. Claudio initiated a hiring 

process to bring in new coworkers to accelerate the restructuring process. For the first time in the 

company’s history, twenty people were working there.  
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Source: 417th Giusti’s birthday 

 

5.3 Claudio’s Quest for a New Identity in Giusti 

Although Claudio was successfully reshaping the company's market identity, he still lacked full 

clarity about his role within it. He realized that to drive substantial corporate growth, ownership and 

control needed to be unified in the same professional profile. If the company were sold, this alignment 

would no longer be possible, undermining Claudio’s ability to make independent decisions and 

engage his team effectively. He also recognized that his father’s ownership lacked a clear long-term 

vision, further motivating his desire for a unified leadership. In his career path he usually dealt with 

this kind of issue by talking with trusted friends and colleagues, asking for suggestions and listening 

to their opinions. In this vein, to face the dilemma he asked for advice to Andrea Rosa, executive 

member and former CEO in manufacturing companies as well as Claudio’s friend. Claudio's main 

dilemma, which he posed to Andrea follows: 

“What does it mean to be an entrepreneur? How does it differ from being a manager?” 

(Claudio Stefani Giusti, 17th gen., CEO Acetaia Giusti) 

 

Andrea, armed with his vast experience, explained to Claudio first and foremost what a manager does: 

checks third-party capital, finds new shareholders, and reports to them. He detailed the principles of 

delegation and the importance of sharing responsibilities. The main goal of a CEO, he said, is to 

remunerate shareholders, maintain the accounts, and develop the company to maximize value. 

Conversely, being an entrepreneur means taking risks and embracing the possibility of failure. 

Although Claudio still had his father in the firm, he needed to understand that, as an entrepreneur, he 

could not blame anyone else. It was his enterprise, his ideas, and his decisions. Being a protagonist 

means being responsible for the company's success and development. But: 

“Claudio had already made up his mind”  

(Andrea Rosa, Claudio’s friend) 

 

Claudio already had a clear vision for developing the company. He did not accept the idea of 

negotiating proxies and living less comfortably. 
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“Until that time, I was acting as a manager without realizing that others were the true 

entrepreneurs. I discussed this in depth with Andrea and other friends. Eventually, I decided that I 

wanted to be an entrepreneur. I needed to take responsibility and be the one who faces people 

directly. I wanted to be responsible for their growth and well-being in the company, acting as a 

guardian.”  

(Claudio Stefani Giusti, 17th gen., CEO Acetaia Giusti) 

 

In 2015, after a year and a half of discussions, Claudio acquired 60% of the equity stakes through a 

leveraged buyout operation. This meant that he arranged for the banks to be paid back later with the 

company's profits. The total amount was approximately €6.6 million, valuing Giusti at €11 million 

using an EBITDA multiplier of six. Thus, the 17th generation came into control of Giusti. Claudio 

addressed his father's role in the company without straining their relationship. Luciano Stefani, eager 

to remain an active and integral part of the company in order to support Claudio in the process of 

growth and restructuring, was assigned to manage the administration a role he was passionate about 

due to his background as an accountant, ensuring the accounts remained in good shape. At that time 

Luciani Stefani was 75 and Claudio was 39. 

 

Reflections Box 2 

Claudio quickly became familiar with the company operations being able to easily identify strengths 

and weaknesses. By leveraging the extensive managerial experience, he prioritized getting to know 

company clients, strengthening the relationships with them, and restructuring the business offering. 

Having this clear in his mind, he worked on structuring his entrepreneurial skills through experience 

reinforcing, new knowledge acquisition and competence developing. However, this transition faced 

resistance from the older generation who struggled to relinquish control. From 2013 to 2015, tensions 

arose when a €6 million offering for the company acquisition was presented. 

In 2015, strong of his experience and long-term vision, acquired most of the equity shares through a 

leveraged buyout operation. Unlike his father, he is a risk taker able to balance the tradition with 

innovative growth, ensuring his father retained a role in administration. 

1. What competencies 6 did Claudio possess when he joined the family business?  

2. What ownership competencies7 did Claudio already have, and which ones did he need to 

develop?  

3. What entrepreneurial competencies did Claudio already have, and which ones did he need to 

develop?  

4. Which identity could Claudio most effectively use to contribute to the company's growth: 

managerial, entrepreneurial, ownership, mixed, or none? Why?  

5. How can Claudio structure an efficient team to effectively structure the company growth? 

 

 

 
6 Entrepreneurial competence is defined as the combined capacity to identify and pursue opportunities, and to obtain and 

coordinate resources (Erikson, 2002). While managerial competencies are conceptualized in terms of the attributes of an 

individual which are ‘causally related to effective or superior performance in a job’ (Boyatzis, 1982). In addition to 

traditional technical competencies, managers needed attributes like flexibility, tolerance of ambiguity and ability to learn 

(Higgs, 1988). 
7 The concept of ownership competence refers to the set of skills with which ownership is used as an instrument to 

create value- and decompose it into matching competence (what to own), governance competence (how to own), and 

timing competence (when to own) (Foss et al., 2021). 
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6. A Family Legacy Reimagined: Giusti's Expansion and Leadership Journey 

 
6.1 Preserving Tradition, Embracing Growth: Company’s Path to Global Success  

From 2015 to the present, the Giusti firm drastically evolved, growing from twenty coworkers to 

eighty in ten years (see exhibit 3). The turnover reached €17.2 million in 2023 (20M in 2024), marking 

a 100% growth from 2020 (see exhibit 4). Additionally, Claudio deepened the internationalization 

process, opening sales branches in South Korea (2016), the US (2019), Hong Kong (2021), and 

Germany (2021). In this vein, the Giusti company marks its dominant position in Italy, Germany and 

other countries, maintaining a solid revenue base. This success offers a model for further growth in 

the neighboring European markets. In addition, the United States and South Korea represent 

promising markets that can grow further. The strategy is to expand worldwide wherever there is the 

possibility: to do so, the brand is consolidated globally, entering every market where there is a niche 

of premium balsamic vinegar consumption, taking the largest possible market share, and enlarging 

the size of that niche. However, this process is not apart from uncertainty. Each market presents 

unique affinities with Italian gastronomy and varying levels of cultural integration, making expansion 

into each country a distinct challenge. In the end, the goal of this expansion is for each country to 

realize its full potential while simultaneously pushing the boundaries of that potential for further 

company growth (see exhibit 5). 

 

In 2023 Giusti achieved a significant milestone by obtaining the Great Place to Work certification 

(see exhibit 6). Then, Claudio, to ensure full control over his actions, acquired from his father another 

stake of shares, reaching 83%. Luciano Stefani, still the President of Giusti with 15% and his cousin, 

Francesca Gregorio with the 2% donated to her from Claudio in 2021. These results highlight the 

ability to learn, test, and develop effective strategic changes, demonstrating the transition from being 

a manager to becoming a powerful and conscious entrepreneur. However, it is important to recognize 

that these achievements would not have been possible alone. Claudio acknowledged this from the 

beginning and found strong support from Francesca. Here is a snippet of their conversation more than 

fifteen years ago:  

 

“Listen, I cannot do this alone. It does not make sense for me to win alone, it has no value if I 

cannot share it with someone. Without you, I cannot do it.”  

(Claudio Stefani Giusti, 17th gen., CEO Acetaia Giusti) 

 

Francesca joined the company in 2005 under the leadership of Luciano Stefani, before the entrance 

of Claudio initially taking a small role in quality control. Later, with the entrance of Claudio, she was 

gradually tested on other areas, and by 2015 she was successfully in charge of quality, purchasing 

and some areas of the supply chain operations. Over time, she expanded her responsibilities, 

becoming firstly in charge of the whole operations, and later reshaping herself as HR manager, a new 

strategic role in the company. Since 2020 this role started to be successfully delegated to Francesca. 

Through her dedication and growth, she became a key partner to Claudio, effectively serving as his 

right hand. Their leadership evolved into a collaborative dynamic, where they continuously discuss 

and align on every major decision. While Claudio ultimately has the final say, their mutual trust and 

shared leadership have made Francesca an extraordinary leader in her own right. However, the 

working conditions with the former ownership were radically different.  

It was not easy to be heard or see suggestions implemented, as the previous leadership was reluctant 

to change. 
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“Claudio's entry and relationship with him has definitely facilitated my stay here. From the very 

beginning, we have been bound by a relationship of affection, strong understanding, and mutual 

compensation. We are two very different people; he has a strong acceptance of risk, while I have 

much less. For this reason, we complement each other.” 

 (Francesca Gregorio, Claudio’s cousin, COO at Giusti) 

 

 
Source: Villa, G. (2018, March 2). “Lavoriamo come 150 anni fa ma ora l’aceto è più buono.” ilGiornale.it.  

 

But what really makes this company an extraordinary example of a happy island is the cohesion and 

constant asking for advice among the co-workers and property owners (see exhibit 7). All of them 

feel part of Giusti’s family. There is a strong desire to grow altogether, and nobody considers leaving 

the company for a different position elsewhere. The sense of trust that is possible to breathe while 

walking within the company, from the museum to the production site and the offices is contagious.  

 

“I love my Giusti” 

(Milena, historical coworker, head of packing) 

 

Claudio has successfully translated his dream of seeing people happy while working into a concrete 

purpose, evolving from being just a manager to becoming the engine of the machine as a humanistic 

entrepreneur. Unlike his father, who was more product-oriented, Claudio has demonstrated a people-

oriented approach. Claudio has been able to offer a fresh and more concrete meaning to the innovation 

through tradition concept. In the management research, this concept has been interpreted as “a 

product innovation strategy that firms can apply to leverage temporally distant knowledge for product 

development.” (De Massis et al., 2016). However, this definition is mostly limited to the evolution of 

the organizational context through further improvements of the product offer and internal strategic 

renewal. Conversely, Claudio has been demonstrating how it is possible to innovate the organizational 

culture to preserve the tradition. He has been able to do it also thanks to his former managerial 

experience and entrepreneurial competencies further developed to drive the company towards a new 

growth phase. 
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Source: Giusti’s workshop 

 

6.2 Balancing Growth and Leadership: The Shift to Structured Hierarchy  

 

As a result of the continues restructuring process, Claudio is now facing organizational challenges. 

The introduction of new professional roles, the expansion of processes, and increased production have 

made it necessary for the management team to rethink the delegation, leadership process and revise 

the organizational chart. The desire to maintain a flatter organizational structure, without middle 

management levels, is no longer sustainable. When things move fast, companies may make fast 

decisions by delegating decision authority to the person on the spot. Introducing a more structured 

hierarchy could enhance communication flow throughout the company and speed up decision-making 

processes. While setting up and maintaining communication channels with specialized middle 

managers comes at a cost, it also provides key benefits. Middle management serves as a buffer 

between top management and employees, fulfilling a dual purpose. On one hand, it ensures employees 

have a reliable point of contact for their daily operations. On the other, it frees up time for Claudio 

and Francesca, allowing them to focus more on long-term strategic planning. To address this, the 

company is transitioning to a more structured, vertical hierarchy to ensure employees have clear 

leadership and guidance at every level. As a result, middle managers play a crucial role in shaping 

the flow of information, interpreting actions and behaviors, and helping to establish and reinforce the 

human-centric organizational culture developed over the years under Claudio’s leadership. This 

culture represents the legacy he is determined to pass on to future generations. 

 

6.3 Balancing Legacy and Innovation: Navigating Technology’s Role in Giusti’s Future 

 

Claudio, acting as an entrepreneur acknowledging the relevance of making profit to drive the 

company growth, cannot afford to overlook the adoption of technologies in the vinegar market. This 

can be seen as controversial on one hand, since the vinegar productions has always been an artisanal 

craft of families in Modena emphasizing the human-centric side of the business. But, in order to keep 

pace of the progress and remain competitive in the market, the organizations need to evolve as well. 

So, inspired by the words of Jack Welsh (former Chairman and CEO of General Electric (GE)) who 

clearly stated that if the rate of change outside the company outpaces the rate of change within, the 

end is near, Claudio concerns about the future of Giusti. 

Alongside this, the actual ownership is facing deals with the technological implementation to ease 

the daily operations. However, this technological advancement comes with risks, as it could lead to 
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the alienation of employees, creating the perception that their work is becoming less meaningful or 

redundant. Balancing innovation with safeguarding employee’s well-being, ensuring that Giusti 

continues its "happy island" legacy, it has always remained a critical challenge.  

 

“My dilemma is that the more you automate the work, the easier it becomes, but even if the work is 

done perfectly, someone ultimately pays the price. So, I wonder, how do you grow into the future?” 

(Claudio Stefani Giusti, 17th gen., CEO Acetaia Giusti) 

 

Reflections Box 3 

From 2015 to 2023, Giusti, a family-owned balsamic vinegar producer, saw tremendous growth, 

expanding its workforce from 10 to 80 employees and doubling its turnover to €17.2 million (20M in 

2024). Claudio Stefani, the 17th generation CEO, focused on internationalization by opening 

branches in South Korea, the US, Hong Kong, and Germany, solidifying the company's position in 

both local and global markets. Claudio’s leadership style emphasizes maintaining a human-centered 

organizational culture, a concept he calls the "Happy Island." With Francesca Gregorio, his cousin 

and COO, they built a collaborative leadership model that values trust, innovation, and employee 

well-being. As Giusti continues to grow, the company faces challenges such as the shift from a flat 

organizational structure to a more structured hierarchy and the adoption of new technologies. Claudio 

is concerned about maintaining the company’s core values while embracing modernization, 

particularly around automation, which could alienate employees. The central dilemma Claudio faces 

is how to balance tradition with innovation, ensuring the company evolves without losing its human-

centric focus. 

1. In what ways does internationalization challenge the preservation of a company's local 

identity and heritage? How should Claudio approach this balance? 

2. What are the risks and rewards of transitioning from a flat to a more structured organizational 

hierarchy? How does it affect employee engagement? 

3. What leadership qualities are essential for a CEO like Claudio to balance family legacy, 

employee well-being, and long-term business strategy? 

4. What lessons can other family-owned businesses learn from Giusti’s journey of balancing 

growth, innovation, and tradition? 
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Annex 1 

Balsamic Vinegar in the spotlight: mass-market vs upscale market segment analysis  

In 2005, the balsamic vinegar market was distinctly segmented into mass-market and upscale categories. 

Among the mass-market competitors were Acetum, Ponti, De Nigris, Carandini, Monari-Federzoni, 

Giacobazzi, Grosoli all of which were capturing significant market shares. These producers focused on rapid 

production cycles, releasing simpler, more liquid products with lower density and minimal aging—far from 

the traditional aging process that characterizes high-quality balsamic vinegar. In contrast, although less 

diffused in the market, upscale brands like Leonardi, Mussini, Acetaia San Giacomo, and Dodi were making 

significant inroads in the global balsamic vinegar market, known for their meticulously aged and higher-

density products.  

Giusti, with a heritage dating back to 1605, was producing some of the highest quality balsamic vinegar 

possible, yet it struggled to compete effectively in the upscale segment. The product's commercialization 

received scant attention; in stores, Giusti’s products were placed alongside competitors with far stronger brand 

identities and greater awareness. Additionally, Giusti’s limited product range, despite its venerable legacy, did 

not fully meet diverse consumer needs. Despite their steady growth, Giusti did not invest heavily in distinctive 

packaging designs that could enhance product appeal. Then, there was a clear necessity for a more in-depth 

study of consumer behaviors to better understand optimal sales strategies and positioning.  

 

“People generally go for boutique or niche shopping mall for sense of realization of themselves, while opt 

for supermarkets when they feel the real need to do it. I soon realized that in the stores where I wanted to 

enter and expand my range, it was not only a matter of understanding how my competitors were doing it, but 

also how other areas of excellence such as truffle, pasta, olive oil producers were operating. I was interested 

in understanding how these niche producers were selling. 

(Claudio Stefani Giusti, 17th gen., CEO Acetaia Giusti) 

 

The specialized nature of balsamic vinegar often limits its use in restaurants, as it pairs well only with select 

dishes, hindering its widespread adoption across entire menus. A viable strategy to navigate this constraint and 

expand its market presence involves leveraging distributors. By engaging knowledgeable distributors, Giusti 

can effectively position its balsamic vinegar as a premium ingredient suitable for specific, high-quality culinary 

applications, thus overcoming its limited direct use in diverse culinary settings. 

 

Source: Developed and adapted from interviews to Claudio Stefani Giusti. 

Balsamic Vinegar of Modena 

The Balsamic Vinegar of Modena PGI system includes 2,400 farms, with a vineyard area of over 14,000 

hectares, 92 producers of must and wine vinegar and 61 Acetaias (the Balsamic Vinegar of Modena factories), 

employing between 25.000 and 30.000 workers along the entire production chain. 

Global spread 

Over 90% of the production of Balsamic Vinegar of Modena is exported, placing the Balsamic Vinegar of 

Modena in first place among the Italian GIs for export: today the product is marketed in more than 130 different 

countries and is among the main ambassadors of Italian agri-food excellence in the world. 

Market 

Balsamic Vinegar of Modena PGI has a certified production ranging from 95 to 100 million liters per year and 

a consumption value that reaches one billion euros. These figures place the product in the top five of Italian 

DOP and IGP food specialties, alongside Grana Padano DOP, Parmigiano Reggiano DOP, Prosciutto di Parma 

DOP, Mozzarella di Bufala Campana DOP. 

Source: Consortium for the Protection of Balsamic Vinegar of Modena 
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Annex 2 

Case Study Timeline 

2002: Claudio is going to Australia for personal reasons. Initially, he will be there for 6 months, but he plans 

to request an extension of his leave for an additional 6 months.  

2003-2004: He received an offer from the France branch of the big four company, right after his way back to 
Italy, as an alternative to keep on working for the Milan office. 

Toward a Legacy Drift: Claudio’s Strategic Career Turn 

2004- 2005: Company shareholders received a sale offer from external buyers to purchase Giusti. At that point, 

Luciano calls Claudio to discuss the situation. Luciano was planning to retire soon, and Giusti would need 

strong leadership. His father proposed Claudio continue the family legacy, given the skills and managerial 

experience he had gained in consultancy in previous years. 

Claudio continued working there in both Italian and France (Paris) branches. During this time, he began to 

explore the family business, visiting the company frequently to understand its structure and quickly recognized 

its significant growth potential. Moreover, he was neither convinced about working in consultancy for his 

entire working life, and not even the offer to move to Paris was so appealing to him. During the summer 

holidays, he traveled to Arizona on behalf of his father, meeting with William Sonoma. In September 2005, 

Claudio left the company to join the family business. 

Evolving with Purpose: Claudio's Identity as an Entrepreneur or Manager  

2005- 2012: Claudio took quickly charge of the various departments of the company, starting from sales, 

marketing and production. Then, he began to deeply study the business, understand the stakeholders, and 

purposefully (re)structure the company. When he joined Giusti, the company had the following structure: 

Luciano Stefani was the president and general manager; Claudio's aunt was responsible for production, 

working part-time (four hours a day); there was an administrative employee part-time and another part-time 

employee handling both administrative and commercial tasks. The company had a total of three workers for 

bottling and shipping. Francesca Gregorio, Claudio's cousin and a 22-year-old intern at the time, assisted with 

quality control. In 1985, Luciano Stefani, together with Uncle Giuseppe (the 15th and last Giusti) and a nephew 

named Gregorio (who left shortly after), founded the company initially called AGRIA, which later became 

Giusti. Initially, the shares were evenly divided at 33.3% each. After the nephew's departure, Uncle Giuseppe 

acquired the majority. Only upon Uncle Giuseppe’s death in 1991 did Luciano Gregorio gain majority 

ownership.  

In the early years at Giusti, Claudio initiated a comprehensive business restructuring process. He built a 

narrative around the family’s history, established a family museum to present Giusti to a broader national and 

international audience, developed a product catalog, and created a website. Following these advancements, 

Claudio began traveling globally to meet clients and understand how the Giusti brand and product quality were 

perceived. During these travels, he engaged with competitors in the balsamic vinegar market, partners, and 

vendors to gain insight into how the market functioned. 

Additionally, during this period, Claudio sought advice from his close friend Andrea and many other friends 

from Confindustria and food companies met at trade fairs. This helped him realize that the skills he had 

developed in his early experience in consultancy were not directly transferable to the new entrepreneurial 

context and that he needed to develop new skills tailored to this environment.  

2013-2014: Company’s shareholder received another external offer to acquire Giusti, much more substantial 

than the first one. At that time, the company was valued at approximately 6 million euros. Both the partners 

and Luciano were very interested in the offer from the British company. However, this opportunity led to a 

series of differences in opinion between the two generations, Luciano and his son Claudio. 
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2015: Claudio declined the offer, as he saw no synergies with the buyer in two critical areas: preserving the 

well-being of employees and maintaining the autonomy to pursue long-term investments. Both were 

fundamental to his vision for the company's future.  

A Family Legacy Reimagined: Giusti's Expansion and Leadership Journey  

2015-2024: Claudio, as the majority shareholder (first 60%, then 58%, (2% to Francesca) then 83%) and 

CEO, initiates both internal and external restructuring processes for the company. He drives international 

expansion to a total of 80 countries, with entries with direct branches into South Korea (2016), the US 

(2019), Hong Kong (2021), and Germany (2021). Internally, he establishes a strong company culture that 

attracts young university talent, making the family business as appealing as a large multinational corporation. 

Following the strategic reorganization of various company areas, Claudio consolidates the company culture 

through welfare policies (€185,000 distributed among 60 employees; €42,000 in baby bonuses for 11 

employees; 90 hours of coaching provided8), environmental sustainability (achieving energy autonomy with a 

new solar panel system; saving 51 tons of CO2 through green e-commerce shipping), and profitability (+25% 

revenue growth; 20 new hires, a 30% increase compared to 2023). 

As a result, Giusti is recognized as a Great Place to Work in November 2023. Additionally, it achieves an IFS 

(International Food Standard) score of 98 and obtains the CSQA (Certificazione Sicurezza Qualità 

Agroalimentare) certification. 

 

 

 

 

 
8 Data adapted from 2024 financial reports. 
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Exhibit 1  

Giusti’s Family tree 

 

Source: Developed and adapted from interviews to key stakeholders (Luciano Stefani, Claudio Stefani Giusti).
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Exhibit 2  

Corporate organizational chart in 2005  

 

Source: Developed and adapted from interviews to key stakeholders (Luciano Stefani, Claudio Stefani Giusti). 
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Exhibit 3  

Corporate organizational chart in 2024 

 

 

Source: Adapted from corporate data in September 2024. 
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Exhibit 4  

Company’s turnover growth through the years 

 

Source: Adapted from corporate financial data in September 2024. 
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Exhibit 5  

Financial breakdown: percentage of export by nation 

 

Source: Adapted from corporate financial data in 2024. 
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Exhibit 6  

Giusti awarded as Great Place to Work 

 

Source: Adapted from Giusti website. 
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Exhibit 7  

Corporate culture: employees’ perspectives 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Giusti website. 
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