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Entrepreneurial families in business across generations, contexts, and cultures

Abstract

Purpose: This article is the editorial for the special issue on ‘Entrepreneurial Families in
Business Across Generations, Contexts, and Cultures’. We aim to develop a road map that can
help academics and practitioners navigate the findings of the articles contained in this special
issue. We also suggest future lines of research around the topic of entrepreneurial families in
business.

Design/methodology/approach: We develop a conceptual model for interpreting and
understanding entrepreneurial families in business across contexts and time.

Findings: Our conceptual model highlights the importance of context and time when
conducting research on entrepreneurial families in business.

Practical implications: The findings in this special issue will be of relevance for decision
makers who tailor policies that embrace different economic and social actors, including
entrepreneurial families.

Originality/value: This editorial and the articles that make up this special issue contribute to
family business research by contextualising the phenomenon of entrepreneurial families in
business. We propose a new holistic perspective to incorporate context and time in the study

of entrepreneurial families that own, govern, and manage family firms over time.

Keywords: Family; Family Business; Entrepreneurial Families; Generational cohorts;

Contexts; Cultures
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1. Introduction

This Special Issue is about entrepreneurial families in business. These families lie at the heart
of the body of knowledge that intersects the fields of family business and entrepreneurship
(Discua Cruz et al., 2017; Discua Cruz and Basco, 2018). Entrepreneurial families in business?
denotes the group of family members, often from different generations, who are actively
involved in the business and behave entrepreneurially (Discua Cruz et al., 2017; Rosa et al.,
2014). Family members perform activities together, share ideas, and act upon available
information and resources based on their circumstances to engage in entrepreneurship
(McMullen et al., 2008; Roscoe et al., 2013). This research stream is vital because
entrepreneurial families across generations shape the way family firms become an essential
component of the socio-economic landscape of towns, cities, and regions around the world
(Basco and Bartkeviciute, 2016; Guerrero and Pena-Legazkue, 2013; Howorth et al., 2010;
Seaman, 2015).

Our point of departure lies in recent conversations that signal a processual turn in
entrepreneurship studies (Anderson et al, 2009; Shepherd, 2015) and highlight
entrepreneurship as a contextually bounded phenomenon (Basco, 2017). This entails an
increased interest to understand entrepreneurship not only as the collaborative process from an
idea to a business or commercialisation, but also a practice that cannot be separated from
context and time (Welter et al., 2016; Wiklund et al., 2011). While families in business have
been researched at the nexus between entrepreneurship and family studies (Aldrich and CIiff,
2003; Heck et al., 2006; Olson et al., 2003; Williams et al., 2013), the family business literature
has yet to sufficiently address the links between entrepreneurial families, context, and time

(Discua Cruz and Basco, 2018).

1 There are several terms that are used to refer to the phenomenon of ‘family in business’ such as entrepreneurial
families, enterprising families, entrepreneurial households, or business families (Carter et al., 2017; Habbershon
and Pistrui, 2002; Hamilton et al., 2017; Uhlaner, 2006). For a detailed discussion on family perspectives on
entrepreneurship see Discua Cruz and Basco (2018)
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To address the aforementioned research gap, our editorial and the articles in this special
issue focus on entrepreneurial families in business across contexts and time, aiming to facilitate
a reconceptualization of the role and position of the family within family business research.
We argue that it is necessary not only to investigate the family/business nexus but also to
contextualise this relationship. Thus, we propose a model that showcases the role of context
and time on entrepreneurial families in business. Such development is important as most family
business research has been contextless (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2020), or it has been framed
around theoretical perspectives that prevail in Western contexts—that is, the Western
perspective has dominated family business research. Context and time have been overlooked,
both as dimensions that set research boundaries and as parameters that establish how the
research phenomenon reacts and behaves in the presence of constraints and opportunities in
specific contextual and time settings.

This editorial is structured as follows. First, we present a theoretical framework to facilitate
understanding of the phenomenon of entrepreneurial families in business. The aim of this
theoretical framework is to establish boundaries for the introduction of the articles published
in this special issue and to initiate an academic discussion in the family business field. Second,
we offer a review of the articles in this special issue, highlighting how these articles make
important contributions to family business research. Third, we focus on future lines of research
in an attempt to answer the question: ‘Where can we go from here in research on
entrepreneurial families in business?’ Finally, we close our special issue by highlighting the

contributions of this editorial article.

2. The phenomenon of entrepreneurial families in business across context and time
How do family business scholars interpret the phenomenon of the ‘entrepreneurial family’ in

family business research? This question is fundamental to approaching and understanding
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family firms. Figure 1 attempts to capture the complexity of studying family firms from an
entrepreneurial family perspective by focusing on the role of context and time.
--- Insert Figure 1 around here ---

Figure 1 portrays the relationship between the family and business systems and the
multiple contexts in which family firms are embedded. Family business research has mainly
focused on the family/business interaction (the horizontal link between the family and the
family firm in Figure 1). In this sense, there have been two primary lenses through which to
approach phenomena within the family business field.

First, the classical lens understands family as an institution that is parallel to and
overlaps with the firm. This lens interprets family and business as two interacting systems
where family members assume different roles in both systems. Most family business research,
directly or indirectly, uses assumes this perspective to interpret the specificities of family firms
(de Araujo et al., 2016), highlight the differences between family firms and non-family firms
(Mazzi, 2011), and classify different types of family firms (Westhead and Howorth, 2007).
This line of research contributed to the establishment of the family firm as a separate type of
firm which dominates the economic and social landscape in developed and developing
economies (Gupta and Levenburg, 2010). The second lens interprets the family as a set of
dimensions that manifest themselves within the boundaries of family firms in order to
recognise when a firm is a family firm and to what degree (Frank et al., 2017). We can
categorise these two research streams as the demographic and behavioural approaches (Basco,
2013), alternative ways to identify family involvement within firms and capture the family
effect on firms’ behaviours and performance.

Second, in this editorial, context moves beyond the phenomenon itself (entrepreneurial
families in business), and the demarcation between context and the phenomenon comprises

both physical and cognitive considerations (Basco, 2015). Context has been traditionally
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represented by formal and informal environmental conditions (North, 1990; Scott, 1995) that
shape the phenomenon of entrepreneurial families in business. However, one recent work
suggests that there are multiple and overlapping embedded contexts (Basco, 2017) that may
influence the practice of entrepreneurship among families in business. Furthermore, contexts
such as industrial districts (Johannisson et al., 2007), entrepreneurial environments (Guerrero
et al., 2013; Guerrero and Pefia-Legazkue, 2013, 2019; Guerrero and Urbano, 2017), family
clans/diasporas (Elo et al., 2018), as well as spatial and temporal aspects merit close attention
(Guerrero and Urbano, 2017). Therefore, we can infer that context not only represents the
boundaries where the phenomenon exists (Cappelli and Scherer, 1991) but also that it is a
dimension that may or may not constrain the phenomenon itself.

Figure 1 illustrates three contextual levels on which entrepreneurial families in business
can be studied: the family as a context (micro-context), the meso-context, and the macro-
context. In the first level, family is taken as a social context, the characteristics of which vary
within the formal and informal environmental conditions of the meso and macro environments,
change over time, and yet remain recognisable as being related to the family (Bourdieu, 1996;
Cigoli and Scabini, 2006). Within the extant family business literature, there have been several
attempts to recognise the family as a standalone context for studying firm entrepreneurial
behaviours such as transgenerational entrepreneurship (Suess-Reyes, 2017), entrepreneurial
legacy (Jaskiewicz et al., 2015), new venture creation (Kirkwood, 2012), and entrepreneurial
households (Alsos et al., 2014). Research has also recognised that not all families are the same.
There are family specificities linked to family business structure, as well as psychosocial and
transactional functions (Stangej and Basco, 2017), that play a role in a family business’s
entrepreneurial behaviour.

In the second level, a meso-context has been explored to a lesser extent (Stough et al.,

2015). However, new research efforts are unveiling the importance of regional and urban/rural
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contexts for family firms in general (Bau et al., 2019; Karlsson, 2018), for family engagement
in collective entrepreneurial activities (Hadjielias and Poutziouris, 2015), and for the particular
case of family-run start-ups (Bird and Wennberg, 2014), as well as the importance of industrial
districts (Cucculelli and Storai, 2015). The third level, the macro-context, identifies economic,
social, and cultural patterns that condition the economic activities of a family in business
across generations (Gupta and Levenburg, 2010; Levenburg and Gupta, 2012), such as
transgenerational entrepreneurship (Basco et al., 2018).

Finally, the temporal element of context refers to the evolution of the studied
phenomenon in relation to time. While time is a dimension that affects individual behaviours,
it is also a dimension that changes the environmental conditions in which the often taken for
granted notion of family is constantly reinvented (Bourdieu, 1996). Time is also a dimension
that has ‘unnaturally separated’ family from business (Aldrich and Cliff, 2003). Time has been
examined as a linear and regular pattern, which is irreversible, and subject to the meaning that
cultures associate with it (Ancona et al., 2001). The most common interpretation of time comes
from the generational movement of family across time (Stangej and Basco, 2017). However,
other time-related perspectives have emerged, such as the view that families deploy a temporal
repertoire in the praxis of family business (Drakopoulou Dodd et al., 2013) and the view that
family control can be sustained over time through relevant motivations (Tucker, 2011) and

tailored managerial controls (Botero et al., 2015).

3. Articles in this special issue

We received 18 submissions in response to the call for papers on ‘entrepreneurial families in
business across generations, contexts, and cultures’. Six articles (see Table 1) went through
multiple rounds of blind reviews designed by the guest editors to reach the standard of quality

and fit of this special issue.
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The first article that opens this special issue is titled ‘Family Entrepreneurial Resilience:
An Intergenerational Learning Approach’ (Zehrer and Lei3, 2020). Applying an action
research approach using a single case study and implementing the Double ABC-X model as
an analytical framework, this article discusses the process that makes entrepreneurial families
in business resilient. This article introduces a sequential process across three phases—the pre-
crisis phase, the crisis phase, and the post-crisis phase—where the pile-up of demands,
adaptative resources, and perceptions play an important role in family adaptation and
resilience. This article advances the debate about family firm survival by focusing on the
context of the family as a source of resilience. It also opens new lines of research by
considering the family in business as a source of resilience in different industries, regions,
cultures, and at different generational times.

The second article is titled ‘Family Equity as a Transgenerational Mechanism for
Entrepreneurial Families’ (Bierl and Kammerlander, 2019). This conceptual article shifts our
understanding of family equity from its mere economic role to a tool for entrepreneurial
families to create value across generations. The authors present a three-phase model of family
equity creation, which offers implications for research on transgenerational value creation as
well as practical implications for family members and practitioners seeking to align family
members’ expectations. This conceptual model opens new research possibilities to empirically
test and refine the model of family equity creation and to study the extent to which this model
could be used as an instrument to preserve the entrepreneurial spirit across generations or the
economic behaviour of a rentier family.

The third article, titled ‘No Hard Feelings? Non-Succeeding Siblings and their
Perception of Justice in Family Firms’ (Matser et al., 2020), delves into the family perception
of justice from the perspective of non-succeeding siblings. The authors expand the current

family business succession conversation from the typical successor-incumbent relationship to
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family members who are not directly implicated in the succession process, yet are deeply
affected by it. Focusing on family justice perception and developing a conceptual model with
theoretical and practical implications, this article is contextualised in relation to Dutch family
farms. This article opens the theoretical debate on the relationship between organisation justice
and family justice. This relationship is hardly explored in the literature, but it has a profound
implication for family business theory development and offers practical solutions for keeping
the family united after succession.

The fourth article, titled ‘Migrant Family Entrepreneurship—Mixed and Multiple
embeddedness of Transgenerational Turkish Family Entrepreneurs in Berlin® (Selcuk and
Suwala, 2020), explores the contextual conditions that Turkish family entrepreneurs
experience during the succession process through mixed and multiple embeddedness
perspectives. This article looks at the migrant family in business phenomenon to highlight not
only the generational gap but also the cultural gap between migrant family generations and
local-born family generations. While this article opens the conversation about migrant families
and their integration through businesses, it also creates possibilities for the replication of the
work beyond the German national context. In line with this article, the fifth article, titled
‘Embeddedness and Entrepreneurial Traditions: Entrepreneurship and Bukharian Jews in
Diaspora’ (Elo and Dana, 2020), explores entrepreneurial tradition in a diasporic context. This
article shows that diasporic family businesses are the results of culture and tradition that move
across geographical spaces. This article links three phenomena, which have historically been
investigated separately—diaspora, family firms, and immigration—creating new research
avenues in the family business field.

Finally, the sixth article that closes this special issue, titled ‘The Adoption of
Governance Mechanisms in Family Businesses: An Institutional Lens’ (Parada et al., 2020),

focuses on the pattern that family firms adopt to introduce and implement business and family
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governance structures. The article’s findings showing that family firms first implement
business governance structures followed by family governance structures are justified by the
institutional pressure to implement such structures. Even though family firms can gain
legitimacy in their surroundings by implementing such structures, that fact that governance
structures are not perceived as being useful is one reason the authors consider governance
structures in family firms to be largely ceremonial. This article questions the validity of past
research on corporate governance in family business (such as research measuring the impact
of board demographics or board tasks on firm performance) because even though family firms
implement standardised and well-known practices, family firms do not believe that these
practices really have an impact on their firms, thereby limiting their implications for firm value
creation.

--- Insert Table 1 around here ---
4. Future lines of research
Despite the new knowledge on entrepreneurial families in business offered in this special issue,
there are several future lines of research that need to be investigated. Doing so can help develop
theories at the nexus between family, context, and time. To explore future lines of research, we
draw on our theoretical framework (see Figure 1) to propose four main research streams
regarding entrepreneurial families in business.

--- Insert figure 2 around here ---

First, the relationship between family and family business (a) can be divided into three
levels: individual, group/team, and system (family and business). Regarding the individual
level, research should move beyond the successor/incumbent relationship. Within the family,
family members who are not employed in the firm play an important role, but these actors have
been traditionally omitted from family business research. Focusing on intergenerational family

member interactions—that is, how rules, patterns, and expectations unfold and adapt as the



oNOYTULT D WN =

Journal of Family Business Management

participants' life courses change as part of these interactions—we can expand our knowledge
of families in business by adopting the proposed framework by Stangej and Basco (2017),
which offers three research perspectives: structural, psychological, and transactional.

The structural perspective focuses on individual birth order, position in the family, and
other structural characteristics such as single-parent family, stepfamily, joint family, unmarried
parents, and same-sex parents. These family structures, among others, can alter relationships
between family members, the level of connection with the firm, and the resources that family
members bring and create. Several research questions emerge from this perspective. How does
the position of family members in the family and firm system contribute to the mobilisation of
entrepreneurial resources from family members to the firm? How does the configuration of ties
between family members contribute to the mobilisation of entrepreneurial resources from
family members to the firm?

The psychological perspective focuses on the roles of family members in their families
and family firms; the emotions, expectations, and needs that are associated with these roles;
and how they collectively contribute to the development of relationships and the transfer of
resources. This perspective also raises several research questions. How do individual family
members’ emotions, expectations, and needs within the family and business systems influence
family relationships in the business? How do individual family members’ emotions,
expectations, and needs within the family and business systems influence the practice of
entrepreneurship in the business? How do individual family members’ emotions, expectations,
and needs within the family and business systems influence the mobilisation of entrepreneurial
resources from family members to the firm?

Finally, the transactional perspective focuses on how families (as a group) develop their
emotional ties, share experiences, and link their expectations about the future. Several research

questions emerge from this perspective. How do shared understandings between family

10
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members (e.g., shared expectations, shared identity, and shared beliefs) influence the
mobilisation of entrepreneurial resources from family members to the firm? How do shared
understandings between family members influence the practice of entrepreneurship in the
business? Answering such questions may reveal that the structural, psychosocial, and
transactional aspects acquire a unique meaning when they are interpreted in accordance with
the context and time.

Second, regarding the family as context (b), the multiple-embeddedness perspective
(Basco, 2017) could be used to unveil the complexity of context. The family layer is about the
family itself as a context. The family is not only the first permeable boundary where family
firms dwell, but it also represents the forces that constrain and expand the possibility of family
firms. In this sense, the family as a context can be interpreted in different ways to contextualise
family business research. On the one hand, the family can be understood as a situational
characteristic that embraces the family firm. This has been the most common approach to
contextualise the family firm within a family (Azmat and Fujimoto, 2016; Basco, 2019), but
more research is needed to better understand the way the firm’s embeddedness in the family
influences the behaviours and actions of family members—both family members that are
working in the firm and those who are outside the firm.

Contextualising the firm within the family can provide new avenues to investigate family
firms. These new avenues may bring out temporal aspects, such as how the family life cycle
influences entrepreneurship by family members in the firm. They may also highlight the
cultural aspect of how traditional values and beliefs, legacy, and family history influence
entrepreneurship and relationships among family and non-family stakeholders—this can also
connect the socioemotional wealth view and entrepreneurial families more closely. On the
other hand, family as a situational strength that may intensify relationships, behaviours, and

reactions in family firms. A situational strength is important because it can help determine
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family firm heterogeneity based on the type of family behind the firm. Several research
questions emerge from this perspective. What types of families are behind different types of
firms? How do families, beyond mere participation in the firm, shape and re-shape
family/business relationships and firm behaviour? How are particular reactions defined in
terms of risk aversion, firm strategy, and performance?

Third, context refers to the entrepreneurial stimulus across generations. The family, in its
different facets, can mark the destiny of family firms in terms of birth, development, and
survival. Future research must focus on the embedded role that families play in new venture
creation, firm development and growth, and, of course, in firm sustainability across
generations. The meso-context layer (c) deals with the close physical territory where
individuals and institutions develop their relationships and the cognitive space where
individuals and society cultivate their understanding about the world around them. This layer
is less explored in family business studies, but it is extensively developed in family research
(LaRossa and Reitzes, 2004), and opens new research possibilities for discovering the
contextualising effect of families in business. Other research questions emerge from this
perspective. How do social and economic relationships, beyond the family realm, shape
families in business? How do economic and social relationships determine the family’s status
as a wealth creator, wealth preserver, or wealth destroyer? How do family and non-family
members build their relationships with the firm over time? How do family firms contribute to
the configuration of entrepreneurial and innovative ecosystems? In line with the interpretation
of the space as being relational, several research questions also emerge when considering the
cognitive space. How do families’ and family firms’ cognitions interact and relate to multiple
societal cognitive spaces? How do family and firm cognitions shape societal cognitive spaces?

How do interactions and cognitions shape family identity within the firm?

12
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The macro-context layer (d) is about the classical interpretation of the context in terms of
formal (i.e., the rule of law) and informal (i.e., culture) environmental conditions. Most studies
in this layer have focused on the influence of formal and informal context on the family in
business phenomenon (Khavul et al., 2009; Mollona, 2018). However, future work should also
consider that families and family firms are responsible for creating, maintaining, reflecting,
and projecting specific formal and informal institutional contexts. From this perspective, the
following research questions emerge. How do formal and informal environmental conditions
foster the creation and survival of the family business? Does the existence of families in
businesses frame specific types of capitalism (formal and informal systems)?

Finally, the temporal dimension (e) involves changes across life-course stages, changes on
ownership/governance over time, and changes on formal/informal environmental conditions
across countries. It implies the adoption of an evolutionary perspective to understand the
drivers in the three aforementioned contexts. Several research questions emerge from this
perspective. How does time drive entrepreneurial families in business across generations,
contexts, and cultures? Which theoretical and methodological approaches are needed to

understand the role of time in entrepreneurial families in business across contexts?

5. Conclusions
This editorial and the articles that compose this special issue represent a new paradigm to
approach entrepreneurial families in business by considering the importance of context and
time. Our special issue on ‘entrepreneurial families in business across generations, contexts,
and cultures’ makes several contributions to family business research and provides useful
implications to business families, practitioners, and business consultants.

First, our editorial addresses the call made by Discua Cruz and Basco (2018) to integrate

the entrepreneurial perspective of the family into business by interpreting the family not only
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as an actor influencing firm behaviour and performance but also as a context which becomes a
source of family firm heterogeneity. While most research conceptualises heterogeneity
drawing on configurations and typologies of common family firm characteristics (Neubaum et
al., 2019), focusing on the family as a context can allow for an understanding of family firm
heterogeneity considering the family behind the business—that is, the family as a source of
family firm heterogeneity.

Second, while family business research has intensively focused on the family/business
relationship, the general context in which the family firm is embedded as well as the time factor
have been largely overlooked. Therefore, our editorial vindicates not only the importance of
context (i.e., interpreting it based on its different layers) but also the relevance of time (i.e., in
its objective and subjective interpretations). In this sense, we interpret context not only as a
boundary where the phenomenon of study is immersed but also as a unified or multi-layered
dimension that constrains or expands the phenomenon itself. Additionally, we understand time
not only as a sequence of events, such as generational passage, but also as a path-dependent
notion where family history matters, as in the case of the diasporic family (Elo et al., 2018),
and a notion relative to economic activities. Much as time impacts business and family
business, notions about the concept of family and the associated norms also change over time
(Bourdieu, 1996; Cigoli and Scabini, 2006). Both context and time are essential for developing
theories that can help describe, analyse, and predict phenomena linked to the family in business.

Our editorial also provides important practical implications. First, it can guide families
in business about entrepreneurial dynamics carried out by members of the family. Informing
families of the need to consider the context and time can enable them to adapt their
entrepreneurial objectives and increase the chances for successful entrepreneurial outcomes.
Second, it can make families in business aware of the way entrepreneurship can become a

medium through which family and business dimensions can interact to contribute to the

14
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sustainability of the broader contexts—such as regions, communities, and entrepreneurial

ecosystems—in which they are embedded. Finally, our special issue also contributes to policy

oNOYTULT D WN =

makers by helping them to better understand the dimensions of family, context, and time when
10 tailoring policy to encourage, promote, and support entrepreneurial actions in their local and

regional communities.
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Figure 1: The role of context and time on entrepreneurial families in business
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Figure 2: Model of the role of context and time on entrepreneurial families in business
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