
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Soft Issues in 

Family Firms: 

A Study About 

Content And 

Process Advisors 

MASTER PROJECT 

THESIS WITHIN: Business Administration 

NUMBER OF CREDITS: 30 

PROGRAMME OF STUDY: Managing in a Global Context 

AUTHOR: Marina Baù & Peter Trümmel 

TUTOR: Mattias Nordqvist 

JÖNKÖPING May, 2018 

 



II 

Acknowledgement 

Our first, and foremost thank goes to Mattias Nordqvist, our professor of family business and 

supervisor, who collaborate with us inspiring passion and sincere commitment. We want to 

thank Mattias for his dedication, sharing his broad knowledge and experience. We are very 

grateful for his support and guidance, helping us to overcome difficulties while focusing on our 

final goal. We strongly believe his contributions had a great impact on the final thesis. Same 

goes for our fellow students who have given us insightful feedback and support. 

Second, we want to thank all the participants of our research for sharing their experiences and 

knowledge with us. Without their kind support and openness, we had not been able to realise 

this important study. Knowing that our participants are very involved and busy, we are even 

more grateful for the time they have dedicated to the interviews with us. A special thank goes 

to Prof. Salvatore Sciascia, who we had our pilot interview with, who has helped us a lot with 

his valuable feedback. 

Moreover, warm thanks must go to Jönköping International Business School. Our thesis is not 

just the result of five months of hard work, it is the conclusion of a path that has lasted two 

years. In this journey we have incredible opportunities to meet friends from all over the world, 

to attend courses taught by top professors, to explore and experience different countries through 

the exchange semester. So, we also want to thank all people that we met on the path that led to 

this point of our academic career, and our lives.  

Wir danken unserer deutschen Quelle, mit der wir ein angenehmes und einsichtsreiches 

Interview hatten. In vielen Punkten hat uns diese Quelle Hinweise geliefert, die halfen, den Sinn 

anderer Interviews schlussendlich greifbar zu machen. Außerdem danke ich meiner Familie 

und meinen Freunden, die mich unterstützt haben, moralisch, mit hilfreichen Hinweisen und 

Feedback oder mit einem Drink, um die angespanntent Nerven zu beruhigen. Ein besonderer 

Dank meinerseits geht an Marina für Ihren Humor, der das Arbeiten oft erleichtert hat, ihren 

Ehrgeiz, und ihre Geduld mit mir. 

Il mio primo ringraziamento va ai miei genitori, che hanno gioito con me ad ogni piccolo 

traguardo, mi hanno sostenuta, e mi hanno consolata nei momenti più difficili e impegnativi. 

Un grazie speciale va a tutti i meravigliosi parenti acquisiti o naturali che hanno tifato per me e 

mi hanno dato la carica per portare a termine quest’incredibile avventura. Ringrazio Fabio, per 

aver avuto fiducia in me, per avermi supportata e sopportata, ed essermi rimasto accanto sempre 

e comunque con amore. Un grazie va ai miei amici, perché vicini o lontani, ci sono sempre stati. 

Grazie a Peter, che ha condiviso con me questo traguardo, rendendolo indimenticabile. Infine, 

l’ultimo ringraziamento che voglio fare, è forse il più grande. Grazie a Massimo, perché in 

questi due anni ho realizzato che mio fratello è il migliore del mondo. Grazie per la pazienza, 

la comprensione, e per essere stato il mio primo supporter sempre e comunque. A tutti voi, un 

grazie con tutto il cuore e una dedica, perché voi siete stati la mia forza e la mia determinazione. 

Our common efforts make us proud to present this thesis. Therefore, we want to dedicate it to 

ourselves, for always remembering that hard work, friendship, and team work, are keys to 

success, and that we should cherish those aspects in our future careers.  



III 

Master Thesis In Business Administration 

Title:   Soft Issues in Family Firms: A Study About Content And Process Advisors 

Authors:  Marina Baù & Peter Trümmel 

Tutor:   Mattias Nordqvist, PhD 

Date:   May 21st, 2018 

Keywords: Family Business, Consulting, Soft Issues, Process Advisors, Content Advisors, 

  Accountants, Family Business Advisors 

 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Abstract 

Background: Family firms have a strong impact on the world’s well-being, in terms of social 

stability, international wealth creation, and global development. Advisors appear essential to 

ensure the family firms’ prosperity and success, representing a potential source of advantage. 

There are several types of advisors working for family firms. Our study focuses on formal 

advisors (i.e. professionals, legally hired and paid by family firms), that either provide process 

or content advisory. Process advisors focus more on family dynamics and processes (e.g. 

relational and emotional aspect), while content advisors provide strategic services and 

specialized knowledge. 

Research Purpose: To understand how the approaches of advising family firms differ among 

formal business advisors. 

Research Problem: When advising family firms, two main type of issues can emerge. Soft 

issues regard personal and relational features, like emotions, while hard issues are emitted from 

the business, and are related to profitability and finance. In our critical literature review, we 

identify a gap in the existing knowledge regarding how advisors deal with soft issues when 

advising family firms. Although the unique characteristics and issues of family firms lead them 

to seek for specialized advice, they seem to be dissatisfied with the advisors’ ability to address 

soft issues. On the other side, content advisors show frustration in dealing with them. 

Research Questions: (1) How do content advisors perceive and address family firms’ soft 

issues? (2) How do process advisors perceive and address family firms’ soft issues? 

Method: Ontology – Relativism; Epistemology – Social constructionism; Methodology – 

Exploratory Qualitative Interview-based Study; Data collection – In-depth Interviews; 

Sampling – Two Purposive Criterion Samples of Content (i.e. accountants) and Process 

Advisors (i.e. family business advisors) (seven respondents each one); Data Analysis – Content 

Analysis (creation of a tree-diagram based on codes, sub-categories, categories, main categories) 

Conclusion: We develop a model describing how content and process advisors perceive and 

address soft issues, pointing out the identified differences in their approaches. Furthermore, our 

results suggest the existence of two level of soft issues, which adds new insights to the existing 

academic knowledge. 

Managerial Implications: We develop six main managerial implications for both content and 

process advisors, which we recommend as inputs facilitating the advisors’ work with family 

firms.  
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1 Introduction 

Despite the relevance in the business practice, family business advising has gained scholarly 

attention only in the recent years. Analysing this field of research, the big picture appears to be 

fragmented, lacking in alignment and integration among studies (Strike, Michel, & 

Kammerlander, 2017). Moreover, most of the papers focusing on this topic have been written 

by practitioners, calling for further theory-based empirical researchers from family business 

scholars (Sharma, Chrisman, & Gersick, 2012; Strike, 2012). The overall increasing level of 

interest in academia, and the need for empirical researches find justification in the critical 

importance of advising family businesses (Davis, Dibrell, Craig, & Green, 2013). 

Nowadays, family firms are essential for the world’s economic well-being (Astrachan, 2008; 

De Massis, Chua, & Chrisman, 2008). At the same time, this common form of business, 

dominating the global economic landscape, is contributing to the international wealth creation, 

social stability, and development (Bammens, Van Gils, & Voordeckers, 2011; Astrachan, Zahra, 

& Sharma, 2003). Family firms’ importance is reflected by the increasing number of academic 

papers focusing on this research field, characterised by unique traits and issues (Davis, et al., 

2013; Gomez-Mejia, Cruz, Berrone, & de Castro, 2011). Very often, these specific aspects lead 

family firms to seek for external advice from formal consultants (Sharma, et al., 2012; Strike, 

2012; Woods, Dalziel, & Barton, 2012). 

The adoption of formal advisors can be essential for family businesses in reducing the chance 

of company’s failure, increasing profits, improving the business environment, and the family’s 

emotional well-being (Mole, 2016; Naldi, Chirico, Kellermanns, & Campopiano, 2015; Barbera 

& Hasso, 2013). As a matter of fact, external advisors represent a strategic source of knowledge, 

skills, and networks, mitigating related lacks within the family firms and potentially leading to 

gain competitive advantage (Maseda, Jainaga, & Arosa, 2014; Su & Dou, 2013). However, the 

inherent complexity characterising family firms represents a major challenge for formal 

advisors (Reay, Pearson, & Dyer, 2013; Bjuggren, et al., 2004). Since the majority of the 

business advisors’ clients are family firms, advisors must be aware of the family businesses’ 

specificities, and ready to deal with them (Trotman & Trotman, 2010; Aronoff, 1998). 

Therefore, the purpose of our research is 

to understand how the approaches of advising family firms differ among formal 

business advisors. 

Formal business advisors are professionals, legally hired and paid by family firms for offering 

their services. One of the most important and demanding challenge for formal business advisors 

that emerges in the process of advising, consists in managing both hard and soft issues (Cesaroni 

& Sentuti, 2016; Bruce & Picard, 2006). While hard issues focus on economic and technical 

aspects (e.g. finance), soft issues are about personal and relational features (e.g. emotions) 

(Zwick, & Jurinski, 1999). Aiming to face this duality, some authors recommend to formal 

business advisors to adopt a combination of hard and soft advisory, when working with family 

firms (Cole & Johnson, 2012; Nicholson, Shepherd, & Woods, 2009). Despite the concrete 

relevance of the topic, only a few studies have explicitly considered the problem of dealing with 

soft and hard issues when advising family firms (Strike, et al., 2017). 
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Further, formal business advisors can be distinguished based on their expertise in content and 

process advisory. (Mole, 2016; Strike, 2012; Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006). Content advisors 

provide specialised knowledge in specific fields (Barthélemy, 2017; Davis, et al., 2013). 

Process advisors provide broader knowledge, considering also processes, relational and 

emotional aspects (Strike, 2012; Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006).  

Family firms express dissatisfaction, complaining about the content advisor’s inability in 

dealing with soft issues, creating tensions (Reddrop & Mapunda, 2015; Bruce & Picard, 2006; 

Goodman, 1998). Likewise, content advisors experience an increasing level of discomfort, 

frustration, and concern when facing this kind of issues (Cole & Johnson, 2012; Zwick, & 

Jurinski, 1999). Due to the necessity of specialized knowledge, the majority of formal business 

advisors adopted by family firms are content advisors, like accountants, lawyers, and business 

management consultants (Tucker, 2011). These experts possess knowledge focusing only on 

hard issues (Barbera & Hasso, 2013; Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010). Thus, it appears 

interesting to further explore the content advisors’ awareness of soft issues, their approach, and 

the challenges that they face while advising family firms. Therefore, in this research, we aim to 

answer the following research question:  

How do content advisors perceive and address family firms’ soft issues? 

In contrast, process advisors, like family business advisors, show a broader knowledge about 

both hard and soft aspects (Strike, 2012; Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006; Hilburt‐Davis & Senturia, 

1995). Accordingly, due to their background, we assume that they address soft issues differently 

from content advisors. Thus, we propose the following second research question: 

How do process advisors perceive and address family firms’ soft issues? 

By examining these research questions through an empirical study, we aim to gain more insights 

about the challenging duality of soft and hard issues faced by formal business advisors, 

exploring both the points of view of content advisors and process advisors in a family business 

context. 

In our inquiry we develop a critical literature review (chapter 2), presenting what is currently 

known in the literature, exploring the fields of business consulting in general, giving a general 

overview of the current state of family business research’s field, and focusing in detail on 

advising family firms. In chapter 3, we describe and explain our research approach, the 

philosophical stands it is based on, as well as our methodology (i.e. exploratory qualitative 

interview-based study), and how we analyse the data (i.e. content analysis). After having 

pointed out major findings (chapter 4), our study proceeds presenting the analysis (chapter 5). 

There, we highlight what aspects of giving advice to family firms impact the way formal 

business advisors perceive and address soft issues, creating a descriptive model (i.e. Tetris 

Model) that gives relevant hints regarding our research purpose and questions. In chapter 6, we 

reflect upon our inquiry, discussing generated findings and the model at the light of the existing 

academic knowledge, to answer our research questions. In particular, we point out the 

contributions of our study to the current academic knowledge. After having clearly stated how 

our study responds to the proposed research questions in the conclusion’s chapter 7, we provide 

managerial implications to the reader (chapter 8), argue our study’s limitations (chapter 9), and 

give suggestions for future researches (chapter 10).  
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2 Literature Review 

The present critical literature review (Huff, 2008) follows a snowballing approach (Easterby-

Smith, et al., 2015) laying out the topic areas that are directly connected to our research purpose 

to understand how the approaches of advising family firms differ among formal business 

advisors. Hence, we explore existing literature regarding business consulting in general, family 

business research, and knowledge about advsing family firms. As a result, we discover the very 

relevant challenge for advisors of family firms to deal with soft issues. For the purpose of clarity 

and completeness (Zhang & Shaw, 2012) we also present the current knowledge about hard 

issues. Further, there are several types of formal advisors of family firms that emerge from the 

reviewed literature. Eventually, we outline gaps in the existing knowledge in order to justify 

our research questions. 

2.1 The Current State of Knowledge About Business Consulting 

Today’s global economy, characterized by globalization, market uncertainty and raising level 

of competition, increase the company’s needs for procuring strategic knowledge and skills 

(Canato & Giangreco, 2011; Fincham, 1999). The past thirty years have shown a high growth 

rate of the consulting industry (Bronnenmayer, Wirtz & Göttel, 2016; Sturdy, 2011). Nowadays, 

this trend is still on-going, presenting both an increasing demand and a rapid development, 

which leads to economic relevance (Benito-Hernández, López-Cózar-Navarro, & Priede-

Bergamini, 2015; Canato & Giangreco, 2011). As a matter of fact, external business advisors 

represent a considerable source of strategic services adopted by the majority of the firms in their 

everyday business operations (Bronnenmayer, et al., 2016; Bennett & Robson, 1999). However, 

some authors argue that management consulting is a field built on practical literature, without 

scientific validity, revealing little attention from the academy (Bronnenmayer, et al., 2016; 

Canato & Giangreco, 2011). 

2.1.1 Roles and Areas of Advising 

Once the company has hired a business consultant, he or she can act in different ways, offering 

a wide range of services, and assuming distinctive roles (Bennett & Robson, 1999). Based on 

the needs of the business and the level of decision uncertainty, a consultant can become a source 

of support (e.g. conducting a diagnosis), of information ( e.g. providing knowledge), of standard 

solutions (e.g. typical recommendations, based on client’s explicit problems), or of original 

solutions (e.g. pioneering suggestions, based on client’s implicit needs) (Canato & Giangreco, 

2011; Hadar & Fischer, 2008; Turner, 1982). When asking for advice, businesses focus 

primarily on these four roles, while the main aspiration of business consultants consists in 

becoming a learning-facilitator for the client, building consensus, and gaining an 

institutionalization of the improvements (Turner, 1982). Thus, the role of the advisor can be 

generally described as “key bridging intermediary”, between the company’s needs and the 

required solutions (Bessant & Rush, 1995, p. 101).  

Considering business advisors, it is possible to identify two macro categories: professional 

advisors, who provide their services for remuneration, and informal advisors (e.g. friends or 

colleagues) (Kautonen, Zolin, Kuckertz, & Viljamaa, 2010). Focusing on professional business 

advisors, it is possible to identify seven different categories of advice (Benito-Hernández, et al., 

2015). The first category encompasses advisors providing tax services, like auditors (Nelson & 
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Tan, 2005). The second category incorporates advisors specialized in financial management 

like investment consultants, accountants, and bankers (Hadar & Fischer, 2008; Dyer & Ross, 

2007; Kent, 1994). More in detail, accountants are the major suppliers of external advice 

adopted by companies (Ramsden & Bennett, 2005). The third category comprises advisors 

specialised in strategic management, like business consultants and organisational development 

advisors, which focus on business issues and strategy (Nicholson, et al., 2009; Hadar & Fischer, 

2008; Lane, 1989). Advisors dealing with legal issues, like lawyers, are associated with the 

fourth category (Hadar & Fischer, 2008; Dyer & Ross, 2007). Finally, the remaining three 

observable areas of business advising, consist of human resource advisors (e.g. external 

selection and recruitment), marketing consultants (e.g. advertising agencies), and IT consultants 

(Benito-Hernández, et al., 2015).  

2.1.2 Reasons for and Consequences of Seeking Advice 

Business advising has been defined by several authors, as a service provided by external 

consultants (with special knowledge and training), to a business (owners or managers), with the 

aim to respond to specific needs. (Perry, Ring, & Broberg, 2015; Sturdy, 2011; Kitay & Wright, 

2007). There are several reasons that lead a company to seek professional advice (Mile, 2016). 

First, a missing capacity or lack of knowledge in business, to be mitigated through external 

strategic knowledge and expertise (Barthélemy, 2017; Bronnenmayer, et al., 2016; Chrisman 

& McMullan, 2004). Second, a strategical choice, aiming to gain temporary help for 

implementing a change process or for importing and developing innovative behavior (Canato 

& Giangreco, 2011; Bennett & Robson, 1999). Third, to acquire critical managerial skills, for 

better managing strategic resources and processes (Barthélemy, 2017; Turner, 1982). Finally, 

reacting to external or internal trigger events (e.g. financial crisis) (Mole, 2016). However, the 

need for businesses to gain critical information results to be the primary reasons that lead 

companies to seek for external advice (Turner, 1982). 

Despite their potential, several companies (in particular small and medium-size companies), 

decide not to hire external business advisors. There are four main reasons why companies avoid 

turning to professional external advisors. First, the owner or manager personal reluctance of 

seeking external advice (Barthélemy, 2017; Bennett & Robson, 1999). Second, an excessive 

self-confidence in the company culture, which leads to prefer internal knowledge instead of 

external (Barthélemy, 2017). Third, the scarcity of financial resources to allocate to expensive 

business experts (Barthélemy, 2017; Kent, 1994). Finally, a lack of trust in the advising industry, 

mainly due to generalising prejudice (Bronnenmayer, et al., 2016). 

Regarding the positive consequences of hiring external business advisors, several authors have 

stated how their presence have positive impacts on both companies’ financial performances, 

surviving rate and social capital (Mole, 2016; Chrisman & McMullan, 2004; Kent, 1994). 

Indeed, business consultants (e.g. technical consultants) can help companies in improving the 

quality of their products. However, these consultants do not represent always the best choice 

for the company. For instance, if a company aims to achieve outstanding performances, having 

an advisor lacking originality, which suggests standard best practices, can harm the company’s 

purpose (Barthélemy, 2017). Furthermore, in case of a long-term relationship between business 

consultant and company’s owner-manager, the resulted strong ties can evolve in “ties that blind” 

the client regarding the advisor’s performances (Kautonen, et al., 2010, p. 205). Thus, when 
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carefully chosen and managed, business advisors represent an important source of competitive 

advantage.  

2.1.3 Limitations and Success Factors 

Without considering the phenomena of prejudice and stereotype, we identify three levels of 

concrete limitations of advisors dealing with businesses consulting: personal level, relational 

level, and environmental level. Considering the personal level, advisors (as every human being) 

base their judgment on “optimism bias” (Sharot, 2011, p. 941). This aspect can result in 

personal beliefs and risk preferences that limit the objectivity of the consultant (Hadar & Fischer, 

2008). At the relational level, advisors need to deal with the clients and other consultants. This 

requires skills like teambuilding, communication, and compromising (Kaye & Hamilton, 2004). 

Regarding the environmental level, the context surrounding the advisor (e.g. the company) can 

impact the advisor’s judgments, affecting the decisions (Nelson & Tan, 2005). 

Aiming to overcome the limitations, and to be successful in terms of the client’s satisfaction, 

business consultants must take success factors into consideration. In our review of the literature, 

we identify eight main factors that can lead to a higher probability of succeeding. The first two 

factors focus on the consultant features, which are (1) providing the required resources and (2) 

granting personal expertise. The third factor regards the company’s top-management and 

consists in (3) having the top management’s support for the project. (Bronnenmayer, et al., 2016) 

The remaining five success factors focus on the advisor-client relationship and consist in (4) 

sharing a common vision avoiding information asymmetry, (5) creating a long-term project 

helping the company even after the consultancy, (6) building an intensive collaboration with 

the client, (7) establishing an alliance based on trust, and (8) adopting clarity concerning the 

purpose from both the sides of client and advisor (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010; Bennett & 

Robson, 1999; Turner, 1982). 

Therefore, the relationship between business advisor and client, is a critical aspect in business 

consulting. This relationship must be well-balanced in terms of powers and is characterised by 

openness (Fincham, 1999). Dyer and Ross (2007) presenting the life cycle of the advisory 

relationship as a U-inverted shaped curve. The authors argue that at the beginning the 

relationship shows low strength, because of a lack of knowledge about each other, evolving 

over time in a strong mature relationship. After a while, the strength of the relationship is 

destined to decline, due to the progressive empowerment of the client, in terms of knowledge 

and awareness. When the client perceives to have occupied the originally lacking knowledge, 

the client is tempted to drop the relationship with the advisor, since there is no further interest 

in pursuing it (Dyer and Ross, 2007). 

2.1.4 Consulting Models: Content and Process Models 

Reviewing the business consulting literature, it is possible to identify two main models of 

consulting: the Content Model and the Process Model (Erwee & Malan, 2009; Bessant & Rush, 

1995; Hilburt‐Davis & Senturia, 1995). The Content Model represents the traditional model 

adopted in consultancy, with a fact-based approach, in which the advisor’s expertise, training, 

and knowledge play a fundamental role (e.g. accountant and bankers) (Erwee & Malan, 2009; 

Hilburt‐Davis & Senturia, 1995). This model is also well-known as “Linear Expert Model of 

Consultation” and shows two different versions: Information Model and Medical Model 
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(Schein, 1978, p. 339). On one hand, in the Information Model, the client identifies the problem 

by him- or herself, delegating power to an expert, and paying for the services of gaining an 

answer (e.g. lawyer). On the other hand, in the Medical Model, the client seeks advice from a 

consultant, having identified alarming symptoms, but in this case, the client leaves the detection 

and diagnosis of the needs completely to the advisor, who has to provide remedies (e.g. doctor-

patient relationship). Thus, in this version of the Content Model, the consultant gains more 

power and independence (Schein, 1978). 

The Process Model has an action-based approach, in which both client and advisor are equally 

involved in the process of problem-solving (Erwee & Malan, 2009; Bessant & Rush, 1995). 

This model is also known as “Process Consultation Model” and shows two different versions: 

Catalyst Model and Facilitator Model (Schein, 1978, p. 339). Although in the Catalyst Model, 

the consultant helps the client in finding the most appropriate solution, without knowing it 

before (i.e. it is a common journey), in the Facilitator Model the consultant knows the potential 

solutions before but lets the client free to arrive to them by him- or herself (i.e. empowering the 

client by teaching him/her the process of problem-solving) (Schein, 1978). Thus, Content 

Model and Process Model differ for the primary assumption used as starting point of the 

consulting process. Indeed, in the Content Model, the Advisor (being an expert) owns the 

solution, while in the Process Model, only the client can know which solution will effectively 

match his or her organisation’s needs better (Erwee & Malan, 2009; Schein, 1978). 

2.2 The Current State of Family Business Research 

Nowadays family firms represent the dominant form of business entity worldwide (Castanos & 

Welsh, 2013; LaPorta, Lopez-de-Silanes, & Shleifer, 1999; Lansberg, 1983). As a matter of 

fact, these companies account for two-thirds of the total amount of businesses in the world 

(Family Firm Institute; 2018). Thus, family firms have an impressive impact in the creation of 

global wealth (Bammens, et al., 2011; De Massis, et al., 2008; Astrachan & Shanker, 2003). 

The Family Firm Institute (2018), estimates that annually this form of business organisations 

produces between the 70% and the 90% of the global GDP.  

Furthermore, family businesses are vital in their domestic markets, contributing to the national 

welfare providing stability, employment and contributing to the local social well-being 

(Astrachan, Zahra, & Sharma, 2003). Therefore, these businesses deserve to be studied and 

supported (Astrachan, 2008). Although Family Business became an academic field during the 

1980s, when in 1984the Family Firm Institute (FFI) and in 1988 the Family Business Review 

(FBR) were established, this subject has only recently received substantial attention from 

scholars (Sharma, Chrisman, & Gersick, 2012; Astrachan, 2008; Sonfield & Lussier, 2008; 

Upton, Vinton, Seaman, & Moore, 1993).  

Several authors have tried to propose a well-accepted definition of family firms (Songini, Gnan, 

& Malmi, 2013; Astrachan & Shanker, 2003). In our study, we adopt a definition that is also 

embraced by other authors (Dhaenens, Marler, Vardaman, & Chrisman, 2018; De Massis, et al., 

2008): 
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“The family business is a business governed and/or managed with the intention to 

shape and pursue the vision of the business held by a dominant coalition controlled 

by members of the same family or a small number of families in a manner that is 

potentially sustainable across generations of the family or families.” (Chua, 

Chrisman, & Sharma, 1999, p. 25). 

Analysing the phenomenon of family business, it is possible to discriminate this kind of entities 

from nonfamily firms, based on several unique factors (Davis, et al., 2013; Salvato & Moores, 

2010). First, family firms are characterised by encompassing and combining two different social 

capitals (i.e. family’s and firm’s) (Gersick, 2015; Nicholson, et al., 2009; Arregle, Hitt, Sirmon, 

& Very, 2007). Second, the bivalent attributes shown by family businesses are caused by 

overlaps among family, ownership, and management (Tagiuri & Davis, 1996; Davis, 1982). 

Third, family firms show unique sets of capabilities and resources, known in the literature as 

“familiness” (Benito-Hernández, et al., 2015, p. 488; Habbershon, Williams, & MacMillan, 

2003, p. 463). Fourth, the willingness to pursue both financial and non-financial goals, that lead 

to face uncommon dilemmas (Reay, Pearson, & Dyer, 2013; Sharma, Blunden, Labaki, 

Michael-Tsabari, & Algarin, 2013). More in detail, some authors argue that this distinctive 

strategic choice, is caused by the desire of the family to preserve their socioemotional wealth, 

in terms of family control, identification, ties, emotional attachment and renewal through 

succession (Berrone, Cruz, & Gomez-Mejia, 2012; Gómez-Mejía, Haynes, Núñez-Nickel, 

Jacobson, & Moyano-Fuentes, 2007). Finally, family firms can be distinguished as entities that 

are strongly affected and driven by emotions (Gomez-Mejia, et al., 2011; Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 

2006). 

On one side, when managed properly, the peculiarities of family firms represent their main 

strengths, successfully affecting the business performances (Zattoni, Gnan, & Huse, 2015; Kets 

De Vries & Carlock, 2010), and decreasing their failure rate (Wilson, Wright, & Scholes, 2013). 

Indeed, the family businesses’ main features, like long-term orientation, shared vision, 

ownership and governance concentration, strong identification and involvement, sense of unity, 

continuity of leadership, transgenerational wealth creation, can all be seen as sources of 

advantage (Habbershon, et al., 2003; Hiebl, 2012; Hobbs & Hobbs, 1998; Kets De Vries, 1993). 

On the other side, if not correctly managed the same aspects can seriously harm the firm 

(Benito-Hernández, et al., 2015). In fact, family businesses are often affected by phenomena of 

nepotism, tolerance for inept, resistance to change and inequity of rewards, becoming less 

attractive for key strategic external actors (e.g. professional managers) (Barbera & Hasso, 2013; 

Collin & Ahlberg, 2012; Kets De Vries, 1993). Furthermore, the conflicts due to the overlaps 

of family, ownership, and management, can harm the family harmony, leading to confusion in 

the firm (Zattoni, et al., 2015, Jaffe & Lane, 1997, Lansberg, 1983).  

Considering today’s survival rate of family firms, only 30% of the global amount of this form 

of business appears to survive the first generation. This percentage is even lower after the 

second succession process and decreases to 15% (Ward, 2016). Thus, external professional 

advisors, able to positively impact on the business survival, represent a major source of support 

and competitive advantage (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; McCracken, 2015; Sund, Melin, & Haag, 

2015; Barbera & Hasso, 2013). 
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2.3 The Current State of Knowledge About Advising Family Firms 

Following the logic of our research purpose, we are required to lay out the overlap of the 

knowledge about business consulting and family business research. Hence, the following 

section provides a more extensive inspection of the current literature since it is vital to gain an 

initial understanding of what is known about advising family firms. 

When dealing with family firms, consulting becomes more challenging (Carrera, 2017; Davis, 

et al., 2013; Hobbs & Hobbs, 1998). In fact, “family firms think and act differently” from other 

businesses (Moores & Salvato, 2009, p.185). Thus, the distinctive features and paradoxes of 

this form of business organisation have an impact on the consultants’ style of advising, affecting 

the consultant’s judgements, the content of their decisions, and the whole consulting process 

(Sharma, et al., 2013; Trotman & Trotman, 2010; Nicholson, et al., 2009). The need to balance 

both family’s and business’s priorities, calls for a more personal approach, and the family 

dynamics (e.g. emotional issues, relational issues, conflicts) affecting the business life, 

representing the major differences in advising family firms (Benito-Hernández, et al., 2015; 

Zwick & Jurinski, 1999; Upton, et al., 1993). Thus, aiming to advise family businesses, 

consultants must acquire specific knowledge and skills, helping them in dealing with the 

complexity generated by the overlaps of family and business (Family Firm Institute, 2018; 

Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016). However, very often professional advisors do not tend to 

differentiate between family and nonfamily firms, resulting in their inability to deal with family 

businesses specific needs (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010; Goodman, 1998). 

Considering the whole amount of business consultant’s clients, family firms represent the 

biggest group of clients (Aronoff, 1998). Family businesses greatly benefit from the experts’ 

advice, counsel, and arbitration, which can add value to both the family and the business 

(Maseda, et al., 2014; Woods, et al., 2012). Advisors of family business represent a strategic 

resource to their clients, providing unique knowledge, experiences, and skills (Hiebl, 2013; Su 

& Dou, 2013; Hiebl, Duller & Feldbauer-Durstmuller, 2012). These subjects can also act as 

bridge with other key actors, providing useful networks to their clients (Barbera & Hasso, 2013; 

Bammens, et al., 2011; De Massis, et al., 2008). Thus, advisors of family firms can be defined 

as “an actual individual with various characteristics (e.g., experience, professional role, 

relationship with the business family, formal vs. informal status) in a real-life context” (Strike, 

Michel, & Kammerlander, 2017, p.5). 

2.3.1 The Multitude of Family Firms’ Advisors 

Reviewing the literature concerning family business consulting, a multitude of types of advisors 

from a broad range of disciplines has emerged, due to the unique features of family firms. These 

subjects differ in many aspects and have been considered as family businesses’ advisors in 

different researches. Among others, family firms can gather advice and support from relatives 

(Naldi, et al., 2015; Perry, et al., 2015), close friends (Mole, 2016; Lewis, Massey, Asby, 

Coetzer, & Harris, 2007), accountants (Tucker, 2011; Sawers & Whiting, 2010; Salvato & 

Moores, 2010), lawyers (Haag, & Sund, 2016; Hobbs & Hobbs, 1998; Rollock, 1997), family 

therapists (Castanos & Welsh, 2013; Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010), family business 

consultants (Barbera & Hasso, 2013; Jaffe & Lane, 1997), board members (Maseda, et al., 2014; 

Collin & Ahlberg, 2012; Woods, et al., 2012; Bammens, et al, 2011; Zwick & Jurinski, 1999), 

mentors (Dhaenens, et al., 2017; Distelberg & Schwarz, 2015), bankers (Nicholson, et al., 2009; 
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Aronoff, 1998), teachers (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010; Nicholson, et al., 2009), management 

consultants (Barthélemy, 2017; Swartz, 1989), psychologists (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; Reay, 

et al.,2013), insurance professionals (Bjuggren, et al., 2004; Aronoff, 1998), and coaches 

(Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010). (see Appendix 1) Furthermore, 

some authors identify also group-based types advisors, such as community of practices, family 

meetings, family councils, and board of directors (Strike, et al., 2017; Sorenson & Milbrandt, 

2015; Sund, et al., 2015). 

In their study, Hilburt-Davis and Dyer (2006), argue that based on the typology of issues faced 

by family firms (i.e. ownership issues, family issues, business issues), these companies should 

seek for different advisors. In this regard, some authors point out that family firms prefer to opt 

for trusted advisors with long-term relationships. These advisors get personally close to the 

family members, exercising a high level of influence in the family’s decisions. (Strike, et al., 

2017; Michel & Kammerlander, 2015) A specific form of trusted advisor is the most-trusted 

advisor, which is the closest advisor to the family among all the trusted advisors (Strike, 2013). 

2.3.2 Formal Content and Process Advisors 

Taking the different types of advisor that a family business can adopt into account, it is possible 

to distinguish them based on four main aspects: the advisor-client relationship’s nature, the 

advisor-client relationship’s level of formality, kind of expertise, and type of provided services.  

First, advisors of family businesses can be distinguished as internal and external, regarding the 

nature of their relationship with the family (Perry, et al., 2015). On one hand, internal advisors 

are family members, with long-lasted relationships and high level of family trust, which provide 

advice concerning their own family’s and business’ issues (Distelberg & Schwarz, 2015; Naldi, 

et al., 2015). On the other hand, external advisors represent professional experts who are 

nonfamily members, like accountants, family therapists, and lawyers (Barbera & Hasso, 2013; 

Salvato & Corbetta, 2013). Considering the whole multitude of external family business 

advisors, accountants result to be the most commonly adopted source of advice (Reddrop & 

Mapunda, 2015; Bruce & Picard, 2006). However, when family firms look out for accountants, 

they do not seem to be inclined to hire one of the Big Four accounting and auditing firms (i.e. 

Deloitte, PwC, EY, and KPMG), preferring less prominent players (Ho & Kang, 2013).  

Second, based on the level of relationship’s formality, advisors can be distinguished in informal 

or formal (Strike, 2012). Informal advisors are not formally engaged advisors, lacking an 

official contract, for instance, relatives and friends (Mole, 2016; Strike, 2012). Formal advisors 

are professionals that are legally hired and paid for offering their services, as individual 

accountants or professional organisations. (Mole, 2016; Davis, et al., 2013). Therefore, we 

assume that, for working professionally, formal advisors are external (nonfamily members) 

advisors. 

Third, advisors can be classified in process and content-experts, considering their expertise 

(Strike, et al., 2017; Bjuggren, et al., 2004). Process advisors are professionals with a broad 

knowledge regarding the processes (e.g. relational and emotional aspects), who empower 

family firms, helping them in their decision-making process, like family therapists (Strike, 2012; 

Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006; Hilburt‐Davis & Senturia, 1995). Whereas content advisors are 

major experts in specific fields, like accounting, finance, engineering, and information 
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technology, which provide strategic services and specialized knowledge to the family business 

(Barthélemy, 2017; Davis, et al., 2013; Kaye & Hamilton, 2004).  

Fourth, considering the type of services provided by advisors of family business, it is possible 

to identify two main categories: traditional services and unconventional services (Cesaroni & 

Sentuti, 2017; Nicholson, et al., 2009). Traditional services, are those offered by business 

professionals, relating to hard skills, like law, accountancy, and finance (Distelberg & Schwarz, 

2015; Cole & Johnson, 2012). Usually, content advisors focus on providing traditional services 

(Davis, et al., 2013). Unconventional services focus more on soft issues, linked to sociology 

and psychology (e.g. relational conflicts and emotional dynamics), like family therapists, 

mentors, and counsellors (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; Lee & Danes, 2012). Process advisors 

generally provide more unconventional services (Bjuggren, et al., 2004). 

Thus, aiming to respond to our research purpose to understand how the approaches of advising 

family firms differ among formal business advisors, we focus on formal (Mole, 2016; Davis, et 

al., 2013) process and content advisors of family business (Strike, et al., 2017; Bjuggren, et al., 

2004). 

2.3.3 Attributes and Traits of Formal Advisors 

When family businesses seek advice, they look for specific characteristics. Literature suggests 

eight attributes and traits of formal advisors that family firms prefer. (1) First, the ideal advisor 

should be competent and provide expertise beyond his main field of studies (Sawers & Whiting, 

2010; Chrisman & McMullan, 2004). (2) Second, the advisor should always focus on the family 

firm, listening to their needs, maintaining openness and being present (Reddrop & Mapunda, 

2015; Aronoff, 1998; Upton, et al., 1993). (3) Third, for being chosen by a family firm, advisors 

must be trustworthy, and show honesty and integrity in their previous work experiences (Sawers 

& Whiting, 2010; Goodman, 1998). Indeed, a good reputation represents an advantage for 

approaching the family (Su & Dou, 2013; Nicholson, et al., 2009). (4) Therefore, it is essential 

for formal advisors of family businesses to own a specific background (Nicholson, et al., 2009; 

Lane, 1989). Previous experiences in dealing with family businesses’ dynamics and challenges 

increase the advisor competence and efficiency (Bjuggren, et al., 2004; Swartz, 1989). (5) 

Furthermore, formal advisors of family firms must have collaborative skills. As a matter of fact, 

the consulting process requires to develop a mutual collaboration based on frequent interactions 

(Barbera & Hasso, 2013; (Nicholson, et al., 2009). (6) Moreover, during all the process of 

consultation, in each interaction, advisors should show deep interest and commitment in the 

project, stating their involvement and passion (Sawers & Whiting, 2010). (7) However, being 

self-aware, and recognizing both personal strengths and limitations, are aspects appreciated by 

the family (Reddrop & Mapunda, 2015; Strike, 2013; Goodman, 1998). (8) Finally, aiming to 

deal with the unique traits of family firms, an advisor should have both social-intelligence and 

emotional-intelligence, understanding the specific dynamics and showing empathy (Castanos 

& Welsh, 2013; Strike, 2013). Although compassion and sensitivity are essential requirements 

for family businesses’ advisors, expert advisors often lack those traits, focusing too much on 

hard services (Goodman, 1998). 
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2.3.4 Formal Advisors’ Types of Advice and Approaches 

Focusing on the kind of advice that formal advisors provide, family firms prefer to receive 

advice concerning potential alternative solutions that they can consider when facing a dilemma 

(Dalal & Bonaccio, 2010). Furthermore, advices aiming to provide social support to the family 

business, like the creation of supporting arenas (e.g. family meetings and family council), are 

well-accepted by the family businesses (Mole, 2016; Sund, et al., 2015). Other types of 

provided advices, comprise solutions directly given to the family business problem, or 

recommendations on how to deal with the decision-making process, empowerment of the 

clients in thinking differently and taking their own decisions (Mole, 2016; Strike, 2013). The 

least appreciated kind of advice regards enforced suggestions of which alternatives to avoid. 

These suggestions are perceived as external impositions by the family members, and thus 

unappreciated. (Dalal & Bonaccio, 2010) 

It can be pivotal for formal advisors to familiarise with the environment’s dynamic and family’s 

relationships, when approaching a family business for the first time (Barbera & Hasso, 2013). 

Aiming to acquire this knowledge, one of the most useful tools suggested to family business 

advisors is the genogram, which helps in recording facts, in pointing out problematic areas, and 

in focusing the efforts for implementing efficient solutions (Sharma, et al., 2013; Kets De Vries 

& Carlock, 2010). After becoming familiar with the context, advisors can adopt two different 

approaches. Either, they can behave in a detached manner, remaining strictly to their area of 

expertise, providing technical solutions in exchange for a fee (Gersick, 2015; Goodman, 1998). 

Or, they can adopt a full immersion approach, based on embeddedness and development of 

partnership with the clients, and characterised by shared values, responsibilities, and goals 

(Gersick, 2015; Salvato & Corbetta, 2013). 

2.3.5 The Process of Advising Family Firms 

According to Strike and colleagues (2017), the process of advising family firms remains unclear 

in terms of how the advice is actually given. There is academic knowledge about inputs and 

outcomes but not about the process itself. After the initial familiarization, the ideal process of 

advising should be characterised by mutual collaboration (Barbera & Hasso, 2013; Kaye & 

Hamilton, 2004). This can be achieved by developing a strong alliance with the family business 

members, leveraging on reciprocal adaptation and trust (Davis, et al, 2013; Kets De Vries & 

Carlock, 2010). For gaining high level of confidence, it is essential to build long-lasting 

relationships between the family business and the advisor (Bjuggren, et al., 2004). Furthermore, 

during the process of advising family firms, consultants should avoid acting as mere suppliers 

of advices. Instead, with their suggestions, advisors are welcome to provide also socio-

emotional support to the family, with interpersonal assistance, and acting as sensemaking 

mediators (Strike & Rerup, 2016; Dalal & Bonaccio, 2010). Finally, aiming to succeed, family 

business advisors should encourage celebrations throughout all the process. When associated 

with positive rewards, each outcome can reinforce the clients’ commitment and efforts (Kets 

De Vries & Carlock, 2010). 

2.3.6 Desirable Collaborations Among Formal Advisors 

Although it is possible to recognize the ideal characteristics and approaches of advising family 

firms in the literature, several authors argue that it is very hard to find a consultant showing all 
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the required aspects, considering the complexity and the bivalent aspects of this form of 

business (Sharma, et al., 2013; Tucker, 2011). Thus, for maximizing the efficiency of the 

recommendations, it is desirable to adopt a combination of at least two formal advisors from 

different fields (e.g. family therapist and accountant) (Cole & Johnson, 2012; Swartz, 1989). 

This collaboration allows to integrate the needed services, to foster strategic knowledge-sharing 

among experts, to improve the accuracy of the service, and to develop better solutions (Cesaroni 

& Sentuti, 2016; Su & Dou, 2013; Distelberg & Castanos, 2012). 

Considering this multidisciplinary approach, Hilburt-Davis and Dyer (2006) describe how 

collaborations among different types of advisors of family business emerge. They identify pre-

existing consulting teams of experts hired by the company, consultants that collaborate for a 

while following a common project, accidental collaborations of advisors sharing the same client, 

or dysfunctional teams in which advisors are not aware or willing to work together for a family 

firm (Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006). 

2.3.7 Outcomes of Formal Advisors’ Engagements 

Focusing on the potential outcomes of hiring formal family business advisors, these key actors 

can positively impact in the business, improving the chances of surviving by decreasing the 

failure rate by 29% (Barbera & Hasso, 2013, p. 287). More in detail, there are three main levels 

of impact: individual, business, and environmental. On the individual level, formal advisors can 

contribute to an improvement in family members’ self-confidence, the decision process and 

managerial skills (Mole, 2016; Strike, 2013). Through knowledge transfer, they can contribute 

to the client’s personal development and independence (Sturdy, 2011; Ramsden & Bennett, 

2005; Upton, Vinton, Seaman, & Moore, 1993). On the business level, formal advisors of 

family businesses can affect the business performance, decreasing costs and increasing profits 

(Strike, et al, 2017; Maseda, et al, 2014; Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010). On the environmental 

level, formal advisors can foster the creation of an ideal situation inside the family firm, 

characterised by genuine relationships, social support, facilitation of both family and business 

processes, and assistance in sense-making (Strike & Rerup, 2016; Strike, 2013; Hilburt‐Davis 

& Senturia, 1995). However, it is important to highlight the potential negative aspects that can 

stem from an inefficient consultation, like adverse succession outcomes, increased agency costs, 

and reinforced vicious behaviours due to the reluctance to accept advices that the consultant 

has only poorly supported (Michel & Kammerlander, 2015; Naldi, et al., 2015; Kaye & 

Hamilton, 2004). 

2.3.8 Formal Advisors’ Encountered Challenges 

Furthermore, formal advisors face several problems when they advise family businesses. The 

first challenge is the advisors’ ability to manage their own engagement and embeddedness, 

maintaining a healthy balance (Barbera & Hasso, 2013). Very often advisors, approaching 

family firms, struggle with personal ethical issues, like confidentiality, loyalty, and priorities 

(Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006). Another issue is given by the natural complexity of family firms, 

in which different stakeholders have different perspectives, priorities and goals, that need to be 

identified and aligned (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Jaffe & Lane, 1997; Rollock, 1997). The 

consequently arising conflicts among family members represent another dilemma for family 

business advisors (Benito-Hernández, et al., 2015; Tong, 2008). Furthermore, advisors often 

struggle in maintaining an effective relationship with their client, because of a lack of trust 
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undermining their collaboration (McCracken, 2015; Dyer & Ross, 2007). Other family firms 

can be affected by the “myth of the messiah”, investing initially a great amount of expectations 

and emotional involvement in the advisor, and believing that this will fix every problem 

encountered by the family business (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010, p. 247). However, when 

the families realize the consultants’ ‘humanity’, they drop any cooperation and rejecting the 

advisor’s recommendations (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010). Additionally, formal advisors 

dealing with family firms often encounter personal limits in terms of knowledge, training, and 

skills, that represent potential factors of failure if not properly managed and communicated 

(Castanos & Welsh, 2013; Lee & Danes, 2012).  

2.3.9 Formal Advisors’ Common Mistakes 

Due to several problems characterising consulting in family businesses, formal advisors commit 

specific mistakes. First, because of their personal discomfort, advisors usually try to simplify 

the big picture by separating the family issues from the business issues, underestimating the 

strong correlation between them (Aronoff, 1998; Tagiuri & Davis, 1996). In fact, the most 

common error of family firms’ advisors, consists in the incapacity to comprehend the family 

dynamics (Aronoff, 1998; Upton, et al., 1993). Furthermore, advisors are human beings, prone 

to personal biases, which can lead to a lack of objectivity in their recommendations, and 

blindness toward alarming symptoms (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010; Goodman, 1998). 

Another interesting mistake regards the approach that advisors adopt when they advise family 

firms. Instead of empowering the client, advisors tend to exercise too much influence in the 

client’s decisions, fostering the client’s dependence (Lane, 1989). Finally, some advisors 

underestimate the required training and knowledge for dealing with family businesses, 

believing that their competences can be applied to every form of business. Often, this behaviour 

results in the client’s dissatisfaction and in the failure of the entire project (Nicholson, et al., 

2009; Lane, 1989). 

2.3.10 Fragmented Knowledge About Advising Family Firms 

Reviewing the literature concerning advising family businesses, we analyse the theories and 

models that have been adopted in the previous researches for understanding and interpreting 

this phenomenon. The results of our overview show that the most commonly adopted theories 

in this research field, have been the Agency Theory (Fama & Jensen, 1983), the Stewardship 

Theory (Davis, Schoorman, & Donaldson, 1997), and the Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991). 

In the last five years, aiming to respond to calls for further studies about this topic, some authors 

have been trying to introduce and experiment theoretical models and frameworks that have not 

been previously considered (Sharma, at al., 2012). In turn, researchers have adopted different 

solutions like Stakeholder Theory (Bammens, et al., 2011), Social Exchange Theory (Dhaenens, 

et al., 2017), Organisational Learning Theory (Distelberg & Schwarz, 2015), Social Role 

Theory (Hiebl, 2013), Institutional Theory (Reddrop & Mapunda, 2015), Socioemotional 

Selectivity Theory, from psychology (Perry, et al., 2015), Three-circle Model (Cesaroni & 

Sentuti, 2016), and Knowledge Sharing (Su & Dou, 2013). However, these studies are 

fragmented attempts in this stream of literature. In fact, there is still the need to advance the 

current theoretical knowledge, adopting multidisciplinary frameworks as alternative to the most 

commonly used (i.e. Agency theory, Stewardship theory, and RBV) (Carrera, 2017; Strike, et 

al., 2017). 
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2.4 The Emergence of Soft and Hard Issues 

Our literature review gave rise to two categories of issues that advisors of family business 

encounter in their pursuit of advising family firms. Hereafter, we label those categories as ‘soft’ 

and ‘hard’ issues as it has been done in part in the reviewed literature (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; 

Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Cole & Johnson, 2012; Sawers & Whiting, 2010; Nicholson, et al., 

2009; Ramsden & Bennett, 2005; Malinen, 2004; Zwick & Jurinski, 1999). Other authors refer 

to these categories as “relational” and “financial” factors (De Massis, et al., 2008, p. 187), 

“subjective” and “objective” (Ramsden & Bennett, 2005, p. 229), or “technical” and to family 

businesses “unique” issues (Reddrop & Mapunda, 2015, p. 91). When referring to soft issues, 

a lot of articles use terms like “emotional” (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010, p. XIX), “sensitive” 

(Goodman, 1998, p. 353), “family” or “hot” (Lane, 1989, p. 12), “informal” (Sund, et al., 2015, 

p. 168), “emotional and relational” issues (Tucker, 2011, p. 65), “personal” (Upton, et al., 1993, 

p. 306). 

2.4.1 Soft Issues 

Soft issues emerge in the family system of a family business (Lee & Danes, 2012; Bjuggren, et 

al., 2004) and the overlap with the business sphere (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016). Often, they do 

so in an unplanned way (Sund, et al., 2015). They relate to relational conflicts within the family 

(Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Cole & Johnson, 2012; De Massis, et al., 2008; Bruce & Picard, 

2006; Malinen, 2004; Zwick & Jurinski, 1999; Lane, 1989), emotions (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 

2016; Cole & Johnson, 2012; Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010; Bruce & Picard, 2006; Malinen, 

2004), communication of and with stakeholders (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Bruce & Picard, 

2006), opposing long-term goals of individuals and the family (Bruce & Picard, 2006), how 

problems are coped with and how they are managed (Ramsden & Bennett, 2005), a lack of 

(problem) awareness and/or knowledge (Malinen, 2004), and the intangible assets of a family 

business (Astrachan, et al., 2003). Thus, soft issues appear to be complex. They are not 

quantifiable and are described to be hard to solve (Zwick & Jurinski, 1999) which makes them 

to one of the most intractable issues an advisor has to face (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010). 

Due to the characteristics and interrelations with the family system of a family business, we 

assume that soft issues are, related to the broad concept of family businesses’ socioemotional 

wealth (Sharma, et al., 2012). 

2.4.2 Hard Issues 

Occurring soft issues can partly be caused by (unsolved) hard issues (Malinen, 2004). Hard 

issues, in contrast to soft issues, emit from the business (Lee & Danes, 2012; Kets De Vries & 

Carlock, 2010), but also from the ownership sphere of the family firm (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 

2016). They generally relate to money (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Zwick & Jurinski, 1999), 

finance (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; De Massis, et al., 2008; Malinen, 2004), the family firm’s 

profitability, turnover, and costs in particular (Ramsden & Bennett, 2005). Corresponding to 

legal affairs, hard issues also revolve around technical questions of ownership transfer, profit 

division (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Bruce & Picard, 2006), and taxation (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 

2016; Bruce & Picard, 2006; Malinen, 2004). 
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2.4.3 Relevance and Challenges 

The relevance of soft and hard issues has been shown by De Massis and colleagues (2008), who 

set forth that both, soft and hard issues, can prevent succession within family firms from 

happening. More in general, ignoring soft issues (Zwick & Jurinski, 1999), missing or fail to 

address them accordingly (Upton, et al., 1993), or simply not paying enough attention to them, 

can lead to an advisor’s failure (Goodman, 1998). Since these issues represent a family firm’s 

intangible assets, they are crucial to the firm’s success (Astrachan, et al., 2003). For advisors 

with a legal or financial background to make sense of the family’s seemingly irrational 

behaviour is difficult, because it is challenging to deal with and understand the owning family’s 

unique context (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010). To complicate things for the advisor, soft 

issues can emerge unplanned (Sund, et al., 2015). Thus, soft issues are very powerful which 

makes them necessary to be considered and paid attention to by the advisor (Tucker, 2011). 

However, advisors with a legal or financial background lack of sensitivity (Aronoff, 1998) and 

knowledge to deal with soft issues (Cole & Johnson, 2012; Goodman, 1998). They are even 

found to be disinclined to pay attention or listen to the family’s explanations of them (Reddrop 

& Mapunda, 2015). On the other hand, soft issues are considered to be private affairs of the 

family which gives rise to a family’s unwillingness to share them with their advisor (Cesaroni 

& Sentuti, 2017). From the family’s perspective, soft issues are too sensitive to be discussed 

with externals (Reddrop & Mapunda, 2015). Thus, soft issues inhere a lot of complexity, 

potential to lead an advisor to failure, and are difficult to access. Compared to hard issues, they 

seem more complicated to solve. 

2.5 Emergent Types of Formal Advisors 

Following our research purpose, in this paragraph we focus on formal advisors. In our literature 

review, we identify several subjects that offer their advices to family firms (e.g. relatives, 

friends, mentors, board of directors, financial experts). In Appendix 1 we summarise all types 

of advisors that are mentioned in the reviewed articles. However, to be coherent and consistent 

with our research purpose, we focus only on formal advisors adopted by family firms: 

accountants, lawyers, auditors, family therapists, and family business advisors. From our 

understanding of the reviewed literature, informal advisors are individuals that have close, 

familiar, or amicable relationships to the owning family (e.g. family members, friends or former 

co-workers or employees), without receiving remuneration for their advices (Kautonen, et al, 

2010). In contrast, formal advisors are individuals or companies that are externals to a family 

firm and provide supportive services to business (Strike, 2012). Those services include advice, 

methods, and processes to engage in managing issues that can occur in several systems of a 

business. (Nicholson, et al., 2009) A formal advisor has a contractual relationship with the 

family firms, and charges payment for the offered services and the provided knowledge. 

(Kautonen, et al, 2010).  

After having introduced soft and hard issues as categories for problems an advisor can face, we 

want to adopt the process/content framework to categorise the following reviewed types of 

advisors. The framework explains that there are two modes of consulting, the process and the 

content mode. A process mode consultant focuses on establishing and maintaining relationships 

with clients in the pursuit of advising, while a content advisor’s concern circle around the 

advisor’s professional subject. (Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006; Hilburt‐Davis & Senturia, 1995) 
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2.5.1 Accountants 

Accountants are content experts acting as advisors for family firms (Hiebl, et al., 2012; Hilburt-

Davis & Senturia, 1995). They are certified professionals (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016) working 

in the fields of financial accounting, which is a display of historical data expressing a company’s 

equity and debt situation, management accounting, which offers tools for corporate governance 

systems, and auditing, the process of the financial statement’s independent verification (Salvato 

& Moores, 2010). “The approximate equivalent is the Chartered Accountant in the European 

Union and the Certified Public Accountant in the USA” (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016, p. 271). 

Accountants’ purpose is to tacitly apply explicit knowledge of their fields in the business 

context (Barbera & Hasso, 2013). In the context of family firms, their professional focus lies 

on the ownership and governance system of a family business (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; 

Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006). Supposedly, an accountant’s education and training enable the 

accountant to manage hard issues professionally (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; Cesaroni & Sentuti, 

2016; Hiebl, et al., 2012; Tucker, 2011; Sawers & Whiting, 2010; Bruce & Picard, 2006; 

Goodman, 1998; Hilburt‐Davis & Senturia, 1995). Therefore, we consider accountants to be 

content advisors (Hilburt-Davis & Senturia, 1995). However, it has been found that family firms 

either appreciate an accountant’s sole focus on hard issues instead of establishing an 

involvement in soft issues (Sawers & Whiting, 2010), or that their capabilities of managing a 

family firm’s soft issues were found to be inadequate (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Bjuggren, et 

al., 2004; Aronoff, 1998; Goodman, 1998) although family firms were found tending to seek 

an accountant’s advice also regarding soft issues (Nicholson, et al., 2009). 

Most strikingly, accountants have been identified as the most common source of advice for 

family businesses (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; Reddrop & Mapunda, 2015; Sawers & Whiting, 

2010; Nicholson, et al., 2009; Lewis, et al., 2007; Bruce & Picard, 2006; Bjuggren, et al., 2004). 

They were found to have positive effects on a family firm’s performance (Barbera & Hasso, 

2013), quality of reporting (Tong, 2008), to be perceived useful to the family firms (Nicholson, 

et al., 2009) or even to be crucial for a company’s survival (Bruce & Picard, 2006). However, 

advisors from financial fields, including accountants, encounter ethical issues while they 

engage in advising family firms. They have to take a stock of the family’s (financial) priorities 

and values to assess those in relation to their own. (Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006) In other words, 

accountants find themselves in a dilemma of either helping the family which could mean to 

contradict the accountant’s ethical values or even laws, or prioritising the accountant’s ethical 

values and laws, letting the family down. Taking their lack of being able to respond to soft 

issues into account, we assume that this conflict of (ethical) considerations leads to such a 

deficit. 

2.5.2 Lawyers 

Together with accountants, lawyers belong to the main source of advice for family firms 

(Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; Bruce & Picard, 2006; Hobbs & Hobbs, 1998). Nevertheless, they 

are asked for advice less often than accountants and are therefore the second most occurring 

type of external professional advisors in family firms (Tucker, 2011; Nicholson, et al., 2009; 

Bjuggren, et al., 2004). The lawyers’ importance to family firms becomes evident when we 

consider that legal advice can preserve a family firm’s collapsing due to legal conflicts between 

family and business systems and, thus, can contribute to a family firm’s survival (Benito-
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Hernández, et al., 2015). Lawyers can also be potentially beneficial to the family firm in terms 

of sales growth and performance (Barbera & Hasso, 2013). They are especially concerned with 

matters of taxation, internal firm governance, finance, managing disputes, exit strategies and 

inheritance (Rollock, 1997). Thus, lawyers’ profession is focusing on hard issues related to a 

family firm’s ownership or governance system (Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006). Due to this focus, 

we consider lawyers as content advisors (Hilburt-Davis & Senturia, 1995). 

Lawyers, as well as accountants, encounter different kinds of issues and conflicts that represent 

challenges to the lawyer and are uniquely occurring in the context of family firms (Hobbs & 

Hobbs, 1998). One of those special issues emerges when divorce happens within a business 

owning family (Haag & Sund, 2016; Rollock, 1997) or in case of the death of an owning family 

member and inheritance (Astrachan, et al., 2003). Overall, a family’s involvement in a business 

can increase the complexity of a lawyer’s engagement (Barbera & Hasso, 2013). Being content 

advisors, lawyers are knowledgeable in handling the above mentioned hard issues, however, 

they fail to address emerging soft issues (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; Goodman, 1998). As 

pointed out by Bruce and Picard (2006), missing to address soft issues early enough, even a 

well-planned and prepared succession process can fail in the end. But in contrast to hard issues, 

soft issues emerge, mostly unpredictably, during the advising process and cannot be planned 

which, for example, can impede the process of succession or even lead it to failure (Haag & 

Sund, 2016). In addition to emerging soft issues, lawyers also encounter ethical issues that 

centre around considerations that entail a lawyer’s loyalty towards clients. Whilst advising 

family firms that go through transitions due to divorce or succession, a lawyer has to handle 

competing, conflicting or incompatible interests, of several clients that belong to the same 

family firm. (Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006) 

2.5.3 Auditors 

Auditors provide independent, external examination and verification of financial and 

accounting data, company’s financial statements and reports. Auditing is closely related to 

accounting and is considered to be a support function for accounting (Songini, et al., 2013), but 

it is still acknowledged to be a separate profession (Carrera, 2017). The profession’s centre of 

attention revolves around a firm’s hard issues. Auditors are therefore seen to be content advisors. 

(Hilburt-Davis & Senturia, 1995) The fact that a potential client is a family firm is a 

significantly important consideration of auditors before they agree to a contractual relationship 

with this client (Khalil & Mazboudi, 2016). It influences an auditor’s judgement and decision, 

depending on if the client is a family or a nonfamily firm. It is important for an auditor to gain 

a sufficient understanding of the owning family’s culture, beliefs, and context, as well as having 

knowledge about the differences a family firm entails compared to nonfamily firms. (Trotman 

& Trotman, 2010) 

However, the need and the appointment of auditors and their assumed qualification also depend 

on the firm’s ownership structure (Ho & Kang, 2013; Niskanen, Karjalainen, & Niskanen, 2010; 

Salvato & Moores, 2010; Carey, Simnett, & Tanewski, 2000). The more there are nonfamily 

managers or owners involved in a family firm, the more are auditors needed due to increased 

agency costs and more agency conflicts. So, auditing can also be used to monitor those costs 

and conflicts that arise with the owning family’s relinquishment of control. (Carey, et al., 2000) 

In turn, the stronger a family’s ownership, the less likely it is that top-tier auditors are hired due 
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to lower agency costs and fewer agency conflicts. This reduction in agency costs also leads to 

lower auditing fees. (Ho & Kang, 2013) Previous findings have already suggested that family 

firms will less likely hire top-tier auditors because of assumingly lower agency costs (Salvato 

& Moores, 2010). Confirming these findings within a Finish context, Niskanen, and colleagues 

(2010) conclude that nonfamily shareholders value high audit quality and credibility more, but 

also that outside control mechanism are less needed by family firms.  

Interestingly, although it is less likely for family firms to hire external auditors (Ho & Kang, 

2013; Niskanen, et al., 2010; Salvato & Moores, 2010; Carey, et al., 2000), the risk for an 

auditor to resign from an appointment at a family firm is lower compared to that in nonfamily 

firms (Khalil, Cohen, & Trompeter, 2011). In the less likely case of an auditor’s resignation, 

top-tier auditors are more likely to take over such appointments because of a perceived lower 

auditing risk (Khalil & Mazboudi, 2016). More generally, taking on such an auditing 

appointment at a family firm leads to ethical considerations that are similar with those, 

accountants have to consider (Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006). 

2.5.4 Family Therapists 

In contrast to the types of advisors introduced above, family therapists’ focus lies on giving 

therapeutic advice targeting soft issues (Cole & Johnson, 2012; Distelberg & Castanos, 2012; 

Lee & Danes, 2012; Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010) that occur in the family system of the 

family business (Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006). Because of this set of priorities family therapists 

are considered as process advisors (Hilburt-Davis & Senturia, 1995). In the context of a family 

business, therapists guide the family through a process of self-reflection and self-analysis, 

transforming family emotions into a source of competitive advantage (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 

2010). Family therapists are trained to systematically address relational conflicts in families 

(Cole & Johnson, 2012) and are able to see through arising complexities and interdependencies 

(Castanos & Welsh, 2013; Distelberg & Castanos, 2012). They assist the family in evaluating 

soft issues which also interfere with a family firm’s business system (Goodman, 1998). Their 

capabilities have the potential to positively contribute to a family firm’s sales growth and 

overall survival, if family therapists are truly embedded in their attempt of advising (Barbera & 

Hasso, 2013). For a family therapist to be embedded and effective, collaborative relationships 

are needed. They are built through establishing trust and confidence in the advisor. (Kets De 

Vries & Carlock, 2010) Facilitating the establishment of such relationships, families are 

generally willing to seek and accept advice from family therapists regarding soft issues 

(Goodman, 1998). 

Nonetheless, family therapists lack in business knowledge and related hard issues (Cole & 

Johnson, 2012; Distelberg & Castanos, 2012; Aronoff, 1998; Upton, et al., 1993). Thus, it is 

suggested that this type of advisor needs basic education in finance, legal, and managerial 

knowledge to be effective (Castanos & Welsh, 2013). Taking also ethical considerations into 

account, family therapists should not only be aware of their own limitations but also that their 

involvement makes them part of the family business dynamics which results in a mutual 

influence along the process. Such interrelations lead to questions regarding the boundaries a 

family therapist should respect. Those boundaries relate to a family therapist’s involvement in 

family firm’s hard issues and the extent to which confidentiality can be granted without 

interfering with the firm’s operations. (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010) 
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2.5.5 Family Business Advisors 

In our review, as fifth type of advisors we identify the family business advisors. Jaffe and Lane 

(1997) describe this type of advisor as specialised, knowledgeable, and experienced in family 

business. Because of their understanding of process and content advisory modes (Hilburt-Davis 

& Senturia, 1995) that can provide competitive advantage to family firm clients, family 

business advisors are often recommended to family firms (Barbera & Hasso, 2013; Castanos 

and Welsh, 2013; Bjuggren et al., 2004; Upton, et al, 1993). 

Despite this recommendation, we find that there is a lack of studies that focus on this type of 

advisors as an independent phenotype. Instead they are often referred to as counsellors, mentors, 

most-trusted advisors, or external board members. (Strike, et al., 2017) However, Goodman 

(1998) attempts to define an ideal family business advisor, labelling it as family business 

counsellor: 

 “… family business counselors have emerged as multidimensional and holistic 

advisors who serve the needs of families in business. These unique technically 

trained advisors have expanded their professional boundaries to encompass a 

broad range of skills that are required to address the multiple and complex issues 

associated with family business ownership, successorship, and continuity of the 

business enterprise. … These new professionals are prepared to meet the needs of 

family business groups.” (p. 354) 

We noticed that authors do not agree on a common definition for such a type of advisor. 

However, we believe that this definition can be used for identifying ideal advisors that have 

been described to share the same traits in the literature. Thus, based on this definition and taking 

the limitations of the described above types of advisors into account, the family business 

counsellor can be respected as the ideal advisor for family businesses (Upton, et al., 1993). 

More in detail, the family business counsellor is knowledgeable in the fields of familial and 

organisational or business dynamics (Castanos & Welsh, 2013; Jaffe & Lane, 1997). This type 

of advisor is able to balance content and process advisory (Hilburt-Davis & Senturia, 1995), 

and thus, we assume that it addresses both hard and soft evenly. It is suggested that such an 

advisor should oversee advisory projects and lead multidisciplinary teams (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 

2016) to harness the available specialised knowledge at the right context and the right timing 

(Bjuggren, et al., 2004). Such embedded family business counsellors can create favourable 

conditions leading to growths in sales and improving a family firms chance to survive (Barbera 

& Hasso, 2013).Thus, family business counsellors are a valuable source of advice (Goodman, 

1998). 

As preferable this type of advisor appears to be as seldom does it exist (Bjuggren, et al., 2004; 

Goodman, 1998). It also imposes challenges on the individual advisor as we follow Hilburt-

Davis‘ and Dyer‘s (2006) logic of ethical considerations: a family business counselor does not 

only has to scrutinise an owning family’s business and finance priorities but also the boundaries 

of the advisor’s involvement that need to be respected. The family business counsellor is 

therefore the ideal family business advisor (Upton, et al., 1993) that combines the best of both 

worlds (Castanos & Welsh, 2013; Jaffe & Lane, 1997; Hilburt-Davis & Senturia, 1995) and is 

only limited by ethical considerations (Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006) and the advisor’s 

availability and accessibility (Bjuggren, et al., 2004). 
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2.6 Gaps in The Existing Knowledge 

After having reviewed our literature we discovered several original research gaps that still need 

to be filled to further academia’s understanding of the dynamics of advising family firms from 

the perspective of formal business advisors. Studying family firms is relevant considering that 

family firms are the predominant form of business entities (Astrachan, 2008; Family Firm 

Institute, 2018). Therefore, it is important to expand our knowledge about this category of 

companies (Strike, et al., 2017; Strike, 2012; Tagiuri & Davis, 1996). 

In general, there is a lack of theoretical understanding of advising family firms. This 

circumstance is due to the fact that prior findings and models are based on practitioners’ 

experience. Consequently, prescriptive models and frameworks have been introduced. These 

prescriptive models, however, disregard aspects of how professional advice is provided and 

given to family firm clients. (Strike, et al., 2017; Strike, 2012) Hence, there are calls for further 

research that generate original theories concerning consulting family businesses (Strike, et al., 

2017; Sharma, et al., 2012; Strike, 2012). 

Regarding soft issues, the category of issues that we identified as relevant for the advisory 

process, Goodman (1998) stated that owning families are willing to share soft issues with 

process advisors (e.g. family therapists, family business advisors) but are reluctant to do the 

same with content advisors, (e.g. accountants, lawyers, auditors). Moreover, process advisors 

appear to have a broader knowledge regarding both hard and soft aspects due to their 

background (Strike, 2012; Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006; Hilburt‐Davis & Senturia, 1995). Thus, 

their ability to detect and address soft issues should differ from content advisors. On the other 

hand, content advisors do not seem to pay attention to these kinds of issues (Reddrop & 

Mapunda, 2015), sometimes resulting in completely failing to address them (Kets De Vries & 

Carlock, 2010; Goodman, 1998). Although these differences appear extremely interesting and 

important to investigate, from our literature review emerges a lack of academic knowledge 

focusing on soft issues in relation to family business advisory. Indeed, only few studies have 

considered this combination of topics. Hence, it is imperative to find out more about the 

coherence of consulting family firms and soft issues, but also to gain an understanding of how 

content and process advisors perceive soft issues, the relevance of these issues, how they deal 

with them in their practices, which challenges they encounter while advising family firms, and 

how their approaches differ (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; Tucker, 2011; Nicholson, et al., 2009). 

As yet, in our literature we see that content advisors fail in addressing soft issues (Kets De Vries 

& Carlock, 2010; Goodman, 1998) which have been found to be crucial for a family firms 

success (De Massis, et al., 2008; Astrachan, et al., 2003) and powerful (Tucker, 2011). 

Therefore, and based on the discovered research gaps, it seems interesting and relevant to us to 

further research content advisors and how they handle encountered soft issues (Cesaroni & 

Sentuti, 2017; Tucker, 2011; Nicholson, et al., 2009), in order to gain an understanding what 

applicable implications can be drawn from this kind of research. 

Furthermore, from our literature review emerge two other important gaps regarding specific 

type of process and content external advisors of family firms. First, considering content advisors, 

there is a lack of qualitative studies that take the point of view of the accountants advising a 

family firm (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Salvato & Moores, 2010; 

Trotman & Trotman, 2010). Second, regarding process advisors, we identified two main types 
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of formal external business advisors helping family businesses: family business counsellors 

(Goodman, 1998) who are described as rare ideal family business advisors (Bjuggren, et al., 

2004; Goodman, 1998) and family therapists (Cole & Johnson, 2012; Hilburt-Davis & Senturia 

1995). Family business advisors are often reccomended in the literature as a strategic avdisor 

for family firms (Barbera & Hasso, 2013; Castanos and Welsh, 2013; Bjuggren et al., 2004; 

Upton, et al, 1993), due to their knowledge about process and content aspects (Hilburt‐Davis & 

Senturia, 1995). However, there is a gap in the current academic knowledge regarding family 

business advisors as specific type of advisor for family firms (Strike, et al., 2017). In fact, very 

often they are mentioned as part of other theoretical classifications like mentors or most trusted 

advisors, laking of an in-depth understanding of how they perceive and deal with family 

businesses‘ soft issues. This type of advisor, knowledgeable in both family and business, 

appears to be rare in practice, and thus, hard to investigate (Bjuggren, et al., 2004; Goodman, 

1998). 

Thus, we presented the current state of literature concerning business consulting, family 

business research, advising family firms, soft and hard issues, and different types of content 

and process advisors. Considering our research purpose, being to understand how the 

approaches of advisors of family firms differ, we arrive at the following research questions. 

Based on the identified gaps in the existing knowledge, the first research question takes the 

perspective of content advisors (e.g. accountants), while the second one focuses on process 

advisors (e.g. family business advisors). 

RQ.1: How do content advisors perceive and address family firms’ soft issues? 

RQ.2: How do process advisors perceive and address family firms’ soft issues? 

3 Research Method 

This chapter presents, explains, and discusses our methodological approach, the applied 

methods, our ethical principles, and how we establish trustworthiness in our study. This chapter 

is crucial since we strive for our study to be consistent, rigorous, and eventually convincing to 

the reader (Zhang & Shaw, 2012). 

3.1 Methodology 

This paragraph’s purpose is to highlight our philosophical position, research approach, and 

strategy. 

3.1.1 Research Philosophy 

Having defined our purpose to understand how approaches of advising family firms differ 

among formal business advisors (i.e. gaining insights, developing a model, suggesting further 

researches, and highlighting implications for practice in order to be able to respond to our 

research questions), this purpose requires involving different types of advisors to gain the 

sought for understanding. We, as researchers, and the advisors being researched are socially 

interacting human beings that we do not see as excluded from the reality we want to investigate. 

Hence, we take a relativistic stand to serve our purpose. This ontological position acknowledges 

that knowledge is created by people and their interaction (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson, 

2015), and, thus, denying “that there can be any universal or apodictic truths” (Smith, 2008, p. 
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750). It also recognises that the understanding of emerging findings is relative (Smith, 2008) 

since people have different identities, knowledge, experiences, opinions, and so forth, which 

constructs a reality’s dependence on the involved people’s viewpoints (Easterby-Smith, et al., 

2015), and reference points (Rorty, 1991). 

Regarding such an ontology, the suitable corresponding epistemology is that of social 

constructionism. It assumes that many different realities may exist. These realities are socially 

constructed through social interaction (Staller, 2012; Costantino, 2008) and sense-making 

Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015). We acknowledge that our findings depend on the reality 

constructs of the individual advisors and the analysis of these findings on our construction of 

reality as investigators (Nordqvist, Hall, & Melin, 2009). Hence, such an epistemology 

coincides with our purpose of gaining an understanding of the advisors’ sense-making of soft 

issues, instead of giving a mere explanation of the phenomenon in question (Costantino, 2008). 

It also appears to be well-suited for studies in the field of family business (Nordqvist, et al., 

2009). However, having chosen to apply such philosophical stands, we have to be cautious to 

not be drawn into a limitless loop of analysing and discussing findings, due to our willingness 

to explore a new aspects of family business advising previously ignored (Bernstein, 2011). 

Accordingly, we conducted a critical literature review applying a snowballing approach 

(Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015) to let existing knowledge from different perspectives and gaps in 

the literature emerge without us being preoccupied with the belief that not only one line of 

arguments can serve our purpose (Staller, 2012). At the same time, we have been critical about 

relevant literature, challenging it from our points of view. As a result, we have identified gaps 

in the existing knowledge about advising family firms which then are used to develop the 

present research questions. Regarding the data collection, a researcher should collect 

heterogeneous data using multiple methods and involving many individuals and researchers 

triangulating the objectified reality in our study (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015). Hence, we 

explain our sampling strategy, that enables us to disclose diverse realities, as well as our 

analysis approach, which allows different insights to emerge. Also, in our discussion, we make 

use of existing and discovered perspectives. Thus, the chosen philosophical stand permits this 

study to unearth a deeper understanding of how formal business advisors’ approaches of 

advising family firms differ. 

From our point of view, a deep understanding is achieved if and when we are able to pinpoint 

the differences in the advisors’ approaches when they advise family firms, to sufficiently 

explain how soft issues are perceived and addressed. This also entails that we should be put in 

a position that allows us to provide the reader with descriptions of aspects that determine an 

advisor’s perception of soft issues and to argue reasons for advisors’ ways of addressing soft 

issues in family firms. Those descriptions shall be based on our considerations of gathered 

insights. 

3.1.2 Research Approach 

Social constructionism is strongly associated with qualitative research (Easterby-Smith, et al., 

2015; Staller, 2012; Costantino, 2008). As a matter of fact, qualitative inquiries lack in easy 

access to data (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015), which requires us to provide a transparent 

presentation on how we pursue this study, describing procedures, data collection, and findings, 

used methods and instruments. In general, a qualitative research process is iterative in nature 
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and resembles another challenge for us as investigators (Bansal & Corley, 2012). Nevertheless, 

qualitative inquiries recognise diverse data as valuable sources of knowledge that enable 

generalisation in terms of theories that emerge organically (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015; Staller, 

2012). A related approach is that of induction (Bansal & Corley, 2012; Brewer, 2011) which 

gives the opportunity to respond to our research purpose holistically (Staller, 2012). 

Inductive approaches can give rise to emerging theories since it sets crafted data as ground for 

knowledge development through letting “the data ‘speak for themselves’” (Staller, 2012, p. 

155), by assuming as less as possible prior having analysed the data (O'Reilly, 2012). These 

approaches are able to link observations with theory through interpreting findings that have 

been generated using past experiences (Fox, 2012). Thus, induction is in line with our social 

constructionist position as it acknowledges that realities (or knowledge) are socially constructed. 

Our data is the result of social interaction between researchers and observed advisors, as well 

as the shared experiences of the advisors, which themselves were socially constructed 

(Saunders, 2011; Smith, 2008; Costantino, 2008). However, induction leads to the dilemma that 

generated knowledge is tentative and could easily be overturned by observing contradicting 

phenomena (Fox, 2012). 

3.1.3 Research Strategy 

Addressing this dilemma, we attempt to minimise the risk to develop invalid or uncertain 

knowledge. Hence, we apply triangulation in three different ways, as presented later in this 

chapter. On the other hand, in order to maximise the amount of findings that can be interpreted, 

an exploratory study is suggested (Stebbins, 2008). Based on our purpose, which focuses on 

gaining an understanding of a phenomenon and has led to the emergence of related gaps in the 

existing knowledge, we have formulated two research questions. Thus, the starting point has 

not been a defined theoretical framework but an exploratory purpose that aims to unearth theory 

in the process of data collection and analysis to identify relationships between existent and 

arisen knowledge. (Saunders, 2011) Therefore, with this inductive approach, together with our 

choice for a qualitative research design, we arrive at a research strategy that is pursued best by 

conducting an exploratory study (Stebbins, 2008). 

An exploratory study is justified by the shown fact that our topic has not received sufficient 

“systematic empirical scrutiny” (Stebbins, 2008, p. 329). Nevertheless, we are certain that our 

identified gap is worth exploring and relevant to both theory and practice (Strike et al., 2017; 

Strike, 2013; Strike, 2012), substantiating an exploratory pursuit of our study (Stebbins, 2008). 

In addition, the present purpose refers to ‘gaining an understanding’ justifying an exploratory 

strategy reasonable. One way of conducting such kind of study is to interview ‘experts’ of the 

researched field (Saunders, 2011). Putting it in place altogether, we take a constructionist stand 

and choose to conduct a qualitative exploratory interview study. 

3.2 Methods 

This paragraph presents the method we adopt in our research, following the principles of 

completeness, clarity, and credibility (Zhang & Shaw, 2012). First, we discuss our data 

collection, focusing on gathering primary data through interviews, highlighting strengths and 

weaknesses of our choice. Second, we describe the sampling strategy and process, arguing for 

our selection. Third, we report the design of the interviews, providing a detailed description of 
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them, and illustrating the questions proposed to the respondents. Finally, we outline our data 

analysis strategy, justifying it and describing the steps of the undertaken process. 

Aiming to create and collect new insights about how content and process advisors perceive and 

address soft issues, we gather primary data. This type of data, although costlier both in terms 

of time and efforts, allows the researcher to gain a high level of confidence in the outcomes. 

(Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson, 2015; Malhotra, 2008). In this research, the primary data 

have been collected through qualitative interviews, evolving around a series of questions that 

allow to understand the respondent’s framework of meanings (Rubin & Rubin, 2012; DiCicco-

Bloom & Crabtree, 2006; Marks & Yardley, 2003). As a matter of fact, the interviewee is seen 

as meaning maker, while the interviewer derives interpretations (Warren, 2011). Furthermore, 

following the call for further research made by Cesaroni and Sentuti (2017), interviews are a 

suitable method “to analyse the role of advisors, hearing their voice, with the aim to 

comprehend their sensitivity and awareness towards the importance of soft issues” (p.183). 

Interviewing is one of the most well-known, adopted, and effective methods for collecting data 

in qualitative research (Cook, 2012; King & Horrocks, 2010; DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 

2006). Through interviews, we adopt a direct approach to the interviewees, disclosing at the 

beginning the purpose of our project to the respondents (Malhotra, 2008). 

More in detail, we opt to conduct in-depth interviews, asking to each respondent to talk in depth 

about specific topics, and letting them elaborate for around one hour (Cook, 2012; Boyce & 

Neale, 2006). The aim consists in uncovering their attitudes, feelings, while discovering their 

perspectives, thoughts, and beliefs, for exploring patterns of similarities and differences 

(Schensul, 2012; Malhotra, 2008) (Table 1). 

Table 1: Example of In-Depth Interviews Conducted in Our Studies 

Example of in-

depth 

interview 1 

Interviewer’s main question: “Can you please explain challenges you face or have faced 

while advising family firm clients? Do you adjust your advising in case of unforeseen 

problems emerge?” 

ACC2: [answer] 

Interviewer’s follow up question: “And since you have highlight the emotions as challenge 

in family firms, what about your emotions?” 

ACC2: “Well, I find it often, mm, well I should probably say, I’m not a very emotional person, 

which makes even more difficult to deal with that, but I think is kind of difficult, because 

when you start talking about emotions it’s kind of like you are walking on a really thin line. 

Because if you tell someone that you are angry, guess what? They will get angry at you for 

telling them that you got angry. 

Example of 

in-depth 

interview 2 

Interviewer’s main question: “Have you ever noticed other reasons/needs that were not 

explicitly expressed by the family firm client? To what extent and how do you address these 

needs?” 

ACC3: [the interviewee provides a concrete example] 

Interviewer’s first follow up question: “Why did you tell them your opinion risking your own 

job?” 

ACC3: “Well, in my job this wouldn’t have caused big challenges, I mean if I just focused on 

the accounting area it wouldn’t be a problem to ignore it. The real problem was that it was 

a huge problem for them, I mean that that company was showing really dangerous signals, 

and the reasons was the mindset of the family. Thus, let’s say that my recommendation was 

only for helping them in developing a managerial style and a sales department able to 

increase the sales doing marketing activities.” 
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Interviewer’s second follow up question: “But what about your reasons? What was in your 

mind? Which feelings did you feel?” 

ACC3: “Well, I try to put my customer at the centre of my job, so I try to help my clients as 

much as possible because better my client works and better I work, so I would talk about 

honesty, empathy, and also professionality, I truly wanted to help them saying ‘pay 

attention! because the world is going toward another direction, and if you don’t implement 

immediately some measures, you will not survive!’. So, let’s say that in the end it was a mixed 

of contrasting emotions.” 

Indeed, in-depth interviews are recommended in exploratory studies (Easterby-Smith, et al., 

2015). Nonetheless, in-depth interviews show both strengths and weaknesses. Focusing on the 

negative aspects of this method, it is time and effort consuming, due to the duration, the 

transcription, and in some cases, the translation of interviews (Malhotra, 2008; Marks & 

Yardley, 2003). The results of the data collection are strongly dependent on the interviewer’s 

ability to formulate good questions (Cook, 2012). Furthermore, this choice of method can lead 

to biases due to the risk of influencing the respondents unconsciously (Johnson & Rowlands, 

2014; Boyce & Neale, 2006), and developing subjective interpretations (Malhotra, 2008; 

DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). Moreover, the interviews can be stressful due to the 

required self-reflection, and the possible inability of the respondents to explain their thoughts, 

leading to high emotional costs for them (Cook, 2012; Warren, 2011). Finally, the results 

achieved by the data analysis cannot be generalisable to the whole population, due to the type 

of data collection (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015). Indeed, in-depth interviews focus on small, 

non-representative samples, which do not allow statistical analysis, and general 

recommendations (Malhotra, 2008; Boyce & Neale, 2006). 

In contrast, considering the purpose of our study, in-depth interviews result to be the most 

suitable choice of qualitative method. Interviews show several positive aspects, essential for 

our research. First, contrary to detached surveys, in-depth interviews allow to build rapports 

with the respondents through comfortable conversations, that foster their trust and openness in 

answering (King & Horrocks, 2010; Boyce & Neale, 2006). Second, this method allows us to 

understand the perspectives of the interviewees, deeply exploring their experiences and feelings 

(Mills, 2017; Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015). More in detail, the researcher can discover hidden 

meanings, highlighting the interviewees’ perspectives, and understanding the reasons behind 

their opinions (Rubin & Rubin, 2012; King & Horrocks, 2010; Marks & Yardley, 2003). More 

than other qualitative techniques, in-depth interviews grant us to disclose greater depth of 

insights (Malhotra, 2008), providing both detailed information (Boyce & Neale, 2006), and rich 

description of the phenomenon we want to study (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). Third, 

considering the private nature of in-depth interviews, this guarantees to avoid social pressure 

over the respondents, meanwhile, attributing directly the responses to the respondent, which are 

major risks when adopting focus groups as method. Finally, in-depth interviews can lead to 

develop an initial understanding of the perception of soft issues by content and process advisors. 

They also contribute to gaining more in-depth insights useful for theory building and answering 

at least partially to the theoretical gaps highlighted in our literature review. (Easterby-Smith, 

Thorpe, & Jackson, 2015) 

Moreover, in our research we always keep the potential practical issues that we could face while 

adopting in-depth interviews in mind, like the difficulty of gaining our interviewees’ trust, the 
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risk of influencing respondents and findings due to social interaction, the importance of gaining 

consensus for recording the interviews, and the importance of reflexivity, taking into 

consideration the consequences of our personal involvement (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015). 

Thus, in our interviews, we try to avoid imposing situations and judgements, showing empathy, 

conveying openness, showing interest, and appearing comfortable as interviewers (King & 

Horrocks, 2010; Boyce & Neale, 2006; Marks & Yardley, 2003). 

3.2.1 Sampling Strategy 

According to the research questions of our study, and the qualitative methodology, we choose 

a type of nonprobability sampling (Battaglia, 2011). Aiming to gain critical insights for 

answering our research questions, we generate purposeful samples, which enable us to study 

information-rich cases (Patton, 2014). Following our strategy and for being included in a 

sample, a respondent must meet specific eligibility criteria (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015; 

Koerber & McMichael, 2008). More in detail, for answering our research questions, we create 

two distinct purposive criterion samples, looking for participants with certain predetermined 

criteria (Palys, 2012; Emmel, 2001). 

The first sample aims to gather insights for answering the first research question “How do 

content advisors perceive and address family firms’ soft issues?”. The majority of formal 

business advisors hired by family firms are accountants (Reddrop & Mapunda, 2015; Barbera 

& Hasso, 2013; Bruce & Picard, 2006; Bjuggren, et al., 2004). Accountants can be defined as 

content advisors (Hielb, et al., 2012; Sawers & Whiting, 2010), with specialised technical 

expertise (Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006) and hard skills (e.g. accounting and finance) (Cole & 

Johnson, 2012). Considering the existing theoretical knowledge about accountants who advise 

family firms, scholars are calling for further qualitative studies focusing on these subjects for a 

better understanding of their perspectives (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; Salvato & Moores, 2010; 

Trotman & Trotman, 2010). Therefore, it appears consistent and coherent with our research 

purpose and question, to gather new insights from these advisors. The criteria developed for 

being eligible in this first purposive criterion sample consist of (1) being or have been a junior 

or senior accountant; (2) working or have worked as advising accountant; (3) having experience 

in advising family firms. The matches have been evaluated based on the respondents’ 

experiences, background, and job positions. This information was either already available 

online or have been asked for through phone calls or emails. (Appendix 2) 

The second sample aims to gather insights for answering the second research question “How 

do process advisors perceive and address family firms’ soft issues?”. Considering formal 

business advisors, only two typologies identified in the literature reflected the description of 

process advisors: family business advisors (Bjuggren, et al., 2004; Goodman, 1998) and family 

therapists (Cole & Johnson, 2012; Hilburt-Davis & Senturia 1995). In contrast to accountants, 

lawyers, and auditors, these subjects show a broad knowledge of the processes and the dynamics 

taking place in families, including non-verbal and soft aspects (e.g. emotional, personal, and 

relational aspects) (Bjuggren, et al., 2004; Hilburt-Davis & Senturia 1995). However, while 

family therapists have not enough knowledge to deal also with business issues (Castanos & 

Welsh, 2013), family business advisors show knowledge and awareness toward both business 

(i.e. hard) and family (i.e. soft) issues (Strike, 2012; Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006). As a matter 

of fact, family business advisors are characterized by specific training, experience in family 
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business, and knowledge about family dynamics (Jaffe & Lane, 1997). These advisors have 

often been recommended to family firms in the literature, as source of strategic competitive 

advantage (Barbera & Hasso, 2013; Castanos and Welsh, 2013; Bjuggren et al., 2004; Upton, 

et al, 1993), because they should understand the importance of both process and content modes 

(Hilburt-Davis & Senturia, 1995). 

However, the literature currently lacks in explaining how their awareness and understanding 

impact their advising process. Family business advisors have not been sufficiently studied as a 

specific type of advisor for family firms (Strike, et al., 2017). They are often mentioned as part 

of other theoretical classifications (e.g. counsellor, mentor, most-trusted advisors, external 

members of board), without receiving enough in-depth attention as independent phenomenon. 

A physical limitation could justify this: process advisors like family business advisors are rare, 

and, although potentially essential, they are hard to find in practice (Bjuggren, et al., 2004; 

Goodman, 1998). Therefore, it appears relevant and coherent with our research purpose and 

question, to gather new insights from these advisors. The criteria developed for being eligible 

in the second purposive criterion sample, consist of (1) being or have been a family business 

advisor, thus a professional advisor with background in organisational and family dynamics 

(Jaffe & Lane, 1997); (2) having experiences in advising family firms. Moreover, for better 

exploring this research field, we decide to add a third criterion of (3) being an expert in the field, 

thus to be well-known in the family business field (Keller, 2015). The matches have been 

evaluated based on the experiences, background, and job positions, already available online. 

(Appendix 3) 

Table 2: First Sample of Advisors – Accountants 
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Table 3: Second Sample of Advisors – Family Business Advisors 

 

To summarise, due to the limited prior knowledge concerning formal business advisors dealing 

with family firms’ soft issues, we develop an exploratory research. Therefore, with two different 

samples of accountants representing content advisors and family business advisors representing 

process advisors, we aim to collect data allowing to gain insights for a deep understanding of 

the phenomenon. Thus, we carry out in-depth interviews with fourteen purposively sampled 

participants, seven in the first sample (Table 2) and seven in the second sample (Table 3). We 

contacted the participants directly on site or via e-mail. 

3.2.2 Interview Design 

In our data collection and analysis, we opt a flexible approach, adopting an emergent design. 

Thus, neither procedures nor tasks are strictly set and fixed beforehand (Morgan, 2012; Rubin 

& Rubin, 2012). Aiming to explore both the respondents’ thoughts, feelings, and the construct 

behind the interviewees’ beliefs, we propose open-ended questions (Schensul, 2012; Marks & 

Yardley, 2003). This choice allows us to leave the respondents free to answer as they feel more 

comfortable, both in terms of wordings and extent (Albudaiwi, 2017; Boyce & Neale, 2006). 

The interviewees can select themselves the aspects they perceive as more important, and share 

their experiences, without being restrained with a predetermined set of answers (Easterby-Smith, 

et al., 2015; Roulston, 2012).  

However, to retain partial control of the topics to be explored and to avoid losing the focus of 

the interview, we develop a semi-structured interview (Morse, 2014; Marks & Yardley, 2003). 

This type of structure is the most commonly adopted form of interviews in qualitative studies 

(Cook, 2012; DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). Thus, we develop one common guideline for 

all the interviews, with the scope of comprehensively answering the proposed research 

questions (Mills, 2017). The created topic guide begins with opening questions, questions about 

key topics, and closing questions towards the end of the conversation. Accordingly, we proceed 
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from an initial focus on facts to an in-depth focus on personal opinions and feelings. (Easterby-

Smith, et al., 2015) 

Before each interview, being clear and credible (Zhang & Shaw, 2012), and following the key 

ethical principles (Bryman & Bell, 2015), we provide an informed consent signed by us to all 

the participants (Field-Springer, 2017; Warren, 2011). Both in this legal document and at the 

beginning of each interview, the respondents are asked to accept to be recorded for enabling a 

following detailed audio-recording enabling translation (if needed), transcription, and analysis 

(Mills, 2017; Schensul, 2012). With the digital tape recorder allowing to focus our attention on 

the interviewee during the interview, we took key notes (King & Horrocks, 2010). Furthermore, 

for reducing the risk of individual researcher’s bias, we adopt investigator triangulation 

(Tothbauer, 2011). The data is collected with the co-presence of both the researchers (Hastings, 

2012; Flick, 2011), with two exceptions, due to an imposed overlap of two appointments (i.e. 

FBA1 and FBA3). 

Since that once the data collection has begun the questions cannot be modified (Morse, 2014), 

we have decided to do a pilot interview before starting the interviews to test the topic guide and 

our approach as interviewers. The pilot took place on March 1st, 2018 (Table 4), with Professor 

Salvatore Sciascia (Appendix 4), who provided us useful feedback. As a matter of fact, the pilot 

interview resulted in the formulation of one additional question, the integration of two questions 

for gathering deeper insights, and the improvement of the introductory conversation before the 

interview. More in detail, the pilot interview highlighted the need for an informal conversation 

at the beginning, with the scope of clearly explaining the topic (anticipated in the initial request 

of participation), establishing a common understanding of terms due to national, language, and 

knowledge differences (e.g. “accountant” and “approach”), and giving interviewees the 

possibility to ask more clarification about the study. 

Table 4: Pilot Interview – Prof. Salvatore Sciascia 

 

3.2.3 Data Collection 

We conducted fourteen interviews in the time period of March 6th to April 8th, 2018 (Table 5 

and Table 6). The respondents live and work in different countries, both in Europe and in the 

United States of America. Due to apparent constraints in terms of time and location, we have 

preferably conducted the interviews in person otherwise via Skype. 
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Table 5: Frist Sample – Interview Information 

 

Table 6: Second Sample – Interview Information 

 

Using Skype allowed us to have the required flexibility, without renouncing completely to non-

verbal data, like facial expression (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015; King & Horrocks, 2010). An 

example of how facial expression influenced a statement’s meaning is provided in Table 7. 

Other cases have been treated similarly. Further, Skype interviews adhere possible negative 

aspects, like the difficulty in building a rapport with the respondent (O'Connor & Madge, 2001), 

and obstacles in observing the interviewee’s body language (Carter, 2011). However, our 

choice of analysing the data gathered through content analysis, reduce these limitations. We use 

visual data only in order to be able to ask follow-up questions. The interviews lasted between 

45 and 91 minutes. Each interview has been transcribed verbatim subsequently, and in three 

cases, translated into English (i.e. ACC1, ACC3, ACC5). Some of the respondents expressed 

the willingness to get the questions prior the interview. Thus, for treating each interviewee 

equally, we have provided all our interviewees with the list of main questions (Rubin & Rubin, 

2012) together with the informed consent three days before the interview has taken place. 
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Table 7: A Respondent’s Use of Facial Expression and Tone of Voice Via Skype 

Example of 

Respondent’s 

Facial 

Expression and 

Tone of Voice  

Interviewer’s main question: “How do you approach family firms clients? What are your 

priorities?” 

ACC5: “Clearly, the psychological support I provide to all the family members is a 

fundamental aspect of my job, and it’s a free service that I supply regularly to family firms 

[ironic tone of voice and facial expression, meaning that something that is taking for 

granted and not paid]. I have still enough patient [ironic tone of voice and facial expression, 

meaning that he is not already ‘exhausted’ by them], and thus I listen every one of them.” 

Following the principles of clarity (Zhang & Shaw, 2012), we underline three main limitations 

we have encountered. First, three interviewees have preferred to have the interview in their 

mother tongue. Our aim was to let them express their thoughts and feelings more easily, 

capturing responses that were not limited by language barriers. As a result, we have translated 

three of the interviews. Second, due to colliding schedules and the fact that we had to manage 

interviews with interviewees living in different time zones, two interviews had to be conducted 

at the same time. Thus, these interviews took place with only one interviewer each (i.e. FBA1 

and FBA3). Third, in two cases it has not been possible to conduct the interview using video 

calls, thus we have opted an only-audio option (i.e. ACC1 and FBA2). Our aim is to analyse 

the contents of our respondents’ answers, for gaining an understanding of the phenomenon 

(Krippendorff, 2012). 

The topic guide is based on ten main questions (Table 8). All respondents in both samples were 

asked the same questions in the same order. The data analysis has not taken place before the 

last interview had been conducted (Morse, 2014). For encouraging the respondents to talk in an 

open and comfortable way, we adopted a conversational style during each interview (Cook, 

2012; Boyce & Neale, 2006). 

Table 8: Main Interview Questions 

 

When respondents appeared to show verbal or non-verbal difficulties in answering main 

questions, or lacked in elaborating on the response, we supported and supplemented them, 

adopting techniques of probing and laddering (Malhotra, 2008; Marks & Yardley, 2003). 

Indeed, we used probing techniques to clarify and sharpen the respondents’ answers, asking 

additional questions like “What do you mean?” and “Can you tell us more about it?” (Johnson 

& Rowlands, 2014; Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Warren, 2011). (Table 9) 

1 How do you approach family firms clients? What are your priorities? 

2 What is your process of advising family firm clients? What is important for you? 

3 Do you use particular techniques for advising family firm clients?

4
What are the most common reasons for your clients to hire you? Have you ever noticed other reasons/needs that 

were not explicitly expressed by the family firm client? To what extent and how do you address these needs?

5
Can you please explain challenges you face or have faced while advising family firm clients? Do you adjust your 

advising in case of unforeseen problems emerge?

6 What are your personal strengths and weaknesses when you advise family firm clients?

7 Have you ever asked for support from advisors from other professions?

8
To sum it up, can you please describe your perception of and feeling about family firm clients? Do you think there is a 

difference in advising family firms compared to non-family firms? 

9 How would you describe an ideal advisor for family firms?

10
After having talked about this topic, do you think you can add anything else that you consider important for our 

research project? 
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Table 9: Example for Probing 

Example of 

Probes  

Interviewer’s main question: “Have you ever asked for support from other professions?” 

FBA3: [answer] 

Interviewer’s follow up question: “Can you tell us something more about this need for 

support?” 

FBA3: “Absolutely, you got to know your limitations. These people are smart people. They 

will smell red, they will smell blood if you pretend. And there is nothing worse than people 

pretending. You know fake it until you make it. There will not be in this conversation for 

long.” 

Furthermore, we opted laddering-up techniques to move from facts to more individual 

constructs and values, asking “Why?”. While we adopted laddering-down technique for 

exploring the respondents’ personal understanding, asking questions as “Can you provide us an 

example?” (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015). (Table 10) 

Table 10: Example for Laddering 

Example of 

laddering up  

Interviewer’s main question: “Can you please explain challenges you face or have faced 

while advising family firm clients?” 

ACC4: “I think that sometimes you must only listen. So, a challenge is to listen and 

understand the atmosphere, the context in the family business. But, I think that is more fun 

to work with family business.” 

Interviewer’s follow up question: “And why you believe that it’s more fun?” 

ACC4: “Of course you have many rules that you must follow in the nonfamily company, so 

you must be more strict to your role. In family companies is more informal. So, you have 

more space for act, it’s not only accounting or auditing, is more consulting in general and it’s 

very fun to do. And more you work, more you consult in general. So, you start from the 

accounting, and you must do it because it’s your basic job, but then in family firms you can 

space. Then I get a certain affection in helping people. I think that you get satisfaction when 

you succeed in doing something good for the company and the family.” 

Example of 

laddering 

down 

Interviewer’s main question: “Do you use particular techniques for advising family firm 

clients?” 

ACC4: [answer] 

Interviewer’s follow up question 1: “Can you tell us more about this education that you 

received over the year from PwC, for becoming a trusted business advisor for family firms? 

Perhaps providing some examples?” 

ACC4: “So for example it’s about thinking to the right salary, dividends, pensions. So, it’s a 

lot of things that you should have in your mind and that you can address in family companies. 

I think that these indications, which are more personal because are about the private 

economy of the individuals for example, focus more on family firms, because in nonfamily 

firms you don’t do it. So, the focus is the family but always from an economical perspective. 

Then you also get a lot of questions from families about how to do and what to do. 

Sometimes you feel like a psychologist. It feels so when you speak to the clients.” 

Interviewer’s follow up question 2: “And can you provide us some example of when you feel 

like a psychologist?” 
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ACC4: “Perhaps when they start to tell you a lot of things that are not economics thing. They 

tell you something that is a family matter. For example, when there are ‘syskon’ [Swedish 

word for sibling], so two siblings with problems, and both of them are working in the 

company. So, they want to solve the problems for getting a better situation. So, if I can, I try 

to do what I can. But sometimes the only thing that they want, and you must do is to listen 

to them. Because many of the people who is driving the company have no one else to speak 

to. Sometime the most natural partner they have is the accountant or the auditor. Because 

he or she knows everything about the company and so on. So, it’s the figure that they 

perceive more close. But we don’t know if this will be the case also in the future. Because 

now the law in Sweden is changed and so there is less need for these figures.” 

Each interview started with an initial brief informal conversation, in which we asked to the 

respondents to talk about their typical area of advice and their background in general. This 

allowed us to create a more comfortable situation, which helped to in increase the overall 

relaxation and openness (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Following, the interview started with the main 

questions, by asking factual questions, about approaches, processes, techniques, and a family’s 

explicit objective needs. Then we moved toward questions related to perceptions, personal 

constructs, beliefs, and feelings. (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015; Boyce & Neale, 2006)  

The formulation of each question has been reflected upon and tested during the pilot interview. 

In this exploratory study, each question is developed focusing on the purpose, with the aim of 

answering the research questions (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). For clarity and to reduce the potential 

misunderstandings, we use simple expressions, avoiding complicated statements and jargon 

(e.g. we avoided to use the terms “soft issues”, “content advisors”, “process advisors”) 

(Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015; Cook, 2012; King & Horrocks, 2010). Furthermore, for avoiding 

any imposition, we do not use leading questions both in the main questions, in the probing 

questions and in the laddering questions (Boyce & Neale, 2006; Marks & Yardley, 2003). 

To ensure that we gathered as much data as possible and that all interviewees’ participation was 

appreciated, we asked them for further insights and feedback regarding the way the interviews 

were conducted. The responses gave us the confidence to proceed, but also the opportunity to 

adjust details in our style of interviewing. Finally, after all interviews were concluded, we 

transcribed all interviews. For efficiency reasons, each of us transcribed seven interviews. We 

have proof read transcripts of the respectively other author.  

3.3 Data Analysis 

Here we describe our analysis approach that is in line with our research purpose and exploratory 

philosophical stands. First, we explain the adopted analysis technique. Second, we report the 

procedure that we chose. 

3.3.1 Content Analysis 

To analyse qualitative data, it is possible to choose among several different approaches 

(Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015; Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). In our research, we adopt the qualitative 

content analysis (Schreier, 2013) with a conventional approach (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) as 

one of the most widely used technique of analysis (Morse, 2014; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This 

type of data analysis shows some risks. It can be time-consuming (Kondracki, Wellman, & 

Amundson, 2002), depends on the researchers’ skills, and relies on the researchers’ 

interpretations (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). 
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However, there are several reasons supporting our choice. First of all, content analysis is 

consistent and coherent with the research’s purpose of filling the gaps in the existent academic 

knowledge, that currently show fragmentation (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). Second, content analysis 

is adopted when researchers aim to investigate aspects beyond the physicality, which cannot be 

deeply explored through mere observations (Krippendorff, 2012). In fact, our research 

questions address the respondents’ perspectives and perceptions. Thus, content analysis is 

consistent with our purpose of generating knowledge that is grounded in the data, which 

consists of the unique perspectives of the interviewees (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Third, content 

analysis allows a great flexibility in the data analysis, modification of codes or frames 

repeatedly used in the process (Schreier, 2013; Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). 

This type of analysis is also coherent with our method choice (Kondracki, et al., 2002). Indeed, 

semi-structured interviews, with open-ended questions and probes, are the most suitable units 

of content analysis. They enable the researchers to gather a good amount of data, neither too 

little nor too small (Morse, 2014; Krippendorff, 2012; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Finally, content 

analysis gives us the opportunity to reduce and organise the collected data in smaller content 

categories (Kvale, 2011; Elo & Kyngäs, 2008), describing the contents’ meanings 

systematically and in relation to our research questions (Schreier, 2013; Kondracki, et al., 2002). 

In our exploratory study we analyse the contents gathered from the interviews by adopting a 

conventional (inductive) approach (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Content analysis can be used 

either inductively or deductively (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015; Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & 

Shannon, 2005). Our choice is based on the research’s aim to obtain information from the 

interviewees directly, through in-depth interviews, without imposing pre-arranged categories 

or theories, for exploring their perceptions. Both codes and categories are derived directly from 

the verbatim transcribed interviews (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This technique is particularly 

appropriate because of the limited existing literature. It puts us in a position in which we can 

develop new concepts through models that are able to describe the phenomenon due to an 

inductive category development (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). 

3.3.2 Analysis Report 

After the date collection has been concluded we familiarised with the gathered information from 

both samples through immersion. Collaboratively, we created a preliminary a first coding for 

one interview of each sample. This approach, together with the focus on our research purpose 

and research questions gave us some a sense of direction where the analysis should be heading. 

After having discussed and agreed on these first coding we split up. Each of us created a 

preliminary coding for one of the samples individually. When half of the data sets were coded 

we discussed the so far generated codes. When reasonable, we merged, separated, re-arranged, 

changed, and adjusted codes. Already identified sub-categories were generated and discussed 

but labelled as preliminary. We also avoided analysing the samples in complete isolation due 

to the fact that we realised that having a continuous triangulation contributed to gaining a deeper 

understanding of the information provided by the data. Considering the extent of the data, it 

also helped us as researchers to keep the focus on the one hand, on the other hand it assured a 

high degree of quality of the analysis. We were forced to justify and explain codes in front of 

the other research partner and, thus, to create a high degree of transparency throughout the 

analysis process and assured traceability of codes generated from the data. 
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Having agreed on the second, more extensive coding, we proceeded separately to finish the 

coding for each sample. When the codes for all interviews were generated we repeated the 

process of discussing the codes for each sample in order to merge, separate, re-arrange, change, 

adjust these codes. It also happened that we had to eliminate codes since we did not consider 

them relevant enough if they suited only one interviewee. Merging codes was seen as 

reasonable in case of having closely related codes that were based on quotes of the same 

respondents. This way we tried to efficiently manage the extent of the overall coding. Appendix 

6 illustrates how codes were generated based on the given data. After we had agreed on all 

codes, we have generated sub-categories for both samples. These sub-categories have been 

identified separately based on the codes of each sample. Jointly, we had to explain and justify 

these sub-categories in front of the research partner to again ensure transparency, traceability, 

and comprehensibility. In the following abstraction phase, we joined forces to identify and 

frame categories and main categories based on the data and generated codes and sub-categories. 

We grouped sub-categories in generic categories. Same happened with the categories to 

generate main categories. (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) Categories and main 

categories were created for both samples, thus, codes and subcategories were merged in one 

single coding sheet (Appendix 7). 

3.4 Research Ethics 

In our research we depend on the involvement of informants. With the involvement of these 

human subjects, we have to take ethical considerations into account, aiming to protect 

participants as well as the research community (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015; Bell & Bryman, 

2007). Throughout the whole research process, ethical issues can arise (Saunders, 2011; Preissle, 

2008). The potential risks and benefits for the involved parties, that originate from our study 

should be balanced at all times (Bell & Bryman, 2007). Thus, ethics has been considered in 

every aspect of our study. It touches our ontology, epistemology, and actions (King & Horrocks, 

2010). Related to our ontology and epistemology, we applied the logic of Kant’s categorical 

imperative which leads to treating participants as ends and giving them the opportunity to 

withdraw from their participation at any point of time (Preissle, 2008). 

For being ethically correct, we oriented our actions towards Bell’s and Bryman’s (2007) ethical 

principles in business research. We protect our participants against any kind of harm by 

involving them in a study that does not endanger their physical or psychological well-being, 

and further, protects them from economic or social harm by keeping their identities secret. The 

dignity of our participants has been respected trying to avoid discomfort and anxiety. Also, their 

participation was voluntary, and we have let the participants decide to what extent they share 

information with us. In doing so, and by explaining our research to our participants, we have 

reduced the asymmetry of information and power between researchers and participants (Herrera, 

2010). Accordingly, we ensured a fully informed consent of the participants in our study. 

Potential participants received this informed consent (Appendix 5) together with the interview’s 

main questions (Table 8). Thus, we respected our participants’ dignity, protected them from 

any harm, and secured privacy, confidentiality, and anonymity from the very beginning of our 

course of interaction with them. The informed consent relates to protecting their privacy, 

anonymity, ensuring the research data to stay confidential (King & Horrocks, 2010; Bell & 

Bryman, 2007), and grants our data collecting activities ethical legitimacy (Hansson, 2006). 
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Considering privacy, anonymity, and confidentiality (Bell & Bryman, 2007), privacy has been 

protected by interacting with our participants in a professional and rather formal setting. No 

interaction violated a participant’s privacy. The participants’ anonymity is given through 

anonymising their names and avoiding sharing traceable information about the participants. We 

have collected only broad and general information (i.e. Appendix 2 and Appendix 3), aiming 

to provide a general idea of the participants’ background. This information allows us to justify 

why the participants fitted the characteristics of our criteria samples, acquiring further clarity 

and credibility in our research (Zhang & Shaw, 2012). These general notions will be useful in 

the following discussion chapter. An organisation’s name, in this context, is only mentioned if 

it does not allow any tracing back to participants, or participants mentioned it during the 

interview. Saving the recorded interviews on hard drives and other, for third parties non-

accessible mediums, as well as destroying the interview records after transcriptions have been 

anonymised, guarantee confidentiality of research data, and does not allow to identify any 

individual participant or organisation, unless allowed otherwise (i.e. Professor Sciascia in the 

pilot interview). 

Further drawing from Bell and Bryman (2007), we are honest and transparent about our study’s 

intentions, procedures, findings, and limitations. For that we describe our ontological and 

epistemological considerations, methods, data collection, ethical considerations, and related 

actions. We also describe how we attempt to provide the highest possible quality of research 

for this thesis. Beyond that, we are aware that our involvement in the research process 

influences the process itself and thus our findings. We further elaborate on other limitations in 

the respective chapter of this thesis. 

Hereby, we declare that we have not received any funding for conducting our study, we are not 

affiliated with any of the participants or the organisations they work for or interact with, and 

there arise no conflicts of interest in this respect. The risk of other conflicts of interest is 

eliminated by having chosen the present methodology. Approaching the research topic with an 

open-ended and iterative process, we bypass any temptation to falsify findings that serve our 

research purpose. This and all the mentioned above serve to avoid any deception about any 

aspect of our research, and misleading or false reporting (Bell & Bryman, 2007). Being 

transparent about our ethical considerations and following ethical principles aims to protect the 

research community’s and our integrity (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015; Preissle, 2008). It also 

grants our study ethical legitimacy and contributes to its trustworthiness. 

3.5 Trustworthiness 

Attempting to establish a high level of quality and rigor in our research, and to generate a 

trustworthy study we apply Guba’s (1981) criteria of trustworthiness. Since this study has been 

generated in a context of a master thesis, we have to acknowledge that we cannot fulfil those 

criteria to the same extent as other academic studies, that are less limited in terms of time 

constraints or availability and access to contributing resources. The timeframe of this thesis 

amounted to less than five months. As students we have not yet had the opportunity to build an 

extensive network that would have allowed us to access data that might have contributed to 

even higher quality to the present study. However, it is of our sincere interest to address Guba’s 

(1981) criteria as much as possible. 
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Regarding the criterion of credibility which aims to generate plausible findings by testing the 

collected data and drawn interpretations. The testing is done through verifying the data and 

drawn findings by various parties involved in the research process, such as sample members 

and/or researchers. Thus, a member check of the sample and triangulation are suggested to 

create credibility. (Guba, 1981) In other words, “a credible study is one where the researchers 

have accurately and richly described the phenomenon in question” (Given & Saumure, 2008, p. 

896). So far, we have provided a comprehensive literature review serving as a rich description 

of the phenomenon in question. In the following chapters we add further insights to address our 

research question and corresponding problematisation, and to complete our outline of the 

phenomenon. 

Being in line with our constructionist position, we apply triangulation (Easterby-Smith, et al., 

2015) to substantiate “an empirical phenomenon through the use of multiple sources of 

evidence” (Wolfram Cox & Hassard, 2010, p. 945), to enhance our findings and interpretations 

(Tothbauer, 2011), and to reduce bias during the data collection (Flick, 2011) and data auditing 

(Hastings, 2012). Hence, we make use of investigator triangulation (Hastings, 2012; Flick, 2011; 

Tothbauer, 2011; Wolfram Cox & Hassard, 2010; Kreftling, 1991). The both of us have been 

engaged in the data collection, and data analysis. We have incorporated both of our perspectives 

during the interpretation of data and created this study in a team effort throughout the whole 

process (Tothbauer, 2011; Kreftling, 1991). Further, we triangulate our data (Wolfram Cox & 

Hassard, 2010; Kreftling, 1991) by collecting secondary data about our interviewees, providing 

complementary insights, such as information about the accountants’ companies. Data sources 

triangulation increases the credibility of our study. (Tothbauer, 2011) Lastly, we engaged the 

triangulation of perspectives as it is in line with our constructionist epistemology, increasing 

the accuracy of our data through incorporating insights of more than one interviewee, from 

more than one country (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015). (Appendix 2, 3 & 4) 

Addressing the criterion of transferability, we are supposed to generate findings that are relevant 

for the context in which they are generated and outline to what extent and, in case they do, how 

they can be applied to alternative settings (Given & Saumure, 2008). Transferability depends 

on similarities of different contexts, among which the findings can be exchanged (Guba, 1981). 

Giving a thick description of the context the data was collated in (Daweson, 2010) corresponds 

to this dependence of transferability (McGinn, 2010). We have provided such descriptions and 

rich explanations earlier in this chapter and describe the context of the problem in our 

justification of the research purpose and question.  

In order to produce stable findings and ensure our data’s dependability, we have to describe 

traceable variances in our data. These variances occur due to differences in the contexts in 

which the data has been collected. (Guba, 1981) Accordingly, we provide explanations of our 

procedures and chosen research instruments. It is crucial for readers to understand our approach 

and to be able to reconstruct a data collection in similar conditions. (Given & Saumure, 2008) 

We also address the criterion of dependability through the mentioned above contextualisation 

of our data and findings, the triangulation of perspectives, as well as peer examination during 

seminars with other master students writing their thesis who have reviewed our study at 

different stages of the process (Kreftling, 1991). 
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Lastly, the fourth criterion of confirmability aims to avoid biases. Therefore, the data needs to 

be neutral from the researchers. (Guba, 1981) In other words, the data should match the drawn 

interpretations and/or findings (Given & Saumure, 2008). To generate such matching data and 

findings, triangulation and reflexivity are suggested concepts (Guba, 1981). To avoid bias, 

triangulation is a suggested instrument (Flick, 2011), but also reflexivity methods support to 

increase a study’s confirmability (Kreftling, 1991) and quality overall (Easterby-Smith, et al., 

2015). Reflexivity refers to a researcher’s awareness of the context the study is produced in, the 

reciprocal influences and interdependent relations among context, process, and instruments of 

knowledge development, and the researchers themselves (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015). Thus, 

we provide an honest and transparent outline of our study’s limitations at a later point of this 

thesis. 

4 Findings 

The structure of this chapter follows the logic of the content analysis, starting with presenting 

a generated tree-diagram that illustrates how we derive main categories and categories based 

on respective sub-categories and codes. Followingly, we define the developed main categories 

and sub-categories, on which we will base our analysis on. 

4.1 A Generated Tree-Diagram Based on the Content Analysis 

As a result, we organised the discussed and agreed on codes, sub-categories, categories, and 

main categories in a tree-diagram to illustrate the identified patterns and their hierarchical 

structure (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Appendix 8 illustrates a comprehensive tree-diagram that 

includes quotes from different respondents that codes are based on, codes, sub-categories, 

categories, and main categories. Based on codes and sub-categories we defined categories and 

main categories. For clarity and ambiguity purposes (Schreier, 2013), the categories’ names are 

as close as possible to the collected material (Mayring, 2000). Figure 1 illustrates a reduced 

tree-diagram that includes sub-categories, categories, and main categories that relate to our 

research purpose. Appendix 9 provides further main categories that emerged from the data, 

going beyond the research purpose, which will be considered in the discussion. 

The whole analysis process was highly iterative and interpretative. And as already explained, 

pursuing credibility and objectivity, we adopted peer debriefings (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) and 

investigator triangulation (Tothbauer, 2011) throughout the whole process. All levels of 

categories are based on our interpretation of the present data and our understanding of the 

relations among codes and sub-categories (Kvale, 2011). They rely on our research purpose to 

describe how process and content advisors perceive and address soft issues in order to generate 

new knowledge (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). 

Furthermore, we have experienced the limitation of this form of analysis first hand. Focusing 

on the content valuable information that goes beyond the content got lost in the pursuit of coding 

the interviews. Data, based on our own perceptions of the interviews like non-verbal 

communication (e.g. facial expression), implicit hints given through certain tones of voices (i.e. 

irony) could not, and the fact that some interviewees struggled to answer our questions 

immediately, could not be considered while we coded the interviews. Also, our impression that 

most of the interviewees would have shared information if we had been able to trigger them 
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accordingly. Sometimes, we realised that the questions we asked were related to the advisors’ 

tacit knowledge, thus they had trouble to explicitly describe their perceptions, experiences, and 

actions that we are trying to understand. Followingly, we present the categories’ and main 

categories’ definitions. 

Figure 1: Analysis' Tree-Diagram 
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4.2 Defining the Content Analysis’ Main Categories and Categories 

To organise the definitions of main categories and categories comprehensively we present each 

main category’s definition coherently with their subordinate sub-categories. For the purpose of 

transparency, we provide further extensive findings in the appendix (Appendix 6, 7, & 8). For 

the purpose of readability, we focus on providing the presented definitions which are most 

relevant to understand what we found and what we base our analysis on. 
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Issues in the family business system are perceived as either soft, hard, or a complex mix of both. 

Within the family business system soft issues are perceived as needed to be addressed. 

Depending on the type of advisor, addressing soft issues can represent a challenge, an 

opportunity or are avoided to be addressed. Hard issues show either business-related 

manifestations or issues that are related to the client’s private economy. Often intertwined soft 

and hard issues have to be addressed and advisors somehow have to solve a puzzle of issues to 

resolve these complex interrelations among soft and hard issues. 

Reasons for seeking advice are either explicit or implicit. Explicit reasons are related to serving 

specific business needs, family’s private financial needs or are expressed by the family more 

vaguely when they sense problems either in the family or business system. Implicit reasons for 

seeking advice are not as definite as explicit reasons. Advisors identify implicit motivations due 

to their awareness that other aspects beyond the explicit reasons for their engagement are in 

play. 

The advisors’ perception of soft issues is based on the difficulty of observing and perceiving 

soft issues. Thus, soft issues are either easily or difficultly observed. Easily observable soft 

issues consist of emotion, behaviours, and relationships that seem obvious to the advisors since 

they are easily perceived. For instance, tensions, poor communication, and the state of 

relationships within the family business system are more easily observable for the advisors. 

More difficultly observable soft issues relate to underlying, more deeply rooted emotions and 

relationships that do not immediately meet the eye of the advisor. 

The relationship between advisors and their family firm clients is determined by being an 

approach’s priority since advisors pointed out that building a good relationship is important. 

The relationship between advisors and their family firm clients is also shaped by being trustful, 

long-lasting, happen on a professional level and depend on transparent communication. Trust 

is of upmost importance for advisors to be successful, should be mutual, and is influenced by 

the family’s openness towards advisors and the advisor’s reputation or the fact that the advisor 

has been recommended to the family. Relationships are usually long-lasting since they are 

developed over time, are described as ongoing and are never really finished because it is 

possible that other reasons to seek advice might emerge in the future. Relationships between 

advisors and their clients are professional due to the fact that advisors stay objective and do not 

consider themselves part of the family business system while advising family firms. Being clear 

and honest in their communication with their clients is another feature of the mutual relationship 

of advisors and family firm clients. 

The advisors’ advising approach is determined by the scope of the advisors’ approach and their 

intended interaction with their clients. Thus, the scope is either holistic when advisors consider 

the whole family business system or narrow when they focus mostly on the business system. 

Their intended interaction refers to taking the role of a partner or a steward who puts itself in 

the service of the family, being flexible, the advisors’ readiness to work in teams and to get 

emotionally involved with their clients. Thus, referring to an advisor’s approach, mainly 

describes a general mindset instead of the act of initially contacting potential clients. 

Family business advisors (FBAs) are determined by their background, their characteristics, their 

strengths and weaknesses, and other advisors’ awareness or unawareness of this advisor type’s 

existence. FBAs’ background is based on their comprehensive knowledge about family 
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business research and experience in advising family firms. They are characterised by their 

integrity, passion about advising family firms, and strong self-awareness. FBAs’ strengths and 

weaknesses stem from a personal and professional level. The degree of being aware of the FBAs’ 

existence differs among advisors. 

Accountants (ACCs) are determined by their background, their characteristic of picturing 

themselves as the most natural person to talk to for the clients, their strengths, weaknesses, and 

how FBAs perceive them. An ACC’s background is based on the knowledge about and 

experience in advising family firms as well as their profession. They perceive it as natural to be 

family firms’ conversation partners. Their strengths stem either from a personal or professional 

level. The shared weaknesses relate to their personal ability of managing emotions. Other 

advisors’ perception of ACCs concerns ACCs’ awareness of the differences between family 

and nonfamily firms, and ACCs’ lack of academic knowledge about family firms. 

5 Analysis 

In this chapter we present our analysed findings that have emerged from the content analysis 

(for example of coding process, please check Appendix 6). This outline of findings and their 

analysis serves our pursuit of responding to our research purpose and to answer our research 

questions. The analysis is structured in the same way as we discovered patterns in our findings. 

Also, these analysed findings will build the foundation of a thorough discussion in the following 

chapter. 

5.1 The Advisors’ General Approach for Advising Family Firm 

When family firms consult advisors, we see how much the advisors’ approaches differ since it 

seems to depend on the advisor’s profession. When we refer to an advisor’s approach, we 

mainly describe a general mindset instead of the act of initially contacting the potential client. 

Since the two samples strongly differ in their approach, it makes sense to present our analysed 

findings separately. Still, there are some similarities that are outlined at last (point 5.1.3). 

5.1.1 Accountants’ Approach When Advising Family Firms 

Compared to FBAs, ACCs adopt a more focused approach that appears to be narrower. It is 

characterised by a focus on issues that are regarding management, auditing, and accounting. 

Their approach targets mostly key family and nonfamily members that are involved in the 

decision-making. However, ACCs also consider general information about aspects of the family 

and do not neglect family aspects of the family business system completely. When ACCs gather 

this kind of information it is more related to establish their relationship with their clients to gain 

a general, rather generic understanding of the family business system, without making it part of 

their central advice. 

Moreover, putting themselves into service to their clients and adopting some sort of stewardship 

seem to be common aspects of the ACCs’ approach when they advise family firms. They try to 

be available for their clients and to have a close and frequent contact with them. They also 

describe themselves as service providers which puts them in a position of a steward rather than 

a partner, as the FBAs do (ACC6: “Most of the time I highlight at the beginning of the 

relationship ‘you can use me as a second opinion or you can ask me questions whenever you 

want by phone, calling me, texting me, or via email, and I can get back to you’ ”). Thus, ACCs 
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do consider themselves less as a partner that operates on the same level as the client, instead 

they act like subordinates that work on behalf of their client. This circumstance might be related 

to the advisor-client relationship when it comes to the initial establishment of those 

relationships. However, we do not possess enough sufficient data to prove such a relation. 

Furthermore, ACCs seem to improvise when they encounter issues related to the family without 

consciously being aware that they adopt methods that are related to explicit frameworks and 

models (e.g. three-circles and genogram) (ACC1: [Do you use particular techniques for 

advising family firm clients?] “no, not really. [probing for genogram] Not in that sense of 

consciously applying this as a model but of course you get to know the relationships among the 

family members, so in the end you do it without knowing it’s a model.”). When ACCs encounter 

soft issues, they do not possess a skill set that allows them to deal with soft issues in a structured 

and conceptional manner. Hence, we understand their applied actions in the case of emergent 

soft issues as mere improvisation. However, it is important to point out that most of the 

interviewed ACCs do not have the academic education to possess such skills sets. Also, the 

present data does not give further hints if and which improvisation methods are applied. For 

business issues, especially accounting and auditing affairs, ACCs follow regulations and laws, 

and apply their professional knowledge. In those cases, ACCs can easily access knowledge and 

experience that enables them to deal with hard issues substantially, giving them some advantage 

over the FBAs in this respect. 

5.1.2 Family Business Advisors’ Approach When Advising Family Firms 

Overall, we can see that FBAs are able to explain their approach more explicitly and extensively 

since we are now able to outline more facets of the FBAs’ advising approach. 

FBAs prefer a more holistic approach that includes the family and business systems as part of 

the same equation. Most family members are included in the advising process, regardless of 

their involvement in the family firm. FBAs put emphasis on the need to talk to everyone in the 

family system and the necessity to adopt one-to-one interviews, as well as group meetings to 

gain relevant insights in the family system (FBA7: “People have conflicts in family, that’s very 

normal, and for some families there is this notion of ‘oh conflict is bad, this is weak, we cannot’. 

And our role is to day that conflicts are not bad, you need to have opportunity to discuss, and 

it is good that everyone has the opportunity to say how he sees things, so we need to talk to 

everyone”.). The exception of ACC2, being an advisor who also includes more family members 

and nonfamily members, can be explained when taking into account that ACC2 has an 

educational background in family business research. Further, FBAs try to stay objective without 

becoming biased or partial. They also attempt an interdisciplinary approach, proactively 

considering including other professions for external support. This is why we understand the 

FBAs’ approach as a holistic one. 

Another key component of the FBAs’ approach seems to be flexibility towards advising family 

firms. FBAs acknowledge that every case is different which requires a flexible approach (FBA5: 

“I think a lot of that is done is situational. In other words: how many siblings are there? how 

many branches of the family? do they get along? you have to be very flexible.”). ACC1 and 

ACC2 are exceptions in this respect. For ACC2, we again take his knowledge about family 

business research into account that makes him aware of the fact that every advising case should 

be treated individually. ACC1’s current consultancy works exclusively with family firms. Thus, 



51 

he might have developed a mindset of being flexible when advising family firms, just as much 

as FBAs have done. 

In contrast to ACCs, who act as stewards, FBAs consider themselves partners of family firms 

since they emphasise that they work with, not for, family firms (FBA1: “In past I’ve been 

working as general consultant, for some years, and working for family, while now I’m working 

with family firms, and is absolutely different, is very different.”). FBAs also do not adopt a 

stewardship approach since they consider themselves partners that meet on the same level 

which seems to erase the obligation to be available for the families at all times. Furthermore, 

FBAs strive for empowering their clients by letting them work on their issues independently, 

guiding them only through the process. (FBA1: “So the customer for example wants somebody 

that he can call when feeling down or depressed, and this is not working well with me because 

I’m always busy with something. And so, I cannot offer that, and they could become 

disappointed by it. Because in their mind they are paying you, so they want you to be there 

always, like accountants, so when they call me, and I reply, ‘I’m busy now’, became probably 

a weakness. [ironic tone of voice and sarcasm]”) Supporting this argument of FBAs acting as 

partners that empower their clients, FBAs use various educational or coaching tools, in order to 

support the family in understanding the situation the whole family business system is in. 

Another characteristic of the FBAs’ approach is the emotional involvement. They try to be 

empathic and to create a strong emotional bond with the family in order to gain a deep 

understanding of the family system and its issues. They aim to get to know the people involved. 

ACC2 and ACC3 also relate to a strong emotional bond with the family. Considering that ACC3 

is an accountant in Italy, working in a small consultancy, we assume that in this case ACC3’s 

context and cultural background influences his way of establishing relationships with his clients 

(ACC3: “Let’s say the problem of the family dynamics in family business here in Italy are 

always solved by the accountant or the lawyer. But not by others. It’s a cultural thing.”). ACC2 

has academic knowledge in family business research and is aware of the fact that an emotional 

bond contributes to having a working relationship with clients. Still, we consider having an 

emotional bond with the clients is a general feature of the FBAs’ approach, and ACC2 and 

ACC3 resemble rare exceptions in our data set. Here too, we cannot speak for the other ACCs 

since they have not mentioned an emotional bond but based on this argument we cannot exclude 

the possibility that they do on such a bond. 

Lastly, for addressing issues in the family business FBAs analyse the issues using many 

frameworks, not necessarily an individual standard framework or model but a broad variation 

(FBA1: Well, I don’t like to use standard techniques, of course we have standard frameworks, 

drafting what we do, the phases, the deliverables, the targets, but we don’t use standard 

models.”). Thus, we see that FBAs prefer to customise their choice of frameworks and models 

depending on the client’s case. These frameworks and models are designed to consider both 

family and business aspects of the family business system. The FBAs’ array of frameworks and 

models goes beyond the typical one, e.g. three-circles or genogram. This academic knowledge 

enables FBAs to deal with emerging soft issues in a more structured and conceptional manner 

and gives them an advantage over the ACCs in this respect. 
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5.1.3 Similarities of The Samples’ General Approaches 

Both types of advisors use interviews with their clients to collect data about the family business 

system. They consider it important to talk to key figures that are involved in the decision-

making process in the family business system including family members and nonfamily 

members. Thus, they make use of similar data collection tools and the idea of involving family 

and nonfamily members is corresponding. 

Another feature of the general approach that applies to both samples is the circumstance that 

the final phase of the advising process seems to be closely related to the relationship between 

advisors and their clients. Respondents of both samples describe that they have ongoing 

relationships with their clients or that they give their clients the opportunity to contact them 

when needed. Thus, although an advising project might be finished, every resolved issue or 

finished advising project can initiate a new advising process because of newly emerging issues 

in the family business system. (FBA4: “When the mission is completed, they have done the first 

step toward the ownership transfer for example, and the situation seems to work well, they have 

a common agreement, so the board is working in a proper way, the family is happy, they are 

settled for now. And then sometimes they call again, and sometimes I send them an email. So, I 

always leave a door open. So, I ended a final meeting for a family, and they felt ‘ok, now we 

can continue by ourselves, but what about you? Which is your role?’ and I replied ‘you know 

where I am, so if you feel that you want to try to work alone for a while do that! And if you get 

stuck, or if you feel that you would like to get a feedback about something, let me know, I’m just 

here’.”) We understand this phase as an ending versus looping phase which leads us to believe 

that the overall process has no clear ending. For ACCs this could be due to the fact that they 

deal with family firms’ reoccurring tasks. For FBAs this could be due to the fact that they 

established such strong bonds that both advisor and family firm clients maintain a relationship, 

and thus, an ongoing advising process. For sure, this aspect also shows that the general approach, 

the process and advisor-client relationship are closely connected. 

5.2 The Advisor-Client Relationship 

Within our samples, a relationship between an advisor and a client is established due to several 

reasons. It is the families that seek advice and approach advisors. FBAs and ACCs commonly 

explain that succession-related affairs are one complex of reasons that they are asked to support 

the family firms with. Further, ACCs state that serving business and private financial needs of 

the owning families are the most common explicit reasons for their engagement as advisors for 

family firms. In contrast, FBAs describe that the owning family senses some problems in their 

business without being able to explicitly explain or label those problems. These reasons for 

seeking advice from FABs are related to family dynamics, relationships, conflicts, and emotions. 

Those causes can be either explicit or implicit. FBAs demonstrate awareness that implicit 

reasons for their engagement are in play and therefore question the presented issues at hand and 

assume underlying causes (FBA3: “You may not know the real reason until you build trust. In 

every family there are tensions that have not been addressed so that is probably under the 

surface and not articulated and it takes a little bit of time and people are just findings ways “to 

survive” or findings ways to cope.”). This awareness towards hidden issues seems to be related 

to the FBAs’ approach. Thus, this starting point of an advisor’s relationship with the client 

already shows differences for content and process advisors, has an impact on the following 
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process of giving advice, and is influenced by the advisors’ approach and awareness of implicit 

reasons for being hired. 

All respondents describe having an effective relationship with their clients as a priority. Both 

samples attempt to establish such relationships through showing interest towards the clients and 

building trust with the clients. The aspect of trust has been given a strong emphasis within both 

samples. Trust should be mutual and is of utmost importance in order to establish effective 

relationships with the client (ACC6: So, it’s not that you must trust them, it’s more that the 

relationship is built on trust, and you can rely on that. If you find out that you cannot rely on 

that, then you need to get rid of that customer, because it becomes unprofessional.”). Some 

respondents from both samples also mention that having a good reputation facilitates building 

trust and an effective relationship. These respondents state that having been recommended by 

clients has helped to gain future clients’ trust. Other aspects of a working relationship with 

clients having a clear and honest communication and paying attention to establishing the 

relationship on a professional level. For the latter aspect to be ensured, advisors of both samples 

avoid being “one of them” and therefore “draw the line” (FBA2: “… you’re a little bit detached, 

but you’re also very involved. So, you trying to maintain some level of distance, or better I try 

to maintain some level of professionalism”).  

Moreover, FBAs and ACCs describe their relationships with clients as long-lasting. ACCs on 

the one side frame their advisor-client relationship as developing over time due to their very 

frequent contact with clients because of reoccurring task that ACCs have to carry out regularly. 

FBAs on the other side refer to never-ending relationships since they do not seem to pass a 

finish line. Families need time to incubate the FBAs’ advice which can take long periods of 

time. Families are given the time to work on the provided advice on their own. It also appears 

to be a shared strategy among FBAs to “leave an open door” for the clients, never really 

concluding an FBA’s advisor-client relationship. This “open door” remains when FBAs leave 

the family firms for either working on the given advice by themselves or when the advising 

project has ended (FBA4: “So I always leave a door open. So, I ended a final meeting for a 

family, and they felt ‘ok, now we can continue by ourselves, but what about you? Which is your 

role?’ and I replied ‘you know where I am, so if you feel that you want to try to work alone for 

a while do that! And if you get stuck, or if you feel that you would like to get a feedback about 

something, let me know, I’m just here’.”). We could also assume that the FBAs’ intent to 

maintain their relationship to their clients could be due to the emotional bond that has been 

established earlier because of the FBAs approach. Overall, we can say that FBAs seem to be 

more concerned about empowering the family firm clients since FBAs explicitly state to 

approach family firms with empathy and rather educate and coach them instead of providing 

previously generated solutions for the client’s issues. Notably, only FBA3 and FBA5 do not 

explicitly state to try to be empathic and labelling empathy as a strength. FBAs get back to their 

clients when the family signals to be ready for the next step of the advising process or when a 

newly unearthed issues within the family business system requires external advice. 

In general, the built relationship within both samples show common traits. An effective 

relationship represents an advisor’s priority, is based on transparent communication, 

professionalism, mutual trust, and appear to be long-lasting (FBA7: “So, if you are able to 

create a trust relationship with the client, and if you are able to communicate clearly why you 

have come to a certain conclusion, so if you bring these two aspects together, the probability 
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that you are going to convince them to go in the direction that you tell them to go of course is 

much higher.”). Having such long-lasting relationships also influences the advisors’ process. 

Based on what the respondents described, the advising process seems to have a looping phase. 

ACCs’ frequent contact due to reoccurring tasks and FBAs’ attempt to empower their clients 

by letting them work by themselves and returning to the family business in different stages of 

the advising process, if deemed necessary, indicate that the advisor-client relationship as well 

as the advising process are strongly connected since both show similar features when it comes 

to the ending of an advisory project. Hence, aspects of the advisors’ approach and relationships 

with their clients appear to be interconnected with the process they adopt, resulting in an 

ongoing relationship. It also means that long-lasting advisor-client relationships allow the 

perception of core level soft issues (FBA1: “They are interested in developing long-lasting 

relationships with the advisors, since it is so difficult to develop such trust for them for opening, 

showing deeper issues. They are very faithful, they look for it somehow.”). Ultimately, process, 

as well as content advisors have an additional chance to perceive core level soft issues if they 

have built such relationships before and due to the described looping phase of the advising 

process. 

5.3 Advisors’ Perception of Soft Issues in Family Firms 

All interviewed advisors perceive soft issues as challenges (e.g. family’s fear or reluctance to 

change, nepotistic behaviour, personal family problems transcending into the business, 

reluctance to pass the business to the next generation, emotions, conflicts, relationships, and 

family dynamics, diverging interests and opinions of family members). Nevertheless, there are 

some differences between and within the samples. All FBAs perceive these challenges as part 

of their job and even describe them as opportunities for the family business system. FBAs enter 

advising projects with the expectation to encounter these challenges and are prepared to handle 

them. Thus, they appear more proactive in encountering soft issues (FBA7: “Relationship, 

emotions, these are parts of why we are asked to help them, so it’s a challenge but it’s a normal 

thing”). However, the gathered data do not give any hints regarding to what extent advisors 

have to be proactive during the advising process. Although this consideration appears intuitive, 

we must point out that it was neither reported nor discussed by our respondents. 

On the contrary, ACC6 and ACC7 neglect that these challenges are part of their job. ACC1, 

ACC2, ACC3, and ACC5, on the opposite, describe these challenges as part of their job, since 

they take these challenges as a given aspect of their job. For them these challenges occur 

naturally in the family business context (ACC5: “Basically, I deal with family business 

psychological aspects not merely because of personal empathy, that still exists, but more for a 

concrete necessity for doing my job in a proper way.”). Considering the background of these 

ACCs that do see soft issues as part of their job, it is important to point out that ACC1, ACC3, 

ACC5 work in small consultancies, while ACC2 has an additional education in the field of 

family business due to academic studies. Those ACCs who describe soft issues as part of their 

job seem to act more reactively compared to FBAs. 

For the majority of both FBAs and ACCs we see that they perceive relationships, conflicts, 

tensions, and frictions within the family as manifestations of soft issues. Both samples agree 

that soft issues represent common challenges that are related to the overall process of advising 

family firms. ACCs as well as FBAs stated that while advising family firms they perceive soft 
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issues in terms of easily observed emotions (e.g. family’s attachment to the company, conflicts), 

easily observed behaviour (e.g. poor communication among family members, nepotism), and 

easily observed relationship within the family (ACC2: “Regardless of if you are dealing with 

whatever aspect it is, strategy, successions, finances, it could be everything. I’ve yet to see what 

is really harmful, so the true extent of these emotions, but in the end, it is something that you 

can always see that is some kind of nepotism for instance, the owner, the CEO, they always 

favourite someone.”). 

Particularly on a personal level, ACCs seem to struggle more than FBAs in dealing with family 

emotions. Only FBAs perceived emotions as additional manifestations of soft issues. They state 

that while advising family firms they perceive soft issues also in terms of difficultly observed 

emotions (e.g. emotions going back through generations, lack of trust among family members), 

difficultly observed relationship (e.g. lack of cohesion in the family, lack of family unity). For 

us, it seems that relationships and conflicts can be more easily perceived than emotions (FBA1: 

“Emotions are always there, and very often we end up with something different from what I or 

they had in mind. All these consulting processes are driven by emotions. They are buying a 

consulting project because they are first of all emotionally concern. Sometime the problem of 

the family entrepreneur is that family business owners and managers consider their problems 

as taboo, they don’t even want to think about them. And so they stop to reflect on these deeper 

problems. So they come, and it’s a typical situation in which they are completely unaware, of 

these latent needs. And these are part of my job in my opinion.”). Thus, relationships and 

conflicts are regarded as surface level soft issues that can be perceived by all advisors, while 

emotions and deeply rooted relational issues seem to be harder to be observed and therefore 

resemble a deeper core level of soft issues. 

Since the majority of the respondents referred to the complex and simultaneous handling of soft 

and hard issues, they also described business-related manifestations of hard issues as reasons 

for the family businesses to seek advice. These manifestations of hard issues were both 

described as explicit and implicit motivations for the sought for advice. However, most of the 

ACCs also associate private economy-related manifestations of hard issues with implicit 

reasons for their engagement. Thus, they seem to connect soft issue manifestations with private 

economy-related issues (ACC4: “So, it’s a lot of things that you should have in your mind and 

that you can address in family companies. I think that these indications, which are more 

personal because are about the private economy of the individuals for example, focus more on 

family firms, because in nonfamily firms you don’t do it. So the focus is the family but always 

from an economical perspective. Then you also get a lot of questions from families about how 

to do and what to do.”). Although, and as just pointed out, they show awareness regarding soft 

issues and are able to perceive them on a surface level (e.g. relationships and conflicts) and 

attempt to address them. Still, compared to FBAs this perception of soft issues appears to be 

limited to this surface level which is probably due to an ACCs educational background that 

does not equip an ACC with the necessary knowledge to perceive soft issues also on the core 

level. 

Due to the different ways in which ACCs and FBAs perceive soft issues we realise that this 

perception of soft issues on two consecutive levels, is based on distinct opinions about to what 

extent soft issues are part of an advisor’s job and how aware an advisor is of implicit issues 

within the presenting issues. Logically, their perception must be a precondition for being able 
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to address soft issues accordingly. Perceiving soft issues on a surface and core level assumingly 

leads to different ways of addressing them and could also influence the advising process. 

5.4 Advisors’ Way of Addressing Soft Issues 

Having identified the perception of soft issues as a necessary precondition for being able to 

address soft issues, regardless of the soft issue’s level, all FBAs stated that it is essential to 

address soft issues for the sake of the family firm’s well-being on the one side (FBA3: “In every 

family there are tensions that have not been addressed so that is probably under the surface 

and not articulated and it takes a little bit of time and people are just findings ways “to survive” 

or findings ways to cope. By not addressing it [family tension] is not doing the system any 

good.”). On the other side, almost all ACCs, except ACC2, appear to avoid addressing soft 

issues. However, they seem to feel forced to address soft issues as far as they can, since they 

realise that ignoring them is hardly possible and can also lead to negative impacts on the 

advising process. Thus, here again we see that FBAs are more proactive in terms of dealing 

with soft issues while ACCs rather shy away from those issues, act more reactively, and stick 

more strictly to their professional purpose in comparison to FBAs (ACC6: [have you ever faced 

problems of conflicts among family members?] “Uh yes! [hilarious laughter] and I tried to 

avoid them as much as possible. So, for example because of different perspective and opinions 

about the company. But you know, in the end, they’ll ask you and you are, well, forced to.”). 

The majority of all respondents explains that in order to address one kind of issue, either hard 

or soft, they have to deal with the other kind of issue first and vice versa. This is due to their 

perception that hard issues and soft issues are intertwined in family businesses, as pointed out 

by FBA4: “I realized that unless we didn’t fix their hard issues before, they wouldn’t consider 

the soft issues, and maybe you need to fix the hard issues before being able to address the soft 

issue, or two soft and one hard.” (see Appendix 6, check category ‘playing tetris’). The 

described way of addressing obstructive hard or soft issues to be able to address a consecutive 

soft or hard issue reminds us of the game of Tetris. Advisors first have to address one layer of 

issues, both hard and soft, so that they can address the next layer of soft or hard issues. An 

advisor of family firms can be seen as a player of Tetris. 

5.5 Tetris Model 

Based on our findings (see Appendix 6, 7 & 8), we point out connections between different 

aspects of advising family firms. After having identified clusters and patterns, we develop a 

model of how ACCs and FBAs perceive and address soft and hard issues. Since the model 

draws from our interpretations of the analysed data it responds to our constructionist 

epistemology. Thus, we made sense of our analysed findings when we recognised patterns that 

reminded of the game of Tetris. 

When you play Tetris blocks of different shapes appear at the top of a screen and “fall” down 

to the bottom of the screen. With keys on keyboard of controller you can turn and move them 

sideways. This is necessary to form a horizontal line with other blocks that already have fallen 

down. A formed line, without open spaces, is cleared. Since Tetris blocks continue to fall down 

in random sequences of shapes the player has to constantly move and turn the falling blocks, 

otherwise the blocks start to pile up until the stacked up blocks reach the top of the screen. 

Game Over. (Nintendo of America Inc., 2006) To us, the way ACCs and FBAs deal with soft 
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and hard issues when they advise family firms could be seen as a round of Tetris. Hence, we 

continue to deploy this metaphor when we explain our findings to the reader. 

The model is based on the assumption that in family firms, advisors deal with both hard and 

soft issues. Hard issues relate to business issues and private economy of family members. Soft 

issues relate to family dynamics. On one side, soft issues appears to have an easily observed 

surface level (i.e. surface level), and on the other side, there seems to be a deeper level that is 

more difficult to observed (i.e. core level). Soft and hard issues resemble falling Tetris blocks. 

ACCs and FBAs are the players. Advising family firms is some sort of level of the game they 

play. 

We discovered that for both types of advisors the relationship between them and the client 

shows common aspects. First, building an effective relationship is a priority of the approach. 

Second the relationships are based on trust and transparent communication. Furthermore, the 

relationships are professional and long-lasting. The advisor-client relationship can be seen as a 

game setting or game mode since it influences the game play.  

Figure 2: Tetris Model (ACCs) 

 

Considering the ACCs, their approach is narrow, because it mainly focuses on advice in 

management, auditing, and accounting. In giving advice, their approach targets people that are 

part of the decision-making process. However, their approach does not exclude gathering 

general insights about the family system. The ACCs consists in taking the role of being a 

steward, putting themselves into service of the family. Another aspect of the ACCs’ approach 

is the improvisation when dealing with issues related to the family system. This approach allows 
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ACCs to easily perceive hard issue, and this perception allows them to effectively address this 

type of issues. 

Regarding soft issues, it is the relationship that allows ACCs to perceive the surface level of 

soft issues. This is thanks to the established trust, transparent communication, and 

professionalism. This perception allows this type of advisors to address the surface level of soft 

issues. Nevertheless, having a long-lasting relationship with the client might potentially allow 

the perception of soft issues’ core level. Based on our findings we cannot assume that this 

perception put the ACCs into the position of being able to address the core level of soft issues. 

Hence, the approach resembles the game mode that determines how easy or hard the game is 

going to be for ACCs as players. It gives this type of advisors the advantage when it comes to 

hard issues but restricts them in terms of soft issues since they are mostly only able to address 

soft issues on the surface level. (Figure 2) 

Figure 3: Tetris Model (FBAs) 

 

Concerning FBAs, the scope of their approach results to be holistic, because they consider the 

family business system comprehensively, and the whole family as their client. They 

demonstrate to be flexible in their approach, since they consider every case as unique and thus 

customizing their approach. Their intended interaction with the client is based on partnership. 

Instead of working for the client, they attempt to work with the family. In the pursuit of having 

a partnership, FBAs engage in an emotional involvement, establishing a stronger emotional 

bond with the client by being empathic. 

In contrast to the ACCs, FBAs apply to many frameworks for both analysing and giving advice 

regarding family and business systems. This approach allows FBAs to easily perceive hard 
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issue, and this perception allows them to effectively address this type of issues. Moreover, this 

approach allows FBAs to perceive the core level of soft issues, due to the fact that FBAs’ 

approach is holistic, flexible, partnership based, and that they build an emotional bond. This 

perception and their knowledge of frameworks allows this type of advisors to effectively 

address the core level of soft issues. 

As for the ACCs, it is the relationship that allows FBAs to perceive and address the surface 

level of soft issues. However, having a long-lasting relationship might contribute to a deeper 

understanding of soft issues (i.e. core level). Since FBAs are able to perceive and address the 

core level of soft issues due to their approach, they do not depend on having such long-lasting 

relationship as the ACCs. Thus, the FBAs’ approach resembles a game mode that gives them 

an advantage in terms of addressing soft issues on both levels, without restricting them to deal 

with hard issues. This game mode eases the game play for FBAs. It does not necessarily mean 

that they are better players compared to ACCs, simply that FBAs play differently. (Figure 3) 

Figure 4: Piling Up of Soft and Hard Issues (GAME OVER) 

 

Comparing how ACCs and FBAs address soft and hard issues when advising family business, 

we argue that FBAs address hard and soft issues (both surface and core level) directly. Like 

players of Tetris the FBAs have to manage the issues in a way that as few unresolved issues as 

possible remain. Like Tetris blocks, hard and soft issues are occurring in a random order. For 

instance, FBAs identify first two hard issues, then one soft issues. Not addressing the hard issues 

first, might lead to an unresolved soft issue. Following the Tetris logic, that would mean that 

spaces in a horizontal line remain. Theses unresolved issues or spaces can remain for a long 

time, amplifying its negative impact on the family business system, and possibly results in 
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stacking up later occurring issues. In contrast, when ACCs play Tetris, they address hard issues 

directly. As well, the surface level of soft issues is addressed directly. By resolving hard and 

surface level of soft issues, the core level of soft issues may be resolved indirectly. It can happen 

that the core level of soft issues remains unresolved, due to being incompletely perceived and 

addressed. 

Imagining ACCs playing Tetris, that would mean that they play a different mode which does 

not allow them to use the full range of key or buttons making it harder to twist and turn Tetris 

blocks in order to form complete lines of blocks. However, they manage to stay in the game 

due to their experience in playing this game. For both types of advisors or players, too many 

remaining unresolved issues can negatively affect the advising process and lead to a 

metaphorical stacking up of Tetris blocks (Game Over!). (Figure 4) 

Concluding, based on our analysis of the research’s findings, we highlight several insights and 

we develop a theoretical model for better answering our research questions. For being clear and 

credible (Zhang & Shaw, 2012), in Table 11 we recap the major results emerged in our analysis. 

Table 11: Recap of Major Analysis’ Results 

Analysis Results 

Research Purpose How do they differ in their approach? 

• FBAs adopt an approach: holistic, flexible, based on the partnership, characterized 

by emotional involvement, and relying on many frameworks for analysing and 

interpreting both business, family, and family business. 

• ACCs adopt an approach narrower, based on stewardship, and leveraging on 

improvisation for what regards family’s issues (i.e. soft issues) 

• The differences in their approaches influence their ability to perceive and address 

soft issues 

Research Question How do content and process advisors perceive soft issues? 

• Both content and process advisors perceive soft issues as challenges 

• FBAs perceive soft issues as part of their job, normal routine, reasons for being 

hired, and describe them as opportunity for improving the family business’ 

wellbeing  

• ACCs perceive soft issues as aspects that they encounter while working with family 

businesses, and thus they must consider and face them in a reactive manner. 

• Both content and process advisors develop a relationship with the client showing 

common traits: established trust, transparent communication, and 

professionalism. This allows both the advisors to perceive the surface level of soft 

issues (i.e. easily observed emotions, easily observed behaviours, and easily 

observed relationship within the family). Having a long-lasting relationship might 

allow the perception of core level of soft issues (i.e. difficultly observed emotions, 

difficultly observed relationship). 

• FBAs perceive the core level of soft issues due to their approach (holistic, flexible, 

partnership based, built on an emotional bond).  

Research Question How do content and process advisors address soft issues? 

• Both content and process advisors perceive and therefore address the surface 

level of soft issues due to the relationship they built with the client. 
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• FBAs are able to effectively address the core level of soft issues thanks to their 

perception of the core level of soft issues and their specialized knowledge of 

frameworks regarding family, business, and family business. 

• Both content and process advisors address family businesses’ soft issues by playing 

‘Tetris’, simultaneously handling soft and hard issues, which appears to be 

intertwined, mutually dependent, and therefore not separable. 

• Both content and process advisors’ way of addressing soft (and hard) issues of 

family firms can be seen as a loop. Indeed, content advisors keep on addressing 

issues over the year due to an approach based on frequent interactions, while 

process advisors, even when finished a project, they leave an open door for 

addressing further issues in case of need. 

6 Discussion 

As we conduct an exploratory study we attempt to address earlier identified gaps in the existing 

literature. It has been pointed out that there is a lack of theoretical understanding of the advising 

process for family firms. Prior models and frameworks were prescriptive. (Strike, et al., 2017; 

Strike, 2012) Having adopted a constructionist epistemology, we develop a model that is based 

on our interpretation of the collected data. Our presented Tetris Model is descriptive and gives 

hints what the advising process for family firms could look like, although it does not give 

enough insights into a structured process. Still, our findings and their analysis provide clues 

that the advising process consists of common phases, such as an initial phase, an opaque middle 

phase that still remains a black box (Strike, et al., 2017), and a final phase that either ends the 

advising process or initiates another advising process. The initial phase consists of the advisors 

gaining an understanding about the family business’ situation, diagnosing the family business 

system, explaining the role of people who are going to be involved in the advising project and 

explaining the plan for the advising project. The opaque middle phase remains unclear. As far 

as we found out, there the advisors give the actual advice, but it is not sure how they do it. The 

final phase is characterised as being more of a looping phase than a definite end to the process. 

Michel and Kammerlander (2015) called for investigations that should find out how and to what 

extent the advisor’s effectiveness is influenced by the advisor’s experience and knowledge. 

Since a content (e.g. accountant) or process (e.g. family business advisor) advisor’s profession 

can be understood as the advisor’s knowledge and experience, we also addressed this gap by 

involving two different professions that advise family firms. Our findings and their analysis 

discovered similarities and differences that can be traced back to their education, knowledge, 

and experiences to family firms. However, we have to acknowledge that this gap remains to the 

extent that this study’s focus did not lay on investigating the correlations between knowledge 

and experience, and effectiveness of the advisor. 

Moreover, our study follows an exploratory approach. Hence, it provides an alternative 

perspective, as it has been called for (Carrera, 2017; Strike, et al., 2017), different from those 

studies that followed a theoretical one, like Agency Theory (Fama & Jensen, 1983), Resource 

Based View (Barney, 1991), and Stewardship Theory (Davis, et al., 1997). Nevertheless, we 

have to acknowledge that our study does not contribute to linking the still scattered existing 

knowledge (Strike, et al., 2017). 
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6.1 How Process and Content Advisors Differ In Their Approaches 

Our study contributes to the existing literature unearthing differences, similarities in, and new 

aspects about the approaches of content and process advisors that they make use of when they 

advise family businesses. 

6.1.1 Holistic vs. Narrow 

As we pointed out in our analysis, content and process advisors differ in their approaches’ scope. 

Content advisors apply a narrow approach, focusing on the business system of the family 

business system. This fact is in line with Cesaroni and Sentuti (2016) who argue that 

accountants are less attentive regarding soft issues. Also, Hilburt-Davis & Dyer (2006) state 

that content advisors focus on a family firm’s governance and ownership systems. However, 

our analysis suggests that content advisors do ascribe importance to their relationship with their 

clients and consider the client’s family context as valuable extra information. Content advisors 

regard this kind of information as needed to make sense of their advisory projects. In this respect, 

our findings contradict Cesaroni and Sentuti (2016) who claim that content advisors do not pay 

enough attention to establishing a working relationship with their clients. Considering ACCs 

professional purpose (Salvato & Moores, 2010) it makes sense that they apply this narrow and 

focused approach. As we identified, a working relationship is established by the content 

advisors and relevant to perceive and address soft issues on a surface level. 

A working relationship is also established by process advisors (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010) 

but in contrast to the content advisors process advisors seem to apply a holistic approach since 

they include the family, influential nonfamily members of the business, and the business 

systems in their considerations and diagnosis of the whole system. Taking the family 

background and the company’s context into account has also been described as pivotal by 

Barbera and Hasso (2013). In addition, Goodman (1988) found process advisors to be assisting 

their clients in evaluating soft issues that also interfere with the business system, just as our 

findings suggest too. 

6.1.2 Stewardship vs. Partnership  

Both content and process advisors stated that they base their advisory on mutual collaboration, 

as it is suggested in the literature (Barbera & Hasso, 2013; Nicholson, et al., 2009; Kaye & 

Hamilton, 2004). However, their approaches differ in their point of reference in their 

relationship with the client. Our sample of content advisors seem to act as stewards to the client, 

putting themselves into service for the client. They base their mutual collaboration with the 

clients on constant availability and frequent contact with them, which is also suggested by both 

Barbera and Hasso (2013) and Nicholson and colleague (2009). They also prefer to stay 

detached from the family and focus on their area of expertise and on providing technical 

solutions (Gersick, 2015; Goodman, 1998). Content advisors describe themselves as service 

providers supporting their clients, giving information, and suggesting standard solutions in 

response to explicit needs of the clients (Canato & Giangreco, 2011; Hadar & Fischer, 2008; 

Turner, 1982). Overall, the content advisors’ stewardship approach is related to Schein’s (1978) 

Information Model of giving advice since they act as service providers that are delegated by the 

client to resolve issues that have been identified by the client.  
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Lane (1989) argues that advisors of family firms commonly miss to empower their clients, 

opting for an exceeding influence on the client’s decision-making process. Our sample of 

content advisors partially confirms this statement since they have not shown or described any 

actions that suggest that they empower their clients in a way that is suggested in literature. 

Considering ACCs professional purpose (Salvato & Moores, 2010) it makes sense that they 

focus on providing a service instead of empowering clients. Process advisors, however, appear 

to contradict Lane (1989), since they develop a partnership with their clients that is based on 

the assumption that it is essential to empower clients by providing them guidelines that support 

in resolving issues on their own. 

Process advisors prefer to be a partner to their clients. They base this partnership on full 

immersion through embeddedness, shared values, responsibilities, and goals (Gersick, 2015; 

Salvato & Corbetta, 2013). In contrast to Barbera and Hasso (2013) and Nicholson and 

colleague (2009), in our sample, process advisors prefer to give their clients time to elaborate 

on the advisor’s advice instead of being constantly available and having a frequent contact with 

their clients. Contrary to content advisors, process advisors seem to adopt two different models 

of giving advice. During the initial phase of the advising process, this category of advisors gives 

a diagnosis based on alarming symptoms that the client has identified before, which rather 

relates to content advisory. This way of advising refers to the Medical Model (Schein, 1978) 

which is originally considered to be a content advisory model that relies on a fact-based 

approach (Erwee & Malan, 2009; Hilburt-Davis & Senturia, 1995). Followingly, with the 

development of the relationship to the client, process advisors switch to act as catalysts and 

facilitators to empower their clients, which have been defined as process advisory models in 

the literature (Erwee & Malan, 2009; Bessant & Rush, 1995; Hilburt-Davis & Senturia, 1995). 

6.1.3 Methods 

In terms of applied methods content and process advisors mostly differ in their scope and 

knowledge about applicable methods and tools. Both categories of advisors refer to having an 

honest communication with the client, which is also suggested to be required from a business 

consultant in general (Kaye & Hamilton, 2004). However, what is new to the current literature 

is the fact that content advisors seem to improvise most of the time when they advise family 

firms, since they do not possess explicit knowledge about methods and tools in this field. This 

might be due to the fact that they reach their personal limits in knowledge, training, and skills 

(Castanos & Welsh, 2013; Lee & Danes, 2012), or due to the fact that they underestimate the 

strong relation between family and business system, and, thus, the family dynamics in family 

firms dynamics (Aronoff, 1998; Tagiuri & Davis, 1996). Unfortunately, our collected data do 

not provide further insights in how and which methods of improvisation are adopted by content 

advisors. Nevertheless, we found that not only process advisors but also content advisors are at 

least aware of the importance and the impact of those dynamics on the business system, which 

partly contradicts the existing literature dynamics (Aronoff, 1998; Tagiuri & Davis, 1996; 

Upton, et al., 1993). 

Process advisors, in contrast to content advisors, demonstrated that they make use of various 

frameworks and models that are applicable to business consulting, family therapy, and family 

business advisory. For instance, all advisors in this sample adopt the genogram either directly 

in collaboration with the client during the advising process or for their own diagnosis of the 
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family business system. Which is in line with Sharma and colleagues (2013), and Kets De Vries 

and Carlock (2010) who also suggest this tool for advising family firms. Goodman (1988) 

assumes that a family business counsellor should have comprehensive knowledge about the 

family and business system. Our sample of process advisors partly fulfils this requirement for 

being family business counsellors. 

6.1.4 Flexibility 

Being flexible in their approach seems to be a new aspect concerning how content and process 

advisors work with family firms. This flexibility refers to content advisors’ readiness to adapt 

to their client by acting as a steward. For process advisors it further refers to their awareness of 

implicit, underlying issues that are not yet discovered at the beginning of the advising process. 

Still, one aspect of flexibility that has already been mentioned in the existing literature as a 

requirement for advisors is the ability to compromise (Kaye & Hamilton, 2004). But neither 

our data nor our analysis has led to the emergence of this aspect. Thus, we consider the advisors’ 

flexibility in their approach as a newly found piece of knowledge. 

6.1.5 Emotional Involvement 

Another feature of advisors’ approach is their emotional involvement with their clients. We 

found this feature to be present only in the sample of the process advisors. However, literature 

recommends that advisors in general should develop some sort of emotional involvement since 

it enables them to deal with family firms’ unique traits accordingly. To develop such an 

emotional involvement, it is suggested to possess social- and emotional-intelligence, as well as 

to show empathy. (Castanos & Welsh, 2013; Strike, 2013) Based on our data and analysis, we 

see that process advisors claim to show empathy and this emotional involvement assists them 

to deal with the unique traits of family businesses. Nevertheless, we cannot say the same about 

our sample of content advisors. The reason for that remains unclear. Indeed, we cannot assume 

that the reason for that relies on a lack of social- or emotional-intelligence or empathy, rather 

on insufficient data. This lack of data about those aspects of content advisors is rather due to 

the fact that we conduct an exploratory study applying a content analysis which disregards other 

data than things that actually have been said. Since our sample of content advisors does not 

refer to any of those features of emotional involvement, we cannot surely say if and to what 

extent they develop an emotional involvement. 

6.2 How Process and Content Advisors Perceive Soft Issues 

The decision to conduct an exploratory study has led us to develop new knowledge and aspects 

that previously have been poorly studied in the literature. Therefore, we attempt adding new 

insights to the current gaps regarding how content and process advisors perceive family 

business’ soft issues. 

6.2.1 Soft Issues Perceived as Challenges  

Confirming what already has been argued for in the literature, both content and process advisors 

perceive soft issues as powerful challenges (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Tucker, 2011), not 

quantifiable, hard to solve (Zwick & Jurinski, 1999), emerging in an unplanned way (Sund, et 

al., 2015), and hardly tractable (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010). 
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Despite this similarity, we highlight a difference in the perception of content and process 

advisors. Although process advisors perceive soft issues as major task of their job, describing 

them as daily routine, reasons for being hired, and opportunities for improving the family 

business well-being, content advisors perceive soft issues as by-products of their job that occur 

naturally, to which they must react. This appears coherent with what Nicholson and colleagues 

(2009) stated, who argue that family businesses even get advice regarding soft issues from 

content advisors, although this kind of advice is not part of their main area of advice (Cesaroni 

& Sentuti, 2016). 

6.2.2 Perception of Soft Issues’ Surface Level 

Our research further contributes to the existing literature: soft issues seem to be eclectic. Indeed, 

in the existing academic knowledge soft issues as been identified as related to emotions 

(Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Cole & Johnson, 2012; Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010; Bruce & 

Picard, 2006; Malinen, 2004), conflicts within the family (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Cole & 

Johnson, 2012; De Massis, et al., 2008; Bruce & Picard, 2006; Malinen, 2004; Zwick & Jurinski, 

1999; Lane, 1989), communication (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Bruce & Picard, 2006), family 

members’ divergent goals (Bruce & Picard, 2006), family members’ divergent approach to 

problems (Ramsden & Bennett, 2005), lack of awareness or knowledge (Malinen, 2004), and 

family business’ intangible assets (Astrachan, et al., 2003). However, we identified that those 

aspects of soft issues seem to be located on two different levels. The surface level is easily 

observed (e.g. easily observed emotions, easily observed behaviours, and easily observed 

relationship within the family). The core level is more difficultly observed (e.g. difficultly 

observed emotions, difficultly observed relationship). 

This distinction can clarify why our research appears to contradict some authors, stating that 

content advisors are not inclined to perceive and to deal with soft issues (Reddrop & Mapunda, 

2015). In fact, thanks to the relationship with the client, content advisors perceive and address 

the surface level of soft issues, lacking knowledge (Cole & Johnson, 2012; Goodman, 1998) 

and sensitivity (Aronoff, 1998) in regards of the core level. Considering ACCs professional 

purpose (Salvato & Moores, 2010) it makes sense that they neither have the education nor the 

professional experience to deal with these kinds of issues. 

6.2.3 The Relationship That Allows to Perceive Soft Issues’ Surface Level 

As it has been pointed out before, both categories of advisors perceive the surface level of soft 

issues through to the relationship they build with the client. From reviewing the existing 

academic knowledge, it is possible to identify similarities with the relationship’s main aspects 

emerged from our study, and existing gaps. 

First, as previously argued by Sawers &Whiting (2010), for building a relationship it is 

important to show interest and commitment toward the client’s issues. As a matter of fact, our 

data add what content and process advisors associate with building a relationship with their 

clients. Content advisors appear to link ‘showing interest’ and a frequent dialogue with building 

an advisor-client relationship, while process advisors associate it more with showing empathy. 

The importance of showing empathy when advising family firms has also been stated by 

previous studies (Castanos & Welsh, 2013; Strike, 2013), but without exploring how this aspect 

differs among different types of advisors.  
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Second, establishing a trust-based relationship with the client is another important aspect that 

emerge in our study, which supports previous researches focusing on the importance for the 

advisor to gain the client’s trust (Davis, et al, 2013; Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010; Sawers & 

Whiting, 2010; Goodman, 1998), to avoid undermining the collaboration (McCracken, 2015; 

Dyer & Ross, 2007). We also identified that advisor’s reputation as a relevant qualification for 

both categories of advisors in order to gain their clients’ trust. This confirms previous studies 

regarding the advantage provided by the advisor’s reputation when advising family firms (Su 

& Dou, 2013; Nicholson, et al., 2009). Further, our study calls attention to the fact that also the 

advisor must be able to trust the client for working effectively. The importance of mutual trust 

in the advisor-client relationship in the context of family businesses has not yet been deeply 

researched in the present literature. 

Third, our study points out the need for a clear and honest communication in the relationship 

with the client, for being able to get access and perceive the surface level of soft issues. So far, 

this aspect has not received enough attention in the field of family business research. Still, this 

insight could contribute to overcome potential issues that advisors might face, like the “myth 

of the messiah” (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010, p. 247) or the inability to prevail personal 

limitations and consequently asking for external support (Castanos & Welsh, 2013; Lee & 

Danes, 2012), deluding the clients’ expectations and thus losing its commitment and trust 

Castanos & Welsh, 2013; Lee & Danes, 2012; Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010).  

The present inquiry gives rise to another aspect that has not been previously treated in the 

existing academic knowledge: The establishment of building the advisor-client relationship on 

a professional level. Both content and process advisors stated the need to draw the line with 

their customers for behaving in a professional way and being able to give constructive advice. 

Indeed, previous studies have considered aspects like detached relationships (Gersick, 2015; 

Goodman, 1998) or relationships characterised by the advisor’s immersion into the family 

business (Gersick, 2015; Salvato & Corbetta, 2013), which can potentially lead to the 

customer’s dissatisfaction and rejection of the project (Nicholson, et al., 2009; Lane, 1989). The 

concept of professional relationships pointed out by content and process advisors as both 

detached and involved, appears an attempt to balance these two aspects. 

Finally, accordingly to what is stated by Bjuggren and colleagues (2004), a long-lasting 

relationship is essential for gaining the client’s confidence and trust in the advisor in general, 

regardless of being a content or process advisor. This statement further supports our results, 

since a higher degree of confidence and trust that is developed over time allows the advisor to 

get access to the core level of soft issues. This long-lasting relationship and associated 

confidence and trust also results in the content advisors’ perception of soft issues on the core 

level. 

6.2.4 Perception of Soft Issues’ Core Level 

When soft issues are discussed in the literature, they are described as complex to deal with (Kets 

De Vries & Carlock, 2010) due to their nature as private affairs that the family is not willing to 

share with the advisors (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017) since they appear to be too sensitive for 

being discussed with externals (Reddrop & Mapunda, 2015). However, based on our findings 

we identify this type of soft issues as core level, harder to perceive and to address than the 

surface level. According to what is stated in previous studies, accountants are found to deal 
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with soft issues inadequately (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Bjuggren, et al., 2004; Aronoff, 1998; 

Goodman, 1998). In the light of having identified two levels of soft issues, we see that process 

advisors can perceive and address soft issues’ core level due to their knowledge and approach. 

Content advisors, however, find it difficult to perceive this core level. Still, they are potentially 

able to perceive core level soft issues if they have had a long-lasting relationship before. It is 

not clear to what extent they are really capable of addressing these kinds of soft issues due to 

having long-lasting relationships with their clients. Considering ACCs professional purpose 

(Salvato & Moores, 2010) it makes sense that they struggle with those core level soft issues. 

6.3 How Process And Content Advisors Address Soft Issues 

In our pursuit of this exploratory study we realised that there is a lack of literature regarding 

how content and process advisors address soft issues in family firms. Also in this respect, we 

can add further insights to the existing academic knowledge. 

6.3.1 Addressing Soft Issues’ Surface Level  

It emerges from our analysis that even if content advisors try to avoid dealing with soft issues, 

they still feel forced to address the surface level because ignoring soft issues would be both 

hardly possible and dangerous for the whole advising project. This finding is an addition to the 

existing academic knowledge, which relates to the difficulty for content advisors to understand 

and to address soft issues (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010), and content advisors’ attempt to 

address them by simplifying the big picture (Aronoff, 1998; Tagiuri & Davis, 1996). In fact, 

this simplification can be reinterpreted at the light of the two level of soft issues. When 

addressing the surface level content advisors omit to address the core level because of a lack of 

perception and knowledge. Thus, their solutions for addressing the surface level of soft issues 

can be seen as simplification or underestimations of the soft issues’ core level (Aronoff, 1998; 

Tagiuri & Davis, 1996). 

Furthermore, we point out how family business’ intangible assets give rise to soft issues but are 

not ignored by content advisors as previously stated (Astrachan, Zahra, & Sharma, 2003). 

Instead, content advisors admit their unwillingness to address the perceived soft issues, but they 

also claim to feel forced to address them in order to avoid dangerous consequences for the 

family business. 

Finally, our findings can help with understanding what Cesaroni and Sentuti (2016) previously 

found. The authors state that accountants remain focused on hard issues, treating the symptom 

(issues identified by the family business client) instead of the illness (the deeper causes). 

Considering that ACCs provide content advice, it seems as if it would go beyond an 

accountant’s purpose (Salvato & Moores, 2010) to focus also on deeper causes. Our study 

appears to add new insights in this respect. Interpreting the surface level of soft issues as 

symptoms and their core level as aspects of the family firm’s illness, we see that content 

advisors addressing hard issues and the surface level of soft issues they take care of the 

symptoms but are not aware of or able deal with the family business’ illness. 

6.3.2 Addressing Soft Issues’ Core Level 

Our research outlines how process advisors are able to perceive the core level of soft issues 

thanks to their particular approach, and to address them through their perception and broad 

knowledge. In the current literature, we identify some relevant aspects that help process 
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advisors in addressing soft issues, which find confirmation also in our research, like providing 

emotional support, interpersonal assistance, mediation, and sensemaking (Strike & Rerup, 2016; 

Dalal & Bonaccio, 2010). 

On the other hand, content advisors result to be unable to address the core level of soft issues, 

that they can only perceive through a long-lasting relationship. This confirms what Cesaroni 

and Sentuti, (2016) have previously stated that soft issues are the most complicated problem to 

address for accountants, being too private (Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017), and too sensitive for the 

family (Reddrop & Mapunda, 2015). It also is in line with Salvato and Moores (2010) who 

describe a content advisor’s main focus lies on hard issues. 

Furthermore, our study underlines that for addressing soft issues’ core level, process advisors 

apply many frameworks in their approach, both regarding business and family. This awareness 

and knowledge derive from their academic knowledge about family business’ field. Indeed, as 

suggested by Sharma and colleagues (2013), process advisors appear to be very adjustable, 

trying to adopt different frameworks, models, and tools, for different situations. Our study 

implies that the lack of academic knowledge or training of content advisors regarding these 

methods, leads them to being not equipped enough to address the core level of soft issues even 

when perceived through the relationship. 

6.3.3 The Complementarity Of Soft And Hard Issues – Playing Tetris 

Our research introduces a new concept regarding how both content and process advisors address 

soft issues by playing Tetris with both soft and hard issues. These new insights contribute to 

the fragmented existing academic knowledge regarding how advisors address soft and hard 

issues in family firms (Strike, et al., 2017). Our findings confirm the study of Malinen (2004), 

who states that unsolved hard issues can cause soft issues. However, we add a new concept of 

complementarity between soft and hard issues. We argue that soft issues can arise from 

unsolved hard issues and vice versa, supporting the idea that soft issues can seriously harm the 

family business (Astrachan, et al., 2003) if ignored (Zwick & Jurinski, 1999) or not properly 

managed (Goodman, 1998; Upton, et al., 1993), and adding that this aspect can lead to the rise 

of further soft and/or hard issues that need to be dealt with. Indeed, according to Cesaroni and 

Sentuti (2016) hard issues emerge not only from the business (Lee & Danes, 2012; Kets De 

Vries & Carlock, 2010), but also from the ownership sphere of the family. Our study confirms 

this statement, since content advisors point out how very often they are asked to address also 

private-economy-related manifestations of hard issues. These types of hard issues can emerge 

from other unsolved soft issues (e.g. evolution of family’s relationship after a divorce or a 

marriage). Therefore, we introduce the Tetris Model aiming to clearly explain how content and 

process advisors address soft issues. 

6.3.4 Advising Family Firms In A Looping Relationship 

In 2007, Dyer and Ross published a research concerning the life cycle of the advisory 

relationship in general. They argue that, without regarding business types (i.e. family and 

nonfamily), the advisory relationship can be described as an inverted U-shape curve. Our study 

gives new insights to this representation, when applied to family businesses. We argue that in 

family firms this curve can either remain an inverted U-shape curve (in case of ending 

relationship without follow-up) or, more likely, it can become a sequence of inverted U-shape 
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curves. As a matter of fact, our study implies that the relationship between advisors and family 

business clients tends to be looping. This is due to the already pointed out long-lasting 

relationship and the constant emergence of new soft/hard issues that require addressing. 

However, based on our data, we cannot illustrate this loop if we wanted to combine it with the 

just explained inverted U-shaped curve Dyer & Ross, 2007). 

7 Conclusion 

This chapter provides a summary of the so far conducted study and presents its major 

contributions to existing knowledge. 

7.1 Summarising Our Study 

The present study sets off with the research purpose to understand the dynamics of advising 

family firms, from the perspective of formal advisors. Based on this purpose we conduct a 

critical literature review presenting the current state of knowledge, exploring the field of 

business consulting in general, family business research, and focusing on advising family firms. 

Our literature review gives rise to the concepts of soft and hard issues, highlighting a gap in the 

existing academic knowledge regarding how advisors of family business deal with soft issues. 

Further reviewing the literature, we identify several types of advisors adopted by family 

businesses. Focusing on external (nonfamily members) formal (officially hired with a contract) 

advisors, who must deal with these categories of issues, we discover an interesting 

differentiation in process and content advisors. The existing knowledge suggests that these two 

categories of advisors are expected to perceive and act upon family business’ soft issues 

differently. However, no previous study has analysed these differences. As a result, we 

formulate two research questions aiming to find out how content and process advisors perceive 

and address soft issues when they advise family firms. 

Followingly, we describe and argue for an exploratory research approach that is grounded in a 

relativistic ontology and social constructionist epistemology. Originating from our approach 

and philosophical stands we introduce the reader to our purposive sampling strategy and semi-

structured interview design. In our pursuit of transparency, we also describe in depth how we 

collected data and to what extent we encountered difficulties. To analyse the collected data, we 

adopt the content analysis technique, providing the reader with an explanation of the concept 

as well as a report concerning how we conducted the analysis. Furthermore, we introduce our 

ethical considerations and how we ensure trustworthiness in our study. 

Applying the content analysis, we point out what findings emerge from our data, starting form 

codes, through sub-categories, categories, and finally defining main categories. In the following 

analysis we highlight the importance of the advisors’ relationship with their clients, how it 

influences the advisors’ perception and ability to address soft issues, the advisors’ perception 

of soft issues in general, and the advisors-specific ways of addressing soft issues. At the end of 

our analysis, we arrive at the creation of the Tetris Model that is able to describe how content 

and process advisors perceive and address soft issues, and the differences between these 

categories of advisors. In line with our philosophical, ethical and stands regarding 

trustworthiness, we reflect on our findings and analysis outcomes. As social constructionists, 

the created model is based on our interpretations and making sense of the realities that we 
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interacted with. We discuss our findings and analysis’ outcomes, trying to point out strengths, 

weaknesses, and newness in comparison with the existing academic knowledge that is presented 

in the literature. As a result, we point out which aspects are completely new, which ones confirm 

what has been found out so far, and what is contradicting the current knowledge. 

7.2 Our Study’s Major Contributions 

Just like players of Tetris we had to adjust and react whenever we found a new piece of 

knowledge in order to make sense of it and to put it in the right place for the reader to understand 

how content and process advisors perceived and addressed family firms’ soft issues. This 

metaphor does not only come in handy to explain what we found to be happening when family 

firms consult advisors, it also delivers answers to our research questions. 

Our research suggests that content advisors perceive soft issues mostly and primarily on a 

surface level, being possibly able to perceive the core of the issues if they have had a long-

lasting relationship with their client before the soft issues arose. In other words, content advisors’ 

perception of soft issues is restricted and not as comprehensive as that of process advisors, 

which is also due to their education, knowledge, and professional purpose. This limited 

perception affects the way content advisors address soft issues. A limited perception of soft 

issues logically leads to an insufficient way of addressing them. Content advisors tend to shy 

away from soft issues but do not neglect them as part of their job. Their narrow approach 

focuses on providing service to the family firm and appears to be characterised by flexibility 

and improvisation when it comes to soft issues. Content advisors do not possess the necessary 

knowledge and skill set to deal with soft issues in a conceptional and structured manner. 

However, respecting that content advisors’ purpose is mostly not related to resolving soft issues 

it logically goes beyond their profession. As if they played a different mode of Tetris, it seems 

that content advisors cannot make full use of keys and buttons in order to arrange the Tetris 

blocks of soft and hard issues in a way that some soft issues remain unresolved and pile up 

because of the random emergence of soft and hard issues. Still they stay successfully in the 

game due to their experience of advising family firms. 

Process advisors, on the other hand, perceive soft issues in a family business system on both 

surface and core level. They have the necessary knowledge about soft issues or related fields of 

knowledge and build relationships that allow a critical amount of emotional involvement which 

gives them the opportunity to perceive a deeper layer of the present soft issues. For process 

advisors, soft issues resemble the major task of their job although they admit that soft issues are 

not easy to deal with. Their perception of soft issues is comprehensive. This category of 

advisors applies a more holistic approach, establishes a relationship in which they tend to take 

the role of a partner instead of a steward. Process advisors deploy sophisticated methods and 

tools in a conceptional and structured manner without giving up flexibility in their approach. 

Here too, we have to emphasise that it is process advisors’ professional purpose to deal with 

soft issues which is the main reason for the differences in content and process advisors’ 

approach of giving advice regarding soft issues to family firms. The combination of such a 

versatile approach and deeply rooted relationships with the client allows process advisors to 

address soft issues comprehensively, on both surface, and core level. They seem to play an 

easier mode of Tetris, thus they are capable of resolving soft issues and stay in the game since 

less unresolved soft issues pile up.  
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For both categories of advisors, we find out that the perception of issues is a logical precondition 

of advisors’ willingness and capability to address those issues. We further identify common 

traits of their advising process. The newly discovered possible looping phase gives content as 

well as process advisors the chance to address remaining soft issues at a later point of time. 

Through this looping phase advisors have the opportunity to re-engage during the same round 

of Tetris and to make an effort to resolve so far remained soft issues – the looping phase 

resembles some sort of pause button for the advisors. 

In the subsequent chapter we will outline managerial implications that are derived from our 

findings, analysis, and discussion. We further explain the main weaknesses and limitations of 

our research. Finally, we close our study by laying out which gaps in the existing knowledge 

remain, and what other gaps we identified, and we consider worth investigating. 

8 Managerial Implications 

In this paragraph we discuss six main managerial implications which emerged from our findings, 

analysis, and our discussion. Here, we also consider findings that go beyond our research 

purpose and questions (Appendix 8, Appendix 9), if deemed relevant. 

8.1 Equipping Content Advisors with Broader Knowledge About Soft Issues 

First, from our analysis and discussion emerged that having obtained specific knowledge in the 

field of family business research facilitates an advisor’s work with family firms (Jaffe and Lane, 

1997). This could also counteract the negative effects of advisors underestimating the necessary 

understanding of family dynamics (Nicholson, et al., 2009; Lane 1989) and facing serious 

consequences for the overall advising project’s success (Castanos & Welsh, 2013; Lee & Dane, 

2012). For instance, ACC2, who has received an academic education in family business’ field, 

states to use the genogram. This tool has been described as the most used in family business 

advisory (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010). ACC2 applies it to facilitate analysing and 

addressing surface level soft issues. Thus, we suggest increasing content advisors’ awareness 

of available knowledge about family businesses through attending workshops and seminars that 

also involve process advisors’ participation (e.g. FBA). This offers content advisors different 

perspectives and approaches, improving their perception of soft issues and the complementarity 

of soft and hard issues, and being then facilitated in advising family firms. 

8.2 Broaden Content Advisors’ Mindset and Approach 

Second, according to the academic knowledge, advisors of family firms must provide expertise 

beyond their main field of advice (Sawers & Whiting, 2010; Chrisman & McMullan, 2004). 

However, our study goes beyond this statement, pointing out the importance of the advisors’ 

approach in dealing with family businesses. Our discussion gives rise to the idea that a holistic 

and flexible approach, based on partnership with the client, combined with knowledge in family 

business’ field, can represent a successful source of advantage when playing Tetris with family 

business’ issues. Content advisors could try to adopt aspects of the process advisors’ approach, 

for an improved perception of core level soft issues, and thus gaining a deeper understanding 

of the family business’ situation.  
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8.3 Promote Family Business Advisors’ Existence and Their Capabilities 

Third, from our findings emerges that we see a need for promoting family business advisors. In 

fact, there is a discrepancy between the FBAs’ perception of their profession’s prominence and 

the ACCs’ awareness of the FBAs’ existence. This confirms what is stated by both Bjuggren 

and colleagues (2004) and Goodman (1998), underlying how FBAs are particularly hard to find 

in practice. On one side, our study highlights a real gap in the literature regarding the figure of 

FBAs (Strike, et al., 2017), which finds confirmation in our findings. ACCs are not aware of 

the existence of these professionals, with the exceptions of content advisors that have received 

an academic education in the field of family business (i.e. ACC2) and content advisors who 

already have attended a workshop with an FBA in the past (i.e. ACC7). On the other side, FBAs 

believe to be well-known in practice, showing doubt only regarding possible misunderstandings 

of their given advice’s nature that they can provide for the client. Thus, our suggestions to FBAs 

is to try to communicate and advertise their work as much as possible, through personal and 

professional networks or international organisations (e.g. FFI). 

8.4 Promote and Exploit Advisors’ Reputation and Experience 

Forth, according to previous studies, our analysis points out that having a good reputation (Su 

& Dou, 2013; Nicholson, et al., 2009) and comprehensive academic knowledge in family 

business’ field (Bjuggren, et al., 2004; Jaffe & Lane, 1997; Hilburt-Davis & Senturia, 1995), 

combined with experience in advising family business (Bjuggren, et al., 2004; Swartz, 1989), 

help process advisors in obtaining legitimacy in front of, and trust towards the client, which are 

essential for building effective relationships. Content advisors rely on two of these aspects for 

gaining the client’s trust: the good reputation of the companies which they are working for, and 

their personal experiences. Considering the reluctance (Kaye & Hamilton, 2004; Lane, 1989) 

and lower level of trust shown by family firms in external advisors (Perry, et al., 2015; 

Goodman, 1998), we suggest content advisors to increase their knowledge about family 

business research in order to promote their specialised knowledge and further improve their 

reputation. Indeed, this choice cannot only increase their confidence and ability in perceiving 

and addressing important soft issues as previously suggested, but also lead to decrease the 

reluctance of family firms towards their suggestions. If properly communicated, an advisor’s 

reputation and experience can represent a key source of advantage in obtaining the client’s trust 

and commitment. 

8.5 Apply a Team Approach bringing Content and Process Advisors Together 

Fifth, although to acquire knowledge beyond the main field of advice is strongly suggested both 

in the literature (Sawers & Whiting, 2010; Chrisman & McMullan, 2004) and in our study, our 

findings confirm the preference of both content and process advisors to work in teams of 

advisors. This kind of teamwork aims to mitigating potential individual lacks of knowledge and 

experience (Sharma, et al., 2013; Tucker, 2011). As a matter of fact, both content and process 

advisors demonstrate awareness of their personal limitations (Castanos & Welsh, 2013; Lee & 

Danes, 2012). This has been identified in the literature as a source of the advisors’ strength 

(Reddrop & Mapunda, 2015; Strike, 2013; Goodman, 1998) as through this awareness they can 

avoid being blindsided towards alarming symptoms (Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010; Goodman, 

1998). The existing academic knowledge supports the importance to work with other advisors 

(Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Su & Dou, 2013; Distelberg & Castanos, 2012), stating that a 
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combination of at least two different types of advisors can be beneficiary (Cole & Johnson, 

2012; Swartz, 1989). However, our study highlights a relevant aspect of these teams. Usually, 

process advisors ask for support of both process and content advisors if deemed necessary, 

while content advisors only rely on other types of content advisors. In our analysis, we point 

out how this choice can be explained by content advisors’ lack of awareness of the existence of 

FBAs, and the common belief that introducing process advisors in the advising process can be 

seen as too ‘sensitive’ by the family, which could be interpreted as an interference with the 

family’s mental and emotional well-being (e.g. ACC5 “However, for sure I don’t suggest to 

search for the help of a psychologist. It’s a matter of sensibility. In Italy my clients could feel it 

as offensive. Is it different in Sweden? I challenge anyone to do it with an Italian, and let’s see 

what happens!”). Therefore, we further sustain the suggestion given by Cesaroni and Sentuti 

(2016), claiming that content advisors should be aware of the importance of collaborating with 

both content and process advisors, for effectively playing Tetris with soft and hard issues. 

Interestingly, only two of our interviewed process advisors do not appear to seek content 

advisors’ support. However, their traits seem to match the ideal family business counsellor 

described by Goodman (1998) and are truly rare cases. 

8.6 Reduction of Advisors’ Stress thorough Emotional Recovery Methods 

Finally, our study confirms Barbera and Hasso’s findings (2013), that one of the most common 

issues faced when advising family firms is to maintain an advisor’s healthy emotional balance. 

Regarding this problem, our research implies that process advisors are more severely 

confronted with this problem, who describe that they experience emotional exhaustion. 

However, they appear to adopt, what we call personal ‘emotional recovery methods’, which 

appear to be a very effective and powerful solution. Hence, our suggestion to both process and 

content advisors is to be aware of being potentially exposed to emotional exhaustion and to 

adopt emotional recovery methods, like going for walks, being physically active and/or 

applying meditation techniques. Also, we see it as contributing to schedule client appointments 

according to the required emotional involvement (e.g. working one day as family mediator and 

two days on hard issues). In general, we suggest adopting actions and behaviours that reduce 

an individual’s stress level. Related methods are those of grief recovery and might also be tools 

to consider when advisors have to emotionally recover during advisory projects (Shepherd, & 

Kuratko, 2009). 

9 Limitations 

For being complete, clear, and trustworthy (Zhang & Shaw, 2012), in this chapter we 

acknowledge six main limitations of our research. First, trying to address the current lack of 

knowledge in the existing academic literature, we develop a qualitative exploratory study 

(Stebbins, 2008). Aiming to understand how content and process perceive and address family 

firms’ soft issues, the choice of developing a qualitative study represents the best way for 

exploring this previously ignored phenomenon. Although our research provides significant 

theoretical insights and findings both to the literature and to the practitioners, we must point out 

that these results are not generalisable to the whole population as it would have been for a 

quantitative study.  
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Second, due to a limitation in term of time, in this study we have not been able to get the chance 

to realise follow-up interviews with the respondents. This leads us to face a limitation regarding 

our data collection. Indeed, further interviews could have helped us when we had the feeling 

that data got lost due to a language barrier for participants whose mother tongue is not English 

or time constraints. 

Furthermore, aiming to create two heterogeneous samples of ACCs and FBAs, in order to gain 

representativeness, we have decided to gather respondents from different nations. This choice 

implies in some interviews language limitations. Furthermore, as previously highlighted in 

chapter 3, three interviews have been conducted in the respondents’ mother tongue (German 

and Italian). Thus, we must acknowledge that we translate the respondents’ answers. Although 

we try to be as faithful to the original answer as possible, trying to not lose language features 

and idioms, we do not consider ourselves professionals in this respect.  

Third, trying to answer to our research questions, we adopt two purposive criterion samples 

(Palys, 2012; Emmel, 2001), considering accountants (i.e. content advisors) and family 

business advisors (i.e. process advisors). Therefore, we acknowledge that our study focuses 

only on one type of content advisors and one type of process advisors which is another reason 

why our findings are not generalisable. Moreover, our choice of interviewing only advisors 

leads to another limitation. Neglecting the clients’ perspective reduces the level of triangulation, 

fostering a more interpretative approach of analysis. 

Fourth, our choice to adopt purposive criterion samples for investigating our research questions 

must be listed as limitation itself. Indeed, for identifying respondents matching our criteria as 

ACCs, we have contacted companies like BDO, PwC, EY, Deloitte, KPMG, GT, and many 

others. Some of them have not been able to participate due to a lack of time, while others 

provide us the direct access to available participants. Those potential participants have matched 

our criteria and their companies have considered them as the best respondents to our interview 

questions. The fact that ACCs have been partially selected by their companies could represent 

a source of bias in our sample. In fact, our respondents could represent ‘exceptions’ in the ACCs 

broader population.  

Finally, we have conducted all interviews together, with the exception of the interviews of 

FBA1 and FBA3 in which we were forced to split because of an overlap in the schedule. After 

a first pilot with Professor Salvatore Sciascia, in which we gathered feedback about our 

questions and our approach as interviewers, we proceed with the official interviews. In each 

interview, one of us enquired the respondents, trying to maintain eye contact and to show 

empathy, while the other took notes, and asked follow-up questions. Working in this manner, 

we aimed to reduce mistakes and errors as much as possible. However, we must point out that 

we are students, and not expert interviewers, and we could have accidentally influenced the 

provided responses, without knowing and/or any intention. 

10 Future Research 

After having pointed out conclusions of our study, suggested managerial implications for 

practitioners, and discussed this inquiry’s limitations, in this chapter we outline major aspects 

that deserve further academic attention. 
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First, from our literature review emerges a strong need for studies regarding family business 

advisors as specific type of advisor for family firms. Although our study contributes new 

insights regarding how this kind of process advisor perceives and addresses family business’ 

soft issues, there is still a strong necessity for studies explaining who these advisors are, what 

they do, and to what extent they can contribute to the well-being of family firms. Also, as 

pointed out in our managerial implication, ACCs appear to be unaware of FBAs’ existence, 

who meanwhile argue how clients are confused regarding the potential services of FBAs. 

Consequently, we underline another call for further studies focusing on the perspective of the 

clients. It would be interesting to understand to what extent family firms are aware of the FBAs’ 

existence and how they perceive FBAs’ services. This could lead to significant insights 

regarding better ways of advertising FBAs, adding academic knowledge to the current 

fragmented literature (Strike, et al., 2017), and providing powerful feedback to the FBAs’ self-

awareness. Furthermore, by investigating the clients’ perception of both FBAs and ACCs, 

future studies could add other important contributions to our research questions. As previously 

pointed out in the limitations’ chapter, answering to recent calls in the existing literature 

(Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Salvato & Moores, 2010; Trotman & 

Trotman, 2010) we focused on the advisors’ perspective, without introducing the client’s point 

of view. Therefore, we suggest future studies that, starting from our findings, add new 

contribution to the generated knowledge. 

Another important finding that deserves a deeper exploitation consists in the identified two 

levels of soft issues. We call for further quantitative researches focusing on core and surface 

levels of soft issues, with the aim of understanding this phenomenon and gaining new important 

insights for both academia and practice (e.g. correlations between advisor-client relationship 

and perception of core level soft issues, correlations between the advisors’ approach and 

addressing core level soft issues, defining soft issues’ levels from a behavioural perspective). 

Additionally, while reviewing the literature we noticed that the field of advisor’s education is 

calling for further research (Tucker, 2011; Astrachan, 2008). Astrachan (2008) sees a lack of 

prominent “works of immediate applicability to the manager, business owner, or other 

professionals who work with them” (p. V). Thus, it is still unclear what factors determine 

successful management consulting in general (Bronnenmayer, et al., 2016), but also specifically 

in a family business setting (Benito-Hernández, et al., 2015). Related to this gap, our study 

underlines a current lack in the existing knowledge. Michel and Kammerlander (2015) suggest 

further researches for investigating how and to what extent an advisor’s prior experience and 

education influence their effectiveness. In this regard, from our analysis emerges that process 

advisors’ knowledge and education in the field of family business represents a key source of 

advantage from their perspective. This result appears to be confirmed by the exceptional case 

of ACC2. This led us to suggest seminars, or workshops for content advisors to improve their 

knowledge, increasing the level of perception and awareness regarding soft issues in family 

firms. Therefore, researchers could further investigate the apparent correlation between 

advisor’s knowledge in the family business field and perception or addressing of soft issues 

through a quantitative study, which could provide generalisable results. Moreover, we generally 

call for future quantitative researches that build hypothesis on our findings for testing our model 

and providing generalisable results for the practice. 



76 

Considering the sample of ACCs, we have noticed differences and similarities in their answers 

that seem to be related, at least partially, to the country they operate in. As a matter of fact, 

ACC1 (Germany), ACC3 (Italy), and ACC5 (Italy) share some common traits regarding 

involvement and approach, which appear to be out of line with those shown by the other ACCs 

(Sweden). These considerations lead us to call for future studies focusing on the differences of 

ACCs perceptions of soft issues based on national differences. These could highlight the 

reasons behind the apparent diversity among ACCs, adding needed knowledge to the existing 

gap in the literature regarding accountants dealing with family firms (Barbera & Hasso, 2013), 

and fostering different customised practical suggestions for different national situations. 

One of the insights that arose from our analysis consists in an opaque process of advising family 

firm. Previous authors argue that there is a lack of theoretical understanding regarding this 

process (Strike, et al., 2017; Strike, 2012). Our study partially fills this gap. On one side, it 

describes how professional advice is managed by content and process advisors, by playing 

Tetris with soft and hard issues. On the other side, it highlights how the needed flexibility for 

advising family firms impacts the process, leading to the inability of the respondents to identify 

common patterns, beyond those identified from our research in the initial phase (e.g. to gain an 

understanding of the family business’ situation, to diagnosis the system, to explain the initial 

project, and to clearly define the different roles of advisor and clients). Therefore, we suggest 

that further studies explore the process of advising family firms for gaining an understanding 

of the phenomenon. More in detail, due to the apparent difficulty to explain the process of 

advice family businesses, we suggest developing longitudinal studies adopting methodologies 

like actions research, observational research, and case studies, where through interpretation, 

and externalization, the researchers can transform the tacit knowledge of the advisors in explicit 

knowledge for academia (Nonaka, lkujiro, Takeuchi, & Umemoto, 1996). 

Finally, in our review of the literature we notice that family business advising research field has 

been approached mainly with three theoretical approaches: Agency Theory (Fama & Jensen, 

1983), Resource Based View (Barney, 1991), and Stewardship Theory (Davis, et al., 1997). 

Aiming to improve the academic knowledge for understanding and interpreting this 

phenomenon, some researchers are currently calling for further studies that adopt alternative 

theoretical solutions (Carrera, 2017; Strike, et al., 2017). In the recent years, there have been 

some attempts to introduce different solutions (e.g. Institutional Theory, Knowledge Sharing). 

However, these theories are isolated attempts (Strike, et al., 2017). In addition, our literature 

review highlights a shortfall in the application of the Socioemotional wealth theory (Gómez-

Mejía, et al., 2007) and familiness (Habbershon, et al., 2003) in the context of advising family 

firms. In our study we attempt to add powerful insights that can explain previous findings, 

adding new consistency to the currently fragmented literature through the development of the 

Tetris Model and the introduction of two levels of soft issues. Due to the data that we collected 

and our analysis, we are not able to address this gap, applying theories to discuss our findings 

Thus, we support the call for future studies adopting innovative theoretical solutions, aiming to 

reduce the current level of fragmentations in the existing academic knowledge (Strike, et al., 

2017). 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1: Identified Types of Advisors 

 

Profession References

Accountants Swartz, 1989; Jaffe & Lane, 1997; Rollock, 1997; Aronoff, 1998; Goodman, 

1998; Bruce & Picard, 2006; Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006; Lewis, Massey, 

Asby, Coetzer, & Harris, 2007; Nicholson, Shepherd, & Woods, 2009; Salvato 

& Moores, 2010; Sawers & Whiting, 2010; Tucker, 2011; Cole & Johnson, 

2012; Hiebl, Duller, & Feldbauer-Durstmuller, 2012; Barbera & Hasso, 2013; 

Reay, Pearson, & Dyer, 2013; Michel & Kammerlander, 2015; Naldi, Chirico, 

Kellermanns, & Campopiano, 2015; Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Cesaroni & 

Sentuti, 2017; Strike, Michel, & Kammerlander, 2017

Auditor Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; Salvato & Moores, 2010

Bankers/ Bank 

Operators

Aronoff, 1998; Lewis, et al., 2007; Nicholson, et al., 2009; Cole & Johnson, 

2012; Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2016; Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017

External Members 

of the Board of 

Directors

Bammens, 2011; Reay, Pearson, & Dyer, 2013; Maseda, Jainaga, & Arosa, 

2014; Strike, et al., 2017

Family Business 

Consultants/ advisors

Jaffe & Lane, 1997; Goodman, 1998; Tucker, 2011; Distelberg & Castanos, 

2012; Lee & Danes, 2012; Barbera & Hasso, 2013; Reay, et al., 2013; 

Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; Strike, et al., 2017

Family Therapists & 

Psychologists

Swartz, 1989; Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006; Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010; 

Cole & Johnson, 2012; Lee & Danes, 2012; Distelberg & Castanos, 2012; 

Barbera & Hasso, 2013; Castanos & Welsh, 2013; Reay, et al., 2013; Cesaroni 

& Sentuti, 2016; Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017

Family Wealth 

Advisors

Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006; Cole & Johnson, 2012; Strike, et al., 2017

HR Expert Strike, et al., 2017

Industry Associations Lewis, et al., 2007; Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017

Insurance 

Professional/ Advisor

Aronoff, 1998; Bjuggren, et al., 2004; Cole & Johnson, 2012

Lawyers Swartz, 1989; Rollock, 1997; Aronoff, 1998; Hobbs & Hobbs, 1998; 

Goodman, 1998; Bruce & Picard, 2006; Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006; Lewis, et 

al., 2007; Nicholson, et al., 2009; Sawers & Whiting, 2010; Bammens, 2011; 

Tucker, 2011; Cole & Johnson, 2012; Barbera & Hasso, 2013; Reay, et al., 

2013; Michel & Kammerlander, 2015; Reddrop & Mapunda, 2015; Cesaroni & 

Sentuti, 2016; Haag & Sund, 2016; Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; Strike, et al., 

2017 

Management 

Consultants 

Swartz, 1989; Hilburt-Davis & Dyer, 2006; Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010; 

Reay, et al., 2013; Michel & Kammerlander, 2015; Barthélemy, 2017; Cesaroni 

& Sentuti, 2017

Mentors/ Coaches Lewis, et al., 2007; Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010; Distelberg & Schwarz, 

2015; Cesaroni & Sentuti, 2017; Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010; Dhaenens, 

Marler, Vardaman, & Chrisman, 2018

Teacher Nicholson, et al., 2009; Kets De Vries & Carlock, 2010
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Appendix 2: Frist Sample – Company Information 

 

  

Accounting 

companies
Infomation Reference

Ernst and 

Young (EY)

Ernst and Young (EY) is a multinational company services provider, founded in 1989, 

when Ernst & Whinney and Arthur Young & Co. merged. This company is one of the 

Big Four accounting organizations. The main head quarter of Ernst and Young is 

situated in London. The company global chairman and CEO is currently Mark 

Weinberger.

EY provides four main services lines, which are (1) assurance, (2) tax, (3) advisory, 

(4) transaction advisory services. Assurance represents the the biggest asset, and 

include financial accounting advisory service. During the fiscal year 2017, all the 

services showed growth of profits, increasing the company's global revenues, which 

achieved US$31.4 billion. Worldwide, EY comprised 247.570 people in more than 

700 member firms. These  are situated in more than 150 countries, spreading among 

Americas, Europe, Middle East, India, Africa, Asia-Pacific, and Japan. The audit 

quality of EY is listed as top ranking. The company is currently investing in innovation 

(e.g. robotics, data analytics, audit technologies). 

EY - Ernst and Young. (2018a). Company website.  

Retrieved March 9, 2018, from http://www.ey.com

EY - Ernst and Young. (2018b). Facts and figures.  

Retrieved March 9, 2018, from 

http://www.ey.com/gl/en/newsroom/facts-and-

figures/newsroom---facts-and-figures

EY - Ernst and Young. (2017b). UK Transparency 

Report 2017 Infographic . Retrieved March 9, 2018, 

from 

http://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssetsPI/EY-

UK-Transparency-Report-2017-

infographic/$FILE/EY-UK-Transparency-Report-

2017-infographic.pdf

Binder Dijker 

Otte (BDO)

Binder Dijker Otte (BDO) is an international network of professionals members. It has 

been founded in 1963, and today represents one of the biggest accounting services 

firms worldwide. The main globa office of BDO is situated in Brussels. Currently, the 

company global chairman is Wayne Berson, while the company global CEO is Martin 

van Roekel.

BDO provides four main areas of services: (1) audit & assurance, (2) tax & law, (3) 

business advisory, and (4) business services & outsourching. In the fiscal year 2016, 

audit & assurance represent the the biggest company asset (57,2%), followed by tax 

services (21,9%), and advisory services (20,9%). During the fiscal year 2017, the 

global income from members' fee increased the global revenues by 8%, achieving 

US$8.1 billion. Worldwide, BDO comprised 73.854 people in more than 1.500 

member offices. These are situated in 162 countries, spreading among Americas, 

Europe, Middle East, Africa, Asia-Pacific.

BDO - Binder Dijker Otte. (2018). BDO Global 

website.  Retrieved March 9, 2018, from 

https://www.bdo.global/en-gb/home

BDO - Binder Dijker Otte. (2018). BDO Annual 

statement 2016.  Retrieved March 9, 2018, from 

https://www.bdo.global/getmedia/1a155f9d-3bb1-

417a-9a80-44ecb8bd9607/AS16_screen.pdf.aspx

BDO - Binder Dijker Otte. (2018). Global credential. 

Retrieved March 9, 2018, from 

https://www.bdo.global/en-gb/about/exceptional-client-

service/global-credentials 

Pricewater 

houseCoopers 

International 

Limited (PwC)

PwC is an international service network of professionals.  It has been founded in 

1849, and today is part of the Bif Four auditors. The main headquarter of PWC is in 

London. Currently, the company global chairman is Robert E. Moritz.

PwC provides four main areas of services: (1) assurance, (2) tax, and (3) business 

advisory. In the fiscal year 2017, assurance represented the the biggest company asset 

(US$15,965m), followed by  advisory services (US$12,253m), and tax services 

(US$9,462m). During the fiscal year 2017, the global revenues increased by 7%, 

achieving US$37.68 billion. Currently, there are 236.235 people working in PwC 

firms all around the world, in more than 743 locations. These are situated in 158 

countries, spreading among Americas, Asia, Europe, Middle East & Africa

PwC - PricewaterhouseCoopers International Limited. 

(2018). PwC Global website. Retrieved March 9, 

2018, from https://www.pwc.com

PwC - PricewaterhouseCoopers International Limited. 

(2017). PwC's Global Annual Review 2017.  

Retrieved March 9, 2018, from 

https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/about/global-annual-

review-2017.html

Deloitte 

Touche 

Tohmatsu 

Limitedis 

(DELOITTE)

Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Limitedis (Deloitte), is a multinational network of 

professional sevices. It has been founded in 1845, and today this company is listed 

among the Big Four accounting organizations. The headquarter of Deloitte is situated in 

London. Today, the company global chairman of the board is David Cruickshank 

while the company global CEO is Punit Renjen.

Deloitte provides six main areas of services: (1) audit & assurance, (2) tax, (3) legal, 

(4) financial advisory, (5) risk advisory, and (6) consulting services. In the fiscal year 

2017, consulting represent the the biggest company asset (US$14.3 billion), followed 

by audit and assurance (US$9.4 billion), tax and legal services (US$7.3 billion), risk 

advisory (US$4.5 billion), and financial advisory  (US$3.4 billion). During the fiscal 

year 2017, the global revenues growth for 7,1%, achieving US$38.8 billion. 

Worldwide, Deloitte comprised approximately 263,900 professionals,  in more than 

150 countries and territories, spreading among Americas, Europe, Middle East, 

Africa, Asia-Pacific.

DELOITTE - Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Limitedis. 

(2018). Deloitte global website. Retrieved March 9, 

2018, from https://www2.deloitte.com/global/en.html#

DELOITTE - Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Limitedis. 

(2017). 2017 Deloitte Global Impact Report. 

Retrieved March 9, 2018, from 

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/

Documents/About-Deloitte/Deloitte-2017-Global-

Impact-Report.pdf

Small 

consulting 

company - 

Italy

Consluting company with office in Italy, and operating at a national level, with focus on 

local businesses. This company has 1 up to 10 accountants/employees. The main area 

of advise consists in managerial and financial accounting advisory services.

Anonimity

Medium 

consulting 

company - 

Germany

Consluting company with office in Germany, and operating at a national level. This 

company has 10 up to 50 accountants - employees. The main area of advise consists 

in managerial and financial accounting advisory services.

Anonimity
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Appendix 3: Second Sample – Family Business Advisors Information 

Information about family business advisors were retrieved from both primary data (i.e. 

interviews) and secondary data (e.g. Curriculum Vitae, University websites, Company 

websites). 

  

Interviewee Information Working Nation

FBA 1

He/She is a full professor of Management, Entrepreneurship, and family business. He/She got a Ph.D. in 

management. Currently part of Editorial Boards of highly ranked peer reviewed journal. He/She is author 

of several peer-reviewed academic publications and books chapters, also in family business field. 

He/She works as specialized family business advisor, maily in areas of innovation, change, succession, 

and leadership.

UK / Italy

FBA 2

He/She has been a full professor of Management, Entrepreneurship, and family business. He/She got a 

Ph.D. in Business Administration. His/Her family has owned a business. He/She works, and has worked, 

as Editor of highly ranked peer reviewed journal, specialized also in family firms. He/She is author of 

several peer-reviewed academic publications and books chapters, in family business field. He received 

many awards for contributing to the family business field of research.

He/She has worked for several years as specialized family business advisor, with no specific focusing 

area. In addition, he/she advices, as external board member, some family businesses. 

USA

FBA 3

He/She is a professor in family business, specialized in ares of Innovation and Entrepreneurship. He/She 

got a Ph.D. in Behavioral Science, and has an educational background focusing on Business and 

Psyhology. He/She is author of many peer-reviewed academic publications, several books chapters, 

some books, and teaching cases, in family business field. 

He/She workes as specialized senior family business advisor in a large family business consulting 

company. His/Her main focus is busieness strategy, business management, and business performance, in 

multi-generational family enterprises.

USA

FBA 4

He/She is researcher, author, and professor in family business. He/She got a Ph.D. as Doctor of 

Phylosophy in Family business and strategy, with an educational background in business administration. 

His/Her main focus is ownership, leadership, transition, and corporate governance. He/She wons some 

awards for his reaserches in the field of family business. He/She is author and co-author of several books, 

articles, peer-reviewed academic publications, in family business field. 

He/She has worked as senior business advisor for a large consulting company, and currently wns a small 

consulting company for family firms and collaborates with Family Firm Institute (FFI).

Sweden

FBA 5

He/She is a senior family business advisor. He/She got a Ph.D. in Education and Philosopy. 

He/She is author of several peer-reviewed academic publications, books and books chapters, in family 

business field.

He/She has worked several years with Family Firms Institute (FFI). FFI has been founded in 1986, and it 

is the oldest multidisciplinary global professional association for family enterprises, advising and studing 

multigenerational family enterprises worldwide. Currently, he/she is working in a managerial position at 

FFI. 

USA

FBA 6 

He/She is a professor of family business. He/She got an MBA in Family Business, with a master’s degree 

focusing on family systems. Furthermore, he/she is author of a book in family business field, and is 

working as specialized senior family business advisor, maily in areas of business strategy, succession 

planning, business growth, and family dynamics.

Moreover, he/she owns a private consulting company. Currently, he/she is working in a managerial 

position in a company various services (e.g. networking and training) to family businesses.

USA

FBA 7 

He/She is academic director of an executive program about family business. He/She has an educational 

background in Business Administration (MBA). His/Her family owns a business, in which he currently 

serves as CFO. Furthermore, in past he/she has served as external memeber of the board of director in a 

family business. He/She is author of a book in the field of family business. 

He/She has worked on a large consulting company. Currently, he/she workes as specialized senior family 

business advisor in a multinational family business consulting company. His/Her main focus is strategy, 

succession plan, decision making, and behavior.

Portugal / USA
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Appendix 4: Pilot Interview – Prof. Salvatore Sciascia (Ph.D.) 

 

  

Interviewee Infomation Reference

Prof. Salvatore Sciascia (Ph.D.) Associate Professor of Business Strategy & Performance. 

Currently Prof. Sciascia teaches at IULM, both at undergraduate, 

graduate and executive level. During the doctoral studies he 

visited Jönköping International Business School (Sweden). As 

researcher Prof. sciascia has been oftenly awared, and presents 

his researches at the major international conferences (e.g. Family 

Entrepreneurship, Family Firm Institute Conference, IFERA - 

World Family Business Research Conference). Today, Prof. 

Sciascia is a member of the Editorial Review Board of five 

different journals (i.e. Entrepreneurship Theory & Practice, Family 

Business Review, Journal of Small Business Management, 

Journal of Family Business Strategy, and Journal of Management 

& Governance). Prof. Sciascia is responsible for consulting 

projects since 2000,  focusing on areas as business startegy, 

business innovation, business creation, and business 

performance. More in detail, Prof. Sciascia advised some family 

firms, focusing on the business strategy area. However, the 

limited experiences as family business advisor, leads us to  to ask 

him to articipate as key interviewee for the initial experimental 

pilot.

IULM - Libera Università di Lingue e 

Comunicazione. (2018). Università. 

Docenti e collaboratori . Retrieved 

January 29, 2018, from  

http://www.iulm.it/wps/wcm/connect/i

ulmit/iulm-it/docenti/sciascia-salvatore

FBA0. (2018). Pilot interview . 

Retrieved March 1st, 2018.
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Appendix 5: Form of Informed Consent 
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Appendix 6: Sample of Coding During the Analysis 

Phrases From Interviews 

Sample of 

Associated 

Codes 

FBA1: So again you come up with something and then this might lead to other different projects like 

working with the board for example. Emotions are always there, and very often we end up with 

something different from what I or they had in mind. 

When I advise family firms I always adjust my advice, because every situation is different from 

another. There are too many things that affect the behaviour of individuals and organisations when you 

consider the family.  

FBA2: There is … I didn’t have one strategy for all families. So, I would … ehm … learn about the 

family as I went. And the more I learnt about the family the more my approach to the case would 

change to fit the family. If I would have a very rigid approach I think would leave a lot of help away. 

Thus, I would adapt my strategy for what I do with my family every time. I wouldn’t .. like I said 

earlier there is no one method that’s going to work 

FBA3: So, long the answer to the short question: my approach, what I learnt from being a professor-

consultant is that it depends. In a consulting company and the model of family business consulting 

group is that .. a lot of the work comes through the consulting practice. So, it’s not a “one-star it fits 

all” model. So, it depends on the family I’m rather flexible with my approach. Every assignment is 

different. There is sort of some similarities. But every assignment is different. 

FBA4: So every time I start, I never have this action plan for the process, like I always do this in the 

first meeting, and this in the second meeting, and this in the third meeting. It can be different in 

different families. For instance with some families, I preferred to meet with them alone, one to one, 

while sometimes with other families, I prefer to meet them in group. In one family now I had a meeting 

with every second family member generation, one to one, just me. And then we’ll have a separate 

meeting with all and only the cousins and me to discuss issues that they might want to discuss among 

themselves and not with their parents, and then we’ll have a meeting with everyone again together. 

But that’s not how it works with every family.  

FBA5: I think a lot of that is done is situational. In other words: how many siblings are there? how 

many branches of the family? do they get along? you have to be very flexible.  

FBA6: My approach is very simple, but you can say also flexible. How I address the challenges varies 

from family to family, based on what the conflict or the communication problem is. Is it a conflict or 

a communication issues between two people, two branches of the family, people who are working in 

the business. What groups are having trouble communication and how can you do that (addressing it). 

Sometimes you do that through one-on-one facilitated conversations (giving an example of scheduling 

a conversation between father and son) then sometimes you are having with the whole family, 

sometimes it is you are just putting practical tools in place like a family newsletter, or making sure that 

every family member gets the financial statements, or there is a regular reporting process, those are 

kind of the technical issues. It kind of depends. 

Customized 

flexible 

approach 

[Approach] 

FBA1: So these are examples [three-circles and genogram] of very simple tools but they don’t say 

anything about the issues, the real deep problems that companies have. They are good to understand 

the company. Very often I perceive some issues they don’t realise, but this is very common.  

FBA2: John Bowlby wrote and studied about the psychological processes of attachment, separation, 

and loss. And in any family those three things are happing always all at the same time. And if you can 

be sensitive to those dynamics you can understand when emotional reactions are happening because 

of secondary issues rather than whatever the presenting issue is. So, typically, they’ll say it’s one thing 

and it’s usually something else. Ehm.. typically, they’ll say it’s a conflict or a succession issue, or 

strategic issue, or “we’re worried about dividends” or family pay or something like that. So, ehm … 

what’s really the typical presenting issue, and I’m not going to say it’s more than 50%  

FBA3: You may not know the real reason until you build trust. In every family there are tensions that 

have not been addressed so that is probably under the surface and not articulated and it takes a little bit 

of time and people are just findings ways “to survive” or findings ways to cope.  

FBA5: There is always the fire, something unexpected happened in the past. There are always these 

other issues. I mean that is just going to happen. Very rarely does the presenting problem, the pressure 

point that causes the call is the real problem. It can be something related to old family feelings or 

conflicts. 

We don’t take 

the perceived 

challenges for 

granted 

[Reasons for 

seeking advice] 
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FBA6: Implicit issues? Always! Normally what they [the family members] are identifying as a 

problem is a surface level problem. Because they are not fully conscious of what the real issues are. 

They are expressing their personal surface level understanding of the problem usually when you start 

this. This is why you interview people alone, is to get everybody's different perspective, to get more 

of a sense of the fabric of the relationships. On a surface level they may have identified the surface 

level issue, but they do not know what is behind the creation of that. 90% of the time what you end up 

working on is different what they (identified). It might be related with what they talked about but they 

are talking about the surface level and you have to look what is underneath, and they do not necessarily 

always identify that as clearly as you do after the interviews.  

FBA7: We understand what the perceived challenges are, but we don’t take them for granted. And the 

ending point of this diagnosis is where do we see their strengths and where do we see their challenges. 

So naturally, we come up with our own idea of where their true challenges are. So there might be issues 

that they haven’t thought about that we diagnosed, and we tell them ‘guys you need to work on this’. 

It’s very common. 

FBA1: My personal strengths, I don’t know, I think I’m good at developing relationship with people, 

so some time it could be easier to gain trust. 

FBA2: Ehm .. well, empathy is also a strength.  

FBA4: I think that one reason is that I’m generally very involved with family businesses, because I’m 

that kind of person from childhood, very attempt and empathic, and maybe this is also the reason why 

I ended in this field.  

FBA6: My biggest strength is being calm in the presence of highly emotional conversations and being 

able to understand the different points of view and interpret through each other. In some ways I am an 

emotional interpreter for family members. So, when a family member does not hear what they say I 

can hear what they say and help their family member to try to understand what they are experiencing. 

That is definitely my strength, relationally. Most people would say that I am an empathic person.  

FBA7: The strengths, I think my empathy. Creating empathy with the client I think is one of the things 

that by nature is one of my strengths.  

Empathy 

[Family 

Business 

Advisor] 

FBA2: And then it [advising family firms] is also on the other hand very fulfilling because if you do 

it well you’re probably affecting a lot of countless families and family members for generations. So 

there is a lot of benefit in there. I mean, My own personal feeling is that you affect many more people 

by helping a family business and be very successful both in the family and the business. In the family 

because you’re helping the family itself and you’re helping set models for other people to see what a 

good family is. And in the business because there are so many people employed and they are also 

looking at the model of the owning family. So that’s very fulfilling. 

FBA3: At the end of the day I do it for a right reason. I don’t take on jobs just to fill my calendar. So, 

this is personally rewarding for me. 

FBA4: So my role is more to be here for helping you raising the issues, to help you to communicate 

around them, to help you to twist and turn the issues, to facilitate the conversation. Actually yesterday 

I had a long conversation with a family member in a family business where I’m working with, and she 

told me a lot of things. In the end she said ‘thanks for listening, and I feel like I can trust you’, and I 

reply ‘thanks for the trust’. And then I went home to my husband, it was late in night, and I was happy 

because that was the first time she told me that.  

FBA6: I love it [advising family firms]. It is the perfect profession for me. I am honoured and always 

amazed what some of these families are willing to share with me. And I feel honoured about the trust 

that they put in me. I feel like that is a gift that they are willing to trust me to that level and I take that 

very seriously. What could be more powerful than someone who is willing to trust you with some of 

the most important aspects of their life. And when it works well it can be one of the most fulfilling 

things. 

ACC1: I exclusively deal with family firms I experience that as something very nice and pleasant. 

And I like to work with decision makers who bet their own money, and to be involved in decision-

making processes. These people benefit on a long-term from my advice, so I would not like to have it 

differently. I like that I have to deal with decision-makers and that I have to earn their trust "only" 

because I do not need to deal with their employers or managers. Of course I have to get along with 

them, but I am on one level with the owner, and I enjoy that. 

ACC4: But, I think that is more fun to work with family business. Of course you have many rules that 

you must follow in the nonfamily company, so you must be more strict to your role. In family 

companies is more informal. So you have more space for act, it’s not only accounting or auditing, is 

more consulting in general and it’s very fun to do. And more you work, more you consult in general. 

Satisfaction in 

helping people 

[Advisors' 

perception of 

advising family 

businesses] 
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So you start from the accounting, and you must do it because it’s your basic job, but then in family 

firms you can space. Then I get a certain satisfaction in helping people. 

ACC5: There are client that reward you in a really satisfying way, recognizing your efforts. 

ACC7: it could be more challenging. But it could also be that if you go through the generational shift 

and it goes well then it is really nice to be an advisor because then you "did it". 

FBA1: As advisor, what is very challenging is to gain the trust that you need. Especially with family 

issue you need it. 

FBA2: Usually, by that time, the trust is fairly implicit, so it just happens that they accept my 

suggestions. you know, by giving them signals and symbols that they should feel safe. 

FBA3: There is a relationship, but you need to build trust and there are different stakeholders you need 

to build trust with. If the senior generation brings you in there is mistrust with the junior generation. If 

you are actually building trust with the family system you need to be conscious who is your client and 

the client is the family system, not a particular individual nor a particular branch of the family. 

FBA3: You may not know the real reason until you build trust. 

FBA4: So, it is essential not running ahead to them, not taking them for surprise during the meeting, 

because then I’ll lose confidence, and openness, and trust that are fundamental.  

FBA5: Trust is the flavour of the day. As we know everybody talks about trust. I mean obviously you 

need trust to live in this world.  

FBA6: Trust is foundation of all this process of advising.  

FBA7: The issue of trust is really important. So, if you are able to create a trust relationship with the 

client, and if you are able to communicate clearly why you have come to a certain conclusion, so if 

you bring these two aspects together, the probability that you are going to convince them to go in the 

direction that you tell them to go of course is much higher. 

ACC3: From the very beginning I try to establish a relationship based on trust because I strongly 

believe this is one of the most important aspect for doing my job, so in my job the client must trust the 

accountant since you are going to work on really delicate situations. 

ACC4: … over the years to get more inside and to be able to help them also with other things also, 

beyond accounting. … I think that they let me know a lot of things about both the company and their 

personal situations, because they trust me. I have built relationships for many years in many companies 

during my 40 years of career. And over the time the relationship with family firms became stronger. 

ACC5: Because, today the Italian entrepreneur does not trust the Italian state, the banks, and so on, 

the only one person that he or she trust, is the ‘commercialista’ (Italian individual accountant advisor). 

And thus, you as accountant are forced to be involved in the personal dynamics of the family firms. 

ACC6: You have to trust them. Because if you cannot trust them, then you cannot have a relationship 

with them. 

ACC7: Because I am going to sign their annual report I need to talk to them if I can trust them. That 

is really important to get a feeling. If it is correct business or if there is something strange.  

Importance of 

trust (for 

successful 

advice) 

[Relationship 

between advisor 

and family firm] 

 

FBA2: It really depends on their level of training and awareness of the family system. You know like, 

X who I mentioned earlier is an accountant, but he is really good family business consultant. And there 

are accountants who understand the family system. The accountants that don’t understand the family 

system tend to have a view about what’s best for the family which usually inconsistent with what’s 

best for the family in reality. And their view is very much what is going to give the biggest financial 

return to the family, is what should rule the solution decisions. Which, you know, you’re from a family 

you understand what makes you the most money does not often keep the family together the most. 

FBA3: I have spent the last two years training around 300 accountants that work with family firms, on 

this exact topic. To give them confidence, to get away from the technical skills and to gain an 

understanding of the familial side. And the most of them are reporting back that have gained an 

understanding of the business owning family and the family owned business. 

FBA4: I have quite a few accountants that sometime I contact. I think that a lot of them [accountants] 

are advising family businesses, but they don’t really understand the dynamics that go on, so they think 

‘oh it’s just emotions, irrational aspects’ or whatever label they put on it, because they only see the 

technical side. Not all of them, but many of the accountants that I’ve worked with, were actually very 

open to my perspective, and I’ve actually work with them on their clients. So they didn’t think ‘well 

just the soft rubbish’, on the contrary they were actually curious and open and they were appreciating 

that way of working in combination.  

FBA6: I think accountants play an important role, but they get into trouble when they think that they 

can manage family dynamic without training. For an accountant who probably is an accountant 

because they are uncomfortable with emotions, so then put themselves in a place where they are 

advising emotions, it is mostly likely that they are using their own biases or own fears and they are not 

The quality of 

the advice 

depends on 

accountants’ 

awareness and 

training about 

FB 

[Accountants] 
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going to be able to really address the (real) problem. They are probably going to create more trouble 

than they are of help. But accountants, and this also goes to many different advisors in the family 

business system, they are so wanting to be in service to family firm, it is not that they are evil, or they 

are stupid. It is that they are wanting to be in service to their client. So, you try to do more than what 

you are actually qualified to do by trying to serve the client and that is dangerous. So, that is where a 

good accountant, or a lawyer, or other advisors will know what they are good at and know that they 

need to bring in someone like me.  

FBA1: We collect information of both the company and the family, for better understanding the 

situation. 

FBA2: So [first], I would … ehm … learn about the family as I went. So, usually always would begin 

with some kind of conversation, maybe a phone conversation, and then I would say ‘you know I 

probably I need to speak to this person next or that person next’. Ehm .. so, well I’m able to read a 

family very quickly, and this is a strength. And then I’m also able to read the business side, and 

understanding the business side is very very deeply a strength, because you need to take into account 

both when you advice. it’s very unlikely that would give advice to a family that will really hurt the 

business unless the business is already dying. 

FBA4: Well, maybe more than a special technique, I use a special understanding about what does it 

mean to be a family business. So for instance, that you always have to understand business side of each 

issue and the rational aspect, from the business side, but also always seeing them also from the family 

side, because there are different logics and rationalities if you look at them from the family side. I’m 

happy that I understand business issue to the extent that I can understand the interplay between the 

family and the business, and I can have a discussion around what is the difference between market 

value, business value, liquidity, and thus the key concepts, having a discussion around them.  

FBA6: The advisor must know who the client is, and understands that family business are about more 

than just money and that there are family dynamics that are unique and have to be managed and just 

be treated like a pure business problem. So you have to understand both the levels, business and family. 

FBA7: I think our priority is to try to understand what is going on, because, in the process of hiring 

us, at the first level we understand what the perceived challenges are, but we don’t take them for 

granted. So we say, ok this is the three circle model, we really try to understand what is going on in 

each of the three circles. So we diagnose the family, the ownership circle, and then we also diagnose 

the business. Alright?  

ACC4: I think you must have an overview of both private situation and the firm situation.  

Try to 

understand what 

is going on in 

family and 

business 

[Process] 

 

ACC1: [explaining why marriage agreements are important] you have to apply the intestacy rules, the 

owner is married has no children but has parent and aunts and uncles, but now he dies, then the heirs 

are the nephews and nieces according to the intestacy rule, if he had no testament. People who had 

nothing to do with the company before would then inherit the company. Pretty easily and quickly you 

have family members involved. Those issues can easily lead to conflicts within the family.  

ACC2: I would say that you have to start of course by understanding the business, look at all the key 

performance indicators, so what you normally really do, understand the area of activity, and then you 

add this second dimension, and you also start by getting an understanding of the family and the 

ownership structure, understanding who is the owner, what is the family look like, what is the second 

or third generations, or maybe we are already in the fifth generation, so you start to look at the history, 

who started the company, has the ownership structure changed? 

ACC3: So in my experience you end up with it, but the initial relationship is very straightforward and 

focuses on job topics. So you try to have an open dialogue, for understanding each other what I know 

and what you know. So usually the client explain me the issues he faces in the business, and the plans 

he has, and what they want me to obtain as accountants. Thus, in the first phase I try to work more on 

the issues they feel as more important or serious. Then, with the evolution of the relationship thanks 

to continuous dialogues, it can be that other aspects, issues, emerges, but in the initial phase the 

customer explain to the accountant the problems in the business. From the very beginning I try to 

establish a relationship based on trust because I strongly believe this is one of the most important aspect 

for doing my job, so in my job the client must trust the accountant since you are going to work on 

really delicate personal situations. 

ACC5: The starting point is the legally mandatory compliance with accounting (“adempimento 

obbligatorio”).  

Then, I ask them to tell me their story, their background, what has happened, for understanding 

immediately if there are areas in which is required an action with urgency. 

Primarily try to 

understand what 

is going on in 

the business, 

and gather 

background 

information 

about the family 

[Process] 
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ACC6: They’ll give me all the information I need, or better more information that they assumed they 

would have gave me, because I show interest in their business, in the shareholders, and in the people 

behind it. 

ACC7: I think they appreciate when you ask them about successors and you talk about it when the 

owner gets old. But often you have to ask them! "what happens if you die?" it is kind of a hard question. 

"who takes over?" they like when we discuss these things. But you have to have the right timing. 

FBA1: Sometime they are happy to talk about business issues, but then they don’t tell you for example 

that there have been conflicts within the family, that there are 2 members that don’t speak anymore 

each other, or that they have a secret lover who is destroying part of the family wealth. Thus, I think 

that these emotional aspects are challenging the business and that we need more and more to look at 

them.  

FBA2: But at the family level, you know, it’s always a process of how do I strengthen a relationship 

in a way that doesn’t .. ehm .. slow the process down. And you .. if you hit topics that they couldn’t 

talk about because the relationships aren’t strong enough yet. Which is another way of saying they 

don’t trust themselves and they don’t trust one another enough to engage in a deep topic. Eh .. it slows 

the process down. 

FBA3: For example the families get bigger and more complex and the business is moving to… people 

have what we call utility heterogeneity, they have got different reasons for being owners, so it is getting 

increasingly complex and dangerous. And some are working in the business, some are not working in 

the business etc. etc. So you have got married persons coming into the system, so it is an inevitable 

increasingly complex set of problems. So it’s important that we educate them, we navigate them to 

increase their chances to stay together or not, for the business’s survival and success.  

FBA4: So understanding that the family dynamics are always in play, even though in a nonfamily 

business this wouldn’t ever been an issue, it’s very important, because can lead to serious issues in the 

business, and sometimes people that actually are working within the family business don’t even see 

them. So it’s very important to be conscious of this and to help them in understanding what they are 

doing and what they could do instead for overcoming the danger.  

FBA6: I mean I try to address the core issues as much as I can, otherwise you are not going anywhere, 

I mean I had a situation where one of the families that I worked with, in his 60s got married to an 

alcoholic and now is divorcing her within one years. That is not really a central card of the work that 

we are doing but is certainly affects it, so we have to organise ourselves around it and manage its 

impact. I mean his mental illness may impact the whole organisation because he is a third shareholder.  

FBA7: So, if they [family emotional and relational issues] are having an impact, or if you think that 

maybe in the future they will be a topic that can be harmful, then you should address them, absolutely 

yes.  

ACC1: I advised him in that way to be more diplomatic, but he wanted the conflict. that was not 

rational from a business perspective but maybe it was from an emotional perspective, although I do 

not believe in that. 

ACC2: Regardless if you are dealing which whatever aspect it is, strategy, successions, finances, it 

could be everything. I’ve yet to see what is really harmful, so the true extent of these emotions, but it 

is something that you can always see that is some kind of nepotism for instance, the owner, the CEO, 

they always favourite someone. 

ACC3: And these sporadic conflicts between siblings were particularly affecting both the father that 

was perceiving them as a personal mistake, and in the overall environment in the business, because 

when the shareholders arrived at home angry, they also influence both directly and indirectly the 

employees. 

ACC5: When you work with businesses facing family separations and divorces. For instance, when 

the previous year you help a couple in the constitution of their family business, and the year after they 

divorce. Or better, when there have a troubled and tough separation, with specific necessities for the 

protection of the capital. 

(Possible) 

Significant 

harmful impact 

of conflicts and 

emotions on the 

family business 

or advising 

process [Family 

Business Issues] 

 

 

 

FBA1: All these consulting process are driven by emotions. They are buying a consulting project 

because they are first of all emotionally concern. Sometime the problem of the family entrepreneur is 

that family business owners and managers consider their problems as taboo, they don’t even want to 

think about them. And so they stop to reflect on these problems. But however they bring them in the 

company. 

FBA2: So, if I go into a family and they almost never talk, their conversations are as short as they can 

keep them, and they have lots and lots of taboos, I will say “it’s a dangerous situation to be in within 

a business”. And sometimes when you have a very narcissistic patriarch, for example, you might find 

that type of situation. 

Transcending of 

personal 

problems into 

the business 

[Process] 
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FBA3: In every family there are tensions that have not been addressed so that is probably under the 

surface and not articulated and it takes a little bit of time and people are just findings ways “to survive” 

or findings ways to cope. And there could be something that has not been addressed for generations 

that surfaces during the process of business advising.  

FBA4: But it’s really about giving each other space, allowing each other to grow and create an own 

identity within the family. I’ve been working a lot with this belonging identity paradox, another 

challenge of family firms. You want to belong to the family but of course you want also to be free and 

have your own identity, and how do you do that in the family? And how can the family business let 

them the space, giving them a sense of belonging although if they do the wrong thing or go in the 

wrong way. So it’s a lot of this belonging identity digging of the family members, that take it into the 

business context. 

FBA6: How I address the challenges varies from family to family, based on what the conflict or the 

communication problem is. Is it a conflict or a communication issues between two people who are 

working in the business?, two branches of the family?,  

FBA7: typically, a family challenge is the facts that people usually bring their family problems into 

the business, this is the number one. 

ACC1: it happens easily that two fronts are emerging. But we do not consider us to be lawyers, we try 

to be more diplomatic and argue on a more objective level and do not aim to be involved in these 

personal issues because we want to arrive at optimal conclusions for the business. 

ACC3: And these sporadic conflicts between siblings were particularly affecting both the father that 

was perceiving them as a personal mistake, and in the overall environment in the business, because 

when the shareholders arrived at home angry, they also influence both directly and indirectly the 

employees. 

ACC5: I don’t want to share their troubles, but for sure, I must try to find solutions for reducing as 

much as possible the impact and the resonance of these [family] problems on the business, otherwise 

it’s impossible to work in a proper way sometimes. 

FBA1: Emotions are always there, and very often we end up with something different from what I or 

they had in mind. All these consulting process are driven by emotions. They are buying a consulting 

project because they are first of all emotionally concern. Sometime the problem of the family 

entrepreneur is that family business owners and managers consider their problems as taboo, they don’t 

even want to think about them. And so they stop to reflect on these problems. So they come, and it’s a 

typical situation in which they are completely unaware, of these latent needs. And these are part of my 

job in my opinion.  

FBA2: So, when a family feel very .. ehm .. emotionally vulnerable sometimes and they don’t want to 

.. eh .. harm the relationships with each other, sometimes it’s more important to meet with them 

together, so they could see each other and reinforce each other and not have all that fear. In other cases, 

the family might want the chance to emotionally express themselves in a safe environment then you 

might want to meet one on one. So it really depended on the family and my read of .. of .. the family 

dynamics at the time. But I think a normal consultative process with family businesses. So for example, 

I would have been to try and get sons and daughters together to talk about their childhood differences 

which in this case wasn’t warranted. 

FBA3: Every assignment is different. There is sort of some similarities. But every assignment is 

different. Sometime, it is an emotionally charged conversation. And for the senior generation is a 

challenge because they think this [the business] is their legacy, or anything else. They are not used to 

having these conversations if there is someone who cannot let go on a business matter. And if there is 

someone who does not want to let go, this becomes a challenge. So in general, when you work with a 

family business it’s daily routine that an array of emotions is likely to emerge in these conversations 

accompanying the economic system, that need to continue to produce profits.  

FBA4: So these emotions come from the family implicitly, because the family is so important to the 

business. And also making people understanding the importance of giving each other space, trusting 

each other, listening to each other, meeting each other not as parents and children, but as owners and 

grown up, facing the issues that your kids are facing while growing up, their independence, considering 

their ideas maybe that are really good. So there are so many emotions at so many levels, and many of 

these issues are existential. So for example ‘we are talking about succession or we are talking about 

‘my’ eventual exit? Because ‘I’m getting old, and what will happen when I won’t be here?’. And these 

are all aspects that I have to address when I’m advising them, you know, it’s what I do. 

FBA5: Relationship, emotions, these are parts of why we are asked to help them, so it’s a challenge 

but it’s a normal thing. This is something we are expected to help with, right?  

Relationships, 

emotions and 

conflicts are 

challenges and 

are part of my 

job [Family 

Business Issues] 
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FBA6:, Usually I advise families around family conflict, like communication, relationships, family 

governance, boards of directors, family strategy, succession planning.  

FBA7: In my experience, in most of the situation you go through this [a conflict] is difficult 

conversation but you come out at the other hand with these people always saying ‘well, this feels good. 

I’m happy that we have been able to talk about it and now we can either continuing working on it or 

move on’. These aspects are absolutely normal part of my job. 

ACC1: [after having explained and discussed the genogram as a technique and the 3 circles as a model, 

both involving familial relationship] But this is not a model, this is pure life. 

ACC2: So I don’t try to avoid these challenges [conflicts, tensions] because the way I see it is that I’m 

hired for a reason, and they wouldn’t have hired me unless there was an issue, and you have to look 

beyond what they are telling you. 

ACC3: So very often they are very rigid in their position and their decision, and it’s hard to actually 

contributing to the company wellbeing, because when this kind of entrepreneur decides that something 

must be done in a specific way, it’s over. You will not move them from their position. So these 

behaviors and emotions of the owner in the end are the real challenges in my job. 

ACC5: Basically, I deal with family business psychological aspects not merely because of personal 

empathy, that still exists, but more for a concrete necessity for doing my job in a proper way. Indeed, 

sometimes before focusing on the more specific aspects of my job, I try to suggest a solution for 

personal problems, or at least minor suggestions for reducing as much as possible the impact of those 

aspects on my job and on the business. 

FBA1: Maybe for example you want to solve a fiscal issue, I connect you probably with a lawyer or 

an accountant. Moreover, I’ve worked with accountants and lawyers when for example there were 

technical issues, so fiscal issues associated with succession, or legal issues related to branches of the 

family, and I didn’t want to work on that because I have no competences to work with that. 

FBA2: Ehm .. occasionally, a family will need legal documents created and then I will certainly ask 

for lawyers to help.  

FBA3: Absolutely. The family business consulting group is made up of experts from all disciplines. 

If I need the skills I would work with a family therapist. Lawyers and accountants, all the time.  

FBA4: I’ve been working with one or two [lawyer] and I trust them a lot. So if they want me to do it, 

I can put them in contact with these lawyers. I think that I address the issues until when it comes to 

legal issues for instance, obviously, I would never write a shareholders agreement, because I can help 

them discussing about some of the questions, take them, and give them to the lawyers because I worked 

very close with them, saying ‘this is how the family see these issues’, but then they need to craft it. 

Because I always say that its worth paying what the lawyer charges because in the end you will benefit 

from having it done properly. 

FBA6: That is why I make sure in these situations I am partnering with good content persons. May it 

be a legal advisor or an accountant who can do the technical work that works with my philosophical 

work.  

I have a very good relationship with an estate-planning attorney who really understand his stuff. He 

helps to explain the legal side, I understand on one level, but he understands it on a whole different 

level, and he trusts me to work on the emotion side of the things. 

FBA7: So, the two kinds of supports that I typically use is, one of them, is lawyers, because often you 

get to this point when you develop some kind of consensus about something, and depending on what 

that something is, if it is in the ownership circle you typically need lawyers to put whatever the 

consensus is in something that is typically binding, and this is where you need lawyers. 

ACC1: … we do involve lawyers, notaries, and other advisors. 

ACC3: I’m trying to work involving a plurality of advisors. So for instance I work a lot with a lawyer. 

ACC4: I have a lot of members here in the company that can help me. Obviously, since the lawyer for 

example are better than me in their subject, I asked for their help. 

ACC5: Yes, of course because I’m not a “tuttologo” [ironic tone of voice and facial expression. 

Meaning: person who knows everything]. I suggest to ask for the help of a lawyer. 

ACC6: Yes for sure, from other accountants or auditors, asking them ‘how would you address that 

problem?’. So I’m usually asking to accounting people, other auditors, bank specialists, tax 

consultants, that are working in my company. Than lawyers from my personal network. 

ACC7: Sometimes when it is about financial crisis situation, when it is about concurs, you have to 

liquidate the company. Then you have to discuss those questions with a lawyer. 

Professionals in 

law 

[Methods] 

FBA1: So, actually, for establishing the relationship I just make them a proposal and then, you know, 

you want to keep some kind of professional distance, so is not that we want to become their friends, 

A professional 

relationship 

with the client 
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we want to become some thought leader that tell them how to avoid some mistakes or how to find a 

solution to a problem.  

FBA2: " Which is you’re a little bit detached, but you’re also very involved. So you trying to maintain 

some level of distance, or better I try to maintain some level of professionalism 

FBA5: The family business consultant use a little phrase "the client is the other", so it is a more 

detached thing although we might be friendly the client is still "the other". I would say who are in the 

"trusted advisor" category - maybe they have been their (the family's) lawyer forever - have a much 

more intimate connection. They might be closer, but it might not be the best. Just because it could be 

too close. I think in general, you need this objectivity, you need to be this educator, when you are out 

of depth and being totally social with your client is probably not the best approach. 

FBA6: I do keep some level of distance. I think that is the art in this work. It is that if you are too 

distant you seem cold and you cannot do the work that you need to do, or at least the work that I do. 

FBA7: I address the emotions and I build the relationship with the client in a professional way, because 

you may never confound your role, because yes they trust you, but you have to be very conscious of 

your role. You are their advisor, you are not one of them. 

ACC2: I don’t have any personal emotional attachment to the client in that sense. 

ACC3: Usually it can happen from the very beginning more informal situations, like a coffee or an 

aperitif, but only after having defined before the formal aspects of the job relationship. 

ACC4: I think that the relationship that I build with them is more involved, but not in a personal way, 

because you must keep the distance for working. So I don’t go to travels or vacations with my clients. 

ACC5: Today, in Italy, the accountant who is working in a “traditional” manner, is just a mere delegate 

of Inland Revenue (“Fisco”), who help in fulfilling specific financial duties. Thus, the initial approach, 

with few exception in case of peculiar cases, is concerning the compliance of those specific duties 

imposed by the Inland Revenue. The priority is to resolve the immediate problem. The second priority, 

is the company survival, thus it is necessary to act on the business management area, obviously when 

you encounter a problem beyond the fiscal obligations. … I don’t want to share their troubles. It’s a 

professional relationship, you know. 

ACC6: So it’s not that you must trust them, it’s more that the relationship is built on trust, and you 

can rely on that. If you find out that you cannot rely on that, than you need to get rid of that customer, 

because it becomes unprofessional. 

[Relationship 

between advisor 

and family firm] 

 

FBA1: Well, I don’t like to use standard techniques, of course we have standard frameworks, drafting 

what we do, the phases, the deliverables, the targets, but we don’t use standard models.  

FBA2: So I use a lot of techniques. I mean there are time Watzlawick’s paradoxical interventions are 

needed or there is times when Bowlby’s differentiation techniques are needed and there is times when 

other techniques are needed. There is so many techniques that one could use. So in the end I refer back 

to what I have said before, that I’m flexible with my approach, method and strategy.  

FBA3: There are several methods and techniques that adopt. 

FBA4: But I try to use different models depending on the situation. So I use models for myself, but 

also to discuss with them.  

FBA5: There are a lot of models. It is very chaotic in the way they are named. Most of the people, are 

selective. Some things might be good for one situation, it depends. Maybe the family constitution is 

good or family protocol. For others may it is the family meeting or the rotation at the board.  

FBA6: I would say a mix of many different models that I have learned, not necessarily as a conscious 

thing where have said I am taking this or this model, it is models that I have learned over time. So, the 

foundation of the models that I have learned probably comes from the training as a family therapist. 

And models in terms of how to work with a family and organise/oriented yourself around the problems 

of a family and work on the communication between the family. And my background as an MBA I 

introduce business and governance models into all of that. But would not say that there is a conscious 

model that I follow all the time. It is more that I try to do what is in services success. So, what is in 

service of success is a model that I do not have I go out and find the model to deal with that or create 

one. 

FBA7: We do have some frameworks that we try to use [the interviewee provided a long list of 

examples]. 

Many 

frameworks (no 

standard) 

[Methods] 

 

FBA1: In past I’ve been working as general consultant, for some years, and working for family, while 

now I’m working with family firms, and is absolutely different, is very different. 

FBA2: Ehm … so it’s a curious mix of how a physician would act with a patient.. Ehm I would use it 

in a .. eh .. you know with all the clients and all the people that I’m .. that I would work with in a 

consultative way. So with the client, not for the client. If that makes sense. I probably will go to educate 

To work 

together with 

families, not for 

families 

[Approach] 
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with an education program first to bring people on the same page, to work with them sharing what are 

other families have done.  

FBA3: And work with them and try to make sure that they understand their responsibilities. Sometimes 

it is hard for people to see the benefit.  

FBA4: That’s a good question, I think it will be very difficult to work, because is definitely something 

in which we work together, and that is something that I’ve stressed a lot, this is something that we do 

together, I’m not working on you, we are doing this together, it’s a jointed journey, and this is why I 

talk a lot about my role in this journey and they roll in the journey. So, beforehand I’m not trying to 

understand which are the deepest true issues. So during the process, I trust these issues to unfold, 

because they will emerge in the end, and I’ve always the intention that I’m not the one who is going 

to solve these issues, they are. So they need to start to talk about what they feel as issues, they need to 

discuss about what is an issue, so they need to discuss about how to solve it, I can help them saying 

‘well, normally this is the issue, normally this is how the second-generation feels, this is usually what 

is tricky’. 

FBA6: I am a process consultant, so I lead the family through that process of creating these documents 

on their own. I often give suggestions and I help keep them from making mistakes. But my job is to 

make sure that there is a string process in that people feel involved. Because for what the family 

produces they have to own the outcome. I could come in, I could interview family members and I could 

put together a mission statement, but the family is not going to feel the sense of ownership over that 

mission statement as if they as a family struggle with it. A part of the work is to get the family to work 

together to produce that. So, my job is to work with them and make sure that they have the right 

conversation.  

FBA7: Then together with the family we understand what the priorities are, or let’s say where are the 

areas in which the system is strong and the areas in which the system is facing some challenges. And 

then, by defining those priorities, we can then work on them together. 

 

FBA1: When I see that there is an issue related or to emotions or to the technical part of the business, 

usually I address it, otherwise it can happen that you are not able to address the next one. So, when I 

find some different issues, I manage to address them if it is possible. For example you want to act on 

something related to succession, like suggestions or prescriptions, and then you find out that the father 

and his brother have not been talking for a very long time, and so what you planned to propose would 

not make sense. In this specific case I must create the condition for a peaceful relationship between 

them beyond the main explicit reason. So in the end I acted on conflict management before and then 

on succession contents. 

FBA2: So you have to deal with the right issue at the right moment. I’ll give you an example ‘cause it 

was a .. this is pretty, a pretty telling example. Ehm .. a father came to me and he said: “Here is my 

problem. I heard you’re really good. I have a business and have been ill recently and I have some 

savings too and I have two daughter and two sons. And want to be fair. If I leave the sons should be in 

the business and the daughters are not. If I leave the business to my sons they’ll have more wealth than 

my daughters. And my accountant are telling me to do this because that’s what’s fair, they’re in it, they 

should have it. And my daughters should have the rest of the estate. But it’s really significantly 

different and I just don’t know what’s fair. So, I mean in that question there is so many things. What 

it says on the roof of it .. on the top of it is “I want to be fair to my kinds, how do I get to be fair?” on 

the very top-level is “what shall I do for my inheritance?” .. ehm .. But to me there was a deeper issue, 

so I asked him the question: “Do you want your children to be friends after you die, or do you want 

them never talk to each other?” And that changed the frame. And then he said: “I want to them to talk 

to each other.” And I said: “Well, then we need to work on a process that makes it so they’ll be partners 

and they’ll be able to work together in the future because the only way you’ll get them to talk to each 

other in the future is if you are fair to them in a way that they see if it is fair. Not the way that I perceive 

as fair or you perceive as fair.” And he said: “well, that’s not going to be possible because my daughters 

just want money and they just want my sons to be heard in the business and they think they’re paid too 

much etc etc.” And I said: “ok, let’s .. let’s spend a year .. give me a year and at the end of the year 

let’s see what happens and long story short .. ehm .. at the end of the year the daughters were saying 

the brothers are paid too little, “why aren’t you giving us any dividends? The business won’t survive.” 

FBA4: So for example, I did a basic course for BDO, in which I used a lot of picture for explaining 

them for example. I showed them several issues that comes when I work with succession, so I showed 

them a slide with a lot of ‘blue’ and ‘red’ wards, for highlighting how much it is complex. So the ‘blue’ 

things were the technical things, like structures, agreements, estimation of companies value, taxes, 

finances, but then you will have also a lot of ‘red’ things so soft issues, which are about values, 

meanings, fairness, identities, relations, emotions. So for instance conflicts or realities among siblings. 

Perhaps 
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And then I make them thinking that if you think about the succession happening in a certain point of 

time, so the chairs are exchanges, the technical things need to be done and ready before, otherwise you 

cannot do that transfer. So the ‘blue’ aspects need to be ready. While soft issues, the more relational, 

personal, emotional things, they just continue, so they don’t end here, on the contrary they get stronger 

here, because now you really understand and feels what it means to be an ex-owner or a new-owner. 

So unless you prepare these softer aspects, these are the one that are going to cause you the real trouble. 

So you really need to start to talk about them earlier, and to avoid thinking that it’s enough to fix them 

at the time when the succession happens. On the other side, I was working with families that were 

focusing on hard issues, like buying shares, and sometimes when I started to talk about soft issues, I 

realized that unless we didn’t fix their hard issues before, they wouldn’t consider the soft issues, and 

maybe you need to fix the hard issues before being able to address the soft issue, or two soft and one 

hard. 

FBA6: It is because I know from my experience that the reason that the surface level issues are there 

is because of these other issues and that we are not going to make progress. So it is still oriented 

towards what they say what they want to do but, for instance there is an owner-generation CEO who 

says that he wants this to be a family business but his actions, he does not involve people in the 

decision-making, he actually actively puts people down, telling them how horrible they are and that 

they can never do the job, so he is saying that he wants help with succession at a business strategy 

level, but his behaviours do not show that. So, I can help him with the succession in the business, and 

trying to determine who the next CEO is, but unless he is trying to treat people better it is not going to 

work. So, I am actually preparing to go and have a conversation with him and his wife about what does 

he would like to see on the business side, on the family side, and help him understand that, what you 

want for your business, is not consistent with your behaviour. So, we have to figure out why are you 

jellying at these people and how can you do something differently, otherwise no succession is going 

to work. So, the approach is defining success as the first step and then creating the game plan to achieve 

that "success", and maybe you need to work more on the business and maybe more on the family. But 

if you don’t do both when necessary, you’ll not make progress. That is the simple explanation. The 

more surface level issues are the structural, governance type of issues, but if we do not have the trust 

among family members, there will be no strong communication, and then no business structure is going 

to work. You have to address the family element in your solution just as much as you have to deal with 

the business side. 

FBA7: Perhaps sometimes is related to emotions, sometimes to more business matter. If you don’t 

adjust one, then you cannot solve the other. 

ACC1: Our approach is to have a marriage agreement, because in Germany there is the "adjustment 

of profits" in marriages, and if they got divorced and the wife would claim the adjustment of profits 

the whole family would have to sell the company to pay this adjustment to the wife. That should not 

happen. Or they split up and the ex-wife marries someone else later on, the assets could end up at 

someone else's hands who is not part of the family at all. Another case, you have to apply the intestacy 

rules, the owner is married has no children but has parent and aunts and uncles, but now he dies, then 

the heirs are the nephews and nieces according to the intestacy rule, if he had no testament. People 

who had nothing to do with the company before would then inherit the company. Pretty easily and 

quickly you have family members involved. Those issues can easily lead to conflicts within the family. 

ACC3: So for instance talking about the previous example of the succession process, at the beginning 

the owner told me that he wanted to do it by donation, so I explained him that is not feasible because 

later on this would lead to other issues, like conflicts in the family, so I suggested to do instead a 

‘family deal’ that results to be more effective in the long term. 

ACC5: Other experiences I had were about conflicts between siblings. However, in these cases you 

must work as equilibrist, thus you have to try to satisfy at least a bit everyone. I’ve noticed two kind 

of conflicts between siblings. The first is concerning a company in which there is a sibling who works 

with managerial tasks and the second one who focus only on the operations. In this case the conflict 

starts from the differences in the roles. The first sibling complains that the second one does not help 

him in the administrative aspects, the second one says that the first does not let him know anything 

about how the business is going. But still there is a partial equilibrium in the company, therefore I 

organized a meeting with everyone, trying to explain in a clear way the state of the art, who is doing 

what, and thus you make a quick fix. On the other hand, you can have the case of a family firm working 

in the tourist industry, in which there is a conflict between siblings, where due to personal problems 

of the first, the second one has been appointed as custodian with a legal trustee mandate. Now, the first 

would like to have back the ownership over his holdings, but there are some conflicts because there 

are further problems between their respective families. One of them now is divorced and is living 
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together with a foreign person who has children. Thus all these other dynamics are complicating the 

situation and increasing the level of stress in the company. However, it seems that they are keeping on 

working together because of this trustee mandate. Now we are trying to resolve the patrimonial issue, 

keeping them calm, and making the business working independently by itself. Thus, we are trying to 

keep the family problem far from the business. In the first example, I leveraged on the communication, 

while in the second one I tried to separate the family issues from the business issues. 

  



104 

Appendix 7: Analysis Results 

Respondents Codes Sub category Category 
Main 

category 

ACC1, ACC3, ACC4, 

ACC5, ACC6, ACC7 

I avoid to get involved in family 

relationships, emotions and 

conflicts 

Avoid to address 

family related 

issues 

 soft issues Family 

Business 

Issues  

[FB issues] FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC1, ACC2, 

ACC5, ACC7 

You cannot ignore kind of problem 

like conflicts, emotions, and so on, 

you need to try to address them 

Need for 

addressing family 

related issues 

 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7, 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC5 

(Possible) significant harmful 

impact of conflicts and emotions on 

the family business or advising 

process 

ACC6, ACC7 

Relationships, emotions and 

conflicts are challenges but not part 

of my job 

How advisors 

relate to soft 

issues 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC1, ACC2, 

ACC3, ACC5 

Relationships, emotions and 

conflicts are challenge, and part of 

my job 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA4, 

FBA5, FBA7 

Relationships, emotions and 

conflicts are opportunities 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7, 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC5, ACC6 

Business administration issues in 

general 

Business-related 

manifestations 

Hard issues 

FBA2, FBA4, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC1, ACC2, 

ACC3, ACC4, ACC5, 

ACC6, ACC7 

Accounting issues 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC6 Auditing issues 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7, 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC5 

Finance issues in general 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA6, FBA7, ACC3, 

ACC5, ACC7 

Governance issues 

FBA2, FBA4, ACC1, 

ACC3, ACC5, ACC6 

Tax issues 

FBA1, FBA3, FBA4, 

FBA6, FBA7, ACC1, 

ACC3, ACC6, ACC7 

Asset management issues 

ACC1, ACC4, ACC6, 

ACC7 

Personal tax issues Private economy-

related 

manifestations 
ACC2, ACC4 

Issues related to marriage 

agreements 

ACC2, ACC4 Issues related to testament 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA4, 

FBA6, FBA7, ACC1, 

ACC3, ACC5 

 

Perhaps sometimes an issue is 

related to emotions, sometimes to 

more business matter. If you don’t 

adjust one, then you cannot solve 

the other 

Addressing 

intertwined 

business and 

family issues 

'Playing Tetris' 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC4 

Family asking for advice on private 

tax matters 

Serving family's 

private financial 

needs 

Explicit 

reasons why 

Reasons for 

seeking 

advice 
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ACC1, ACC2, ACC4, 

ACC6 

Family asking for advice in 

buying/selling company assets 

To serve business 

needs 

family contacts 

advisors 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC5, ACC6 

Family asking for advice in 

corporate tax matters 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA6, 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3 

Family asking for advice in 

governance 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC4, ACC5, ACC6, 

ACC7 

Family asking for advice in finance 

issues 

FBA3, FBA5, FBA7, 

ACC2, ACC5 

Family proactively anticipating 

family dynamics' problems in the 

business 

Family sensing 

problems 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC2, ACC5 

Family reactively realising family 

dynamics' problems in the business 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, 

Relationships, conflicts and 

emotions (family dynamics) 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC3, ACC4, 

ACC5, ACC7 

Succession issues 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC2, ACC3 

We don’t take the perceived 

challenges for granted 

'Advisors' 

awareness of 

implicit reasons 

for being hired 

Implicit 

reasons why 

family contacts 

advisors FBA1, FBA2, FBA4, 

FBA5, FBA6, FBA7, 

Issues that they haven’t thought 

about 

FBA1, FBA2, ACC2, 

ACC3, ACC4, ACC5, 

ACC6, ACC7 

Attachment to company Easily observed 

emotions 

Easily 

observed soft 

issues 

Advisors' 

perception of 

soft issues 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC4, ACC5, ACC7 

Conflicts and tension 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC2, ACC5 

You cannot ignore kind of problem 

like conflicts 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA4, 

FBA6, FBA7, ACC5 

Poor communication among family 

members 

Easily observed 

behaviour 

FBA7, ACC1, ACC2, 

ACC6 

Nepotism 

FBA2, FBA3, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC1, ACC2, 

ACC3, ACC6 

Involvement of family members 

(also from different generations) 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA7, ACC1, 

ACC4, ACC5 

Relationship (within family) Easily observed 

relationship 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA7, 

ACC5 

Emotions going back through 

generations 

Harder to 

observe emotions 

Difficultly 

observed soft 

issues 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7 

You cannot ignore kind of problem 

like emotions 

FBA2, FBA4, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC5 

Lack trust of family members 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA5, FBA7 

Strong dangerous emotions 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA6, FBA7, ACC2 

Lack of cohesion in the family 
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FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA6, FBA7 

Lack of family unity Harder to 

observe 

relationships 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6 

The whole family is the client, not 

one particular person 

Holistic approach Approach's 

scope 

Approach 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7 

Consider both family and business 

as part of the same equation 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7 

Include (all) family members 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6 

Interdisciplinarity 

FBA3, FBA4, FBA5, 

FBA6, FBA7 

Not taking side 

FBA2, FBA4, FBA7 Not judging 

ACC3, ACC4, ACC5, 

ACC6 

Meet (only) the owner Narrow/focused 

approach 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC4, ACC5, ACC6, 

ACC7 

Focus on advice in management, 

auditing and accounting 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC4, 

ACC5 

Consider also general insights about 

private/ family side 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC5, 

ACC7 

 

Include only people (family and/or 

nonfamily) involved in the decision 

making 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA7, ACC2, 

ACC3 

Stronger emotional bond with the 

client 

Emotional 

involvement 

Approach's 

intended 

interaction with 

the clients FBA2, FBA4, FBA6, 

FBA7 

Be empathic 

FBA2, FBA4, FBA6, 

FBA7 

My approach is very involved. It’s 

really getting to know persons 

FBA1, FBA3, FBA5, 

FBA6, FBA7, ACC2, 

ACC4, ACC6, ACC7 

Working in teams Team of advisors 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC4, ACC5, ACC6 

Putting themselves into service to 

FB by being available for close and 

frequent contact 

Stewardship (for 

the client) 

ACC5, ACC6 Advisors as network providers 

ACC2, ACC3, ACC5, 

ACC6, ACC7 

Advisors service clients (with 

knowledge, external perspective, 

and support) 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7, 

ACC1, ACC3 

To work together with families, not 

for families 

Partnership (with 

the client) 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC1, ACC2 

Every case is different Flexibility 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6 

Customized flexible approach 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7, 

ACC2, ACC4, ACC6 

Priority of gaining an understanding Priority of 

understanding 

family business' 

situation 

Process’ Initial 

phase 

Process 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA4, 

FBA5, FBA6, FBA7 

Include (all) family members 

FBA1, FBA4, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC5, ACC7 

Include key nonfamily members 
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FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC3, ACC5 

Understand the presented 

issues/needs 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA4, 

FBA6, FBA7, ACC4 

Try to understand what is going on 

in family and business 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC5, ACC6, ACC7 

 

Primarily try to understand what is 

going on in the business, and gather 

background information about the 

family 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC4, ACC5, ACC6, 

ACC7 

(focused) Diagnosis the business 

side 

Diagnosis 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7 

Diagnosis of the whole system 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7 

We don’t take the perceived 

challenges for granted 

FBA1, FBA4, FBA6, 

FBA7 

 

Presentation of diagnosis results 

FBA4, FBA6, ACC1, 

ACC3, ACC6 

 

Role explanation of Advisor Explanations 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA7, ACC2, ACC3 

 

Clear explanation of the project 

plan 

ACC2, ACC3 
Having a clear contract stating what 

can be expected from the advisor 

FBA1, FBA3, FBA4, 

ACC5 

Role definition of family members 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

ACC5 

Flexible process. Customized per 

each fb 

Implementation Process’ 

middle phase 

FBA2, FBA4, FBA7, 

ACC1, ACC4, ACC6, 

ACC7 

 

Ongoing relationship Looping vs 

ending 

Process’ final 

phase 

FBA2, FBA3, FBA4, 

FBA6, FBA7 

 

Leave them work by themselves 

FBA7, ACC3, ACC6 

Client abuses the advisor to impose 

personal vision on other family 

members 

Family 

challenges for 

advising process 

Challenges of 

the process 

ACC3, ACC6, ACC7 Family's lack of skills 

FBA3, FBA5, ACC3, 

ACC5, ACC6 

Fear of the family. Reluctance to 

change 

FBA7, ACC1, ACC2, 

ACC6, ACC7 

Nepotism 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7, 

ACC1, ACC3, ACC5 

 

Transcending of personal problems 

into the business 

FBA1, FBA3, FBA7, 

ACC5 

Reluctance to pass the business 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7, 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC5 

Emotions, relationship, and family 

dynamics 
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FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, ACC1, 

ACC2, ACC4, ACC5, 

ACC6, ACC7 

Divergence of interests/opinions of 

family members 

ACC3, ACC6 

Time constraints (e.g. Deadlines) Technical and 

logistic 

challenges for 

advising process 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

ACC2, ACC6 

To establish a trustful relationship Personal 

challenges of the 

advisor in 

advising family 

businesses 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC5, ACC7 

Dealing with family's emotions 

ACC1, ACC4 Understanding the atmosphere 

FBA2, FBA4, FBA5, 

FBA6, ACC3, ACC5, 

ACC7 

Remain (as much as possible) 

objective 

FBA2, FBA4, FBA6 Emotional exhaustion 

FBA2, FBA4,FBA5, 

FBA7 

Keep on Learning FBAs' knowledge FBA's 

Background 

Family 

business 

advisors 

[FBAs] 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6 

Comprehensive knowledge about 

FB 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7 

Having comprehensive experiences 

with FB 

FBAs’ 

experience 

FBA3, FBA4, FBA7 

To add truly value by advising (not 

to advise because you are expected 

to) 

Honesty FBA's 

characteristics 

FBA1, FBA3, FBA4, 

FBA5, FBA6 

 

Genuinely passionate Passion for fb 

field 

FBA2, FBA4, FBA5, 

FBA6 

Conscious of your subjectivity / 

personal perspective 

Consciousness / 

self-awareness 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7 

To be very conscious of your role 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA4, 

FBA6, FBA7 

Empathy Personal strength FBA's 

Strengths 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7 

Knowledge and experience help in 

gain legitimacy 

Professional 

strength 

FBA1, FBA3 
Being well-known in academia 

(reputation) 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA5 

Updated academic knowledge 

FBA3, FBA6, FBA7 
Being able to work in team of 

advisors 

FBA2, FBA3, FBA5 Lack of self-management Personal 

weaknesses 

FBA's 

weaknesses FBA2, FBA4, FBA7 Lack of confidence 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3 
Lack of time. Not always available 

to the client 

Professional 

weaknesses 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA5 

People know about FBA typically 

through academic research 

published 

Awareness about 

FBAs 

Awareness of 

FBA existence 

ACC2 
I know FBA exist because of my 

educational background 

FBA1, FBA3, FBA5, 

ACC7 

People know about FBA typically 

through academic research 
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published thanks to the consulting 

entity in which they work 

ACC1, ACC3, ACC4, 

ACC5, ACC6 

 

What are FBAs? Unawareness 

about FBAs 

FBA1, FBA4, FBA5 
Clients have no clue about what 

FBA does 

ACC4, ACC7 
Company education in private 

economy issues (e.g. Testament) 

ACCs’ 

knowledge 

ACCs’ 

Background 

Accountants 

[ACCs] 

ACC2, ACC7 Education in family business 

ACC4, ACC7 
Many years as accountant to mostly 

family firms 

ACCs’ 

experience 

ACC1, ACC3, ACC4, 

ACC5 

Accountant as the most natural 

partner to talk to 

Accountant as 

the most natural 

partner to talk to 

ACCs’ 

Characteristics 

ACC1, ACC4, ACC5, 

ACC7 

It’s the figure that the family 

perceive as more close 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC4, ACC5, ACC6 

Confidence in advising family firms Professional 

strength 

ACCs’ 

strengths 

ACC3, ACC4, ACC5 
Ability to listen to the clients & 

hearing what they want 

Personal strength 

ACC1, ACC7 Diplomatic 

ACC1, ACC2 Empathic 

ACC1, ACC2 Objective 

ACC3, ACC6 Trustworthy 

ACC2, ACC6 Being less emotional Personal 

Weaknesses 

ACC's 

weaknesses ACC4, ACC5 Being too emotional / empathic 

FBA2, FBA3, FBA4, 

FBA6, ACC5 

The quality of the advice depends 

on accountants' awareness and 

training about FB 

ACCs’ awareness 

of family 

business 

differences 

Perception of 

accountants' 

advising to 

family 

businesses 

FBA2, FBA7, ACC2, 

ACC4 

Accountants are aware of the 

differences of family business 

FBA3, ACC4 
Accountants needs more education 

in FB 

ACCs’ lack of 

knowledge in FB 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7 It's a privilege, an honour Romantic attitude 

towards family 

businesses 

Positive 

perception of 

advising family 

businesses 

Advisors' 

perception of 

advising 

family 

businesses 

FBA2, FBA3, FBA4 
It's not just a job. It’s more. 

ACC1, ACC3, ACC4 More informal More freedom in 

advising family 

businesses 

ACC1, ACC4 More space to act 

ACC1, ACC4 More involved 

ACC1, ACC4 You learn a lot Advising family 

businesses is 

rewarding 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC4 

It’s fun/pleasant 

FBA2, FBA3, FBA4, 

FBA6, ACC1, ACC4, 

ACC5, ACC7 

Satisfaction in helping people 

ACC1, ACC3, ACC5 
Emotionally exhausting Emotional 

exhaustion 

Negative 

perception of 

advising family 

businesses 

ACC2, ACC5 More difficult Complexity 

ACC3, ACC5 
Family as source of problems in the 

advising process 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC4, 

ACC5 

Who to be loyal to (if there is more 

than one family member/owner) 

Other ethical 

consideration 

Different from 

advising 

nonfamily 

business 

FBA2, FBA4, FBA6, 

FBA7 

 

Code of conduct 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA4, 

FBA7, ACC1, ACC2 

Meaningful, there is a sense of 

lasting impact that is strong 

Sense of lasting 

impact 
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FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7, 

ACC7 

To help family 

ACC3, ACC4, ACC5 
Starting from accounting, actions 

can spread 

Actions beyond 

the central job 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC2, ACC5 

More complex More personal 

ACC4, ACC5 
Sometimes you feel like a 

psychologist 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA4, 

FBA5, FBA6, FBA7, 

ACC2, ACC3, ACC5 

 

Working with the emotional aspects 

of the family 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC1, ACC2, 

ACC3, ACC4 

Tell you not economics thing 

FBA5, FBA6, ACC1, 

ACC2, ACC4 

Good for the national economy Family 

businesses' 

outward impact 

Perceived 

characteristics 

of FB 

Advisors' 

perception of 

family 

businesses FBA1, FBA4, FBA5, 

ACC4 

Continuous evolution Family 

businesses’ long 

term horizon FBA1, FBA2, FBA5, 

FBA6 
FB have a more long term 

orientation 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7, 

ACC1, ACC4, ACC7 

Heterogeneity. Every case is 

different 

Complexity 

FBA1, FBA3, FBA4, 

FBA6, ACC1, ACC2, 

ACC5, ACC7 

Family businesses are more 

complex 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC5, ACC6 

Overlaps of business and family 

FBA4, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC5, ACC7 

Family's emotional attachment to 

the business 

Family's 

omnipresent 

influence on the 

business ACC3, ACC6 

Different decision making process 

(decision are taken at home, not in 

the company's office) 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC3, ACC5 

Family can be a source of 

advantage 

FBA1, FBA7, ACC3 
Family can be a source of issues in 

the business 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7 

Three-circles Frameworks / 

models used for 

analysing 

Analysis Methods for 

advising 

family 

businesses 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

ACC2 

Genogram 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7 

Both for family and for business 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7 

Many frameworks (no standard) 

ACC1, ACC4, ACC7 
Improvising/applying methods that 

are related to models, tools, and 

Improvisation 
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frameworks without consciously 

knowing 

FBA3, FBA4, FBA5, 

FBA7 

Explain to the client the basic 

frameworks / insights 

Educational 

elements 

Advising tools 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7 

We help family members, to 

understand the situation  

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5 

Visual tools (e.g.ppt, genogram) 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA7 

Individual development Coaching 

ACC5, ACC6, ACC7 
Following the regulations and laws Applying legally 

prescript methods 

ACC2, ACC4, ACC7 
Gathering data about the family 

business 

Collecting 

secondary data 

Data collection 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA4, 

FBA6, FBA7, ACC1, 

ACC2, ACC3, ACC5, 

ACC6 

Talk to key family member plus 

key nonfamily members 

Interviews 

FBA2, FBA4, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC2 

 

Both one-to-one interviews and 

group interviews with family 

members 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA4, 

FBA6, FBA7, ACC2, 

ACC3, ACC4, ACC5, 

ACC6, ACC7 

Scheduled meeting/interviews 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA4, 

FBA6, FBA7 

I talk to everyone 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7, 

ACC1, ACC3, ACC4, 

ACC5, ACC6, ACC7 

Professionals in law Support from 

different 

professions 

External 

support 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA4, 

FBA5, FBA6, ACC1, 

ACC2, ACC4, ACC6, 

ACC7 

Professionals in 

banking/finance/tax/insurance 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7 

Professionals in psychology, 

behavioural science, and coaching 

FBA1, FBA3, FBA4, 

FBA5, FBA6, FBA7, 

ACC2, ACC6, ACC7 

Accountant / auditors 

FBA1, FBA3, FBA5, 

FBA7, ACC1, ACC6 

Personal network 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7, 

ACC1, ACC3, ACC4, 

ACC5 

 

Other professionals have greater 

knowledge in fields outside of my 

profession 

Awareness of 

personal abilities 

and limitations 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC1, ACC2, 

ACC6, ACC7 

Other professionals have greater 

knowledge in the field of my 

profession 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC5, 

ACC7 

Involvement of other / external 

advisors could question my 

consultancy's credibility 

Reasons to not 

include other 

professionals 

FBA2, FBA7 

The confidence in both the 

knowledge about family dynamics 

and in business administration 
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FBA1, FBA3, FBA4, 

FBA6, ACC5, ACC6, 

ACC7 

Showing interest Relationship as 

approach's 

priorities 

Approach’s 

priority 

Relationship 

between 

advisor and 

family 

business 

ACC2, ACC3, ACC4, 

ACC5, ACC6 

Frequent dialogue 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, FBA7, 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC3, 

ACC4, ACC5, ACC6 

Building trust 

FBA2, FBA4, FBA6, 

FBA7 

 

Being empathic 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC3, ACC4, 

ACC5, ACC6, ACC7 

Importance of trust (for successful 

advice)  

Importance of 

trust 

Trustful 

relationship 

FBA4, FBA6, ACC2, 

ACC3, ACC4, ACC6, 

ACC7 

Mutual trust 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA7, ACC1, 

ACC3, ACC6 

Family openness toward advisor 

FBA1, FBA3, ACC1, 

ACC3, ACC4 

Reputation and being recommended 

FBA2, FBA3, FBA4, 

FBA7, ACC1, ACC2, 

ACC3, ACC6 

Clear and honest communication Clear/honest 

communication 

Transparent 

communication 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA5, 

FBA6, FBA7, ACC2, 

ACC3, ACC4, ACC5, 

ACC6 

A professional relationship with the 

client 

Objectivity and 

professionality 

Professional 

relationship 

FBA2, FBA3, FBA4, 

FBA6, FBA7 

Let them work by themselves  

FBA1, FBA2, FBA4, 

FBA6, FBA7, ACC2, 

ACC3, ACC4, ACC5, 

ACC7 

You have to draw the line. You are 

not one of them 

FBA1, FBA4, ACC1, 

ACC2, ACC3, ACC4, 

ACC5, ACC6, ACC7 

You develop a relationship over the 

time 

Long-term 

project/stay 

actively in 

contact/leave a 

door open 

Long lasting 

relationship 

FBA2, FBA4, FBA7, 

ACC1, ACC4, ACC6, 

ACC7 

Ongoing relationship 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA4, 

FBA7 

You never end the relationship 

FBA5, FBA7 Super hero Comprehensive 

heterogeneous 

preparation in 

both accounting, 

law, and 

psychology 

The ideal 

advisor should 

have broad 

Knowledge and 

experience 

Ideal advisor 

of family 

businesses 
FBA2, FBA3, FBA5, 

FBA7, ACC4 

Somebody who is an accountant, a 

lawyer, a psychologist 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7 

In-depth knowledge about family 

business 

Comprehensive 

knowledge in fb 

FBA2, FBA3, FBA5, 

FBA7, ACC1, ACC2, 

ACC3, ACC5, ACC6, 

ACC7 

Having the necessary business 

knowledge 

Comprehensive 

knowledge in 

business and 

management 
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FBA2, FBA4, FBA5, 

FBA6, FBA7, ACC1, 

ACC4, ACC6 

A lot of experience in advising FB Experiences in 

advising FB 

ACC1, ACC6 

Having a broad network to access 

information and knowledge 

Access to a 

professional 

network 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

FBA7, ACC7 

To be very conscious of your role. Consciousness Ideal advisors’ 

traits 

FBA1, FBA3, FBA4, 

FBA5, FBA6 

No merely monetary driven 

(passionate) 

Passion 

FBA1, FBA4, FBA6, 

ACC1, ACC2, ACC7 

Sensitive and delicate Empathy 

FBA4, ACC1, ACC3 Should be trustworthy Trustworthy 

FBA4, FBA5, FBA6, 

ACC7 

Flexible Holistic mindset 

FBA2, FBA3, FBA4, 

FBA5, FBA6, FBA7, 

ACC5 

Holistic perspective 

FBA1, FBA2, FBA3, 

FBA4, FBA6, ACC1 

A doctor that work with the people, 

in the business 

Doctor/physician 
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Appendix 8: Tree-Diagram Displaying Further Main Categories  

This appendix contains main categories that emerged from the data, but at the same time, that 

go beyond the research purpose of this study. Moreover, we provide a definition for each main 

category generated. 

 

 
  
 
 
 

Perceived 
characteristics of FB 

Advisors' 
perception of  

FB 

Sub Categories Categories Main Categories 

• Family businesses' outward impact  
• Family businesses’ long term horizon 
• Complexity 
• Family's omnipresent influence on the business 
 

• Frameworks / models used for analysing  
• Improvisation 

• Educational elements 

• Coaching 

• Applying legally prescript methods 

Analysis 

Advising tools 

Methods for 
advising FB 

• Collecting secondary data 
• Interviews 

• Support from different professions  
• Awareness of personal abilities and limitations 
• Reasons to not include other professionals 

Data collection 

External support 

• Comprehensive heterogeneous preparation in both 
accounting, law, and psychology 

• Comprehensive knowledge in fb 
• Comprehensive knowledge in business and management 
• Experiences in advising FB 
• Access to a professional network 

The ideal advisor should 
have broad Knowledge 

and experience 

Ideal advisors’ traits 

Ideal advisor 
of FB 

• Consciousness 
• Passion 
• Empathy 
• Trustworthy 
• Holistic mindset 

• Doctor/physician 

• Priority of understanding family business' situation  
• Diagnosis  
• Explanations 

• Implementation 

Process’ Initial phase 

Process’ middle phase 

Process 

• Looping vs ending 

• Family challenges for advising process  
• Technical and logistic challenges for advising process 
• Personal challenges of the advisor in advising family 

businesses 

Process’ final phase 

Difficultly observed  soft 
issues 
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The advisors’ perception of family businesses is determined by the perceived characteristics that advisors 

experience in their work with family businesses. Thus, advisors see that family firms have an outward 

impact on the economy, act on a more long-term horizon, are complex due to the overlap of the family and 

business system, and there is the family’s omnipresent influence on the business.  

Methods for advising family firms are applied in order to analyse the family business system or aspects 

of it, as tools to advise the client, to collect data. Analysis tools are either based on scientific frameworks 

and models or are mere improvisation. Deploying tools as methods to advise the client are related to 

educational elements that contribute to given advice, to coach the client, and applying legally prescribed 

methods. When advisors collect data they either use interviews or secondary data. One general method that 

applies to the mentioned above is the advisors’ attempt to ask to external support. When advisors ask for 

external support they ask support from colleagues of their own profession and/or from other. This is due to 

their awareness of their personal and professional limitations. Inherent in this complex of methods are also 

reasons to not include externals in the advising process that are mostly related to the advisor’s credibility 

and confidence in the own capabilities. 

The advisors’ advising process is split into an initial phase, an opaque phase afterwards, a final phase. The 

process’ conduct faces challenges on the family system’s level, the advisors’ personal level, and a technical 

and logistic level. The initial phase of the advising process consists of gaining an understanding of the 

family business’ situation, the diagnosis of the family business, and an explanation of the advisors’ 

approach to the client. The phase that follows is related to implementing the given advice that is customised 

for each client. The final phase is either ending the advising process or initiates another advising process 

leading to a loop instead of a definite end to the process. This loop might occur due to the emergence of 

other reasons to seek advice later on. Challenges, that are imposed by the family system and influence the 

conduct of the process, are related to the families’ emotions, behaviours, and relationships. Time constrains 

and having clients all over the world resemble technical and logistic challenges for the process. Personal 

challenges for the pursuit of the process are related to the advisors’ ability to manage with the family’s and 

their own emotions, but also to the establishment of relationships with the clients. 

The described ideal advisor is required to have broad knowledge and experience and to show certain traits. 

The ideal advisor should have comprehensive heterogeneous knowledge in accounting, law, and 

psychology, family business research, in business and management. Additionally, the ideal advisor should 

have access to a professional network and experience in advising family firms. The traits an ideal advisor 

should show are consciousness, passion, empathy, trustworthiness, possessing a holistic mindset and treat 

clients like a doctor or physician would treat patients. 

The advisors’ perception of advising family firms is characterised by positive, negative, and perceived 

differences between family firms and nonfamily firms. Positive perceptions are based on romantic attitudes 

towards family firms, the greater freedom in giving advice to family firms, and the perceived rewards when 

family firms are advised. Negative perceptions circulate around the advisor’s emotional exhaustion and the 
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family business system’s complexity. What makes advising family firms perceivably different from 

advising nonfamily firms, are different ethical considerations that have to be made. Also, a sense of the 

advice’s lasting impact on the client, the fact that advising activities can go beyond the advisor’s profession, 

and the perception that advising family firms is more personal, are other experienced differences to advising 

nonfamily firms.  
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Appendix 9: Analysis’ Results Going Beyond the Research Purpose 

Accountants and 

family business 

advisors’ jobs 

 

• It is relevant to highlight that the majority of FBAs and 1 ACC stated that the 

quality of the advice of accountants depends on their awareness and training 

about family business matters. [ACC] 

• Interestingly, on one side all ACCs are not aware of the existence of family 

business advisors, with the exception of ACC7 who joined a workshop in family 

business matters and ACC2 who declared to have the necessary educational 

background. On the other side, FBAs appear thinking that they are well-known 

due to their academic background, publications, and the consultancy they are 

working for. However, they seem to be aware that it is not completely clear to 

potential clients what FBAs could contribute. Thus, there is a big discrepancy 

between the awareness about FBAs and the FBAs’ perception of their profession. 

[FBA] 

• FBAs claim that since they have comprehensive academic knowledge about and 

experience in advising family firms, they feel to have legitimacy and helping 

them in gaining trust. [FBA] 

Advisors’ perception 

and ethical 

considerations 

• Remarkably, it is the majority of ACCs pointing out that ethical considerations 

of to whom to be loyal to in the family business system resemble a difference to 

advising nonfamily firms. FBAs do not take these considerations into account 

when they describe their perception of advising family firms as different to 

nonfamily firms because we assume that there is a connection to the FBAs 

holistic approach when they refer to the whole family as their client. Nonetheless, 

FBAs refer to some sort of personal code of conduct when they talked about 

ethical considerations. (advisors’ perception of advising FB; approach) Both 

experience situations in which it is personally challenging to remain objective. 

(process) 

Advisors’ way of 

addressing soft issues. 

Teamwork and 

External support 

 

• In both samples advisors prefer to work in teams. In fact, those FBAs and ACCs 

that state that they work in team or prefer to work in team are those who work in 

bigger consultancies. FBA2 and FBA4 usually work on their own, ACC1, ACC3, 

and ACC5 work for their own consultancies. (approach) 

• It seems to be common practice to ask for support from other professionals. Most 

of the respondents referred to professionals in law, professionals in banking, 

finance, tax, and insurance, as well as accountants and auditors. It is relevant to 

point out that only FBAs declare seeking support from professionals in 

psychology, behavioural science, and coaching. Indeed, ACCs stated their 

reluctance in suggesting to adopt these professionals because they fear to be 

misunderstood by the family “In Italy my clients could feel it as offensive. Is it 

different in Sweden? I challenge anyone to do it with an Italian, and let’s see what 

happens!” (ACC5). (methods) 

• FBAs and ACCs perceive family businesses as complex due to the overlap of 

business and family and the heterogeneity of family businesses. Both samples 

perceive an omnipresent influence of the family on the business. [Advisors’ 

perception of FB] 

• Both samples show an awareness of personal abilities and limitations since argue 

that they ask for external support from both professionals from their own fields 

of expertise and from others. We assume this awareness of personal limitations 

is related to the awareness of family businesses’ complexity which leads advisors 

to ask for support. (methods)  

• FBA2 and FBA7 stated that they do not see the need to include other 

professionals while advising family firms due to their confidence their 

knowledge in both family dynamics and business administration. The majority 

of ACCs see the risk that other professionals’ or advisors’ involvement in the 

advising process could compromise their credibility. (methods) 
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Advisors’ way of 

addressing soft 

issues. Process 

 

• The data from both samples suggests that there is no common and defined process 

for advising family firms. However, we identified shared patterns at the initial 

phase of the process. First of all, advisors prioritise to gain an understanding of the 

family business’ situation. ACCs describe that they try to understand what is going 

on in the business, information about the family are considered background 

information that might come in handy but is not prioritised. FBAs on the other 

hand, adopting a holistic approach, gain a balanced understanding of the family and 

the business system. They refer to including family members and nonfamily 

members while gathering data, as well as trying to understand the presented issue. 

Diagnosing the family business system is also a shared aspect of the process’ initial 

phase. While ACCs focus their diagnosis on the business system, FBAs seem to 

diagnose the whole family business system at once. FBAs question the issues that 

have been presented by the family. In doing so, FBAs do not take initially perceived 

challenges for granted. Some responses within both samples suggest that there is a 

pattern of explaining the project (e.g. plan, contract, fees) and definition roles (i.e. 

role of advisor, role of family members). (process) 

• Regarding the process’ following phase appears to be opaque. FBAs refer to a 

flexible process that is customised for each family business due to the heterogeneity 

of family businesses and their basic assumption that every case is different. ACCs 

struggled to share insights regarding this phase of the process. (process) 

Ideal Advisor 

 

• FBAs and ACCs describe that an ideal advisor for family firms should have 

comprehensive knowledge in business and management. However, FBAs go 

further that saying that knowledge in the field of family business, and additional 

knowledge in law and psychology is necessary too. Accordingly, FBAs pointed out 

that a holistic mindset is a reasonable trait of an ideal advisor. Both samples agree 

that experience in advising family business is essential. (ideal advisor) 

• Interestingly, when FBAs, and ACC1, describe the ideal advisor for family firms 

they refer to a doctor or physician who treats their patients. Someone who is able 

to make the right diagnosis. (ideal advisor) Other respondent referred to the same 

metaphor at different points during the interviews when they talked about their 

profession. (ideal advisors, advisors’ perception of advising) 

 


