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Abstract 

Background: The combination of family influence, management and ownership 

makes family firms a unique type of business with great economic impact. Based on 

this configuration a distinct set of values emerges which functions as antecedent for 

the firms’ longevity as well as ecologic and social sustainability. In order to sustain 

over the long run, they aim at family succession and engage in transgenerational 

collaboration. The resulting structure and dynamics generate unique possibilities for 

success but also sources of conflict and divergence. 

Research Purpose: Against this background our study aims to analyze different 

generations’ approaches to select and implement family values that are linked to 

sustainability. Furthermore, we assess the consequences that emerge from potential 

differences and similarities across generations. 

Method: For this purpose, we conduct a multi-case study based on an abductive 

research approach. We integrate data from four family-controlled companies located 

in Sweden, Germany and Spain. By means of semi-structured interviews that are 

performed with family members from two generations as well as non-family members 

we include different perspectives to investigate potential value differences. 

Findings: Based on our research we confirm the link between family values and 

sustainability. The core values remain stable over time, yet we find differences in the 

way they are translated into behavior and strategic priorities; primarily, the younger 

generation promotes a focus on sustainability. The differences are influenced by the 

historic and economic context of each generation as well as the company size. They 

are not a source of conflict but rather create synergies in terms of entrepreneurial 

behavior, efficient decision-making and shared commitment across the organization. 

This positive relationship is leveraged by an organic organizational structure, the 

stability of family values as well as the mindset of the parties involved. 

Conclusion: In order to meet the pressing expectations of companies to act 

sustainably, which is promoted by the younger generation, family firms grow to be 

more inclined to collaborate with external consultants. This in turn also requires 

consultancy firms to invest in specialized family firm consultants that focus on 

sustainability.  
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1. Introduction 

The first section of the thesis introduces the topic on hand and provides necessary 

background information. It then describes the gap in existing research and the 

resulting need for more information and thus, the relevance of this study. Lastly, 

research questions are formulated, and the structure of the paper is explained. 

 

1.1 Background 

By their very makeup, family businesses have an unparalleled competitive advantage. 

A business run by a team of family members is more resilient and more likely to 

succeed than any other kind of company. 

- L. Brokaw, 1992 

Family-controlled firms are as important as ever. Many researchers spend a 

substantial amount of time and effort on analyzing their unique structure as well as 

their impact on societal and economic aspects (Aronoff & Ward, 1995). There are 

multiple definitions of family firms concerning family ownership, involvement or 

strategy or a compilation of these factors (Westhead & Cowling, 1989). In this thesis, 

family firms are defined as “governed with the intention to shape and pursue the vision 

of the business [whose majority of shares are] held by a dominant coalition controlled 

by members of the same family […] in a manner that is potentially sustainable across 

generations of the family” (Chua, Chrisman & Sharma, 2003, p. 25). 

Family firms play a significant role in the world’s economy: in many European 

countries, a high proportion of all active enterprises is controlled by a family 

(McConaughy, Matthews & Fialko, 2001); family businesses generate a great share 

of total employment and account for an extensive percentage of the total sales 

revenue (e.g. “Stiftung”, 2017; Shanker & Astrachan, 1996); often, their contribution to 

Gross National Product is the same as that of non-family firms (IFERA, 2003). Some 

researchers go so far as to say that family firms perform better than their non-family 

counterparts which is due to the family members’ familiarity with each other, their 

mutual understanding and shared history (Fama & Jensen, 1983; Brokaw, 1992). 

Finally, according to Aronoff & Ward (1995), they provide organic, egalitarian work 

environments which allow employees to form human relationships and build up 
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motivation, which in turn leads to low employee turnover (Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 

2003). The resulting unique culture as well as the development of intimate relations 

with stakeholders are a source of competitive advantage (Barney, 1986). 

The combination of family values and corporate factors turns family firms into a 

unique type of business. The bundle of resources that results from this interaction is 

called familiness. According to Habbershon and Williams (1999), familiness, if 

managed properly, is able to develop into a competitive advantage and allows for 

transgenerational wealth creation. Tagiuri and Davis (1996) add one more factor and 

describe the particular system of a family firm in their three-circle model which depicts 

family, business and ownership as independent interest groups1. As the intersections 

between the three groups form four more stakeholders, there are seven groups in total 

that have a strong interest in the company (see figure 1). The dynamics between these 

groups as well as each one’s various characteristics, values and objectives form the 

system of a family business. This structure generates unique possibilities for success 

but also sources of failure. Nepotism, i.e. preferential treatment of family members 

who bring no value to the firm, or greater resistance to change due to paternalistic 

structures are only two examples of the negative side of family influence. Tensions in 

the family and business might develop, especially when multiple generations are 

involved. Consequently, few succeed in transgenerational succession or reach the 

third generation (De Vries, 1993). 

 

Figure 1: The Three-Circle Model 
Source: Tagiuiri & Davis (1996) 

                                                 
1 Habbershon and Williams later expand their concept and, together with MacMillan (2003), also analyze the 
interaction of family, business and ownership. They explain the resources that grow from this and name the 
deeply embedded characteristic the “family factor”. 
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The transition process from incumbent to successor is often described as the most 

critical issue in a family business (Le Breton-Miller, Miller & Steier, 2004). Especially 

during the time of our thesis, this is a contemporary topic: A multitude of family firms 

is in the process of planning their succession (Schwartz, 2019) or, according to Barach 

and Ganitsky (1995), they should be because an early, systematic succession strategy 

is vital. The successful management of the succession process as well as effective 

teamwork of two generations working together in the company depend on many 

aspects, for example an alignment around the values and vision of the controlling 

family and the firm (Le Breton-Miller, Miller & Steier, 2004). 

As they are imperative for global economic health as well as society’s well-being 

and because they are known to outperform non-family businesses (Anderson & Reeb, 

2003), family firms make a highly interesting topic for research. According to Aronoff 

and Ward (1995), the strength of family firms lies in the owners’ commitment to long-

term perspectives. They want to build a business that is able to give future generations 

not only a place of employment and a source of income but also an opportunity to 

develop. Family firms strive for expansion of inherent values instead of quick 

maximization of financial returns. This long-term thinking can also be seen in many 

firms’ sustainability strategy and certain family values can be perceived as 

antecedents to the company’s approach to sustainability (Delmas & Gergaud, 2014). 

Therefore, and because of the values’ crucial role in impacting daily activities in family 

firms with two active generations, it appears imperative to further explore the 

connection between values and sustainability, to find out whether two generations 

implement values differently as well as what possible outcomes of this are. 

 

1.2 Problem Discussion 

Understanding the underlying system of values within family-controlled firms and 

how this is utilized is essential to comprehend corporate decision-making in general 

and, more specifically, strategies towards more sustainable practices or processes; 

herein, sustainable refers to economically, socially and environmentally responsible 

behavior. Efforts in this direction, not only from companies but also from society and 

scholars, are of special importance in light of current societal challenges as well as the 

threats of pollution and climate change (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2016). Thus, 
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companies increasingly take actions to foster environmental responsibility as well as 

socially responsible behavior (Ramus, 2001; Perrini & Minoja, 2008). 

However, the connection between values and the business’ sustainability strategy 

or in between multiple generations’ value perspectives has been established but not 

yet fully scrutinized; our thesis will contribute to that. Déniz and Suárez (2005) support 

the relevance of our study by stating that “future research [should orientate] to the 

analysis of family features, particularly values and culture, in an attempt to find the 

determinants of different corporate social orientations and [ecological] behaviours” (p. 

38). By including a social dimension of sustainability in our research we also contribute 

to the lack of research regarding the link between values and a firm’s social 

engagement (Debicki, Matherne, Kellermanns & Chrisman, 2009; Marques, Presas & 

Simon, 2014). 

Furthermore, it is necessary to study those values that can turn into competitive 

advantages and are able to secure business longevity. This is crucial not only during 

the transition period but also when multiple generations work together, since not all 

family firms succeed in transgenerational succession. Herein, it is important to 

scrutinize how two generations work with values because transgenerational interplay 

can be a source of conflict in family firms (Kellermanns & Eddleston, 2004). As the 

alignment of values builds the basis for effective intergenerational work and because 

this work might lead to disagreements, we make the assumption that values and a 

misalignment regarding the implementation thereof affect the possibility of conflict 

between generations. Conflicts can prompt changes in financial performance as well 

as in creativity, satisfaction and harmony which together may impact organizational 

outcomes; but this is not yet fully researched (McKee, Madden, Kellermanns & 

Eddleston, 2004). The research gap regarding the “family generation in charge of the 

firm” and the “prevailing family values, specific customs, and rituals” has also been 

recognized by Dekker and Hasso (2016, p. 307). As a result, the study of value 

implementation across generations is crucial so as to find out how a common 

understanding of values, which family firms constantly pursue, creates synergies and 

what the consequences of differences are. 
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1.3 Purpose of Research 

The purpose of our thesis is to extend current research and investigate the 

concept of values within family firms, specifically those values that focus on the firm’s 

approach to corporate sustainability. We want to analyze whether generations’ 

perspectives differ regarding the implementation of values, the reasons for why they 

do or do not and what comes from these potential differences or similarities. Thus, we 

propose the following research questions: 

How do two generations within a family firm select and implement values 

regarding sustainability? 

What are the consequences for the family and the business of potential 

differences and similarities? 

The relevance of our thesis is based on the ever-growing interest in family firms 

(Sharma, 2004), and more so on the aforementioned research gap regarding the lack 

of studies on generational differences and the potential opportunities or tensions 

caused by them. By examining the research questions through an empirical study, we 

aim to gain more knowledge about the family values that lead to a firm’s sustainability 

approach and how the implementation thereof might vary between multiple 

generations. By means of analyzing the outcomes of distinct value implementation 

approaches across generation, we attempt to point out potential pitfalls and success 

factors in the intergenerational work environment. 

In the following, we first present a theoretical and conceptual framework. This 

frame of reference scrutinizes existing information on family values in general and 

particularly their influence on a firm’s threefold sustainability approach. Moreover, 

studies on the interchange of two generations are analyzed. Subsequently, we explain 

our research approach and the philosophy upon which it is based. The third chapter 

also includes our research strategy as well as a description of how we collect and 

analyze the data. We then present our findings and the analysis of them. Lastly, we 

provide a discussion of the results and, considering the limitations of this thesis, we 

introduce suggestions for future research as well as practical implications. The paper 

ends with concluding remarks on the significance of family values and the role of 

intergenerational collaboration with regards to a firm’s sustainability. 
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2. Frame of Reference 

The following chapter presents the literature that is associated with our research 

purpose and builds the foundation for our empirical research. It includes a) the 

theoretical background of critical family values, b) the concept of corporate 

sustainability and its three dimensions as well as the role that values play in it, and c) 

the background of generational differences. The literature review portrays the gaps in 

existing knowledge which justify our research questions. 

We have applied a systematic approach so as to identify the relevant literature in 

this field of study and to provide a focused review with scientific indication. According 

to Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Jackson (2015), the systematic approach is more 

transparent and objective than its alternatives. In the search for high-quality literature 

we used the databases Web of Science as well as Google Scholar. We only 

considered peer-reviewed articles, books and book chapters and reviews and, in Web 

of Science, we limited the categories to “Business” and “Management”. An example 

query for Web of Science is: TS=(family firm* AND value* OR sustainability); we 

refined this query in order to discover more, relevant literature, for example by 

interchanging the term sustainability with generation* or with longevity. After reading 

the abstracts and scanning through the articles we assessed our findings with regards 

to their value for our research. In the process of scrutinizing these articles we used the 

snowball method to find more relevant studies, depending on articles or authors 

frequently cited. From these final findings we selected only those with an ABS score 

above two2 and an impact factor above one3 in order to ensure the quality of our 

literature review. As a result, 103 articles build the base for the following review. 

 

2.1 The Concept of Values Inside Family Firms 

Values are “the moral principles and beliefs or accepted standards of a person or 

social group” (“Values”, n.d.). Further, they are defined as “goals and standards [… 

that] define what the members of an organization care about” (Hatch, 1997, p. 214, 

cited in Sharma & Nordqvist, 2008). This shows that values not only affect a company’s 

current affairs but also its objectives and thus, its future-oriented strategies. Values 

are the underpinnings of human actions which define acceptable decisions and 

                                                 
2 Regarding the ABS Ranking 2010 which was the most recent one we could find. 
3 Exceptions were made in case of an article being highly interesting to our study. 
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behaviors and build the basis upon which conduct is judged. According to Koiranen 

(2002), they can also be described as ethical norms. Family values are those values 

that a family integrates into the family business4. They depict strong beliefs and reflect 

strategic decision-making, they portray the explicit and implicit conceptions of 

desirable outcomes, and they form a common ground that balances the often-

contrasting fields of business and family (Koiranen, 2002). Family values are part of a 

business’ identity (Ceja, Agulles & Tàpies, 2010) and “[shape] every dimension of 

family business management” (Ward, 2008, p. 2). 

Core values are those values that are inherent and deeply ingrained in every 

aspect of the business (Dumas & Blodgett, 1999; Lencioni, 2002). Some scholars also 

call them characteristics or distinguishing features (Koiranen, 2002), collective 

attributes (Tagiuri & Davis, 1996), or habits (Ceja et al., 2010). These deep-seated 

standards often reflect the founder’s vision which, after having shown to be successful, 

is accepted and internalized (Sharma & Nordqvist, 2008). Core values can also 

become cornerstones of company culture (Denison, Lief & Ward, 2004). Further, they 

affect employees’ commitment to personal as well as organizational goals (Dumas & 

Blodgett, 1999). Due to family values being unique to each family-controlled business 

and because they are often portrayed as those features that differentiate family firms 

from non-family firms, many scholars consider them idiosyncratic resources (e.g. 

Habbershon et al., 2003). Recurrently, they are depicted as valuable, rare, inimitable 

and non-substitutable (VRIN) resources (Barney, 1991). These resources can be 

leveraged and thus, by and large, values are the source of family firms’ sustained 

competitive advantage (Ward, 2008). Nevertheless, values also have a negative side 

to them: Tagiuri and Davis (1996) state that family firm characteristics are bivalent and 

can also be sources of disadvantage depending on “how well these inherent features 

are managed” (p. 200). For example, since many values originate from the firm’s 

founder and because of his5 domineering personality, paternalistic attitudes might 

prevail and impede economic growth (De Vries, 1993). 

We have scrutinized multiple articles that analyze the values within family firms as 

well as their impact on and their relevance for the business. In the following, we focus 

on those values that are stated most often, either in previously conducted literature 

                                                 
4 In the following, the terms values and family values are used interchangeably, both referring to the values 
instilled into a family firm by the controlling family. 
5 In the following, for simplicity, the pronoun his is used instead of his or her. 



 8 

reviews or in empirical studies, and thus, can be assumed to be the core ones; thereby 

we contribute to research in a way that Bertrand and Schoar (2006) had advised, 

namely by documenting the family values with “the biggest impact on family 

businesses” (p. 94). We compiled a list of these exemplary values6 (see table 1) and 

assess them regarding their role towards the firm’s sustainability. 

Core Family Values 

Commitment 

Loyalty 

Responsibility 

Collectivity 

Sense of Stewardship 

Altruism 

Socio-emotional Wealth 

Entrepreneurial Spirit 

 
Table 1: A List of Core Family Values 

Source: Own Composition 

All values are consolidated under the controlling family’s influence on the company 

– a concept often called “familiness”7. Habbershon and Williams (1999) coined the 

term and describe it as “the unique bundle of resources [due to] the systems interaction 

between the family, its individual members, and the business” (p. 11). Thus, it is the 

principal factor that distinguishes family firms from non-family firms. Zellweger, 

Eddleston and Kellermanns (2010) describe familiness as a construct composed out 

of three ideas: the family’s potential to influence ownership and management of the 

firm (“involvement”); the family’s unique behaviors and interactions that develop the 

distinctiveness of the firm (“essence”); and the values and shared experiences that 

form a collective “organizational identity”. This identity is essential for building a shared 

culture – which however, if open and minimally politicized, allows for family disputes 

to flow over into the business (De Vries, 1993); hence, family influence in the company 

can also be a constraint to performance outcomes due to tensions between family and 

                                                 
6 We are aware that other scholars file the selected values under different terms, e.g. as “resources”. The values 
are named “values” herein because of the aforementioned definition; however, we also regard them as resources 
that can be utilized within the companies. 
7 Familiness is sometimes also called family control (Bertrand & Schoar, 2006) or family effect (Dyer, 2006); both 
articles associate this unique influence of the family with competitive advantages or superior economic outcomes 
of the firm. The F-PEC scale, developed by Astrachan, Klein and Smyrnios (2002), measure familiness, or 
specifically the extent of family involvement in and influence on the company. 
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firm needs or objectives (Habbershon, Williams & MacMillan, 2003). Nevertheless, 

according to Ashforth and Mael (1996), familiness provides meaning to all employees 

and creates not only a strong sense of psychological ownership but also the perception 

of oneness with the firm (cited in Zellweger et al., 2010). This might lead to a 

competitive advantage of family firms’ and to their superiority over non-family firms 

(Zellweger et al., 2010; Anderson & Reeb, 2003). 

The “systems interaction” between a controlling family and the business also 

implements a long-term orientation (LTO) within the firm. According to Betts (2001), 

this stems from the belief that “inheritance [should] be protected and handed on [and 

that a] family company is the outcome of the next and each generation’s commitment 

to the last” (cited in Bertrand & Schoar, 2006). It is important to mention family firms’ 

objective of sustaining the business in the long run as many values are also 

characterized by a long-term perspective. In our thesis, LTO represents the economic 

aspect of the concept of sustainability and will be analyzed in detail in chapter 2.2.1. 

The first critical value that we assess is commitment to the firm, while it also 

denotes the outcome of family influence on the company (Koiranen, 2002). 

Commitment is composed of three principal factors: an individual’s personal belief in 

and support of the company’s objectives; the willingness to contribute to achieving 

them; and an effort to develop a relation with the firm (Astrachan, Klein & Smyrnios, 

2002). The willingness to contribute is often connected to a personalized attachment 

to the organization (Tagiuri & Davis, 1996). According to Koiranen (2002), commitment 

and loyalty go hand in hand. Loyalty often stems from the family members’ 

simultaneous roles and obligations. While these can cause a general lack of clarity 

about responsibilities and may lead to the loss of healthy internal competition or family 

unity (Tagiuri & Davis, 1996), they also allow for cooperation between the various 

members within a firm. Consequently, tacit knowledge is developed, and trust is 

formed (Tagiuri & Davis, 1996). Another advantage of loyal employees is their concern 

with the company’s reputation and the subsequent commitment to hard work (Ceja et 

al., 2010). Dedication to a firm that shares the employees’ values also creates 

motivations beyond monetary benefits. 

Commitment and loyalty bring about greater feelings of responsibility. Many family 

firms have the controlling family’s name in the firm name; thus, family members as 
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well as employees feel compelled8 to work industriously and strive for excellence (Ceja 

et al., 2010). Furthermore, responsibility can be associated with transparency and 

credibility which can be seen as modes of good ethical conduct. This means that 

accountable employees also want the company to be transparent towards its external 

stakeholders. They wish to establish a reputation of reliability to earn the trust of their 

customers (Koiranen, 2002). A downside of responsibility is that family considerations 

easily impact business decisions, and vice versa, and thus, marketplace objectivity 

suffers, or interfamily tensions arise (Tagiuri & Davis, 1996). Responsibility can also 

be extended and understood as a duty towards the society and the environment: a 

multitude of family firms is concerned with sustainability and engages in environmental 

practices or corporate social responsibility activities (Koiranen, 2002). 

This engagement manifests family firms’ overall focus on collectivity and, 

according to Ceja and her fellows (2010), their sense of stewardship. Critical values 

are often described as more humane compared to those of non-family firms. This is 

reflected in their concern for others, for example the firm’s stakeholders with whom 

many try building lasting relationships (Lumpkin, Brigham & Moss, 2010), or in their 

sustainability approaches that depict care for the environment (see chapter 2.2.2). 

Collectivistic orientations also compel family members to consider the organizational 

goals and how to best achieve them. This stewardship perspective can be explained 

by the unique connection and the shared values between business and family. Kotlar 

and Sieger (2019) state that “within organizations in which a pro-organizational attitude 

coexists with self-serving motives” (p. 6) family members often aim to maximize 

potential performance, i.e. they are stewards of the business and attempt to achieve 

corporate success. Due to family involvement, there is a strong sense of belonging to 

the firm which motivates family members and other employees alike to act in their 

company’s best interest. Therefore, by attaining the firm’s goals these stewards 

maximize their own utility as well (Davis, Schoorman & Donaldson, 1997). 

In close relation to the stewardship theory stands the value of altruism (Zahra, 

2003). Altruistic individuals put the needs of others first, hence their interests are often 

aligned with the firm’s objectives and they have a common responsibility towards the 

company’s success (Eddleston & Kellermanns, 2007). Additionally, a selfless concern 

for others turns family firm employees into active social citizens who wish to fulfill a 

                                                 
8 The feeling of obligation stems from the individuals’ shared values with and their connection to the company 
and hence, can be regarded in a positive sense (Ceja et al., 2010). 
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social purpose by contributing to society (Porter & Kramer, 2006). This can be 

connected to family firms’ higher tendency to engage in societal and ecological 

sustainability practices (Craig & Dibrell, 2006; Déniz & Suárez, 2005). Altruism can be 

traced back to LTO and simultaneously promotes it: the value not only sustains the 

bond between family and firm it also helps to preserve the family legacy across 

generations (Ceja et al., 2010). 

The previously stated sense of belonging to the firm has its origin in emotional 

ownership theory: Family and non-family members alike often build up psychological 

ownership towards the company. This is rooted in their emotional involvement in the 

company, i.e. their stewardship, loyalty and trust as well as their relations to each other 

and the successive good, corporate culture (Tagiuri & Davis, 1996). Socio-emotional 

wealth (SEW) is primarily derived from this attachment to the company. According to 

Gómez-Mejia, Haynes, Núñez-Nickel, Jacobson & Moyano-Fuentes (2007), SEW can 

be described as the “non-financial aspects of the firm that meet the family’s affective 

needs, such as identity, the ability to exercise family influence, and the perpetuation 

of the family dynasty” (p. 106). Factors that sustain and increase SEW are the positive 

association of one’s family name with the business or a positive public image of the 

firm (Kalm & Gómez-Mejia, 2016). It is also important to mention that family-controlled 

firms protect their SEW by implementing environmental strategies (Berrone, Cruz, 

Gomez-Mejia & Larraza-Kintana, 2010; also see 2.2.3). This value has an overall 

significance as it is closely intertwined with other values and hence, it can be assumed 

that it takes on a special role within the value concept of family firms. 

The last value we scrutinize in this thesis is entrepreneurial spirit. While some 

scholars assume that a family firm’s risk aversity is linked to a lack of entrepreneurial 

activities or creativity (e.g. Lumpkin et al., 2010), others portray ingenuity and 

innovativeness as key values (e.g. Tàpies & Fernández-Moya, 2012; Koiranen, 2002). 

For one, entrepreneurship is instilled in the firm’s characteristics through its founder 

who took a (calculated) risk and launched the business (Ceja et al., 2010). Also, Le 

Breton-Miller and Miller (2016) suggest that family firms’ employees are highly 

autonomous and free to be creative and engage in entrepreneurial development, even 

though overall decision-making is often conservative. Lastly, Lumpkin et al. (2010) 

show that family firms apply LTO in their entrepreneurial decision-making, especially 

regarding innovative activities where longer lead times and early-on investments are 
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needed. Since family firms recognize the significance of planning and investing for the 

future, they are able to perform transgenerational entrepreneurship activities. 

Family values are the essence of a family-controlled business and the key pillars 

of its strategy. Therefore, family firms are often described as value-driven (Ward, 

2008). This assigned fundamental significance can be explained with their origin: 

values stem from the three dimensions of family firms, namely family, business and 

ownership, and their overlap (Tagiuri & Davis, 1996). Their role is to balance the three 

dimensions, give meaning to family members as well as other employees and thus, 

allow for cross-generational relationships. Albeit they carry disadvantages, they create 

a shared identity and a corporate culture and hence, provide family firms with an 

irreplaceable, sustained competitive advantage (Gersick, Lansberg, Desjardins & 

Dunn, 1999; Ward, 2008; Aronoff, 2004). As aforementioned, many values are 

connected to the firm’s founder and his vision which often impacts the features of the 

company considerably – even after his tenure (Sharma, 2004; Koiranen, 2002). 

Consequently, values often mirror the firm’s mission of not only building a sustainable 

business but also a sustainable environment for the business. 

 

2.2 A Threefold Perspective on Sustainability 

In our thesis, we define sustainability according to the broadly accepted definition 

by The World Commission on Environment and Development: “Development that 

meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations 

to meet their own needs” (1987). At first, the report that manifests this understanding 

only included the environmental aspect of sustainable development. However, the 

concept of sustainability has further developed and calls for the integration of a social 

dimension (Garriga & Melé, 2004). Hereby, the social and ecological dimensions are 

not seen as two separate factors that form sustainability but rather as two systems 

that are interlinked and endure over the long run (Jennings & Zandbergen, 1995). 

In addition to the social and ecological dimensions the economic viability needs to 

be considered in this framework: a firm’s long-term orientation. This intention to sustain 

a business in the long run can also be associated with the aspiration to contribute to 

society and the environment. Thus, we assign three dimensions to the concept of 

corporate sustainability and define practices of sustainability as “the tendency to 

behave in economically, socially, and environmentally responsible ways in a manner 
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that benefits all stakeholders and the community at large” (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 

2016 p. 26)9. These efforts should aim at poverty reduction or fair trade, or at 

minimizing the environmental footprint, while simultaneously attaining economic goals 

(Sharma & Sharma, 2011). In the following sections we define and scrutinize the 

threefold structure of sustainability and examine which values are, according to 

literature, linked to each dimension. 

 

2.2.1 Long-Term Orientation 

The economic dimension of sustainability is reflected in a family firm’s long-term 

perspective, namely the desire to survive as long as possible and to remain a family-

controlled company. This approach is based on family firms’ dynastic thinking, i.e. their 

wish to create a legacy, and the intention of transgenerational succession. A firm’s 

LTO plays a key role with regards to performance and success and, according to 

Habbershon and Williams (1999), is a key source of competitive advantage. 

 

Definition of Long-term Orientation 

The LTO of a family-controlled business commonly describes the “tendency to 

prioritize long-range implications and [the] impact of decisions and actions [today] that 

come to fruition after an extended time period” (Lumpkin & Brigham, 2011, p. 1152). 

Le Breton-Miller and Miller (2005) define this “extended time period” as “five years or 

more” (p. 732). LTO also describes the act of “meeting current needs while providing 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Delmas & Gergaud, 2014, 

p. 1). This equal focus on current decision-making and future needs is named 

“perseverance” by Lumpkin and Brigham (2011) and refers to present 

conscientiousness with one’s notion set to future goals. 

Additionally, LTO is reflected in a firm’s preference to invest in patient capital which 

maximizes long-term returns instead of yielding quick profits (Bertrand & Schoar, 

2006). And according to Zellweger, Nason, Nordqvist and Brush (2013), the pursuit of 

non-financial goals also strengthens transgenerational sustainability intentions – yet, 

non-monetary objectives can also cause efficiency distortions if they go against the 

optimal decisions for the company (Bertrand & Schoar, 2006). 

                                                 
9 This concept is often referred to as the triple bottom line which includes the simultaneous focus on social, 
economic and environmental aspects of an organization (Porter & Kramer, 2006). 
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There are four components in the concept of LTO: continuity, community, 

connection and command (Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2007). Continuity describes the 

long tenures of family firm CEOs and their determination to pursue a substantive 

mission rather than achieving quick financial goals. Community comprises the group 

of internal stakeholders, i.e. employees, and relates to the family’s intention to build 

good relations with them whereas the component “connection” emphasizes the close 

connection that many families develop with external stakeholders. Lastly, LTO 

includes leaders and governance structures that allow for long-term investments and 

that resist pressures from shortsighted others who wish for quick dividends 

(“command”; Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2007). According to the scholars, the “four Cs” 

are the underlying reason for family firms’ success; they explain why family firms are 

able to outperform non-family businesses and how they often survive longer. Yet, if 

building a family legacy is associated with risk aversion and forgoing expansion 

strategies, it opposes LTO (Bertrand & Schoar, 2006). Nepotistic behaviors, i.e. 

favoring family members over non-family members regardless of competence, are 

another hindrance. Family members that add no value to the company cause a 

financial strain and morale problems (De Vries, 1993). This undermines the value of 

trust which in turn can negatively affect job motivation and performance. 

LTO is an important factor within family firms. Moreover, it can also function as an 

asset: Lumpkin and Brigham (2011) define LTO as a “dominant logic” (p. 1151) or 

mindset which impacts the family’s decision-making processes with long-term 

implications. Consequently, LTO can be seen as the underlying reasoning for certain, 

accustomed behaviors that a family employs to achieve long-term objectives. 

However, we go one step further, associate this inherent mindset with direct 

advantages and label a family firm’s LTO an asset: the focus on longer time horizons 

can be viewed as a dominant logic that influences the strategic and managerial 

decisions within a family firm and leads to successful performance and potential 

competitive advantages. 

 

Antecedents to Family Business Longevity 

The sustainable family business research model, established by Stafford, Duncan, 

Dane and Winter (1999), sets the two dimensions of family and business equal to each 

other. It portrays family firm sustainability as a concept that is based on both family 

and business attributes; on family functionality and the profitable business; on 
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interpersonal relationships and on concrete resources and capabilities (Olson et al., 

2003). Sustainability depends on achievements in both as well as on the cooperation 

between the two (Stafford et al., 1999). With regards to the dependability on family 

attributes, another model explains the reasoning behind family firms’ LTO: the 

stewardship perspective (Miller, Le Breton-Miller & Schonick, 2008). Stewardship 

leads to, among others, family members’ investments in local communities and their 

close connections to stakeholders; both are antecedents to business sustainability 

since they require long-term planning and commitments. Especially relations with 

customers are significant since they can develop loyalty and thus, ensure survival 

(Lumpkin & Brigham, 2011; Miller et al., 2008). A sense of stewardship creates the 

desire to keep the business healthy for the long run. Controlling families create an 

open community culture, foster corporate health and develop strong relationships with 

employees as well as outside stakeholders in order to nurture long-term survival and 

health of a business (Miller et al., 2008). The stewardship perspective can also be 

connected to the second part of the foundation for sustainability, business success, 

because family members adopt a pro-organizational attitude and aim to maximize 

profitability. 

Other antecedents to LTO are based on the belief that business sustainability is 

an outcome of a family’s and a firm’s transgenerational intention (Delmas & Gergaud, 

2014). A number of authors support the view that a business can only be regarded as 

a family firm if there is the intention of transferring ownership to the next generation 

(e.g. Barach & Ganitsky, 1995; Ward, 1987). This multigenerational perspective leads 

to LTO; in turn, the latter is assigned a high level of importance so as to succeed in 

the former attempt (Anderson & Reeb, 2003). The LTO is also ensured by the 

necessary long-range planning process (Lumpkin & Brigham, 2011). Consequently, 

the following factors influence a firm’s LTO: the family’s stake in the business, i.e. its 

fortune as well as its reputation; the connection between and the shared values of 

family and business because this unique feature creates SEW; and also, a family’s 

intention to utilize the firm as a vehicle to nurture future generations, or else the feeling 

of kinship obligation (Miller et al., 2008; Gómez-Mejia et al., 2007). Concerning SEW, 

the identification with and sense of belonging to the firm are equally significant to LTO 

(Gómez-Mejia et al., 2007). 

Generally, family support and involvement are closely associated with LTO. A 

family’s immersion in the business positively affects its longer survival (Anderson & 
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Reeb, 2003). Family involvement – and hence, the vision of longevity – is reflected in 

the distinguishing values within a family firm’s culture which in turn acts as an 

integrative mechanism for the three dimensions of family firms. Hereby, the intention 

to pass on the business is spread into all areas of the firm (Fletcher, Melin & Gimeno, 

2012). LTO is also ensured by the ability of the owners to make independent decisions: 

the strength of family control allows the various members to advance a long-range 

perspective (Lumpkin & Brigham, 2011). According to Delmas and Gergaud (2014), 

family involvement and the intention to hand over the firm to succeeding generations 

not only encourages the adoption of longer time frames but also the integration of 

strategies towards environmental and social sustainability. 

In summary, a family firm’s LTO arises mostly from the unique organization within, 

i.e. from the interplay of family and business factors and the multigenerational 

perspective. The latter automatically results in LTO and thus, it can be regarded as a 

natural aspect towards which the majority of family-controlled firms strives. Also, LTO 

depends on the sense of stewardship which in turn fosters the values of SEW and 

collectivity. 

 

2.2.2 Ecologic Sustainability 

Having outlined the long-term focus of family firms, this section discusses the 

ecologic dimension of sustainability as well as the relation to family values. Most firms 

are committed to reducing their environmental footprint; family businesses in particular 

focus on developing environmental strategies which can be classified along a 

continuum from reactive to active (Sharma & Sharma, 2011): reactive behaviors are 

those that comply with local requirements and regulations; they aim at both avoiding 

penalties and maintaining a good reputation and image (Sharma, 2000; Russo & 

Fouts, 1997). Active strategies are changes that are initiated by the firm and are of 

voluntary nature such as pollution prevention including reductions in waste, energy 

and materials (Russo & Fouts, 1997; Aragón-Correa, 1998). A more advanced form 

of active strategies are certain leadership strategies such as a complete redesign of 

the business model to minimize the environmental footprint along the entire life cycle 

(Aragón-Correa, 1998; Sharma & Sharma, 2011). 
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Ecologic Sustainability in Family Firms 

When describing and analyzing companies’ sustainability strategies, scholars 

refer to various approaches and themes. For example, environmental behavior (Russo 

& Fouts, 1997), environmental management practices (Uhlaner, Berent-Braun, 

Jeurissen & de Wit, 2012), proactive environmental strategy (Sharma & Sharma, 

2011), natural environment (Craig & Dibrell, 2006; Aragon-Correá, 1998), 

environmental performance (Berrone et al., 2010), or ecologically sustainable 

organizations (Sharma & Henriques, 2005). The literature on environmental 

sustainability in family firms is highly concentrated on the comparison to non-family 

firms; many studies attempt to explain family firms’ better environmental performance 

by their underlying value concept (e.g. Craig & Dibrell, 2006; Berrone et al., 2010). 

From an environmental intention and strategic point of view, family firms are more 

likely to employ environmentally friendly management practices than non-family firms 

(Craig & Dibrell, 2006). In their theoretical contribution to understand the drivers of 

environmental strategies in family firms, Sharma and Sharma (2011) also state that 

family-owned companies tend to seek proactive environmental strategies. The positive 

influence of family on environmental management practices is also confirmed by 

Uhlaner et al. (2012) – conditional on companies with larger business-owning families. 

Another condition regards family firms’ ownership structure: Dekker and Hasso (2016) 

show that private family firms have a lower environmental performance focus than 

non-family firms while Berrone et al. (2010) found the opposite to be true for public 

family-controlled companies. This can be explained by the fact that the entire risk 

correlated with environmental performance is spread among the family within private 

firms (Dekker & Hasso, 2016). Nevertheless, a recent study found that while private 

family firms are less likely to enforce environmental activities and innovations in early 

stages, they reach higher levels of environmental sustainability later on (Doluca, 

Wagner & Block, 2018). 

In line with these findings, the context in which the family firm is situated is an 

important factor when analyzing the determination of family firms to engage in 

environmental behavior. For example, family firms that operate at an early business 

development stage are more concerned about growth and put less focus on 

environment-related activities (Dekker & Hasso, 2016). Another contextual factor is 

the community in which the family firm is performing. Family firms that are highly 

embedded in the social community put a greater focus on environmental performance 
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(Dekker & Hasso, 2016). This is also consistent with the study of Berrone et al. (2010) 

which shows that the environmental performance is greater when the firm is operating 

at a local level. 

In conclusion, there is a positive link between family control and a firm’s 

engagement in environmental sustainability strategies. However, the positive 

relationship is dependent on the context in which the firm operates. Other factors to 

consider are the educational background, governance arrangements, organizational 

factors and family values (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2016). These emerge from family 

involvement which is known to influence the attitudes, norms and behaviors in firms 

and thus, shape the extent of undertaking environmentally related actions (Sharma & 

Sharma, 2011). We focus on the concept of values to better understand the intention 

of employing sustainability practices. 

 

The Link to Family Values 

When matching the value concept of family firms with their intention to act 

environmentally sustainable several themes emerge. First of all, LTO is one of the 

major characteristics that explain the tendency of family firms to engage in 

sustainability practices (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2016; Sharma & Sharma, 2011). 

Craig and Dibrell (2006) argue that the natural environment and the values of a family 

form a symbiotic relationship over time. As they are strongly interconnected, they 

facilitate the creation of capabilities that improve the financial performance through 

innovation and thus, support sustaining the business over time. In relation to this, 

another family specific capability is the ability to respond to institutional pressures, 

especially when the firm focuses on a particular local area (Berrone et al., 2010). When 

family firms succeed in leveraging capabilities related to the natural environment in 

terms of innovations, they are able to preserve their heritage for future generations 

(Craig & Dibrell, 2006) and thus, survive and profit economically as well as 

environmentally over the long run (Jennings & Zandbergen, 1995). Furthermore, firms 

increasingly employ environmental strategies because they result in long-term 

economic as well as non-economic performance advantages (Sharma & Sharma, 

2011). This allows them to sustain the family business for future generations (Craig & 

Dibrell, 2006). In line with this view, LTO supports sustainable approaches as the 

environmental behavior of family firms is less volatile as compared to non-family firms 

(Doluca et al., 2018). In contrast to these views, long-term focus can also hinder 
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environmental activities: private family firms might focus on running the business in a 

stable way in order to ensure business opportunities for subsequent generations 

instead of investing in the environment and thereby jeopardizing family assets (Dekker 

& Hasso, 2016). 

As indicated in chapter 2.1, SEW is one of the key values that determines the 

actions of family firms (Gómez-Mejia et al., 2007). SEW is also a distinct determinant 

of a firm’s environmental sustainability drivers (Sharma & Sharma, 2011): when firms 

engage in environmental activities, they receive a socio-emotional reward for the 

family. As family firms strive to preserve and protect their SEW, they show better 

environmental performance than non-family firms. Even though sustainability activities 

could impose economic risk, social worthiness outweighs the potential risks (Berrone 

et al., 2010). In relation to this aspect, Doluca et al. (2018) go further and argue that 

environmental activities are characterized by low levels of risk. Therefore, family firms 

implement them with the aim of promoting their reputation and performance. 

Nevertheless, protecting SEW should not be seen as an unconditional family goal 

because family firms have a higher environmental performance focus only if the firm 

is embedded in the social community (Dekker & Hasso, 2016). Another argument 

directed at the limits of SEW is developed by Le Breton-Miller and Miller (2016): they 

theorize that SEW can also negatively affect sustainability as the pursuit of non-

economic goals paired with the critical value of altruism may result in a too strong 

focus on family compared to business. 

In conclusion, family values influence a business and lead to distinct behaviors 

towards the environment. Hereby, the LTO as well as the protection of SEW can be 

depicted as main drivers that foster initiatives to invest in the environment. When 

analyzing the environmental behavior of family firms, it is further important to 

differentiate between private and public firms as the attitudes towards risk are different. 

 

2.2.3 Social Sustainability 

It is evident that business and society depend on each other and should work in 

concert. On the one hand, companies need a healthy society as it creates the demand 

for business which in turn secures long-term survival of the firm. On the other hand, 

society is dependent on flourishing businesses as they create jobs and foster wealth 

and innovation (Porter & Kramer, 2006). Especially socially responsible family-owned 
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firms are crucial for society as they are key contributors to the development of the 

common good (Gallo, 2004). The understanding of social responsibility is also directed 

towards employees in the company (e.g. Dyer & Whetten, 2006); herein, family firms 

establish personal relationships, foster employee involvement and aim for long-term 

employment via commitments to their well-being. 

 

Social Sustainability in Family-Owned Firms 

 In this context, scholars mostly refer to corporate social responsibility (CSR; e.g. 

Porter & Kramer, 2006; Uhlaner, van Goor-Balk & Masurel, 2004; Carroll, 1991) or 

corporate social performance (Dyer & Whetten, 2006; Bingham, Dyer, Smith & Adams, 

2011) when discussing family firm’s social sustainability; however, often the 

environmental aspect is integrated into CSR as both are strongly interconnected (e.g. 

Déniz & Suárez, 2005; Quazi & O’Brien, 2000). According to Carroll (1991), 

companies with well performing CSR activities should at all times “strive to make a 

profit, obey the law, be ethical, and be a good corporate citizen” (Carroll, 1991, p. 43). 

It needs to be mentioned that CSR is interpreted differently across companies (Déniz 

& Suárez, 2005). Certain companies understand social activities in a broad sense such 

that expectations of society are integrated in terms of environmental conservation, 

community development, resource protection and philanthropic giving. In the narrow 

sense the focus is on profit maximization within the regulatory context. Furthermore, 

CSR activities can be regarded as a benefit or as a cost (Quazi & O’Brien, 2000). 

Similar to environmental sustainability, scholars primarily compare the socially 

responsible behavior of family firms with that of non-family firms both internally towards 

employees as well as externally to society. There is agreement that family businesses 

maintain distinct views on social behavior due to family involvement (Niehm, Swinney 

& Miller, 2008) and among consultants and academics family firms are perceived as 

greater social actors (Gallo, 2004). Dyer and Whetten (2006) analyze the actual social 

performance and its two dimensions, positive social initiatives and social concerns in 

terms of irresponsible behavior, and find that family firms’ behavior towards positive 

social actions is similar to that of non-family firms; yet, family-owned firms show 

greater experience in avoiding social concerns. Holistically, however, family firms are 

more likely to interact in a social manner with employees as well as with the community 

than firms with no family involvement (Dyer & Whetten, 2006). Bingham et al. (2011) 

found support for both dimensions. For example, family firms portray higher concern 
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for the local community and their employees than non-family firms. The strong 

community connection is also in line with the theoretical argument of Niehm et al. 

(2008) who propose greater ties to community by firms with family involvement. 

However, family firms’ approach towards consumers appears to be similar to that of 

non-family firms. The contrasting results from scholars are explained by the overall 

increase in interest in social activities by all types of companies (Bingham et al., 2011). 

This trend is also confirmed by academics as related studies have increased by 31% 

(Debicki et. al, 2009). 

The positive effect of family involvement on social sustainability can also be 

observed when comparing family firms among themselves. Family firms with higher 

family involvement are more active in CSR. For example, they participate in 

community initiatives (Marques et al., 2014; Bingham et al., 2011), involve 

stakeholders into decision-making (Bingham et al., 2011) and improve the workplace 

for their employees in terms of social human resource management (Marques et al., 

2014). Furthermore, company size has an influence on CSR such that large family 

firms are more likely to behave in social manners. As a result of their growth process 

they are better able to give support and to get support in return (Niehm et al., 2008). 

This context factor has been criticized in the sense that different views on CSR in 

family firms are not a result of biographical aspects; rather, the heterogeneity can be 

explained by the distinct value sets of family firms (Garriga & Melé, 2004). 

Consequently, family firms are characterized by their distinct values which are strong 

influencing factors of CSR behaviors (Marques et al., 2014; Niehm et al., 2008). 

In summary, family firms show greater orientation towards CSR than non-family 

firms and those with high family involvement demonstrate still larger engagement in 

CSR. These behaviors are a result of their greater ties to the community and the 

distinct value sets. Two values that impact social and environmental sustainability alike 

are LTO and SEW (Marques et al., 2014): higher family involvement results in greater 

SEW and as family firms aim to exist beyond the short term, they feel responsible to 

contribute to societies’ welfare (Déniz & Suárez, 2005), and thus, engage more in 

CSR. Based on this background, we found the following values to also influence 

different levels of CSR: identification, altruism, collectivism and commitment (Marques 

et al., 2014). 

 

 



 22 

The Connection to Family Values 

Out of these main values, a strong sense for identification with and commitment 

to the firm has been found to lead to higher CSR activities (Marques et al., 2014). In 

another empirical study, the different extends of identification between family firms and 

non-family firms is also used to explain higher CSR in family firms (Bingham et al., 

2011). Explaining greater CSR by means of strong identification adds to the findings 

of Dyer and Whetten (2006) who find image and reputation as the main drivers. 

Behaving in an unsocial manner towards employees as well as the community can 

result in negative publicity and thus, lead to a damage in reputation. As families are 

tied to the business, they are more concerned with avoiding any damage to the family’s 

reputation which in turn can also have a negative impact on the wealth of the family 

(Dyer & Whetten, 2006). Reputation as a driver for social behavior is also used as an 

argument in the sense that family firms tend to provide CSR reports more proactively 

than non-family firms. As a result, fostering visibility and upholding one’s image 

promotes family firms’ legitimacy in society (Campopiano & De Massis, 2015). 

Supporting these views, Déniz and Suárez (2005) consider the preservation of the 

family name and the social image significant factors in adopting broader social 

responsibility approaches. 

As stated earlier in this chapter, family firms are closely tied to the community and 

show distinctly social behavior (Niehm et al., 2008). Family firms feel highly 

responsible to stakeholders that work closely with the family or the business on a daily 

basis, this includes employees, and some even consider them as extended family 

(Uhlaner et al., 2004). Commitment to the community, community support and a sense 

of community have been identified as main CSR drivers which emphasize the strong 

stakeholder orientation of family firms (Niehm et al., 2008). This pattern has also 

emerged in the sense that a collectivistic orientation towards stakeholders is greater 

in firms with high family involvement, as they emphasize the well-being of the 

collective, than in those with low involvement (Bingham et al. 2001). This goes hand 

in hand with stewardship theory which argues that family involvement leads to the 

development of improved psychological and situational factors which advance CSR 

(Marques et al., 2014). 

Nevertheless, certain family characteristics are also known to have negative 

influence on CSR, for example when family is prioritized over business. Due to 

nepotism and a lack of professionalism companies are more likely to adopt a narrow 
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approach of CSR in the sense that they do not emphasize ethical and discretionary 

behaviors (Déniz & Suárez, 2005). Furthermore, scholars discuss the influence of 

altruism on CSR. On the one hand, findings indicate that altruism should not be 

regarded as a positive influencing factor on CSR as CSR activities ultimately pay back 

and thus, cannot be associated with truly selfless behavior (Marques et al., 2014). On 

the other hand, altruism is seen as a cultural configuration of family firms; herein, 

altruism is connected to reputation and control and thus, fosters a broad vision of social 

responsibility that aims at conserving the environment and resources, supporting the 

community and engaging in philanthropic activities (Déniz & Suárez, 2005). 

To conclude this part of the literature review, values such as commitment, SEW 

and collectivism serve as an explanation for family firms’ powerful social behavior that 

is directed at their own employees as well as at the society surrounding them. As a 

consequence, engaging in CSR can be a source of competitive advantage for family 

firms (Niehm et al., 2008). From a research perspective, increasing efforts have been 

devoted to CSR (Debicki et al., 2009); nevertheless, more research is needed to 

understand whether CSR is derived from business strategies or directly from the family 

values (Niehm et al., 2008). 

 

2.3 The Role of Generations in Family Firms 

As mentioned above, family firms intend to sustain their business over the long 

run. In order to achieve transgenerational ownership, the succession process must be 

managed as carefully as the enduring collaboration of two generations within the firm. 

This process often fails due to misalignment between the past and the present of the 

organization (Miller, Steier & Le Breton-Miller, 2003). While many academic articles 

speak of generational differences, they neither define nor thoroughly explain them so 

that the concept remains rather general. Therefore, and because we want to examine 

how two generations implement values, this chapter assesses the various 

intergenerational differences which are assumed to affect a generation’s way of 

implementing its core values. 

As corporate culture plays a vital role in successfully transferring the business into 

the next generation, the innate value concept must be considered (Dyer, 1988; Jaffe 

& Lane, 2004; Aronoff, 1998). Especially for family firms beyond the second 

generation, connecting the diverse family members and aligning them around vision, 
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values and strategy are indispensable actions to hold a dynasty together (Jaffe & 

Lane, 2004). The call for a holistic perspective, i.e. taking into consideration 

stakeholders and including diverse dimensions such as culture, finance, morality and 

legal and social aspects, stresses the importance of considering the changes 

regarding value implementation in the family (Aronoff, 1998). 

In the following, we analyze characteristics and differences across generations 

and refer to a specific ownership classification: the first generation’s controlling owner, 

a sibling partnership in the second generation, and cousin consortium in the third 

generation; the term “dynasty” is used for all generations beyond (Davis, 2001; Jaffe 

& Lane, 2004). Furthermore, we draw on specific value concepts inherent to 

generations and potential links to sustainability that have been studied so far; as 

mentioned before, these are few in academic research. 

Research has investigated differences across several dimensions between 

multiple generations (Dyer, 1988; McConaughy & Philipps, 1999; Sonfield & Lussier, 

2004). Regarding the management culture, the founding generation is mostly 

characterized by paternalistic principles that include hierarchies, control, authority and 

distrust of family outsiders (Dyer, 1988). These companies are very founder-centric 

and deeply connected to his personality as he has built the company from scratch and 

thus, forms the basis for future growth and innovation. Therefore, companies in the 

first stage grow faster and show higher investment spending than succeeding 

generations (McConaughy & Philipps, 1999). In next generations, companies face a 

culture change as they become more professional. The family involvement declines 

as non-family managers join and more professional rules of conduct are implemented 

(Dyer, 1988): Astrachan et al. (2002) show that later generations contribute 

proportionally less to the business culture. Instead, they act as trustees of the 

founder’s values while simultaneously developing their own. Succeeding generations 

benefit from the intensive work of the founder, they can exploit the established position 

and thus, are more profitable. However, they face different challenges, e.g. they need 

to maintain what is built which requires skills associated with professional 

management (McConaughy & Philipps, 1999). Contrary to these findings, Sonfield and 

Lussier (2004) find that the first three generations are characterized by the same 

behavior patterns. They share a level of professionalism and a lasting impact of the 

founder. They conclude that familiness is stronger than the influence of outside 
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management behavior and thus, culture does not change much with time (Sonfield & 

Lussier, 2004). 

The insights from the analysis of management culture fit to the research on 

entrepreneurial orientation. In order to keep up innovation and change as well as to 

sustain the family business over the long run, the involvement of multiple generations 

has been found to increase entrepreneurial orientation (Kellermanns, Eddleston, 

Barnett & Pearson, 2008). Furthermore, firms need to revitalize the business and stay 

competitive: As later generations want to sustain past achievements over the long 

term, entrepreneurial orientation becomes stronger in the second generation and is 

enhanced again in the third as non-family managers join the family firm (Cruz & 

Nordqvist, 2012). 

The aforementioned dimensions are not equivalent to values, but the latter are 

important to understand potential differences in behavior and thinking patterns across 

generations. More specific attention is devoted to the value of trust. There is 

agreement that trust is reduced over time as companies transition across generations 

(Drozdow & Carroll, 1997; Steier, 2001; Jaffe & Lane, 2004). In the first generation the 

ties between founder and family are as close as the relationships within a family. These 

begin to weaken once siblings and, later on, cousins take over and begin to strengthen 

their own familial interests (Drozdow & Carroll, 1997). In relation to this, Lubatkin, 

Schulze, Ling, and Dino (2005) analyze agency theory and altruism in different 

ownership stages and use the same argumentation: they find that sibling partnerships 

experience agency problems as each sibling and the respective family have different 

ideas of which values to attribute to the business. As a result, values and interests do 

not align. With regards to altruism, this value is likely to disappear in the cousin 

consortium stage. As the family branches widen, it becomes more difficult to foster 

family connection, communication and commitment which are necessary aspects of 

altruistic behavior. Furthermore, as the firm grows, formality increases which 

negatively impacts altruism (Lubatkin et al., 2005). 

Interpersonal relationships among family members are not only advantageous but 

can also lead to conflicts. Relationship conflicts are perceived to have a negative 

influence on family firm performance and thus, constitute a threat for family firms 

(Eddleston & Kellermanns, 2007). With a growing number of generations involved, the 

potential for conflict between family members increases (Beckhard & Dyer, 1983). 

While some scholars find that there is a higher increase in conflict during the transition 
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into the third generation, compared to the shift into the second (e.g. Davis & Harveston, 

2001), others observe no differences in terms of conflict between family members 

across first, second or third generation (Sonfield & Lussier, 2004). With our research 

we aim to find out whether conflicts are a potential outcome of the way in which 

different generations implement values. Furthermore, we want to contribute to a better 

understanding not only about negative outcomes but also the synergies and benefits 

that can arise between two generations. 

Having outlined some research on values and differences between different 

generations, we only find two relevant studies that consider family values and the link 

to sustainability practices from a generational perspective. Lungeanu and Ward (2012) 

analyze the effect of the firm’s generational stage and its governance structures on 

philanthropic activities. They state that values, objectives and legacies of the family 

are strongly related to philanthropic decisions. These activities, however, are shaped 

by the values of the future generation that already takes part in decision-making. The 

second article is a pilot study that analyzes family business and CSR in a sample of 

Dutch firms. It finds that relationships with stakeholders are strongest in the second 

generation. Yet, the study is unable to explain whether this is due to the special 

relationship between second-generation owners and the family nature of business or 

due to the fact that second generations show the highest levels of CSR (Uhlaner et 

al., 2004). Literature does not excessively scrutinize the link between family values 

and sustainability from a generational perspective. We have found no article regarding 

the environmental dimension which calls for more research on this aspect. 

Concluding, there is a clear research gap regarding the threefold sustainability 

concept form a generational perspective in family firms. Nevertheless, our literature 

review reveals other interesting aspects of intergenerational differences that affect the 

way of implementing core values. The founder generation is characterized by a more 

paternalistic and hierarchic approach and the family ties to the business are very close. 

In comparison, later generations want to exploit the previously achieved position and 

therefore, attempt to professionalize and formalize and also, integrate externals into 

the organization. As a result, the focus on family declines and later generations act as 

trustees of the values inclined by the founder. The value of altruism declines as family 

connections dissolve but entrepreneurial orientation increases as new challenges 

emerge. Furthermore, the diversification of the family leads to lower levels of trust and 

the potential for conflicts increases. 
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We summarize our frame of reference and the underlying research problem in 

figure 2. It displays the family firm system and shows that core family values affect the 

firm’s threefold sustainability; according to literature, SEW, stewardship, commitment 

and collectivism are established through family involvement and most essential for 

corporate sustainability. Taking these aspects into account, figure 2 illustrates that 

there is a connection between the interplay of values and sustainability with tensions 

or synergies between two generations’ selection and implementation of said values, 

which we want to assess in this thesis. The model also shows that these tensions or 

synergies lead to certain consequences for the family as well as for the company, 

which this thesis also aims to explore. 

 

 
Figure 2: A Framework of Family Values and their Widespread Impact 

Source: Own Composition 
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3. Methodology 

This chapter provides methodological considerations of the way in which this 

research is conducted. Herein, we primarily employ the work of Easterby-Smith, 

Thorpe and Jackson (2015) and the research by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 

(2012). The chapter presents and discusses the philosophy of and the approach to 

our data collection. Further, it explains the research strategy and outlines the data 

collection techniques as well as the analysis procedures that we utilize. The chapter 

concludes by describing the underlying principles of research quality as well as the 

ethical considerations of our thesis. 

 

3.1 Research Philosophy 

The way we choose to answer our research questions is influenced by our 

perspectives of the world. Assumptions about these perspectives are comprised in 

research philosophy (Saunders et al., 2012). Research philosophy identifies the 

development of knowledge and the nature of that knowledge as well as of reality. By 

collecting and analyzing primary and secondary data, we create knowledge. 

Consequently, our philosophy affects how we conduct research, i.e. the ways in which 

data is gathered, scrutinized and utilized. The philosophy underlying our research 

reveals our perception of the world and justifies the choice of research approach and 

strategy. It is important to acknowledge research philosophy as the awareness thereof 

may increase research quality and contribute to creativity (Saunders et al., 2012). 

There are two fundamental ways of thinking about research philosophy: ontology 

and epistemology. Ontology is concerned with the nature of reality and the way in 

which the world operates. We apply the ontology of relativism as it includes many 

existing truths depending on the perception of the research participant (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2015). This position acknowledges that reality is created by people and 

their interactions. Hence, we recognize that our understanding of the empirical findings 

is relative because each reality is dependent on a person’s identity and point of view 

(Smith, 2008); for example, our interview participants are part of unique families and 

of distinctly characteristic companies, thus, their identities and opinions are unique. 

According to Mathison (2011), the focus of relativism is also on social and cultural 

practices. This is significant as interactions and relationships are at the core of our 
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research: a relativistic stand helps us to get a better understanding of the values that 

derive from the interaction between family and business, of the decisions made 

concerning the business’ sustainability strategy and of the generational differences 

that might occur when two generations work together. In line with relativism, we also 

apply the subjective view which states that “social phenomena are created from the 

perceptions and consequent actions of social actors [… and] the process of social 

interaction” (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 111). 

A suitable corresponding epistemology is that of social constructionism. 

Epistemology is the philosophy of knowing (Saunders et al., 2012). It can be described 

as a general set of assumptions about the ideal way to inquire about the nature of our 

reality, i.e. it attempts to explain how we came to know about our knowledge (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2015). In our thesis, we want to contribute to family firm research and 

theory building with a combination of multiple perspectives. Thus, we construct new 

knowledge rather than reveal it and we assume that many different realities exist which 

are constructed through social interactions (De Massis & Kotlar, 2014; Staller, 2012). 

Consequently, social constructionism is used as an interpretive method that helps us 

understand and explain the empirical findings. This epistemology coincides with our 

intent to gain an understanding of sustainability-related family values, instead of solely 

giving an explanation of the concept (Costantino, 2008). In line with Slater (2017), we 

aim to make sense of the complex, existing information on values within family firms 

as well as of empirically acquired information about generational differences regarding 

the implementation of these values and the impact on the family and the firm. It is 

important to first provide clarity and transparency regarding this information to be able 

to successfully derive managerial implications and contribute to theory building. 

Our research philosophy is based on an interpretive stand. The underlying 

assumption of an interpretive view is that generated knowledge is not objective, but 

rather influenced by subjective comprehensions and thus, attempts to create meaning 

derived from qualitative data (Klenke, 2016). The interpretive philosophy is in line with 

social constructionism (epistemology) as well as relativism (ontology): interpretivism 

also adopts the view that reality is socially constructed and thus, that there are many 

truths to it depending on an individual’s internal perceptions of the world (Morgan & 

Smircich, 1980). In fact, the entire process of research as well as the findings are 

influenced by, for example, our assumptions and interpretations of reality (Klenke, 
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2016). Interpretivism integrates human interest and involves the researchers in the 

study so as to allow them to interpret elements of it (Saunders et al., 2012). This 

inclusion also shows that interpretivism is not value-free: we are personally involved 

as researchers, for example in the interviews where we shape the direction of 

interaction through our questions. We are subjective regarding the analysis of the 

meanings motivating the actions and answers of the social actors – a bias that we try 

to minimize (see 3.5 and 3.7). The interpretive philosophy is suitable for our thesis 

because research participants’ answers and points of view are interpreted so as to 

make sense of them. We want to create an understanding regarding the concept of 

values as a basis for generational differences in the approach to sustainability. This 

means that we as researchers take an interpretive stand when analyzing the empirical 

findings and evaluating whether there are common themes. Furthermore, the 

interpretive philosophy allows us to connect the findings with aspects of sustainability 

which are not yet fully outlined in research and also, to contribute to research regarding 

the possibility of generational discrepancies. 

In order to generate reasonable and valid findings it is necessary to consider a 

variety of perspectives. The chosen research philosophy allows us to do so and 

further, to accept findings from multiple data sources (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 

Additionally, social constructionism lets us researchers generalize above the chosen 

sample and thus, clarify the complexity of family-controlled firms as well as their 

relations with sustainability (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 

 

3.2 Research Approach 

According to Saunders et al. (2012), there are two different research approaches: 

deduction and induction. Our research can be associated with the inductive approach 

as theory building is at its core; also, because it correlates with our interpretive 

philosophy and focuses on understanding the nature of the problem and the ways in 

which individuals interpret their surroundings (Saunders et al., 2012). The inductive 

approach can further be linked to social constructionism as it also acknowledges that 

reality is constructed via social interactions and past experiences (Fox, 2012). 

However, also associated with interpretivism is another kind of research approach, 

namely abduction (Blaikie, 2004), which we predominantly apply in our research. 
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According to several scholars, Peirce coined the term, that describes “systematized 

creativity or intuition […] to develop ‘new’ knowledge […] by examining [phenomena] 

from a new perspective” (Kovács & Spens, 2005, p.136-138), because few studies 

follow a purely deductive or inductive approach (Kirkeby, 1990). Often, abduction is 

described as a mixture of the two – Dubois and Gadde (2002) name it “systematic 

combining” – since it starts from an inductive approach but is in line with deduction 

(Bryman, 2012). The form of reasoning suggests a theory and introduces a new idea. 

It proposes that something may be depending on particularities of specific situations, 

i.e. researchers distinguish between generalizable features of a phenomenon and 

those that are specific to environmental factors (Kovács & Spens, 2005). The 

abductive approach fits well with our research purpose wherein we assess the 

possibility of generational differences within the already existing theory of family values 

in family-controlled firms. 

Furthermore, we built our research similarly to the process within an abductive 

approach: theoretical framework, data collection and case analysis are done 

simultaneously which allows researchers to constantly match theory and reality and, 

if need be, to redirect their focus (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Hence, abduction is also 

called “constant comparative method” (Suddaby, 2006). This is true for our research: 

while we established a theoretical framework before conducting empirical research, 

we went back to it during the phase of conducting interviews and interpreting the 

participants’ answers and consulted additional literature regarding unexpected 

outcomes. Consequently, the initial theoretical framework was revised, new insights 

contributed to its development and our understanding of both theory and empirical 

observations was expanded. In line with Dubois and Gadde’s description (2002), we 

continuously confronted theory with reality. Yet, while we combine two sources of data, 

primary and secondary, we collect the former only via interviews; according to Yin 

(1994), findings are more convincing if they are based on multiple sources of data 

following different methods of data collection. Nevertheless, the abductive approach 

allows us to add new dimensions to our subject and refine existing theories. 
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3.3 Research Strategy 

The research strategy is, together with the choice of data collection techniques 

(see 3.4), part of the research design. The design depicts an overall plan of the 

research questions and objectives, the data sources, the constraints as well as the 

ethical issues. In this context, the strategy focuses on answering the research 

questions and meeting the objectives (Saunders et al., 2012). Thus, researchers 

choose a strategy depending on these two factors, but also regarding existing 

knowledge, their available resources and philosophical underpinnings. 

In this thesis, we utilize a qualitative data collection technique and analysis 

procedure. Qualitative research recognizes diverse data as valuable sources of 

knowledge and hence, enables generalization (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). As 

qualitative data is most commonly created through an interactive and interpretative 

process, we opt for semi-structured, in-depth interviews with multiple family-controlled 

firms to generate answers to our research questions. We interview several people in 

each firm and build individual cases out of these investigations, which means that we 

apply a multi-case study strategy within our research. According to Robson (2002), a 

case study is “an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon 

within its real-life context using multiple sources of evidence” (p. 178, cited in Saunders 

et al., 2012). This definition depicts the possibility to explore the research topic’s 

context to the fullest and thus, gain a deep understanding of it – which is our research 

objective. Case studies also provide singular means of generating theory by assessing 

in-depth insights of empirical data and specific contexts (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). With 

regards to our interpretive philosophy, this is helpful so as to comprehend each 

interviewee’s reasoning and interpretation of reality. A multiple-case study is suitable 

for our research because we regard each family firm as unique, thanks to their 

attributes and family involvement, and hence, each one is an enclosed case. 

As our research questions inquire about specific explanations of approaches to 

value implementation across generations, it is necessary to conduct in-depth 

interviews with various individuals within a family firm and with multiple companies. 

This way we are able to provide detailed descriptions as well as important context and 

moreover, build theory to contribute to the research gap. Analyzing and comparing 

different cases also supports our quest to find out more about the particular values 

that are associated with sustainability, their significance to family businesses and their 
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role in generational differences. Also, we attempt to establish links between the 

various findings by comparing each case study’s data with the others as well as with 

theory (Saunders et al., 2012). Consequently, the focus lies on generalizing the 

findings in order to draw wide-ranging conclusions from them. 

However, according to Yin (1994) and Weick (1969), case studies are too 

situation-specific and provide little basis for scientific generalization. Further, Easton 

(1995) identifies three types of weaknesses in case studies, namely that they are 

“simply rich descriptions of events”, that they often only provide partial support of a 

theory, and that they rely on “some notion of statistical generalization” (p. 379). 

Nevertheless, we believe a multi-case study to be fitting for our research purpose as 

it enables us both to challenge an existing theory and to explore new knowledge which 

contributes to closing the research gap. We also agree with Weick’s revised statement 

(1979) that interpretations specific to situations can be seen as an opportunity. 

Easterby-Smith et al. (2015) state that case studies are often used in exploratory 

research. Exploratory means that the research seeks new insights and assesses a 

phenomenon within a new context (Saunders et al., 2012). This is the case in our 

thesis: the topic of intergenerational work within family firms, especially with regards 

to their varying perspectives on value implementation, has not yet been sufficiently 

scrutinized. Our purpose is to gain profound insights in each case and we intend to 

fully comprehend the various interpretations to discover and build new theory. We 

want to maximize the amount of knowledge that can be taken away from the findings 

since scholars have illustrated the need to and significance of exploring this literature 

gap further (McKee et al., 2014). Additionally, and in line with our abductive approach, 

semi-structured interviews within an exploratory study allow us to be flexible about 

emerging findings and, if need be, change the direction of our research due to new 

data (Saunders et al., 2012). 

Case studies commonly utilize triangulation, i.e. researchers try to validate the 

findings and ensure that the data are understood correctly by using multiple, 

independent sources of data. Hence, its advantage is the “development of converging 

lines of inquiry” that minimize the possibility of inaccurate data (Dubois & Gadde, 

2002). We use triangulation for this reason and also to balance out the shortcoming of 

a mono method, namely applying a single data collection technique and a 

corresponding analysis procedure (Saunders et al., 2012). Triangulation is also 
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connected to our constructionist position (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). We triangulate 

by executing this research as a team of two, thus reducing bias during data collection 

and analysis (Flick, 2011; Hastings, 2012). Also, peer examination points out 

subjective commentary. We further secure valid findings and increase the credibility 

of our research by collecting secondary data about the companies (Tothbauer, 2011). 

Lastly, triangulation is applied through interviewing multiple people within one 

company, but also including companies from different countries in our research which 

substantiates our empirical findings (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 

 

3.4 Data Collection 

Primary as well as secondary data is collected in order to gather as much 

information as possible and thus, find valuable insights for the research topic. Primary 

data is newly collected information that provides new insights of the research topic 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). It is collected first-hand, in our case through in-depth 

interviews. Secondary data is information produced for a purpose other than research, 

but which nevertheless has relevance to it. We include company websites and various 

documentations on them, such as annual reports, information brochures and press 

releases. In the following, the sampling strategy is explained, a detailed description of 

the interview design is provided, and the conduction process is defined. 

 

3.4.1 Sampling Strategy 

Typically, qualitative research applies non-probabilistic sampling where the aim is 

to choose a purposeful sample and to avoid that this selection impacts the results of 

the research (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). Furthermore, the sampling strategy must 

be in line with the available resources and reflect usefulness and credibility (Saunders 

et al., 2012). In this thesis, we utilize a combination of purposive and convenience 

sampling. Purposive sampling strategies are often used in case study research; the 

sample chosen reflects the research objectives and questions (Saunders et al., 2012). 

As our goal is to analyze the implementation of values regarding sustainability from 

different generations in family firms, we utilize specific criteria upon which the sample 

is based. The selection criteria are as follows, in no particular order (see table 2): 
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Selection Criteria 

- The firms identify as family firms10 

- The family businesses need to have undergone at least 

one succession 

- Two generations should be involved in the business, 

either actively or passively 

- Regarding the information that can be gathered from the 

company website, the firms demonstrate a focus on 

sustainability 

 
Table 2: Case Selection Criteria 

Source: Own composition 

Only if these criteria are met, we can include a case in our study; otherwise the cases 

are rejected. Applying these criteria, we aim to ensure that the cases show high 

relevance for our study and we enable comparability. In addition to that, our sample is 

small, and our goal is to focus on the importance of each case as well as on obtaining 

in-depth information which is also in line with a purposive sampling strategy (Saunders 

et al., 2012). Besides these criteria and regarding the restricted timeline for our thesis, 

the companies are also selected based on convenience in terms of availability and 

ease of access. 

We reached out to our own network and chose four companies that reflect our 

selection criteria. Regarding the selection of the interview partners, the perspective of 

a family member of the generation in charge as well as the view of a family member 

of the previous or subsequent generation is included. This way the value perceptions 

and potential generational differences can be directly compared and set into context. 

In order to minimize bias as well as to reflect reality in the organization one non-family 

member is interviewed in each case company. This person is characterized by having 

a good overview of the company and by experience and collaboration with both 

generations. Within the interview process, we follow a circular procedure where we 

collect new material until additional data does not reveal new and significant insights 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2015); this means that we conducted interviews with different 

people within one case until no new information is obtained. In our research, this was 

the case after three interviews in which the perspectives of the family members were 

                                                 
10 During the gaining access phase we ensured that all four firms comply with our definition of a family firm. 
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complemented by a neutral non-family member. In summary, we integrate thirteen 

hours of interview material from twelve interviews into our research (see appendix 1). 

 

3.4.2 Case Selection 

In this section we give reasons for choosing the case companies and provide 

information about how they fulfill our criteria. All companies identify as family firms and 

further, fit our definition of a family-controlled firm: The majority of shares are held by 

a group of family members “in a manner that is potentially sustainable across 

generations of the family” (Chua et al., 2003, p. 25). Further, all companies have 

undergone at least two successions and family members from two generations are 

currently operative in the firm. Lastly, regarding their online presence, all four 

companies demonstrate a clear focus on sustainability; this was verified when first 

establishing contact. Only case C does not have a specific microsite regarding 

sustainability on its website; yet, it repeatedly mentions the focus on health, people 

and, within its vision for the future, care of environment which gave sufficient indication 

concerning our final criterium. The following table provides a brief summary of the four 

cases (see table 3); a more detailed description is given in chapter 4.1. 

 

 
Table 3: Overview of Four Cases Assessed in this Research 

Source: Own Composition 

Company Industry Size Generation 

Case A - Brewery industry 
- Production and supply of beverages in 

Sweden 
 

Appx. 1.000 
employees 

4th generation 

3 generations 
active 

Case B - Production of precision turned parts, 
system solutions and parts with 
diamond polished surfaces for the 
fittings industry, optics and jewelry 

- European focus 
 

Appx. 160 
employees 

5th generation 

2 generations 
active 

Case C - Manufacturing and distribution of 
technical clothing, military footwear 
and fire fighting vehicles 

- International focus 
 

Appx. 900 
employees 

3rd generation 

2 generations 
active 

Case D - Production of plastic packaging and 
components for pharmaceutical 
applications 

- International focus 
 

Appx. 500 
employees 

5th generation 

2 generations 
active 
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3.4.3. Interview Design and Interview Conduction 

Since our research design focuses on assessing qualitative data and is explorative 

in nature, in-depth and detailed information is required. Consequently, we apply the 

approach of semi-structured interviews. This method allows for a certain degree of 

structure which is important for comparability but at the same time, it provides enough 

flexibility to respond to individual aspects of the participants. Further, the order of 

questions can be adapted to the flow of the conversation (Saunders et al., 2012). As 

our research topic involves sensitive or personal information about e.g. family 

relationships, potential conflicts and personal issues, a less structured approach which 

allows for building trust is suitable. The interviews are conducted with each participant 

individually in order to explore specific views on values and sustainability. This also 

allows us to compare the insights between the different generations. 

A topic guide presents a suitable tool to provide a certain degree of structure and 

ensure that all relevant questions are included (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 

Therefore, we develop a guide that includes all relevant questions (see appendix 3). 

We start the interviews with general questions regarding the participants’ role in the 

company and the firm’s structure and strategy. We continue with more focused, open-

ended questions that leave room for new directions. In order to gain a deep 

understanding of the value base and the approaches towards sustainability in the case 

companies, we asked the interviewees related follow-up questions or demanded 

specific examples of behavior. The latter is also known as the technique of laddering 

up and laddering down (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 

Before conducting the interviews, we provided the interviewees with the 

preliminary interview questions. The interviews have been conducted, if possible, in 

personal meetings or via Skype as this allows for obtaining trust which is a key element 

in gaining relevant data (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). Also, face-to-face interviews 

enable us researchers to include facial expressions in our analysis. However, on 

request from the participants, nine interviews have been organized via the phone; the 

lack of integration of non-verbal signals herein limits our research with regards to 

comparability. 
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3.5 Data Analysis 

Before analyzing the data an accurate and structured preparation of the data sets 

is important (Saunders et al., 2012). Therefore, all interviews are transcribed in the 

same format including the distinction between interviewee and interviewer. As 

mentioned in chapter 3.2, we follow an abductive research approach which also calls 

for a corresponding analysis strategy that integrates inductive as well as deductive 

aspects. As a starting point, we regard the seven steps of grounded analysis as a 

basis (see Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). It is important to mention that our thesis is not 

based on the general concept of grounded theory because our research follows a case 

study strategy; grounded theory is mainly used for inductive purposes, is highly 

interpretative and the data analysis is not predefined by theory (Suddaby, 2006). Our 

literature review reveals that theoretical constructs regarding the value concept in 

family firms as well as the connection to sustainability have already been established. 

Therefore, this preexisting theory should be integrated into the analysis to a greater 

extend as it would be the case for grounded theory where it plays a less significant 

role (Suddaby, 2006). However, we want to explore and gain a deep understanding of 

value implementation across generations for which only limited theoretical constructs 

exist and therefore, theory building is vital. Furthermore, the aim is to make new 

discoveries, derive structure from the data through the comparison of the different 

company cases as well as take into consideration contextual factors; herein, grounded 

analysis is relevant for us (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 

Accordingly, we utilize the seven steps of grounded analysis based on Easterby-

Smith et al. (2015) as a basic framework for our analysis and complement it with 

distinct elements to integrate preexisting theoretical knowledge. Furthermore, the 

seven steps give us a well-defined structure to analyze the data and increase 

transparency of our analysis process. In the first step, familiarization, the goal is to 

draw on the different data sets and become acquainted with the rich information. In 

the reflection stage we discuss the data on a general level, assess the content of its 

fragments and how it might differ from or support what we already know. Through 

open coding, we individually and intuitively code each interview and aim to find 

common ground based on the participants’ answers. In this context, the interviews are 

consciously coded without prior knowledge. Due to our multiple case study approach, 

it is important to detect contextual factors in each case (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 
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The individual background of the cases can lead to the discovery of new values as 

well as different generational challenges which have not yet been covered in theory. 

Therefore, we approach each case without prior theory in mind so as not to oversee 

any of those factors and to fulfill the explorative character of our research. 

Nevertheless, we are aware that researchers are always exposed to the risk that their 

observations are influenced by their projections and personalities; this reflects a 

limitation in this process (Suddaby, 2006). In the conceptualization phase, categories 

are built based on the codes of the interviews; this means that multiple categories are 

defined for each case.  An exemplary overview of the coding scheme as well as the 

category building can be extracted from figure 3. At the focused re-coding stage, we 

compare the concepts from theory with the identified categories. Integrating theory at 

this stage is advantageous because the categories can be connected and adapted 

based on preexisting knowledge of e.g. values and sustainability concepts, without 

disregarding new constructs and themes. Furthermore, the later comparison of the 

cases is facilitated as similar categories are used and therefore, complexity is reduced. 

Up until this point, our analysis has stayed within each case. Linking represents the 

next step: the categories are subsumed under different themes which develop across 

the four cases. Hereby, the different categories are related to each other and thus, 

lead to the emergence of patterns between the concepts and between the cases. This 

approach enables us to compare the four cases with each other based on the identified 

themes. Lastly, we include a re-evaluation step which gives us the possibility to revise 

and adapt our analysis and to detect potential areas where we overemphasize or 

disregard certain aspects. 
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Figure 3: Coding Scheme 
Source: Own Composition 

The re-evaluation showed us that in all four cases we did ignore one common 

aspect which is not directly related to our research problem. The interview participants’ 

answers and the from us assigned codes and categories clearly portray the necessity 

to include one more theme, namely the importance and appreciation of external 

consultants. All cases except one, company B, employ consultants and the majority of 

respondents – including one person from company B – believe that external help is 

needed in case of intergenerational differences. This required us to include a third 

research question: 

In what way can consultants advise with generational perspectives? 

In order to answer this, we cooperated with the consultancy firm Grant Thornton, 

specifically with the department specialized in consulting family-owned businesses. 

This revelation assigned the topic a higher significance from a practitioner’s point of 

view and by integrating an outside perspective we could set our findings into a broader 

context of family firms. We created  a separate topic guide with a different focus and 

conducted two face-to-face expert interviews with a duration of nearly two hours in 

total (see appendix 1 and 4): one with a consultant who advises family businesses on 

strategic maters, e.g. succession and governance, and one with a consultant 

responsible for sustainability strategies within family firms; the two often work together 

as many family firms require advice in both topics simultaneously. 

We want everybody to 

respect each other for who 

they are and understand that 

we should, you know, try and 

be more respectful and 

communicative.

So the company is in a very 

small town where very few 

people come from a different 

country or a different culture. 

We really try to get our 

values out as much as 

possible and open up the 

people towards new things 

but also instill respect in 

them for these new things.

Also, our employees 

regularly evaluate their work 

and the company. They say 

that they feel like they're very 

respected for who they are 

and that they're allowed to be 

who they are.

Open communication

People orientation

Organic structure

Values

Success 

factors

People orientation

Value implementation 

factors

Transparency of

values

Autonomy

People orientation

Trust

Organic structure

Data Subcategory Category Theme

Mutual respect

Focus on 

communication

Care for people 

and stakeholders

Communication 

of values

Foster 

understanding of 

values

Employee 

involvement

Feeling 

respected

Freedom

Participation

Code
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The expertise and experience from both are a valuable contribution to our work. 

The inclusion of these experts has an advantage: their knowledge in the field of family 

business allows for generalization and improves the quality of our work. As they have 

worked with multiple firms facing generational challenges in various forms, and since 

they were able to share stories from their clients with us, the information gathered 

contributes to a better understanding of our outcomes and thus, strengthens our 

findings. Additionally, as a result, we map out the consulting process to give an 

overview of what to expect when hiring external consultants. This way, our findings 

also supply practical advice on managing generational discrepancies. 

 

3.6 Research Ethics 

In order to protect research participants, it is vital to uphold all related principles of 

research ethics. Acting ethically describes “the appropriateness of [one’s behavior] in 

relation to the rights of those who become the subject of [one’s] work or are affected 

by it”. Research ethics in particular refer to the moral and responsible ways of 

formulating the research topic, gaining access to, collecting and processing data, then 

analyzing said data (Saunders et al., 2012). We make an effort to conduct our research 

in the most ethical way and aim to protect the interests of research participants as well 

as of the research community. 

According to Easterby-Smith et al. (2015), there are certain areas in which 

management researchers need to be especially alert to ethical principles, namely 

while using participant observation research methods and regarding the control and 

ownership of obtained data. Since we are ourselves participating in the interviews as 

well as observing the participants and recording information, it is vital to be honest 

about the research purpose so as to build a trusting and cooperative relationship and 

thus, obtain the most findings. We are aware of the limitations that our involvement 

develops and discuss them further in the according chapter (see 5.3). 

Bell and Bryman (2007) explain the necessary ethical considerations in more 

detail in their eleven principles of ethical conduct which we utilize as a basis for our 

research. First, it is important to state that the participants voluntarily partook in our 

research. By sending out consent forms (see appendix 2) during the gaining access 

phase we not only informed the participants about their right to withdraw from the study 
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at any time, but we also reduced the asymmetry of information between us as 

researchers and them by openly explaining purpose and objective of the study 

(Herrera, 2010). These forms ensure the fully informed consent of our research 

participants regarding the study’s structure and rationale and relate to the protection 

of their and their companies’ privacy (Bell & Bryman, 2007). Their confidentiality as 

well as anonymity was further achieved by concealing the companies’ and participants’ 

identities. 

Also, we did not coerce them to disclose any kind of information, but rather allowed 

them to decide to what extent information may be shared: so as to avoid any 

discomfort and to respect the participants’ dignity, they are reassured that they do not 

have to answer questions that they deem inappropriate. All data was handled with 

confidentiality which grants our research ethical legitimacy. With the aim not to impact 

the research context and the findings negatively, there was no level of deception and 

the interviews were conducted with honesty, transparency and integrity (Bell & 

Bryman, 2007). To ensure reliability of our findings, we analyzed them with objectivity 

(Saunders et al., 2012). Lastly, by sharing our empirical findings with the interview 

participants we hope to include the element of reciprocity in our research and create 

some benefit for them as well (Bell & Bryman, 2007). 

 

3.7 Research Quality 

We want to emphasize the quality and rigor of our research and we do so by 

aligning ourselves with Given and Saumure (2008) who name trustworthiness and its 

four aspects as the basis for good qualitative research. The two scholars base their 

research on Guba’s article of 1981 in which he initially reconsiders the four aspects of 

internal and external validity, reliability and objectivity in qualitative, or naturalistic, 

terms: credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability. We utilize this four-

parted structure to illustrate the quality of our research. 

 

Credibility 

The credibility of research can be ensured by accurately representing the data. 

We want to achieve plausibility between data and the phenomena which the data 

portray (Guba, 1981), i.e. the extent to which our interpretations and findings represent 
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the interviewees’ responses and thus, reality. The aim of this is to establish confidence 

in the truth that researchers project; credibility is, according to Guba (1981), also called 

the “truth value”. The analysis of primary as well as secondary data and the conformity 

between the two increases our study’s credibility. By interviewing multiple individuals 

within a company, also one non-family member, and coding the respective views 

separately but scrutinizing the outcomes as a whole, we further apply triangulation and 

increase credibility (Jensen, 2012). 

 

Transferability 

Research quality also depends on the study’s transferability, namely its 

applicability to different contexts that include other participants (Given & Saumure, 

2008). For this, qualitative research needs to be explained, described and illustrated 

in as much detail as necessary for others to determine which alternative contexts are 

suitable; then the study is valuable (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). We believe that our 

research method and our data collection technique as well as analysis process are 

transparently and comprehensibly described and that our study can be transferred to 

other contexts. 

Findings commonly depend on situational variations. Transferability occurs in 

case of low levels of situational variation; it is due to certain similarities between two 

contexts which can be described as a degree of “fit” (Guba, 1981). In line with this is 

generalizability which refers to the feasibility of applying findings to the widest possible 

context. While we aim for a certain level of generalizability, we realize that due to our 

limitations, e.g. sample size, it is difficult to generalize our findings on a large scale. 

Yet, they are relevant for and applicable to other family-controlled companies. 

 

Dependability 

The dependability of a study is similar to its transferability as it describes the ease 

of utilizing the same research process, i.e. collecting and testing data, again; yet, in 

similar conditions. In order to achieve this, the researchers must explain their research 

instruments in detail so that others can replicate them (Given & Saumure, 2008). As 

aforementioned, we believe that our highly structured methodology facilitates the 

replication of our study. Our explanation of procedures enables other researchers to 
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understand the approach and reconstruct our methods in similar conditions. 

Nevertheless, findings of our study will be very hard to replicate because we intend to 

demonstrate the differences between two generations’ perspectives at the time of data 

collection. This can vary between generations and change in the future. Furthermore, 

participants’ answers depend on their characteristics, their role in the company as well 

as the company’s present state. This must be considered when repeating the study. 

Given and Saumure (2008) explain that dependability is more realistic than the 

concept of reliability. Reliability, or reproducibility, emphasizes employing the 

procedure once more in the exact same context which is a challenge due to constantly 

changing social aspects of reality (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). We agree with this 

statement because the circumstances of our qualitative research designs are difficult 

to re-create identically. As we use semi-structured interviews as a source of data 

collection, which is a rather flexible design (Saunders et al., 2012), we realize that it is 

difficult to guarantee standardization. However, reliability of the procedure is increased 

with the provision of an interview guide (see appendix 3 and 4) that facilitates similar 

studies. 

 

Confirmability 

Confirmability of a study guarantees that findings and interpretations thereof 

match the collected data; no claims can be made that are not verified by data. It can 

be increased by a low level or a complete lack of bias (Guba, 1981). According to 

Saunders et al. (2012), there are three different kinds of bias, namely interviewer bias, 

interviewee bias and sampling bias. Interviewer bias occurs when the process of 

conducting an interview influences the interviewee’s responses; interviewee bias 

explains the attempt of an interviewee to present himself in a socially desirable way 

so as to hide some information; lastly, sampling bias described samples that do not 

represent the characteristics of the population from which it is drawn (Easterby-Smith 

et al., 2015). The first two are difficult to avoid as they often occur naturally, especially 

in flexible, semi-structured interviews or in the interpretative view which we adopt 

(Saunders et al., 2012; Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). Nevertheless, we as researchers 

sought to minimize our influence on the interviewee’s answers and the interview itself. 

For example, we started with broad questions so as not to steer the participants into 

a certain direction. Also, we only asked follow-up questions, which might give 
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information about the status quo in family firms, after our interview partners had 

answered the initial question. 

Confirmability is also related to a study’s objectivity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Objectivity is of high importance so as to ensure validity of the research process as 

well as findings (Saunders et al., 2012). As we adopt the philosophical view of 

interpretivism in our research we cannot completely rule out subjective impact on 

procedures and analyses. Because of this interpretation the outcomes of our study are 

not entirely objective. However, a certain level of objectivity can be guaranteed by 

triangulation. 
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4. Empirical Findings and Analysis 

In the following, we start off by giving detailed case descriptions. Then, we present 

the empirical findings from the data collected in the four cases, i.e. throughout the 

twelve semi-structured interviews, and our analysis of said findings. In line with our 

abductive research approach, the findings are interpreted and simultaneously 

discussed within the existing theoretical framework; additional literature is used to 

explain unexpected results derived from our empirical data. The chapter is divided into 

several sub-chapters that represent the themes which evolved from the linking step of 

our analysis and which are perceived as relevant to responding to our research 

purpose. 

 

4.1 Case Descriptions 

The four cases that we chose to analyze in this study represent a mixture of 

nationalities and industries, but they are all family-owned businesses. In the following, 

the companies are described regarding their history, firm and ownership structure as 

well as their work with sustainability. The information is based on the companies’ 

websites and their annual reports or press releases about corporate news. A brief 

summary of the cases is presented in our methodology and a description of the role 

of our interview participants can be found in the appendix (see appendix 1). 

 

Case A 

The first case concerns company A, a Swedish brewery. The company was 

founded in 1897, produces and sells beverages mainly in Sweden and is currently 

managed by the fourth generation. However, the ownership is still in the hands of the 

preceding generation, who took over in 1976, while the fifth generation is already 

actively involved, for example as product developer who agreed to talk to us regarding 

this research. The ownership structure is built as follows: The firm is owned by a 

holding company which in turn is owned to equal shares (49,98%) by the two brothers 

of the 3rd generation, one of which participated in this research and is only passively 

active in the company, namely as family council member; the other is chairman of the 

board. Moreover, the family-owned foundation holds a “golden share” (0,04%) so as 

to prevent other owners than family members. This golden share protects the family 
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control as it instates a rule that shares can only be sold to family members or the 

foundation. The board of the holding company is comprised of the two owners as well 

as the CEO (4th generation) and his sister who also actively works in the firm. The 

family imposes strong values on the company and has a dedicated governance 

structure in order to organize the connection between family, ownership and business: 

The family council involves all family members. Herein, all decisions regarding family 

matters are made; strategic issues are discussed within the board. 

The case is highly interesting for this work as the firm has an explicit focus on 

sustainability which could initially be derived from its website as well as later on from 

its internal structures and the interview with the sustainability manager. Figure 4 shows 

the company’s essential sustainability issues: Company A actively works with the 

listed aspects and has done so for a long time. Those with a high impact on 

environment and society, such as the firm’s carbon dioxide emissions, its packaging, 

its plastic usage and water consumption or its responsibility in the value chain, are 

categorized as strategic issues regarding which the firm has clear plans to act. 

 

 
Figure 4: Company A's Important Sustainability Issues 

Source: Company A Website 
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The company’s sustainability strategy also demonstrates a clear path for the future, 

namely that it wants to sustain for another 100 years, and clearly portrays the firm’s 

LTO (see figure 5). Sustainability is regarded as a tool to remain a competitive 

company within the industry. It is divided into four core areas: Becoming a fossil-free 

business, i.e. minimizing the climate impact, increasing the energy efficiency and 

investing in technology for e.g. biofuel; resource re-usage which describes the firm’s 

recycling and waste reduction methods; a sustainable culture which relates to the 

company’s industry and its mission to provide qualitative and increasingly organic 

products; lastly, becoming a responsible business regarding the commitment to 

partner with equally sustainable suppliers and promote ethical behavior. However, the 

firm’s economic viability and financial stability are seen as requirements for being able 

to successfully implement this strategy and contribute to environmental and social 

sustainability, as figure 6 explains (in Swedish). Since the company integrates 

sustainability in all aspects of their business and views it holistically, its strategy can 

be defined as very active on Sharma and Sharma’s continuum (2011; see chapter 

2.2.2). 

 

 
Figure 5: Company A's Sustainability Strategy 

Source: Company A Website 
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Figure 6: Company A's 5-Year Overview 

Source: Company A Website 

Case B 

The second case, company B, is also characterized by a long-lasting family 

ownership. The German producer of high quality and precision parts for the fittings, 

optics and jewelry industry operates in its fifth generation while company shares are 

divided between the current and former CEO. The company was founded in 1985 in a 

small village in the black forest area and now has grown to a size of 160 employees. 

While the firm had to overcome difficult times after the second world war, the entire 

inventory had to be payed as reparations to the French occupying power, the company 

showed robust growth especially in the fourth generation. In order to cope with future 

challenges, the owners invested in modern production sites and transformed their 

operations into digital processes. Although the company does not have an explicit 

sustainability manager or a clear sustainability strategy, this case also reflects strong 

value orientation with regards to sustainability, especially considering social aspects. 

On their homepage they stress “long-standing employees with experience as well as 

young and motivated employees from our own apprenticeship programs” as the key 

for efficiency and success. Also, by continuously referring to their Christian values and 

the accompanying ethical responsibility towards internal and external stakeholders, or 

society in general, company B portrays a strong focus on social sustainability. The 

case is also highly relevant as two generations are working together in the company. 

This is assumed to give us researchers the possibility to collect good examples of how 

two different generations implement their values and how differences are handled. 

Their focus on environmental sustainability is expressed by their ISO certifications, 

which reflects a reactive environmental strategy as the focus is mainly on complying 
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with regulations: These EU eco-certifications prove the firm’s quality management 

regarding their environmentally friendly production process and further, ascribe to the 

company’s environmental measures. Yearly, objectives and measures of the firm’s 

eco-program are presented in the form of an environmental balance. This aims to 

continuously assess the company’s environmental situation and its development. 

Table 4 shows company B’s core indicators within its environmental management 

system (in German): Since the firm cannot use environmentally friendly alternatives 

material-wise it aims to improve its environmental performance otherwise, e.g. 

regarding energy efficiency, water usage, waste reduction or various emissions. These 

indicators help with evaluating the performance as well as determining effectiveness 

and necessary improvement. Yet, the focus on environmental sustainability is 

subordinated to the overall objective of competitiveness which they want to achieve 

with flexibility which in turn is characterized as “fulfilling customers’ demands quickly, 

economically and regarding environmental aspects [in the production process]” 

(Company B Website).  

 

Table 4: Company B's Core Indicators Regarding its Environmental Statement 
Source: Company B Website 

Case C 

Company C is a Spanish family-owned company that engages in the manufacture 

and distribution of technical clothing and fire fighting vehicles. It was founded in 1947 

as a producer of marine goods but shortly after transformed into an industrial and 

commercial business with focus on service. The domestic portfolio was expanded 



 51 

when the current owners entered the company in the 1990’s; apart from 

internationalization, innovation became a new focal point. Furthermore, a commitment 

to sustainability was implemented, for example also via a distinct sustainability 

strategy, which strengthens the organizational attention to continuity. The two brothers 

– who are characterized by a large age difference and thus, in our research, represent 

two different generations – did not deliberately take over the company from their father 

20 years ago, but because the external management failed to do so. They are planning 

to integrate an external CEO in the near future so that the next generation, the fourth, 

will only be owners, not managers. We connected with this company through our 

personal network and thus, the case reflects a choice of convenience. Nevertheless, 

the company portrays an interesting case as the family is highly focused on 

sustainability practices, both socially and environmentally, and establishes this focus 

inside the firm. The firm’s mission is “to protect people and their environment with 

innovative, efficient and sustainable solutions”. The first aspect, protecting people, is 

related to the firm’s products but also, as established during the interviews, to the 

strong social responsibility for its stakeholders. For one, “the wonderful team is the 

secret to success”; but also, external stakeholders hold an essential position as 

“dedication to client services” and a “customer-driven orientation” are presented as 

core values on the company’s website. The close, personal relations with clients and 

the in-depth understanding of their concerns and objectives allow company C to 

provide tailored solutions. The company website provides a manager’s opinion of 

working with new generations: “It helps us strengthen our culture and values within the 

Group and our position within the market”. This is later confirmed by the firm’s CEO 

and sustainability manager and demonstrates an open mindset concerning the 

younger generation’s ideas as well as their demands as customers. 

Furthermore, company C is actively engaged in environmental sustainability. 

Besides integrating a quality management system, the firm has also obtained various 

accreditations to continuously ensure its environmental management. The website 

proclaims that the firm aims to “protect the environment by means of actions and 

methods orientated towards the prevention of any kind of contamination which could 

originate from [their] activities, as well as making the most of natural resources”. The 

conducted interviews substantiate the firm’s sustainability activities as well as its focus 

on preserving the environment. As figure 7 shows, company C engages in multiple 
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projects concerning environmental sustainability: EcoPolyFire is a body construction 

system for fire fighting vehicles. It is built from recyclable composite, thus able to give 

the vehicles a second life, but also extend warranties to 25 years. The project “HY88” 

specializes in innovations regarding “engineering, sustainability, environmental issues 

and mobility”; its main aim is to develop a “hybrid-electric propulsion vehicle that is 

100% Spanish”. As the company initiates projects and goes beyond environmental 

protection regulations it pursues a highly active environmental strategy. 

 

Figure 7: Company C's Projects Regarding Environmental Sustainability 
Source: Company C Website 

Case D 

Lastly, company D is a German family business and a producer of premium-quality 

packaging and components for pharmaceutical applications. It operates in Germany, 

France, Hungary, China, Indonesia, India and the USA and produces its market-

leading products in the first four listed countries. The 125-year-old company is 

operative in its fifth generation and held by two siblings that employ a group of external 

CEOs to manage the business. A member of the following generation joined the 

company a few years ago, with the intention to take over his mother’s shares and 

hence, control over strategic decision-making. The case is relevant for our research 

as the firm engages in sustainability activities even though its core business does not 

allow it to a large extend (see footnote 12); hence, it does not have a sustainability 

strategy. The company website promotes “careful use of natural resources [and] 

optimization of production processes, logistics and infrastructure [so as to enable…] 

savings in water and electricity consumption”. Also, latest technologies and a constant 

search for new materials or better alternatives demonstrates the firm’s sustainability 

focus. Company D has acquired certain certifications that continuously assess and 

attest to its energy management system and the successful implementation of 

previously set goals. The certificates further incentivize the company to continue 

reducing its carbon dioxide emissions (see figure 8). But due to the interviews it is 
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possible to include more details: For example, the family plants trees on the company 

grounds, it built an apiary for honeybees in order to work against increasing problem 

of bee mortality and it established an electric vehicle charging station so as to 

encourage the firm’s employees as well as those from nearby companies to invest in 

electric mobility. The company goes beyond environmental protection in their core 

business as it proactively initiated environmental projects itself. Therefore, its 

environmental strategy can be ranked as active on the environmental strategy-

continuum explained in chapter 2.2.2. 

 

Figure 8: Company D’s Carbon Dioxide Emissions (tons/year) 
Source: Company D Website 

During the interviews, it becomes clear that company D is also socially 

responsible. While the website simply states that the firm is “aware of its social 

responsibility” and that it aims for “long-term employment, invests in employee 

trainings and wants to give its employees an economic perspective”, our empirical 

research brings about more detailed information. Family members and the employee 

whom we interviewed alike stated that the corporate culture is very familiar, and that 

the workforce counts as part of the extended family. The controlling family knows its 

employees by name and further, is aware of personal problems or happenings. Also, 

employees are encouraged and motivated not only to do their best concerning their 

job but also to go beyond that and think about possibly beneficial innovations. 

However, there is not much information on the company’s website regarding this or 

regarding the fact that it is a family-owned business. 
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4.2 Values Linked to Sustainability Within Family Firms 

The literature review in this thesis gives ample information about the most 

important values in family firms as well as about those that most intensely influence a 

company’s sustainability strategy; the following chapter analyzes if our empirical 

findings confirm this. The first part of our interviews puts the focus on this relation (see 

appendix 3) but moreover, we also concentrated our research on the questions 

whether two generations’ values and the implementation thereof differ. 

 

4.2.1 Core Family Values 

Our empirical research confirms the previously comprised list of exemplary family 

values and further, adds some new ones (see table 5). Additionally, the interview 

participants validate that those values are integrated in the company and are adapted 

by the employees: the former CEO of case B said that “[their] values have already 

been in place in the previous generation” and that they “have always projected from 

[the] family onto the company, which has brought about advantages for the firm”; the 

HR manager from case D said that when hiring new employees “the cultural fit is more 

important than technical know-how because the latter, you can learn that, but 

concerning values, you either focus on the same or you don’t”; and the sustainability 

manager from case C agrees that “values are openly displayed […] and employees 

[mostly] employ the same values anyway, but they also adapt to the others”. However, 

it is vital to include that most interview participants only subconsciously notice these 

values. When asked how they would describe the family’s, and thus the firm’s, most 

significant values, most participants have an immediate answer ready and state the 

values that one can also find on the companies’ websites. When asking for other 

important values several direct the question back to us by wondering what we mean 

by the term “values”; after we explain our definition and disclose that many people are 

not aware of their values because they are often inherent, that the values guide one’s 

behavior and that they influence the corporate culture, the respondents are able to 

name more. Also, the interviewees often name the values differently than we do, or 

they do not know how to name them at all, but when explaining what they mean it 

becomes clear that they describe the same values as found in research. For example, 

many say that an important value to them is “openness”: The product developer of 

case A said that they “share their opinion of sustainability very openly, [they] value 
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openness to ensure that the employees know in what kind of environment they work” 

and the owner supports this by stating that they “have an open-door policy”. We in turn 

call this “transparency” during the re-coding phase, just like Koiranen (2002) does in 

his research. Or otherwise, the owner of company A says: “We are being straight 

forward, it’s very clear for our employees that we value our environment and that we 

aim to preserve it for the following generation”; hence, this statement was coded with 

“honesty” and “transparency” – and also with “LTO” and “environmental responsibility” 

– and put under the theme “values”. 

Furthermore, some cluster their values under one all-inclusive value scheme. This 

is the case for company B: all three respondents answer our question about values by 

stating that “Christian values” guide their behavior. Herein, we made use of the 

concept of probing as we wanted the interviewees to further elaborate on the question 

(Saunders et al., 2012). Hence, we asked carefully worded follow-up questions, for 

example “What does this include?”, so as to produce a fuller account of the significant 

values. The probing question is answered by stating that they act according to certain 

ethical principles and seek these in their employees as well: “It is important to have 

the consequences of one’s decisions in mind and to act morally acceptable, to do the 

right thing, what’s good for everyone in the company”, said the assistant of the CEO 

of case B. In order to receive a more personal description of this behavior, we utilized 

the technique of laddering down which asks for examples and illustrations (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2015). Hence, we asked what he does under this context of moral 

behavior to what he replied: “I am respectful of others, remain truthful and honest 

towards people around me and I try to help whenever possible”. 

Most often, the research participants stated values that can be associated with a 

focus on the people in the firm. For example, the CEO of company C exclaimed: “What 

makes the difference for us are the people. We care about the people. We knew at 

the time and we know today that the business is a people business, it depends very 

much on the people, on the managers, on everybody. So, we try to take care of the 

people, have a people approach.” We comprise the two values collectivity and sense 

of stewardship from our original list and re-name them “people orientation” (see table 

5). “People orientation” includes many aspects: The family members’ care for their 

employees, equal treatment unrelated to one’s position, a focus on working together, 

the empowerment and encouragement of the employees, mutual respect for each 
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other, humaneness and kindness, fair treatment of each other and a relationship 

based on “give and take”. Some consider one’s managers or employees as extended 

family, an aspect that has also been identified by Uhlaner et al. (2004). 

 

Core Family Values – Revised 

Responsibility 

Commitment 

Identification 

Pride 

Loyalty 

Concern about public image 

Integrity 

Transparency 

Honesty 

Down-to-earth-attitude 

Trust 

Entrepreneurial Orientation 

Proactiveness 

Innovativeness 

Competitive Aggressiveness 

People Orientation 

 
Table 5: List of Core Values - Revised 

Source: Own Composition 

New values that we did not include in the initial list are pride, concern about public 

image and the values associated with integrity; some of these are entirely new, some 

are listed in chapter 2 as being linked to another value or to sustainability, as for 

example the concern about one’s public image; but all of them were named by multiple 

of our research participants. The following table depicts some interviewees’ answers 

that reveal these values (see table 6). 
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Pride We need to feel proud of the company and care for it and its future, 

that’s what makes us work a little harder every day. 

- Sustainability manager, case C 

We are proud of the company and I mean personally, I am proud of 

what we have achieved. 

- Product developer, case A 

Concern 

about public 

image 

Internally and externally, it is extremely important not to act, to 

pretend and lie. […] We have to act in a way that we are seen in a 

positive and good light. 

- Owner, case A 

We do not show our differences to the outside, of course we want 

to present a united front. We support each other but behind closed 

doors, we do often discuss topics in detail and that can be difficult. 

- Expansion manager, case C 

Integrity We try to communicate to the people, the outside world, that we are 

doing it, that we are engaging with the local environment or the red 

cross. We want to speak to people and show them because in the 

end, this company is the motor for other companies to do the same. 

- Sustainability manager, case C 

Let me be frank, my family owns the firm and that means that we 

decide on a lot of things, without involving the employees. But we 

are honest about our reasoning, we let them know why we decided 

in a specific way. 

- CEO, case B 

We have always had a good overview of the company and the 

operations and we realized that we cannot be successful without an 

external CEO. We know what kind of capabilities we have, as 

owners and leaders,  it wasn’t enough to efficiently manage the firm. 

- Board member, case D 

In our firm, communication or task delegation is very direct: I tell my 

employees what to do and then they have to be responsible for their 

actions, their outcomes – the same way I have to take on 

responsibility for my decisions. And this only works if they trust in 

my abilities and I trust in theirs to work independently. 

- CEO, case B 

 
Table 6: Sample of Quotes Regarding Family Values 

Source: Own Composition 
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Furthermore, we include three dimensions of entrepreneurial orientation, 

previously named “entrepreneurial spirit”, as explicit values (see table 5). This came 

about during the focused re-coding phase in which we integrated theory so as to re-

assess our categories. The three dimensions are based on the five ones that Lumpkin 

and Dess (1996) ascribe to entrepreneurial orientation. Not all five are included 

because the descriptions from our interview participants of their entrepreneurial 

actions within the firms only fit these three:11 The sustainability manager in company 

C proactively sought out recycling companies that are able to “give their plastic waste 

not only one but ten lives” and further, started a project with a partner to use less 

plastic and more carton as packaging; thus, we assigned the values “proactiveness” 

and “innovativeness” to the case. Regarding competitive aggressiveness, the owner 

of company A is very forthright: “We innovate and aim to exploit every opportunity 

because we have a very strong ambition to further increase our competitiveness”. One 

value that is not on the revised list of values is altruism as none of the interviewees 

name it but also because they explicitly state that their actions regarding sustainability 

are not selfless but impacted by the overall importance of economic viability. 

Nevertheless, we found some aspects that literature ascribes to altruism to be true for 

our interview respondents, especially Déniz and Suárez’ concept which states that 

altruistic behavior is also connected to giving money to humanitarian charities and 

conserving the environment. 

The list is further confirmed regarding practical relevance by our two expert 

interviews with family firm consultants from Grant Thornton. Yet, both explain that 

“quality” is another value that family firm owners often name in their value definition 

workshops. According to one expert, quality means “quality in everything [they] do, so 

in [their] products and services, because it's the family reputation and the name on the 

line and they want to be trusted and respected in the long run” (Sustainability & 

business advisor), thus we incorporate it in the overarching value “responsibility” as 

well as in “integrity”. 

Lastly, our empirical research also provides justification for the aforementioned 

link between family values and a firm’s sustainability strategy: All respondents agree 

                                                 
11 One of the other two, autonomy, is included in the aspect of a company’s organic structure which is discussed 
later. The dimension of risk-taking is not assessed in this research as none of the interview respondents relate to 
it when talking about their or their firms’ entrepreneurial orientation. 
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that family values are the basis for the firm’s focus on sustainability, for example the 

CEO of case B put it this way when talking about the firm’s CSR: 

I know that my employees add value to the company, they want it to perform well 

and feel proud of their work when it does. That’s why I gave them a day of special 

leave around Christmas even though it costs the firm a lot of money, but they 

have earned it with their work. […] I need my employees not only to work 

efficiently but also to remain right here. My focus on a certain level of CSR, some 

form of social responsibility, factors into the firm’s economic sustainability. As an 

employed CEO I would only concentrate on generating profit for the shareholders 

and being social does not account for this. 

This shows that people orientation, commitment and pride lead to sustainability. 

Family firms act sustainably because of their intrinsic motivation to care for others or 

their environment and to foster LTO; yet, a valuable byproduct of sustainability is a 

positive public image. This seems to be a reciprocal influence because a positive 

public image increases one’s SEW and this, in turn, has a positive impact on 

sustainability. The research participants do not name many specific values that impact 

sustainability; it can be assumed that all of their values do so. When asked if the 

company engages in social and environmental sustainability in order to ensure long-

term survival and viability or because of the family’s values, one interview participant 

from company A gave an ideal answer, “Isn’t that the same?”, which inextricably links 

family values and the threefold structure of sustainability. 

 

4.2.2 Family Firms’ Approach to Sustainability 

Our analysis of the four cases confirms that the firms’ focus on sustainability 

covers economic, environmental as well as social aspects: the purchase manager 

from company D retorts our question how he would describe the firm’s sustainability 

strategy by asking: “Sustainability regarding what? Securing the company’s future or 

ecological sustainability, in terms of giving back to the environment so that there is a 

future for the firm? Or our CSR strategy, so caring for our employees who in turn are 

a vital part in securing the firm’s future?”. This shows that the company not only cares 

for its long-term economic survival but also for the other two aspects of sustainability. 

Nevertheless, the research participants make it clear that economic viability is the 

basis for sustainability-related decision-making. 
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This focus on sustainability is often unconscious. Some participants only realize 

when asked about sustainability that the firm engages in all three tiers. This shows 

that family firms often do not have an explicit sustainability strategy – but rather act 

sustainably due to an intrinsic motivation rooted in their values. For example, the HR 

manager from company D talks about the importance of caring for the employees, 

knowing their personal backgrounds and also building “good relationships with 

suppliers so that [they] can help each other out in times of crises”; yet, he assigns the 

company low levels of CSR and does not categorize the firm as being particularly 

active in the social sustainability sector until we demonstrate that the previously 

mentioned examples prove otherwise. The lack of a sustainability strategy can also be 

associated with the firms’ core business. Cases B and D work with metal and plastic 

packaging respectively and neither material allows the firms to become completely 

sustainable12. Hence, they can only engage in sustainability activities unrelated to the 

core business. For example, company B let employees do overtime during the 

financial crisis in 2008 as they would have otherwise not been able to pay off their 

houses. The CEO said that he is “convinced that the company profits from this in the 

long run as their employees will repay the debts in form of motivation and hard work”. 

This also shows that LTO and economic viability are paramount for the business; the 

former is emphasized by all interview participants, including its four aspects of 

continuity, community, connection and command which are substantiated with quotes 

throughout our analysis (Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2007). 

In accordance with this stands many research participants’ opinion that the firm’s 

sustainability focus brings about a competitive advantage. The sustainability manager 

from company A said: “Yes, I think if you're a family company you have a bigger picture 

of your role in society. And it's that we, as a company, we have to take care of the 

areas where we actually affect the society or our environment. And that’s something 

we need to do to be competitive.”; and the CEO of company C told us that 

“sustainability could be a way to differentiate [themselves] from [their] competitors.” 

This is true even if the company does not publicize its sustainability activities – as is 

the case for companies B, C and D – because of social responsibility towards the 

employees. It builds a certain identification with the company which in turn leads to 

                                                 
12 In the case of company B, there is no alternative material for metal and while plastic can often be substituted 
this is not the case in the pharmaceutical industry in which company D works as drugs need to be safely 
packaged to last a certain time. 
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commitment and long-term employment which can turn into a competitive advantage. 

Thus, as aforementioned, values build the basis for sustainability. However, some 

argue that this sustainability should be more openly displayed: The sustainability 

manager of company C urges the CEO to be more public about the firm’s 

sustainability. She said that “the [brothers] don’t want to brag about it, it’s a family 

mentality, but I believe it to be beneficial for the company to show others what we’re 

doing, to encourage them to follow our example and also, in a way, to be more 

competitive”. 

Additionally, we found a second antecedent for a firm’s sustainability focus, 

namely its surroundings. Multiple interview respondents say that the firm engages in 

sustainability also because it otherwise cannot survive or continue to compete in the 

market. Thus, customers or other stakeholders as well as the environment force 

companies to act sustainably. The product developer and the sustainability manager 

of company A agree that their customers continuously increase their focus on 

sustainability and thus, put pressure on them and that “sustainability is a long-lasting 

trend in society in general”; the former is sure that “consumers will reject one’s 

products if you do not focus on sustainability in your production”. The expansion 

manager of company C referred to the firm’s customers as “the motor to move to using 

recycled plastic which is also in line with the firm’s mentality”. Yet, in the same way, 

the companies push their partners to be more sustainable: “It is not only the demand 

of the market that we transmit our values to our partners but also our own demand to 

only work with suppliers that fit into our culture of caring for each other” (CEO, case 

C). The sustainability manager from case A said: “Yes of course, I think it’s a must to 

be competitive, I don't think that companies that are not sustainable these days are 

going to survive”. However, the effort to be sustainable is a more recent focus as 

explained by the product developer, a member of the youngest generation, of 

company A: “I think our values are pretty much the same. It's basically just the 

environmental factor that we brought in, a stronger focus on sustainability”. 

 

4.3 Differences and Similarities in Values Regarding Sustainability 

Our literature review indicates that there are generational differences within family 

firms because the succession process as well as transgenerational interactions can 

result in tensions (Kellermanns & Eddleston, 2004); nevertheless, not many academic 
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articles assess these differences and still less scrutinize the manner of implementing 

values. Due to the overall opinion that the combination of family and business and the 

unique system which is hereby created can be unpredictable and often leads to 

conflicts, we expected to find a number of tales of disagreements and arguments 

within our empirical research. However, this was not the case. Our analysis reveals 

the reason for this: The core values regarding sustainability remain stable over 

generations. We find more support for the aspects mentioned in theory stating that 

values are deeply ingrained in the business as well as internalized (Lencioni, 2002; 

Sharma & Nordqvist, 2008), than for the argument regarding increasing tensions that 

arise when new generations join the firm and work together with old ones.  

 Hence, while subsequent generations take on the same values as their 

predecessors, it is the way how they interpret and translate them into behavior and 

strategic decisions that makes a difference between generations. In the following, we 

provide reasons for time-tested values and further, we analyze and explain how the 

different generations work with and implement values related to sustainability, i.e. the 

differences and similarities. 

Whereas the articles in our frame of reference primarily assess the founder 

generation of a family firm as well as the one or two following one(s), our cases focus 

on later generations. This means that we cannot explicitly follow the analysis steps of 

those articles, e.g. by examining the values of the second generation and establishing 

a connection to the ones of the founder, but we continue the principle of comparing an 

older generation with the more recent one. 

 

4.3.1 Value Stability in Family Firms 

As mentioned in chapter 4.2.1, we found values related to sustainability to be 

similar across generations which is mainly due to the way that family firms work with 

their value concepts. In all four cases the values stem from the founder and are passed 

on from generation to generation. One key aspect is that family members grow up with 

these values and thus, they automatically become the basis for their actions. In this 

context, case A and D see the early introduction of family members as vital for 

sustaining the family firm. The owner of company A stresses that “[they] must engage 

the family in the business early on” so that they can learn what the business is about 
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and, more importantly, what it means to work for the company. This aspect is also 

stressed and confirmed by the consultants from Grant Thornton when they reflect on 

values across generations: “The values are similar because [the family members] grew 

up together and have worked together for a long time” (Sustainability & business 

advisor). In relation to this, all companies confirmed that values are very important for 

them in everything they do as well as for retaining employees over the long run. This 

is also reflected in companies A, C and D that integrate an assessment regarding 

value fit into their recruitment process. 

Another reason for value stability across generations is shown in the focus on 

transparency and a public display of one’s values: “The most important thing […] is 

that you try to live the values in everything you do, every day” (CEO, case B); “as a 

role model it is much more important to live something than to talk about it” (Owner, 

case A). Nevertheless, the firms differ in displaying the values internally and externally. 

On the one hand, case A consciously adopts a formal strategy in establishing a code 

of conduct together with its employees, it communicates values in a uniform way and 

integrates them into its performance evaluation. The sustainability manager of case A 

said: “We try to use the values and try to really develop within those, when we evaluate 

our performance”. Cases B, C and D, on the other hand, live by their values 

subconsciously and focus on direct interaction with people in order to transmit them. 

The CEO of company B is opposed “to advertising their values” as “values must simply 

be lived”. The more informal approach is closely linked to the fact that the case 

companies perceive values a being inherent which explains the subconscious 

awareness and living of values. This is also confirmed by Grant Thornton’s Family 

Business Advisor who often sees the exploitation of the family values not as an explicit 

strategy but an innate advantage and who describes it as “their DNA”. In this context, 

the families who own companies C and D respectively mention they have one explicit 

family member that expresses this DNA and distributes the mindset to the organization 

and the employees. 

Another factor that increases the stability of values in family firms is reflected in 

the shared commitment of adhering to values. Cases A, C and D request alignment of 

values also from their partners: “we need to transmit our values to our partners” (CEO, 

case C). Thus, they consider the education in sustainability matters as crucial for their 

authenticity and credibility. Based on the aforementioned points, the core values do 
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not change and are deeply rooted in the company culture. Nevertheless, companies 

A, C and D are open towards adaptations so as to sustain in the long run and therefore, 

stress the importance of “[creating] values that are able to adapt to all the challenges 

that we face” (Sustainability manager, case A). 

As a result, the way in which the family transmits values to the next generation as 

well as the authentic and transparent communication thereof, both internally and 

externally, are the main reasons for the value stability in our family firm cases. This is 

closely linked to the fact that it is crucial to align family members around values in 

order to hold a dynasty together and thus, sustain as a family business in the long run 

(see chapter 2.4). Also, this is associated with the “organizational identity” of familiness 

which concerns shared values, and which might create a competitive advantage for 

the firm. Furthermore, our findings reinforce the idea that a new generation acts as 

trustee of a founder’s core ideas and maintains his culture (see chapter 2.3). Thus, 

our findings also provide justification for values being deeply ingrained and internalized 

once they have proven to be successful and thus, become cornerstones in the 

company culture (see chapter 2.1). 

 

4.3.2. Differences in the Implementation of Values between Generations 

Our analysis reveals that following generations select and continue with the same 

core values that build the basis for sustainable decision as their predecessors. 

Nevertheless, we found that generations interpret and work with them differently. First 

of all, the younger generation shows an increasing focus on sustainability which 

reflects an amplified implementation of the core value responsibility. In this context, 

the interview participants, both from the older and the newer generation, consider 

environmental sustainability to be significantly more present in the younger generation. 

For example in case A, the youngest family member said: “My generation and the 

generations after are so focused on [sustainability]. The generation before, I don’t think 

that they focused as much on environmental sustainability as we do in my generation. 

So, if companies don't change towards that, I think that consumers are going to reject 

those products” (Product developer, case A). The youngest family member of 

company D, who joined the operation only a few years ago, also stresses a greater 

emphasis on sustainability: “My values are oriented towards the next generation, the 

sustainability of people, the company, and for my uncle it is about company 
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development in terms of products.“ As mentioned in chapter 4.2.1, the demand of the 

changing surroundings as well as the fact that the younger generation “grew up 

hearing about the effects of global warming” (Owner, case A) are the main reason for 

this shift. The consultants from Grant Thornton confirm this tendency as they “are more 

and more often approached by the younger generation” for sustainability matters 

(Sustainability & business advisor) and generally experience that “the younger 

generation definitely brings sustainability into the values” (Family business advisor). 

As stated in chapter 2.3, research has not yet been able to fully explain the link 

between family values and sustainability from a generational perspective. Having 

identified the antecedents of sustainability, namely competitiveness as well as 

pressure from stakeholders (see chapter 4.2.2), we contribute to this research. 

The older generation supports the younger one in this regard and there are hardly 

any conflicts which can be linked to the aim for mutual understanding between the 

different generations. On the one hand, the younger generation needs to create 

acceptance for their different views but also wants to learn from the experiences and 

expertise of the older generation. On the other hand, “[the older generation needs] to 

be ready to get involved in new ideas and [the process of] restructuring” (CEO, case 

B) and develop an understanding for new concepts introduced by the younger 

generation. After all, “[both generations] work towards the firm’s success and need to 

examine everything related to it and that only works if one understands and respects 

each other” (Board member, case D). This mutual understanding can also be traced 

back to the common goal of sustaining the family control over the long run. The shared 

commitment towards long-term objectives as well as the mutual understanding for 

each other and one’s opinions are also confirmed by the Family Business Advisor of 

Grant Thornton: “It is about accepting different views, not the views themselves. The 

family members need to accept that, within the family system and ownership system, 

there are differences but that the values are the same and thus, the other differences 

can be negotiated. It is about building trust in the next generation […] and the senior 

generation needs to accept that it's not about [them] anymore”. 

All cases within this thesis display harmony between the family members which 

can be associated with the shared value system, but which simultaneously presents a 

limitation for our research: With the value “concern about public image” in mind, it can 

be assumed that the controlling family does not like to reveal its personal conflicts 
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openly and thus, does not disclose all disagreements or tensions. Thus, it was difficult 

for us researchers to obtain information about the real situation in the cases. We 

utilized the concept of laddering down and asked the interview participants about more 

personal examples of conflict but were not successful in gaining a lot of information. 

Nevertheless, we could read between the lines of the respondents’ answers and see 

in their hesitant way of speaking that the family members do not always agree on 

everything. For example, the sustainability manager of company A was hesitant when 

being asked about potential conflicts between family members: “No. Yes. I mean, it's 

not friction free to work with your family. But there has been nothing that I can think of. 

But of course, sometimes it’s hard. Since we also work together as owners and on the 

steering board”. This statement shows that there might be more tensions within family 

firms than this research unearthed. Chapter 5.3 elaborates more on this. 

Besides the increasing emphasis on sustainability aspects by the younger 

generation we detect further differences in relation to behavior and strategic decisions. 

The different generations in our four cases demonstrate the value of responsibility and 

show that they are committed to and strongly identify with the company. Nevertheless, 

in all cases, the younger generation interprets this value differently. In case B, for 

example, the CEO stresses that “a work life balance and leisure time is much more 

important for the younger generation” and that it, contrary to its predecessor, “takes 

this liberty”, which is also confirmed by the sustainability manager of case C. On the 

other side, the older generation shows its commitment in a different way, for example 

through overtime and prioritizing the company over personal interests. The CEO of 

company B states that “for the generation of [his] father, overtime and optimization in 

the company was a matter of fact, the employees hardly had to be motivated from the 

outside […]. Today, [they] need to drive employees more and value their additional 

commitment and provide incentives”. Furthermore, all cases stress that the new 

generation within the family is given the freedom to choose its career paths. In this 

context, the board member and owner of company D said that “[…] when [the firm] is 

no longer family run, when [her] kids say they want to do something completely 

different, that is fine too, nobody is pushed into the company“. Thus, the younger 

generation is more open towards also looking for different job opportunities. This is 

confirmed by one of the consultants: “Previous generations have seen it as a legacy 

to take over the family business whereas the younger generation is more like ‘we'll 
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see, we want to do other things too’” (Family business advisor, Grant Thornton). As a 

result, there is a shift within generations regarding their role in their own firms: Away 

from the focus on hard work and absolute dedication towards freedom of choice and 

a focus on individual needs – which also includes hiring external managers. 

Another difference is reflected in the newer generations’ tendency to show greater 

acceptance of going beyond the core business compared to a more conservative 

behavior of the older generation. While both generations share the same goal of 

longevity of the firm, a difference in terms of implementing the long-term vision can be 

detected in cases A, B and D13. In case A for example, the two generations view the 

internationalization strategy differently: The product developer wants to try new ways 

and said that “the new generation is thinking about exporting as well and they [the 

older generation] don't agree with that because they think that [the firm] should grow 

only inside Sweden“. On the other hand, the owner, who represents the older 

generation, is not inclined to take on risks and expand globally as “[the company] 

needs to be careful when trying to expand into other countries”. 

As a result, the younger generation is more open for change and risk-taking than 

the older generation. In this context, the Sustainability and Business Advisor also 

experienced that “the younger generations are usually the challengers” and that “risk-

taking has grown continuously”. The greater propensity to go beyond the core 

business is also reflected in case D where the family members established a separate 

entrepreneurship division, namely a venture fund that seeks cooperations with 

startups. However, compared to case A, the older generation of case D shows a more 

extreme form of conservatism as it did not want to hand over the firm ownership to a 

female successor. Due to his passing we did not get the chance to talk to this 

generation, but the current board member and owner commented on her father’s 

behavior: “Patriarch. That's the key word I can give you as he liked to be in absolute 

control". This form of conservative behavior has already been identified in literature, 

especially in earlier generations as it is the case in company D (see chapter 2.3). 

In relation to a higher tendency to go about new ways, the current CEO of 

company B does not perceive any differences between generations: “I believe that my 

father's generation was also very innovative; only in a different way”. The purchase 

                                                 
13 Case C is disregarded in this aspect because the two owners of the company demonstrate a large age 
difference but are not truly from two different generations. 
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manager of company D also agrees to an equal attention to entrepreneurship but said 

that “concerning digitalization and data security, for example, I will face very different 

challenges than [the previous generation] did and thus, I will have to be entrepreneurial 

in a different way”. As a result, it can be said that the value of entrepreneurial 

orientation is present in every generation but that each one has to deal with its 

particular problems and thus, demonstrates entrepreneurship in its own ways. In cases 

A, B and D we can confirm the tendency of later generations to show higher degrees 

of entrepreneurship as the interview respondents more often ascribe innovativeness 

or competitive aggressiveness to their behavior and because they venture out from 

the core business more often than the previous generation which represents another 

dimension of entrepreneurial orientation, namely risk-taking (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996). 

These aspects are also closely related to the way in which the different 

generations work. The product developer in case A is of the youngest generation and 

reflects on the older generation: “It just feels like they sometimes want you to take 

exactly the same road, to continue traditions, and you sometimes want to do 

something new.” This reliance on past ways of working by the older generation is also 

reflected in company B where the assistant of the CEO comments on the former CEO: 

“While discussing new leadership principles one principle was to not say ‘it's always 

been done this way’ anymore […] But the statement of the senior CEO regarding this 

was ‘but it has always been this way’”. Especially in this case the new generation 

strives for change towards a more participative leadership, less hierarchies and also 

greater standardization in processes. 

The fact that the younger generation questions the status quo can be linked to the 

increase in professionalization and formalization as it is typical for later generations 

(see chapter 2.3; Dyer, 1988). This can further be detected in case B as the assistant 

of the CEO reflects on dealing with company figures: “It is not self-evident that we 

mention company figures to our employees. This has become more transparent with 

the new CEO, before it was less professional”. Building on that, the younger 

generation in all four cases increases and pushes the professional dealing, particularly 

with integrating sustainability in the corporate strategy: “I want to do more, and I think 

we need to do more, like write it down, develop more concrete goals and make a 

tangible plan” (Purchase manager, case D, regarding the firm’s sustainability strategy). 
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This aspect is strongest for companies A and C as they have dedicated managers to 

sustainability and explicitly incorporate sustainability in their strategy. 

In summary, while the core values remain stable, we found that the younger 

generation developed a greater focus on sustainability. Preceding generations support 

this new approach as they have understanding for this new topic and respect each 

other. Furthermore, the perception about the role of family members in the firm is 

shifting from the absolute dedication to work towards the consideration and 

implementation of individual needs. Regarding the degree of entrepreneurship, the 

older generation is more conservative while the new generation of family members 

strives to go new ways and explores outside the core business. In this context, they 

challenge former ways of working related to leadership but also in terms of 

professionalizing the organization.  

 

4.3.3 Context Factors 

In order to explain the different focal points in later generations, e.g. the higher 

professionalization, Grant Thornton suggests that younger family members are able 

to gain outside experience, “are further away from the original family […] and got into 

the company during the phase where it was necessary to start professionalizing”. As 

aforementioned, these differences are not based on value differences; instead, in our 

analysis we found several contextual dynamics that can explain the differences in 

behavior. The consideration of context factors is also reflected in literature (see 

chapter 2.2) as they are known to influence the environmental and social behavior of 

companies. In line with literature, we find size as an important influencing element. 

Additionally, the historic context of a country and the experiences made by the 

previous generations, which both have not been mentioned in this context so far, are 

reasons for generational differences in behavior. 

As outlined, the younger generation focuses more on pursuing individual needs 

whereas the older generation prioritizes work over private life. In cases B, C and D 

one of the reasons for this is dealing with the consequences of war. The post-war 

generation has lived through hard times and had to make sure that the company 

survives whereas the younger generation was born into an environment of freedom 

and wealth. As current times are characterized by stability the younger generation is 

able to focus on aspects beyond those of ensuring survival. The sustainability 
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manager of the Spanish company C reflects on the hard work-mentality of the older 

generation by stating that “[they] come from a civil war and people were working all 

the time, there were no hobbies for the people”. Also, the German CEO of company B 

explains the different view on work life balance of the older generation by referring to 

the post-war generation, which he calls “post-war-workmen generation”, that had to 

work very hard to achieve survival of the family and the firm. 

Besides the historic context also past experiences and economic crises affect the 

tendency of older generations to be more conservative in contrast to the younger 

generation that is more open and prone to risk-taking. The Sustainability and Business 

Advisor of Grant Thornton explains this aspect by stating that “they [the younger 

generation] haven't really experienced any downsides”. This is especially exposed in 

case A where the sustainability manager reflects that “it's a completely different 

context that [the product manager] and the younger generation work in, even a 

different company. They don’t know the hardships or financial problems; they only 

know growth”. In line with this, the older generation, for example the owner of company 

A, explains the reluctance to internationalize by stating that ”[they] engage in a certain 

amount of risk-taking but cannot exaggerate it because [they] do not want to end up 

in the same position as before.” Before he relates to an earlier expansion into 

Southeast Asia which went unsuccessful. Furthermore, the CEO in case B also 

reminds himself of the importance of reflecting on his father’s past experiences and 

achievements when they have different opinions on strategic matters.  

Another context factor is reflected in company size and growth development. 

When companies are small, they face different challenges and need to adapt their 

entrepreneurial actions to their internal and external context. The sustainability 

manager of company A, for example, explains the different ranges of entrepreneurial 

orientation across generations by referring to the growing size of the company: “It's 

two different companies. When [the third generation] took over, it was a very, very 

small company and to survive they had to make lot of tough choices. So today, we're 

a big company and we have a very different structure.” In close association to this 

stands company C’s sustainability manager’s opinion that growth matters in terms of 

internationalization as a reason for more strategic and structured integration of 

sustainability. Conversely, the CEO of company B considers the greater size of the 

company as a challenge to care for and show the same responsibility towards one’s 
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employees in the same way as the previous generation could:  “If you grow as a family 

business and have a relatively long social leash […] at some point you can no longer 

cope with the whole administrative structure when you grow bigger". Thus, the 

increase in size in terms of employees requires more standardization and 

professionalization as well as the adaptation of working styles.  

In essence, the context factors are historic context, past experience and size. 

These influence the way how generations perceive, interpret and utilize values and 

thus, they are able to give an explanation regarding generational differences. They 

also show that family firms’ better performance does not lean on family members’ 

shared history, which Brokaw (1992) suggested; although younger generations know 

of the company’s past, they have not lived it and cannot relate to it. 

 

4.4 Consequences for the Family and the Business 

Our analysis reveals a long-lasting, trans-generational value stability but different 

approaches on how to work with these values. Both aspects have specific impact on 

the family firm system. Contrary to our initial assumption, we found that the interaction 

of two generations or the different views of generations regarding value 

implementation result in low possibilities of tensions and rather, lead to synergies. 

Moreover, these synergies, the family influence as well as the increasing focus on 

sustainability support the creation of a competitive advantage. 

The different generational perspectives regarding the implementation of values 

are mostly based on general differences in perspectives that appear between two 

generations that grew up or live in different environments. Those interview participants 

that agree to having disagreements with the other generation say that they are not 

grave or severe but can be associated with “being a family and working together all 

the time” (Product developer, case A). For example, the CEO of company B admits 

that when he discusses the aspect of work life balance with his father “the views clash 

now and then, however, these are just different points of views” whereas the 

fundamental ideas and LTO remain the same. This is also confirmed by the 

Sustainability and Business Advisor at Grant Thornton who experienced that “of 

course [family members] argue with each other”, especially when the discussion 

moves to the topic of internationalization, “but you can definitely see the similarities in 
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core values”. Both argue that these differences are minor and easily solved; the factors 

that support this process are explained in the next chapter. 

Therefore, and because the generations want the best possible outcomes for the 

business, intergenerational work concentrates more on exchanging experiences and 

acquiring expertise. A positive result of this are new perspectives which lead to new 

ideas: The simultaneous presence of two generations fosters entrepreneurial 

behavior. Each leading generation of a family firm is entrepreneurial in its own way 

and combining this creativeness as well as their experiences can result in an increase 

in entrepreneurship. This is apparent in two cases: First, company B installed an 

innovative IT-system that grew out of the combination of the former CEO’s knowledge 

of internal processes and the current CEO’s approach to digitalization. The CEO 

himself calls this “a textbook example that combines the best of both worlds and 

creates something entirely new and innovative”. Secondly, company D proactively 

established a venture fund within the family business that invests in technology 

companies in the area of health. This blends the older generation’s focus on long-term 

and collaborative partnerships and the younger generation’s focus on new 

technologies and digitalization, as well as both generations’ aim to facilitate innovation. 

Further, the product developer in company A acknowledges the importance of 

disagreeing with each other because “[the fights] allow [them] to let it out and then 

calm down and continue talking [or working together] in a civic manner”. The 

expansion manager of company C confirms this statement by saying that “discussing 

important topics with [his] brother, which does not always go [smoothly], helps to 

establish a common ground, find out upon which aspects [they] agree and how to 

solve problems”. In line with this is case D’s board member’s explanation of the 

significance of open communication: “We definitely try to openly discuss every issue 

that comes up, be honest about our opinions so that we are content with the solution 

in the end […] I believe it is important to talk about everything so that you can combine 

your strengths, your different talents, and make the most of [it]”. Hence, the interplay, 

with or without conflicts, of two generations allows for more efficient decision-making. 

It is more efficient because family members talk openly, they aim to straighten out the 

differences, build a common ground, create a basis for honest exchange and thus, are 

able to focus on finding an adequate approach. Further, this is effective because of 

the fact that differences do not concern the values or the firm’s objectives. Efficient 
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decision-making leads to benefits such as compromises, which are supported by all 

parties, and new solutions. It also results in mutual commitment to and satisfaction 

with the solutions as the common ground has been established beforehand. This might 

establish overall content, more motivation and a stronger work ethic and thus, 

efficiency and a competitive advantage; the latter thought sequence has been proven 

by Eddleston and Kellermanns (2007). 

The two consultants from Grant Thornton agree that disagreements or conflicts 

can help a family firm develop. The Sustainability and Business Advisor said that 

“families who have been through a lot of personal crises, they learn from them […]. 

They have a different game plan and often are really good at growing their company”. 

She accounts this to open communication as one not only learns from going through 

hardships but also from openly discussing them to realize one’s mistakes. Also, she 

goes so far as to say that she pities those families who have never had a personal 

crisis as “it’s going to be tough when one comes along which [usually] is the case 

during the succession process”. The concept of learning is also stressed by company 

B since the former CEO reflects that “generational differences do not necessarily have 

to be a problem”. In this context, his son adds that in the process of dealing with 

differences, which comprises discussions and finding compromises, “one can learn a 

lot” (CEO company B) and thus, intergenerational differences reflect a great learning 

opportunity.  Furthermore, he perceives the double realms of knowledge as a push for 

the company: “It gave a new boost to the company, both ideas of leadership have their 

merits and the combination of young ideas and old experience has helped us a lot". 

The opportunity for development that is derived from generational differences can also 

be detected in case D where the purchase manager comments on intergenerational 

collaboration as follows: “It creates synergies, of course, because in the end we are 

on two different pages, each doing what he does best and what interests him most […] 

and together we develop the company further and because we do it together, it works”. 

With regards to the other two cases, the respondents also appreciate working and 

learning with and from the different generations. Learning from one another also 

means gaining new perspectives and exchanging experiences. This can lead to new, 

creative and innovative ideas; hence, the concept of leaning brings about 

entrepreneurial behavior. Moreover, the combination of expertise from different 

generations results in a shared and informed basis for discussions and thus, promotes 
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more efficient decision-making. Further, if a solution includes both opinions and ideas, 

the commitment towards it is greater. 

The generational succession and the working together of two generations does 

not only lead to discussions among family members but also reflects on employees. 

For example, some of the older employees left company B because they could not 

cope with the different leadership style introduced by the new generation. Yet, with 

regards to the aforementioned synergies and benefits, the employees are positively 

affected by the efficient decision-making and the harmony which the controlling family 

publicly displays. The non-family members which participated in this research all agree 

that tensions among family members exist, but that they are not exposed to the 

organization – which in turn motivates them to solely focus on the business. The 

assistant of the CEO in case B comments that “he [the CEO] doesn't let the employees 

see a major conflict with his father. He doesn't want to show that they sometimes don't 

agree”. This is confirmed by a family member of company C, the expansion manager: 

He states that he and his brother, the CEO, “make sure not to show [their] 

disagreements publicly but rather present a united front”. This can result in the 

maintaining or strengthening of the employees’ identification with the company: If the 

family members establish a good corporate culture, also because they integrate new 

ideas, portray efficiency and display mutual commitment to these ideas, employees 

often trust in the firm’s abilities and develop psychological ownership towards it. This 

in turn can bring about employee commitment towards the company’s objectives. 

In summary, the different perspectives towards value implementation lead to 

synergies and benefits for the company, such as entrepreneurial behavior, efficient 

decision-making and shared commitment. These three overlap and work together to 

form a competitive advantage. As the two generations combine their experience and 

expertise, new solutions and innovative ideas arise. Synergies also emerge in terms 

of better decision-making as the identification of and reflection on similarities and 

differences lead to more effective problem-solving approaches. Furthermore, the 

intergenerational work facilitates the emergence of solutions that are supported by all 

parties because ideas are shared and combined. As the solutions focus on the best 

option for the company itself, they bring about better outcomes as well. Herein, not 

only the family and the firm benefit but also the employees as identification with the 

business as well as motivation is fostered through the harmonious handling of 
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conflicts. As a result, shared commitment emerges from all parties involved. These 

three synergies combined with the increasing focus on sustainability support the 

development of a competitive advantage which is reflected in all four case companies. 

 

4.5 Success Factors of Effective Intergenerational Work 

Our analysis reveals that companies benefit from the different generational 

perspectives and that they show low levels of interfamilial tensions. In order to exploit 

the aforementioned synergies, succeed with intergenerational collaboration and thus, 

secure the longevity of the firm, we identify three success factors that benefit both the 

family and the firm: Besides the value stability which is explained above (see chapter 

4.3.1), we found an organic organizational structure and a mindset that is specific to 

family firms to be capable of leveraging synergies and turning them into a competitive 

advantage. 

All four companies are characterized by an organic structure. Herein we refer to 

the concept of Slevin and Covin (1990) which identifies eight elements of said structure 

that, according to Aronoff and Ward (1995), lead to an increase in motivation and 

entrepreneurial behavior. We find that all our cases reflect elements of an organic 

organizational structure. First of all, companies B, C and D emphasize their flat 

hierarchies to be one of the critical success factors. Especially company C highlights 

that it has “a very egalitarian culture, so for example [everyone goes] to the same hotel 

and travels in the same style” (Sustainability manager, case C). Flat hierarchies go 

along with high levels of responsibility for the individual who is allowed to act 

autonomously. Companies A, B and D give their employees freedom and promote 

their independency. Participation of employees in strategic decisions is important for 

companies A, C and D; for example, the latter has installed a works council that 

“consists of employee representatives and deals with [management] directly in special 

meetings regarding working conditions, wages and such but also when it comes to 

new product lines” (board member, case D). Company C even distributes shares to 

well-performing employees: 12% of the shares are “minority shares [which] are held 

by about 45 managers of the company, not top managers, but people who are very 

committed over the years, […] and who are all in an active position in the company” 

(CEO, case C).In addition to these points, all companies share one characteristic, 

namely open communication. Not only family members but also employees are 
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encouraged to express their opinion, to be direct and straight forward and to bring up 

topics early. 

In this context, company D as well as company B show most of the characteristics 

of an organic structure which is perceived as a major success factor by both. Hereby, 

it needs to be mentioned that Company B finds itself still in the transformation stage 

from a mechanistic to an organic structure as the new generation took over not long 

ago; an aspect brought up by the assistant of the CEO. These two companies also 

mention their flexibility as an advantage over competitors. Hereby, they refer to the 

firm’s size which allows them to act flexibly and agile. This aspect stresses the 

aforementioned point about family influence not being the only basis for developing a 

competitive advantage, but also the context factor size. In summary, all companies 

show characteristics of an organic structure. As the companies also demonstrate an 

orientation towards entrepreneurial behavior, Morris, Kuratko and Covin’s (2008) 

statement that the development of entrepreneurial orientation is facilitated in 

companies which have an organic structure is verified. As stated by Barney (1986), 

the culture resulting from organic structures can lead to a competitive advantage. 

As already mentioned in previous sections of the analysis, the aim for mutual 

understanding, the willingness to learn from one another and to find compromises as 

well as the pursuit of common goals describe a special mindset that is born out of the 

unique core values of family firms. This mindset also reflects a collective attitude of 

family members and employees, their open mindedness, tolerance towards and 

acceptance of new ideas, respect for each other and an inclination to learn from one 

another. Many quotes from our interview participants in this study accredit this 

mindset. Further, the respondents on management level told us that they have an 

open door-policy, i.e. they are always available for discussions and employees can 

come to them, also with personal issues. The CEO of case B says that he and his 

father get along well because they both want the best for the company, so they “stay 

open to the other’s ideas. This means [they] discuss challenges together and create a 

joint plan from both ideas which [they] both pursue and can present to [their] 

employees and customers”. This mindset is able to leverage synergies and help 

overcome differences in points of view across generations. This means, for example, 

“the older generation [has] to let go and let the new generation work and grow” 

(Product developer, case A). At the same time the younger generation should 
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“acknowledge the experiences of [the older generation] and include [their] advice and 

experience into decision-making” (CEO, company D). 

Another success factor that leverages synergies and helps turn them into a 

competitive advantage is a family firm’s governance structure. However, it is not 

included in our framework (see figure 8) because it was not part of our research 

objective and could compose an entire research topic itself. It is essential to set up 

and implement clear governance structures and further, many say that externals 

should be included in these so as to not only gain new perspectives but also receive 

neutral feedback. The companies A, C and D established a family council in which 

crucial family decisions are discussed. In this context, external members support with 

strategic matters but also when family members disagree, and a neutral external 

opinion is required. The CEO of company C explains the role of consultants: “One of 

their main roles is to intermediate, in case of conflicts within the family, to coach and 

help. They have different professions, and different approaches, but they are good 

middle-men, good moderators to help us solve conflicts”. Case A also hires external 

consultants that help in defining and developing sustainability matters. When we 

introduced the approach of this company in later interviews, the respondents all 

appreciated the idea. In case B the older generation was not very open to integrate 

external consultants, but the new generation believes it to be a valuable idea. The only 

reasons for the rejection we could identify were the high costs and the uncertain 

efficiency and work results of consultants. More detailed information about the role of 

consultants in this context is outlined in chapter 5.2. 
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5. Discussion 

Based on our empirical findings and the interpretations thereof, this chapter shares 

insights on additional learnings. In the following, our analysis is summarized, 

limitations regarding the study are explained and recommendations for future research 

in the field of family firms are given. Furthermore, as this study includes two groups of 

stakeholders, namely family-controlled firms as well as specialized consultants, we 

present practical implications from our findings for both. 

 

5.1 Summary: A Framework of Intergenerational Value Implementation 

Following our empirical findings and the analysis thereof we are able to adapt the 

theoretical framework which is originally presented in the literature review. This allows 

us to summarize the core findings as well as to place them into the general context of 

the framework. The adapted framework shows (see figure 8) what our analysis 

confirms: Most of the core values which literature relates to sustainability are verified 

to be characteristic for family firms: responsibility, integrity, entrepreneurial orientation 

and people orientation. Furthermore, the case companies all recognize the link 

between their unique family values and the focus on sustainability; the emphasis on 

sustainability is often due to the families’ self-understanding as well as their inherent 

value system and is not an explicit strategy. In this context, sustainability is perceived 

as and implemented in terms of the threefold structure as suggested by literature. In 

addition to that, we include the firms’ surroundings to our model. Most of the case 

companies name pressure from external stakeholders or customers and the 

environment itself, which increasingly incorporates sustainability into normalcy, as 

reasons for acting sustainably. Consequently, the model shows that family values as 

well as the firm’s surroundings influence its sustainability. 
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Figure 8: Adapted Framework of Family Values and their Widespread Impact 

Source: Own Composition 

Accordingly, the family firm engages in sustainability activities. This engagement 

is rooted in the core values and hence, represents the implementation of the latter. 

The focus of our study is to shed light on how different generations select and 

implement values related to sustainability. Based on our research, we find that new 

generations choose the same values as previous generations, but they implement 

them differently which figure 8 displays under “Differences in Intergenerational Value 

Implementation”. While the core values remain stable, the younger generation 

concentrates more on individual needs versus prioritizing work and is more challenge 

orientated instead of conservative and risk averse. Also, it installs higher 

professionalism within the firm, changes up its working and leadership style and 

further, puts more emphasis on sustainability. These differences towards the previous 

generation emerge from the context in which each generation has had to navigate, 

namely the history of a country, past experiences with the company, such as financial 

or personal crises, and the changing – mostly increasing – size of the business. Earlier 

generations experienced hardships while establishing and growing the firm and, 

depending on their home country, were affected by wars. The younger generation not 

only entered a successful company that, according to the consultants from Grant 

Thornton, often is completely different to the company in which the previous owners 

and managers worked, but also grew up with a different understanding of 

sustainability; thus, they aim to direct the firm more towards, for example, sustainable 

production and distribution processes. This shows that the context factors are 

instrumental in the implementation of values: They have forced each generation to 

make individual strategic choices in order to sustain over the long run. By identifying 
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these contextual factors, we contribute to the literature, as external factors have not 

been examined in this detail before. 

Our second research question addresses the specific consequences that follow. 

The different ways of setting strategic and behavioral priorities positively affect the 

business as well as the family. All cases perceive the intergenerational work in a family 

firm as a source of synergies and, in the broader sense, as a competitive advantage. 

Therefore, the model depicts the consequences that we researchers discovered. 

Behavioral differences, and the underlying value stability, result in benefits such as 

entrepreneurial behavior and efficient decision-making, because the ideas and 

strengths from two generations are combined and lead to new solutions. Further, a 

shared commitment towards these ideas is developed which is based on collaboration 

and compromises and can lead to increased motivation. 

We identify three success factors for this positive relationship. One crucial factor 

is the value stability. The innate values tie the family together and hence, align them 

around the same core vision, i.e. the longevity of the firm. New generations commit to 

these values automatically because they have grown into the value system as well as 

because the family displays and communicates them in a very authentic way. 

Furthermore, the companies of our sample share characteristics of an organic 

organizational structure which enhances their entrepreneurial behavior and also 

contributes to the firm’s long-term success. Characteristics of an organic structure are 

for example open communication, independence and participation of employees or 

informal control (Slevin & Covin, 1990); these ensure that different perspectives are 

openly discussed and that there is a company-wide focus not only on autonomy but 

also on group consensus. The organic structure provides a prerequisite for the 

development of synergies and benefits. The third success factor, the mindset, is 

crucial in this context, too. It reflects the people’s openness, their focus on mutual 

understanding and the will to cooperate. This specific mindset of people is based on 

their values as well as on their common goals and is more typical in family-controlled 

firms. The three success factors overlap; they go hand in hand and are inextricable 

linked. They are the reason that intergenerational differences can become a source of 

synergy and lead to a competitive advantage. 
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5.2 The Role of Consultants in Family Firms 

As our empirical research points out, family firms value consultants that are able 

to advise them in exploiting the opportunities created by their generational differences 

or synergies regarding a new focus on sustainability. During the two interviews with 

consultants from Grant Thornton we not only inquired about their understanding of 

sustainability-related values in family firms but also about their consulting process. The 

following explains how consultants that specialize in family-controlled firms go about 

their job and thus, it shows family firms the potential benefits of hiring them. 

Many family firms do not have a specific sustainability strategy. However, in order 

to exploit the competitive advantage that can be drawn from activities related to 

sustainability, a strategy is necessary. The two consultants say that some firms 

acknowledge that and hire them to help professionalize their sustainability work; 

others, as aforementioned, are not aware of their broad sustainability focus. In this 

case, the consultants are often hired for other strategic issues and actively ask about 

the firm’s sustainability strategy, presuming that their help is further needed in this 

area. The process of building a sustainability strategy, or improving an existing one, is 

shown in the following figure 9: 

 

 
Figure 9: The Process of Establishing a (Sustainability) Strategy 

Source: Own Composition 
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It starts with creating awareness of the firm’s sustainability. We asked the 

consultants if a focus on sustainability is more common in family firms than in others 

and the Family Business Advisor replied: 

“Just the fact of actually deciding to be around for 50 years, it's impossible to do 

that without being sustainable. So yes, absolutely. […] But interestingly enough, 

they are not aware of it, it is not a strategy, it’s the other way around, it’s who they 

are. It literally is in their DNA. They are unconsciously sustainable. […] My role is 

to make them see that, to make them realize they have a huge advantage 

because of that and to use it more.” 

Hence, another focal point is to teach the family members about the advantage of 

engaging in sustainability activities by telling them they are “more competitive than 

others in the field because [they] are a sustainable company, and that comes from 

[their] sustainable ownership”, i.e. “essentially inspiring them and making them proud 

of their work” (Family business advisor). 

After the general education and sensibilization regarding sustainability topics, i.e. 

the groundwork, has been done, the actual strategy process starts: It is important to 

assess the company’s status quo, to “explicitly identify their sustainability aspects” and 

see what more needs to be done. The two consultants from Grant Thornton also 

believe that family firms focus on sustainability because of “the fact that they are value-

driven, and they attract people who want to actively engage in the environmental and 

the social part as well” (Family business advisor). Hence, they also organize value 

workshops with the family members during this step – or when they are hired to 

manage a conflict within the family concerning the firm’s sustainability activities or lack 

thereof. This workshop not only helps the family members identify their most important 

values but also assists with solving generational differences as the consultants 

“communicate the differences in values in a diplomatic way and make sure everyone 

gets a chance to speak” (Sustainability & business advisor). They do not try to “make 

a certain group of people believe in the same things, but rather [aim to] make them 

happy about the differences, [as this is] the only way of being constructive” (Family 

business advisor). The consultants focus on making “them see that it’s because [they] 

are different that [they] can run the business together” (Family business advisor; italic 

style was inserted in order to portray the emphasis in the tone of the consultant), i.e. 

making the people realize they can create synergies from their differences. 
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The subsequent step focuses on defining the firm’s goals and establishing a 

strategy of how to achieve them. Next, this strategy is implemented. In line with a 

requirement for consultants stressed by our research participants, the two family firm 

experts remain in constant contact with their clients during this time and afterwards. 

One consultant explains: “And after the succession, […] my role turns into some kind 

of facilitator; in one case, I am still a member of the owners council and I meet with 

them once or twice a year” (Family business advisor). The implementation stage 

further comprises company-wide communication of the new strategy and the first of 

yearly sustainability reports. These reports are the subject of the controlling phase: 

herein, the firm’s sustainability strategy is audited so as to detect which aspects can 

be improved. This also portrays the continuous teamwork between consultants and 

clients which our research participants named to be essential requirements for hiring 

an advisor. 

Other requirements for family firm consultants are that they have experience, not 

necessarily in the industry but with family-controlled firms, and that they have good 

company knowledge; the latter is often achieved by working with the firm on a long-

term basis. This further results in value alignment and in having the same vision and 

goals. Lastly, the consultants should be goal oriented and work with a holistic 

approach, i.e. have a clear, measurable target and accompany the implementation 

process of their solutions. 

Along the process of creating a sustainability strategy or of solving family issues, 

the consultants implement measures in order to achieve successful outcomes. For 

one, they utilize conflict management techniques. According to one consultant, this 

implies diplomatically solving conflicts but also preventing bigger ones by “assessing 

how much the company is bleeding because of the conflict and making sure to protect 

the company” (Sustainability & business advisor). Also, they use the benchmarking of 

similar, well-performing companies in the same industry to give their clients practical 

examples of solutions. Another measure that consultants suggest, or that is 

implemented automatically during the consultancy process, is a family council. Clear 

governance structures are vital to foster open and productive discussions. They also 

help family members differentiate between their multiple roles within the firm more 

easily and thus, avoid confusion which often is the subject of conflict: “The conflicts 

come from the misinterpretation about roles, from the power game within the family, 
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because people aren’t secure in what the next steps are. That doesn’t mean to me 

that conflicts are value-driven but it’s more, they are aspects around power and 

confusion and miscommunication. […] And they don’t understand that there needs to 

be some external part to help them out” (Family business advisor). 

Lastly, in addition to the various steps of the consulting process, the way in which 

consultants act is equally important. Both experts from Grant Thornton most often 

described their roles as moderators or mediators: They “bring everyone to the table, 

listen to everyone and ensure that everyone’s voice is heard, so that the discussion is 

not run by the founder, the CEO or whoever's most operative” (Sustainability & 

business advisor); they act as “neutral communicators [during the meetings] that help 

to build up trust between the individuals” (Sustainability & business advisor); they 

“make people act like adults” (Family business advisor) and lead discussions away 

from family problems, back to business issues; and finally, they do not tell their clients 

what to do, they only “tell them what others have done, share their insights in research 

and point out recommendations” because the “objective needs to be the clients’ 

decision” (Sustainability & business advisor). Additionally, both consultants said their 

task is to inspire, empower, encourage and motivate, especially to “inspire the next 

generation and plant the seed of understanding that there is so much [it] can do on 

the business” (Family business advisor). It is further important to individualize and 

adapt the process to specific needs and to remain transparent about the consulting 

process in order to assure the clients about the upcoming steps. And so as to install 

the knowledge of how to handle conflicts and to integrate long lasting solutions, a 

sustainable process is vital, i.e. the consultants should include all family members and 

educate them in educating others in the company. According to one consultant, this 

process is only successful because conflicts within family firms are “not value 

differences – in that case [consultants] cannot help – they are not value-driven but 

rather differences regarding [the family members’] roles and behaviors” (Family 

business advisor). This attests to our main finding, namely that core family values 

remain the same, but attitudes and behaviors change with new generations. 
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5.3 Limitations 

There are several limitations that need to be considered in this study so as to 

appropriately evaluate our findings. First, the time frame set for the research was 

limited and therefore limited the scope and depth of our study: we gained access to 

four companies, conducted fourteen interviews in total but focused on only this method 

of qualitative data collection. With a longer time period on hand it would have been 

possible to expand our sample size; this would make our findings more credible as a 

larger sample better represents the entire population (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 

We believe our study to be transferable to other contexts, as discussed in chapter 3.7, 

but so as to increase the transferability it would have been of interest to conduct our 

research in more countries than the three included. Further, we could have conducted 

more interviews face-to-face which can positively impact the quality of a research. 

Secondly, as mentioned in the chapter about our methodology, applying a multi-

case study brings about several limitations. But we can refute the three weaknesses 

that Easton (1995) ascribes to this research strategy: this study is a very detailed 

analysis, not merely a description of the cases; the four cases provide strong support 

for our theoretical framework; and we seek the underlying reality through exploratory 

research and by unraveling complexities. Hence, our thesis benefits from the case 

study strategy as it enables us researchers to gain a deep understanding of the 

research context. Nevertheless, it has to be taken into account that although the 

qualitative approach, which we utilize to explore data in-depth, allows us to thoroughly 

analyze the reality of the four case companies, it limits the generalization of our 

findings. The families in in our cases are very harmonious and inform us that there are 

few conflicts or even disagreements between family members or within the firm. This 

is not the case for all companies: The news notify us of major fights in global, well-

known family firms14, our literature review showed us that disputes within family-

controlled firms are a reality and the consultants from Grant Thornton confirmed this 

by telling us about previous clients that “could not sit in the same room with their 

siblings” and “don’t talk unless [the consultant] is present” (Sustainability & business 

advisor). Therefore, our sample is not representative for all family firms. 

                                                 
14 For example, the fight between the brothers who founded Puma and Adidas. For more information read for 
example Gordon & Nicholson (2010). 
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Another limitation is presented in the subject of tensions and conflicts. Conflicts 

are a sensitive topic and not many want to publicly display the negative aspects of 

their family, especially if it is related to one’s own business. Therefore, the credibility 

of our data regarding the inquiry about this is limited. We believe that the interview 

participants were honest with us, because they voluntarily participated in the study so 

as to also gain insights from other family firms. And further, we found out that they 

highly value their internal image and public reputation and thus, do not publicly display 

disagreements; so, we trust the non-family members regarding their reports of 

harmony within the firm. Nevertheless, it needs to be remarked that not all differences 

might have been disclosed. Regarding value similarities, we experienced that many 

do not realize that their value stability creates synergies but rather take it as a given 

that the family gets along well. This can be traced back to the various family members 

having grown up together in the company. 

Thirdly, we include companies from three different countries in our case study and 

thus, see a limitation with regards to language. The interviews with the Swedish and 

the Spanish company have been conducted in English which can lead to language 

barriers in terms of expressing thoughts and beliefs in a proper way since it is not one’s 

native language. Furthermore, we translated the interviews with the German 

companies into English. This restricts the correct portraying of certain expressions. 

And fourth, as aforementioned, the principles and beliefs that we call values within 

this thesis are often named otherwise. While conducting the literature review it became 

clear that it is difficult to differentiate between the various terms as they often describe 

the same concept. Consequently, we decided on one idiom and one definition. 

However, as we experienced during our data collection phase, not everyone agrees 

with this or understands it; for example, some file what we call values under the name 

of “ethics”. Additionally, in case a company has a specific value concept – which is 

often portrayed on the firm’s website – it does not contain all values because some 

are not understood as values. This made our quest difficult. 

Lastly, our research states that family firms often have a competitive advantage 

compared to their non-family counterparts, originating from their family values, their 

focus on sustainability or also from the interaction of two generations and the 

correlated differences in value implementation. This competitive advantage is not 

based on economic or financial data, i.e. we did not analyze the companies’ finances 
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such as profits margins or revenue or their market share. Moreover, we did not assess 

if there is a clear difference in the companies’ performance to before the new 

generation entered and further, we did not look into customer data to see if anything 

had changed. Our assertion of an advantage is based on our interviews: The four case 

companies did not share any financial data but confirmed that they have a competitive 

advantage in the industry: “I don’t know any concrete, profit-related numbers but […] 

we have gotten more customers, we can see that in our numbers. […] And I do believe 

this is due to our values […] and because we are focusing on sustainability” (Product 

developer, case A). Nevertheless, this provides a limitation and incentivizes future 

research to further scrutinize the economic side of this topic. 

Overall, it is important to mention that although we put a great amount of effort into 

our focus on objectivity, this research can include some bias, especially interviewer 

bias as we are not expert researchers. 

 

5.4 Future Research 

With regards to the findings and limitations of this study there are several factors 

on which academics need to put extra attention in the future. First and foremost, more 

research on the definition of family firm values is needed so that researchers can more 

easily differentiate between values or for example behavioral aspects and thus, 

improve the direction and transparency of their study. For example, many articles list 

SEW as a value, yet it can also be regarded as more abstract and overarching concept 

that describes values and behaviors. This thesis proves the value stability within family 

firms but portrays a gap between two generations’ strategic focuses and behaviors. 

For one, the reasons for time-tested values need to be analyzed in more detail and 

questions such as “Where do your inherent values come from?” should be posed. 

Also, research should examine how this stability results in benefits such as a firm’s 

competitive advantage. Herein, it is further interesting to see how exactly the synergies 

that emerge from generational differences build and contribute to the emergence of a 

competitive advantage. We believe future research should look more closely into the 

success factors of this relationship as these can be adapted in order to create a 

positive outcome. 



 88 

Furthermore, most previously conducted research analyzes generational 

differences only broadly and does not specify which specific aspects differ. Future 

studies need to scrutinize different perspectives of two generations in detail and find 

out what kind of disagreements exist. This will help family firms, especially those that 

encounter generational disagreements, see where an extra effort needs to be made 

in order to achieve success. 

One vital finding in this thesis is that the difference in behavior between 

generations has its origin in the companies’ context: The historic context of a country 

or a market impacts the attitudes of people within a firm as much as the growing size 

of a company does; the core values remain because family members, and often also 

employees, were introduced to them early on, but perspectives of how they should be 

implemented change. The younger generation has grown up in an environment that 

feels responsible for sustainability and therefore, has a stronger focus on 

sustainability. It is important that future research examines the relationship between 

context factors and changing behaviors within family-controlled firms in order to find 

out which specific factors affect people in what way. 

Also, this thesis found that family firms often employ an organic structure 

according to Slevin and Covin (1990). This positively supports the work across 

generations and thus, leverages the exploitation of different value implementation 

approaches as synergies. Therefore, future research should focus on examining the 

role of the organizational structure in family firms in order to better understand how the 

organizational context influences the collaboration across generations. The two 

authors name eight elements of the organic structure as well as eight of the 

mechanistic one. It will be interesting to see which elements are beneficial not only for 

the implementation of values within family firms but for the overall performance, and 

further, it is noteworthy to examine the mechanistic structure and assess what 

consequences its characteristic elements bring forth. 

Finally, this study contributes to closing the research gap regarding the connection 

between values and the business’ sustainability strategy across multiple generations. 

Nevertheless, future studies can and should aim to do the same and continue to 

assess this aspect. Especially in light of our limited time frame and sample and 

because of our specific research approach, future research should aspire to gain more 

insights; for example, by interviewing more people within one company or gathering a 
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larger sample. This will also increase credibility. Moreover, as already expressed in 

our limitations, disagreements and personal conflicts are a sensitive topic. If future 

research applies a longer time frame and thus, is able to build up closer, more trusting 

relationships with the interview participants, they might disclose more information 

which develops new insights. 

 

5.5 Practical Implications 

Our thesis provides numerous suggestions for various practitioners, i.e. both 

employees in family firms as well as advisors in consultancies. Delmas and Gergaud 

(2014) assessed and proved that values in family firms are not only unique due to the 

interplay of family and business but also, that they are closely linked to and promote 

sustainability – a fact which this thesis also verifies. Since the awareness for 

responsible actions is stronger in the younger generation – of family members as well 

as consumers – it becomes more important for family firms to integrate sustainability 

into their company strategy. We identified that family firms often are automatically and 

unconsciously sustainable due to their value concept and that this in turn can 

contribute to developing a competitive advantage. Since we found that not all family 

firms are consciously aware of their sustainability focus or of the advantages of being 

a family firm, it would be beneficial for family firms to reflect on their values and 

deliberately analyze how they can be leveraged. This can help strengthen their 

position against competitors but also in the labor market. Moreover, we believe it 

necessary for family firms to establish an explicit sustainability strategy. This is equally 

important if the core business does not allow for much sustainability action; in this 

case, a plan that presents other ways to be sustainable should be made in order to 

maintain consumers and partners. 

Secondly, we identified that there is a general appreciation of consultants. Based 

on the ever-growing focus on sustainability and the aforementioned lack of strategic 

integration of sustainability, there is a need in family firms to find appropriate solutions. 

Therefore, we recommend family firms to integrate an outside perspective in order to 

either establish a sustainability strategy or to develop it further. Consultants help with 

continuously assessing the strategy and constantly improving it, but also with 

examining if objectives were achieved. Hereby, consultants should not be regarded as 

the only solution to success but rather as a valuable source of inspiration and 
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moderator in the strategic process. In this context, we also see a need for consultancy 

firms to increasingly focus on the peculiarities of family firms. They should increase 

the investments in developing specific family business consultants and those that are 

specialized in sustainability as both elements are inextricably linked to each other. 

Consequently, they are able to help with both topics: General family firm problems 

such as succession processes, interactions between two generations and the 

potentially accompanying disagreements or building distinctive governance structures 

so as to decrease confusion about one’s roles, and also issues related to 

sustainability. Hereby, a holistic and integrated approach is necessary as family firms 

focus on long-term, social behavior and on the environment. 

The holistic approach can also be linked to the internal structures of family firms. 

Since we found that an organic structure, which also goes back to the family values, 

leverages intergenerational differences and leads to synergies, we recommend family 

firms to move towards this form. This includes fostering open communication, 

empowering employees to participate in decision-making as well as providing them 

with the possibility to work autonomously. This type of organization does not only 

benefit the collaboration between family members, but also positively affects 

entrepreneurial behavior among employees which in turn can result in a competitive 

advantage (Slevin and Covin, 1990). 

In conclusion, we identified that intergenerational collaboration leads to synergies 

in the company. Therefore, we suggest embracing the different viewpoints of two 

generations and take it as an opportunity to develop new ideas. 
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6. Conclusion 

We believe that our research paper contributes substantially to both research and 

practice. Albeit the unique structure of family firms can create problems and conflicts, 

it simultaneously makes a set of helpful tools available for family members to 

overcome these issues. The integration of different perspectives from multiple 

generations fosters the uniqueness of organizational identity within a family firm. This 

is the reason for their competitive advantage. Overall, our thesis makes a valuable 

contribution to family business research as we deepen the understanding of the role 

of values in family firms. We are able to add insights to the research gap regarding the 

link between family values and sustainability from a generational perspective and thus, 

help close it further. With the focus on the threefold sustainability concept we further 

address a pressing issue both in society and business which in turn reflects the high 

relevance of our work. Further, we provide a more comprehensive understanding of 

the role of intergenerational collaboration in family firms. In the course of our research 

we recognized that consultants have an important role when different generations 

work together. Thus, our thesis is also valuable from a practitioner’s point of view. We 

provide practical insights and recommendations on how to handle intergenerational 

differences, how to set up a sustainability strategy with the help of external consultants 

and we portray other benefits of hiring external advisors. 

Our work does not only add to research in better understanding the family 

business system, but we also encourage family firms and consultants to think about 

new aspects and directions; many of our questions resulted in the respondents saying: 

“I never thought about that”. For example, the sustainability manager of company C 

thanked us after the interview for making her “think about which values the firm needs 

to portray more publicly”. Also, the product developer of case A also said that the 

interview made her consider “which ones [she] treasures most and on which more 

focus needs to be put to foster sustainability”. In addition, our research questions made 

the two consultants from Grant Thornton reflect on the role of generational 

perspectives and it inspired them to emphasize this aspect more in their work. The 

finished thesis is able to give the two experts a deeper look into the different ways of 

implementing values related to sustainability and hence, tells consultants how to help 

family firms best if disagreements arise – also because the businesses disclosed a 

number of requirements for a successful consulting process. 



 92 

Based on our empirical work we were are able to fulfill our research purpose and 

thus, come to the following conclusion regarding our research questions. The first 

question addresses the way in which two generations select and implement values 

regarding sustainability. We find that subsequent generations follow the path of their 

predecessors and adopt the same core values. As a result, the values are time-tested 

and remain stable over generations. This is mainly due to the fact that values are 

openly lived and thus, family members grow up with them. Consequently, they are 

innate in their personal behavior and automatically become part of the personal self-

conception. With regards to the way of implementing the values, we identified that new 

generations interpret them differently and assign them different levels of importance 

compared to the older generation. This leads to specific behavior and strategic 

decisions. Especially a more explicit focus on sustainability, the willingness to go new 

ways not only beyond the core business but also beyond family employment as well 

as the tendency to show greater extends of entrepreneurial behavior are characteristic 

for the younger generation of family business members. 

This insight on generational differences makes an additional contribution: The 

succession process within family firms is as important as it is difficult to handle. 

Although the general role of values within this process has been recognized, there is 

a gap regarding potential differences between the incumbent’s and the successor’s 

values. Our study provides more information on value differences and on the different 

ways of implementation between two generations and hence, contributes to a better 

understanding of the planning and management of the transition. 

Our second research question concerns the consequences that arise from the 

differences and similarities within the first theme, i.e. from value stability and the 

differences in value implementation. The differences in terms of implementing the 

values generate synergies for both the family and the business and are perceived to 

positively contribute to forming a competitive advantage. Hereby, the value stability 

plays an important role, as does the organization’s organic structure and the specific 

mindset of the parties involved. These success factors leverage the generational 

differences and thus, further stabilize the family business system with the aim to 

provide long-term success. In this context, we identified that external board members 

or consultants are increasingly appreciated as additional help. They can positively 

influence intergenerational work in order to manage conflicts and make it not only 
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harmonious but also fruitful. Further, they support the companies with establishing 

explicit sustainability strategies so as to assess and improve their activities as well as 

build up their public image. 

To sum it up and so as to make an explicit statement regarding the title of this 

thesis, the link between family values and corporate, or threefold, sustainability has 

been established within family firms. This connection is more pronounced for the 

younger generation because although it shares the core values of its predecessor, it 

implements them differently. This and other differences can be traced back to certain 

context factors which impacted the generation’s perspective, for example the general 

acknowledgement of the significance of sustainability that influenced the environment 

in which the younger generation grew up. 

Going back to the beginning of our work, we cited L. Brokaw (1992) who pointed 

out that family businesses have a competitive advantage solely because they are “run 

by a team of family members”. Our study demonstrates that this is true: All research 

participants assign their companies a competitive advantage that is based on their 

core family values, for example the care for their employees and partners, the trust in 

each other and the commitment and loyalty towards the business. The combination of 

values and different generational perspectives leads to benefits such as increased 

entrepreneurial behavior, informed decisions and commitment. The familiness does 

not only reflect an advantage for the firm but also for society and the environment 

since family firms place a special emphasis on sustainability. Therefore, our research 

contributes a new aspect: It shows that the collaboration and successful teamwork 

across two generations generates synergies and brings about benefits for the 

business. We contribute to a more holistic understanding of generational differences 

in general and especially those regarding the implementation of sustainability-related 

values. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1: Overview of Interview Participants 

Nr Interviewee Company Position Length Medium 

1 Respondent 1 Case A Family member & Owner 

3rd generation 

60 min Phone 

2 Respondent 2 Case A Product Developer 

Family member 

5th generation 

45 min Phone 

3 Respondent 3 Case A Sustainability Manager 

Non-family member 

45 min Personal 

4 Respondent 1 Case B CEO 

Family member & Owner 

5th generation 

90 min Phone 

5 Respondent 2 Case B Former CEO 

Family member & Owner 

4th generation 

45 min 

 

Phone 

6 Respondent 3 Case B Assistant of the CEO 

Non-family member 

75 min Video 

call 

7 Respondent 1 Case C CEO 

Family member & Owner 

3rd generation 

75 min Video 

call 

8 Respondent 2 Case C Expansion manager 

Family member & Owner 

3rd generation 

45 min Phone 

9 Respondent 3 

 

Case C Sustainability Manager 

Non-family member 

75 min Phone 

 

10 Respondent 1 

 

 
 

Case D Board member 

Family member & Owner 

4th generation 

90 min Phone 

11 Respondent 2 Case D Purchase Manager 

Family member 

5th generation 

90 min Phone 



 XXI 

12 Respondent 3 Case D HR Manager 

Non-family member 

45 min Phone 

13 Expert 1 Grant 

Thornton 

Sustainability & Business 

Advisor 

60 min Personal 

14 Expert 2 Grant 

Thornton 

Family Business Advisor 45 min Personal 

              Number of interviews: 14                Duration: 14 h 45 min 
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Appendix 2: Informed Consent 

 

Consent Form for Interviews 

 

Please consider this information carefully before deciding whether to participate in this research. 

Purpose of research: We want to understand in what way values regarding sustainability differ 

between two generations within family firms and further, we wish to find out if consultants can 

advise family firms in this case. 

Your role in this research: You will be asked some questions about your perception of values 

within family firms, about the firm’s sustainability strategy as well as about generational differences 

or similarities concerning both. With your permission, we will record the interview so as to more 

easily analyze it. You will not be asked to state your name on the recording. 

Risks: No risks are anticipated. 

Benefits: Your knowledge will contribute to a deeper understanding of generational differences 

and similarities in family firms. Additionally, we will provide you with our final research so that it 

might give you insights not only into the value concept of other family firms but also into the 

consulting process in the context of corporate sustainability. 

Confidentiality: Your responses will be kept confidential and at no time will your identity be 

revealed. The recording will be erased as soon as it has been transcribed. The transcript will be 

kept until the research is complete. 

Participation and withdrawal: Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you 

may withdraw from the study at any time. You may refuse to answer any question during the 

interview. 

 

Agreement: The nature and purpose of this research have been sufficiently explained and I agree 

to participate in this study. I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time. 

 

________________________    ________________________ 

    Participant’s Name in Print          Signature 

 

 

________________________    ________________________ 

           Monika Schlegel             Marie-Louise Langer 
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Appendix 3: Interview Guide – Case Companies 

The Link Between Family Values and Corporate Sustainability in Family Firms: 
Is There a Difference Between Generations' Perspectives? 

 

Introduction: 

1. Using your own words, can you please describe the family firm? How is it unique 
regarding the family’s influence? In what way does the controlling family impact 
the company’s operations? 

2. What is the company’s mission? What are strategic priorities? 
3. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the company? 

 

Values: 

1. In your own words, how would you describe the family’s most significant values? 
2. Are these also the firm’s values? 

➔ Where and how are they reflected in the business? 

If no explicit answer, show a list of significant values: 

➔ Which of these values would you say are vital to the company? 
3. Where did these values come from? 

➔ Did the founder implement them? Or rather, did they develop over time 
through the family influence? Or else, are they a result of the employees’ 
culture? 

 

Competitive Advantages: 

1. Would you say that the family influence gives the company a competitive 
advantage over non-family firms? 
➔ If yes, how is this advantage reflected? 
➔ Are there concrete profit- or revenue-related benefits? 

2. In what way do values play an important role in the development of such an 
advantage? 
➔ Do they? 
➔ Which specific values encourage a competitive advantage? 

 

Sustainability: 

1. What does sustainability mean in your company? 

In literature, sustainability is structured into 3 aspects: economic, environmental and 
social sustainability 

➔ Do you also have this threefold structure? 

In literature, we found that family-controlled firms are often associated with long-term 
orientation, i.e. they do not aim for short-term profits but rather long-term growth and 
survival. 

2. Would you say your company is long-term oriented? 
➔ If so, in what way? 
➔ And where would you say does this orientation stem from? 
➔ How do the controlling family and employees foster it? 
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3. Are the family’s/firm’s values relevant for this long-term orientation? 
➔ Which specific ones? 

Numerous academic articles correlate long-term orientation with family firms’ growth. 

4. Do you agree? Would you say that long-term orientation is a positive aspect of 
the firm? 

5. How would you personally describe the company’s sustainability strategy? 
6. Are there certain activities regarding the natural or social environment? 

➔ Environmentally-friendly approaches? Corporate social responsibility? 

 

Questions for sustainability manager: 

7. In what operations and departments does the firm attempt to be environmentally 
and socially responsible? 

8. In what ways do you integrate or support outside stakeholders? 

 

Correlation between values and sustainability: 

1. In your opinion, do the unique family values foster a company-wide concern for 
the environment or for one another (CSR)? 

2. Are there other reasons why you engage in sustainability? 

 

Generational differences: 

1. Would you say your generation treasures different values than your 
predecessor’s/successor’s generation? 
➔ Specific examples? Which values did you add, which ones do you now 

disregard? 
2. Does your generation have a different view on sustainability than your 

predecessor’s/successor’s generation? 
➔ What do you do differently? 
➔ Do you engage more or less in sustainability than the other generation? 

3. What consequences did emerge from this difference? 
Challenges, conflicts, tensions? 
Benefits and synergies? 

4. How do these consequences affect the business? 
➔ Are there any effects on the operations and procedures, and on the 

employees? 
5. How did they affect the family? 

 

Managerial implications: 

1. How did you overcome these generational differences and the subsequent 
challenges? 

2. Did you hire a consultant? 
3. In hindsight, what would you recommend to other family firms on how to deal 

with it? 

 

Note: A German version of the interview guide was created for the interviews with 

German companies. 
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Appendix 4: Interview Guide – Consultants 

The Link Between Family Values and Corporate Sustainability in Family Firms: 
Is There a Difference Between Generations' Perspectives? 

  
Introduction:  
Please describe your job for us.  
How do you approach new projects, how do you structure your work process?  

• Focus on (environmental) sustainability  
• Focus on long-term survival  

(Only projects with family firms focused on sustainability?)  
  
Are you allowed to tell us which areas you most often consult in within family firms?  

• All regarding sustainability, but mostly: generational differences, succession 
process, death of owner, external management, etc.?  

  
Who contacts you for help, older or younger family members, or non-family 
members?  
  
Do you only work with firms that are already involved in sustainability issues, or also 
those that want to become involved?  

• What makes them want to become more sustainable?  
  
Values:  
Which family values do you most often detect in family-controlled firms?  
  
Or which values do the owners most often refer to when speaking of their company?  

If they say long-term orientation or long-term survival:  
• Do you also see entrepreneurship as a means to achieving that as an 
important value within these firms?  

  
If you are also in contact with non-family members, do they adapt these most 
important values?  
  
Do these values also have negative sides to them?  
  
Are there differences between two generations regarding their values?  
  
Sustainability:  
How do most family firms that you work with approach sustainability?  
  
Would you say it is common that family firms focus on sustainability-related 
aspects?  
  
Would you say that the family’s values determine the firm’s focus on sustainability?  

• If so, which values are most important?  
  
We have found in literature that sustainability is often structured into economic, 
environmental and societal sustainability.  
Do most family firms have a threefold structure of sustainability?  
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Would you say from your experience that family firms are more often focused on 
sustainability compared to non-family firms?  
  
Would you say that the focus on sustainability has grown with younger generations?  
  
One of our interviewees said that younger generations did not initially integrate 
the focus on sustainability, but they put more emphasis on it – would you agree with 
that?  
  
Generational differences:  
What are most differences/conflicts about?  

• 1Are they often between two generations?  
  
What is the impact of these differences on both the organization and the family?  
  
Would you say that generational differences are beneficial for the company?  

• Maybe too much harmony is not the best for the development of the 
company.  

  
What do you do in order to overcome potential differences? What is important, what 
are the steps?  
Once you supported in solving the problems, how long lasting is the harmony? Do 
the topics come up later again?  
  
Consequences:  
Are there many of your clients that were referred to from another family business 
whom you have consulted?  

• Or many who say that they will refer a consultant to other family firms?  
  
Do you have a consulting guideline?  
  
Is the consulting process similar with all family firms or does it truly depend on the 
situation/conditions/problem?  
  
Can you tell us about your consulting process?  

• What are some go-to tips for family firms?  
• Do you often suggest governance institutions such as family councils?  
• What are practical 
implications that you give to your clients? (“do this, do that”)  

  
Can you give us an example of a consultancy process?  

• A situation in which you helped a family firm to overcome a problem.  
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