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Abstract 
In this thesis we show how and why non-family managers are excluded in family firms. 
Additionally, we depict the implications of exclusion on an individual as well as a business 
level. The literature framework that consists of literature from family business and organi-
zational as well as socio-psychological studies lays the foundation for our qualitative empir-
ical research. A method triangulation of semi-structured interviews and vignettes, based on 
empirical material from seven cases, is applied to understand the exclusion of non-family 
managers. Our findings suggest that exclusion is prevailing in family firms. Hereby, family 
members as well as non-family managers can be the ones excluding. We identified six main 
categories why exclusion of non-family managers happens. Exclusion can be based on the 
family’s values and norms, exclusive knowledge of a family member, the need of quick de-
cision making, the need of secrecy, the manager’s professional values and norms, as well as 
the manager’s personal values and norms. Further, exclusion can take place in formal and 
informal selective arenas, through formal and informal breach of agreements, through 
structural and cultural hindrances, as well as through differences between enacted and es-
poused values. Moreover, we reveal several implications exclusion has on an individual and 
on a business level. The findings contribute to the theoretical and managerial understand-
ing of exclusion in family firms. Thus, increasing the awareness of its existence in family 
firms. Additionally, we contribute to current research about exclusion in family firms by 
providing more insights into the complex phenomenon. This thesis is of interest to any in-
dividual in a leading position in family firms, as well as academics in the research field of 
family businesses. 
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1 Introduction 
In today’s companies the exclusion of individuals is a commonly observed phenomenon. 
Exclusion often happens on the basis of one’s gender, nationality or other attributes 
(Mahmud, Alam & Härtel, 2008; Wang, 2010). The topic of exclusion is especially interest-
ing when it comes to family firms, as it is not only the structures, members and values of 
the organization that are included in this process, but also the ones of the owner family it-
self. Additionally, the emotions of the family members are gaining weight in decision-
making as they are emotionally bound to the firm and it is hard to draw the emotional 
boundaries between those two systems (Whiteside & Brown, 1991; Brundin, Florin-
Samuelson & Melin, 2014; Brundin and Languilaire, 2014). 
So far, the family business literature directed its attention mainly to the exclusion of women 
in family firms (Wang, 2010). However, research on exclusion of individuals from both 
genders in family firms has so far been scarce. One of the few authors who draw attention 
to the phenomenon of exclusion are Brundin and Wigren (2012). These authors point out 
that exclusion of both genders actually takes place in family firms and that there is a need 
for further development in this research area. 
 

1.1 Problem Statement 
Nowadays, many family firms are in the need for workforce that is external to their family. 
This can happen either because the business is growing and the emerging positions cannot 
be filled with qualified family members anymore, or because they want to diversify their 
employees and thereby strengthen their company. Integrating non-family managers can 
have a positive impact on the family business (Sonfield & Lussier, 2009). However, bring-
ing non-family members in, does not necessarily mean that everybody is treated equally in 
practice. In workaday situations it occurs that non-family members are, consciously or un-
consciously, excluded from certain issues or places. 
 
Family business literature has so far paid only little attention to this specific phenomenon. 
Heretofore, we only know that non-family members are excluded because they are not part 
of the family. However, general literature on exclusion in organizations found that exclu-
sions bear consequences for business activities and the family itself. This then influences 
the company’s performance. According to this research there are mainly negative impacts 
of exclusion, such as a decrease in job satisfaction, negative impact on the organizational 
culture and less work force diversity (Barak & Levin, 2002; Brundin & Wigren, 2012). And 
according to van Knippenberg and Schippers (2007) they can be a decisive factor for a 
company's performance. 
Moreover, exclusion can affect employees themselves. There is a negative impact on the 
emotional well-being of the employees’ as well as on the teams’ ethical performance. Fur-
thermore, exclusionary behavior can have a negative effect on the person’s satisfaction re-
garding the team experience within a company (Härtel & Panipucci, 2007). If employees 
feel excluded from certain processes the results are stress and tension (Killen, Lee-Kim, 
McGlothlin, & Stangor 2002). Therefore, it becomes more important for companies to 
build a healthy emotional culture, which strengthens the employees’ emotional commit-
ment towards the company and prevents exclusion at the workplace. Thereby a positive 
working environment can be created (Härtel, 2008, Härtel & Panipucci, 2007). 
  
Brundin and Wigren (2012) describe different processes of exclusion in family firms with 
the help of stories. In order to analyze these processes they introduce Becker’s (1963) soci-
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ological deviance theory and illustrate the underlying sociological rules of these exclusions. 
In our thesis we will draw on these findings in order to get deeper insights into the exclu-
sion processes. The individuals that are excluded from daily business, information or im-
portant decision-making can according to them either be family members or non-family 
members. Possible places for these exclusions can be formal and informal arenas with ac-
tors belonging to the family as well as to the non-family (Nordqvist, 2005). These arenas 
will be of special importance for analyzing where the exclusion takes place.  
 
We decided to investigate how non-family members are excluded in family firms. As far as 
we know, this specific exclusion process has only been mentioned in literature once before 
(Brundin and Wigren, 2012) and is therefore of high potential for further investigation. We 
further narrowed the subjects of exclusion down to non-family managers as they are in a 
close relationship to family members and should, by definition, have an influence on deci-
sions regarding the company. More precisely, in this study we will research from a two-
sided perspective how non-family managers in leading positions are excluded in family 
firms. This means that we will get insights from the angle of family members, as well as 
non-family managers. Not only is it possible that individuals are excluded by others but 
they also have the ability to exclude themselves as well. This constitutes a possibility that al-
so has to be considered. 
 
Theories that will be of help to understand exclusion in family businesses are the faultline 
theory, the social categorization theory and theories about social relationships. Turner, 
Hogg, Oakes, Reicher and Wetherell (1987) argue that social categorization theory de-
scribes how group members categorize other group members in their in-group and others 
in an out-group (Turner et al., 1987). Here, family members could be seen as members of 
the in-group, whereas non-family members could be seen as members of the out-group. 
The categorization process could therefore play a role when either family members exclude 
non-family members or non-family members exclude themselves. Furthermore, faultlines 
can be used to describe how the different groups can be divided (Lau & Murnighan, 1998). 
The dyadic relationships within and between the groups could be, in Hall’s (2003) termi-
nology, labeled as genuine or contract based. 
 
The afore described gap in family business literature came to our attention and we do be-
lieve that the exclusion of non-family managers in family firms is a topic that deserves to be 
scrutinized. According to Brundin and Wigren (2012), exclusion of certain individuals in 
family businesses is a phenomenon that does occur in practice. However, academic and 
practical research on this topic is, to the best of our knowledge, rare and only in the early 
stages of development. Exclusion of non-family members in family businesses has so far 
only gotten little attention and the exclusion of non-family managers has not been taken in-
to account yet. Previous research on exclusion in general organizations indicates that the 
exclusion of certain non-family members in responsible management positions in family 
firms can bear serious consequences, such as negative influence on the company’s perfor-
mance. As it is important for family firms to endure generations and to sustain the dynasty 
(Jaffe & Lane, 2004) it is crucial for them to become aware of this phenomenon and to get 
a better understanding of it. 
 

1.2 Purpose of this Thesis 
The purpose of this thesis is to create an understanding of the phenomenon of exclusion 
of non-family managers, in family firms. By exploring the phenomenon of exclusion, we 
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want to describe these exclusion processes and explore reasons and explanations why they 
occur. Furthermore, it is our goal to investigate the role of these exclusion processes, such 
as the meaning of it on an individual and on a business level. These implications could be 
the emotional well-being of employees as well as the growth and development of the com-
pany. As to our knowledge, research on this topic is underdeveloped so far, we intend to 
contribute to its further theoretical development. Therefore this advancement will be a 
contribution to organizational literature and especially family business literature, as well as 
to practice. With the findings of this thesis we will be able to make owners and managers 
of family firms aware of the problem of exclusion and we will describe how this process 
looks like and which role it plays in the companies’ daily business. 
 

1.3 Research Questions 
To guide our research process we developed the following research questions: 
 
Why and how are non-family managers excluded from the family business? 
What are the implications of exclusion? 
 

1.4 Layout of this Thesis 
This Master’s thesis consists of two main parts. We begin with establishing a literature 
framework that provides the theoretical foundation for our research. In this framework we 
address literature on family firms, exclusion in family firms, as well as a couple of other 
theories that might be of help explaining the process of exclusion of non-family managers 
in family businesses. The social categorization theory and faultline theory originate from 
social psychology and serve as complementary theories to develop a further understanding 
of exclusion in the context of family firms. The empirical research is conducted by means 
of qualitative semi-standardized interviews and the use of vignettes. Afterwards, findings of 
the empirical research are presented and discussed. The thesis is finalized with conclusions 
including practical, as well as theoretical implications, reflections, limitations and stimuli for 
further research. 
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2 Literature Framework 
The following literature discussion aims to set the context for exclusion in family firms. In 
order to understand the underlying concepts, first the terms family and family business are 
introduced. Then, it is explained how these concepts are characterized. Afterwards, the 
process of exclusion in organizations and more specifically in family firms is elaborated. 
Finally, to conclude the framework, the phenomenon of exclusion is introduced from a so-
cio-psychological point and complementary sociological theories are described to gain a 
better understanding of exclusion in family firms. 
 

2.1 The Family and the Family Firm 
As stated by Handler (1989) defining the family firm is a challenging task when researching 
family businesses. Still, it is difficult to find one commonly shared definition, as there are 
many different ones present in literature (Littunen & Hyrsky, 2000). This shows how broad 
discussed this topic is and it reveals the presence of many different perspectives on family 
firms. Astrachan, Klein & Smyrnios (2002) raise one common concern, a proper definition 
of family is often missing in research, which causes problems in an international context 
because the relationships of the involved individuals are not clear. Therefore it is important 
to clarify the terms family as well as family firm (Astrachan et al., 2002). 
 

2.1.1 The Family 

The term family is described by Kepner (1983 p.60) as a “social system endorsed by law 
and custom to take care of its members’ needs”, whereas the actions of one family member 
have impacts on other members and therefore on the whole system. According to Karlsson 
(2000), as stated in Brundin and Wigren (2012), a nuclear family is represented by the fa-
ther, the mother and their shared and/or separate children. Whereas the extended family 
includes the group of people who are related by marriage and who are close relatives. In 
other words, two or more nuclear families together can represent the extended family. 
Moreover, Kepner (1991, p.448) emphasizes the importance of being aware that the ‘glue’ 
holding families together is “the emotional bondings and affectionate ties that develop be-
tween and among its members, as well as a sense of responsibility and loyalty to the family 
as a system”. 
 

2.1.2 The Family Firm 

Fletcher (2006) elaborates that when family members get involved into the business, family 
issues are connected to business activities. The involvement can be in form of a manage-
ment position or by holding shares in form of ownership. Furthermore, Shanker & Astra-
chan (1996) call a family owned business, which has at least one family member in a man-
agement position and several as employees, a family business with strong family involve-
ment. Chua, Chrisman & Sharma (1999) observed that most definitions about family firms 
concentrate on three different combinations of ownership and management: (1) family-
owned and family managed, (2) family owned but not family-managed, (3) family-managed 
but not family-owned. 
Hence, Melin and Nordqvist (2000) state, treating all family firms as a homogenous popula-
tion would not be right because even though they share some characteristics, they can vary 
in terms of size, life cycle position and governance structure. In addition, Gersick, Davis 
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and McCollom (1997) illustrate that family firms can range from very small corner conven-
ience stores to huge multinational companies such as Walmart or the Samsung Group. Alt-
hough, these firms are of huge difference, they have one thing in common, the connection 
to the family. Regarding the composition of family firms the work of Tagiuri and Davis 
(1996) is path-breaking. They state that family firms consist of three interrelated circles of 
family, ownership and business. The success of a family business is dependent on the col-
laboration and mutual interplay of the three different elements. 
 
Davis and Stern (1981) suggest to look at the business and the family as arenas. The busi-
ness can serve as an arena, where family issues are brought up. The opposite way around a 
family context can represent an arena, in which business issues are discussed as well. As 
Melin and Nordqvist (2000) highlight, the actors within the arenas can be non-family 
members and family members. Besides, arenas can be of formal or informal nature, which 
depends on the environment. For example, the actors can meet in informal arenas, such as 
the family’s dinner table, or in formal arenas like official meetings (Melin & Nordqvist, 
2000). 
As stated above families constitute complex systems and so do family businesses. Hall 
(2003) highlights the complex relationships within family firms, while pointing out that the-
se can be genuine and contract based. Genuine relations are relations with very well known 
people, they occur between very close friends and family members. In addition, genuine re-
lations are emotional and built on trust as well as confidence. In family firms they are as 
well based on belonging to a family. Genuine relations can be responsible for creating emo-
tions, which go beyond normal relationships. As a consequence, they can be more intense 
and go deeper than non-family business relationships (Hall, 2003; Brundin & Wigren, 
2012). By contrast, the contract based relationships can basically exist between anyone. For 
example, a non-family manager could be hired for the family firm, whether or whether not 
a genuine relationship exists. As families are complex, they give room for emotional rela-
tionships (Kepner, 1991), what leads to even more complexity in family firms. It is very 
likely that genuine relations within family firms create stronger emotions compared to non-
family businesses. Due to these complex structures, we are expecting it to be very likely to 
find exclusionary behavior between the different members of the family firms (Brundin & 
Wigren, 2012). 
 
Our discussion about family businesses shows that there are diverse definitions of and 
views on a family business. Even though some authors state that it is not possible to have 
only one definition of family firms, we think it is important to clarify the type of family 
firm we are going to investigate. On these grounds, our thesis will define family business as 
a combination of the above mentioned definitions. In the following, when referring to fam-
ily firms, we are talking about companies where the family is holding a majority of shares in 
form of an ownership (Fletcher, 2006) and at least one family member is in a management 
position (Chua, Chrisman & Sharma, 1999). This means that this thesis will concentrate on 
family businesses, which are family-owned and family-managed but have as well non-family 
members at the leading management level. The following part will introduce the topic of 
exclusion in family businesses. 
 

2.2 Exclusion in the Context of Family Firms 
Brundin and Wigren (2012) emphasize the complicated dual concept of family business. 
Dual, as it is composed of two systems, the family and the business. Complicated, of rea-
sons that it is very difficult to clearly differentiate between these two in a family business 
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context because they depend on each other and many overlaps can be observed. McCollom 
(1988) points out, in order to comprehend the family firm in-depth one should not concen-
trate on just one concept in isolation, due to the fact that these two concepts have to be 
seen within a larger system, where they are complementing each other. 
Not long ago the phenomenon of exclusion was mostly about women who are excluded 
from succession or being part of the family business, but Brundin and Wigren (2012) put 
emphasize on the problem’s bisexual nature as well because it can be observed that exclu-
sion is present in family firms regardless of the gender. The authors found out that being 
excluded in family businesses can have different reasons. They describe three types of ex-
clusions: being excluded from arenas, being excluded due to a lack of shared understanding 
of norms and values and being excluded because blood is thicker than water. However, on-
ly the latter relates to non-family members, whereas the others refer to the exclusion of 
family members. Additionally to that, genuine relationships in family business, which are 
more likely to be more emotional than non-family relationships, can drive exclusionary be-
havior (Brundin & Wigren, 2012; Hall 2003). These genuine relationships are so strong that 
for example, the trustworthiness of non-family members is not considered to be as high as 
that of the family members (Brundin & Wigren, 2012).  
 

2.2.1 Arenas 

According to Brundin and Wigren (2012) the exclusion from arenas in family owned busi-
nesses might differ strongly from the arenas of non-family owned businesses because the 
arenas are of different nature (Nordqvist, 2005; Brundin and Melin, 2010). The arenas of 
family businesses for example could include the family home and discussion after office 
hours, as family members come together (Brundin & Wigren, 2012). Nordqvist (2005) goes 
further and combines formal and informal arenas within a family business, in which family 
members as well as non-family members gather to discuss the organization’s strategy. 
While identifying the main actors, he highlights four main arenas where strategy work hap-
pens. Strategy work can be done by family members on informal and formal arenas. The 
first arena concerns family members and is of an informal nature, for example the dining 
table of the family. The second arena is formal and relates as well to the family members, 
for example the ownership council meeting. At the same time strategy work can be done by 
non-family members on informal and formal arenas. Therefore, the third arena represents 
an informal arena where strategy is induced by non-family members, for example lobbying 
in the coffee room. The fourth arena is a formal arena, where strategy work happens by 
non-family members, for example management councils. Although, Nordqvist’s (2005) 
four arenas were not developed to discover exclusionary behavior within family firms, they 
can nevertheless be of great help to identify arenas where exclusion can take place (Brundin 
& Wigren, 2012). 
 

2.2.2 Values and Norms 

Brundin and Wigren (2012) call the attention to the fact that the lack of shared understand-
ing of norms and values can lead to exclusion of family members within a family business. 
Here, exclusion can occur by not sharing the prevailing values and norms of the family and 
the family firm. The person who feels excluded is most likely being different from the oth-
ers and as a consequence of not sharing the same values and norms s/he is being excluded. 
It can be argued that discrepancy of values could also be a decisive factor for the exclusion 
of non-family managers. 
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A company’s culture is according to Dyer (1986) and Schein (2010) described as the values 
and beliefs that are accepted solutions to predominant organizational problems. Further, 
Zahra, Hayton and Salvato (2004), see culture as conscious as well as unconscious beliefs 
and values incorporated by a group. They add, culture is therefore providing meaning for 
the group’s members, whereupon their beliefs and values are captured through symbols, 
patterns of behavior and language. Consequently, as stated by Barth (1998), it is giving the 
individuals an identity and allowing them to come to consistent interpretations of how to 
behave. Further, regarding to Becker (1963), social groups shape social rules, in doing so 
they are influenced by their history, traditions, and interactions with the environment 
(Brundin & Wigren, 2012). According to Melin and Nordqvist (2000) family firms repre-
sent a social group and as explained by Brundin and Wigren (2012) the family firm’s specif-
ic history, culture and norms play an important role for how their rules are set over time. In 
addition Hall, Melin and Nordqvist (2001) point out that the prevailing culture of a family 
firm is an outcome of its history, values, beliefs and current relationships. Besides, Hall et 
al. (2001) and Davis, Hampton and Lansberg (2013) call attention to a family firm’s cultural 
development over generations, which evolves through a transmission of beliefs and values, 
to result in a quite stable cultural pattern internalized by the family as well as the family 
firm. Therefore, understanding these patterns brings one closer to understand the family 
firm and its actions better. This is why each family has its personal institutionalized rules 
and values, which, when not shared by all members could lead to exclusionary behavior 
(Brundin & Wigren, 2012).  
 
The founding generation’s values implacably influence the family firms values and corpo-
rate culture, as discovered by Athanassiou, Crittenden, Kelly and Marquez (2002). Hence, 
these could be as well a source of exclusion. Further, in conformity with Zahra et al. 
(2004), culture cannot be quickly changed because it is founded on artifacts, values and un-
derlying assumptions. The research of Hall et al. (2001) shows an inseparable connection 
between the family member’s role as owner and manager. Meaning, it can be challenging to 
only be a manager at work and only a family member at home. By combining the findings 
of Hall et al. (2001) and Brundin and Wigren (2012), it can be reasoned that the family 
members could exclude non-family managers from discussions about the company be-
cause, due to their shared values, they feel closer and better understood by their fellow 
family members rather than by their non-family managers.  
 
Additional research by Harris, Martinez and Ward (1994) shows a relation between family 
values and future strategic decisions and as mentioned by Aronoff and Ward (1997) and 
Hall et al. (2001), it is likely that strategic decisions in family firms are set by family mem-
bers. Thus, strong family members have an extensive impact on the company’s values. This 
might be an indication for the exclusion of non-family managers from strategic decisions in 
family firms. Therefore, in accordance with Hall et al. (2001) it could happen in this context 
that the values of the family firm are mainly presented by one or several family members. 
In line with this, not allowing non-family managers in the inner circle to influence these 
values might lead to further exclusion. 
 
Moreover, Miller’s (1998) findings indicate that an organization’s culture could be the start-
ing point for barriers, which might arise from routine practices and unconscious behaviors. 
Besides, he highlights, such a culture might favor individuals who are similar to the leader 
and build up barriers to those not in line with the leader’s actions and outward appearance, 
so one could interpret it as exclusion. To recapitulate, the before mentioned statements 
suggest that conflicts arise due to not sharing the same values. The investigations of Jehn 
(1994) see differing values as the point of origin for conflicts, whereas emotional conflicts 
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can be explained as being caused by personal and relationship based differences between 
group members. Accordingly, she illustrates that emotional conflicts can have a negative 
impact on group performance and satisfaction. 
 
Aronoff and Ward (1992) observed one important value, called stewardship, that is often 
present in family firms. Family members see leading a family business as an opportunity to 
create benefits for employees and the community or future generations. This means they 
show personal responsibility to ensure that the company endures longer than they them-
selves live. Consequently, they manage family firms from a long-term perspective. As Da-
vis, Schoorman and Donaldson (1997) point out, leadership then rather serves to follow a 
mission and the well-being of the organization than the fulfillment of selfish goals. The 
findings of Davis, Allen and Hayes (2010) suggest that family members have higher percep-
tions of stewardship than non-family members. Here, one crucial factor is the alignment of 
the individual’s and the company’s values. Furthermore, they argue that with regard to 
stewardship in family firms blood is thicker than water. These findings suggest that there is 
a difference between the family members’ and the non-family members’ values and fur-
thermore this has an influence on how they manage or lead a family firm. Their insights 
can suggest reasons for the exclusion of non-family managers. 
 

2.2.3 Exclusion in the Context of Organizations 

In order to get more knowledge about exclusion in family firms it might be helpful to look 
at exclusion from a general context of organizations. Thus, it appears obvious to explore 
the existing literature even further, regarding exclusionary behavior within organizations. 
Here, multiple definitions about what characterizes exclusionary behavior can be found 
(Hitlan, Cliffton & DeSoto, 2006). Exclusionary behaviors can have many different shapes 
like outright rejection, silent treatment, unrequited love (Leary, 2001). Härtel and Panipucci 
(2007) point out that the employees’ actions to exclude others at the workplace can have 
negative consequences for the emotional well-being and the effectiveness as well as ethical 
performance of the team. They go even further and explain that these exclusionary actions 
can result in destructive behavior and have such a big impact on the employees, so that 
they start to exclude others themselves. 
In order to explain these actions Härtel and Panipucci (2007) use the bad apple analogy, 
where one bad apple is responsible for spoiling all the others. The bad apple stands for un-
ethical exclusionary behavior within the company, which hinders work practices to flow 
smoothly. This means other employees within the company are influenced to exclude oth-
ers and this causes an exclusion of other group members. Moreover, it can be seen as the 
intentional exclusion of members of a workgroup, where bad apples deliberately create a 
theoretical construct of differences in the employees’ minds. Then, they use these differ-
ences to exclude some members, influencing other members to do the same. 
 
The authors categorize exclusion as being either ethical or unethical. Unethical exclusion 
happens when the employee is labeled as being different from the rest of the group, due to 
non-job related characteristics, for example the person is excluded from office conversa-
tions or celebrations. Whereas, they explain the ethical exclusion as being job-related. It can 
be based on job performance, qualifications, skills and others. In both cases, exclusion 
helps bad apples to manipulate and control their own as well as their colleagues’ emotions. 
The use of destructive capabilities is stated more precisely by Härtel and Panipucci (2007, 
p. 290), they describe the unethical practice of these capabilities as the ‘destructive use of 
emotional management skills’. By making use of destructive emotional management skills, 
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bad apples can manipulate if a person becomes a member of the excluded group or if s/he 
belongs to the group who is excluding others (Härtel & Panipucci, 2007). 
 

2.3 Social Categorization Theory, Faultline Theory and Rela-
tionships 

There are theories from other fields of study that might be able to enhance understanding 
of exclusion. In the following part the social categorization theory, the faultline theory and 
theory about interpersonal relationships are introduced and elaborated. 
 

2.3.1 Social Categorization Theory 

Our lives and identities are characterized by belonging to different social groups (Tajfel, 
1982; Turner et al., 1987, Hogg and Abrams, 1988). Abrams, Hogg & Marques (2004, p.2) 
describe that as follows: “[...] much of social life is about who we include, who we exclude, 
and how we feel about it”. We consider their sharp explanation as well suited as it points 
out the duality and interdependence of the process. There exists no exclusion without in-
clusion. As Abrams et al. (2004) state, people build relationships with each other in which 
they seek for belongingness to others. However, these relationships are also characterized 
by boundaries that lay the foundation for exclusion. The boundaries between inclusion and 
exclusion can be set by rules or are manifested in walls or fences. The authors point out 
that there is an interpersonal exclusion, in which one individual excludes another individual 
by denying a relationship with him/her. Further they uncover an intergroup exclusion, 
where certain groups distinguish themselves from others. 
 
The intergroup exclusion can be described as a process of categorization. During this pro-
cess individuals categorize themselves into a group. This group is then seen as the in-group 
that is distinctive to the so-called out-group (Hogg and Abrams, 1988). The members of 
the in-group see themselves as ‘we’, while they see out-group members as ‘them’ (Tajfel, 
1982; Hogg, 2006). Abrams and Hogg (1988) argue that by discriminating the out-group, 
the in-group members strengthen group cohesion as well as their individuals’ self-esteem. 
Abrams et al. (2004, p.19) describe this discriminatory behavior during the categorization 
process as “[...] partitioning people into social categories necessarily involves over inclusion 
and exclusion of members in terms of the assumed sharedness of their characteristics with 
others of the same category”. This could mean that they are one group because they share 
certain values. Furthermore, they characterize this process with a conflict or rivalry be-
tween the opposing groups. 
 

2.3.2 Faultline Theory 

The aforementioned boundaries between inclusion and exclusion can be explained with the 
help of faultline theory. Faultlines can be described as “the hypothetical dividing lines that 
may split a group into subgroups based on one or more attributes” (Lau & Murnighan, 
1998, p.328). Lau and Murnighan (1998) state that faultlines can be based on demographic 
as well as non-demographic characteristics. The faultlines that are justified with the latter 
can provoke sub-groups within bigger groups. Mor Barak (2000) explains that presence of 
faultlines has an influence on the employee’s perception of feeling included in critical group 
processes or feeling excluded from these. 
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According to Lau and Murnighan (1998, p. 328) the strength of faultlines is dependent on 
three factors: (1) the number of individual attributes apparent to group members, (2) their alignment and 
(3) the number of potentially homogenous subgroups. The alignment of these factors and in conse-
quence a low number of homogenous subgroups leads to an increasing strength of the 
faultlines. Strong group faultlines can increase conflict between the subgroups of a group 
and the presence of subgroups can harm general group functions. Härtel and Panipucci 
(2007) made use of the faultline theory in their research on exclusion in organizations. They 
use divisive faultlines to explain how individuals intentionally use exclusion to divide a 
group on purpose. As explored by them, they create and maintain faultlines by willingfully 
constructing hypothetical differences in between group members, which then will lead to a 
specific exclusion of targeted members. 
 

2.3.3 Relationships in Groups 

In line with what Abrams et al. (2004) pointed out, there are relationships between the 
members of the different groups. In order to build a relationship, the group has to have at 
least two group members (Regan, 2011). Macionis and Gerber (2010) refer to a relationship 
between two individuals as a dyadic relationship. This dyadic relationship can occur among 
others, in private, as well as work-related situations. As before mentioned, in the context of 
family businesses, Hall (2003) describes these work-related relationships as either genuine 
or contract-based. Generally, Regan (2011) points out characteristics of the relationship be-
tween two people. Interaction is the basis for any relationship and it allows individuals to 
establish interdependence and influence each other how they behave (Berscheid & Reis, 
1998; Regan, 2011). In other words, “[...] the concept of relationship refers to a state of in-
terdependence that arises from ongoing interactions [...]” (Regan, 2011, p. 4). Additionally, 
she (2011) points out that the interaction must not be based on certain roles and it has to 
be unique in its nature instead. This means that the interaction between two individuals 
should be different to the interactions to other people. As a third attribute she argues that 
these interactions have to be stored in memory. These cognitive representations then influ-
ence future interactions. 
 
With the afore described theories of social categorization and faultlines we might be able to 
explore the basis of the phenomenon of exclusion in family firms. The company itself and 
its members can be seen as the in-group. However, it is also possible that family members 
can be seen as members of the in-group, whereas non-family members could be seen as 
members of the out-group. The categorization process could therefore play a role when ei-
ther family members exclude non-family members or non-family members exclude them-
selves. Härtel and Panipucci (2007) already used the faultline theory to investigate exclusion 
in organizations. This theory explains why there are one or more sub-groups within the in-
group of the organization. This could also imply that there are also other sub-groups than 
those of the family-members and non-family members present. For our research it will be 
interesting to find out if and how these different groups exclude each other and what con-
sequences this might have on the non-family members and the family firm. Similar to that, 
theories about relationships can be of help to describe the relationship between family 
members and non-family members. We assume that these specific relationships play a role 
in the exclusion or inclusion processes. The decisive relationship can either be dyadic, 
namely for example the relationship between the family member CEO and a non-family 
manager, but it can also be a relationship between one or more family and non-family 
members. 
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2.4 Reflections on Literature Framework 
To finalize this chapter we recapitulate the most prominent findings from our literature 
framework. Although, research on exclusion in family firms and more specific the exclu-
sion of non-family managers seems to date being underdeveloped, findings from previous 
research have been helpful to set the context for exclusion in family businesses. Since, it 
was shown that families can be seen as highly complex systems, it becomes more obvious 
that the complexity of family businesses may be even higher. Within these two institutions 
relationships play a major role. The relationships between the family members and the em-
ployees can be of different kind and nature. Besides that, a family business may consist out 
of various groups with varying dividing lines. 
In general, family firms show signs of embodying strong values and norms that are closely 
bound to the owner family. A divergence of those values and the employees’ values could 
be the basis for exclusion. Moreover, exclusion could take place in different locations, 
called arenas. 
The following empirical research aims to contribute to existing literature by exploring ex-
clusion of non-family managers and subsequently creating an understanding for this phe-
nomenon. 
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3 Methodology 
This chapter argues for the choice of our thesis’ research design in accordance with our 
purpose. First, we point out how the interpretivist philosophy is implemented through an 
abductive approach. Then, we outline the structure of the semi-structured interviews and 
vignettes, that are embedded in an exploratory case study strategy. Following this, we pre-
sent the choice of the cases and describe the data collection process as well as the data 
analysis process. Finally, the quality of our research is assessed. 
 

3.1 Research Philosophy and Approach 
In line with our purpose to create an understanding of exclusion of non-family managers in 
family firms we follow an interpretivist philosophy. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009) 
point out that according to an interpretivist philosophy there exist multiple socially con-
structed realities. It aims to elicit subjective meanings of social phenomena. Consequently, 
applying an interpretivist philosophy enabled us to ‘discover’ the family members’ as well 
as the non-family members’ subjective meanings associated with the phenomenon of ex-
clusion. “To enter the social world of our research subjects and understand their world 
from their point of view” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 116) was critical for us in order to meet 
our research purpose. We therefore put emphasis on looking at data from different per-
spectives during the empirical research process and tried to put ourselves in the position of 
our respondents. 
 
An interpretivist philosophy is often combined with an inductive or abductive research ap-
proach. Suitable for our research was the abductive approach that enabled us to constantly 
move back and forth between theory and data. This is possible because there already exists 
literature that provides a pre-understanding for the empirical data (Saunders et al., 2009; 
van Maanen, Sørensen & Mitchell, 2007). In contrast to that, by applying an inductive ap-
proach theory solely evolves from empirical material. Van Maanen et al. (2007) support the 
use of the abductive approach by stating that high quality research is a continuous balanc-
ing process between practice and theory. The process of abduction begins with an unmet 
expectation and invents a plausible explanation or theory. Dubois and Gadde (2002, p. 555) 
argue for the importance of this iterative process by stating that “theory cannot be under-
stood without empirical observation and vice versa“. And consequently, this procedure 
provides us with the “possibilities of capturing and taking advantage not only of the sys-
temic character of the empirical world, but also of the systemic character of theoretical 
models” (Dubois and Gadde, 2002, p. 556). Consequently, we started our process of writ-
ing this thesis with research on theory and during the process of data collection as well as 
the review of the obtained data we repeatedly went back to literature to make sense of the 
data and find additional insights. This has been the case for family firms’ norms and values. 
 

3.2 Research Strategy 
As mentioned before, research on exclusion in family firms is still in its infancy and the 
purpose of our work is to advance the knowledge about it. Therefore, this thesis has an ex-
ploratory research purpose. Robson (2002) emphasizes that this kind of research is well 
suited for areas that are not yet well researched and where it is the goal to study a phenom-
enon from a new perspective and get new insights. Hence, exploratory research is well suit-
ed to answer research questions that contain ‘why’ and ‘how’. 
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This goes in line with Yin’s (2003) categorization of an exploratory case study where he 
states that this strategy is suitable to explore a phenomenon where the outcome is not clear. 
Consequently we apply in this thesis a case study strategy in order to generate “in-depth in-
sights of empirical phenomena and their contexts” (Dubois & Gadde, 2002, p. 555). Here, 
this phenomenon is the exclusion of non-family managers in the context of family busi-
nesses. To learn about this phenomenon we applied a collective case study, where accord-
ing to Stake (1995) each case serves as an instrument. In other words this means that the 
several cases were used as means that allowed us to obtain an understanding of the phe-
nomenon of exclusion in the context of family firms. Therefore, we chose several different 
companies as cases. Within these cases family members, as well as non-family members in 
leading positions were chosen as research subjects. This ‘variety of lenses’ as it is called by 
Baxter and Jack (2008) allowed us to investigate and understand multiple facets of our re-
search topic. 
 

3.3 Research Methods 
Eisenhardt (1989) describes the case study strategy as an iterative process that is closely 
bound to data. The data was obtained with qualitative data collection methods. This is in 
line with our research purpose as Bryman and Bell (2011) point out that qualitative research 
encourages making sense of meanings people attach to social phenomena. Qualitative 
methods are applied in the natural settings of the subjects to study. Contrary to that quanti-
tative methods aim to verify causalities statistically and are therefore not suitable to fulfill 
our purpose and answer our research questions. As Yin (2003) mentions the goal of quanti-
tative case studies is to make generalizations for the whole population, whereas with quali-
tative case studies observations can be generalized in a theory. By means of this ‘analytical 
generalization’ we met our purpose of creating an understanding of the exclusion of non-
family managers. Accordingly, we will advance theory of this phenomenon. 
 
To get a solid set of data, guided interviews as well as vignettes were conducted. Applying 
multiple data collection methods is one means of triangulation and strengthened our study. 
As Patton (2002) points out method triangulation uses several kind of data and could in-
clude qualitative as well as quantitative approaches. However, we only made use of differ-
ent qualitative methods, as the existing knowledge of the topic is scarce and the aim is to 
understand the processes of exclusion in family businesses. Therefore we saw no additional 
value in mixing quantitative and qualitative methods. By means of the method triangulation 
the advantages of two different methods could be combined and in the following compen-
sated some potential limitations of the respective other method. Thereby, the quality and 
the credibility of our research were enhanced. Furthermore, it was possible to get additional 
insight into the topic (Patton, 1999). 
 

3.3.1 Semi-Structured Interviews 

According to Flick (2009), guided interviews are able to uncover the interviewee’s subjec-
tive viewpoints, therefore it is common to use them as an instrument of qualitative re-
search. As Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2010), as well as Lichtmann (2012) point out, these 
guidelines exist out of a specific set of predefined open questions, enabling us to lead the 
interviewee loosely through the interview. By choosing this method it was possible to re-
spond to the interviewee’s answers and to adapt faster to questions that might arise during 
the conversation. Especially, it gave the interviewee the freedom to share personal interests 
or important appearing topics with the interviewer. Due to this, the interview flow got 
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more the shape of a natural conversation, as the interviewers were not interrupting the in-
terviewee, and thus gave the conversation the possibility to develop in different directions. 
On the one hand the guidelines assured that we do not lose track of the interview. While 
on the other hand they could result in unexpected, yet, interesting topics and outcomes, 
leading to useful new insights. Consequently, the guidelines guaranteed comparable inter-
views, although each interview differed considerably. 
 
For the interviews, two different guidelines were drafted (please see the Appendix). One 
guideline addressing non-family managers and the other addressing the family-members. 
The questions in each interview guideline were designed to retrieve as much information as 
possible about exclusionary behavior in the certain family business, without mentioning the 
word ‘exclusion’. This was very important to us, as the topic of exclusion is very sensitive 
and respondents might get biased by the mention of the word exclusion and some of them 
might not answer honestly. During the preparation of the guide, the earlier presented theo-
ries from literature served as guiding principles.  
 
The first part of the interview guide was designed to get personal insights from the inter-
viewees. Following, the respondents were asked to introduce themselves, their company 
and their role within the company. During these questions usually the atmosphere got 
more relaxed and the interviewees opened up and became more talkative. Afterwards, the 
non-family managers were asked to describe their relationship with the family members in-
volved in the company. A question about the general relationship between the family 
members and non-family members finalized the introduction. 
The main part aimed to investigate how non-family managers’ are excluded by the family 
firms’ owners, resulting in the exclusion of non-family managers. As already mentioned be-
fore, we developed two interview guides. The following explains how we designed the in-
terview questions for non-family managers in order to detect the phenomenon of exclusion 
from their perspective. After that, we are going to show how we adapted the questions for 
family owners. 
 
The body of the interview was designed as a guide to find out more about exclusion of 
non-family managers working in family firms. To identify exclusion the interviewees were 
asked to recall a situation in which they could not contribute as they wished or wanted to. 
Once the interviewees started to talk about the situations we asked them to elaborate a little 
bit more about where and when they interacted with family members. Further, to guide the 
interview towards topics that might show exclusion, we asked them how they would de-
scribe the cooperative work with the family business owners and if they ever felt left out. 
To slowly shift the attention towards exclusion, which might arise due to different loca-
tions we asked them about the places and locations where they met with family members 
to discuss important business matters. By asking them for places they were not invited to 
discuss the company’s issues we managed to reveal certain locations from which the man-
agers are excluded by the family members.  
Beyond that, to attain more information about exclusion and to understand the managers’ 
point of view we asked them to think about situations in which they see differences be-
tween non-family managers and family owners. By giving them the possibility to express 
their personally felt differences through examples, it became more easy for them to relate 
to these situations. While the managers were talking about the differences one question was 
added to find out more about, if exclusion is a consequence of the manager’s differentiat-
ing values and norms, which were not conform with the family firms’ values, norms and 
thus its culture. The managers’ interview guideline included as well a question, aiming to 
explore if not being a family member was enough to not value their opinions. As before 
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mentioned the questions were designed to not have the word ‘exclusion’ in them, to get 
deeper insights and not to trigger resistance to answer them. For example, the managers 
were asked if they ever felt left out, if there are situations in which they would like to con-
tribute more or if they ever faced a fait accompli. 
 
The interview guideline for the family owners differs slightly from the non-family manag-
ers’ guideline, to ensure a good flow during the interview it was important to us to adapt 
the questions more to the owner’s perspective. The family member’s interview guideline 
was developed to best possibly attain their point of view and to explore their perspective 
on the exclusion of non-family managers. The interview started similar to the other guide, 
with the family members’ introduction and was followed by questions concerning the own-
er’s relationship with the company’s managers. Then, we asked them to think about the 
non-family managers’ involvement when it comes to decisions about the company. Once 
they got more confident in talking about the managers, we started to ask about the differ-
ence they perceived in the tasks of an owner compared to a manager, to get a sense where 
exclusionary behavior could be hidden. As the family members slowly opened up we asked 
about information they did not like to share with their managers. Then, we managed to di-
rect their attention to search their mind for situations in which it happens that only family 
members discuss family business affairs. After having explored situations where exclusion 
might exist, a transition was made towards locations in which the owner might have a dis-
cussion about business matters and not feeling the necessity to include non-family manag-
ers. 
 

3.3.2 Vignettes 

After discussing the open questions of the semi-structured interviews we confronted the 
respondents with three scenarios, so called vignettes. We used them as a complementary 
technique. Barter and Renold (2000) point out that making use of vignettes enhances other 
data by generating additional data that is untapped by other techniques. Vignettes are de-
fined as “simulations of real events depicting hypothetical situations“ that facilitate inter-
viewees responses to these situations (Wilks, 2004, p. 81). According to Hazel (1995) vi-
gnettes give people the chance to comment or give an opinion on concrete scenarios or ex-
amples. For our research these examples where descriptions of different kinds of exclusion 
of non-family managers in the context of family firms. As it is common to use written ac-
counts of these scenarios (Wilks, 2004) we provided the respondents during the interviews 
with a printed version of the vignettes. Each scenario was printed on one paper and they 
were handed out one at a time in order to avoid confusion between the three different sce-
narios. For the telephone interviews we decided to articulately read them to the respond-
ent. The threat of biasing the interviewees by sending them beforehand was too high. We 
chose to make use of vignettes as they desensitize topics and therefore engage conversa-
tions about sensitive topics such as exclusion (Barter & Renold, 2000; Hughes & Huby, 
2002). 
 
The vignettes were designed to talk about different aspects of exclusion in family firms. 
The first scenario deals with the owners’ decision making that non-family managers are ex-
cluded from. 

Paul is an owner and CEO of a family business. Sometimes he has to make tough decisions. 
One day he had to act very fast to seize an opportunity, so he spontaneously discussed it with 
other involved family members. This means he thought it was not possible to talk to his man-



 

 
16 

agers about this important decision. The family just acted on instinct and informed the other 
managers afterwards.  

 
The second one describes a situation in which exclusion is caused by the non-family man-
ager having different values and norms compared to the family firm. 

Anne, a non-family manager at a family business makes her decision from a financial view-
point, such as growth and profit, she thinks this is in the best interest of the company. Howev-
er, the family decides that this is not the best option for the company because it does not con-
form with the family’s values and consequently with the family firm’s values. Therefore, the 
family declines the manager’s suggestion and picks another alternative. 

 
Furthermore, the third scenarios insinuates the expression of exclusion of non-family 
members through family members’ grouping behavior. 

Gustaf, a family member and manager at the family firm is observing the behavior of the com-
pany’s employees and family members during a fika break. He notices that there is one table 
where all the employees sit and chat and there is a second table where the family members min-
gle. 

 
After each scenario the interviewees were asked if they could relate to the situation or if 
they experienced something similar before. Follow up questions were then asked to elicit 
thoughts about the situation, if they understood the decision making and the role of the 
situation in the relationship between family members and non-family managers. 
 

3.4 Choice of Companies and Respondents 
To get insights into exclusion of non-family members we decided to investigate family-
member CEOs and non-family managers. As CEOs and managers work closely together 
and these managers should be part of the decision making they qualify as research subjects. 
Thus, allowing us to analyze the exclusion of non-family leaders in family firms. 
When choosing the respondents it was important to obtain a heterogeneous sample, based 
on companies from different industries. We went about finding family businesses with at 
least one non-family manager, who holds a leading position in the company. Further, com-
panies with geographical closeness were chosen, with the intention that most of the inter-
views could be conducted in person. All family firms, fitting our description were gathered 
on a list until we had twelve family firms. Following, we called the family firms and if they 
were willing to talk to us we tried to arrange an appointment in person, if this was not pos-
sible, it was agreed on an interview via telephone or a Skype videoconference. Additionally, 
we contacted two German family firms through a contact person. Consequently, the access 
and the availability of the companies that fitted to our research design were the main selec-
tion criteria for our respondents. This was of significant importance in order to be able to 
arrange and carry out the interviews within a timeframe of two months. This process was 
repeated until we had seven case studies of different family companies. Within these firms 
we aimed to interview at least one, but preferably two non-family managers and the family 
CEO. Often we were able to get additional contacts within the company, once we inter-
viewed one member of the company. Important for the choice of respondents was to get 
to talk to family as well as non-family members in order to investigate the phenomenon 
from a two-sided perspective. 
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3.5 Data Collection 
Before the interviews were conducted a description of the topic was sent to the interview-
ees, as this should prepare them to think about relationships within the company. Here, we 
labeled our topic as investigating relationships between family members involved in the 
company and non-family managers. Additionally, we asked them to think about differences 
between family and non-family managers. We consciously decided not to send them the 
whole interview guide, even if they asked us to, as this might have biased their responses. 
In this way it was possible to become unprejudiced insights into exclusions in family firms. 
 
The interviews were conducted by us in the timeframe of April, 8th 2015 till May, 8th 
2015. To conduct the face-to-face interviews we visited the respondents in their offices. 
Right before the interviews the respondents were asked if it was fine with them to record 
the conversations in order to transcribe and analyze the data afterwards. One interviewee 
did not allow to make a record, therefore we made notes during the interview and made a 
reflection of the most important statements afterwards. We tried to hold the interviews 
with the Swedish companies due to the geographical closeness whenever possible in per-
son. However, as many of our respondents have been busy with their jobs or travelling, we 
made a reasonable compromise to conduct the interviews on the phone or via Skype. The 
same applies for the interviews with the managers and CEOs of the German companies. 
All of the interviews with the Swedish respondents were held in English. Therefore, none 
of the conversational partners was native speaker. However, the conversations with the 
representatives of the two German firms were held in German. The interviews lasted be-
tween 40 to 90 minutes. Afterwards, the recorded interviews were transcribed. 
 

3.6 Description of Respondents 
Although we anonymized our respondents we provide a general description of the compa-
nies and our interviewees. Altogether we interviewed sixteen managers, whereas six of 
them have been family members and ten have been non-family members. Table 1 provides 
an overview of the respondents and some basic information regarding their positions with-
in the companies as well as information about the interviews. 
 

 
Table 1- Overview of Respondents 
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3.7 Quality of this Research 
The quality of a qualitative research is assessed by its trustworthiness (Krefting, 1991) and 
by meeting ethical principles (Saunders et al., 2009). 
 

3.7.1 Trustworthiness 

According to Krefting (1991) trustworthiness consists of (1) Credibility - confidence in truth of 
the findings, (2) Transferability - application to other settings, (3) Dependability - if replicated, are the find-
ings consistent and (4) Conformability - the non-existence of biases. As reported by her there are sev-
eral strategies to enhance trustworthiness in qualitative research. They can either be applied 
during the design of the research, while data collection or during analysis and interpreta-
tion. During literature research we made use of research from several disciplines, such as 
family business, organizational and socio-psychological literature. This qualifies as theoreti-
cal triangulation. One additional strategy to strengthen the trustworthiness of our thesis 
was reflexivity. We were aware that in qualitative research we are part of the research and 
influence the outcome. Therefore, we had to reflect on how we influenced the data. This 
was supported by our investigator triangulation (Knafl & Breitmayer, 1989). As we worked 
in a team we had different viewpoints on diverse topics, different interpretations and dis-
cussed them. Another strategy we used is triangulation of data methods (Knafl & 
Breitmayer, 1989). By applying semi-structured interviews as well as vignettes we were able 
to reduce biases the respective other method has. For example, in semi-structured inter-
views, respondents might for some reason do not want to talk about sensitive issues, or 
they might even not be aware of them. Vignettes counteracted and balanced these disad-
vantages. For example some respondents were during the interview not aware of situations 
in which exclusion occurred. However, with the help of the vignettes they were able to re-
call them. As we investigated exclusion from a two-sided perspective we reduced the in-
formant bias (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). By interviewing family as well as non-family 
members we were able to view the phenomenon from diverse perspectives. Additionally, 
the fact that the companies operated in different industries, in different generations of 
owners and the various experiences of our informants helped us to further decrease this bi-
as. Lastly, a detailed description of the research process and the sample ensured conforma-
bility. Solely, the use of telephone interviews can be seen as a minor deficit. 
 
Telephone interviews can provide advantages but they have downsides as well. Saunders et 
al. (2009) reveal several advantages of conducting interviews via telephone, because they 
are not tied to a certain location. They might even give you better access to the interview 
partners, who would otherwise not be able to give an interview. That was the case for the 
interviews with the respondents located in Germany and for some of the Swedish ones. 
Considering our research design, interviewing CEOs and non-family managers, access was 
a challenging task, therefore phone interviews enabled us to reach our busy interview part-
ners. Additionally, the sensitivity of the topic itself made access more difficult. As our the-
sis’ topic addressed the delicate phenomenon of exclusion the choice of telephone inter-
views could be seen as a disadvantage. However, during the interviews it appeared to us 
that the distance over the phone created somehow an anonymity. Consequently, the re-
spondents didn’t have a problem to tell us very private experiences and feelings. So one 
could even argue that it was fostering the interviewees’ openness. While, Saunders et al. 
(2009) describe it as a possible downside to not see the interviewee, we experienced tele-
phone interviews as beneficial, due to the fact that our respondents had enough time to 
talk to us and did not have to rush to other meetings. For this reason, we had the oppor-
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tunity to have very productive in-depth interviews, allowing us to ask follow up questions 
during a time span of up to one hour. However, we did not get the chance to see the re-
spondents’ body language. Additionally, when we had the personal interviews we had the 
chance to visit the companies and the respondents in their working environment and there-
fore get a better impression and additional information. This was unfortunately not possi-
ble when doing phone interviews. 
 

3.7.2 Ethics 

During the whole research process our contact to the respondents and their companies was 
guided by ethical principles. Saunders et al. (2009, p.226) describe this as the “standards of 
behavior that guide your conduct in relation to the rights of those who become subjects of 
your work, or area affected by it”. As Bell and Bryman (2007) point out, ethics in manage-
ment research is very specific compared to other social sciences and is of high importance. 
By calling the potential respondents beforehand and elucidating the overall research topic 
and data collection process we fulfilled the voluntary nature of participating. Providing 
them with the information ensured a transparent process. They had at any time the possi-
bility to withdraw from our research or not answer certain questions. Anonymizing the data 
and allocating nicknames for the companies and the respondents ensured the anonymity of 
the participants. This was very important to us, as the topic of exclusion is very sensitive 
and we did not want to display the individuals’ honest meanings and experiences together 
with their real names, as this might harm the respondent or the company. Additionally, as it 
was very kind of our interviewees to take their precious time, we would also like to give 
something back. By giving them the chance to see our results and implications mutual ben-
efit was guaranteed. 
 

3.8 Data Analysis and Interpretation 
Stake (1995) points out that there is no special moment when researchers start the analysis. 
Rather they give meaning to impressions throughout the whole research process. While an-
alyzing they take data apart and provide the parts with meaning. These parts are crucial to 
data interpretation. In qualitative case studies there is a continuous back and forth between 
analysis and interpretation as Dubois and Gadde (2002) state. 
 
With reference to Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009, p. 96) interpretation constitutes the reve-
lation of something hidden in the research data and is the core of hermeneutics. They argue 
that interpretation is a continuous process that is described as the hermeneutic cycle. Basis 
of the hermeneutic cycle are the assumptions that “the meaning of the part can be only un-
derstood if it is related to the whole” and “the whole consists of parts, hence it can only be 
understood on the basis of these” (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009, p. 92). This shows that the 
whole has to be interpreted in its parts and vice versa the parts have to be interpreted in re-
lation to the whole. Furthermore, there is an interplay between the actual understanding of 
the data and the pre-understanding. The researchers ask questions to the text and interpret 
them with their pre-understanding. Additionally, pre-understanding develops continuously 
through understanding of the new material. For example, we had a pre-understanding of 
the companies, that we had developed through online research and while data collection 
and analysis this pre-understanding then developed. Same applies for the understanding of 
exclusion in the context of family firms. The pre-understanding, which we had obtained 
from the literature review helped us to interpret exclusion in our empirical data. This en-
hanced in turn our pre-understanding for the ongoing analysis process. According to Al-
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vesson and Sköldberg (2009) the researchers continuously sub-interpret patterns of inter-
pretation during this process. This shows the intertwined relationship between the investi-
gators and the data material. In order to let others participate it is important to describe the 
logical argumentation of the interpretation. 
 
De Massis and Kotlar (2014) reveal that before analyzing and interpreting data has to be 
prepared. We first reduced data by selecting, focusing and simplifying the data we have col-
lected throughout our research. We oriented this data reduction by the research purpose 
and the research questions. As a next step data has to be arranged and organized. Here, we 
read the transcripts individually and coded the meanings, key concepts and key words that 
came up. After this process we discussed the assigned codes with each other and then we 
created a table to have an overview over the gathered data and the topics that came up dur-
ing the interviews and provided them with an explanation. Then we categorized the coded 
data by distinguishing and grouping different categories. Finally, we identified connections 
and links to the context of each company and each individual. During this analysis and in-
terpretation process researchers recognize and confirm new meanings as it is stated by 
Stake (1995). They make them comprehensible for others by connecting it with the better 
known. 
 
As De Massis and Kotlar (2014) state, some phenomena occur on different levels of the 
organization as they affect individuals as well as groups and the whole family firm. We as-
sume that this is true for exclusion and exclusionary behavior and therefore analyzed it on 
three different levels. Exclusion served as the unit of analysis. We first started with the in-
terpretation on an individual level, namely the interviewed family and non-family members. 
During this process we looked for the emergence of exclusionary behavior in the data ma-
terial of each respondent. We then proceeded with the analysis of the social interactions be-
tween the family members and non-family members, meaning that we set their individual 
experiences in the context of their company. Finally, we shifted to a macro level and ana-
lyzed the phenomenon of exclusion on the family business level. In the next chapter of our 
thesis we illustrate the results from analysis and interpretation. 
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4 Empirical Analysis 
In the following part the outcome of the data analysis is presented. First, we describe the 
companies and the role of the respondents within the family businesses. Then we elaborate 
how our respondents perceive the relationships between family members and non-family 
managers. After that we outline the foundations of exclusion of non-family managers, such 
as values and characteristics of specific topics. Next, we show how this exclusion is mani-
fested in family firms. Lastly, we illustrate the consequences for individuals, as well as for 
the family businesses. 
 

4.1 Company Profiles 
Company A is a family business that sells cars in Sweden. Anton, 53, is the owner and 
CEO of the mother company and has been working in this company for 35 years. The 
company currently has 650 employees and is present in 25 locations. In the last two years 
Anton started to step back from daily business and devoted his attention to the company’s 
overall strategy and future developments. In 2014 Aksel, who has worked in several other 
family companies before, took over as a CEO of the main site and takes care of the daily 
business. The second manager we talked to is Anders. He is 42 years old, currently division 
manager and has been working in the company for 15 years. Currently, company A is lead 
by the second generation, however there are already three of Anton’s children involved in 
different positions of the firm. The firm’s board of directors is composed solely of family 
members. 
 
Company B is a German family business that is currently held by the fourth generation. 
They produce machines and are mainly present in the business to business sector. The 
company has 75 employees. Björn and his brother have been working in the company for 
30 years now, and they own the company and share the task of leading it. He is the CEO 
for commercial matters, whereas his brother is responsible for technical decisions. Bart is 
the sales manager for Western Europe and has been working at Company B for more than 
40 years. This means that this is the only company he ever worked for. Contrary to that, 
Benjamin the sales manager for the district overseas who has been working in this firm for 
ten years, has also worked for three other family businesses as well as multinational com-
panies. 
 
Company C is a Swedish family business, lead by the third generation. The company pro-
duces industrial components for the Swedish as well as for the international market. The 
company employs 102 employees in 4 different locations and its leadership consists of 
Christian, who is 38 years old and his cousin, who is about the same age. Christian holds 
the position as the CEO and his cousin fills the position of the vice president. Both share a 
very close relationship, characterized by equal values and commitment to the family firm. 
Other family members involved in the business are one additional cousin and Christian’s 
uncle and aunt.  
 
Company D is a Swedish family business that produces packaging material and is currently 
lead by the second generation. It consists of several daughter companies, which are inter-
acting all around the globe. The company is growing fast and has around 2400 employees. 
The family recently decided to step a little back from the daily business in order to let the 
company grow. At the moment they are mainly involved in strategic decisions. Daniel, a 
non-family member, is 55 years old and has been working there for 15 years. Before that he 
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worked in several other family businesses. He shows similarities to Dominic, a CEO of one 
of the daughter companies. Dominic, also a non-family member, has been working for 
Company D for 20 years and has experience from working in other family firms as well. In 
total there are three family members involved in the company. 
 
Eric is the owner and CEO of the German Company E. The firm and its four daughter 
companies produce industrial as well as technical tools and are present in Germany, Croa-
tia, USA, India and China. Eric has founded Company E in 1985 and they have approxi-
mately 270 employees. Until 13 years ago Eric took all decisions on his own, but nowadays 
he stepped back a little and is supported by the non-family managers Edward and Ethan. 
Edward is 58 years old and has been in the position of a commercial manager for 13 years. 
Before that he worked for another big family company. Ethan is technical director and has 
been working in Company E for four years. Besides Eric his son is also active in one of the 
daughter companies. 
 
Company F is a Swedish family business with a very long history and it is active in the food 
industry. Felix, 66 years old, is the co-owner and CEO of the company group. He has 
worked all his life for the company and represents the 13th generation. Three years ago, he 
decided to step down from daily business and to attend meetings just informally because he 
wanted to concentrate more on long-term goals and strategic decisions. One of his manag-
ers is Frederick, a 42 year old, who is working since the beginning of the 90ies for the fami-
ly firm. He is from the same village and knows the company and the family since his child-
hood. Frederick managed to work his way up from production specialist to the daughter 
company’s CEO. The 14th generation is represented by two of Felix’s five children who 
are involved in the company as well, filling different positions. The board of directors ex-
ists of four family members and four externals. 
 
Company G is a Swedish family firm, active in the industrial components industry. The 
business is currently managed by the second generation. Gabriel, 35 years old, is the family 
company’s CEO and owner. He leads the company together with his father who is the 
founder. His father is involved in the daily business, holding a position as a sales manager. 
Gabriel’s leadership style could be described as being participative, thus it differs consider-
ably from his father’s. George is one of the company’s non-family managers who is re-
sponsible for the financial department. He is 59 years old and has been employed for more 
than ten years. Thus, he already worked for Gabriel’s father. The board of directors is 
composed of Gabriel, his father, his older brother who is not working for the company and 
two external managers. At the moment the company employs 112 employees at one loca-
tion. Table 2 presents a summary of the basic information on each company. 
 

 
Table 2 - Overview of Companies 
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4.2 Family Firms and Relationships 
Families have different relationships with their managers. Some non-family managers are 
considered as family members while others are seen as employees that are external to the 
family. While analyzing our empirical data we identified different relationships between 
family members and their non-family managers. Frederick, a non-family member who has 
been working for many years for the company, perceived himself as being a member of the 
family: 

“Our relationship is very close, I feel like a part of the family.” 
(Frederick, non-family manager) 

Whilst, Edward, a non-family member, who has been in a long-term relationship with the 
owner family as well, perceives his relationship with the family members as strictly profes-
sional. He does not feel as being a part of the family: 

“The nature of our relationship is purely professional.” 
(Edward, non-family manager) 

Eric, his employer, sees the relationship with his manager only on a professional level as 
well. Another non-family manager, Benjamin, senses his relationship as a combination of 
the above mentioned: 

“Our relationship is based on a very good partnership. It’s very constructive.” 
(Benjamin, non-family manager) 

 
All the relationships have one thing in common, they predefine how the non-family man-
ager is perceived by the family members and vice versa. Making a comparison between our 
literature framework and these findings we were able to identify different relationships 
within the different companies. Our data suggests that there are not only genuine relation-
ships between the family members, but also between family members and non-family man-
agers (Hall, 2003). Contrariwise, there are also relationships between family and non-family 
managers that are solely professional and contract-based. This goes in line with Vallejo’s 
(2009) findings that non-family managers can also act as stewards. Acting as a steward in-
stead of agent is based on a high level of commitment. We argue that having genuine rela-
tionships and feeling as member of the in-group increases commitment and in the follow-
ing also the likelihood to act as a steward. There are similar indications with regard to social 
categorization theory (Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Tajfel, 1982). In some companies the in-
group is represented by the family, whereas in other firms the in-group is constituted of the 
owner family and the employees. Applying Lau and Murnighan’s (1998) theory of fault-
lines, we recognized that in the first case the dividing lines between the groups are based on 
the fact that they are related to each other by blood or law. In the other case the group is 
built based on shared values and norms. By understanding this, one is able to better inter-
pret the context in which exclusion takes place. 
 

4.3 Foundations of Exclusion 
Our findings suggest that values and norms as well as the characteristics of other issues are 
the basis of exclusion. On the one hand non-family managers can be excluded on grounds 
of the families’ and firms’ values and norms. Consequently it can either cause the managers 
leaving the companies or being excluded from specific decisions. But on the other hand 
they can be excluded from certain issues that family members prefer to decide themselves 
or like to keep the information within the family. A reason for that is that there are differ-
ences between family members and non-family managers. According to Eric, a family 
member, it is important to understand that relationships between family and non-family 
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managers are of a different kind because non-family managers have the luxury to go home 
and leave the company behind, while the family members have invested all their lives in the 
company. In his opinion, this is a crucial difference one has to keep in mind when looking 
at their relationships. For him it takes many years until a manager is considered as working 
like a family member. It takes even longer to approve their decisions and values as being 
equivalent to the family members’. He communicated it like this: 

“[...] it is a very long and difficult process to bring a manager as far, so that he decides as 
a family member would. When my managers make mistakes the worst case scenario for 
them is they could get fired, but for me, it costs me my life’s work.” 
(Eric, family member) 

Meaning, non-family managers could be excluded because the family members do not 
evaluate the relationship to be at eye level, in terms of values and decisions they take. And 
thus, to see them as equals. Christian goes even one step further and states that the values 
of family business owners and non-family managers are different because managers will al-
ways have a greater loyalty towards themselves then towards the company. His exact words 
were: 

“I can probably share a lot with my managers, but you must know that the business ap-
proach or the need for my non-family managers is to get income [...] I must always know 
that they have a greater loyalty to themselves and their own believes [...] Me and my 
cousin are in it for a life.” (Christian, family member) 

To him the differing values are a key factor for exclusion. In addition, he thinks that certain 
values are only shared by family members and they are therefore responsible for a lack of 
loyalty on the part of non-family managers. 
 

4.3.1 Exclusion Through Values and Norms 

Exclusion in family firms can have several reasons, exclusion through differing values and 
norms is one of them. It became very clear that values and norms are a crucial source for 
exclusion when talking to Christian. He and his cousin share core values that are inherited 
from their grandfather, these include to be responsible for the company and to look after 
the village they are living in. He pointed out:  

“[...] we have a great responsibility and interest in the company which is that we should 
take care of the company and our little village we live in and of the values of our grandfa-
ther.” (Christian, family member) 

The family firm has values that go beyond profit making, Christian argued that it is fine for 
family members to overrule non-family managers decisions, when not in accordance with 
the family firm’s values. He sees it as legitimate to exclude managers who are deviating 
from the family firm’s values, if the family values have been communicated well. The same 
values could be identified in Björn’s company. Björn is a family member and sees the main 
source of exclusion in the non-family managers’ short term thinking against the family 
members’ long-term orientation. The managers’ short term goals could aim at getting a bo-
nus for achieving the budget figures. Whereas the family members’ goals are to ensure the 
company’s long lasting success in order to pass it on to the next generation: 

“[...] the tradition of a company can explain it quite good. You own a family business 
over generations and therefore I look further in the future compared to my managers. I 
want to keep the business in the family in the long run. The manager just wants to reach 
his bonus.” (Björn, family member) 

Generally, all of the family members disclosed that they carry a responsibility towards the 
next generation and to ensure the companies long-term survival. Further, they believe hav-
ing these different values could be the reason, why they excluded non-family managers in 
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the first place. They added, it is very difficult for non-family managers to put themselves in 
the family members’ shoes. Even the non-family managers suspected diverging values to be 
the prime suspect for exclusion. Thus, both parties believed that not only the differing 
mindsets but also the divergent core values could be the root of exclusion. 
 
Another reason related to values was explained by Christian. He and his cousin share cer-
tain core values that are not shared with externals because they did not grow up with the 
company. Consequently non-family managers are excluded due to their deviant values. 

“[...]even if we are different persons and personalities, we always have a core value and a 
core, we have a certain core which is not shared by externals of course [...] if I make my 
decision together with managers that are not family members, in this case I have to be 
much more thorough and explanatory in why I make this decisions or why we should 
make this kind of decisions. When I make the same kind of decision with my cousin 
there is no need because he knows that it is the right decision.” 
(Christian, family member) 

Here it seems like Christian and his cousin have an intuitive joint understanding. This also 
applies for the family member Björn and his brother. Both add that trust within the family 
is naturally higher. The trust Björn and his brother share is intuitive. Sometimes there are 
situations where they have to take quick decisions. Hence, they excluded non-family man-
agers from these decisions: 

“There are certain things where you have to decide on your own, this applies for me and 
my brother. About this matters we do not discuss with managers. But there is a connec-
tion between me and my brother, we have the same values and we just trust each other. 
And I do expect the same from my managers, to trust us.” (Björn, family member) 

These shared family values and the intuitive understanding between the family members 
make the non-family managers deviant and as a result of that they are excluded. The exclu-
sion takes often place when talking about important company decisions. When doing that 
the family member do not want to waste time on justifying their decisions in front of the 
non-family managers. So, to circumvent this timely discussions they exclude non-family 
managers from these decisions. 
 

4.3.1.1 Exclusion from Decisions 

These differing values, namely family members having the long-term orientation and non-
family managers often being more short-term oriented can lead to exclusion from deci-
sions. Regarding to Anton, non-family managers are excluded from ownership decisions 
about the future of the company, on these grounds these issues are only discussed with 
family members.  

“I would say the only thing that we only discuss within the family is the future of the com-
pany when it comes to ownership because that’s really a family thing [...] when it comes to 
the master plan where are we heading with the company, I think that was very much my 
plan. I think that’s an owner issue.” (Anton, family member) 

In his eyes, it is the family’s responsibility to have a plan for the future. This is in line with 
Christian’s experience that exclusion happens when discussing about certain decisions. He 
expressed it like this: 

“[...] the day to day life involves me and my cousin and non-family members but when it 
comes to long-term discussion, long-term perspectives and when we initiate when we want 
to change our organization to be more service focused rather than production focused. This 
is something that just me and my cousin would discuss between each other and then decide 
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which of our co workers we need to involve in such a process, to initiate such a process.” 
(Christian, family member) 

This discovery exemplifies that non-family managers are purposefully excluded by family 
firm owners’, during decisions concerning the long-term perspective and the timing of a fu-
ture action. After these decisions have been discussed with family members and a com-
monly shared agreement is taken, the exclusion is revoked and the non-family managers are 
actively involved in the implementation process. 
In addition, Aksel, a non-family manager, could observe that the company’s vision and fu-
ture or the logo of the company were only discussed between family members: 

“Of course some discussions could be in the family. In what direction the company should 
go. The logo for example is the typical family discussion, to me. And the vision the busi-
ness idea, that is something what the family decides on.” 
(Aksel, non-family manager) 

In his mind these exclusions are exemplary for family firms and he could observe them 
through his career, while working for several family firms. However, in that regard he also 
mentioned that it is totally fine with him if they do so and that he actively steps back and 
lets them discuss these issues on their own. Daniel, a non-family manager could confirm 
exclusion from decisions, while being employed in a family firm in the past: 

“[...] a lot of problems are solved at home at the owner family, without the company and the 
employees knowing what is happening. Suddenly they changed the strategy and the course 
because they have talked about it in the evening around the dinner table. That gave big un-
certainty around in the company. You did not know what is going on, what is going to 
change now.” (Daniel, non-family manager) 

As described by Daniel, exclusion of non-family managers can spread uncertainty in the 
company, but at his current family firm he experienced a different exclusion. He continued 
to explain that the owner family consciously excluded him from their own standpoints be-
cause they did not want to influence his professional opinion about daily business issues. 
This means, the family members try to actively foster and develop his personal responsibil-
ity as well as decision making. This family excludes Daniel from their thoughts and opin-
ions regarding his decisions, when he actively asks them to get to know their opinion. Dan-
iel interprets this kind of exclusion as getting the family’s trust, which makes him become 
loyal to the family and develop corporate entrepreneurial attitude. However, he would wish 
to be included and to get insights into their thoughts. 
 
When it comes to making decisions all of the family members mentioned that there are de-
cisions they exclude their managers from, nevertheless they try to involve them more in de-
cisions regarding daily business. Because it would not make sense to hire a manager and to 
not let them make decisions they were hired for. Christian explained it like this: 

“I have people employed to do certain decisions in parts of my organization and if I didn’t 
use them for that I would waste my money. It is no need to employ someone to be chief fi-
nancial officer not letting them be the financial chief officer. So I would say in general we 
have a very professional relationship with the non-family co workers. Simply for the rea-
son, I would waste my money if I would not trust them.” (Christian, family member) 

This professional attitude and willingness to not exclude their non-family managers from 
their delegated decisions could be observed in most of the companies. 

4.3.1.2 Forced and Voluntary Exclusion 

Differing values can not only cause exclusion from decisions, it can also have more far-
reaching consequences. According to the non-family managers and the family members, 
forced exclusion might arise when non-family managers are fired by family members. 
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Whereas, voluntary exclusion takes place when non-family members decide on their own to 
leave the company due to a gap between the company’s and their values. This could be ob-
served by considering Christian’s viewpoint about the consequences of a manager showing 
a behavior that is not conform with the family firm’s values: 

“[...] if she is only working for profit she would probably leave the company anyway. She 
could share some of the family firm’s values and she would support them better.”  
(Christian, family member) 

What he meant is, if the managers do not agree with the family firm’s values they leave on 
their own. Daniel, a non-family manager, backed this up by saying “[...] they could feel that they 
did not fit in, so they left the company.” Dominic, a non-family manager confirmed this by telling 
a story about a previous employment. In this company it was not uncommon for the own-
er to “mix up his own wallet with the company’s wallet”. For Dominic this norm was not accepta-
ble and so he chose to leave the company after one year. This goes in line with Felix’s ex-
periences: 

“They have to accept the values. If they do not like the values they don’t like to work here 
anyway. So they quit.” (Felix, family member) 

 
It is not only the possibility that managers decide to leave the company on their own, it is 
also possible that the family members decide to exclude them. Anders mentioned an exam-
ple of this forced exclusion: 

“I had a lot of colleagues that are not there anymore [...] if you don’t share the values and 
you are constantly doing the opposite, then it is a conflict of interest and you have to sepa-
rate.” (Anders, non-family manager) 

Consequently, forced exclusion of a non-family manager is the result. They are forced by 
the owner to leave the company, when not agreeing with their values. Forced exclusion 
through values can also mean that the family’s values do not allow external managers to en-
ter the company. Therefore they are excluded from the beginning. Daniel, a non-family 
manager, reported on knowing a family firm that is lead by a mother and her two daugh-
ters. Whilst contemplating about them, he came to the conclusion that the exclusion can 
mainly be traced back on the family members desire to keep control over the family busi-
ness. To express it in Daniel’s words: 

“[...] but, she said, Daniel, that is not our goal. We want our company to have this 
size. When the company grows I need to hire managers and then I loose the control of 
the company. And I do not want to do that.” (Daniel, non-family manager) 

 

4.3.2 Other Incidences of Exclusion 

Within the different family firms we observed various other types of exclusion. It also oc-
curs when family firm owners fill higher positions only with family members. For example, 
Christian and his cousin are CEO and vice president and they are the only board members 
as well. Therefore, exclusion happens due to hierarchical structures within the company. 
He described it as follows:  

“[...] when it comes to ownership issues or when it comes to long-term perspective or board 
issues that issues are only for the board and that does not matter if you are family or not. 
This are all ownership issues and since my cousin and I are the only owners, he is the only 
one I have to include in these discussions, initially.” (Christian, family member) 

Another issue that was raised by Anton are acquisitions. He prefers to take these specific 
decisions all by himself. Most of the time he only informed his managers after taking the 
decision. A reason for that is the sensitivity of the topic. He is afraid that leaking infor-
mation would harm the company: 
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“[...] there is a risk with that also. And it’s if too many people know about something 
then information might leak out and that’s not always a good thing [...] that’s a risk 
when too many people are involved. Sometimes people start hearing rumors that shouldn’t 
be heard.” (Anton, family member) 

This goes in line with the experiences of the family member Björn. He stated that there is 
insider knowledge he does not share with his managers. For example knowledge about 
changes in the market or information that are not yet public in order to keep a competitive 
advantage. These examples show that they willingly exclude managers because they are 
afraid that information might leak and consequently harm the companies’ reputation. 
 
Björn also mentioned that there are issues he discusses exclusively with his brother 
and co-owner. He does not talk to the non-family managers because this could lead 
to uncertainties on their behalf: 

“ What we do not do, is to talk to our managers about fundamentally strategic decisions, 
such as what direction should the company take. In this early stage we do not involve our 
managers. For example, we do not talk about future acquisitions because this might not 
happen. They would just worry. And there are too many details we would have to provide 
them with.” (Björn, family member) 

This shows that some topics are too complex and delicate to discuss them with the manag-
ers. He mentioned another extreme example when the complexity lead to exclusion. Dur-
ing the economic crisis his company was having severe losses so he and his brother decided 
within a few weeks to start a self-administered insolvency plan. They chose not to include 
the managers because the topic was too complex and there was not enough time to have 
long discussions. Consequently, they excluded all the managers from the decision-making 
process. His experiences show that excluding managers can sometimes save valuable time 
and this can lead to a competitive advantage compared to non-family firms. 
 
Generally, when talking about exclusion, family members saw it more prevailing in the past. 
When discussing about the previous generation, Christian remembered to have observed 
his father excluding managers from decisions: 

“[...] the previous generation born in the 40s and 50s, they were born in pretty much liv-
ing, they were living under the myths of the self-made man. That means, that you have to 
have control in every step of the process.” (Christian, family member) 

Christian sees excluding managers from daily decisions as a problem that was mainly pre-
sent in the past generations. This is an experience that many of the respondents share. 
Aksel, a non-family manager sees the reason for that in a higher importance of the employ-
ees nowadays: “In the past it was the machines, but today it’s human capital”. Felix has also ob-
served more exclusive behavior in the past. When talking about his father he said: 

“He took all the blame and all the credit [...] but today staff is much better educated, 
many people have been to university and they have seen a lot of the world. Go back 100 
years. They were born here and they worked here and never saw anything else [...] of 
course then you needed more guidance as you do today.” (Felix, family member) 

So he sees the reasons for more exclusion in the past as a lack of education. 
 
Our analysis showed that values and norms take an important role in the exclusion of non-
family managers. Previous research already suggested that not sharing the same values can 
lead to conflict in groups (Jehn, 1994) and consequently lead to exclusion (Brundin & 
Wigren, 2012). This reasoning could be observed when it comes to forced or voluntary ex-
clusion. However, exclusion cannot only be based on not sharing the same values, rather it 
is the underlying values that cause exclusionary behavior. Frequently mentioned was stew-
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ardship (Aronoff & Ward, 1992). By showing responsibility for employees, the community 
and the next generation family members often excluded non-family managers. Stewardship 
demands a long-term perspective (Aronoff & Ward, 1992) and family firms are known for 
their rapid decision-making (Brundin, Florin Samuelsson & Melin, 2014). By trying to en-
sure these values, exclusion took place. Referring to Härtel and Panipucci’s (2007) bad ap-
ple analogy we argue that in family companies these bad apples, that are non-family mem-
bers, get excluded pretty soon. We ascribe this phenomenon to the strong values prevailing 
in family firms. However, our analysis indicated that if the bad apples are family members, 
some of our respondents chose to leave the business. 
 

4.4 Manifestations of Exclusion 
Exclusion can become visible in daily work situations, as for example when going to the 
company’s restaurant. Aksel a non-family manager, referred to an example of exclusion 
during lunch time, at the family firm’s own lunchroom: 

“[...] when I started here, the owner’s ex wife was working here [...] and each lunch, be-
cause we have our own restaurant here, she was eating together with one son and one 
daughter. Everyday the same breakfast and lunch. I could see that very good. I saw that 
also in another company. It was the same, the family was sitting at their own table. The 
family takes the opportunity to discuss with the family at that time, but I do not like it.” 
(Aksel, non-family manager) 

In this example the exclusion becomes quite obvious and it communicates the wrong sig-
nals to the family firms managers and in general to all employees. Additionally, their group-
ing behavior caused rumors between the employees. Edward affirmed Aksel’s example be-
cause he has experienced it himself. While being at lunch with his customers in their lunch-
room he could witness a segregation of family members and non-family managers: 

“ The company had a canteen. I was sitting at one table having lunch with my customers. 
Then the owner family entered the room, going straight to the chef asking for their special 
food, so that everybody could hear it. Then they went to their separate lunch room, where 
they got to eat superior food. Nobody else could get this special meal, even if they wanted to 
pay extra money for it.” (Edward, non-family manager) 

For Edward, as a supplier of this company, this was an awkward situation and he somehow 
felt embarrassed as his customer told him that it was always like this. Daniel, a non-family 
manager, described that he was excluded from certain issues because the family was dis-
cussing them at home around the dinner table.  
 
Another place of exclusion was mentioned by Anton. When they discuss topics only with 
family members they either meet in his office behind a closed door or outside the compa-
ny. When they meet outside they go to a restaurant to discuss certain topics. He argued for 
that as follows: 

“To make sure that everybody focuses and gets out of this environment and is not availa-
ble on the phone or someone is knocking on the door. Just to focus on those things.”  
(Anton, family member) 

The family prefers meetings at public spaces instead of private situations. Anton explained 
the reason for that is, they do not want to “live the company 24/7” because this would “kill the 
family relationship”. Björn also told us a story how exclusion was visible in one of his friend’s 
family companies. When he visited the company, his friend told him that they just recon-
structed all the offices into an open-space office, because that supports a communicative 
atmosphere. However, Björn then saw that everybody was sitting in this new office except 
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for the family. The family had constructed a special office for themselves in the middle of 
the shared room and it looked like a ‘glass cube’ to him. This fact caused distraction: 

“In my eyes this was a very strong separation. But he didn’t see it like that.” 
(Björn, family member) 

A geographical exclusion became obvious when interviewing Eric, a family member. His 
home office was 450 kilometers away from his company, and thus, from his managers’ of-
fice. The main contact he has with his employees is over the phone. On the one hand he 
excludes himself from the office but on the other hand he excludes them by not giving 
them the chance to visit him in his office. 
Moreover, spatial exclusion was identified while talking to Björn. He excluded his managers 
from strategic decisions by choosing the tax consultants office as a location to exclude the 
other employees. Björn and his brother are purposefully excluding the company’s non-
family managers by arranging an appointment at their lawyer’s and tax attorney’s office or 
by visiting a consultancy firm. In any case they wanted to have a physical distance from 
their company and their managers. 
 
In all these examples it becomes obvious that the family is excluding their managers by ex-
cluding them from certain locations. When combining our research results with 
Nordqvist’s (2005) theory of arenas it became visible that arenas play a very important part 
in exclusionary behavior. To a great extent we could spot informal and formal arenas of 
exclusion where family members excluded non-family managers from certain arenas. A typ-
ical exclusion was the family members’ discussion when having lunch or dinner. The exclu-
sions took place in an informal as well as formal setting. For example informal exclusionary 
arenas occurred when the family member met at their homes and talked about company is-
sues or when they spontaneously stopped by at each others houses. Whereas, exclusion due 
to formal arenas could be observed when the family members created a special lunch 
room, with better food, for themselves or when constructing a separate office for them-
selves, whilst everybody else was sitting in one open space office.  
 

4.5 Implications of Exclusion 
Excluding non-family managers can lead to negative and positive consequences for the 
managers, as well as the company. 

 

4.5.1 Effects on Non-Family Managers 

Exclusion can have a bad influence on the non-family managers. Anton pointed out, exclu-
sion decreases the managers motivation and their performance drops, as they do not feel 
trusted by the owners. On a personal level exclusion can harm the emotional well-being of 
the non-family managers. Felix is the opinion that managers who feel left out easily get de-
pressed and Edward sees them getting demotivated. As a consequence they stop being 
committed and start only working to rule. 
From Björn’s perspective, exclusion by family members is never good. But it is acceptable 
as long as they give explanations for the exclusion. Further he stated that it was somehow 
irritating when it happened for the first time, but he got used to it and started accepting. He 
thinks the family members have their reasons to exclude non-family managers: 

“One thinks, they have their reason for not including me. But this is no problem, when 
they include me in the next issues in a partner like way. It is how it is. I accept it. In the 
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beginning of my career I was irritated but the experience taught me, to tell myself that it is 
ok, when everything else is fine.” (Björn, non-family manager) 

For him it is important that exclusion is an exception. Additionally, it looks like Björn has 
been able to understand the exclusion when getting more experienced. Bart, a non-family 
manager, has been working in the same company for more than 40 years and also knew the 
times when exclusion has been more present. Therefore he stated that exclusion in family 
firms happens and you have to accept it. 
 
From Anton’s perspective, excluding non-family managers from decisions can have posi-
tive aspects as well. For example, he thinks, the respect of non-family managers might even 
increase as long as you explain the reasons for your decisions.  

“I would say it even strengthens the respect for you as an owner and CEO. That every 
now and then you take a decision without involving everybody because you are expected to 
do that. But if I do it all the time and people don’t understand why I do it, then it makes 
people wondering what the hell is he doing.” (Anton, family member) 

Hence, he sees it as a strength to purposefully exclude non-family managers from time to 
time as long as you explain your decisions afterwards. In addition, Frederick, a non-family 
manager, would sometimes wish for more exclusion because he has the feeling of having 
too much power of decision. He would be relieved if the family members would take more 
decision on their own and it appeared as he would be happy if they would exclude him 
more to a certain degree in specific situations. Because of that, exclusion in moderation 
could have positive impacts on the non-family managers. 
 

4.5.2 Effects on the Family Firm 

Family members mostly perceived exclusion, as being bad for the organization’s perfor-
mance. Christian a CEO and owner explained it: 

“[...] in theory if I make a decision and I don’t let my managers do their job, of course 
this would not be good. Making decisions for other people according to the ranks and not 
letting the non-family members doing their job is not a good thing.”  
(Christian, family member) 

This goes in line with Ethan’s experiences. He mentioned that decisions only taken by the 
family and excluding the managers can lead to bad choices: 

“Often when family members take quick decisions, they don’t do it rationally. It’s gut 
feeling.” (Ethan, non-family manager) 

He added that the bad decisions can also be caused by lack of information, because the 
family did not communicate enough with the non-family managers. Edward also sees neg-
ative consequences arising from exclusion. His experience is that employees change their 
work attitude, when they and the family are separated during lunch: 

“They then say: ‘I should put efforts in it, but we only get the ordinary dish.’ This way of 
thinking is present in all the business processes. And that’s negative.”  
(Edward, non-family manager) 

Eric emphasized that managers who get decision dictated will not perform as good as if 
they are included in the decision process: 

“I think it is very bad when a manager gets predefined orders on put on his desk. You 
have to convince him afterwards anyway because he will not execute the orders as good as 
when he was part of the decision-making. Good managers are not followers.” 
(Eric, family member) 

In his opinion, excluding non-family managers will backfire anyway and it is not worth it 
because good managers want to participate in decisions. Additionally, family firms cannot 
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allow themselves to exclude non-family managers as they are becoming more important, 
nowadays. Edward sees exclusion as disturbing a relationship of trust: 

“[...] to destroy trust is always bad. The owner does not lead the company on his own. He 
needs the managers to enforce the decisions made at the top. It would not be very wise to 
exclude the managers from decisions.” (Edward, non-family manager) 

He further thinks, the motivation of non-family managers could be seriously damaged, 
which would lead to a bad performance of the company. He continued: 

“When I include all team members in the decision process then I can develop a motivated 
team that will perform much better then a team that was not asked to participate but just 
to follow.” (Edward, non-family manager) 

 
Exclusion can also have positive implications for the business. Anders confirmed this by 
saying, there are times when family business owners have to exclude non-family managers 
in order to speed up important decisions, his statement is: 

“[...] sometimes it is the only way, because if everybody has to agree, then nothing happens 
at all. Then you have to have an owner and they are the ones who point at one direction 
and say, we cannot have a discussion. Sometimes you need that, because if you do not, you 
do not progress. You are falling behind.” (Anders, non-family manager) 

From Ander’s point of view there are times when excluding non-family managers becomes 
a necessity to not fall behind. Generally, all family members have the opinion that some-
times excluding non-family managers can lead to quick decisions and therefore can be ben-
eficial. 
Benjamin experienced an example of exclusion where the exclusion lead to companies 
quick rehabilitation. Thus, exclusion could be seen as something good. In his particular 
case this meant an iron-fisted family member rehabilitated the company by excluding eve-
rybody else. This is why he was able to achieve so much in short time. For this short period 
of time the exclusion was very helpful but in the long run it lead to stagnation because all 
of the non-family managers were ‘working to rule’. 

“In the long run this leadership style lead to that everybody was working for themselves 
and not for the company. This was not good. I mean, for the short run it was somehow ef-
ficient.” (Benjamin, non-family manager) 

A similar opinion came up while talking to George, a non-family manager. In his point of 
view exclusion from decisions becomes necessary when the company is in a crisis. Here, 
exclusion helps to enable a quicker decision making process to maneuver the company out 
of the crisis, which might take much longer when all of the non-family managers are in-
volved in this decisions:  

“[…] when there is a crisis in the company or when there is a tough period, then the fam-
ily members should take more decisions all by themselves and leave the other managers 
out. I think that must be. Then the company can adapt faster.”  
(George, non-family manager) 

 
All aspects considered it can be concluded that exclusion can have negative and positive 
implications for the non-family managers as well as for the family business. On the one 
hand our study confirmed the research of several authors, including Brundin and Wigren 
(2012), that exclusion might lead to negative aspects. An accumulation of these negative 
implications might lead to the non-family managers decision to leave the company. Moreo-
ver, we came to know that it could have negative implications on every and each process 
within the family firm. But on the other hand it was revealed that exclusive behavior could 
have positive implications on the managers as well as the family business. For example, it 
came up that sometimes managers would even be happy if the family would exclude them 
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more. Exclusion until a certain degree would feel like a relief to them. Additionally, the 
analysis also implied positive effects on the business where exclusion of non-family manag-
ers lead to quick decision making and to a competitive advantage. Generally we found out 
that it is always perceived negatively when non-family managers are excluded from groups. 
While excluding them from certain decision can have positive as well as negative implica-
tions. 
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5 Discussion 
So far we provided the reader with our analysis of the data. We will now in the discussion 
conceptualize exclusion of non-family managers in family businesses. The interpretation of 
our data material showed that exclusion can be executed from two sides. On the one hand 
it are the family members who show exclusive behavior towards the external managers. On 
the other hand, our research illustrated that non-family managers exclude themselves as 
well. Surprisingly, we also found that sometimes the exclusion occurs the other way around 
and non-family managers exclude family members from decisions and pieces of infor-
mation regarding their own business. One respondent observed how a non-family manag-
er, who was hired by his father, started to exclude all family members within the business. 
According to him the manager excluded them and withheld important information and 
took decisions without discussing them with the family before. 
When it comes to exclusion from the side of the family, we found four different patterns 
why they do so. We categorized them as the following: (1) family's values and norms, (2) 
exclusive knowledge, (3) need for quick decision making, and (4) need for secrecy. 
 
The family's and consequently the family firm's values and norms can be a reason for ex-
clusion. Previous research has shown that not sharing the same values can cause conflict 
(Jehn, 1994). Moreover, in family businesses, culture is very strong and closely tied to the 
family (Athanassiou et al., 2002). Harris et al. (1994) point out the link between families' 
values and norms and decision making. Furthermore, Brundin and Wigren (2012) argue 
that not sharing the same values can cause exclusion. However, they only name this phe-
nomenon in the context of a family not allowing an in-law to enter the business. 
Our research shows that most family members excluded non-family managers based on 
the family’s values and norms. The family’s values and norms are often embedded in the 
family firm and those are then manifested in the company’s culture. All of the family busi-
ness owners saw it as vital to employ non-family managers that share their values. Not be-
ing in line with their values would lead to exclusion, they admitted. Moreover, the family’s 
own values lead to the exclusion of non-family managers in daily situations. This is caused 
by their strong wish to make long-term decisions based on these values. Thus, an exclusion 
from ownership issues as well as strategic and long-term decisions could be observed in 
most of the companies. This goes in hand with the values of stewardship. They deeply felt 
responsibility towards the employees and the society but also to ensure the company’s leg-
acy. All of the values family member put emphasize on have their roots in a long-term ori-
entation, while non-family managers are predominantly more oriented towards short term 
goals. Additionally, some of the family members had an intuitive shared understanding 
with each other and excluded non-family managers, because sometimes it would be too 
much effort to explain all the details to them. 
 
The second reason for exclusion can be named exclusive knowledge. This refers to our 
findings that family members either have specific knowledge about the company or exper-
tise in a certain range of tasks, no other employee has. Exclusive knowledge can be com-
pared with Härtel and Panipucci’s (2007) ethical exclusion. Ethical as well as exclusion 
through exclusive knowledge can be seen as legitimate because it is related to job associated 
reasons. This means, the manager is just excluded in this situations where another person’s 
specific knowledge is needed. Most of the family members have been working in their 
companies for more than a decade and consequently developed sets of professional 
knowledge that are tailored to their family businesses. Those who are equipped with exclu-
sive knowledge might have the status of an expert. Thereby, they would be anyway the 
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ones who would take these decisions even though they were no family member. Hence, ex-
clusion through exclusive knowledge can be classified as a quite neutral exclusion as it re-
quires specific knowledge that nobody else has. Some of the non-family managers ex-
plained that they did not feel offended by this kind of exclusion as they would not be able 
to contribute productively, anyways. It could be for this reason that our findings indicated a 
lack of awareness regarding this exclusion. 

 
Thirdly non-family managers are excluded because there is a need for quick decision mak-
ing. Previous research showed that this fast decision making process is one of the main 
characteristics of family businesses (Brundin et al., 2014). This is in line with the percep-
tion of our respondents. They perceive this fast choice as one of their main competitive 
advantages. According to our respondents there is often not the time to discuss certain 
topics in detail and to reach consensus. There are certain issues where they have to take the 
decision at the spot to seize an opportunity, which might vanish if not reacting fast 
enough. Most family members argued that from time to time this kind of situations arise 
where there is no time to hesitate. They perceived the quick decision process as an ad-
vantage of family firms. Thus, they were convinced that not excluding non-family manag-
ers in this situations would sometimes mean losing money. 
 
Another reason for family members to exclude non-family managers is the need for secre-
cy. Acquisitions of other companies is an action that is often linked to this reasoning. In 
the case that the deal is off, leaking information could seriously harm both companies. 
Therefore, many family members did not want to threaten their good reputation when they 
decided to exclude the non-family managers. Same applies for the concealment of insider 
information. This type of exclusion is according to our family members often rooted in a 
lack of trust. It seems that there is a natural bond of trust between the family members and 
it takes non-family managers a long time to receive a comparable level of trust. This is 
supported by some respondents stating that they have different relationships with certain 
employees. However, data revealed that most of the non-family managers did not have 
awareness of this kind of exclusion. We argue probably due to the lack of information. 
 
As already outlined above, values and norms can be decisive reasons for exclusion. This 
does not solely apply to family members excluding others, rather it is the main reason why 
non-family managers show exclusionary behavior. Their reasoning can either be grounded 
in their (1) professional values and norms, or in their (2) personal values and norms. 
Professional values and norms refer to those cultural attributes that are bound to the non-
family manager and only apply in work related situations. Within this category, non-family 
managers exclude themselves due to a discrepancy between their professional values and 
the companies’ values. Our research suggests that the non-family managers’ greater loyalty 
to themselves could be a possible way to explain this exclusion. Meaning, the non-family 
members’ values are serving more themselves and are for this reason not that benefiting 
for the family firm. To put it simple, non-family manager and family members have not the 
same perception of what is best for the company. Usually, the non-family manager is more 
oriented towards short term goals and is striving to achieve them in order to get a bonus. 
Generally, in the long run the discrepancy between the values leads to the manager leaving 
the company. From data we could locate one extreme incident where the non-family 
member started to exclude the family members. He was withholding information and ex-
cluding them from vital decisions. Contrary to that, there is also the possibility that manag-
ers actively decide to let the family discuss and take certain decisions without them. 
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The second reason for exclusion, that is also related to values, refers more to general ethi-
cal and moral principles of the non-family managers. Exclusion through personal values 
and norms can occur when non-family members exclude themselves because their person-
al values are not congruent with the families’ and the companies’ values. Although, family 
members might not be aware that their behavior has a bad impact on their managers, they 
have to be careful what kind of ethical attitude they display because this might lead to the 
manager’s self-exclusion. It could happen that family members show unethical behavior 
and therefore the non-family managers react and decide to leave the company. There is al-
so the possibility that their motivation is damaged, resulting in an exclusion where they re-
sign from the inside. 
 
Our findings expose that there are several triggers for the exclusion of non-family manag-
ers which are illustrated in figure 1. 
 
 

 

Figure 1 - Conceptualization of the reasons for exclusion of non-family managers (Source: Own) 

 

Having exemplified who the actors of exclusion are and why they exclude others or them-
selves, may lead to curiosity to further understand how the exclusion of non-family mem-
bers can be conceptualized. We identified four different manifestations of exclusion: (1) se-
lective arenas, (2) breach of agreements, (3) structural and cultural hindrances, as well as (4) 
espoused versus enacted values. 
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Selective arenas refer to Melin and Nordqvist’s (2000) formal and informal arenas, from 
which family members could exclude non-family managers. Exclusion in formal arenas 
takes place at official meetings, for example, when strategic decision are made at the law-
yer’s office. Thus, exclusion from formal selective arenas shows signs of local segregations 
that takes place in a business context. Non-family members are excluded because they are 
not invited to such meetings. We argue that exclusion takes places in formal arenas after 
having agreed on an official meeting, which is not accessible to non-family managers. On 
the opposite exclusion from informal arenas refers to meetings, in which the family mem-
bers talk about business issues that often just come along and therefore they take place in 
private surroundings. These meetings do not show characteristics of an official meeting. 
Thus, members might even not be consciously aware that they are talking about business 
issues. They take place, for example, at a dining table at the family’s house or at restau-
rants. 
 
Exclusion can become visible in form of breach of agreements. We describe informal 
breach of agreements as the act of not sticking to conditions agreed upon with regard to 
the employment relationship. One non-family manager elaborated on a previous employ-
ment where he was not only excluded from tasks within his area of responsibility, but he 
was also blamed for things that were not in his authority. Formal breach of agreements ad-
dresses the termination of the employment relationship. With regard to our data, we 
showed that either the family members, the non-family managers or a consensus between 
those two can terminate the agreement. 
 
Thirdly, structural and cultural hindrances can constitute how exclusion takes place. This 
can imply a family designing the businesses structure as such that it excludes non-family 
managers from the start. Meaning that they do not allow non-family managers to enter the 
family firm. Our respondents knew such a hindrance only from experiences with other 
family firms, as the companies they are now working in obviously do not have these hin-
drances. However, it could also be the organizational culture that constitutes a hurdle and 
therefore causes exclusion. Family firms might employ a manager to achieve certain goals, 
but at the same time it could happen that the owners do not want to step down from their 
tasks. Resulting in the managers’ exclusion due to the family members’ disability to let the 
managers do their work properly. We hold the opinion that exclusion on account of struc-
tural hindrances has its roots in the company’s deeply embedded culture, which becomes a 
structure over time. 
 
This example is closely tied to espoused versus enacted values. According to Roberts 
(1994, p. 209) espoused values are those values that family members “profess to believe 
in”. But there are also “values in action” or enacted values that indeed guide the behavior. 
For example, a family member decides that the company’s office has to be restructured in-
to an open space office to foster communication. But at the same time a big glass cube is 
created in the middle of the office, where the family members’ offices are placed. The new 
office was supposed to decrease the communication barrier, but what it really did is creat-
ing a big barrier between family members and non-family managers. Actually, it made the 
communication with the manager more difficult and is sending signals of being different to 
the employees.  
 
The four manifestations of exclusion, that are visualized in figure 2, do not have to be mu-
tually exclusive and can be interrelated. 
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Figure 2 - Conceptualization of the manifestations for exclusion of non-family managers (Source: Own) 

 
Interestingly, most of our respondents referred to the size of the family firm when talking 
about exclusion. Some mentioned that small family enterprises are more prone to exclu-
sion, whereas others said that it are businesses that are bigger, as the company they are 
working in or owning. The findings would suggest an U-shaped curve, whereas medium 
sized family firms show less exclusion than small and big family firms. As already explained 
some lines above, small companies often deploy structural hindrances because they don’t 
want to give up control in order to grow. Some of our respondents were the opinion that 
in bigger companies the family members in the board of directors are more inclined to ex-
clude managers from certain decisions. Company D is of such a size, however the non-
family managers told us that the owner family actively chose to be in the back seat to let 
the company grow and develop. Their active decision to step back could imply that they 
are aware of the affinity to exclude. Nevertheless, the question arises if it is possible to de-
rive the degree of exclusion from the family firm’s size. 
During our analysis another question arose: Is exclusion a phenomenon from the past? 
Nearly all of our respondents labeled exclusion as something that occurred only decades 
ago. Often family members were able to refer to one or two generations before them-
selves. Even though they located exclusion in the past, they also showed some exclusive 
behavior and tendencies themselves. Therefore, we argue that exclusion might have been 
more salient some decades ago, nevertheless it is still present in today’s family firms.  
As the family’s and family firm’s culture are bases for exclusive behavior it is very likely 
that the country’s culture has an influence as well. In the analysis we could not find striking 
differences between the Swedish and the German companies, which could have been at-
tributed to the country of origin. Nevertheless, in the eyes of one non-family manager fam-
ily businesses that are located in Bavaria (a state in the very south of Germany) tend to 
show more exclusion. Bavarian people are known for being very traditional and conserva-
tive. We interpret this as an indicator of the importance of a country’s culture. 
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The phenomenon of exclusion of family managers can be characterized as a paradox. On 
the one hand family businesses include their non-family managers in many processes, 
however all of them exclude their managers to a certain degree. This refers back to the na-
ture of exclusion as elaborated by Abrams et al. (2004), as there is no exclusion without in-
clusion. 
A similar dichotomy can be observed with regard to the implications. Exclusion does not 
have to be as negative as the word might imply. For example, excluding non-family man-
agers based on exclusive knowledge might have positive impacts on the business because 
family members have expert knowledge that entitles them to exclude non-family managers. 
This knowledge gives them the right to exclude non-family manager, as they would not be 
able to make an educated decision. Positive implications of exclusion occurred when the 
company was in a crisis. To maneuver the company out of the crisis an exclusionary be-
havior by the family member was approved by the non-family managers as it allowed a 
quick decision-making that was required to achieve the company’s recovery. Generally, 
quick decision making that sometimes demands exclusion, leads to a competitive ad-
vantage. But exclusion was mostly perceived as having a negative implication on the busi-
ness. Strongly negative associations with exclusion were mentioned when talking about 
grouping behaviors. Consequently, family members who showed a behavior of eating din-
ner separately were perceived as sending very negative signals to their managers. Not only 
did this exclusion have negative impacts on the managers but also on the whole company 
because all of the non-family managers felt as being less valued. For example, when the 
family members got superior lunch, which could be observed in the selective arena, the 
non-family managers attitude was badly affected. Hence, they told themselves if we get in-
ferior food our managerial decisions will be correspondingly not as ambitious as well. This 
lead to a very bad attitude in the company, which was transferred to the whole business. 
To combine it with our model the non-family manager were excluded based on the fami-
ly’s values and norms. On an individual level, positive as well as negative effects emerged 
for the non-family managers.  Some of the respondents stated that they would feel a relief 
if the family members would exclude them from certain decisions. Their statements aimed 
to show that they have too much autonomy of decision, which might overwhelm them and 
thus exclusion could have positive effects on them, like an increased motivation. Whereas, 
a negative implication came up when the individuals observed injustice. The results were 
that the non-family managers felt depressed and demotivated. Another negative impact on 
the non-family managers was noticeable when espoused and enacted values did not match. 
In our example, building an open space office to foster the communication in between the 
managers (espoused values) was basically perceived as positive but when the family mem-
bers did not act as they promised (enacted values) a negative effect on the non-family 
managers could be observed. Beyond that, decreasing the non-family managers’ commit-
ment, which in turn lead to work to rule behavior and only doing the bare necessities. 



 

 
40 

6  Conclusion 
Our thesis starts to fill a gap that was called to our attention by Brundin and Wigren’s 
(2012) research on exclusion in family firms. It was the combination of our own interest 
and one of their findings that made us wonder if in family firms, blood is really thicker 
than water. With the development of our framework we achieved our purpose of creating 
an understanding of the non-family managers’ exclusion in family firms and therefore con-
tributed to its further exploration. Moreover, we were able to describe these exclusion pro-
cesses and to reveal explanations for why they occur. On top of that, we reached our goal 
to investigate the role of exclusion on an individual as well as on a business level. As a con-
sequence our thesis contributes new insights and creates an understanding of the socially 
complex phenomenon of exclusion. 
 
Our findings build on empirically grounded data that we obtained with qualitative tech-
niques from non-family managers and family members. In order to answer the first re-
search question of why and how exclusion occurs, we developed categories and created a 
model. There are basically six different reasons why exclusion takes place. Exclusion can 
be based on (1) the family’s values and norms, (2) exclusive knowledge of a family member, (3) the need 
of quick decision making, (4) the need of secrecy, (5) the manager’s professional values and norms, as well 
as (6) the manager’s personal values and norms. Within the first four categories the family mem-
bers take on the active role in the exclusion process, whereas in the latter two the non-
family managers are actively excluding. Additionally, we illustrated in our model four ex-
planations for how exclusion can be characterized. Exclusion can take place (1) in formal 
and informal selective arenas, (2) through formal and informal breach of agreements, (3) through structural 
and cultural hindrances, as well as (4) through differences between enacted and espoused values. Taken 
together, our findings indicate that the different parts of our model are not mutually exclu-
sive and are dependent on the situation. Consequently, exclusion of non-family managers 
in one family firm can occur for various reasons and can be manifested differently. 
Regarding our second research question, we made the discovery that the exclusion of non-
family managers can have negative as well as positive implications on an individual as well 
as on a business level. Exclusion can on the one hand be demotivating for non-family 
managers and this can be mirrored in all business processes. Additionally, due to lack of in-
formation arises the threat of taking wrong decisions. However, on the other hand non-
family managers can feel supported when they are unburdened by being excluded. On a 
business level, through exclusion of managers, family members are able to take quick deci-
sions and therefore achieve competitive advantage. 
 

6.1 Practical and Theoretical Implications 
Our research is of interest for all kinds of family businesses. We showed that exclusion of 
non-family managers occurs in almost all family firms, but often family members are not 
aware of its presence. Therefore, it is crucial for them to develop an awareness of exclu-
sion. When they detect any form of exclusion it is important to communicate its reasons to 
non-family managers. Not only can non-family managers understand the exclusion better 
but it can foster their commitment to implement the owner’s objectives throughout the 
company. Moreover, they should realize that there are times when exclusion cannot be 
prevented and that there are times when it actually becomes important to exclude.  
As we showed that exclusion of non-family managers does occur in practice, our findings 
add to a further development of exclusion in family business and organizational literature. 
Additionally, with the help of our model we were able to provide a contribution to the top-
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ic and started to engage research’s attention on the exclusion of non-family managers in 
family firms. 
 

6.2 Final Reflections 
When reflecting on our thesis the main challenge we were confronted with was the access 
to the companies. Due to the fact that our research design addressed leaders who hold high 
positions it was difficult to get in direct contact with them and to set a date for the conver-
sation. Many participants were fully booked for weeks in advance. Moreover, it became ap-
parent that meeting them in person is even more challenging as they often had to travel to 
business meetings all around the globe. So we came to the conclusion that telephone inter-
views would be a good alternative to get in touch with them.  
As our choice of topic was very delicate, we had to reformulate our questions so that they 
did not include exclusion. This turned out to be a very good decision because the respond-
ents were not biased by the questions and opened up more, giving us sensitive information 
about themselves and the companies. We only had the impression that one of our re-
spondents had such a strong loyalty towards the family that he would never dare to say an-
ything against the family and think of situations where they excluded him. The direct an-
swer to the vignettes was often that managers are not excluded. Nevertheless, the combina-
tion of follow up questions and the imaginary situations helped us to detect exclusion in 
each company. The vignettes also stimulated the respondents connections to experiences 
from other family companies they either worked in or just know. 
Altogether we enjoyed meeting and talking to these inspiring characters, no matter if it 
were family or non-family members. Through the conversations we did not only learn 
about exclusion, but we also personally benefitted from their experiences and opinions on 
certain topics. 
 

6.3 Limitations and Further Research 
In respect to our Master’s Thesis a few limitations have to be taken into account, whilst 
most of them already open the road for further research.  
In our research it is noticeable that we did not have the chance to interview a single wom-
an. This is highly regrettable as female family members or managers might have a different 
perspective on exclusion. Additionally, one could argue that the fact that we did not find 
women in these positions already implies a specific degree of exclusion. Therefore, we are 
of the opinion that including women in the research will add knowledge about exclusion 
and is of value for further research. 
While conducting the interviews and analyzing data we got the impression that both family 
members and non-family managers were not fully aware of the exclusionary behavior they 
show or experience. Consequently, we believe that there is more exclusion to be found and 
understood. 
Caused by our research design of interviewing leading family members and non-family 
managers we unconsciously already excluded smaller family firms from our cases. And as 
the timeframe for this thesis was too narrow, we did not have the chance to include them 
on a subsequent date. Regarding big family companies the case is similar. As we intended 
to talk to managers and CEOs it was quite difficult to get access to bigger companies. 
Company D was the only exception, however we were not able to interview a family mem-
ber there. As our findings now suggest that exclusion of non-family managers is highly pre-
sent, we recommend further research to investigate family businesses from different sizes. 
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Moreover, our research examined family firms from two different European countries. It 
can be assumed that a country’s culture has an influence on the degree of exclusion of non-
family managers in family firms. Although we were able to get first insights into this rela-
tionship, we think that it is of value to get a further understanding of exclusion of non-
family managers in a global context. 
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Appendix 1 – Interview Guideline and Vignettes 

 
As the topic of exclusion is very sensitive we told the interviewees that our research is 
about the relationship between family members and non-family members as well as the dif-
ferences of ownership management (or management of family members) and management 
of non-family members. However, with our questions we wanted to dig deeper and find 
out if exclusion occurs as well as how and why it occurs. Additionally, we aimed to find out 
more about the consequences of exclusion. 
At the beginning we asked each respondent if we are allowed to record the conversation. 
 
INTERVIEW NON-FAMILY MANAGER 
 
Warm Up Questions 

1. Could you please introduce yourself and tell us a little about your job and company. 
Have you previously worked in a family firm? 

2. How would you describe the relationship and interactions with the family mem-
bers? How much and in what questions? 

3. How would you generally describe the relationship between the owner family and 
the management team? 

 
More Specific Questions About Exclusion 

4. When thinking about decisions regarding the company. In what decisions are you 
involved? How would you describe your degree of involvement? How do you 
contribute? Was there a case where you couldn’t contribute as you wanted?  

5. How and when do you work together with the family members? How would you 
describe this cooperative work? Did you ever feel left out? 

6. Are there situations where you see differences between family and non-family 
members? Maybe give examples (information, invitation to meetings, and what 
meetings) Are there situations where you felt left out? 

7. Do you see any differences in the management task of a family member compared 
to a non-family member? Are there any information you do not like to share with 
family management/ non-family management? What kind? When? Where? 

8. When thinking about places/meetings where important decisions are made with 
family members (about the company). How do you contribute and to what meet-
ings are you invited?  

9. Did it ever occur to you that you felt that you didn’t agree with the family mem-
ber’s values (norms)? Give examples, why do you think it is so? 

10. Does it happen that your opinion is not valued because you are not considered a 
family member? When? Where does this happen? 

11. Can you think of a situation where you faced a fait accompli? Did it ever happen 
that decisions were taken without you? Where have they been taken? Can you de-
scribe the situation? What did it mean for you? Did the situation have any conse-
quences (on business, your attitude,..)? 
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INTERVIEW FAMILY-MEMBER CEO 
 
Warm Up Questions 

1. Could you please introduce yourself and tell us a little about your position in the 
company and the company. 

2. How would you describe the relationship and interactions with the other family 
members involved in the company and the managers that are not part of the fami-
ly? How would you describe your relationship with them? 

3. How would you generally describe the relationship between your family and the 
management team? 

 
More Specific Questions 

4. When thinking about decisions regarding the company, how would you describe 
your degree of involvement? How would you describe the degree of involvement of 
the non-family management members? 

5. Do you see any differences in the management task of a family member compared 
to a non-family member? Are there any information you do not like to share with 
non-family management? What kind? When? Where? 

6. Does it happen that you speak about business matters in private situations? If yes, 
where, with whom, how does it look like? 

7. What are places you wouldn’t include your managers when discussing business? 
(please be specific) 

8. When thinking about places/meetings where important decisions are made with 
family members (about the company), how do they look like? Who is involved? 

  



 Appendix 

 
49 

Vignette 1 - Owner Decision Making  
Paul is an owner and CEO of a family business. Sometimes he has to make tough deci-
sions. One day he had to act very fast to seize an opportunity, so he spontaneously dis-
cussed it with other involved family members. This means he thought it was not possible 
to talk to his managers about this important decision. The family just acted on instinct and 
informed the other managers afterwards.  
 
Vignette 2 - Different values 
Anne, a non-family manager at a family business makes her decision from a financial view-
point, such as growth and profit, she thinks this is in the best interest of the company. 
However, the family decides that this is not the best option for the company because it is 
not conform with the family’s values and consequently with the family firm’s values. There-
fore, the family declines the manager’s suggestion and picks another alternative. 
 
Vignette 3 - Groups 
Gustaf, a family member and manager at the family firm is observing the behavior of the 
company’s employees and family members during a fika break. He notices that there is one 
table where all the employees sit and chat and there is a second table where the family 
members mingle. 
 

1. How can you relate to this situation? Did you ever experience anything similar to 
this? 

2. If yes, how did it happen? Where did it happen? If no, how do you think would you 
react to a similar situation. 

3. How did/would you feel in such a situation?  
4. Do you understand family members taking this decision? Do you think it’s OK to 

do so? 
5. Which role does a situation like this play in the relationship between owner family 

and non-family members? 
6. What impact has the situation on the business? 

 


