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Abstract 

In this thesis we develop a new model that explains the overall grief recovery process for a 

business failure on a family group level. The model builds on, and expands the theories of 

anticipatory grief as presented by Shepherd, Wiklund, and Haynie (2009) and the dual pro-

cess of coping presented by Shepherd (2003). The qualitative method used for this thesis 

was a multiple case study approach, with an in-depth focus. Our main findings was the im-

portance of aligning the entrepreneurs anticipatory grief stage with the family’s coping pro-

cess, by maintaining transparent and open relationships where information could easily be 

exchanged. In addition we found that maintaining this transparency was often difficult for 

the entrepreneur due to a series of factors, which we refer to as a “barrier to information 

flow”, which include everything from stress to societal interference. Finally we propose 

how our model can be applied and used to generate further knowledge and additional re-

search on the emotional aspects of a business failure. 
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1 Introduction 

In this first chapter, the background for the chosen topic will be introduced to the reader, followed by a clari-

fication of the problem. Finally, the purpose and a set of research questions are presented. 

1.1 Background 

Entrepreneurs are often thought of as relentless innovators that will persist through any 

and all challenges to successfully launch their venture. Naturally, entrepreneurial research is 

then centered on the successful entrepreneurs and their success stories, neglecting the use-

fulness of potential learning outcomes that may arise from the experience of failure. Alt-

hough, as a result of the unbalanced focus we have recently started to see indications of 

some research that has its focal point on firm failure and the impact it has on the individual 

entrepreneur. The research explores the impact with the help of psychological literature to 

provide deeper understanding of emotions such as grief (Shepherd, 2003; Shepherd, 

Wiklund, & Haynie, 2009; Shepherd, 2009) and how the coping mechanisms of the entre-

preneur influences the ability to learn from failure (Singh, Corner, & Pavlovich, 2007). 

However, the emotional impact of a business failure goes well beyond the entrepreneur, 

and the concepts of coping rarely include the entrepreneur’s family. In fact, beyond the en-

trepreneur, the emotional impact of a business failure is widely understudied. The concept 

of coping is defined by Lazarus and Folkman (1984) as:  

“...constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands 

that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person.” (p.141) 

As the quote suggests, the demanding nature of the external or internal demands that a loss 

could result in often exceeds the resources of a single individual. Often times the entrepre-

neur does not carry the heavy emotional burden on their own but instead it is shared within 

the family, considering that families typically have very strong relationships and high levels 

of trust between members. This in other words means that they have a high level of social 

capital (Rothstein, 2005). Social capital has been proven to be positively correlated with 

firm performance (Sorenson, Goodpaster, Hedberg, & Yu, 2009), but during a business 

failure the family needs to be able to funnel this social capital into a recovery process, 

which is easier said than done. Each member might have a different way of coping with 

loss (Lazarus, & Folkman, 1984) and depending on the entrepreneur's level of emotional 
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intelligence the family’s social capital could create both a tool for recovery, and a source of 

emotional disharmony (Shepherd, 2009; Jordan, Kraus, & Ware, 1993). 

1.2 Problem 

Entrepreneurial failure is a complex and demanding experience, although with the right 

coping mechanism and tools it can have a positive outcome and serve as a valuable learning 

experience. In turn it can also help the entrepreneur become more adaptable to the trials an 

entrepreneur may face, along with a greater understanding of the entrepreneurial process 

and awareness of their own abilities (Cope, 2011). On the other hand, there is research that 

implies that firm failure can incur financial loss and emotional distress for the entrepreneur 

to the extent that it interferes with the potential learning outcomes (Shepherd, 2003). It can 

also negatively affect the motivation of the entrepreneur to re-engage in self-employment, 

due to the emotional connection they have to their business along with the cost of failure 

that affects the emotional recovery of the entrepreneur (Shepherd, Wiklund, & Haynie, 

2009). Extending beyond the entrepreneur and to the family, the research is relatively lim-

ited, however it is argued to be beneficial to include the family dimension as the entrepre-

neur and his or her family is inseparably entwined (Aldrich & Cliff, 2003; Rogoff, & Heck, 

2003). Furthermore, there is recent research that shows that the well-being of the family 

can be affected by the difficulties of separating work from non-work life, and that these is-

sues may arise when family members are working together (Shepherd, 2009).  

The limited research on entrepreneurial failure and the implications on the entrepreneur's 

family have just recently started to generate interest and it is at this crossing between entre-

preneurship and family research that this thesis aims to expand the understanding and re-

search on business failure. With the prior research having mainly a focus upon the emo-

tions of the entrepreneur, it is evident that there is a lack of research specifically focusing 

on the emotional impact on the family. Consequently, the importance of understanding the 

internal relationships and processes within the families are critical to fostering a business 

environment which allows families to better cope and adapt with business failures. 
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1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is to understand families’ initial coping response to a business 

failure, and the impact it has on the family members’ well-being and relations in a Swedish 

context. This is done by first exploring the grief process of the entrepreneur in a narrow 

and detailed context, in order to understand and connect the entrepreneurs underlying rea-

soning to specific actions. Secondly, we attempt to interpret and find parallels how these 

actions in turn can affect the family members’ grief process. Our empirical study will pro-

vide insight into this understudied phenomenon by answering the following research ques-

tions. 

 

1. How does an entrepreneur cope with a business failure? 

2. How does the entrepreneur’s emotional response to a business failure affect the family? 

 

1.4 Definitions 

 

- Business failure:  

“Business failure, then, occurs when a fall in revenues and/or a rise in expenses are of such a magnitude 

that the firm becomes insolvent and is unable to attract new debt or equity funding; consequently, it cannot 

continue to operate under the current ownership and management.”  Shepherd (2003:318) 

- Coping: 

“...constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands 

that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person.”  Lazarus and Folkman 

(1984:141) 
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2 Frame of Reference 

In this chapter the reader is introduced to relevant research within the topic. The first paragraph offers a 

brief introduction to the theories that will be discussed in the following sections.  The existing theories are 

then presented in depth, and finally the chapter is concluded with a brief summary.  

2.1 Introduction 

This thesis is built on an inductive research approach, and as a result the theory has been 

chosen to give meaning to and interpret our empirical findings. Previously, entrepreneur-

ship research and family research has often been treated as separate fields, and thus differ-

ent faculties have researched their own field even though they are connected. The pro-

posed framework of Aldrich and Cliff (2003) intertwines the social relationships along with 

the aspects of family systems such as transitions, norms, values, and attitudes, with the pro-

cesses commonly associated with venture creation. The family embeddedness perspective 

underlines the need to incorporate family dimensions into entrepreneurship, providing 

more realistic insights into the entrepreneurial process. Furthermore our research also takes 

into account the difficulties in translating and defining social behavior, such as defining 

coping patterns which can differ between individuals. Thus we have chosen to include the 

transaction model of stress and coping developed by Lazarus and Folkman (1984) which 

defines the concept of coping. The model is applied as tool for understanding stressful 

events and the associated coping processes. This theoretical framework is then applied into 

the context of a business failure, where the work of Shepherd (2003) and Shepherd, 

Wiklund, and Haynie (2009) expand upon the theory of coping. Further, they offer an in 

depth understanding of the entrepreneurs grieving processes, and how to facilitate a better 

recovery process. Finally, in Shepherd’s article from 2009 he attempts to expand his theo-

ries to include the family of the entrepreneur. 
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2.2 Lazarus & Folkman (1984): Concepts of Stress and Coping 

The concepts of stress, appraisal and coping are the key elements in Lazarus and Folkman’s 

transactional model of stress and coping. The concept of stress is vital for understanding 

the relationship between an individual and the environment the individual interpret, as be-

ing either exceeding their own capabilities or resources and endangering their well-being. 

Further, the concept of cognitive appraisal is the cognitive processes that occur between 

the encounter and the associated reaction. The final concept is that of coping and under-

lines the importance of viewing it as a process rather than a fixed state. 

2.2.1 Concept of stress 

The term stress is certainly a broad term and it is easy to understand why, considering that 

the term is used throughout different fields such as business, economics, education, 

healthcare, and political science. Alienation, anxiety, conflict, emotional disturbance, frus-

tration, is just a few examples that can be argued to fall under the category of stress. This 

has led to criticism (Ader, 1980; Elliott & Eisdorfer, 1982) towards the term stress since it 

can be interpreted differently among various fields and by different actors. However, in 

1966 Lazarus argued that stress should be treated as an approach for comprehending the 

phenomena of human and animal adaptation that it is, and thus the focus is on the varia-

bles and processes that it is composed of, meaning that stress should not be viewed as vari-

able on its own. Generally, when discussing stress in this sense one often defines stress as 

either a stimulus or a response. Stress stimulus is concerned with normatively stressful 

events (Lazarus & Cohen, 1977), such as being laid off from work (Kasl & Cobb, 1970), 

and not particular on the variance in how individuals evaluates the events. Stimulus is most 

commonly applied within psychology. The response definition, applied in biology and med-

icine, ascribe stress as a state i.e. being under stress, reacting with stress.  

2.2.2 Concept of cognitive appraisal 

The cognitive appraisal process is in what manner an individual evaluates the magnitude of 

a circumstance and what it means for their well-being. Additionally the patterns of coping 

differ; one individual may react anxiously to a terminal illness while another may use denial 

as a way to cope. In other words, it is the difference in how and to what degree individuals 

and groups reacts to various situations. This is the essence of what the concept of cognitive 

appraisal seeks to illustrate. Furthermore, Lazarus and Folkman define three different types 

of appraisal: primary, secondary, and reappraisal.  
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2.2.2.1 Primary Appraisal 

The first term is called irrelevant, and refers to when an encounter with the environment 

have no impact on the well-being on the individual, there is nothing to be gained or lost 

from the outcome. This is similar to how animals reacts to stimulus, if you make a noise at 

a dog it will react automatically, however eventually as the dog will notice that there is no 

other relevant encounter associated with the noise the dog will disregard it. Benign-positive 

appraisal is when the individual perceives the encounter positive, as preserving or enhanc-

ing their well-being. Positive encounters are symbolized by emotions such as happiness, 

joy, or peacefulness. The third type of primary appraisal, stressful, is in turned divided into 

three kinds; harm/loss, threat, and challenge. Harm/loss concerns the situations where an 

individual has been damaged either emotionally or psychically and the damage has already 

been sustained. The second kind, threat, focuses on harm or losses that have not yet oc-

curred but are to be expected to happen and the negative emotions associated with the po-

tential harms. Threat, is also distinguished from harm/loss in that it involves anticipatory 

coping, such as anticipatory grief. Finally, challenge, is similar to threat in the way that it al-

so incorporate coping, however the difference is in that challenge appraisal focuses upon 

the positive emotions and potential gain of encounters.  

2.2.2.2 Secondary Appraisal 

Evaluating an encounter is something that is crucial for managing the situation, whether it 

may be a threat or a challenge. Secondary appraisal is a complex process which is central-

ized around evaluating the coping options available, and determining what is the most ca-

pable strategy to adopt. Moreover, within the secondary appraisal evaluating process there 

is a separation in expectation in the form of outcome expectancy, and efficacy expectation 

(Bandura 1977, 1982). Outcome expectancy focuses upon an individual’s evaluation of the 

certain outcomes from a given behavior. Meanwhile, Efficacy expectation is concerned 

about the confidence that an individual has in successfully enforced the given behavior to 

generate the desired outcome. Primary appraisal and secondary appraisal can be said to act 

in synergy to frame the level of emotional reaction and stress affiliated around an encoun-

ter. 

2.2.2.3 Reappraisal 

The final type of cognitive appraisal is reappraisal, and it encompass how appraisal can 

change based upon the support of new information regarding the encounter from the envi-

ronment. Thus, an initial encounter that may have been appraised as a benign may be reap-
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praised as a situation of threat. Fundamentally there is no difference between appraisal and 

reappraisal. Reappraisal is merely a revision of the original appraisal of the same encounter.  

2.2.3 Concept of coping 

Traditionally there have been two approaches to the concept of coping, the first evolved 

from the psychoanalytic ego psychology model, and the other from the animal model of 

stress and control. The premise of the animal model is that the success of survival is de-

pendent upon their understanding of the environment and what is predictable or controlla-

ble. Essentially, the nervous system of the animal is what determines its survival. However 

the main drawback of the animal model is that it is rather simplistic, in-adequately explain-

ing the complexity of the cognitive process that exists in humans. The other approach, psy-

choanalytic ego psychology model, defines coping as thoughts and acts that are realistic and 

flexible while also being able to solve problems, consequently leading to reduced stress. 

One of the limitations of the psychoanalytic ego psychology model is how the measure-

ment of coping has been conducted in studies, to make predictions the studies and research 

has had to classify people, i.e. conformist, obsessive-compulsive (cf. Vaillant, 1977), thus 

coping has been viewed more as a style or trait. The limitations and shortcomings of the 

traditional models led to Lazarus and Folkman conceptualizing their own model of concept 

of coping, which is the most generally accepted definition as of today (Tennen et al., 2000). 

Furthermore, Lazarus and Folkman define their own concept of coping as: 

 

“...constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands 

that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person.” (p.141) 

 

Additionally the definition limits the aspect of coping to no more than the demands that 

are exceeding or taxing the resources of the person, thus eliminating the adaptive behavior 

that require no thoughts or effort. Contrary, the word effort in this context encompasses all 

the thoughts and acts of an individual that is in connection with a stressful encounter. Last-

ly, the usage of manage in the definition serves as seeing coping as not attempting to mas-

ter the situation but rather as avoiding, minimizing, or accepting the situation. The process 

of coping has three notable features; firstly it is more focused upon explaining what an in-

dividual actually think or does in a situation. As opposed to be concerned about what they 

usually do, would do, or should do, which is what the trait-oriented approach does. To ex-

plore what an individual actually does or think it has to be considered within a specific con-
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text, this is the second feature of the process approach to coping. In essence, to interpret 

coping it is essential to understand the situation and the narrower and more defined con-

text the easier it is to connect thought and actions to specific demands. The final feature of 

the process approach centers on change in coping thoughts and acts during a situation. 

Consequently coping is then not a fixed state but a process where the individual shifts be-

tween different ways of coping dependent upon the relation between the environment that 

the individual interpret and the individual. 

 

The coping process is then dynamic and continuous, appraisal and reappraisal are inter-

twined. An environment may require reappraisal by the individual to change to the most 

suited coping strategy available, however the change in coping can lead to a another change 

in the environment, in turn requiring a new appraisal and subsequent coping efforts are in-

fluenced. An example of the process of coping is in how grief is processed by an individual 

over a long period of time. At the beginning of grief, i.e. the loss of a loved one, there are 

usually emotions such as disbelief, shock, or denial. There may also be the need to keep up 

appearances and continuing, but struggling emotionally, working or being socially active. 

Later on grief may be expressed as depression, acceptance of the loss, re-engagement, or 

attachment to other persons. The grief process can last for years and consist of several dif-

ferent ways of coping and emotions. Additionally, understanding the grief coping process is 

vital so that stressful encounter and acute or chronic stress can be better handled (Folkman 

& Moskowitz, 2004). Additionally, stressful encounter can generate stress-related growth 

(Park et al., 1996) which can be said to be a positive outcome, i.e. the individual perceives a 

greater appreciation of life, or a closer relationship to their family. 

 

In short, coping operates in two central ways, problem-focused coping and emotion-

focused coping. Problem-focused coping is concerned about how the environment that is 

causing distress is managed or altered. While, emotion-focused coping refer to how the 

emotional response is controlled in relation to the problem. Both focuses impacts each 

other during a stressful encounter, in addition they can either facilitate or impede one an-

other. 
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2.3 Shepherd (2003): Dual Process of Coping 

In 2003 Dean A. Shepherd published an article that compared the death of a loved one 

with the loss of a company. Stating that the grief and grief recovery patterns are very simi-

lar and our understanding of the former could provide a useful framework for entrepre-

neurship research. The reason understanding grief is so important is that, while present it 

affects the entrepreneur's ability to learn and process the events surrounding the loss. This 

becomes an increasing problem as insufficient experience is arguably one of the most 

common reasons for business failures. On the other hand, it is believed that entrepreneurs 

learn more from their failures than successes (Sitkin, 1992), hence maximizing the value of 

a business failure in terms of both learning outcomes and cost efficiency, should be of pri-

ority for the entrepreneur. Either way it’s apparent that entrepreneurs learn from both fail-

ure and success and that their knowledge is increased through their experiences and the re-

lated feedback of those experiences (Minniti & Bygrave, 2001). However this learning pro-

cess can often be difficult, as the business failure represents a personal loss for the self-

employed and as a result it tends to generate a negative emotional response. The emotional 

response may impact the entrepreneurs ability to properly process and learn from the 

events surrounding the business failure (Isen & Baron, 1991), even more so if the entre-

preneur is unable to identify the events that caused or eventually led to the business failure 

(Kumar, 1997). The severity of the emotional response has also been shown to be depend-

ent on the extent of the social business network of the entrepreneur (Pollack, Vanepps, & 

Hayes, 2012). They found that a limited network can negatively influence the entrepreneur 

and lead to a greater likelihood of withdrawal from entrepreneurship. 

 

Another important insight presented by Shepherd is that the learning phase after a business 

failure is not automatic or instantaneous. Instead the associated learning outcomes depend 

on the individual’s ability to properly go through grief recovery. Similarly, the findings of 

Shepherd, Patzelt, and Wolfe (2011) supports this insight and they also suggest how nor-

malizing failure can lead to less negative emotions associated to the event and a quicker 

grief recovery. Normalizing, or making the extraordinary seem ordinary, is equivalent to 

term emotion-focused coping as presented by Lazarus and Folkman (1984). Normally the 

learning phase occurs after an event has taken place and the subject starts to reflect on the 

outcome, this new insight then leads to a revision of the subject’s belief system (Huy, 1999; 

Kim, 1993; Weick, 1979). These insights can provide important knowledge for the self-

employed on how to manage a business more effectively in the future. The problem is that 
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when a firm fails the self-employed have a tendency to focus on the loss, and the events 

surrounding the closing of their business; events such as conversations with employees and 

suppliers, or the liquidation of company assets. This is of course a perfectly natural part of 

the grief recovery but the events that offer feedback or a positive learning outcome, is the 

reflection on the underlying reasons and series of decisions that finally lead to the deterio-

ration of the firm. Hence, the importance of dealing with the loss and proceeding to the 

phase of learning is a very important part of recovery. The goal then is to leave the state of 

grieving which according to Shepherd is defined as; 

 

“An individual has recovered from grief when thoughts about the events surrounding and 

leading up to the loss of the business no longer generate a negative emotional response.” (p.321) 

 

One way to deal with the loss is to simply found a new business in replacement of the old 

one, which might lead to a speedier grief recovery. On the other hand, by not properly 

processing the events leading up to the previous business failure, the self-employed might 

repeat the same mistakes again. Instead, too properly process the grief the individual can 

adopt two different approaches to manage their grief. Loss orientation refers to the process 

of working through the loss, and then to try and break all emotional bonds to the object 

lost (Archer, 1999). The other process is referred to as restoration orientation, which is 

based on the process of avoidance; this is achieved by distracting oneself from thinking 

about the loss. In addition the restoration orientation advocates a proactive approach, 

where the individual is encouraged to occupy oneself with daily life or learning new tasks, 

which not only distracts the individual but allows the individual to carry out tasks that are 

essential for their lives (Archer 1999). Shepherd then proposes a mix of the two processes, 

“A dual process of grief recovery”, in which he attempts to use the best parts of both pro-

cesses to enhance the overall speed of the grief recovery, which contributes to a more ef-

fective learning process. In essence the focus is on minimizing the interference from grief 

to allow the self-employed to gain as much value as possible from the business failure in 

terms of learning outcomes, and to then utilize that knowledge in their next venture.  
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2.4 Shepherd, Wiklund, & Haynie (2009): Anticipatory Grief 

In this paper from 2009, Shepherd, Wiklund and Haynie wrestle with the question of why 

business owners decide to delay their business failure even when it is in decline and costly 

to keep afloat. One theory is that it allows the owners to prepare mentally for the event and 

as a result reduce their grief period by having a more rapid recovery. This mechanism is 

called anticipatory grief and it may be a way for the entrepreneur to balance the financial 

and emotional strain of the business failure and in return optimize recovery.  This can be 

compared to procrastination literature that focus on the financial consequences and as a re-

sult might overlook the emotional advantages within for example grief recovery. There is a 

number of advantages to reducing the grief period, to begin with grief might reduce the en-

trepreneurs ability to learn from the events surrounding the business failure, and cloud 

their judgement during the grief period (Shepherd 2003). This could be of importance if 

the entrepreneur re-enters the market with a new company and end up making the same 

mistakes again because the grief prevented him or her from properly processing the events 

surrounding the previous business failure. If you put this in the context of a serial entre-

preneur who may be involved in a series of business failures, reducing the recovery period 

and increasing the learning outcomes from each venture is arguably of great importance. 

This is of course a difficult act of balance as delaying the business failure is costly and the 

entrepreneur’s capital will be needed for the next venture as well. Still there are two truths’ 

that are unavoidable given the clarity of economics according to Shepherd, Wiklund and 

Haynie (2009). 

1. “The longer owner-managers persist by delaying business failure, the greater their financial costs 

arising from its failure. 

2. “The higher owner-managers' financial costs after business failure, the longer the time interval be-

tween the failed business and action to own and manage a subsequent business.” 

Hence, delaying the inevitable failure of a business venture does not make any sense finan-

cially. So why do entrepreneurs persist? The theory of escalating commitment offers a 

framework that might help determine why entrepreneurs persist in this manner. Karlsson 

et al., (2005) provides three explanations as to why an entrepreneur might continue to 

commit to the same course of action even though it has proven to have negative outcomes. 

To begin with, individuals feel a need to justify their previous decisions by persisting with 

the same strategy in order to prove to oneself and others that it is indeed a good strategy 

(Brockner, 1992). This idea also includes the entrepreneur’s confidence in the idea that he 
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or she will be successful as a sort of hubris. Secondly there is the sunk cost effect, where 

the entrepreneur tries to save the time, energy and money that has been sunk into the new 

venture (Keil et al., 2000). This effect is due to the fact that decisions made are framed neg-

atively, implicitly there is a choice between losses, which induces risk seeking behavior. Fi-

nally there is the idea that an uncertain loss is better than a certain one, even if the uncer-

tain loss is likely and more costly, which is in line with the idea that people tend to be more 

likely to take higher risks in loss situations, and more risk averse in gain situations (Tversky 

& Kahneman, 1981). Another common type of postponement is the concept of procrasti-

nation which refers to the behavior in which a person deals with an upcoming, emotionally 

unattractive event by simply avoiding the situation. The anticipation of the event often 

triggers negative emotions like anxiety and then by avoiding the situation the person expe-

riences a minor relief which reinforce the negative pattern. In a review of the literature 

made by Anderson (2003: 142) he found that studies show that it is reasonable to assume 

that such choices are made to reduce these negative emotions. In other words there are a 

lot of factors that could persuade an entrepreneur to keep going, even if doing so is irra-

tional and in many cases costly.  

However returning to the comparison of the death of a loved one and the loss of a compa-

ny, as presented by Shepherd (2003), they found that the amount of time we have had to 

process the loss during the anticipation stage, will impact the grief we experience after the 

actual loss. In other words, if the entrepreneur recognizes the impending failure of their 

business they can start to prepare mentally for the event, this period of anticipation has 

been proven to be valuable as it allows the person to gradually detach from the object on 

an emotional level (Parkes & Weiss, 1983). The part about recognition is important here, in 

order for the entrepreneur to start with the “grief work” they need to accept what is about 

to happen. If for example an accountant tells the entrepreneur that they are heading for in-

solvency and the entrepreneur is in a state of denial, he or she can’t start the anticipation 

period and begin the process of preparing for the eventual loss. In the end it’s about the 

overall recovery, financial and emotional, yet regardless of which recovery strategy is in 

place the recovery period will vary from person to person. It will depend on the time, ener-

gy and passion invested in the venture and how central of a role the company has been for 

the owners own identity. As a result the optimal balance varies from case to case. Let’s take 

an example where an individual has started a small catering firm as a passion project and 

invested a lot of time and energy to make it happen. Now let’s say the economy takes a 
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turn and the orders start to decline slowly but surely. In this case the owner has time to re-

alize what is happening and prepare for the inevitable, and because the company has a low 

burn rate, the individual can take his or her time to get their affairs in order. Delaying the 

business failure for a while will allow the individual to minimize the grief period without 

committing to a significant financial loss. In contrast let’s take the example of two business 

partners who start a small tech company to design apps for mobile phones and during their 

launch they hire three programmers. Now let’s say that they invest a lot of resources to de-

velop their first app and a large competitor launch a similar app the day before and as a re-

sult they end up having close to no sales and realize that they don’t have the resources to 

develop a new app. In this case delaying the business failure does not make sense as it 

would result in far too extensive financial losses. The point is that the financial and emo-

tional aspects of recovery after and during a business failure need to be balanced properly 

to make sense for each case. 
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2.5 Aldrich & Cliff (2003): Family Embeddedness Perspective 

The family embeddedness perspective was first presented by Aldrich and Cliff in 2003 to 

promote and encourage that researchers include family dynamics in their analysis of new 

ventures. In the past, family research and entrepreneurship research were often separated 

and viewed as distinct social institutions, and as a result researched by different faculties. In 

reality the two research areas are intertwined and by understanding their relationship we 

can gain further insight into both research fields. On the other hand, these research fields 

were not always separated, only one hundred years ago “business” meant “family business” 

and yet even though 90-98% of all business today remains family owned, businesses and 

families are still viewed as separate entities. In addition, there currently exists a philosophi-

cal debate about the definition of a family business; the components-of-involvement ap-

proach states that it is sufficient with family involvement to label it as a family business. 

The essence approach goes even further and argues that it can be classified as a family 

business when the family’s behavior is focused and produce distinctive familiness, i.e. the 

capabilities and resources that arise from the interactions between the family relationships 

in a firm (Pearson, Carr, & Shaw, 2008). 

Entrepreneurship research tends to focus on either the emergence of new opportunities or 

the emergence of new organizations. However both directions would benefit from embrac-

ing the family embeddedness perspective. For example, when describing new opportuni-

ties, entrepreneurship research tends to point at “environmental changes” which creates 

“gaps” in the market (Timmons, 1999). These environmental changes usually refer to tech-

nological, political, regulatory or economic changes, but changes within the family system is 

often overlooked, even though new businesses regularly emerge from family relationships. 

Some researchers has recognized the importance of family ties for laying the foundation of 

a successful business (Aldrich 1999; Aldrich & Zimmer 1986), but the role families play in 

resource mobilization remains neglected. Although, recent empirical research has found 

that a sizeable number of organizations are founded by two or more related individuals, 

which further proves the importance of considering the family embeddedness perspective 

in entrepreneurship research. 

To return to the subject of environmental changes, the family system has undergone two 

major transitions. The first set of changes is within household compositions. To begin with 

there has been a shift from family households to non-family or single-person households 

resulting in a change of the American household size from 3.33 in 1960 to 2.61 in 1999 
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(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000). Naturally this has implications for the market, apart-

ments, appliances, even food containers that are designed for single-person households, all 

contribute to new opportunities (Hawkins et al, 2001). For venture creation this has both 

positive and negative effects, on one hand, individuals without a spouse or children to pro-

vide for, might be more willing to forego their salary and take the risks accompanied with 

starting a business. However, single-person households also have a more difficult time mo-

bilizing resources, especially human capital as many entrepreneurs rely on family members 

during the startup period, paid or unpaid (Aldrich and Langton 1998). The second major 

transition happened within the family itself, in particular the roles within the family. Wom-

en started to enter the labor force in a much greater proportion than before. Creating a lot 

more dual income households, by 1998, 60% of the North American households relied on 

a dual income. To sum up, the changing family dynamics is undeniably linked with a wide 

number of emerging opportunities during this time, further confirming the importance of 

understanding the impact family dynamics have on entrepreneurship (cf. Rogoff & Heck, 

2003). 
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2.6 Shepherd (2009): Multilevel Framework of Recovery 

In this article from 2009, Shepherd continues to elaborate on the concepts put forth in his 

paper from 2003 by including the family unit and their subsequent grief recovery process. 

The paper offers a multi- and meso-level theory to understand the period of grief recovery 

that a family experiences after the loss of a family business. The purpose of the paper is to 

understand why some families and individuals are able to recover from the loss of a family 

business more rapidly than others. To understand why, the multi-level approach offers the 

perspective of the individual and the family members’ emotional intelligence and their abil-

ity to both recognize and process grief. The meso-level describes the linkages between the 

individual’s emotional response and the group level (family) and the way they attend to the 

negative emotions surrounding the loss of the family business. The key here is emotional 

intelligence and the way it allows individuals and families to make sense, cope and recover 

from the loss. The term emotional intelligence was defined by Salovey and Mayer in 1990 

as the following: 

“the ability to monitor one’s own and others’ feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them and to use 

this information to guide one’s thinking and actions” 

According to Shepherd, a high level of emotional intelligence allows the family members to 

transition between the two grief processes; the loss and restoration orientation more easily 

and help other family members to do the same. This dual process as was first described in 

Shepherd (2003) allows the individual and the family as a whole to minimize the grief peri-

od. Of course the process in itself is different for the family; an emotionally capable family 

will find ways to deal with the grief through established routines, norms and other 

measures. It is important to understand that a family’s emotional capabilities are not the 

sum of its individual’s capabilities, instead the family must be viewed as a whole and as a 

combination of characteristics (Cox & Paley, 1997). In addition a family has subsystems 

that need to be considered, for example the emotional relationship between a brother and a 

sister or a husband and a wife (Minuchin, 1974), these subsystems may offer additional 

support within the subsystem but not extend to the entire family. Finally the family needs 

to be able to adapt to the changes that the loss requires within internal systems and rou-

tines across all levels, while still preserving the boundaries and integrity that defines the 

family. To illustrate what this multi- and meso-level approach might look like, Shepherd 

presents the following model; 
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As can be seen in the model there are two levels, the individual and the group level, which 

creates the meso-level linkage in between, which in turn illustrates the families process as a 

whole. The recovery time on the right hand side is considered a dependent variable and the 

level in which the family is able to go through this process will delay or speed up the overall 

recovery. The meso-level also illustrates that both grief dynamics and sense making dynam-

ics, are constructs that are applicable to each family member but also the family as a group, 

and the relationship between the constructs determine the overall recovery period.  

If you tie this back to emotional intelligence, the idea is that an emotionally intelligent fami-

ly member will know how to navigate between the different grief dynamics and use that 

knowledge to minimize grief. For example if the family is in a state of grief and one mem-

ber feels the need to talk about the loss, that individual, if emotionally intelligent, will know 

which family member to approach, that could mutually benefit from engaging in a conver-

sation about the loss, as opposed to another family member that might experience addi-

tional grief by being reminded of the loss. The truth is that people grieve differently and 

prefer different ways of coping. It’s necessary to acknowledge this, as it may cause dishar-

mony and conflicts within the family unit, as Jordan, Kraus, and Ware (1993) identified in 

families that had members with different coping styles. This in turn means that although 

the individual family members needs to have a high level of emotional intelligence, so does 

the family itself need a high level of emotional capability as both parties interact and influ-
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ence the grief of each member. The need to deal with grief as a group is quite unique, as 

the family group remains after a business is shut down, as opposed to non-family business-

es where the group of former employees usually disbands in the event of a business failure 

(Harris & Sutton, 1986). In the end Shepherd states that the key to a quick recovery is likely 

within the family unit, especially when talking about family business. 

  



 

 
19 

Anticipatory Grief 

2.7 Summary 

This summary illustrate how we have chosen to adopt the different theories in our theoret-

ical framework. The concepts of stress and coping by Lazarus and Folkman (1984) creates 

the context and provide definitions of the different terms such as coping and grief as men-

tioned in the literature. Furthermore, the graphical illustration below shows how we have 

interpreted the literature by Shepherd (2003) and Shepherd, Wiklund, & Haynie (2009) and 

how they relate to each other. This gives a practical overview of how the entrepreneur’s 

process of grief can be defined. Naturally, it is difficult to only focus on grief in our case, as 

there are a number of factors that influence the recovery process. Thus, we have chosen 

the frame of anticipatory grief and complimented it with the escalation of commitment 

framework. We found that this particular combination of theory accurately capture the 

complex emotional and financial aspects of a business failure. 

 

Figure 1 
The grief process for the entrepreneur  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The model only depicts the entrepreneur’s individual process, and as the purpose of this 

thesis is to gain a broader understanding of the process on a group level and how it affects 

the entrepreneur's family, we decided to examine the process through the family embed-

dedness perspective (Aldrich, & Cliff, 2003). We will also consider the multi- and meso-

level model Shepherd (2009) created in an attempt provide a context for group level stud-

ies. 
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3 Method 

In this chapter the selected method is presented, followed by the choice of research design, sampling method 

and the process of data collection. Finally, the chapter is concluded with a discussion of the ethical perspective 

and an explanation of the chosen method for data analysis.   

3.1 Introduction 

To align our method with our research questions we chose to do an explanatory multiple 

case study, by extension for our explanation building we needed a strong foundation of 

data, with in depth knowledge of our cases. Since the topic for this thesis is in a fairly un-

charted territory, it was difficult to build a solid hypothesis before we started collecting our 

empirical data. As a result we applied an inductive research approach to instead build our 

theory and conclusions from the empirical data and attempted to do so in an unbiased 

manner. As we felt it was necessary to conduct in depth cases for our research we focused 

on a qualitative approach, with a rather small sample size. To collect the data we used a 

purposive sampling method which meant that we searched for particular cases with unique 

characteristics, i.e. entrepreneur dealing with a business failure. Furthermore, the multiple 

case study employed a holistic design due to the nature of our research questions.  

The primary method for collecting our empirical data for the thesis was by conducting fo-

cused interviews with an open-ended nature. Specifically, the chosen type of interview was 

the shorter case study interview. The duration of the interviews lasted from 45-90 minutes, 

all depending upon the participants’ willingness to share their experience. The findings 

were then reconstructed as narrative case studies highlighting the major events that unfold-

ed in connection to the business failure. Each case was then individually analyzed with the 

research questions in mind, providing a basis for the cross-case analysis. 

3.2 Inductive 

The inductive approach of theory can be said to focus on the particular and then expand-

ing the observation made to make it more general. Inductive theories begins with concen-

trating on observing certain circumstances or situation and then from the gathered empiri-

cal data create a theory or construct. (Graziano & Raulin, 2010). Further the inductive way 

of thinking is considered more open, opposed to the narrow deductive approach. The in-

ductive reasoning is particularly suited towards the specific context of this study, where the 

idea is to expand from only having the focus on the entrepreneur to also including their 

family. The effects on the family is not well researched and thus observations is required to 
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understand the patterns, meaning that the objective of this thesis is to broaden the perspec-

tive of the effects of business failure on families. Logically then an inductive approach is to 

be preferred. 

In addition to the inductive theory approach there is also the deductive one. The deductive 

approach on the other hand begins with forming a hypothesis about what is going to hap-

pen based on theory and then the hypothesis is either confirmed or rejected dependent up-

on the results from the conducted study (Graziano & Raulin, 2010). 

3.3 Qualitative 

The nature of the qualitative data is particularly well suited for the topic of this thesis as it 

emphasizes people’s experiences of events, processes, and the connection that they have 

with the social world around them. In addition the qualitative data has a tendency to reveal 

complexity which contributes to a richer and more comprehensive picture of the problem 

(Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). Additionally qualitative methods for research are to 

be preferred over quantitative when exploring and analyzing people's everyday behavior or 

life-experiences, since qualitative research has the assumed characteristics where the uses of 

words, interpreting meaning, and inductive reasoning are fundamental. The methods that 

are primarily used by qualitative researcher are the following four: observation, analyzing 

texts, audio or video recordings, and interviews or focus groups. Usually the methods can 

be used in combination with each other (Silverman 2011: 42). Quantitative research on the 

other hand is more concerned with numbers and generalizations; it also neglects the differ-

ent social and cultural aspects which are central when dealing with the effects on people 

when experiencing a business failure. One of the drawbacks of the qualitative approach is 

the issue of validity, the researcher may distort the collected data to better suit their own 

conclusion (Silverman, 2011). 

3.4 Sampling Method 

A qualitative approach to collecting data usually means that the sampling size will be small, 

and consist of few people. The small sample size allows for more focus on generating in-

depth studies and to better portray the context of the samples. Further, qualitative samples 

are more often considered to be purposive rather than random (Miles, Huberman, & Sal-

daña, 2014). This is due to random sampling being beneficial when dealing with quantita-

tive data however it has little value in qualitative research where the unique contexts are of 

essence. A purposive sampling approach allows the researcher to focus on the distinct vari-
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ables that are of interest for best answering the research question. Furthermore the con-

structing of the sampling should be driven by theory, as Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña 

(2014) argues, thus the outset of the sample should be based upon a conceptual question. 

3.5 Case Study 

A case study is an empirical inquiry that seeks to investigate and understand a contempo-

rary phenomenon in depth and its context within the real-world, in which it may be diffi-

cult to distinguish from (Yin, 2013:16). The case study inquiry is often based on multiple 

sources of evidence, i.e. triangulation. When it comes to the different types of case study 

the primary decision is whether to employ either a single case study or a multiple case 

study. A single case study is comparable to a single experiment, there is only one critical 

case that is to be tested, and the case is most often rather unusual and unique. A multiple 

case study involves several cases and as Yin argues, the two variants do not differ much in 

their methodological aspect. The advantages of the multiple case study compared to the 

single one is that since there are several cases the findings are more robust and compelling 

(Herriott & Firestone, 1983). When deciding upon what cases to include in a multiple case 

study they have to be selected in a way that they either predict similar results, or predict 

conflicting results that are anticipated. Both ways implies that a multiple case study should 

adopt a replication logic. Another decision to be made about the design of the case study is 

the choice of an embedded or holistic design (Yin, 2013:53-56). The embedded case study 

design treats the units within the case as separate, creating subunits. The subunits are useful 

when gathering different accounts of the same experience, though one has to make sure to 

avoid the danger of focusing too much on the subunits and failing to contribute to the 

larger unit of the study. The holistic design, contrastingly, is of a global nature and is ap-

propriate when the research question is more universal applicable and it’s hard to define if 

there are different subunits within the case.  

 

It is important to be aware of the potential pitfalls with the method of case study research. 

Some of the main concerns, according to Yin (2013:19-22), is that since there are no stand-

ard protocol on how the research design of a case study should look like. Due to lack of 

systematic procedures one have to be attentive to that the lack of strictness in the case 

study design can lead to researchers being sloppy, or influencing the direction of their find-

ings and in turn the conclusions of the study. Further there is the question of generalizing 

from case studies: is it applicable to the real world? The important thing to remember 
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about generalizing from case studies is that the objective of the study is to expand upon 

and generalize theoretical propositions. Another issue is that since there is no formal defi-

nition of what skills are required for a good case study researcher, leading to the problem 

of what makes a good quality case study. However Yin (2013:73), lists certain attributes 

that are desirable to help facilitate a higher quality of the case study. Naturally the research-

er should first of all possess a thorough understanding of the topic. Further it’s important 

to avoid biases and have the ability of being a “good” listener, meaning that you should not 

be trapped by preconceived ideas or ideologies. In turn this is connected with the ability to 

ask good questions and interpret them reasonably, and specifically in an open-ended setting 

avoiding leading questions. There are three different types of interviews to consider, first 

there is the shorter case study interview, where the interview takes place during one session 

and usually lasts around 1 hour. The other two types that can be used are the prolonged 

case study interview, the interviews are longer and often in multiple sittings, and the survey 

interview, which uses a standard questionnaire and is useful for quantitative data collection 

(Yin, 2013:110-13). 

 

Within our thesis we chose a multiple case study approach with a holistic design and short-

er case study interview, which has the main characteristics in that it’s focused. The duration 

of our interviews varied between 45-90 minutes, the openness and willingness of the partic-

ipant guided the length of the interviews. Furthermore, as the interviews were open-ended 

we had to be careful not to engage in leading questions to let the interviewee establish their 

own commentary about the experience. 

3.6 Interview 

Interpreting interviews can be difficult and according to Silverman (2011: 169-70) there are 

three ways to perceive the data and the potential of it. This thesis applies the view of emo-

tionalism, since the preferred method that was used was open-ended and unstructured in-

terviews about the subjects own life-experience, which is the preferred interview data for 

an emotionalist. Consequently then the interviewee acts as active sense-makers, their own 

understanding and interpretation of the experience along with the emotions associated are 

central. The main goal of the interviewer according to emotionalism should be to obtain 

the authentic accounts of the subject and to access their emotions by describing the sub-

ject's inner experiences. This means that the interviewer is encouraged to become emotion-
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ally involved with the interviewee and to better create the interview context in which the 

interviewee will act without manipulating them. 

Nonetheless there are some limitations to consider how the emotionalism version of gath-

ering and structuring interview data. For instance Hammersley and Atkinson (1995:110-

111) argues that having an open-ended interview does not mean that it’s without any social 

control that can shape the interviewee thoughts or perceptions, open-ended interviews is a 

form of control itself. Further, Denzin (1970: 133-138) points out the difficulties in pene-

trating the private worlds of experience, and that the interviewee may alter their version of 

the events compared to what actually happened and the difficulties of the interviewer to 

discover it. The other two views are positivism and constructionism. Positivism is mainly 

concerned about generating facts about the real world that are valid and reliable. Thus the 

desired method for this view is to have random samples and standardized questions. Finally 

there is constructionism, where the interaction between interviewer and interviewee is in 

focus and the interview data is constructed by both parties (Silverman, 2011). 

3.7 Analyzing the data 

What we found when analyzing our data from the interviews was that the best strategy was 

to arrange the data in chronological order for each individual case. The analytic strategy 

was based upon our the research questions and the main strategy was to formulate the 

process in an easy and understandable way for the reader, we divided the stories into dif-

ferent segments so that it could easily be analyzed through our theoretical framework. 

Thus, the design of the narrative case stories and individual analyses reflect each other in 

their structure, first starting with the events prior leading up to the failure, then follows 

with the events during the failure, or moment of loss, and lastly the events after the fail-

ure. In turn this means that we adopted a explanation building approach (Yin, 2013:147), 

and this technique usually explain “how” and “why” of a phenomenon through a narrative 

form. If utilized correctly the explanation building can lead to major contributions and rec-

ommendations towards theory building. Furthermore, the explanation building iterative 

process has meant that we had to be thorough and not stray too far away from our initial 

research questions. 

3.8 Ethical perspective 

Often an important aspect to consider when dealing with qualitative research and case 

studies in specific is the ethical perspective. Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña (2014) argues that 
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there has to be some explicit agreements about what and how the study will be conducted 

so that the relationship between researcher and participant does not become constrained 

and also the agreement may be beneficial as it leads to an improved quality of the data and 

thus improves the conclusion to be drawn from it. Anonymity, benefits for participants, 

will the data be treated confidentially, and how much time and effort that is required, are a 

few important question to consider including in the explicit agreement with the participants 

before conducting the study. For instance a weak consent may lead to inclusive and poor 

data, this is due to that the respondents will protect themselves if they face a situation 

where they may face ambiguity and have a mistrusted relationship to the researcher. Fur-

ther there is the question of harm and risk that the researcher can do to participants.  

In the case of these studies which focuses on the entrepreneur and his or her family 

which has gone through a business failure, it is understandable that the topic is sensitive 

and caution has to be taken. As we wanted a strong consent to get as in-depth interviews as 

possible an explicit agreement was made with each participant to treat the data confiden-

tially. Thus, fictitious names are used in the cases to preserve the identity of the partici-

pants. 
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4 Findings 

In this chapter the empirical findings from the interviews will be presented. Each interview will be presented 

as a narrative case story, and due to the sensitive nature of the topic all names used in the following section 

are fictitious. Furthermore, an individual analysis of every case will be discussed and presented at the end of 

each section.  

4.1 Case A 

Nearly 30 years ago, at the age of 21, Annika Martinsson began her journey as an entrepre-

neur and owner of a local grocery store. It all started during a family vacation to their vaca-

tion home in a small town in Sweden. One day she and her father, an entrepreneur himself 

who owned a business within plumbing and construction, visited the local grocery store 

and her father told her how if he had been younger he would have bought the place with-

out a moment of hesitation. Annika then jokingly replied to her father: “I’ll do it, if you take 

care of the bookkeeping”. After giving it some thought he decided to take action, after all he 

had dreamt of owning a small shop for a long time. The following day he contacted the 

owners of the store and asked how much they wanted for the store, meanwhile Annika 

anxiously waited at home. Later that day he returned home with the all papers in order and 

asked Annika: “are you in?” She remembered feeling both shocked and excited but of course 

she was in. A couple of days later a group of men in brown suites from ICA came to visit 

Annika and her father at the store and they all sat down in the living room above the store 

to finalize the paper work. And there she was, at the age of just 21, becoming the owner of 

a grocery store. Not only was she young but also being a female store owner was unusual at 

that time. Traditionally the stores were passed down from father to son, and the older gen-

eration was often pulling the strings long after retirement. This was back in 1988 and at 

that stage the store was very small, so before she re-opened the store she decided to reno-

vate it.  

Over time the town grew larger and larger as it started to attract younger families who 

viewed the town as a good place to raise their kids. The growing population meant an in-

crease in business and Annika’s store continued to grow. At this point she was managing 

the business on her own, her father had only stayed for a year, long enough for him to 

teach her how to take care of the finances, but she was starting to realize that she needed to 

take on some new employees as the paperwork started to pile up. She ended up hiring 

some locals and the following year she joined the district board for ICA. She ended up 
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joining the regional council as well, and at the same time she was pregnant and expecting 

twins. With the added workload, and later on the twins to take care of, Annika felt the 

pressure building up. There just was not enough time to manage it all, and it got to the 

point where she had to take out six months of sick-leave to recover. However Annika was 

a persistent woman and she would not let this keep her from her business, and so she re-

turned back to the store but decided to leave the district and regional councils, in order to 

focus solely on her store. Annika expressed a sense of gratefulness for the opportunity to 

manage her own store over all these years, but also for the chance to be a part of ICA and 

through council meetings been allowed to impact “the bigger picture”.  

She kept on managing the store for several years until she felt the need for a change. Her 

kids had grown up and moved out, her husband worked away from home a lot, and she 

lived in the same building as the store. She felt trapped and decided to see if she could sell 

the store. Around the same time her brothers had opened up a family business on their 

own, which was growing rapidly, and there was a place for her there, where she could con-

tribute with the experience she had with her from managing the store. Over the years she 

had developed a good sense for economics and human resource questions and it was a 

chance to start working on something new. Naturally, the transition from being both the 

owner and manager of your own business to being part of a management team was a chal-

lenge on its own for Annika. On the other hand, Annika explained that because she and 

her brothers knew each other so well, they sort of naturally fill the positions that best fit 

their competency, but of course there can be some heated discussions from time to time. 

Annika believes that having clear and defined positions are crucial, especially when working 

with family, as it clears up questions of accountability when needed.  

4.1.1 Closing down the store 

Finding a buyer for the grocery store was difficult and after a long time Annika decided 

that since she could not find a buyer it was time to close down the store and for her to 

move on. So after 28 years of running the store the final decision was made in December 

one night when she called her husband and said that she was ready to shut down the busi-

ness. Annika was very clear with her decision and what the transition would mean, while in 

many ways it was more difficult for her husband. Later on when Annika had prepared all 

the papers and had to go down to the bank and manage the loans connected to the busi-

ness, her father asked her if she was going to do that on her own. Persistent as she had al-

ways been she answered: “of course”. Yet, he still wanted to come and it became clear for 
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Annika that her father felt that he had a part to play and this was something he should take 

care of. She realized that this would be a rite of passage; she had to show him that she 

could take care of this on her own. So she allowed her father to come with her to the bank 

but told him straight that she would be the one doing the talking. During the meeting her 

father began the conversation and when he finished Annika told him: “are you done?” and 

then she finished up the meeting and got what she came for. Afterward he put his hand on 

her shoulder and said “I’m done now, because I see that you can do this on your own”, for Annika 

that was a big step in her process to finally feel that her father recognized that she could 

fend for herself. After finishing up the details with the loans and finalizing the remaining 

paperwork with the store, she had to break the news to the town. She had been trying to 

sell for a while and the town was aware of that, but when she announced the news that the 

store was closing down, there was a lot of reactions.  

During the last month of business people expressed their disappointment; they reminded 

her of how much the store meant to them, and how they wanted Annika to give the store 

another chance. The store had developed into a natural meeting place for the little town 

and people were sad to see it close down. Annika had developed good relationships with a 

lot of the locals over the years, who often came to her with everything from relationship 

advice to health problems, while others just wanted a friend to talk to. Annika had always 

enjoyed that part of the business, and during the years she had worked in the store she had 

assumed several different roles ranging from friend, to nurse, to psychologist, or simply 

just being there and listening to her customers and offering advice if possible. Of course, 

Annika was also disappointed that she had been unable to find a buyer, but she was confi-

dent that she had made the right decision, and she knew that it was time to move on. As 

the closing of the store approached, flowers and other gifts started to appear in the store 

and she remembers feeling humbled to have had the opportunity to be a part of the town. 

Annika described the period as sentimental and how she even felt a little sad but the same 

it felt like closure for her. But then a female friend came into the store, she had lost her son 

a while ago and she asked Annika if they could talk in private, and so they went back to the 

storage area. The woman had brought flowers and a small gift, and she told Annika how 

important she had been to her and her family during that time, because Annika had offered 

to drive all their groceries home to them and tried to support her through the crisis. She 

explained that no one could understand how much it had meant to her, just to know that 

someone was looking out for her, when she had lost everything. Of course at that point 
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they both cried and Annika started to understand the value of these relationships and what 

they meant to her.    

4.1.2 Analysis: Case A 

In the case Annika describes how she tried to sell the grocery store for several years to 

avoid shutting down the store, because she knew that the store had become an important 

meeting place for the small town. In the end she was unable to find a buyer, but the choice 

to shut down was still made on her own terms. She had time to figure out that this was the 

right course of action, which in turn gave her time to prepare and anticipate the loss emo-

tionally. The decision can be explained by the balance discussed by Shepherd, Wiklund, and 

Haynie (2009), where the entrepreneur will delay shutting down the business, creating a 

better balance between the financial and emotional aspects of recovery. For Annika the 

burn rate of the company is so low that she can take her time to prepare emotionally with-

out any significant financial loss. This in turn allows Annika to go through the full extent of 

the anticipatory grief process, which minimizes the subsequent coping efforts.  

In addition, she informed her husband about her decision and then she announced the 

news to the locals. By including the people close to her, and the people that would be af-

fected by her decision, she gave everyone around her the opportunity to engage in what 

Shepherd, Wiklund, and Haynie (2009) describes as anticipatory grief. The locals could 

come in and talk with Annika and other locals, about their feeling and express their con-

cerns about the future. As described in Shepherd (2009) finding other individuals with 

similar coping strategies allows each individual to contribute to the emotional capability of 

the group. This in turn speeds up their own recovery and also allows the group as a whole 

to reduce their overall recovery time. In Shepherd (2009), the group refers to the family of 

the entrepreneur, but these theories are certainly applicable on the inner workings of a 

small town. Like Annika described, she had to take on the role of a friend, a nurse, a psy-

chologist and do her best to offer advice on often times, personal matters. In a lot of ways 

a small town can be described, at times, as an extended family with it’s on subsystems and 

unique interactions, that cross the boundaries that are established in larger cities. This 

makes Annika’s case particularly interesting as the local residents identified themselves with 

the store, as it was a big part of their everyday life. The store was where they met up with 

friends and acquaintances and it had been a part of the town for almost 30 years, and so it 

was only natural that they felt a sense of loss.  
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Another interesting chain of events was the interactions with her father, he played a big 

part in the business during the first year, and after all he was the one with the dream of 

owning a small shop. Hence, when she decided to close down the shop, it was evident that 

he felt that he had a part to play. He arguably felt a sense of responsibility as a father, but 

perhaps he himself also needed to feel some closure. His decision to join her in the bank 

meeting could be viewed as his way of detaching emotionally from the shop. This is con-

sistent with the loss orientation approach, as presented by Archer (1999). As for Annika 

herself, it could be argued that she initially adopted a loss orientation approach to the clos-

ing of the store, by engaging with the locals and working through the grief.  However, after 

Annika had closed her store she immediately moved on to her brothers business, which in-

dicates a transition to the restoration orientation (Shepherd, 2003). By replacing the old 

business with a new one, she might have experienced a quicker grief recovery according to 

Shepherd (2003), and since the reason behind the shutdown was clear to her there were 

limited negative drawbacks (Kumar, 1997). 

4.2 Case B 

 This case is about Patrick Sjöström who entered a company bankruptcy in 2002. Patrick's 

father, who like him had spent his professional career building a name within hotels and 

restaurants, started his entrepreneurial career within a quite different industry. When Pat-

rick was growing up, during the 80s, his father owned and managed the largest charcoal 

distributor business in Sweden. Patrick was 15 at the time but he still remembers what it 

was like when his father’s business went bankrupt. The season for charcoal is very short 

and intense with low margins and high volume, meaning that there wasn’t a lot of room for 

error. One season the company received a bad delivery from their supplier in Yugoslavia. 

The charcoal was water damaged which prevented it from burning properly, resulting in a 

recall of all the damaged charcoal. Logistically this ended up being very expensive, not only 

did they need to take back the damaged charcoal, but they were required by law to deliver 

new, undamaged charcoal to their customers. The company from Yugoslavia took no re-

sponsibility and Patrick’s father had to turn to another supplier, to complete the delivery. 

In other words, they lost their sales for the entire season which ended up forcing the com-

pany into bankruptcy. Patrick still remembers how incredibly shameful the bankruptcy was 

for his father and the family. Back then not a lot of people understood what a bankruptcy 

meant, some treated him as a criminal, and others just stayed away as if though he was in-

fected with a disease. A couple of years later Patrick’s father managed to win the case in 
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court against the Yugoslavian supplier, which offered him some redemption, at least with 

business associates, but according to Patrick the events surrounding the bankruptcy and the 

associated shame has always haunted his father.  

Patrick’s own entrepreneurial journey began in 1992 at the age of 26, when he and a friend 

took over one of his father's businesses, a hotel and restaurant, which was launched back in 

1986. The goal of becoming a hotel manager had been in Patrick’s mind a long time, and 

he knew that the best way to get there was to work his way up internally within a hotel. So 

Patrick took a job at a hotel as a night manager to gain experience, while also working for 

his father on his spare time. Eventually he ended up working full-time at his father's hotel. 

After about a year of hard work Patrick and a friend took the decision to purchase the ho-

tel business from his father and run it on their own. Together they managed the business 

successfully until 1996, when Patrick bought out his friend and continued on his own up 

until 2002, when he had to file for bankruptcy. To be clear, the company assets were divid-

ed between two different companies, one with the real estate and the other with the day to 

day operations. In the real estate company Patrick had made a series of investments in 

stocks and when the market took a turn for worse in 2002, the company took a big hit. At 

this point it was really fortunate that he had divided the operation and real estate into sepa-

rate companies, because if the operation company had been forced to enter bankruptcy as 

well, they would have lost their liquor license which is rather hard to obtain in Sweden.  

So in Patrick’s case, it was the real estate company that entered bankruptcy, and as a result 

the real estate were put up for sale. The hotel and restaurant was still doing well, the bills 

and staff were paid and the business kept on going. The problem was that although this di-

vision was clear to Patrick, once the news broke that his company had entered bankruptcy 

the word spread, as it often does in a small town, people were quick to assume that the ho-

tel was closing and even that Patrick himself was broke. Essentially they believed every-

thing with his name on it was bankrupt, so it did not help that his father had used their last 

name to name the company. The talk in the town created an impossible situation for Pat-

rick; it did not take long before the rumors started to affect his other company and his per-

sonal life. Take for example, when the real estate company had gone bankrupt and the op-

erations company was doing a standard purchase at the local grocery store. At the time Pat-

rick’s wife was doing those purchases, and they withdrew her card and would not complete 

the purchase. The operations company was still doing well and the day to day business 

were not affected by the real estate problems. But when the locals read about the bank-
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ruptcy in the paper, there was no room for a discussion. Obviously this was a humiliating 

experience for his wife and incidents like this started to create a sense of shame within his 

family. To address the situation Patrick decided to try and explain the situation publicly in 

one of the local newspapers, but the damage was already done and people around him 

started to distance themselves as if he was spreading a disease. He expressed:  

“In a lot of ways the situation would have been different in a larger city, the real estate company would have 

gone down silently amongst the many bankruptcies. And the day to day business in the restaurant could 

have continued undisturbed by the bad investments made in the real estate company.”  

In addition he talked about his wife and kids would not have been scrutinized in the same 

way. Instead everyone knew who Patrick and his family were and as a result they were con-

stantly reminded of the bankruptcy through interactions with the locals. Of course, this was 

also a difficult time for the employees working at the hotel, Patrick managed to explain the 

situation in a good way, and reassure them that everything would continue as usual, but 

there were a lot of uncertainty as their families livelihood was on the line as well.  

4.2.1 The bankruptcy 

This was Patrick's first bankruptcy, even though he had been there when his father went 

through a bankruptcy, he had not experienced it hands on himself until now:  

“The process of a bankruptcy is not something that happens over a single day, rather it’s a long journey, 

and you do not realize that you are in the beginning of the end when the first problems arise. Instead you 

recognize the problems as a “rough patch” and try to find solutions that will bring you back on track.” 

Patrick described this situation as “gasping for air” you are confident that there is a solu-

tion and you are desperately trying to find it. According to him the most difficult time for 

him, was three months before he filed for bankruptcy. At that point he had started to real-

ize where he was heading but he still believed that he could change the outcome. As he had 

watched his father go through a bankruptcy and knew what it would mean for his family 

and friends, he was determined to save the company. In a way, knowing how it would af-

fect the people close to him, added a lot of additional pressure and looking back this pres-

sure really affected his state of mind and work performance. He described it as a very un-

healthy state, and you are certainly not thinking clearly about strategic decisions and in ad-

dition the belief that you will solve the situation keeps you from including friends and fami-

ly in the situation, as that would recognize that it is the end. It was not until he filed for 
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bankruptcy that he felt a sense of relief from the pressure, because in that moment there 

was nothing else he could do to change the outcome. Of course, it also meant that he 

would need to tell his family, and it was an incredibly hard thing to do, and even if his chil-

dren were young, there was a sense of shame, especially for his father who did not think 

this was an acceptable way out of the situation. For the older generation this was about 

honor and the company carried his name as well. At the same time, Patrick’s advisors re-

minded him that there is really only two ways for a company to end, bankruptcy or liquida-

tion, that’s the way it and it’s natural for things to come to an end.  

When Patrick filed for bankruptcy a trustee stepped in and took control over the real estate 

and gained full authority of the company. Since he handed in the paper on his own, Patrick 

was allowed to request a specific trustee to take over the case, and he knew a friend who 

had gone through a bankruptcy as well who recommended a good trustee. This was crucial 

since the process of a bankruptcy takes a lot of time, and you work closely with the trustee. 

In Patrick’s case the bankruptcy was rather calm compared to what it could have been, 

since it was only concerning the real estate company where they had no employees or stor-

age of products. Today Patrick is thankful that he was allowed to select a trustee, especially 

the one that his friend had recommended, it meant a lot for him. At the time, he felt guilty, 

like he had done something wrong and should be punished for his actions, and certainly 

not worthy of the kind hearted treatment he was offered. Patrick described that he experi-

enced a very professional treatment of the situation: ”they are very knowledgeable about the busi-

ness part, but they are also trained in psychology and are very considerate in their approach”. He contin-

ues to describe that there are a lot of control questions, so that they can understand where 

you are at mentally. They have had cases where the person in question needed to go to the 

hospital, because they were in such a bad shape. They help you understand that a bank-

ruptcy is not the end of the world. Looking back it helped Patrick a lot mentally to get 

through this period and get back to running his business, which he is still running today. 

Having a good relationship with the bankruptcy trustee brought Patrick back to work fast-

er. During that period he managed to bring in a partner so that they could put in an offer 

for the real estate, in attempt to get it back. Furthermore, Patrick mentioned that in this in-

dustry the real value financially lies in the real estate, the day to day operations is really only 

valuable as it increases the real estate value. So in order for the business to make sense for 

him, he needed to own the real estate as well. Thus they made the bankruptcy trustee an of-

fer so that they could continue, and they were successful in doing so. It is actually common 
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practice that the previous owners re-buy with new partners as they are the ones that know 

the business and have all the knowledge about the day to day operations. 

4.2.2 Learning by doing 

In the hotel, and especially in the restaurant business, it is known that you will need a cou-

ple of tries at creating a new restaurant before you get all the details down. For Patrick, be-

ing in charge of a company was not really anything he knew that much about. When he 

took over the business, he had to learn everything from hands on experience, which meant 

everything from bookkeeping and employee relations, to strategic decision making. A big 

problem was that he didn’t have any formal education within economics. He had to learn 

on a trial and error basis, which is probably not the best way to do it, as mistakes can be 

quite costly, especially when you have a lot of employees, and a rather sizable revenue. In 

addition, due to the nature of his industry, he did not really have any “big customers” but 

instead he had a lot of small ones, and the same goes for his suppliers, which meant a lot of 

paperwork. This was of course a lot to handle and keeping the cash flow in line was a lot of 

work. The hardest time for Patrick was the time leading up to the decision to close the 

business down. Usually it’s a long process, unless something very drastic happens. When 

the economy started to turn, the company struggled for well over a year, and the numbers 

were just slowly declining, and it got harder and harder to pay the bills. He expressed how 

he felt during the process: “you are very attached to the business and you yourself start to feel worse 

and worse up until the peak”, which for Patrick was about three months before they closed 

down. Patrick described the feeling he had during that period that you do everything in 

your power to save the business, and if there is a way back in, you will take it. However one 

lesson he had learned from the people that worked within this field that you should never 

send “healthy money” after “sick money”, if the company is going down, let it go. Instead, 

he argued that you should use your money to find a new position, create something new 

and try to make it work. He continued: 

“But it is difficult, a lot of people feel ashamed, and will do everything to prevent the company from going 

bankrupt. This is where you risk putting yourself in a personal bankruptcy, in order to get that last chance 

to save it, especially if it’s your first company. You want to avoid the shame associated with bankruptcy at 

all costs. You have to realize what you are risking by sinking more money into a dying company. And it’s 

at this stage it’s important to have good counsel, because you’re not thinking clearly by yourself. When the 

company is doing badly you feel bad as well and at that point you are not thinking clearly or objectively.” 
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The pressure became more intense for Patrick and also the risks of him making bad deci-

sions. He found it really hard to talk to his relatives and close friends about the issues with 

his company. After all this was his family's livelihood. Luckily, Patrick had people with ex-

perience around him, and they offered him perspective and helped him to make a couple of 

good decisions. Because, according to Patrick, this is the point where it takes a really bad 

turn for a lot of people and the company's problems start to become personal problems: “It 

is not uncommon that people drag their families with them, they’re too ashamed to ask for help in time and 

this can lead to very serious consequences”. According to Patrick, without good advisors you do 

not really acknowledge how serious the situation is, six months out of the bankruptcy you 

are still thinking: “this is just a rough patch, we will pull through”, and you just kind of get stuck 

in that mindset, until it’s too late. A lot of people should choose to do a bankruptcy a lot 

earlier, instead of letting it destroy so much more than just the company. You have to be 

able to detach from the company, it comes down to how much of your identity is in that 

company. It’s really hard to see the situation for what it is, when you're under that kind of 

pressure, and you are just gasping for air for such a long time.  

“You have employees, suppliers, your family, and yourself to think about and even if you are not allowed to 

make priorities during the end, you will have to, and it will not be easy.”  

Patrick described how in that mindset he thinks that a lot of people make decision that 

could have permanent damage, be it socially with friends and family or financially, and he 

could understand how it could get to that point. Because the stakes are just that high, and 

you want to avoid the shame, the shame that his family had been forced to endure. That is 

not something that you want to put your family through, and during that time you feel des-

perate and will almost do anything to push through. During those 3 months leading up to 

the decision to the bankruptcy, Patrick was dragging on a lot negative thoughts, and it 

started to affect his personal life as well. This downward spiral continued until he under-

stood where this was heading and he started to think about how to get out of this situation 

in a good way, for him and his family. This process took a lot of time and energy, the final 

decision came when they needed to pay the taxes for the month and just couldn’t. He stat-

ed how you can talk to suppliers and customers about bills and invoices and they can usual-

ly give you some extra time, but you cannot talk with the government, “there are no deals or 

room for negotiation, pay up or give up. The date, which is the 15th every month, is pretty much set in 

stone, and if you push it you can become personally liable”. This was a large sum rather large sum of 

money for Patrick, around 300 000 SEK, which is almost a full year salary. So when Patrick 
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realized that they were not going to be able to make that payment, he decided to drive 

down and hand in the papers. 

Looking back, Patrick believes that society is a lot more accepting of company bankrupt-

cies today, it is not as sickening as it once were. But he still thinks that we can improve the 

way we view bankruptcies in Sweden: “not only do we look down on them, and the people associated 

with one, but even worse is that people don’t even want to talk about it. If you compare that to the US, 

where people understand that a business failure is a learning experience and you might need a couple to un-

derstand how to build a successful company”. He continues: “people need to understand that a bankrupt-

cy might be part of a journey instead of the end of one”. Not only does Patrick believe that people 

need to be more accepting, but he believes that there is value in having experienced a bank-

ruptcy, and he has carried those experiences with him into other businesses. On the other 

hand, he argues that there are some legitimate concerns from people who fear to do busi-

ness with people that has been involved with bankruptcies, if you look at it from a purely 

statistical angle a person that has been in one bankruptcy is likely to be involved in another. 

Patrick thinks that one reason for this could be that people that have experienced a bank-

ruptcy understand that it is not the end of the world. This means that in their next venture 

they are more willing to put the company on the line to move forward, and they are also 

less likely to risk personal bankruptcy to save the company as they are not attached in the 

same way.  To Patrick this could only be described as sanity, but to others it could be inter-

preted as a lack of commitment. Furthermore, he expressed how important it is that we 

have a society where the possible event of a bankruptcy is not accompanied by so much 

shame that people are so afraid to fail that they will put their personal relationships and fi-

nances on the line to save a dying business: “How you handle a bankruptcy as an entrepreneur is 

therefore important, because it affects a lot of people and if you do it in a respectful and honest way it should 

not have to impact the rest of your career”. Looking back Patrick admits that he could have done a 

lot more to be transparent, especially towards his family, and explained the situation so that 

they could have prepared mentally for the event. In addition you have to consider suppliers 

and customers that are worried about payments and being open about the process will help 

people understand what is going on. Another thing that he has brought with him, is that he 

no longer uses his last name for any of his businesses as it limits people’s perception of his 

personal attachment and the connection to his family, as stated by Patrick:  

“But in the end people think that you will be “blacklisted” forever and it will forever haunt you, but that is 

just not really the case, again it was not a personal bankruptcy and even the company bankruptcy will fade 
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away with time. And time, that is really the only thing that helps with events like this, you just have to 

learn to live with it and move on.” 

 Keeping busy helped as well, it kept Patrick from thinking too much about the bankruptcy 

and he could spend his energy on something more positive. But because he and his family 

live in such a small town, keeping yourself distracted was not all that easy, and they had to 

spend a lot of time processing the bankruptcy with the people around them. However, Pat-

rick still had the operation part of the business left and it was still healthy and he could 

spend his time taking care of the business instead of sitting at home and feeling bad over 

what he had lost. At the same time he understands that taking on so much responsibility 

during that time could have ended badly, but he needed to take care of that company as 

well and in the end it helped him cope with the situation. Finally Patrick expressed a sense 

of gratefulness for what he learned during this process, it has allowed him to help friends 

around him that struggled like he did, and help them get back on track or even avoid situa-

tions where you put too much at risk. 

4.2.3 Analysis: Case B 

Patrick repeatedly brings up the cost of delaying business failure, both in terms of what it 

meant for him and as a warning to others. This closely resembles what Shepherd, Wiklund 

and Haynie (2009) describes in their article, where they explain the number of reasons for 

why an entrepreneur might delay the inevitable failure of a business. Perhaps the most rele-

vant to this case is the idea that if the entrepreneur decides to close down the business the 

consequent loss becomes an immediate reality, instead the entrepreneur prefers the idea of 

an uncertain loss, even if that loss is likely to be a lot more costly (Tversky & Kahneman, 

1981). As Patrick described, a person in that situation will desperately look for solutions 

long after it is too late, and the pressure of the situation prevents the entrepreneur from 

making rational decisions. This problem becomes magnified in the context of a small town, 

as the entrepreneur is aware of the associated shame of a bankruptcy, and how the locals 

would react. Even more so in the Swedish culture where traditional concepts such as “Jan-

telagen” still has a considerable influence on people's perceptions of individuals that devi-

ate from the norm. These social constructs along with the high stakes puts the entrepre-

neur in a mindset where the entrepreneur is so afraid of failing that even communicating 

the possibility of a business failure to his or her family becomes terrifying. Which in turn 

deprives the family of the necessary information they need in order to go through the an-

ticipatory process and cope with the situation, instead they were blindsided by the news of 
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the bankruptcy. If we continue on the topic of coping, Patrick mentioned that the way he 

dealt with the grief was to occupy him with managing the hotel and restaurant business. 

This is in line with the restoration orientation originally presented by Archer (1999), where 

the subject is encouraged to distract oneself from thinking about the loss, by proactively 

engaging with daily life. The theory fits well with Patrick’s situation and he expressed that 

by distracting himself from the bankruptcy he had an easier time coping with the situation.  

 

But if we add a dimension to this situation and bring in his family in the equation of the 

overall grief recovery, it might be interesting to consider what his family experienced in his 

absence. As Patrick states by himself, he believes he could have done more to help his fam-

ily process the loss by talking them through the process and involving them in what he was 

going through. The restoration orientation approach undeniably offered a path to recovery 

for him, but in the long run the well-being of his family were arguably affected by his 

choice of coping, which in turn prolonged the overall recovery process. This coping re-

sponse of withdrawing from the group can be viewed as an emotionally intelligent action 

for the individual, but it might also have created a sense of mistrust and damaged the over-

all emotional capability of the family (Shepherd, 2009). It is not a leap to suggest that if 

friends and family are hurt in the process of the bankruptcy, the entrepreneur will associate 

their grief with the process and in turn keep the entrepreneur in a state of grieving for a 

longer period of time. As a result, including the family in the grief process would have 

helped to minimize the recovery, which in turn could be beneficial for the overall recovery 

process, which is in line with Shepherd (2009) where he argues that the family is a key part 

to a “speedier grief recovery”. 

4.3 Case C 

In 2010 Adam Larsson had started a mobile app company with the help of three former 

colleagues and the company was growing rapidly right from the start. Adam has always 

been inspired by the idea, that you should shape your own life, build your own success. 

Back in 2006 Adam was in a serious car accident and he was fortunate to survive. During 

the rehabilitation he thought about what he wanted to do with his life, his new life. So he 

decided to quit his job as a marketing manager in 2007, and since then he has had an entre-

preneurial mindset. The idea to start his own company came to him when at the end of a 

big project, when he was working as a consultant. He had been working on that project for 

2 years, and he wanted a new challenge. He thought to himself: “I need to start something 



 

 
39 

on my own, something big”. He then began talking with family, friends, and some ac-

quaintances, to see if this idea was worth pursuing. He recruited three colleagues from the 

now soon-to-end project he had been in. They possessed the right skills to help him with 

the programming and design and that is how it started. Back then they had a little office 

space just the four of them, and at the end of the year in December 2010 they got their first 

customer. The business took off and they got hold of investors along with more customers, 

which meant that they could start to hire additional staff immediately. The company grew 

rapidly and it all seemed to go really well. 

One and a half year later, in 2012, they had moved offices several times to accommodate 

for all the new staff and the rapid growth had begun to affect the company in other ways as 

well. Around March-April Adam felt that he partly did not get the sales that he had hoped 

for, and also the company experienced quality problems with delivery which was due to 

that there were so many ongoing projects. He could not manage all the projects at the same 

time and so they had to find few project managers. It was at this point that Adam started to 

feel some pressure, and according to him it was mainly due to growth problems. They grew 

too fast and it brought along problems, the increase in staff meant increased needs for sales 

as well. Furthermore, there were difficulties with delivering on time, and noticeable quality 

problems due to the high growth. They simply had difficulties in finding and hiring people 

with the right competence when growing so fast. But still at the time Adam’s line of 

thought was that the challenges they faced were solvable. He believed that they just needed 

to improve and resolve the issues, and that the problems were no indication that the com-

pany was performing badly rather it was obstacles that could be managed. The following 

months they did a number of measures in an attempt to solve the issues. However as the 

summer approached Adam still felt a little nervous, specifically in July when he was going 

away on a honeymoon with his newlywed wife. He felt nervous to leave everything and 

talked to the chairman of the board about it and he in turn said that he would take care of 

the business while Adam was away for a month. When he came back his worries had been 

realized, it was complete chaos at work. He had to activate the emergency credits they had 

on the bank, one project manager had gone home early after only 5 weeks into projects, 

there were projects that should have been delivered and customers who were unsatisfied. 

To address the problems they acquired another company in order to bring in “heavier” 

leaders and it also allowed Adam to take on a more strategic role. According to Adam this 

meant that he could do what he was best at, which was finding new business and develop 
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the operations instead of participating in every project. Later on, during the autumn, the 

company continued to struggle with the economic problems and the stress it brought with 

it, and they began to let people go. This was the beginning of the end, the company never 

managed to get back on track and the bankruptcy became a fact in 2013.  

Breaking the news about the bankruptcy to his close friends and family was hard for Adam. 

At first he worked on with the bankruptcy estate for a month and then he tried to look 

forward. During this time he spoke with very few people about the bankruptcy. Only after 

that period did he try to look forward. Eventually he had to process the bankruptcy, yet 

Adam avoided talking about it too much with his close friends and family, he felt it was too 

emotional and hard to do so and did not know what to say. Instead he began socializing 

with people who he had not had contact with for a while, who were not connected to his 

identity with the company, friends who he had not met in a long time, who had a different 

picture of who he was and that had nothing to do with the company. Adam also spent 

much time on his own, it was a tough period. However, he had a lot of friends around and 

they did a great job in supporting him. As Adam remembers, it gave him some bright mo-

ments to mix up with the darker ones. There are especially two instances that Adam re-

member being particularly grateful for. Occasionally he would travel up to a cabin with his 

close friends to get away from the hectic daily life, and just relax and enjoy a barbeque. He 

also had friends who would have “open houses” every now and then. This meant that es-

sentially anyone could show up, it was very undemanding. There was no pressure to show 

up; however everyone was happy if you did. 

4.3.1 The relationship 

When Adam was assigned to the 2-year project it required him to move to another city, and 

at the time he had recently entered a relationship. They decided to take a chance and ended 

up moving in together, because according to Adam, they felt that the alternative was to end 

the relationship and that was not something they wanted. In the beginning when Adam was 

having thoughts about starting a business of his own he had a discussion with his partner at 

the time, about how she felt and also if she was willing to support his decision. He asked 

her if she was okay with him doing this, starting a company, if she thought that it was a 

good idea or if he should have just stayed and gotten an ordinary job, which would mean 

that they could be more safe financially. At the time she said she was okay with his decision 

and that she would support him, but retrospectively Adam has recognized that she maybe 

did not understand what she said yes to. He believed that she did not understand the width 
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of how much of a rollercoaster it would be and also states that neither did he when he 

asked her. For instance he knew that it would require a lot of work and many late nights, 

and he should have been clearer about it to her. Eventually, she was offered a part-time 

employment at the company and later on he hired her full-time during the period when the 

company was expanding. Previously, she had dropped out of her studies at the university, 

the main reason being that she was tired of her studies. She worked under another line 

manager, since she couldn’t work below Adam. Adam remembers that it worked out pretty 

well. Of course just as most people are when they are new at the new job, she was nervous 

and insecure but quickly became independent and more secure in her role as time passed. 

In November they bought a house, they had talked about having children and had thoughts 

about raising a family together. Furthermore, one of the biggest reasons for purchasing the 

house was to develop their own relationship. The balance between family-life and work-life 

was a difficult path and by moving to their own house they hoped that they would get 

more time for themselves. Because when they lived in same city as the company, they never 

really had any time for themselves. Usually Adam would come home, eat, and then go back 

to working, from home. When they had settled in their new house Adam recalls that he 

could feel that he finally could take the weekends off and actually spend time with his wife. 

However, as they bought the house there had been some commotion within the board, be-

cause the house was located in another city two hours away. Adam began commuting to 

work and he also lived at the office for periods. Then later on in November the manage-

ment team confronted him and demanded that his wife had to be fired, since they now 

lived in another city and she could not continue working from home. It was at this point 

Adam felt that he was about to quit the company, that it was not worth it all, firing his wife 

would be too difficult and the house and everything would be for nothing. But Adam could 

not quit since he had legal obligations towards investors, they could potentially reclaim sev-

eral millions SEK in investments from him if he would have decided to quit. Instead he 

worked out a solution with the line manager that she had worked below, an alternative sug-

gestion of the budget was proposed which did not require the termination of the job his 

wife had.  

During the time of the bankruptcy Adam worked a lot, he was feeling bad himself, stressed 

out. He only slept for four hours a day and barely ate. He did everything to try and save the 

company. Looking back Adam suppose that he was quite absent during that time. Then the 

day came when he told his wife that the company had gone bankrupt. At first they talked 
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about it very briefly. Later on when they talked more about it it was very clear that she was 

angry, upset, and she said that she did not love him anymore. She almost felt hatred, she 

knew that she did not want to live with him anymore. This was a massive blow for Adam, 

because he thought that he could see the only glimmer of light in this hell, and it was that 

when this was over Adam and her could get a chance to redefine their relationship, start 

something new, and that they could do it on entirely different conditions, i.e. that they were 

going to build a family, have kids, they had a lot of thoughts about it earlier. That they 

could make something positive out of this, but it had already gone too far and she had, in 

his opinion, already made up her mind, that there was no way out of this. Adam felt that 

she was angry, and that she wanted to be angry, and wanted to express her frustration over 

it being like this. They went to marriage counseling and tried to get it together. But it soon 

became clear that all this was not going to work out. It took a couple of weeks for Adam to 

understand this. He did not want it to be like this, he did not want it to end, he just wanted 

to find a way to make it work, so that they could start over. When he noticed that she had 

given up, that she could not be bothered, and that was when Adam started to give up him-

self. He did not have the strength to carry the relationship all by himself. So he respected 

her feelings and realized he had to take them seriously. They ended up filing for a divorce 

23 days after the bankruptcy. By that time they had visited the marriage counseling twice. 

4.3.2 Moving forward 

The whole process of bankruptcy was a difficult period for Adam, however he remembers 

three things that helped him through it and allowed him to move on. The first was that 

since the divorce happened at the same time, it helped him work through the bankruptcy, 

the divorce was difficult on its own but it drowned the emotional aspect of the bankruptcy 

just because the divorce was more emotionally difficult. This led to that the bankruptcy was 

reduced to a appendage during a period and this meant that when he had begun to let go of 

the divorce, the bankruptcy was nearly done and through. Secondly, a big part of the cop-

ing process was that Adam still had contact with the chairman of the board throughout the 

whole process and the chairman never laid any blame on him, the same with the investors, 

they never blamed Adam, they knew that he had done everything in his power. Additional-

ly, an important aspect was that he was able to actively, along with the bankruptcy trustee, 

clean up the company and sell it on, Adam pointed out that it made a huge difference to 

feel that you were a part of it and did the best of the situation. The third and final thing was 

that he became a consultant for the company that acquired his company. These three 
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things helped tremendously at that time. So he was fairly fast back on track and the divorce 

solved itself pretty smoothly both financially and practically. There was no fighting, howev-

er it was emotionally difficult. Yet, he still had the house he had bought earlier. It was a 

beautiful turn of the century villa with a lot of fruit trees and a garden. A very comfortable 

place that helped him through june to august, since the company went bankrupt in the 

summer. Adam could sit in his garden and think about life and feel that it is still okay. He 

felt that: “I had this place that offered me security and I believe in this; that you need your 

place, your security, a good home, or a good place to be, that is not exposed. It felt ex-

tremely good”. Looking back he feels proud of how he handled the bankruptcy. He fol-

lowed the bankruptcy trustees directives carefully and made sure not to create any conflict 

with his ex-wife, in addition he made sure that his finances were in order during the entire 

process. However he did end up having to pay a security deposit of 300.000 SEK and after 

the divorce he was left with a big house and all the associated payments which started to 

contribute to a rather financially difficult situation. At the same time, he knew that he 

would be able to make it a couple of months with his personal savings and he ended up 

working a lot of hours after the bankruptcy. With all this hard work, and his remaining sav-

ings, he managed to clear half of his debt. The other part of the debt was added to his 

house loan. In practice this meant that he had gotten rid of the security debt but had lost all 

of his life savings and added additional loans to his house. So he had to start over, and he is 

not quite back to where he was before the bankruptcy but he still has a decent financial sit-

uation today. In the end Adam has few regrets when it comes to how he handled the bank-

ruptcy; he did the best out of a bad situation. Dealing with both the bankruptcy and the di-

vorce has taught Adam to better prioritize work and how to find a good balance in life, for 

him and his family. One tool that was paramount to Adam’s handling of the process, and a 

key tool, according to himself, that allowed him to verbalize his internal processes, was 

writing. He spent hours writing down his experiences on everything that happened and the 

writings still help him out today. In the beginning it was just about writing down some 

thoughts about when they had moved apart, he and his ex-wife. He had a lot of thoughts 

which he wrote down in long segments, he wrote down why he did like this and why it be-

came like this. Adam felt that he needed to remember certain things that had happened. 

Adam has always known that failure is a part of entrepreneurship, yet it was very useful to 

see how it was in practice. How it actually works, and how unbelievably bad our society is 

with dealing with failure. There is a considerable amount of information on how to start up 

a business, but there is essentially nothing on what to do when you are facing a bankruptcy. 
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This is something Adam finds frustrating yet fascinating. He himself experienced it a week 

after the bankruptcy when he stood outside the bankruptcy trustee’s office, waiting for his 

meeting. Adam had no idea on how to handle this, there he stood and googled, by the cof-

fee machine, trying to find information on how the process of a bankruptcy works, but 

there was nothing to find.   

Today Adam is working with completely different things and he often finds himself priori-

tizing activities with his family over work when he is able to. He has chosen to do more of 

the type of work that gives him energy, rather than the type that drains it for the sake of 

success. He went from being a growth entrepreneur who wanted to create something big to 

more of a lifestyle entrepreneur who wants to be an entrepreneur to enjoy the freedom of 

it. According to Adam: ”The goal is not to build something big, it’s to have the sense of freedom in de-

ciding yourself and this means that you don’t have the requirements of earning a lot of money and working a 

lot. You’re more focused on doing things that are fun; occasionally you also have to do the less fun stuff. So 

yeah, that’s where I am at now.” 

4.3.3 Analysis: Case C 

The case of Adam highlights the difficulties in balancing work and family, as a husband and 

as an entrepreneur. At the same time we will never fully comprehend the complexity of the 

situation, but there are certain events that can provide clues towards the reasoning behind 

Adam’s decisions during that time. For example, both he and his wife knew that work took 

up to much of their time, which negatively affected their relationship, and that is why they 

decided to purchase a house far from the office, even though the company had financial 

difficulties. The house was a way of creating a clear separation between work and family 

life, or that was their fundamental idea at least.  

It is common that entrepreneurs feel that they have to do whatever it takes to save the 

company, just as Adam himself stated, even though it may only delay the business failure. 

In theory this behavior is described by Karlsson et al., (2005) as an escalation of commit-

ment and in the case of Adam the first explanation; that individuals feel a need to justify 

their previous decisions by persisting with the same strategy in order to prove to oneself 

and others that it is indeed a good strategy (Brockner, 1992), is useful in explaining the 

events that unfolded. The move itself was a in a way a rational decision, unfortunately the 

management team of the company was not happy with his decision to move that far away, 

and as a result they told him that his wife had to be fired due to her working from home 
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and the company had to let people go. At that point Adam wanted to quit, but eventually 

he managed to find a solution that kept his wife in the company. It could be argued that 

the resistance from the management team made him feel that he had to justify his decisions 

in moving, and to prove that he and his wife could continue to work as efficiently as they 

did before the move, and so he started to work even harder. Even though his initial intent 

with the move had been to give him and his wife more time to spend together, the reality 

was that his escalating commitment towards the company began affecting their relationship 

in the opposite. Hence, the relationship took a heavy toll, and when the company finally 

entered a state of bankruptcy, the divorce quickly followed. This meant that Adam had to 

cope with the grieving process of both the divorce and the bankruptcy simultaneously. To 

Adam the divorce was emotionally dominant, and so he momentarily detached from the 

bankruptcy in order to focus on the divorce. In a sense the divorce ended up functioning 

as a distraction from the bankruptcy and helped Adam in his coping process, which is con-

sistent with the restoration approach as presented by Archer (1999). Furthermore, after the 

divorce is settled, he continued to actively seek out new distractions and so he began social-

izing with old friends who were not connected in any way to his company.  

It is apparent that the time leading up to the bankruptcy was a very difficult time for Adam, 

since he was struggling to find enough time to take care of both his business and his rela-

tionship. He understood that the company was underperforming and that the relationship 

was in trouble. But he believed that there was some light at the end of the tunnel. If the 

company did end up facing bankruptcy, he could finally rebuild the relationship with his 

wife and make up for the lost time. Adam had a chance to anticipate the bankruptcy and 

start to process the grief that losing the company would result in, and as stated in the pre-

vious segment, he even put forth a coping strategy. But when the bankruptcy became a re-

ality he was blindsided by the divorce and suddenly he had no idea how to process either of 

the events. The unfortunate timing of the divorce interfered with the emotional detach-

ment process as well as his planned coping strategy; it could be argued that the grief was 

magnified by the overlapping events.  

After the divorce Adam realized that he still had an emotional attachment to the company 

that he needed to process. Just as the divorce had functioned as a distraction from the 

bankruptcy, the bankruptcy now had to do the same for the divorce. Adam began socializ-

ing with friends that had no attachment to either of the events. This coping strategy 

sparked his recovery process and was successful to some degree, yet Adam felt that to fur-
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ther process the loss, he needed to remember what had happened and so he started to 

write down his thoughts. This loss oriented coping strategy was particularly important for 

dealing with the loss in the long run. By transitioning between the two coping strategies he 

arguably enhanced the overall speed of the grief recovery as suggested by Shepherd (2003). 

The friends functioned as a distraction (restoration orientation) and the writing as a way to 

work through the loss (loss orientation).  

Moving on to the perspective of the wife, she had just like Adam felt that they needed a 

more clear separation between work and their personal life and the move to their new 

house was for her an indication of Adam’s commitment to the relationship. However, it 

could be argued that the new living situation created even more emotional distance be-

tween them, he spent less and less time at home, and she felt less involved in the business 

and as a result she felt a diminishing commitment from him towards the relationship. In 

addition, she was not involved in the anticipation stage that Adam went through to prepare 

emotionally for the bankruptcy. He had envisioned how he was going to cope with the sit-

uation, and not only was she not allowed taking part in the formation of that vision, but 

because she was still unaware of the pending threat, she could not even form her own 

strategy. Instead, she found out about how close they were to bankruptcy at a later stage, 

and at that point she turned to anger, she blamed him for everything, for not involving her, 

for the fact that she was about to lose her job, and for the overall situation he had put her 

in. By not involving his wife in the anticipation stage he unintentionally ended up robbing 

her of the anticipatory grief stage but also heavily disrupted his own process which created 

disharmony in the overall recovery process (Jordan, Kraus, & Ware, 1993). 
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4.4 Case D 

The last case is about Marcus Billsten, who started out his career as a consultant, working 

mainly within business- and product development. He enjoyed working as a consultant, but 

he felt that as a consultant you never get to make the “final decision”. In 2006 he decided 

to start a construction and renovation company in Stockholm. The company built its foun-

dation on renovating and restoring churches and other cultural buildings, but they had also 

started to develop public work contracts to consumers and professional buyers. The vision 

was to create a quality oriented construction business with its image connected to building 

preservation. From the start in 2006 they had focused on growth and managed to take the 

company from zero revenue to 20 million SEK in 2014. They had also prioritized develop-

ing the organization on an administrative level to offer business support for future growth. 

Every year in January-March they would put out their contract offers, but in 2014 they ex-

pected to receive contracts for approximately 70 million SEK and ended up getting only 2 

million. At the time he was convinced that they were going to get the orders and they did 

not worry, and so when they got the news, they had a very short time to act. These negotia-

tions ended in April and at that point they realized that they needed to try and find contract 

work somewhere else, but they were unable to find orders in the extent they needed to. 

Marcus believes that this was connected to the cheap labor that companies in different 

ways take advantage of and perhaps the work environment rules are not enforced to the 

extent they need to be, people play by a different set of rules than they claim to.  

In the end of August they really only had two options; either “throw in” another 3-4 mil-

lion SEK, or file for bankruptcy. And they did not have that kind of money. They had al-

ready invested 12 million SEK, and that was a large financial loss, so they decided to file 

for a liquidation bankruptcy connected to the new order situation. At that point they had 

about 20 employees and the first month after the bankruptcy was spent trying to help the 

bankruptcy trustee gather records and documentation on employees and so forth. In fact 

Marcus explained that the bankruptcy process takes a lot more time than you would expect, 

it was not until January 2015, and that he felt that he finally had some time to think about 

what he was going to do next. At this stage Marcus had to figure out how to manage finan-

cially without pay. He tried to salvage parts from the wreckage of his company, in order to 

build a platform he could work from, and bill his work as a consultant. But according to 

Marcus, until the bankruptcy process is completely over its hard to start working on a new 
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business as there is a lot of uncertainty over issues such as potential liabilities. It was not 

until February-March that Marcus felt that he could focus all his attention on new ventures. 

So January-April was a rough journey. In addition he and his wife had their house in the 

company, and so they had to put in an offer to the bankruptcy trustee to try and buy their 

house back, which was a difficult task to find financing for. As Marcus described, you are 

not really the most “safe” person when talking with banks at that point, but they had his 

wife’s salary to survive on, and managed to put in an offer. Still at that point he did not 

know if he was facing a personal bankruptcy or not, in his own words “We didn’t know if 

we were going to get to keep the house, we had no car, we had nothing”, and this was ob-

viously a very demanding time for the family. But Marcus and his wife has always had a 

very open communication between them and he was clear about the risks involved in start-

ing a company from the start to her and the rest of his family. So when the bankruptcy be-

came a reality somewhere around April, it was not as if though a “bubble bursted”, they 

talked about it and they decided that they were going to go “all-in” to save the company 

and everyone were aware of the associated risks. For six months, Marcus kept going, until 

he reached a point where he felt that filing for bankruptcy was the only realistic option.  

4.4.1 Lack of information 

A thing that Marcus found to be a little bit curious is that even though he had worked with 

business development as a consultant for a long time and had a lot of experience from the 

field, he felt that he had very little knowledge about the bankruptcy process, the laws and 

the importance of certain dates. For example you can get personally liable for the taxes in a 

company if you enter a bankruptcy at the wrong time. This is the first problem in today's 

society that Marcus brought up, that there is no information on how the bankruptcy pro-

cess works. Secondly, after a bankruptcy there is no money, your own economy suffers; 

you have no income as owners do not receive any government guaranteed pay. On a socie-

tal level, he argues that it is beneficial to help the entrepreneur back into the labor market 

as fast as possible. But if you are struggling with a lot of work with the bankruptcy, no 

money, etc., it can be difficult, and take some time to get back. Marcus pointed out the dif-

ference in attitudes between the US and Sweden towards bankruptcies. In the U.S it is al-

most a merit to have that experience, and that is not really the case here in Sweden. He ar-

gued that the way bankruptcies are viewed today is wrong; it is not a scandal, rather as he 

describes it, as a former rally driver: 
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 “It's like you are driving in a car race, you crashed, and you hit the railing. It’s the same thing, you do a 

mistake or something similar but that does not mean that you are a bad driver”. 

After the bankruptcy was over, Marcus felt that he had worked very hard for a long time 

and when he threw in the towel and the bankruptcy trustee took over the responsibility for 

the employees and so on, he felt a little bit of relief. He continued to express how much 

time it actually takes for a small company to take care of employees on an administrative 

level. Even if his everyday life became a little calmer, it was both hard and stimulating to 

know that you had to start over, or as he said: “When you fall down from the mountain and lay at 

its feet, you need to figure out how to get back up”. Looking back he does not really have any re-

grets but if he would have changed anything, he would have thrown in the towel a lot earli-

er, it would have created a much better situation, “the more time you spend trying to save the com-

pany, the more you put yourself at risk of a personal bankruptcy”. In this case it did not turn out that 

way, but Marcus felt as if though you had very little information for a long time during the 

bankruptcy and the uncertainty during the process was perhaps the most mentally challeng-

ing aspect of the bankruptcy. That, and the fact that he built something over several years 

and then in 15 minutes it was suddenly worthless, and so it is only natural that it will take 

some time to recover. Marcus had invested a lot of capital into the business, but as he stat-

ed himself: “Growth processes are difficult, everything is much more expensive than you expect and every-

thing takes longer time, you have to take that into account“.  

Because as they were focused on growth they kept growing even though they did not get 

the result they wanted and this is where he thinks that they should have slowed down in an 

earlier stage and waited until they had an acceptable result. It was too quick of a process, or 

as he put it: “It is better to be 5 people and profitable, than 20 people and unprofitable”. Furthermore, 

he believes that the industry has undergone a significant change and that they did not spot 

the signals early enough. According to Marcus there is no place for a quality-oriented con-

struction business because if you follow the rules the labor costs are too expensive, the 

market will go for the cheapest offer and companies play by a different set of rules than 

they claim to. He feels that perhaps they were a little bit naive; they should have scanned 

the market in a more realistic manner. He also believes that they should have had assigned 

a board, in an earlier stage when the company was smaller. An external board could have 
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picked up on the signs of the bankruptcy earlier, and that could have created a better situa-

tion. 

4.4.2 Looking back 

Today Marcus works as a consultant and feels that he has put the bankruptcy behind him, 

they have managed to buy back the house, and even if the bankruptcy process is not com-

pletely finished, he feels that all the pieces are starting to fall back in place. The social im-

pact of the bankruptcy has not affected him and his family in any noticeable way, since he 

lives in a small town where his company was not well-known to the locals. Marcus ex-

pressed that if you are doing business in a big town and go bankrupt it does not matter, but 

if you are in small town and in a locally well-known company, then there are arguably larger 

consequences socially.  

Furthermore, the fact that Marcus has embraced the attitude that failure is a part of life, has 

helped him throughout the process, and he pointed out that there is not so much prestige 

at stake with this mindset. He envisioned to quickly grow a company from the ground up, 

and take it to 30-40 million SEK in revenue and then show profitability, and even though 

he was unsuccessful in doing so, he can look back and say that he has not lost any confi-

dence. “Things happen, you might win the lottery the next day, you can’t quit until you reach the moment 

where there is nothing more you can do”. Letting go was particularly hard in this case as Marcus 

felt that there was still opportunities, and there was nothing wrong with the idea. The prob-

lem was that they ran out of funds, if they had managed to secure another 3-4 million SEK, 

they could have fixed their flaws, and kept going. However in the end Marcus felt that he 

did the best out of the situation. They had crashed the “car”, but at least they had done 

everything they could to save it, which was important to Marcus. Sure, they had made some 

mistakes along the way, but you just have to learn from them, and move forward. For in-

stance, it would have been helpful if they had an alternative course of action planned for 

such a scenario as this. 

4.4.3 Analysis: Case D 

What we found to be the main finding in this case was the attitude Marcus has embraced 

throughout most of his life, that failure is a part of life. It is evident that it has influenced 

every aspect of his coping process. To have this state of mind is comparable to being in an 

early stage of the anticipatory grief process, he is always aware that failure is a possibility. In 
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other words this allowed him to be better mentally prepared, which affected his overall re-

covery process positively (Shepherd, Wiklund, Haynie 2009). 

When the order negotiations ended in April, Marcus stood at a crossroad, he had to, either 

file for a liquidation bankruptcy, or commit and try to save the business. He openly dis-

cussed the situation and the associated risks with his family, and in the end he decided on 

the latter. The rationale behind his decision can be found in the theory of escalating com-

mitment, firstly that an uncertain loss is preferred to a certain one. In this case, Marcus 

knew that if he gave up at that point he would lose all that he had invested and considering 

that he believed that he could save the business, he preferred the uncertain loss, even if that 

loss would be more substantial. This is also related to the sunk cost effect (Keil et al., 

2000), Marcus arguably viewed both options as losses, and then choose the option that had 

a potential reward but also a higher risk. The decision to delay the business failure resulted 

in additional financial losses but it also gave Marcus time to anticipate and accept what was 

about to happen. According to Shepherd, Wiklund, Haynie (2009), this behavior is not 

necessarily destructive, balancing the financial and emotional aspects can reduce the overall 

recovery time.  

Six months later he stood before a similar crossroad only this time Marcus had gone 

through the anticipatory stage and at that time the financial and emotional aspects were 

more balanced and he could let go of the business. In this case the grief process after the 

moment of loss was rather short; this can be contributed to a series of factors. To begin 

with Marcus had a long time to prepare for the moment of loss and could quickly start new 

business in replacement of the old one (Shepherd 2003). In addition the events that led to 

the bankruptcy were clear and identifiable which has proven to facilitate the grieving pro-

cess (Kumar, 1997). 
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5 Cross-case analysis 

In this chapter the empirical findings from the previous chapter will be examined and interpreted. The indi-

vidual analyses from each case will then be used to create a cross-case analysis. The chapter starts out with a 

brief introduction, followed by the presentation of a new model. The model is then broken down and dis-

cussed in more detail. 

In 2007 Singh, Corner, & Pavlovich argued that there was a need to develop a more com-

prehensive theoretical model that could compile and build upon the grief process and re-

covery strategy proposed by Shepherd (2003). In 2009 Shepherd presented a multi- and 

meso-level model that added emotional intelligence and the family dimension to these con-

cepts. However, after analyzing the individual cases it became apparent to us that the mod-

el could not sufficiently describe our findings. The main problem is that the focus of the 

model is on the meso-level, which is problematic as our primary findings suggest that en-

trepreneurs struggle to even enter the meso-level. To simplify, the problem is not how to 

handle the grief on a meso-level but instead how to get there. In other words the model is 

not representative of the problems entrepreneurs and their families face in the event of a 

business failure, and there are a couple of reasons for this. Firstly, the model does not in-

clude the anticipatory grief process introduced by Shepherd,Wiklund, and Haynie (2009), 

even though we found that this stage in particular had a vital impact on the subsequent 

stages of coping. Secondly, it does not include obstacles such as shame, stress, or other so-

cial constructs which might interfere or even prevent the overall recovery process. To illus-

trate our perception of the emotional process surrounding a business failure, we propose 

the following model:  
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Anticipatory Grief 

Figure 2 
The grief process for the entrepreneur  
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5.1 The Model 

The model is divided into two main parts, the entrepreneur’s grief process (as illustrated in 

the theoretical framework) and the family members’ grief process. The processes are sepa-
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vent an entrepreneur to share information with his family. The model itself should be 

viewed from left to right as indicated by the recovery timelines, and the dotted line on the 

far left, illustrates the importance of aligning the family’s grieving process with the entre-
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information and in turn facilitate optimal conditions for overall coping for both parties. 

However, the interference from the barrier can delay or even prevent information from 
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5.1.1 Anticipatory Grief 

From our cases we found that the period of anticipatory grief was indeed important for the 

entrepreneur’s coping and recovery process, but more interestingly we found that including 

the family in this stage had an imperative role in the family’s overall recovery. If we com-

pare the cases of Annika, and Marcus with the other two cases of Patrick, and Adam, we 

find a series of differences in how they handled their business failures and the importance 

of the anticipation process becomes evident. To begin with Annika’s case differs in that the 

shutdown was a decision she made willingly. She had tried to sell the store for several years 

and when she finally decided to close down the store, she was certain that it was the right 

decision. Even if she did not want the store to close down, she felt emotionally prepared 

for the shutdown, which meant that she had fully processed the anticipation period. Fur-

thermore, by being transparent about her decision to both her husband and the locals, eve-

ryone had a chance to prepare and deal with the loss. Similarly, the case of Marcus further 

illustrates and confirms the importance of transparency within the family. While Marcus 

had some control over the moment of loss, being open and honest with his family during 

the process proved to be the most important factor for their grief recovery. 

If we compare this to the cases of Adam, and Patrick, they were in considerably more time 

pressured situations with little, to no control over the moment of loss. Instead they tried to 

prevent it entirely, and their escalating commitment to find a solution meant that they ne-

glected the alternative of a failure. This behavior delays and shortens the period of anticipa-

tory grief for the entrepreneur and by extension his or her family. However, it can be ar-

gued that the limited control over the situation meant that they did not have time to find 

the optimal balance between the emotional and financial aspects, as discussed by Shepherd, 

Wiklund, and Haynie (2009). In addition, if the entrepreneur is unable to communicate the 

seriousness of the situation to the family, they might deprive them of the anticipatory pro-

cess entirely. This was evident in both their cases and proves the importance of transparen-

cy towards the entrepreneur’s family. However, as stated in the case, Patrick described how 

the pressure of the situation kept him from making rational decisions and he struggled to 

reach out and talk to family and friends, due to the shame associated with a bankruptcy. 

Similarly, Adam did not even know what to say to the people close to him as it was too 

demanding emotionally. It was not that they did not want to talk about the bankruptcy, but 

instead they felt unable to. Not being able to talk about the business failure and the stress 
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associated can even further harm the entrepreneur's own recovery process (Pollack, 

Vanepps, & Hayes, 2012). 

5.1.2 Barrier to information flow 

The barrier of information flow proposed in our model is a symbolic representation of all 

the different variables that might prevent an entrepreneur from being open about their 

business failure. This barrier creates a series of problems for the entrepreneur on a personal 

level but the barrier has implications on a societal level as well. If we start with the issues 

that arise on a broader level, we find that social constructs that is tied to Swedish culture 

has contributed to difficult situations for both Adam and Patrick. For example, Patrick 

stated that the local residents in his town almost felt a sense of justice to see his business 

fail, and he and his family was reminded daily of the bankruptcy through everyday interac-

tions. Patrick contributed this behavior to the idea of “Jantelagen” and described how peo-

ple viewed the event as “order is restored”. He also emphasized that our society as a whole 

needs to be more accepting and compared Sweden to the US where people understand 

“…that a bankruptcy might be part of a journey instead of the end of one”, and these con-

cepts needs to take root if we are to have a healthy entrepreneurial atmosphere in Sweden, 

and until we do, it will be experienced as a barrier.    

Another barrier to the information flow is the lack of knowledge concerning bankruptcies 

in general.  It is not only necessary that the entrepreneur understands the process, but also 

that their family and the community are knowledgeable of what a bankruptcy means, to 

better facilitate their own grief process. This is particularly evident in the case of Patrick, 

where the people in that small town compared it to a disease, and he and his family were 

scrutinized by the media in a time of need. The lack knowledge specifically for the entre-

preneurs and his or her grief process is also apparent in Adam’s case, where he stated that 

he had no idea how to handle the situation and also that he could not find any information 

to gain knowledge on the process of a bankruptcy. As with any topic, knowledge is the first 

step towards change, which is why it is so important that the process of a bankruptcy be-

comes a more openly discussed topic.    

Then there is the issue of the amount of pressure and stress the entrepreneur is dealing 

with under the circumstances of a business failure. Shepherd, Wiklund, Haynie (2009) of-

fers a series of possible explanations to why entrepreneur’s delay business failure and the 



 

 
56 

emotional consequences of the entrepreneur’s persistence, however, what is not taken into 

account is the perspective of the family. 

When an entrepreneur is facing a business failure they will often, as suggested by the litera-

ture, be in a state of denial at first, with either an escalation of commitment to the business 

or by procrastination of the responsibility to deal with the business failure. In essence, the 

entrepreneur wants to reduce the negative emotions of the impending situation. They justi-

fy their decision and are overly confident in that they will succeed in getting the business 

back in order. However, when entrepreneurs are in a state of denial they do not prepare for 

the bankruptcy, and when they finally realize and accept that the bankruptcy is a reality, 

they start to feel a sense of shame, which could prevent them from sharing that realization 

with their families. We found that the entrepreneur experience a great deal of pressure, and 

the longer they are in a state of denial the larger the feeling of shame becomes. This is par-

tially explained in the literature, the delay of the business failure results in additional finan-

cial and emotional investments that create an increasingly difficult situation. We believe 

that a significant part of why entrepreneurs delay their business failures in this manner is 

due to the shame, pressure and stress associated with sharing this information with their 

family, and the entrepreneur ends up feeling emotionally overwhelmed. For example Pat-

rick described that when he met with his bankruptcy trustee he felt unworthy of the kind-

ness that this person showed him, he felt incredibly ashamed over the situation and at this 

stage he had still not shared the news with his family. 

5.1.3 Alignment/Delay 

From our empirical data it is clear that both entrepreneurs and their families can benefit 

from aligning their grief processes to improve their overall recovery time. This is particular-

ly important when talking about anticipatory grief, as can be seen in both Patrick’s and Ad-

am’s case, where they arguably told their spouses about the bankruptcy very late in the pro-

cess and as a result created additional conflicts. The reason that this particular part of the 

process is so interesting is that the spouse only needs to become aware of the situation in 

order to start preparing emotionally for the event, and yet what we refer to as “the barrier 

to information flow” prevents the spouse from taking part of this knowledge. The problem 

is that when this information finally reaches the family, after or just before the bankruptcy, 

they feel blindsided by the news and because they are deprived of the anticipation stage 

their emotional reaction is compressed and intensified by the limited timeframe. The sub-
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sequent coping efforts might then influence the grief process negatively on both an indi-

vidual- and group-level.  

For example, Adam had envisioned coping with the bankruptcy by spending time with his 

wife, but the relationship had taken a heavy toll during the period leading up to the bank-

ruptcy and his wife reacted with anger to the news, and soon after the bankruptcy was initi-

ated they filed for divorce. In that moment both Adam and his wife found themselves in an 

emotional situation that they could not have prepared for or foreseen and they had to 

reevaluate the situation and their corresponding coping strategies. Of course we do not 

have all the details in either of these situations and there is far too many factors to consider 

and we are not stating that the bankruptcy or the divorce could have been prevented, but if 

there had been a more transparent flow of information between them perhaps they could 

have had an easier time coping with the loss. This is of course a delicate matter, but what 

we want to point out is that delaying the flow of information to a party that is affected by 

the loss, is something we have found to be of significant importance to the grief process. 

The sooner the affected parties can start to prepare for the loss, the less grief will they ex-

perience at the moment of loss (Parkes & Weiss, 1983). In addition the more the entrepre-

neur’s process is aligned, in time, with the family member’s grief process the more likely 

they are to find harmony in their choice of coping strategies. Understanding the im-

portance of this alignment and realizing that other family members might benefit from 

transparency is arguably linked with emotional intelligence and the way it allows individuals 

and family members to sense, cope and recover from the loss (Shepherd, 2009). It is im-

portant to remember that families must be viewed as a whole and not as the sum of its in-

dividual capabilities (Cox & Paley, 1997). 

5.1.4 Dual Process of Coping 

The dual process coping as presented by Shepherd (2003) adequately explains the entre-

preneurs individual coping processes after the moment of loss, but it neglects the family 

dimension. Shepherd made an attempt to expand his theory in 2009, and presented a mod-

el that included the family group level, as he argued that the family could be the key to a 

more rapid recovery process. We agree that the dual process of coping is applicable on a 

group level but it is not at the center of the process, hence the multi- and meso-level model 

does not accurately depict the family grief process. Contrary to Shepherds model, we found 

that the flow of information between the entrepreneur and the family was central in the 

process. We acknowledge that the model was created with a family business perspective; 
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however research shows that the family of the entrepreneur plays an essential part in the 

ventures (Rogoff & Heck, 2003). Additionally, it could be argued that family involvement is 

enough to constitute a firm as a family business (Pearson, Carr, & Shaw, 2008). The dual 

process of coping has been particularly important as tool for understanding the entrepre-

neur’s grief process, which is an important step towards understanding the impact a busi-

ness failure has on the family level. A big difference from our cases and family business 

cases is that the family members are arguably not as emotionally attached to the business, 

and as a result they do not go through the grief process in the same extent as the entrepre-

neur. While this means that the dual process of coping is not as important for the family 

members in our context, they still go through parts or variants of the process and as sup-

ported by our empirical findings, the key is to align these processes by creating a transpar-

ent environment. As shown in our cases with Annika and Marcus a transparent and open 

communication with the family members will allow for a faster overall recovery process. 

Contrastingly, in the case of Patrick and Adam there were disharmony in their coping pro-

cesses due to conflicting grief strategies and the lack of transparency in the early stages de-

layed the process. 
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6 Conclusion 

In this chapter a conclusion will be drawn from the individual and cross-case analyses in order to fulfill the 

purpose and answer the research questions. 

The purpose of this thesis was to explore the grief process of the entrepreneur in order to 

understand the impact a business failure has on the family group level. During the process 

of analyzing our empirical data we came to the conclusion that our main findings could not 

be accurately explained by the current research. In order to provide a theoretical frame-

work that could describe our findings we expanded upon the theories put forth by Shep-

herd (2003), and Shepherd, Wiklund, Haynie (2009). We believe that our model offers an 

accurate representation of the overall recovery process on both an individual- and group-

level. Shepherd (2009) highlights that the family may be a vital key to facilitate a better re-

covery process, which our findings confirm. However, more importantly we found that the 

main issue is not how to process the grief on a group level but instead the importance of 

initiating the process before the moment of loss occurs, and as our findings shows, the 

alignment of the processes of the individuals is key. We argue that is achieved by creating 

transparent relationships within the group, but as our findings suggests the barrier inter-

feres with the information flow. Our model includes all of the previously mentioned con-

cepts and was created in an attempt to illustrate a general view of the group level recovery 

process. 

Furthermore, we argue that the interference from the barrier can be minimized by long 

term efforts on a societal level, if the situation surrounding business failures can be dis-

cussed more openly. In the short term, knowledge about the bankruptcy process needs to 

be more accessible, similar to the information available on business startups. Additionally, 

the knowledge of the emotional aspects of the process is equally important for the entre-

preneur to understand and will contribute to a better entrepreneurial environment. It is 

within these emotional aspects that we believe that our model can be applied and used to 

generate further knowledge and additional research. 
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7 Discussion 

In this chapter the broader ethical and societal impact will be discussed, followed by the limitations of the 

case study. Furthermore, the last section will offer suggestions for further research.  

7.1 Ethical and social impact 

From our findings it is clear that there is a need for greater knowledge about the processes 

of a business failure, on both a short and long term perspective. Short term, helping entre-

preneurs to better cope with a business failure is vital. This can be done by enabling easier 

access to knowledge of the process of a business failure, similar to the information availa-

ble on business startups. Additionally, the knowledge of the emotional aspects of the pro-

cess is equally important for the entrepreneur to understand, and it is worth considering of-

fering guidance, such as support groups, and embrace the idea of “failing forward” and 

how to respond to failure, this we believe will contribute to a better entrepreneurial envi-

ronment. Support can help the entrepreneur to better handle economic stress and reduce 

negative psychological affects (Pollack, Vanepps, & Hayes, 2012). By helping entrepreneurs 

learning more about how to better cope, it can also have a positive impact on the societal 

level as a quicker recovery process means that the entrepreneur can return more quickly 

back to work, which in turn leads to more entrepreneurial activities. Additionally, there is 

seemingly a need for a greater understanding, and change of perception of the phenome-

non. 

 In the case of Patrick he expressed how people behaved towards him and his family as 

they had contracted a disease, contrarily, the case of Marcus pointed out how that in the 

U.S, having experienced a bankruptcy is almost viewed as a merit. Thus, there has to be a 

greater understanding and a more general acceptance of the phenomenon of a business 

failure in the Swedish society. In order to this a more open discussion is needed, business 

failure is a common occurrence and a healthier societal perspective could arguably help the 

recovery process of the entrepreneur, a view where failure is normalized can reduce the 

negative emotions and grief associated with the event for the entrepreneur (Shepherd, Pat-

zelt, & Wolfe, 2011). One way to open up for a discussion is by depicting how difficult of a 

process, both emotionally and financially, a business failure can be. This is where we be-

lieve that our choice to present our findings as narrative case stories will benefit to a more 

open and healthy discussion. 
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7.2 Limitations 

Considering the sensitive nature of the selected topic for this thesis, acquiring access to 

cases has been a significant limitation. The participants had to be willing to share their 

journey and talk openly, not only about their own personal experiences but also the fami-

lies in order for us to gather relevant empirical data. In addition, we had to have full con-

sent and establish a high level of trust before we could ask some of the more personal and 

sometimes even difficult questions. Ideally, we would have wanted to interview the entre-

preneur’s spouse and children as well, to get additional perspectives on the overall recovery 

process, but this was a lot to ask and we were unsuccessful in acquiring those interviews. 

Additionally, there is the question if the findings can be sufficiently compared if we would 

have had applied a holistic case design on some of our cases and an embedded on the oth-

er. Thus we argue that a consistent approach to our case study design was important to en-

sure the validity of the data. On the other hand our findings suggest that the question is not 

what happens on the family group level but instead how you enter it and so perhaps while 

the family interviews would have added further depth it would not have led to any signifi-

cant change to our conclusion.  

7.3 Suggestions for further research 

This topic is as mentioned in the problem discussion an understudied phenomenon and in 

order to move forward and generate a more solid body of research we need a lot more da-

ta. This is of course the issue with the topic in itself, as data is a hard thing to ascertain 

considering the sensitive nature of the topic. In the cross-case analysis we presented a new 

model that expands on previous research in the field and we hope that the model can be 

applied on future data and contribute to the overall understanding of the family level grief 

process. Again, in order for sections such as the barrier to information flow or the necessi-

ty for recovery alignment to be confirmed we need more data and perhaps then the con-

cepts can be expanded further. 
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Appendix 

Interview Questions 
During the interviews we wanted to interfere with the story as little as possible. Before 

starting, we discussed the topic of our thesis in order to give context to the interview and 

prepare the participant for the fact that some questions would be rather personal. Consid-

ering that every case is essentially a unique story we could not approach the interviews with 

a set of prepared questions. Instead we had to adapt during the interview and ask the par-

ticipant to tell their story with as much detail as possible and then ask them to elaborate on 

certain parts that perhaps was a little unclear, or where we felt that there was gaps. Due to 

the explicit agreements made with the participants not all interview questions are disclosed. 

Below are an example of how an interview looked like, further these are the questions we 

asked during the second interview with Patrick: 

 

1. Why don’t we start with some background, how did this all start? 

2. What did you do before taking over the hotel/restaurant? 

3. Could you walk us through the bankruptcy process in detail? 

4. How did the bankruptcy in your “real estate company” affect your “operations 

company”? 

5. How did you feel when you realized that you were heading for a bankruptcy? 

6. What was the bankruptcy trustee like? 

7. How do think living in a small town has affected the situation? 

8. How did the bankruptcy affect you personally? 

9. How did your friends and family react to the bankruptcy? 

10. What part of the process do you feel was the most difficult? 

11. Do you feel that you can recognize the signals earlier now? 

12. Do you have any regrets? 

13. What was your main “take-away” from the bankruptcy? 

 


