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Abstract 

In the near future several Swedish family firms will face a need for succession. Many times 
there is no available successor within the family firm. Hiring a non-family CEO (NFC) is 
thus a solution to keep the firm within the family. Using a multiple case study with 6 
participating family firms, we have identified how clashing logics between family business 
owners and NFCs, on the role of  the NFC, influence their expectations and relationships. 
Clashing logics were often a source of  disagreements and conflicts, leading to failure in the 
owner-NFC relationship. Furthermore, we have identified that the two parties often 
perceived the non-family CEO to offer more professional management which was a motive 
why family firms in this study hired NFCs. This perceived professionalism was also a 
reason for conflicting expectations. Adding to previous studies we also identified a series 
of  influencing factors impacting the family business owner-NFC relationship. To conclude 
this study provides new insights for further research and practical recommendations for 
family firms in the process of  hiring NFCs.	  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

 
Family owned firms play a crucial role in the world economy. They represent the vast 
majority of  all the enterprises globally (Family Business Dominate, 2003) and dominate the 
economic landscape in most countries (Paula, Gama, Galvão, 2012). At the helm of  each 
family owned firm is the chief  executive officer (CEO). Family owned firms differ from 
other businesses as the involvement of  the family and its values shapes its culture, 
governance and objectives (Nordqvist, Sharma & Chirico, 2014). This puts an extra 
dimension to the challenges facing the CEO in a family firm.  

In addition to the situation above, due to global changes such as globalization, urbanization 
and an increasing competitive pressure, more family firms have realized the need to what 
they refer to as to professionalize the business (PwC family business survey, 2014). The process 
of  professionalization is frequently translated to bringing in an outside talent to run it (PwC, 
2014, p.18), which also relates to hiring a non-family CEO (NFC). A NFC is defined as ”a 
person who is neither a blood relative nor related to the owning family by marriage or adoption” (Klein 
and Bell, 2007, p. 20). According to PwC’s family business survey (2014) 40 percent of  
4378 family businesses agreed that professionalizing the business is a key challenge over the 
next five years. Moreover, in the recent PwC family business survey (2014) 32 percent of  
family firms plan to bring in a NFC, a number which has increased since the last research 
in 2012 when it was only 25 percent (PwC family business survey, 2012).  

Another aspect and reason why family firms chooses to look into hiring a NFC is due to 
succession failure. Family owned firms have a low survival rate (Kets de Vries, 1993). One 
of  the factors that lead to this low survival rate is the issue of  succession within the family. 
John Wards (1987) often cited statistics on family firm survival has shown that only 30% 
of  firms are likely to survive to the next generation, 13% survive the third generation and a 
mere 3% are estimated to survive the fourth generation. Often the next generation is not 
capable or willing to take over the role as CEO over the firm (De Massis et al., 2008). Many 
times the only solution is to bring in a non-family member in the role as CEO. 

Low survival rates for family firms and the need to find a successor is also an issue for 
Swedish family owned firms. Within the next few years up to 60 percent of  Swedish family 
firms need to change CEO and ownership. Previous successions in Swedish small-medium 
enterprises (SME’s) show that some 58 percent change to an external ownership/
leadership, 14 percent choose an intra-generational succession while 28 percent sell or 
dismantle the business (Nordqvist, Wennberg, Bau, Hellerstedt (2013). One solution to the 
problem is the recruitment of  a NFC. Yet hiring a NFC is not equivalent to straight 
success. 
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Just like in most countries, Sweden has a long tradition of  family firms. Some of  the most 
influential companies on the Swedish stock market are family owned, such as H&M, SEB, 
Investor, Kinnevik and Holmen. Previous research shows different results on how big the 
portion of  all Swedish firms that are family owned. Emil Emling (2000) found in his 
research that more than 54,5 percent of  all firms were family owned. In a more recent 
study, Brundin et al., (2012) found that around 50 percent are family firms. This today 
counts for about 570 000 companies (scb.se, 2015). Despite the non-negligent impact of  
family firms which constitutes the vast majority of  all enterprises in Sweden, accounting 
for 56 percent of  all job opportunities as well as 53 percent of  the Swedish GDP generated 
in the Swedish private sector (Nutek, 2004), the research of  family businesses has 
historically been ignored, not least in a Swedish context (Bjuggren, Johansson & Sjögren, 
2011). The importance of  family business success and survival for the Swedish economy 
becomes even more crucial looking at it in a geographical perspective as most of  the family 
firms are located in rural areas (Brunk & Wahman, 2008). Bjuggren et al., (2012) argue that 
almost 60 percent of  all family firms are positioned in rural areas, hence the survival of  
small- and medium sized enterprises (SME’s) becomes more essential for the economic 
development in these areas. 

In the near future many Swedish family firms will face a need for succession. Nuteks data 
on Swedish family firms from 2004, shows that the average age of  SME family business 
owners is over 60 years, and that they are older than the workforce in average (Nutek, 
2004). About 38 percent of  Swedish family firms plan to hand over the business to the 
next generation within a period of  5 years, and in the same time bring in professional 
management (PwC, 2014), for instance a NFC. 

Various authors in family business research emphasize the importance of, as well as lack of  
research on non-family CEOs (Chua, Chrisman & Sharma, 1999; Klein & Bell, 2007). As a 
result meager amount of  empirical data can be found regarding, for instance the frequency 
and number of  years that NFCs has been employed in family firms (Klein & Bell, 2007). 
Even though it is clear that NFCs in Swedish family firms exist (see for example Joachim 
Frykberg CEO at JULA family business and Brunell Livfors, CEO at Kinnevik) there is 
not sufficient data providing more detailed information on the topic. The latest data found 
regarding Swedish family firms states that over 90 percent of  the family firms have a family 
member as the CEO, meaning that only 10 percent of  Swedish family firms have a NFC 
(Brunk & Wahman, 2008). This can be compared to, for example, the United States where 
more than 20 percent of  family-owned firms have a non-family CEO (Klein and Bell, 

2007). 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1.2 Problem  

For family firms that over the years have had a founder or another family member as CEO, 
the process of  brining in a NFC is a major step to take, and a lot is at stake for the family 
and business. Regardless of  whether the enterprise is a family owned firm or non-family 
firm, the process of  bringing in a new CEO many times is a major challenge (Sarros & 
Sarros, 2007). In both enterprise structures the CEO has a considerable impact on 
corporate culture, strategy and change, which has to be taken into account when a new 
CEO is brought in (Bigley & Wiersema, 2002). The CEO in other words plays an 
important role for the future business success or failure (Maitlis, 2004).  

Due to the unique nature of  ownership and goals in family firms, the process of  bringing 
in a NFC to the business becomes even more crucial and challenging (Aronoff  & Ward, 
2000; Minichilli, Nordqvist, Corbetta & Danielle Amore (2014). Aside from financial 
performance and other quantitative goals which are followed by most corporations, family 
firms and the owning family tend to adhere to a different logic with a greater emphasis on 
non-financial goals (Brundin et al., 2014; Gomez, 2004). These non-financial goals also 
refer to socio-emotional wealth which can be defined ”non-financial aspects of  the firm that meet 
the family's affective needs, such as identity, the ability to exercise family influence, and the perpetuation of  
the family dynasty” (Gómez-Mejía, Haynes, Núñez-Nickel, Jacobson & Moyano-Fuentes, 
2007, p. 106). Non-financial goals refer to, for example, keeping the business in the family, 
securing employment for future generations, creating family harmony or shape the 
company as a good corporate citizen (Gómez, 2004). Compared to a non-family 
businesses, family firms have more than just financial aspects at stake which makes the 
success in recruiting a NFC even more vital for the family firm and its family owners. 

NFCs tend to be recruited from different organizational contexts, which from a 
socioemotional wealth perspective might result in an absence of  specific knowledge about 
values and idiosyncratic priorities that is unique for family firms (Stewart & Hitt, 2012). A 
consequence could be that the NFC has a different perspective than the owner family, for 
example, focusing more on the financial performance measures and results than a balance 
between financial and non-financial goals (Minichilli et al., 2014). Due to this reason there 
is a growing risk that disagreements occur and creates tensions between the NFC and the 
owning family regarding how the company is managed, which in turn might be a risk for 
failure. Lack of  identification with the family business culture is one of  the most 
mentioned reasons of  causing dissatisfaction and loss of  trust of  the owning family in a 
NFC (Astrachan et al., 2002 ;Klein & Bell, 2007).   

Research on NFCs in family firms is an underdeveloped area of  academic research. The 
topic has partly been covered by Olsson and Hall (2010) in their book Extern VD - så lyckas 
du (External CEO - this is how you succeed), even though their research is not delimited to 
family firms only, but also includes other types of  companies led by owners. Their findings 
conclude that the issues related to the recruitment of  a NFC is double sided. From the 
owner families side is the question if  they are ready to let go of  the control related to 
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having the CEO-position covered by an owner or family member. They also conclude that 
it is common that the owners often underestimate potential pitfalls in a NFC-recruitment 
process. From the NFC´s side they conclude that the NFC is not ready to take on such a 
challenge, that he or she underestimates the challenge connected to working as a NFC in 
owner-led companies, and that he or she finds it hard to identify with the position as NFC. 
The lack of  proper preparation by the NFC is also highlighted by Stewart and Hitt (2012) 
as a risk of  failure when entering a family firm. 

There are also several articles covering related topics, for example, intra-succession process 
of  the CEO position by Williams, Zorn, Crook & Combs, (2013). Their findings conclude 
that it is important to have clear structures to pass on management in the family business 
for its future success and survival. Another study by Kets de Vries (1993) that focuses on 
succession in family firms addresses the need of  careful succession planning. Their 
findings stress the importance of  having a carefully planned succession model, and argue 
that its essential for a gentle transfer of  the CEO position. The research by Klein & Bell 
(2007), address the importance of  alignment between the owner family and the NFC for 
future success. The research by Minichilli et al., (2014), which discusses CEO succession 
mechanisms from socio-emotional wealth perspective, found that, hiring a NFC ”might 
reduce the negative impact that typically characterizes CEO transitions in family firms” (p. 1153). They 
conclude that the hiring of  a NFC ”may effectively balance trade-offs between corporate owners’ non-
financial SEW motives and the firm’s financial performance” (p. 1153). 

Despite the resistance and risks of  hiring NFCs, Swedish family firms do hire, or plan to 
hire non-family top managers on an increasing scale (PwC, 2014). Taking this in to 
consideration while reflecting on the major influence and impact family firms have in our 
society, there is still a surprisingly meager amount of  research conducted concerning non 
family CEO’s in family firms. For these reasons the purpose of  this study is to explore the role of  
a NFC in Swedish family firms from both an owner and a NFC perspective.   

RQ1: How do the two parties view the professional management of  the business and what 
impact does it have on the owner-NFC relationship?   

RQ2: How do the two parties handle and communicate different expectations, and how are 
risks associated with failure and conflicts mitigated? 

1.3 Delimitations 

As mentioned earlier, previous literature on NFC’s has focused both on family firms and 
other types of  companies led by business owners. In this study, however, we aim to solely 
focus on family firms who have NFCs, that used to have NFCs, or had plans to recruit 
NFCs. Due to the limited research on NFCs in Swedish family firms, and since both 
authors of  this research are native to Sweden this study only concerns family firms located 
in Sweden with Swedish owners.  
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2. Frame of  Reference 

 
In this chapter we introduce the reader to findings from previous studies, relevant theories 
and models that underpins the purpose of  this study, which at a later point will be used 
when analyzing the empirical findings. We will present different topics and theories related 
to family firms and the role of  the NFC. The chapter is divided into two parts. Firstly, we 
will spread light on the complex nature of  the family business landscape which impact the 
role of  the NFC where we (1) will introduce the reader to a definition of  what a family 
firm is, followed by (2) the discussion of  the characteristics of  family firms. The second 
part of  this chapter will introduce previous findings on the (3) role of  the NFC in the 
family firm, (4) the contrasting logics between NFC and family business owners which may 
impact their relationship and expectations, (5) and how these expectations are managed and 
influence roles. Lastly, (6) we briefly present how social interaction and the use of  different 
arenas influence the complexity of  strategic management in the family. The chapter ends 
with a conclusion where a model is introduced including the various theories and concepts 
covered in this section. 

2.1 The Family Business Landscape  

2.1.1 Family Firm Definition  

 
In order to understand what really constitutes the concept of  family firms we start of  by 
elaborating on previous research and its definitions of  family firms. In this section we will 
also appoint the definition we will use for this thesis. Over the years family business 
researchers have come to define family firms differently. As a result there seems to be as 
many definitions of  family firms as there are studies conducted (Allouche et al., 2008). 
Gomez-Mejia, Cruz, Berrone & De Castro (2011) argue that on a theoretical level there is a 
wide agreement that, a family firm is defined as a firm where a family owner exercises 
considerable influence over the firms activities. Astrachan and Shanker (2003) have a 
different approach where they instead have established three criteria frequently used when 
defining family firms. The first criterion refers to the percentage of  ownership the founder 
family has in the firm. The second criterion refers to the level of  strategic control over the 
firm, and the third criterion takes into account the involvement and intention of  the family 
to keep the firm within the family. 

Chua, Chrisman and Sharma (1999) have in their research listed numerous definitions 
mentioned in earlier research. Donckels & Frohlich's (1991, cited in Chua et al. 1999) 
criteria is that one family owns at least 60% of  equity; Gallo & Sveen (1991, cited in Chua 
et al. 1999) have the criteria where a single family owns the majority of  stock and has total 
control; Pratt & Davis (1986, cited in Chua et al. 1999) have the criteria that two or more 
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of  the extended family members influence the direction of  the business through the 
exercise of  kinship, management roles, or ownership rights.  

Regarding our study we adapt a definition of  a family firm that includes the aspect of  
having a NFC. This is indirectly achieved through the definition given by Chua, Chrisman 
and Sharma (1999); 

 …a business that is governed and/or managed with the intention to shape and pursue the vision of  the 
business held by a dominant coalition controlled by members of  the same family or a small member of  
families in a manner that is potentially sustainable across generation of  the family or families (p. 25).  

This definition emphasizes the need for the business to be controlled by the same family or 
a small number of  families. However, since the control of  the firm may be exercised 
throughout ownership and voting shares it implies that the CEO position not necessarily 
has to be covered by a family member. In other words, the CEO position could be 
occupied by a NFC. 

2.1.2 Characteristics of  Family Firms 

Davi´s 3-circle model (Davis, 1982) has been a valuable asset to family business  
researchers in understanding to the complex environment a NFC may face when entering a 
family firm. The overlapping circles models has for decades been developed and modified 
in different ways to best describe organizational behavior and ”the complex individual and 
organizational phenomena associated with the overlapping subsystems and for identifying the stakeholder 
perspectives, roles, and responsibilities” (Habbershon, Williams & MacMillan, 2003, p. 453). The 
model provides an understanding of  current perspectives and positions of  internal key 
stakeholders in the family business (Sharma, Blunden, Labaki, Tsabari & Rivera Algerian, 
2013), and also puts focus on the multiple roles played by family as well as non-family 
members of  a family firm (Brundin & Sharma, 2012). 

 Figure 1 Three circle diagram - Gersick, Hampton, Landsberg & Davis (1997).  
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The idea behind the model is that each circle has its own value structures, membership 
rules and organizational structures (Gersick et al., 1997). Problems emerge when an 
individual has to fulfill obligations in more than one circle; for instance as a CEO and as a 
family member. Gersick et al., (1997)(see also Habbershon et al., 2003) version of  Davi´s 
three-circles model consists of  three overlapping circles representing family, business and 
ownership (see figure 1).  

The business circle includes the every day work of  the management and refers to the 
strategies and structures used to generate wealth in the business. The family circle refers to 
the controlling family unit and represents the involvement of  the family, its life cycle, 
history and traditions. The ownership circle includes the structure of  ownership that for 
example affects the long-term goals. Every individual who is a stakeholder of  the family 
business has a location in the model. Also subgroups (see number 4 -7 in figure 1) exist 
depending on, for example how deeply involved a stakeholder is in the business. The 
circles are at all times overlapping; hence they always affect each other. For instance in the 
same time as the business is influenced by the family and its vision and values, the family 
might be affected by the business and its financial success.  

Tompkins (2010) argues that the overlap between family and business make family firms 
prone to role conflicts and identity clashes. Furthermore, Brundin and Sharma (2012) 
stress that family firms due to their overlapping are arenas where expectations are built up 
between family members. The family firms reliance on indefinable psychological contracts, 
which incrementally evolves through social interaction, may according to Brundin and 
Sharma (2012), create an environment where individuals easily hold different expectations. 
With the dynamics of  the family firm taken into consideration it is thus possible to imagine 
that a NFC entering a family firm, without knowledge of  the politics, values and 
expectations, may find it difficult to navigate and lead the firm in accordance to the will of  
the owners. 

To elaborate a bit further on the three circle diagram and the complex structure that face a 
NFC in a family firm, we believe it is of  importance and relevant for this study to 
introduce the often cited theory of  Socioemotional wealth (SEW) (Vardaman & Gondo, 
2014; Berrone et al., (2012). 

SEW refers to the non-financial aspects of  the firm that meet the family's affective needs, such as 
identity, the ability to exercise family influence, and the perpetuation of  the family dynasty (Gómez-Mejía 
et al., 2007, p. 106). Gómez-Mejía et al., (2007) argue that the importance of  SEW in family 
firms is evident by the notion that the firms are willing to jeopardize their profit 
possibilities, or even risk the very survival of  the firm in order to retain a high level of  
SEW. Kellermanns, Eddleston and Zellweger (2012) agree on this notion arguing that it is 
often more important for owner families to focus on keeping the control of  the firm 
within the family than other aspects of  the business. According to Berrone et al., (2012) 
family firm owners frame important decisions by evaluating how actions will affect the 
SEW. In their recent study Vandekerkhof  et al., (2015) found that SEW have an impact on 
their opinions about NFCs. They conclude that family firms with high emphasis of  SEW 
are less rational in their organizational decision-making which on a higher degree are based 
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on emotions. If  so, owner families focus on achieving affective family needs instead of  
pursuing effectiveness arguments. For this reason, family firms believe that NFCs might 
endanger the family control and unity. The owner family’s focus on controlling the firm 
and the importance of  SEW is thus something a NFC needs to take into consideration. In 
this sense, introducing a NFC may also be met by suspicion and resistance by the owner 
family who prioritize a familial atmosphere, something that might not be shared and 
understood by the NFC (Vandekerkhof  et al., 2015). The SEW concept brings forward the 
following dimensions that are relevant for this study. 
 
Family control and influence: The first dimension refers to the control and influence of  family 
members. This is one key characteristic for family firms where family members exert 
control over the strategic decisions. The power of  control is often exercised by keeping 
family members in the position as the CEO, the chairman of  the board or other top 
management positions. The risk of  loosing control over operational and strategic decisions 
often makes family owners reluctant to integrate NFCs into their businesses (Schulze et al., 
2003). 

Family members’ identification with the firm: This dimension refers to how close family members 
identify them selves with the firm. The identification with the firm also affects non-family 
stakeholders working in the company. The identity of  a family firm’s owner is inextricably tied to the 
organization that usually carries the family’s name. This causes the firm to be seen both by internal and 
external stakeholders as an extension of  the family itself (Berrone et al., 2012, p. 262). As a 
consequence Berrone et al., (2012) also argue that strong identification with the family firm 
generates a solid shared opinion about the aims and goals for the firm. This also relates to 
the theory of  agency and stewardship where a individual who share a family firms opinion 
about purpose and goals is considered to be a steward (Davis et al., 1997). This concept 
will be further described in section 2.2.3 below. In relation to NFCs, Jones et al., (2011) 
argue that owner families consider the risk of  integrating a NFC who does not share the 
same opinion about goals or identify itself  with the family firm in a way that they expect. 
For this reason they are unwilling or skeptic to recruit NFCs. Also Gersick et al., (1997) 
have in their research identified that owner families are prone to avoid recruiting NFCs in 
fear of  loosing the family firms identity.  
   
Binding social ties: The third dimension refers to the social relationships of  the family firm 
that in turn relates to the culture of  the family firm. The ties are explained to create 
reticulated relationships including relational trust, collective social capital and feelings of  
closeness (Berrone et al., 2012). Miller and Le Breton-Miller (2005) argue that identity and 
the sense of  belonging created by the family firms’ is often shared by non-family 
employees and expressed by them giving the feeling of  stability and commitment to the 
business. Losing SEW implies reduced status, lost intimacy and failure to meet the 
expectations of  the family according to Gómez-Mejía et al., (2007). Hence, for family firms 
facing a change of  CEO, the ability to preserve their SWE becomes an important goal 
(Minichilli et al., 2014).  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2.2 The NFC in the Family Firm 

2.2.1 The role of  the NFC  

The role and responsibilities of  the CEO will vary depending on the governance, 
ownership and strategy of  the family firm. CEOs are individuals hired by the owners (eg: 
shareholders, families, trusts etc) to lead their businesses. They are often responsible for 
creating and implementing strategies with the objective to increase shareholder value 
(Garten, 2008; Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991). The decisions of  the leader of  a firm, most 
often the CEO, can have a significant impact on the organizational performance 
(Wasserman, Anand & Nohria, 2010). The CEO not only acts as a leader making decisions 
but is also responsible for creating, or emphasizing certain values and building trust, all 
which can influence the organizational performance (Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, May, 
Walumbwa, 2005).  

In a family firm context, Dyer (1989) stresses that non-family CEOs (NFCs) often are 
hired by family owners to “professionalize”	  the business. NFCs may provide the advantage 
of  having knowledge, views and assumptions of  the world that differ from that of  the 
owners. The potential management qualities and “professionalism” of  a NFC may further 
be a solution to the lack of  abilities and will from within the family firm (Blumentritt et al., 
2007). Due to the overlapping roles and risk of  conflicts (Tompkins, 2010), a NFC could 
be seen as an impartial player unrelated to the politics within the family (Astrachan et al., 
2002). However, if  family managers are shaped by the values of  the family, NFCs are more 
often shaped by education and experience (Dyer, 1989). The importance of  the 
background and experience of  the NFC was something Becker et al., (2005) and 
Blumentritt et al., (2007) in their studies found to be of  great importance for family firm 
owners. Yet, social skills, cultural fitness and characters of  the NFC are traits regarded as 
even more important by most family owners (Astrachan et al., 2002, Habig & Berninghaus, 
2004). Finding a balance between professionalism and family cultural fitness seems to be 
difficult and NFCs hired from outside the firm have higher failure rates according to 
Hennerkes (1998). Becker et al., (2005) in their study on 29 family firms, found that family 
firm owners are often concerned or dissatisfied with the NFCs lack of  identification with 
the business culture, their lack of  social qualifications and the NFCs meddling in family 
affairs. Moreover, Blumentritt at al., (2007) found the right character is vital since most 
family firms to a greater extent rely more on trust and comfort than structured monitoring. 
The authors therefore stress that the NFC reflects the nature of  the family firms. This is 
done by having clear awareness of  family issues and that they are able to operate within the 
contexts of  its values. 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2.2.2 Contrasting Logics 

One reason why non-family CEO’s often fail in family firms may be explained by the 
concept of  different logics introduced by Brundin et al., (2014). Their approach to 
different logics may help to provide a deeper understandings of  the above mentioned 
findings of  Dyer (1989), Hennerkes (1998); Becker et al., (2005) and Blumentritt et al., 
(2007).  

In the research world an ongoing debate is regarding whether family firms behave rational 
or irrational. Brundin et al., (2014) spread light on this issue by arguing, based on their 
findings, that family firms follow a different ownership logic than non-family firms. They 
stress that most (family) firms to some degree follow either a prevailing family ownership 
logic or shareholder value logic. Moreover, they stress that researchers in the family 
business research need to take these multiple competing logics into account, and by doing 
so, may help to increase the understanding of  family ownership. 

The shareholder value logic, which prevails in media, on the stock markets and among 
investors put an emphasis on more short-term financial results and quarterly reports.  The 
value of  the shares is a driving force within this logic. Moreover, Brundin et al., (2014) in 
their study points towards research showing that this shareholder value logic seems to 
increase in importance and is becoming the dominant standard for governance in the 
world. The growing emphasis on increasing the shareholder value is also the key objective 
for most CEO’s. However, when CEOs fail to provide value to shareholders, they are often 
replaced by new CEOs with new visions and strategies to increase shareholder value 
(Hellgren & Melin, 1991). In this sense a short-term orientation on profit maximization has 
become prevailing in this shareholder value logic.   

Family ownership logic follows a set of  multiple goals which may explain why family firms 
many times are different from non-family firms –	   especially those listed on the stock 
market. Family ownership logic is, according to the authors, characterized by a long-term 
oriented active and visible ownership, stability in ownership and power, low reliance on 
capital markets, flexibility in governance structures and a strong personal identification 
with the business. Furthermore, family ownership logic also includes multiple ownership 
goals - goals which goes past pure financial to also include others goals such as a feeling of  
responsibility to a local community and/or past or future generations (Brundin et al., 
2014). In this sense this logic is driven by the socio-emotional wealth. The contrasting 
logics provides a perspective of  how the different logics, viewed from an individual level, 
affect the relationship between NFC and owner and how these logics may help to explain 
different expectations, and in which light the two parties view each other. As Brundin et al., 
(2014) argue […] by taking the competing logics of  ownership into consideration, family business 
researchers can contribute to the growing literature examining sociocultural and behavior factors in corporate 
governance relations (pp.7). The relationship between owner and NFC may very well depend 
upon how they embrace these two logics. To which extent these two contrasting logics can 
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be aligned also needs to be taken into consideration. A phenomena identified by Miller, Le 
Breton-Miller and Lester (2011) was that many times CEOs was influenced by family 
stakeholders, although developing identities as nurturing stewards of  the firm did so more 
in the form of  strategies for conversations than actual genuine strategies for growth. This 
demonstrates a problem of  how deep the logics may shape individuals and how difficult it 
may be to jump from one logic to the other. 

2.2.3 The Management of  Roles and Expectations’ 

Two of  the most dominating theories in family business research focusing on explaining 
the behavior and relation between managers and owners are the agency theory and 
stewardship theory (Klein & Bell, 2007). These two theories, in particular the agency 
theory, are often used as foundations in many studies. Although many studies reject a sole 
reliance of  agency theory, it is still revered as a foundation many researchers build their 
research upon (Blumentritt, et al., 2007). Miller, Breton-Miller and Lester (2009) stress that 
the proper usage of  either one of  the theories depends on the different circumstances and 
to which degree the managers are embedded within the family and as a result identify with 
the family.  

To our knowledge there are three streams in the literature on the usage of  these two 
theories. Articles focusing on controlling structures and remuneration of  CEO’s most 
often use the agency theory and its impact on different kinds of  compensation patterns. 
Meanwhile stewardship theory has mostly been used in studies where the aim has been to 
describe relations between the family business and its executives - such as trust, culture and 
personal relations. Another stream, including studies by Klein & Bell (2007) and 
Blumentritt et al., (2007) argue for a combination of  the two theories, as they both may be 
present in a situation with a NFC in a family firm and is also the stance this study takes.  

Based on the agency theory’s popularity and its relevance to side effects of  potential 
misalignments between NFC and family owners, it is highly worth discussing in this study. 
The agency theory, first introduced by Jensen and Meckling in 1976, puts a light on the 
behaviors and relationship between the agent (manager) and the principal (owner). The 
theory relates to costs associated by the self-interested agent’s exploitation of  the principal. 
It is caused by a lack of  motivations, unequal power distribution and asymmetry of  
information between the two parties (Jensen & Meckling, 1976). There are two ways of  
mitigating the agency costs. Either the owner increases the monitoring of  the manager, or 
use different kinds of  remuneration in order to change and align the behavior of  the 
manager to that of  the owner (Fama & Jensen, 1983).   

By contrast, Stewardship theory argues that managers act as stewards of  the business, 
characterized by their altruism and will to genuinely maximize shareholder return,  
financially or non-financially (Davis et al., 1997). Putnam (2000) argue that stewardship 
theory is prevalent when relationships are stable, there is symmetry of  information, 
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independence and communication between parties. Miller, Le Breton-Miller (2005) note 
that the typical example of  an atmosphere where the stewardship theory is relevant is the 
family firm, where power, control and goals are aligned and shared among members. 
Although the typical steward is often a family CEO, Anderson and Reeb (2004) also show 
that NFC’s may act as stewards.  

Davis et al. (1997) argue that both family business owners and the NFC can behave either 
as agent or steward. In order to highlight the different behavioral relationships and the 
importance of  having clear expectations between owner and manager the authors created 
the following matrix (see figure 2) (Klein & Bell, 2007). 

 

Figure 2. Options of  behavior of  a NFC and family business owner,  
Source: Davis et al., 1997, p.39; retrieved from Klein, 2005, p. 194) 

In a situation where both parties behavior towards the other represents a mutual agency 
relationship with both parties being satisfied (see box 1, figure 2), the principal is more 
likely to increase either remuneration or monitoring. If  both parties share the steward 
relation (represented in box 4, figure 2) then both are likely to have a high goal alignment. 
They have mutual expectations and are more likely to feel satisfied and succeed in their 
relationship. However, if  the family business owner has a steward’s approach and the NFC 
acts as an agent there (represented in box 2, figure 2) is a risk that the principle is more 
likely to be dissatisfied due to unfulfilled expectations. Moreover, if  this situation is reverse 
and the family firm owner lacks trust and views the NFC from an agency situation, the 
former is more likely to involve extensive monitoring (represented in box 3, figure 2). In 
such a situation, Davis et al., (1997) mean that the NFC acting as a steward is likely to feel 
frustrated and betrayed, which again is a result of  unfulfilled expectations. Research by 
Hogg et al., (1995); Minichili et atl., (2010) and Vanderkerkhof  et al., (2015) have shown 
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that this situation may often times be prevailing in family firms as the recruitment of  NFCs 
can result in the creation of  a “we” (family owners) versus “them” (NFCs) behavior.  

This matrix is of  importance as it highlights how different expectations may ruin the 
owner-NFC relationship. According to Klein (2005) comparisons, estimations and 
expectations between the parties arise at the stage after the hiring process. In this situation 
clear communication is of  vast importance as perceptions of  management, governance and 
performance may differ significantly between the parties (Poza, 2004). As shown by Kets 
de Vries (2003) founding owners, which are heavily involved in the firm, may consciously 
or unconsciously be less inclined to delegate power and may limit the NFC’s involvement 
in strategic planning and decision-making (Klein & Bell, 2007). Klein & Bell (2007) further 
argue that such a situation is likely to create a sense of  uncertainty and the NFC is likely to 
feel used and undermined by the owners - feelings that in the future may lead to the 
cancellation of  the relationship. However, when the owner hands over leadership and 
therefore also control it may create a moral hazard as the autonomy and power of  the NFC 
increases and as a result also the asymmetry of  information between the two parties. 
Bahattacharya and Ravikumar (2004) argue, based on the agency theory, that this autonomy 
may make the NFC inclined to follow his/her own interests. After all the CEO is hired to 
lead, create and implement strategies. 

2.2.4 Social interaction and Arenas of  Strategy Formulation. 

Studies conducted by Fletcher (2002), Whiteside and Brown, (1991), Hall et al., (2006) and 
Nordqvist and Mellin (2010) on the micro-level of  social interaction have found that the 
everyday interplay between family and business. This social interaction and its everyday 
mutual influence over each other have an impact on the strategy making but also on how 
actors within the firm interact. In the midst of  this stands the NFC through his/her role is 
often hired to implement these strategies (Garten, 2008; Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991).  
Yet, in family firms the development of  strategies is according to Hall et al., (2006), deeply 
rooted in family values, emotions and socio-psychological dimension of  ownership.   

Building on these previous studies, Nordqvist (2011) introduces formal and informal 
arenas. His study provides a better understanding on the complexity of  strategic 
management in family business landscape, which we believe is of  interest for this study. 
According to Nordqvist’s (2011) findings there are formal and informal arenas where parts 
of  this interaction occur and strategies are formulated. While formal arenas are equal to 
board meetings and follow formal structures, the presence of  informal arenas were, as 
Nordqvist (2011) found, characterized by subtle boundaries that included certain people 
and excluding others. Often such informal arenas were the family’s own home. Another 
important finding was that the overlap between formal and informal arenas could cause 
confusion for the actors to manage and for their roles in the various arenas. If  the informal 
arenas remain a strong source for strategy formulation it could result in the employees 
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questioning the role of  the senior management in the strategy making. An example of  
highlighting this used by Nordqvist (2011) was that confusion caused by the existence of  
the family counsels and their role in relation to the senior management and the boards. The 
NFC was in particularly suffering from this arena confusion, which resulted in a decrease in 
the NFC’s authority. Family firms in which the informal arenas were strong often remained 
so after the NFC had entered the firm despite a proclaimed strong will to move the 
strategy-making to a more formal arena. Baron (2008) and Vandekerkhof  et al., (2015) 
stress that family firms due to their high values of  Socio-emotional wealth, are more 
emotional than rational in their strategy and in decision-making processes. When NFCs 
enter family firms, the strategic work becomes more rational and moves to more formal 
arenas. However in a situation where the family members see the NFC strategic decisions 
as failure were more likely to return to more, family driven strategies created in informal 
arenas. Nordqvist (2011) thus found that the importance of  each arena in the strategic 
work shifts over time. 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2.3 Linking the theories 

In this overview of  previous research we have provided and navigated through important 
findings and theories related to the purpose of  this thesis. Family firms are driven by a 
different logic and SEW motives, which impact how they govern and grow their firms. 
NFCs often coming from a background, where a shareholder value-logic may prevail, may 
have a hard time adapting to and balancing the many expectations of  the family firm. To 
illustrate the link between the previous research we have created the following model (see 
figure 3). The area within the big circle illustrates the family business landscape which is 
affected by the different influential factors such as SEW, overlapping roles in the family 
firm and family business cultures. In the midst is the NFC, which will have to adhere to 
and navigate this landscape. Within, and shaped by this family business landscape is the 
owner-NFC relationship. The arrows indicate how this relationship may according to 
research on agency, stewardship theory, but also on the concept of  different logics 
introduced by Brundin et al., (2014) influence this relationship. Daily social interaction in 
different formal and informal arenas of  communication help to influence the strategy- 
making which may also play a role in the relationship between NFC and family business 
owner. 

 

Figure 3. Model of  theoretical findings influencing factors in the NFC - Owner 
relationship (source:own) 
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3. Methodology 

 
In this chapter the reader gets enlightened about the methodology and methods used in 
this research. The structure of  this chapter is built upon the research onion model (figure 
4) presented by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009). The model illustrates different 
aspects of  research methodology that has to be taken into consideration by the 
researcher(s) before and during the process of  conducting a research. Some additional 
aspects, not visible in the research onion model has also been added to this chapter. We 
start by explaining our philosophical stance of  interpretivism. We then continue by 
explaining our abductive research approach which is followed by a description of  our 
exploratory purpose. Furthermore, we present and argue for our multiple case research 
strategy before describing our collection of  data. The chapter ends with us elaborating on 
the time horizon, research ethics, analytical generalization as well as the trustworthiness of  
the research.	  

 
Figure  4, Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill (2009, p.108).  

3.1 Research philosophy - Interpretivism 

In this research we adopted a philosophical stance of  interpretivism. We felt this 
philosophy suitable since our research revolves around humans and their understanding of  
the role of  NFCs in Swedish family firms. In taking on a philosophical stance of  
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interpretivism the researchers focus is to understand the differences between humans 
beings as social actors. Hence, the focus is not only on facts but also on meanings 
(Saunders et al., 2009; Riley et al., 2000). The interpretivism philosophy emphasis ”the 
difference between conducting research among people rather than objects such as trucks and 
computers” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 116).  

A philosophical stance can, according to Saunders et al., 2009) be analyzed from an 
ontological, epistemological and axiological point of  view, which in sequence is described 
below.  
 
Looking at the nature of  reality as we see it, also referred to as ontology, we believe that 
the knowledge available to us is socially constructed, subjective and only accessible through 
social constructions, such as language and shared meanings (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2008; 
Saunders et al., 2009). We believe that the interviewees from the different family firms 
affect and influence the reality and environment they are part of. This view follows a 
interpretative ontological approach (Saunders et al., 2009). 

We believe that both social phenomena and subjective meanings can provide acceptable 
knowledge, also known as epistemology (Saunders et al., 2009). In this research we have 
mainly focused on subjective meanings interpreting the data collected from the interviews, 
however, our observations from the interviews were also taken into account. An 
interpretative epistemology view both social phenomena and subjective meanings as 
acceptable knowledge, and it focuses ”upon the details of  situations, a reality behind theses 
details, subjective meanings motivating actions” (Saunders et al., 2009. p. 119). 

The last perspective known as axiology refers to how researchers view the role of  values in 
research (Saunders et al., 2009). We believe that our way of  interpreting the collected data 
was subjectively affected by us and by our values. Furthermore we are also of  the 
understanding that the data can not be objective and that it is influenced by, and dependent 
upon the interviewees (Myers, 2009). This view follows an interpretivistic axiology 
(Saunders et al., 2009. p. 119). 

3.2 Research approach - Abductive 

 
In this research we choose to apply both a deductive and inductive approach. Alvesson and 
Sköldberg (2008) define this mix as an abductive approach. Since our previous knowledge 
regarding the concept of  NFCs in family firms were limited we started this research by 
investigating previous conducted studies and articles on the subject. In doing this we were 
able to build a greater understanding on the topic prior to collecting empirical data. Hence, 
the first approach was deductive. In the same time we adopted an inductive approach 
where the collected empirical data came to influence and change our point of  view during 
the research process. For instance, the frame of  reference was revised with rapt and 
additional theories along the way. In using an abductive approach the researcher is open to 
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new facts and theories during the research process (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2008). Hence, 
the researcher can move forwards and backwards between the inductive and deductive 
approach. Our main objective in relation to answering our research questions is to 
theoretically contribute to the ongoing research of  NFCs in family firms. Additionally our 
aim is also to generate practical advices. Applying an abductive research approach, we 
believe will contribute to better final results since we are able to adjust and revise along the 
way of  the research process.    

3.3 Research purpose - Exploratory 

 
The nature of  our research derives from our purpose of  exploring the role of  a NFC in 
family firms from both an owner and a NFC perspective. In regards to this, our aim is to 
find out how the two parties view professional management of  the business and what 
impact it might have on the owner-NFC relationship. Furthermore we are also interested in 
finding out how the two parties handle and communicate different expectations, and how 
risks associated with failure and conflicts are mitigated. For this reason we have chosen to 
use an exploratory approach which is useful when researcher(s) what to find out “what is 
happening; to seek new insights; to ask questions and to assess phenomena in a new 
light” (Robson, 2002, p. 59). This approach also is useful when the researcher(s) try to 
clarify an understanding of  a problem ” such as if  you are unsure of  the precise nature of  
the problem” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 139). Since there to our knowledge is not much 
previous research conducted in the field of  NFCs in Swedish family firms, it further more 
stress the appropriateness of  an exploratory research which will decrease the gap in the 
field of  family business research.    

3.4 Research Strategy - Multiple case study 

 
The research strategy is a plan that provides directions and enables systematic structure of  
the research (Saunders et al., 2009). Saunders et al., (2009) argue it is important that the 
research questions and objectives are the main drivers and determinants in choosing the 
appropriate research strategy. In order to answer our research question we identified and 
adapted a qualitative case study strategy. Referring to the earlier stated purpose of  this 
research we mainly seek to create an understanding of  a phenomenon and our research is 
of  exploratory nature. Furthermore, the focus of  our research questions is to give answers 
to ”how” questions. Myers (2009) and Saunders et al., (2009) claims that the most 
appropriate research strategy to be used when conducting an exploratory research is a case 
study. Yin (2009) argues that a case study strategy should be considered when the study 
focus on answering ”how” and ”why” questions. 

The main features of  a case study is to be an investigation of  empirical findings from 
contemporary real-life situations (Robson, 2002), where the main purpose is to contribute 
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to our knowledge of  phenomena associated with organizations and groups of  individuals 
(Yin, 2009). Yin (2009, p. 18) defines a case study as: ” an empirical inquiry about a contemporary 
phenomenon (e.g., a ”case”), set within its real-world context-especially when the boundaries between 
phenomenon and contact are not clearly evident”. Also, taken in consideration that this research is 
within the field of  business research we highlight Myers (2009, p. 76) business contextual 
definition: “Case study research in business uses empirical evidence from one or more organizations where 
an attempt is made to study matter in context. Multiple sources of  evidence are used, although most of  the 
evidence comes from interviews and documents”. Drawing on the definitions above including the 
reasons of  considering a case study, the empirical findings of  this research came from 
multiple real-world family firm-organizations where we sought to explore the role of  a 
NFC in family firms from both an owner and a NFC perspective, and in regards to this 
answer our two research questions earlier mentioned. Thus, we found a case study strategy 
suitable for this research. 

Yin (2012) presents a model including four possible case study strategies namely: Single 
case or multiple case; and holistic case or embedded case. Regardless of  single or multiple, 
there is a possibility to keep the case holistic or to include embedded sub-cases within an 
overriding holistic case. What separates these two is that a holistic case study with 
embedded units only will allow the researcher to understand one unique case, compared to 
a multiple case study that allows the researcher to analyze both within and across settings 
(Baxter & Jack, 2008). Since our research consists of  multiple cases including six different 
family firms and a total of  8 interviews, this study can be labeled as a multiple-case study 
(Yin, 2012). The choice of  conducting a multiple case study was partly because we wanted 
the possibility to analyze across settings, but also because it would increase the reliability of  
the study. We had to take into consideration the risk of  the strategy to be time consuming 
and costly, but with good planning we were able to adjust our interviews time-wise to 
mitigate these risks. Yin (2012) suggests that the evidence created from multiple case 
studies is considered reliable and robust, at the same time as they can be time consuming 
and costly to carry out. 

3.5 Data collection 

3.5.1 Sampling method and access 

We followed a purposive sampling method in order to find suitable family firms for data 
collection. In using this method we were able to select cases that would best enable us to 
meet our objectives and answer our research questions (Saunders et al., 2009). Initially we 
contacted the business organization Företagarna (Association for Swedish businesses) for 
some tips on appropriate companies. They were able to provide us with ten potential 
candidates that were further investigated by visits on their corporate web pages. Also the 
database Alla bolag (all companies), which provides information about financial results, 
owner structures and other key information on companies was used to determine if  the 
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firms would fit to participate in this research. In the end three companies matched our 
criteria. Furthermore we contacted FBN (Family business network) who provided us with 
six additional candidates that matched our criteria. 

We also used the method of  convenience sampling (Saunders et al., 2009) which means 
that we scanned the local newspaper, business magazines (physically and online), and other 
publications to find more potential candidates. We also used the search engine Google to 
increase our chances in find matches. Additionally our supervisor provided us with some 
tips. This method resulted in 15 companies that we further investigated. 

During the process of  conducting interviews we continued searching for potential family 
firms. In the end of  each interview we asked the interviewees if  they knew family firms 
with NFCs we could get in contact with. This type of  method is often referred to as 
snowball sampling and may be very useful in cases where the population is hard to identify 
(Saunders et al., 2009), which was our case.  

All the companies were initially contact via telephone instead of  Email, partly since the 
response rate seemed to increase. This we learnt from earlier experiences of  conducting 
research. After the initial contact we sent an email with information on the theme of  the 
study, why the study is relevant to the family firm as well as for the family business research 
field, and how their anonymity would be guaranteed if  wished. 

In general we found it hard to come across family firms willing to participate in this 
research. Often it turned out that many family firms just recently had been sold to external 
owner, hence not longer fulfilled our criteria. Many of  the firms we contacted also 
declined, ether since they did not have the time, or that they felt the topic to sensitive to 
talk about. We also found it harder to obtain interviews with NFCs compared to family 
owners. Especially NFCs emphasized that they did not have the time to participate. For 
this reason the reader will find the sample containing more interviews with family members 
than NFCs. Worth keeping in mind for the reader is that the family owners did not 
necessarily have had to been an earlier CEO of  the firm. Initially, we had also scheduled an 
interview with the 3rd generation owner of  the Red firm (see table 1 below). However, it 
got postponed by the owner till 3 days before the deadline of  this research, and due to time 
constraints we had to refrain from conducting and including the interview in the research. 
In the end we were able to include six firms and conduct seven interviews. As a starting 
point we requested one hour long interview, however, most of  them ended up being 
around 2 hours long where we acquired a lot of  interesting information.  

3.5.2 The sample 

In the table (Table1) bellow we present information about the sample in this research. The 
firms are presented in regards of  size and industry, and the interviewees from the firms are 
presented in regards of  their role within the firms. Furthermore we also present the type 
of  interview as well as the length and date of  when the interviews were conducted. 
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Additional information regarding the firms is presented in the beginning of  the empirical 
findings in chapter four.  

 
Table 1:  The sample (source:own) 

In this research we have come to adopt European Union’s definition regarding the size of  
companies (Table 2). Even though all firms in our sample are defined as medium-sized 
they still vary in size within the medium-size segment. This aspect will later be highlighted 
in the analysis chapter.   
 
 
 

 
Table 2 (Source: European Commission - Enterprise and Industry) 

 

Firm Size of the 
firm

Industry Alias of the 
interviewee 

Role in the firm/
family

Type of 
Interview

Date and 
Length

The Green 
firm

Medium-
sized

Automotive sales

 
Dino External CEO

 
Face-to-face

20-03-2015

2h 02m

Hanna
• 3rd generation 

owner
• Chairperson of 

the board

Face-to-face
02-04-2015

1h 53m

The Black firm Medium-
sized

Automotive sales Freja
• 3rd generation 

owner
• Chairperson of 

the board

Skype
20-04-2015

1h 47m

The Yellow firm Medium-
sized

Production of 
consumption 

goods

 
Loke

• 7th generation 
owner

• Board member 
Face-to-face

23-03-2015

2h 0m

The Pink firm Medium-
sized

Production of 
consumer 

discretionary

 
Tor

• 2th generation 
owner

• CEO 
Face-to-face

20-03-2015

1h 55m

The Red firm Medium-
sized

Investment 
holding company

Vidar
    
   External CEO Face-to-face

22-04-2015

1h 45m

 
The Orange 

Firm
Medium-

sized

 
Building and 
Construction 

industry

Oden
    
   External CEO Skype

30-04-2015

1h 25m
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3.5.3 Semi-structured face-to-face interviews  

 
Due to the exploratory and qualitative approach of  this research, semi-structured 
interviews were used to gather data, where our starting-point was from a list of  prepared 
questions (Stake, 1995; Saunders et al., 2009). When interviewing owner family members 
the questions were divided into the following general topics: (1) the family firm before 
recruiting the NFC, (2) the family firm after recruiting the NFC, and (3) the family firm 
after the NFC had left (if  this was the case). When we interviewed NFCs the questions 
were based upon themes regarding different stages in the NFCs careers before and in the 
family firm. Semi-structured interviews are often used in business research and include 
themes and pre-determined questions that the interviewer has to cover (DiCicco-Blom and 
Crabtree, 2006). Yet, the main object was to motivate the interviewee to talk freely, not 
focusing directly on specific questions. During the interviews new insights on the topic 
were discovered leading us to asking further improvised questions. This method made it 
possible for us to understand the different cases in their unique settings, and more in depth 
(Saunders et al, 2009). Since respondents have different experiences, the method of  altering 
the data collection is promoted in order to take advantage of  the uniqueness (Stake, 1995). 

For this study we had chosen to conduct face-to face interviews as they not only helped to 
provide us with a more in-depth qualitative knowledge, but also might have made the 
interviewees more willing to open up (Saunders et al., 2009). This became important since 
some of  the questions we asked were emotionally sensitive for the interviewee to talk 
about. Initially all the interviews were scheduled and planned to be conducted face-to-face. 
Unfortunately one respondent had to reschedule and were only able to participate in an 
interview via Skype. We also had to conduct a second interview via Skype due to time 
constrains and travel distance.  

3.5.4 Conducting interviews 

We prepared our interviews by first conducting comprehensive research about the 
interviewees’ as well as the companies they were related to. We searched for company 
reports, family history, family business history and employment history. In doing this we 
built a solid ground of  information that came in handy to more effectively conduct the 
interviews. Since most of  our interviews were about 2 hours long, one of  the biggest 
challenges became to manage time to get the most out of  the study’s time span. Being able 
to showcase credibility and to assess the accuracy of  the responses from the interviews 
saved time for more detailed in-depth information, more relevant for the research 
questions. Regarding preparations Saunders et al., (2009) stress the importance of  prior 
planning to prevent poor performance and obtain confidence, and as a way to demonstrate 
the researchers credibility. The first criterion is to do some proper research of  the 
individuals and companies interviewed. Saunders et al., (2009) argue that the possibility to 
fall back on this information during the interview will help to overcome the hurdle of  
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above-mentioned reasons to demonstrate our credibility and to obtain confidence. 
 
Three days before the interview were taking place we sent an email to the interviewee 
where we introduced the main topics that would be covered during the interview. In doing 
this, we wanted to prepare the interviewee for the research topic and enable a more 
effective interview. This also made it possible for the interviewee to gather additional 
supporting organizational documentation that we could take part of. Saunders et al., (2009) 
argue that providing the interviewees with relevant information prior to the interview is a 
way to promote credibility. They also argue that the possibility to obtain additional 
documentation may help to increase the validity or the research.  
 
When contacting the interviewees we remained flexible to where the interview would take 
place. We partly believed it would be easier to obtain more face-to-face interviews if  we 
were flexible, but it was also important for us to conduct the interview at a location where 
the interviewee felt comfortable. In doing this we hoped to avoid potential negative 
impacts on the responses that the interviewees are likely to give if  they don’t feel 
comfortable (Saunders et al., 2009). All interviews were conducted either at the 
interviewees work-site or in their home, except the ones conducted via Skype as earlier 
mentioned. 
 
All the interviews started with some general questions about the firm the interviewee was   
connected to. Following this we explained the general setup of  the interview which also 
was described in the Email that was sent to the interviewee prior to the meeting. To 
emphasize the interviewees’ voluntary engagement, we explained how the data would be 
processed, and we also asked permission to record the interview (all interviews were 
recorded). Furthermore, we expressed our understanding of  the interviewee not answering 
questions that might be perceived as too personal. By starting to explain all of  the above-
mentioned aspects, we aimed to strengthen our credibility and level of  the interviewees’ 
confidence in us. Saunders et al., (2009) stress that the first few minutes of  the 
conversation are essential to impact and outcome of  the interview when it comes to the 
interviewees’ confidence in the researchers.  
 
Much effort was put into the design of  the interview questions. We wanted to construct 
questions that were short and easy to understand. In doing this we hoped to mitigate 
interviewee bias in the sense that the interviewee understood the question and did not 
provide an answer he or she believed the interviewer wanted to hear (Saunders et al., 2009). 
 
All interviews had the same structure where one author responsible of  asking questions, 
whereas the other author was responsible of  taking notes and observing the interviewee. 
Immediately after the interviews we reflected on the answers that were given and 
observations that were made. In doing this we were able to connect parts of  the collected 
data to the frame of  reference, as well as draw patterns between other interviews earlier 
conducted.    
 

 23



All the interviews were conducted in Swedish since both the researchers as well as the 
representatives from the participating family firms are native Swedish speakers. When 
writing the empirical findings we translated the quotes from Swedish to English in the way 
we deemed most accurate.  

3.5.5 Analyzing the empirical data 

 
We started the analysis process by transcribing all the audio-recorded interviews. This 
resulted in 167 pages of  raw data. Our next step was to structure, organize and simplify the 
data. This step often refers to data reduction (Miles and Huberman, 1994) where 
information not relevant for the research was removed. Following this, we organized the 
data according to the interview topics (earlier mentioned in section 3.5.3) which in turn 
where based on the theoretical framework. After allocating the data from the interviews to 
the assigned topics it was necessary to start coding the data. This means that the gathered 
information had to be coded or labeled in order to find patterns/similarities in the answers 
(Malhotra et al., 2012; Saunders et al., 2009). For instance, one question we asked in regards 
to professionalization was what the respondent believed a NFC could offer for a family 
firm. The answers ranged from professional mindset, experience from big-businesses, 
more business orientated etc. Answers that reoccurred or where we found similarities 
where then color coded. This process makes it, according to Malhotra et al., (2012) easier 
for the researcher to structure, manage and retrieve the most essential data before the 
analysis process. This process resulted in us creating 15 sub-categories that later were 
merged according to the categories (1) perceived professionalism, (2) expectations and (3) 
communication.   
 
Initially all findings related to the different categories were written down in our empirical 
findings which ended up being 29 pages. We revised the findings another time to remove 
information from the individual cases repeating something that was already confirmed 
where we saved the best quotes and description. This process resulted in shortening the 
empirical findings to 18 pages that later was analyzed. The empirical findings were later 
analyzed cross-cases and we also confronted them to the theoretical framework . Lastly, we 
drew conclusions of  our analysis and empirical findings. 

3.6 Time horizon  

There are generally two ways of  looking at the time perspective when conducting research. 
Saunders et al. (2009) define these perspectives as longitudinal studies and cross-sectional 
studies. Taking into consideration that this study was conducted over a time period of  four 
months, this did not give us the possibility to apply a longitudinal perspective. Also the 
family firms that participate were not able to devote the time needed for a longitudinal 
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study. Hence, we came to conduct a qualitative cross-sectional study where we at particular 
moments in time have interviewed the participating family firms aiming to explore the role 
of  a NFC in the firms, and to find out how the different parties view professional 
management as well as how they handle and communicate different expectations. A cross-
sectional study is suitable when there is a time constrain or when you want to study a 
particular phenomenon or phenomena at a specific moment in time (Saunders et al., 2009). 

3.7 Research ethics 

 
Since the area of  our research might be considered personal by some of  the interviewees, 
the question regarding anonymity was discussed at an early stage of  the research process. 
Based on previous knowledge conducting research, we knew that if  the conducted 
interviews contained sensitive information, the number of  potential participants could 
have decrease if  not confidentiality was guaranteed (Jacobsen, 2009). During the initiating 
contact with the participating family firms the question regarding anonymity was brought 
up. After finding out that a few of  the participants felt some of  the given information to 
be personal and, if  interpreted wrong by readers, could be a considerable risk and damage 
their company brand, the decision was taken to apply anonymity for all respondents. 
Jacobsen (2009) argues that confidentiality must be guaranteed if  the information given 
during the interviews touches upon sensitive information. The consequence of  this 
decision is that we as researches are able to identify and trace all data to the original source 
but all information in the public report will be anonymous. In the public report all names 
are fictitious. The original transcripts and records were only used for analytical purposes, 
hence not attached to the public report. After finishing the writing of  this research we also 
googled the firms to ensure that the real company names would not be found based on the 
information provided in this study. 

3.8 Analytical generalization  

Even if  a multiple case study strategy gives the possibility to analyze the cases across 
settings, the main goal for this research was never to generalize across the sample. Saunders 
et al., (2009) argue that in using a qualitative research method the sufficient numerical size 
needed to be able to statistically generalize is to demanding to reach. They also argue that 
generalizability is not needed since the world is constantly changing. For this reason it is 
not useful to generalize in the long run as family firms might change over night. However, 
Eisenhardt (1991) argue that multiple case studies can be used to study common patterns 
among cases and the frame of  reference. In this research patterns were studied and 
theoretical generalizations were made. Hammersley (1992) defines analytical generalization 
as “drawing conclusions about one or more social scientific theories from the features of  
the local events they observe and describe” (p.91). 
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3.9 Research trustworthiness 

In order to test and evaluate the quality of  the chosen methods and techniques used in in 
this research we apply the concept of  trustworthiness. Lincoln and Guba (1984) suggest 
the use of  this concept in qualitative research to define how solid the research is. The 
concept of  trustworthiness consists of  four parts; credibility, transferability, dependability 
and confirmability. 
 
Credibility refers to the confidence in the truth of  the findings (Lincoln and Guba (1984). 
The focus of  this concept is to establish ”a match between the constructed realities of  respondents 
and those realities represented by the researcher(s)” (Sinkovics et al., 2008. p. 699). To establish 
credibility in this research we have collected multiple sources of  data (semi-structured 
interviews, observation and corporate documents) from the different cases represented 
that later was triangulated in the analyze process. Lincoln and Guba (1984) argue that using 
the technique of  triangulation is one method to establish credibility. The function of  this 
technique is for the researcher to use multiple data sources to produce a deeper 
understanding of  different phenomena (Lincoln and Guba, 1984).  

Transferability refers to showing that the findings have applicability in other contexts 
(Lincoln and Guba (1984). To do this we have described the different settings in which the 
research was conducted. We also provided descriptions of  the firms involved as well as the 
comprehensive analysis which further describes the firms. We feel that the we have given 
sufficient information so that the reader easier can determine whether the result of  the 
research is applicable in other contexts. Lincoln and Guba (1984) argue that by describing a 
phenomenon in adequate detail, readers themselves can evaluate to what extent the 
conclusions are transferable to different settings, situations and people.   
 
Dependability assign that the findings are consistent and could be repeated (Lincoln and 
Guba (1984). Also, the research has to be conducted in a trustworthy way and must not 
carry any obvious data errors (Jacobsen, 2009). Richards and Morse (2007) argue that if  the 
study would be conducted again and the same results would be obtained it is evident that 
the information is trustworthy, hence it increase the reliability. Since we conducted 
exploratory, semi-structured interviews, it is not guaranteed that repeating the interviews 
will result in exact same findings. As mentioned earlier, we believe that different 
interviewees subjective influence will lead them to go in different directions ending up 
answering different sub-questions. We also believe that, depending on how well the 
different firms are doing at a specific moment, this in time might influence the 
interviewees’ perception of  the NFC-recruitment process; hence, different answers could 
be given. However, we believe that we have given enough detailed information regarding 
the methods and the participating family firms in this research, so the possibility to repeat 
this research is given and similar results would be possible to obtain. 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Confirmability covers the question regarding the degree of  neutrality of  the findings 
(Lincoln and Guba, 1984). To what extent the findings are influenced and shaped by the 
respondents and not biased by the researchers interests or motivations. As mentioned 
above, we believe that the subjectivity of  researchers always will influence study, and also 
the respondents. The observer error and bias refers to how the interviewer might influence 
the results of  the research (Alvesson and Sköldeberg, 2008; Saunders et al., 2009). This 
aspect was taken into account during the interviews where we tried to not make 
unnecessary facial expressions and use too much of  body language. Furthermore, when 
questions were asked we gave the interviewee sufficient time to answer, not stressing him/
her by adding further explanations. In doing this we hoped to avoid the risk of  bias our 
questions and avoid steering the interviewee in specific directions.   
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4 Empirical findings and analysis 

In this chapter we introduce the reader to the empirical findings and analysis of  this 
research. The chapter starts with short presentations of  the cases in order to give the 
reader a good background knowledge on each case. The names of  the firms and 
individuals are fictive in order to keep them confidential. The following parts of  the 
chapter are divided into three themes according to the following categorization originating 
from our theoretical framework and empirical findings: perceived professionalism, 
managing expectations and arenas of  communication. Moreover, we will also elaborate on 
other findings - such as the tenure of  the NFC and NFCs previous experience of  family 
firms. All parts have the same structure where the empirical findings first are presented, 
with the owners’ perspective followed by the accounts of  the NFCs. Each category is 
finalized with an analysis.

4.1 Family Firms Presentation 

 
The Green firm  

The Green firm is a third generation family firm founded in the beginning of  the 20th 
century. The firm is active in the automotive sales-industry and is located in several cities in 
the south regions of  Sweden. Today Ansgar (the the 2nd generation) has retired and is only 
active in the firm as a member of  the board. Neither of  the two siblings, Hanna and Karin 
(3rd generation) are working in the daily operations of  the firm but are a part of  the board; 
Hanna as the chairperson of  the board and Karin as a commissioner of  the board. The 
firm always had family members as CEO’s until the beginning of  2000 when Ansgar 
decided to retire. Since neither Hanna or Karin was interested in taking on the role as the 
CEO the family decided to recruit a NFC. The same NFC is currently employed at the 
firm.   

The Black firm 

The Black firms history stretches 3 generations back where it was founded in the mid 
1900s. The firm is active in the automotive sales-industry and is located in the central and 
south regions of  Sweden. Today the ownership is shared among 4 cousins. Two of  the 
cousins, Freja and Ruth are working more actively in the firm. Ruth is involved in the 
everyday operations as well as a commissioner of  the board, whereas Freja is the vice head 
of  the board. The other cousins are only involved in the family council. The Black firm has 
experience of  NFCs since the early 80s when the first one was recruited. Still today the 
CEO-positions in the the different business areas of  the Black firm are held by NFCs.  
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The Yellow firm 

This Firm has been owned by the same family since the 18th century, and today the 
ownership has reached the 9th generation. The firm is active in the production industry of  
consumption goods and has its head quarters and main production located in the middle 
regions of  Sweden. Loke and Uno (7th generation) are no only longer active in the firms 
daily operations, however both are members of  the board and the family council. Members 
of  the 8th and the 9th generation are active on different levels, where some are working 
active in the firm and others are taking part in the board of  directors. The CEO position in 
the firm has always been covered by members of  the family, and is so today. At this 
moment a member of  the 8th generation (Frej) control the CEO position. However, 
during the succession between the 7th and the 8th generation, the family had long gone 
plans of  recruiting a NFC. 

The Pink firm  

Founded in the 1980s this firm lineage all the way back to the beginning of  the 20th 
century. The firm is active in the production industry of  consumer discretionary and has its 
production site located in the south regions of  Sweden. Their products can among other 
fields be found in the heavy machinery industry. The firm was initially founded by a non 
family member and the ownership changed over the years. In the 1980s the firm was 
acquired by the family who today owns and run it. Still today Martin (1st generation and 
founder) is active in the daily operations of  the firm and the chairperson of  the board. 
Also Tor and Ivan (2nd generation) are involved in the business, however Ivan is not 
working actively in the firm but is a member of  the board. Tor is today the CEO of  the 
firm as well as a member of  the board. When Martin decided to step down from the CEO 
position the family choose to recruit a NFC to the firm. However, the recruitment turned 
out to be a failure and the NFC was told to leave already after a few years. At that time Tor 
felt ready to take on the position as the CEO and stepped in. 
       

The Red firm 

The Red firm was founded in the mid 1900s and was initially a small construction business 
within the housing industry. Today the firm is a holding company involved in multiple 
business areas such as the real estate industry, hotel industry, media industry and the 
aviation industry. The 2nd generation has retired but is still a member of  the board of  
directors. The ownership has partly been transferred to the 3rd and 4th generation where 
some members are involved in the firms daily operations. For instance, Alfred (3rd 
generation) both involved in the daily operations as well as the chairperson of  the board, 
and Andreas (4th generation) is attending a trainee program and is a member of  the board. 
The other family members do not work actively in the firms but are shareholders and 
members of  the family council. The Red firm has experiences of  NFCs since the 
beginning of  the 1980s and still today the CEO-position is held by an NFC. 
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The Orange firm 

The Orange, founder at the end of  the 19th century, started as a lumberjack service and 
has today its main focus on housing construction and production of  building material from 
the forest. The firm is located in the north regions of  Sweden and has all its production 
facilities located in the same town. Yngve (4th generation) has partly retired but is still 
taking care of  costumer relations and is the chairperson of  the board. The 5th generation 
consists of  3 sibling who are working in different areas of  the firm in its daily operations. 
They are also members of  the board. Since the sibling of  the 5th generations were to 
young and inexperience to take on the role as the CEO when Yngve decided to partly retire 
seven years ago the family took the decision to recruit the firms first NFC. The same NFC 
is still working for the firm.  

4.2 Perceived Professionalism  

4.2.1 Owner families  

For Hanna of  the Green firm who just recently took over ownership, the firm was a source 
of  great pride not only because of  the family firm’s history, but also from the perspective 
of  providing the community with employment. At the same time as the Green firm held a 
deeper meaning to the family they had identified clear potentials with a NFC. 

A family member can work perfectly fine, but it can also be so that a family member might not be best 
CEO for the firm (…) and then you get more objective if  you have an external CEO. So it is possible 
that one can see benefits of  getting a better CEO. (Hanna, chair person, Green firm, 3rd 
generation) 

Hanna explained that a NFC, compared to a family member, could have stronger 
leadership skills and hold a better understanding of  the business from a financial 
perspective. However, she also believed that it came with the risk that the person did not 
understand the culture of  the firm. 

That CEO would have more of  a financial mindset and better leadership skills also. But there is always a 
risk that you decide upon recruiting a person with those skills but who does not fit with the culture in the 
firm. (Hanna, chair person, Green firm, 3rd generation) 
 
Finding the right person for the CEO role was of  great importance for the owner family 
of  the Green firm. The fact that Dino, their NFC, had worked in a family firm before was 
seen as something positive but again, not the main reason why he got the job. Being the 
right person was instead closely linked to having the “Green firm spirit”, yet the owners 
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admitted that the concept was hard to define and also had the downside that they often 
ended up doing things the same way they always had.  

It is clear that conflicts will emerge if  you hire someone who does not understand this spirit, and that is not 
good. We want to find people who understand and share the Green firm spirit. (…) Dino gets along 
perfectly with us and we have fun together, and it is easy to talk about things. Regarding the Green firm 
spirit and the softer values he is a perfect fit. (Hanna, chair person, Green firm, 3rd generation) 
  
Hanna described that Dino was fantastic with people and the employees, but if  the family 
had been forced to pick a new NFC tomorrow she believed they would have looked for 
someone with a greater financial and analytical experience. However, at the same time 
Hanna stressed that if  she would have to choose between a NFC with more financial 
knowledge or a NFC more adaptable to their culture, she would choose the latter one.  

[…]I rather choose someone I get along with who financially might perform worse than someone who does a 
better result but I avoid calling. (Hanna, chair person, Green firm, 3rd generation) 

Yet Hanna said that, once Dino leave his position in 5-6 years the owner family will 
probably look for someone with the opposite qualities as, you probably not always want to have 
an exact replica of  the previous CEO. 

The CEO needs to understand that the taken path is not always the best solution, from a purely objective 
financial point of  view […] There are situations where we do not want to cut costs or streamline certain 
processes because there are other values and goals that are more important for us. (Hanna, chair person, 
Green firm, 3rd generation) 

Hanna meant that a firm operating on the stock market with shareholders, would maybe 
have streamlined processes and cut dead weight a lot earlier than family firms would.  

In some situations maybe one could say that one is a little dumber as a family business compared to a firm 
operating on the stock market. […] One is more willing to work for free in another way than one would do 
otherwise. (Hanna, chair person, Green firm, 3rd generation) 

Freja of  the Black firm described that the driving force for the family firm was more than 
just providing a financial income. She described how also the firms history, values, 
traditions and reputation in the community, as well as, to be regarded as a serious business 
owner mattered strongly. The firm was important and a source of  pride for the family. She 
viewed the firm as a sibling that always had been around and said that this perspective 
would be hard for a NFC to understand.  

We grew up with the family firm so it has become like a sibling that hovers around you and that you always 
want all the best. This kind of  competence and understanding is very hard for a hired CEO to get […] It 
is not like I run around with a lot of  Gucci bags, furs, drive a Lamborghini and spend a lot of  money for 
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the reason of  spending. […] Money is not the driving force here, not more than that we need to generate 
profit to be able to reinvest and develop the firm. (Freja, chair person, Black firm, 3rd generation) 

The driving force for the family o the Black firm was the survival and growth of  the firm, 
its reputation and what it gave back to the local community. Freja, for instance expressed 
how the firm was sponsoring the local hockey team. Caring for employees was equal to 
caring for the firm so firm tried to help the employees the best they could. There had been 
times when some employees had been having financial difficulties where the Swedish 
enforcement authority had been on to them. In those cases it had been important for the 
family owners to help the employees.  

Regarding their current NFC, Freja of  the Black firm meant that one reason why the 
owning family believed that the present NFC had been in the role for eight years was 
because of  the family atmosphere.  

In our company we are not micro-managing. We have more long-term oriented goals and we do not demand 
reports on everything. We follow more humane ratios.  

Furthermore Freja stressed that they had fun together and emphasized the good cultural fit 
between the NFC and the owners. Freja mentioned a time when she had a potential NFC 
candidate for one of  the subsidiaries over for an interview in her apartment. The person, 
who had extensive experience in public firms, was not only ill prepared but arrogant and, as 
she put it, believed that we worshipped him. During the interview the candidate he had revealed 
that his reason coming there was to check how much the owner would choose to interfere.  

I understand that he (the NFC candidate) thinks like that. (…) Because the common misconception of  a 
family firm is that we can not let go and constantly intervenes. (Freja, chair person, Black firm, 3rd 
generation)  

Loke of  the Yellow firm several times stressed how important the Yellow firm was for the 
owners. He described the firm to be strongly family orientated in terms of  making sure 
that all employees felt that they were working in a family business and that they also felt as 
being part of  the family. 

Many of  our employees work with us just for the reason that it is a family firm. This is something that 
they have expressed. The involvement of  the employees is different since they can see that we have more goals 
than just financial focus and to maximize return on investment. (Loke, chair person,Yellow firm, 7th 
generation) 

This family orientation was also one of  the reasons why the employees and management 
protested against the family’s idea of  hiring a NFC since the firm was so heavily 
characterized by the family name. Selling the firm is not an option as the family’s only goal 
was long-term survival of  the firm. Anything else was secondary according to Loke: We 
shall not sell it. We have received it as a loan to pass on to our children.  
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This continuity was something which defined the firm and meant that it followed a  
different logic or as Loke put it; Another risk profile, another risk logic, a completely different 
ownership logic than a public company. 

The Yellow firm had previously been listed on the stock market for 17 years so the family 
knew the environment, the stress, the culture, the demands and expectations of  having 
shareholders.  

You get a different way of  thinking and you are forced to another way of  thinking when it comes to long-
term orientation, investment and returns. (Loke, chair person,Yellow firm, 7th generation) 
 
Loke perception was that it would only be natural for NFCs to manage family firms in the 
way external CEO’s in public firms do with included a focus on short-term goals. He based 
his view on his experience from competitors that were public firms. The Yellow firm’s two 
main competitors had 17 CEO’s over a 40-year period.  

You can imagine that every time there is a change of  CEO there is also a change in management, new 
people and with every CEO there is a new strategy.  

For the Pink firm, it was important for the family that the NFC understood and shared the 
Pink firm spirit. Tor described the Pink firm-spirit to be the foundation of  the firm.  

The concept of  the Pink firm-spirit is that, in this firm everyone is a part of  the family. Everyone is 
equally important. (Tor, CEO, Pink firm, 2nd generation) 

When the Pink firm had to discharge half  the workforce during the financial depression in 
2009 It felt like firing family members. The Pink firm spirit was something that also stretched 
outside the firm where Tor talked about being able to contribute to the community and 
create job opportunities. When the NFC entered the firm, the Pink firm spirit was 
something the family put a strong emphasis on explaining, in the same time as they also 
mentioned other important aspects to have in mind. Tor stated that: 

We also told him that he can not just continue in the way as we have done before. If  so, no changes will go 
down in the firm. So, of  course we gave him free rein to change the profile, but it had to follow our family 
firm culture. 

It started to show that the NFC had a different way of  leading the firm which was on a 
collision course with the family mindset.  

He had a different way of  running the firm, it was more of  a big business-mindset. But this is not a big 
business and that has to be taken into account when you run it. (Tor, CEO, Pink firm, 2nd 
generation) 
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The family felt that the NFC never really adopted the Pink firm spirit and that he was 
running the firm in his own way. In a way Tor thought it was good that the NFC created 
and structured the organization in a way the NFC found suitable, however, it still had to 
follow the owner family’s values. Tor described the outcome as a catastrophe where not 
only the relationship between the owner family suffered but also the financial results.   

4.2.2 NFCs 

Dino, NFC in the Green firm, described that he had both prior experience of  working in 
family firms as well as public companies. Dino said that having almost 20 years of  
experience working in family firms had given him a good understanding of  working with 
family firms and that this knowledge was useful, not least in the initial phase of  the 
recruiting. He said that he knew what to ask for and what to find out in order to establish a 
good structure for when he would enter the firm.  

Dino described how the family was very friendly and caring when it came to the employees, 
and that this was something Dino had noticed early. They cared not only about Dino, but 
also about his family.  

You could really feel that the family cared about more things than just making sure that I would increase 
their profit. This thing was clear to me already in an early stage and I think that we found each other in 
this mindset. (Dino, NFC, Green firm) 

After becoming NFC, Dino reflected on how his leadership style differed from previous 
CEOs. The firm had undergone comparatively few leadership changes over the years and 
his entry had stirred up and changed the pace of  the firm. 

When I entered the firm and turned up the pace in regards to the profile (the owner family) where looking 
for, the organization was not used to work with this kind of  management. The impression might have been 
that – wow we are moving too fast. A lot of  things like this I had to balance in the beginning. (Dino, 
NFC, Green firm) 
 
Dino described how he also had a different mindset compared to the owner family when it 
came to managing employees. He explained how he could see that the family had been 
cautious in handling employees. Many of  them had been working for the firm their whole 
lives. This was as something he also had to balance when he entered the firm. He tried to 
convince a reluctant family about the benefits of  having a higher employee turnover and 
that he felt that the owner had let employees stay in the business for the sake of  staying, 
even if  they did not perform as expected. Dino expressed how the family’s mindset was 
different from his: 

Well, I was a bit uncomfortable in the beginning when I told that I think it is good to have a high employee 
turnover. And I mean that in a positive way of  course. 
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Moreover, Dino described how the family’s financial focus differed from his. He explained 
how problems sometimes arose where specific units of  the firm did not perform as well as 
expected and where changes were needed. Discussions with the family did not always lead 
to agreements on how to handle these issues. The family claimed that they could handle 
inadequate performance as they could afford it. At the same time I am driven by the idea that this 
is not okay and we really have to do something about it.  

Dino argued how he had also tried to provoke the family saying that they could not reason 
the way they did.  

If  the return on investment is to low there has to be some kind of  barrier saying that - this is not enough 
and we have to do something about it, for instance selling or merging. (Dino, NFC, Green firm) 

Selling the firm was not an option for the family. Dino believed that the reason for this 
attitude was that the firm was a part of  the family’s DNA. He regularly talked about how 
the firm prior to his entry had not been as business focused as it was today. This change 
has had happened during his time as NFC. Dino had been working extensively with the 
organization in terms of  making the communication for goals and expectations more 
straightforward and clear. The management structure of  the firm had changed and become 
more professional.  
 
I believe that the family sometimes think that I am a bit too much pain in the ass. But we have changed a 
lot in this business over 7,5 years and have become much more edged, both in how we handle things 
internally but also how we act on the market. (Dino, NFC, Green firm) 
 
Dino was self-critical and has understood that things are different in this family firm 
compared to what he was used to from non-family firms. He realized that the reasons for 
his frustration over not always meeting goals were maybe not because the firm actually had 
failed, or that he had made the wrong plans. Instead it could be that he had the wrong 
perception about how fast one could carry out and make changes in a family firm. He had 
a strong feeling of  responsibility for the family and his role. It would have been impossible 
for him to suddenly leave before making sure that his decisions on, for instance, 
considerable investments were working as planned. Just suddenly leaving could also result 
in a bad track record for him, which could be negative for him in his future career. He 
believed that it was important to run the firm professionally with a clear focus on financial 
goals good structures just like a public firm. At the same time Dino stressed that: There will 
always be some areas where one can not act as one pleases. In a family firm there will always be feelings. It 
has a heart and a different mindset when talking about some specific questions. This is something one has 
to relate to.    

Also Vidar (NFC, the Red firm) emphasized how his prior experience of  working in family 
firms was useful form him when taking on the role as the NFC in the Red firm. He 
described how all of  experience in in different family firms had learnt him much about the 
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mindset of  the firms and how they are thinking. On particular thing Vidar highlighted in 
his prior experience with family firms was that he had been lucky to work very close to the 
owner of  these firms and for that reason he learn a lot that has been useful for him later. 

Im both my first and second job i was lucky to work right next to the owner of  huge international family 
firms… I have been lucky to work with the development of  these firms, and since i worked close to the 
owners i also learnt a lot about their mindset (Vidar, NFC, Red firm) 

Vidar’s perception was that the Red firm earlier had been working without clear structures 
and hierarchies. He said that the firm, after he started, had been working on becoming 
more professional, for example by the introducing a clearer emphasis on board meetings 
and clearer report structures. One reason behind this move was to slow down the decision 
process which earlier had been very rapid. 
  
Vidar continued describing the importance of  understanding the differences between 
working in a public firm and the family firm he represents. In a public firm where goals 
and structures were set, the CEO would focus on running the firm, making it more 
profitable, cutting costs and finding new markets. However, in the Red firm Vidar had to 
work after a different agenda. 

In this business you will work close to the owners and there is a plenitude of  other aspects you have to take 
into consideration. You can not just look at it in one way and focus on the development of  the firm, but you 
also have to take the family’s interests into consideration. (Vidar, NFC, Red firm) 

Vidar could not solely focus on only delivering profit for the firm but also needed to think 
in a wider perspective about other factors. He believed that in order to succeed as NFC 
one could  not only have a big-business profit-maximizing  mindset, but  had to able to 
balance other goals and values. He gave an example of  how he last year did the worst deal 
of  his life on purpose just because it was good for the firm. As NFC one had to have a 
clear understanding that the family firms perspective on the business might not be the best 
for the NFCs career and that there would be decisions you have to take that from a 
financial perspective would be negative for. 
  
You can not only focus on growth of  equity. You have to be cool and not only see it in a perspective of  
quarterly or one year results, instead maybe you have to have the mindset on the average of  a five year 
period. If  you take those kind of  decisions for the reason that it is good for the family firm, then you are 
obviously not a career-CEO. (Vidar, NFC, Red firm) 

Oden, NFC of  the Orange firm described how one of  his biggest challenges had been to 
understand the owner family’s business mindset. He said that there have been times where 
the family and Oden does not agree on things that Oden described as self-evident, for ex-
ample when it comes to potential investments and how the firm should balance earning 
and expenditures. 
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During the financial crisis in 2009 it was clear that we had to let people go. They (the family) said that; we 
can’t let this people go, they need their jobs and it would also feel like kicking out family members… We 
will survive these hard times anyway. (Oden, NFC, Red firm) 

The owner family of  the orange firm had a strong connection to the community. They 
were strongly involved in developing the business landscape in the area and they are also 
the main sponsor in numerous sport associations. Oden described how the family had not 
always been straightforward with what they really wanted when it comes to the financial 
result. 

Sometimes it feels like the family does not even know what they want with the business. In the same time as 
there are articulated financial goals, the family also talk against them when they say that it is not the only 
thing that matters. (Oden, NFC, Red firm) 
  
Oden described that both the family and colleagues were supportive. They helped him to 
get to learn the firm and the family also announced one of  the colleagues that had been 
with the firm for more then 20 years to coach Oden in understanding the culture and va-
lues of  the firm. 

The family really wanted me to inhale the culture of  the Orange firm, so in the beginning i was all over the 
organization just talking to people and observing. (Oden, NFC, Red firm) 

4.2.3 Analysis - Perceived professionalism 

 
One of  the major findings of  this study that both owners and NFCs hold a perception that 
the management skills of  the NFC are more professional than the management provided 
by family members in family firms. Being more professional was considered equal to 
streamlining operations and structuring the firms communication, all with the aim to 
increase profitability. Yet the existence of  different logics created confusion over the role 
of  the NFC. These conflicting logics also had an impact on the owner-NFC relationship as 
owners and NFCs ability to balance different logics would have an impact on their 
relationship.  

NFCs perceived as being more professional  

Many times family business owners were interested in hiring NFC’s due to two reasons. 
The first was that the family firms did not have any clear family replacement. Coinciding 
with the findings of  Blumentritt et al., (1997) a NFC was seen as solution to the lack of  
abilities within the family firm.  The second reasons was that NFCs were perceived to offer 
a more professional management style which also included a greater analytical and financial 
knowledge than a family member could provide. This second reason coheres with the 
findings of  Dyer (1989) that NFCs are hired to professionalize the business. 
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It is possible that these family firm owners had been influenced by a current trend in the 
business world and media – the focus on short-term profit maximization – referred to, by 
Brundin et al., (2014), as the shareholder value logic.  This influence is maybe best 
described by Hanna, owner of  the Green firm -  In some situations maybe one could say that one 
is a little dumber as a family business than a firm operating on the stock exchange…One is more willing to 
work for free in another way than one would do otherwise. However, at the same time we note that 
the owner families in this study had strong SEW motives and followed other goals than 
profit maximization. In fact, profit was only a means to an end for the family firms.  

In this study, the family firm owners faith in the abilities of  NFCs was broadly made up by 
their firm’s size and previous experiences. Family firms with less experience of  NFCs and 
NFC failures, to a greater extent viewed their family firms as less professional than public 
firms, and that recruiting a NFC could be a way for them to professionalize their 
businesses. Our findings concur with Dyer (1989) as hiring a NFC was for them seen as a 
way of  getting a more objective view of  their firm (something all firm owners agreed 
upon). The owner of  the Green firm when talking about family firms expressed that …the 
taken path is not always the best solution from a purely objective, financial point of  view. Just like the 
findings of  Vandekerkhov et al., (2015),  it was important for the owners to preserve their 
SEW and that NFCs were aware that family firms are different to run compared to public 
companies. That the owner of  the Green firm expressed the benefits of  having a NFC was 
foremost due to, in her mind, the financially and better leaderships skills of  NFC. Yet, she 
still emphasized that there was risk of  getting a NFC who did not with fit the culture of  
the firm. Instead finding the person with the right character was of  greater importance. In 
this sense owners emphasized that the right person would fit in with the company spirit. 
This spirit coincided with values of  the firms and the preservation of  SEW. 
 
Our findings show that NFCs tend to see themselves as more professional which may 
indicate  that they view the reality of  the firm from the logic they are used to with. As a 
result they act in relation to what they deem relevant and good for the firm. This is equal to 
them, as described by all interviewed owners as, running their own race/going their own 
way. During the interviews the NFCs often expressed that the firms they entered had not 
been run in what they perceived as effective. The family firms followed other agendas but 
the NFCs felt that it was their job to, what they described as, professionalize the businesses 
– structuring management, clearer communication and goals in the same way as a public 
company with focus on clear financial goal  

  
The Clash of  Logics  

In this study all owners emphasized the importance of  hiring someone who fitted in with 
the family business culture.  This view of  cultural fitness coincides with the findings of  
Astrachan et al., (2002) and Habig and Berninghaus (2004). Although the family owners 
wanted what they perceived as a more professional business they were not willing to hire a 
NFC who did not respect their SEW and family values which would have impacted the 
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NFC-owner relationship. In this sense our findings agree with Vandekerkhov et al., (2015) 
that family firms in order to preserve their SEW may be more skeptical towards NFCs. The 
owner of  the Green firm expressed this as (…) I rather choose someone I get along with who, 
result-wise maybe do a little worse than someone who does a better result but who I almost avoid calling.  

Contradictory to shareholder value logic approach and as highlighted especially by Loke of  
the Yellow firm, was that family firms’ main focus is survival and therefore follows a long-
term orientation. Instead they emphasized that the family firms, because of  family history, 
reputation, and ability to care for and provide employment opportunities to the community 
was a great source of  pride. This corresponds with the concept of  socio-emotional wealth 
(Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007), and the family ownership logic introduced by Brundin et al., 
(2014).  

The owner of  the Black firm had identified that NFCs often had a perspective different 
from  that of  the family firm. NFCs coming from the corporate world often did not 
understand the family firm nor were they always willing to learn.  One potential NFC with 
a shareholder value logic who had perceived himself  as better knowing, and more 
professional, had been less willing to adjust and adapt to the environment of  the family 
firm, as such the potential NFC had failed even before he had started. Although this 
person did not get the job, it might provide an insight on a potential prejudice existing in 
the corporate world about family firms – being that family firms do not know how to run 
businesses professionally. This may not at all be completely true as some of  Sweden’s most 
successful firms are family owned, and many times these are successful because they are 
family-lead. Looking back in the empirical findings, Loke’s by talking out of  experience, 
may help confirm where the family business may be viewed as more professional than their 
shareholder-value based counterparts. Loke’s Yellow firm’s main competitor had 17 
different CEO’s in 40 years. Every time there was a change of  CEO, there had also been a 
new management and a new strategy – all leading to a rather insecure and rocky 
management.  In this sense, the long-term orientation provided by the family firm might in 
fact provide them with a clearer focus and security on where to go. This was also the case 
with Loke’s firm who ended up outperforming their competitors.  

The Yellow firm was maybe the family firm, which to the greatest extent showed proof  of  
a strong family ownership logic but also a strong understanding how they as a family firm 
differed from corporate or public firms.  Loke expressed a strong will for the firm to 
survive and in such he described his belief  that family firms follow a different logic 
regarding risks and ownership as compared to public firms. He based this view on previous 
experiences and believed that public firms following a shareholder value logic did not mean 
that they necessarily were more professional, in fact his experience was they it could be the 
opposite. In this sense he confirmed the existence of  the two logics introduced by Brundin 
et al., (2014). 
 
The Pink firm’s good experience with their interim-NFC had made them ready to hire a 
NFC for a time period of  5-6 years. The Pink firm followed a family ownership logic in the 
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sense that non-financial goals was not of  the greatest importance. Instead other goals such 
as feeling strongly for the community and employees, and the importance of  the Pink firm 
spirit were emphasized. Firing employees in 2009 due to the economic downturn had felt 
like (…) cutting of  family members (Tor, Owner. Pink Firm). Having a view where a NFC is seen 
as more professional in the sense of  profit maximization, it is not hard to understand why 
the Pink firm started looking for a NFC. Yet the Pink firm’s chosen NFC, with a 
background in big corporations and a main reason why they hired him, had in the end not 
followed or adhered to the will of  the family. Instead the NFC had fired employees, 
withheld information, and had a different way of  running the Pink firm than what the 
family was comfortable with. Taking Brundin et al., (2014) theory on different logics in 
mind the Pink firm had managed to hire a NFC with a strong shareholder value logic, 
something which clashed with the logic of  the family as the NFC had not been balancing 
the two different logics and had taken swift actions going against the will of  the owners. 
The situation with the Pink firm resembles Becker et al., (2005) findings that business 
owners are often concerned with the NFC’s lack of  identification with the family firm.  

NFCs previous experience of  family firms  

An Interesting finding in this study was that previous experience of  working in family 
firms was, although seen as a plus, not of  the greatest importance for family owners. 
Instead finding the right person who could identify himself/herself  with the culture or 
spirit of  the firm was deemed more important. It is possible that the owner underestimated 
the importance having previous experience of  family firms. The interviewed NFCs all had 
previous experience with family firms and/or knew about the importance of  SEW in 
family firms. At the same time where the NFC-owner relationship had failed, the NFCs, as 
described by the owners, had done so as they lacked an understanding of  the family firms 
values and goals. One reason and often the main reason owners hired the NFCs was to 
professionalize the business. At the same time they stressed for the importance of  the 
NFC being able to adhere to their SEW. With Brundin et al., (2014) theory on different 
logics in mind, we argue that owners in this study (who hired NFCs) underestimated the 
importance of  previous family firm experience. The importance and understanding of  
family firms SEW corresponded to a good owner-NFC relationship. Again the Green firm 
provides a good example of  this situation. Although they were sometimes skeptical of  the 
ways their NFC was running the firm, they still let the NFC run his race because they felt 
strongly that he shared the same values and spirit of  the firm. This notion was also 
expressed by the Pink firm as sharing or adhering to the same set of  values resulted in the 
NFC receiving more or less free rein.  

 
Balancing Logics 
 
The interviewed NFCs had been working in the family firms for many years. A reason why 
they had managed to stay in their roles for this extended period was because they had been 
able to identify that the family firm differed and followed other goals than just financial. 
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This ability to distinguish but also to adapt to a different logic, although not abandoning 
their own background seem to have worked well. However, in this sense they were 
balancing the two logics. Dino for instance, although following more of  a shareholder 
value logic identified that his move into the family firm must have created a stir and  had 
caused a shift from a long-term orientation to a short-term focus. Another point which 
Dino stressed differed from his view, was how the family treated their employees and that it 
sometimes went to the extreme as they let employees stay for the sake of  staying instead 
evaluating them based on their performance. This showcase two different logics when it 
comes to employees – one which focus on the employees as the end goal and one which 
focuses on the employees as a means to an end. For the NFC with a shareholder value 
perspective having a high employee turnover may not be terrible but for a family firm 
deeply rooted in the family ownership logic and thus in the community it could be alarming 
as it could impact their reputation and family name. However, from the perspective of  the 
NFC this view was different as he could feel that the family did not really approve. 
  
It was a bit uncomfortable at first in the beginning when I told that I think it is good to have a high 
employee turnover, and with that I mean in a positive way of  course (Dino, NFC. Green Firm). 

 In this sense the employees are there to serve the firm. For the family the firm existed to 
serve the employees. From Dino’s and shareholder value logic perspective the firm’s end 
goal was to be efficient and profitable. The family’s goal of  keeping the employees for even 
if  they did not perform as expected was for him unprofessional.  
You can’t reason in a way like that. If  the return on investment is too low there has to be some kind of  
barrier saying that, this is not enough and we might have to do something about it, for instance selling or 
merging (Dino, NFC Green Firm). 

This quote by Dino puts an emphasis on this clash of  logics. On one hand our interviewed 
NFC’s had all managed to balance these two logics but at the same time they were 
sometimes struggling when the clash became too apparent. If  viewing the family 
ownership logic as one end of  a continuum and shareholder value logic in the other end 
then Dino’s tried to push the firm to the center of  this continuum. Using the same 
continuum metaphor, in the case with the Pink firm, the NFC had meanwhile tried to push 
the firm too quickly and too much towards a shareholder value logic. One of  these moves 
had been to fire some employees, which based on how much the family firm cared for its 
employees must have been tough for the owners of  the firm. Hennerkes (1998) argues that 
it is difficult to find a balance between professionalism and family cultural fitness. This 
balance is something we identify to be a challenge for many firms and NFCs and a 
determination on what it is to be a successful NFC in a family firm. What made NFCs and 
the owner relationship prosperous was their ability to balance these two aspects.  The 
relationship had proved successful as NFC’s like Dino and Vidar, not only understood how 
a family firm differed but also took it into consideration in the their daily work – There will 
always be some areas where one can’t act as one pleases. In a family firm there will always be feelings. It has 
a heart and a different mindset when talking about specific questions. This is something one has to relate to 
(Dino). Meanwhile, last year Vidar had done the worst business deal of  his life, all on 
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purpose, because it was good for the family firm.  

4.3 Managing expectations -  Owners and NFCs 

4.3.1 Owner families 

When looking to hire a NFC, Hanna of  the green firm expressed how the family had 
expectations that the person had to fulfill certain requirements but most importantly it had 
to be the right person. 

For us (the family) it was more important to find the right person than focusing on a list of  demands that 
the person had to fulfill. It was more important that it felt right and that the person matched some of  our 
demands, than finding someone who matched all our demand but where it did not feel right. (Hanna, chair 
person, Green firm, 3rd generation) 

Hanna continued describing how one of  the most important features of  the external CEO 
that the owner family was looking for referred to his/her understanding of  the firms 
culture. This was a raised concern since the family and firm values was important for the 
owner family.  

Our biggest fear was that it would be someone who did not want to lead the firm as we wanted. That is, 
terms of  values really, that it would be someone who treated the personnel in an unfriendly way or did not 
have the “Green firm spirit”. (Hanna, chair person, Green firm, 3rd generation) 
 
The fact that Dino (NFC of  the Green firm) matched the owner family’s expectations in 
terms of  culture was expressed by Hanna who said that the owner family can feel that 
Dino share the same values as them and for that reason clearly understand the meaning of  
the ”Green firm spirit”. She also said that, despite some times having different opinions, 
they trusted him in what he does. 

It revolves a lot around us (Dino and the owner family) sharing the same values, and we can really feel that 
Dino understands the Green firm spirit. There are things that we have different views about, but we (the 
owner family) have to leave those decisions to him and trust him in that. It is not possible for us to micro 
manage what he does. (Hanna, chair person, Green firm, 3rd generation) 
  
Hanna described how Ansgar (2nd generation owner) had some emotional difficulties to 
relinquish control, yet the whole family emphasized the importance of  letting go, and 
letting Dino do his job. The aspect of  handling over control was something that the family 
had discussed earlier according to Hanna.  

He (Ansgar) had to hold back, however, he could comment on things saying - I would have done that in a 
different way, but maybe this will work as well. But that is the a fact, when you hire a NFC you just have 
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to let go. It is not possible to be there and proclaim - this is not how we do it. Then we would immediately 
kill the NFC’s motivation, so Dino has gotten a very free rein and that has worked well for him. (Hanna, 
chair person, Green firm, 3rd generation) 

At the same time Hanna admitted that the owner family could have been more clear in 
what they wanted and expected in regards to the NFC. 
 
I believe that we maybe have been a bit unclear in telling what we really want. It has worked well since we 
are alike but if  it had been a different NFC, then it probably could have lead to problems. Maybe we have 
been bad at providing him with proper directives really […] I believe that Dino sometimes sees the firm as 
his own, or at least he is managing it like it was his own. He has been running it in his way but that might 

be due to our (the families) lack of  informing him what questions we want to be engaged in.  

The Black firm had experience of  hiring operational NFCs all since the 1980’s. Their 
previous experiences had taught them what kind of  NFCs they were looking for and what 
they were expecting from them. They had experienced NFCs who had either been 
embezzling, been addicted to alcohol, ended up in personal bankruptcy, and they even had 
one NFC that, according to Freja (chair person, Black firm, 3rd generation) was a 
psychopath. In the same time the family had experience of  NFCs who contributed to 
double the size of  the firm, and who had been amazing with employees and owner family.  

We believe that is it very important to be humble if  working for the Black firm. If  you find it important to 
magnify yourself  and drive around in the most luxurious of  Audi’s, then you are in the wrong company. 
We are very value-driven, humble and down to earth. (Freja, chair person, Black firm, 3rd 
generation) 

At the same time Freja expressed that she expected the right person to have a proper 
professional experience with sales, customer service and knowledge of  the industry. The 
person had to be honest and straight-forward, and it was seen as positive if  he/she had 
previous experience with family firms. It was also important for the family that the NFC 
moved to the local community. The NFCs needed to become locals, know the area and 
more easily get into the role as NFC. It had happened that a NFC left the position when 
faced by this expectation. 

He needs to become Mister Black. One has to personify the Black firm. It is a bit of  a twentyfour-seven 
job. (Freja, chair person, Black firm, 3rd generation) 
 
Bankruptcy was something that Freja regarded as the worst possible scenario and raised  
concerns that NFCs could always quit their jobs and move on. In that sense it was the 
owner who had to handle the risks with poor management. The family had previous 
experience with a NFC who wanted to go and acquire other firms. When the family had 
declined this motion the NFC left his position.  

One has to understand that it is not the CEO that takes the risk. We do! If  an external CEO does not 
understand this, he or she are free to start up its own business where they can do as they please. In this 
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situation, he (the NFC) became so disappointed that we did not accept his wishes that he decided to leave. 
(Freja, chair person, Black firm, 3rd generation) 
  
The NFC had become moody when he was not allowed to do as he pleased. He had not 
followed the structures given from the owner family but wanted, for the good of  the 
company as he saw it, to acquire more companies. 

The black firm had, as earlier mentioned, experience of  NFCs since the 1980s, and it was 
their understanding  that one today has to be happy if  one can have a NFC working for the 
firm as long as 5 years.  

Everything above 5 years, one has to be satisfied with today. This thing with being loyal to the firm for a 
longer time seems to be a bit untrendy right now. (Freja, chair person, Black firm, 3rd generation) 
 
Although the Yellow firm decided against hiring a NFC as they had chosen a family 
successor, they had from an early start strong thoughts on hiring the former. Loke stressed 
that even if  they had hired, according to the books, a 100% achiever, they still would not 
know how it would turn out.  

Imagine hypothetically, that we compare a 100 percent achiever with a 50 percent achiever – our present 
CEO, Frej (8th generation owner), being a 50 percent achiever or whatever it may be. Maybe it is better to 
choose a 50 percent achiever who also carries the quality of  having the right surname.  Or that he can carry 
the culture that his dad, granddad and uncle have created and built over the years. It is much easier for Frej 
to do that than for a external CEO to do that. (Loke, chair person,Yellow firm, 7th generation) 

Based on his knowledge of  family firms, Loke argued that a NFC in a family firm could 
easily be viewed as an outsider and would as a result be exposed to suspicion and 
surveillance, and this monitoring was something the NFC would feel. At the same time 
Loke did not believe it would be hard for NFCs to understand the family cultures and 
values, however, it would have been hard to live up to the expectations.  

If  I join the firm as a new CEO with all my previous knowledge, then that knowledge is something i 
would want to use. It is a bit like - I could not care less, I will do it my way. (Loke, chair 
person,Yellow firm, 7th generation) 

If  the family in the future would choose to hire a NFC, then Loke emphasized the 
importance of  having a long-term orientation when it came to letting the NFC grow into 
the role. He also emphasized the importance of  the owner family to have a long-term 

orientation regarding the expectations of  the CEO in showing results.  

Even if  we have certain expectations on each other, in the end, it never turns out as expected. Sometimes 
the expectations are over-exceeded and sometimes the are not met. However, once the NFC get the time 
needed, then it ”goes like the train”. So, I do not believe one can define a goal that this NFC shall give a 
20 percent return within 3 years or else he gets fired. These things take time. (Loke, chair 
person,Yellow firm, 7th generation) 
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Loke also raised concerns regarding the possibilities that a NFC may have a different 
personal agenda and might see the employment as a stepping board for a future career, and 
thus wants to accomplish as many things as possible before leaving the firm. Loke’s view 
was that even though a NFC may tell you that he will follow the family’s values and owner 
directives, these were just words. He believed that a NFC would manage the firm in the 
way he would find right and rational. 

Tor of  the Pink firm described how the family´s expectations was to find a NFC with a 
different mindset and orientation compared to the family and the way that they had run the 
Pink firm.  

We (the family) felt that we needed another way of  running this business to be able to go forward. Once in 
a while you have to change orientation. You stagnate a bit when your own ideas are running out. We felt 
that we needed some fresh blood. (Tor, CEO, Pink firm, 2nd generation) 

  
The family was aware that it would be hard for a NFC to enter a family firm, especially 
since there were family members still working in the firm and who easily could interfere, 
and therefore the family extensively discussed the best pre-conditions for the NFC to be 
able to do a good job. An expectation the owner family had when recruiting a NFC was to 
find someone who also could act as a mentor for Tor as he later would take over the CEO 
position. This expectation was also explicitly articulated by the owner family when they 
interviewed candidates.  

We said that we wanted to hire someone for a 3-5 year period who at the same time would become my 
mentor and train me in the role as CEO. The main idea was the whole time that he should develop both 
the firm and me. This was something that we were very clear about at an early stage. (Tor, CEO, Pink 
firm, 2nd generation) 

Tor also described how the family articulated their expectations regarding the 
communication and the importance that the NFC kept the family briefed. However, this 
did not happen and Tor said that when looking back, the owner family could see that the 
NFC was not the type of  person they had expected.  

There were no secrets and that was something the candidates we met knew. We were very straightforward 
about how we function, and that it was important for us to stay informed. Those things are important to 
talk about. We would not interfere in the decisions taken, as long as he (the NFC) informed us. This was 
important, not least for Martin (the founder). I think this is where our relation rocked and why he (the 
NFC) had to leave. He played his own game and totally excluded us. […]he was a different character than 
what both we (the family) and the recutting firm thought. (Tor, CEO, Pink firm, 2nd generation) 

For the NFC it had been important that Martin (the founder) had left all his former 
commitments and fully handed over the leadership role to the NFC. This was also what 
Martin according to Tor did when he left the CEO position.  
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Tor stressed that the family were interested in the aspect if  the potential candidate had 
previous experiences of  family firms, although this was not the fact for the person they 
recruited. The owner family was also looking for someone who had experience of  bigger 
businesses and was more professional according to Tor. 
 
He used to work in relatively high positions in big firms, for instance in China. So I would say that he had 
the matching profile we were looking for, and I have to say that it felt good when we hired him. (Tor, 
CEO, Pink firm, 2nd generation) 

If  the NFC would adhere to their expectations it would result in space but it he created a 
information asymmetry and held back information, then they would start to monitor and 
intervene. In this sense the NFC would according to Tor know who were in charge. In the 
end the NFC did not do as the family had expected and  even if  it was evident to the 
family  that some things would not work out the NFC kept doing it in his way.  

In the end nothing turned out as expected, not least the communication but also the fact that he only was 
concerned with the company and left out his mentorship to me. (Tor, CEO, Pink firm, 2nd generation) 

 
It is not a need for control of  information or control of  the business, for us (the family) it is all about 
feeling safe. In the end it is your livelihood that you fully is handing over to some one else. Martin used to 
say that it is like cutting your own heart out and give it to some one else. (Tor, CEO, Pink firm, 2nd 
generation) 

4.3.2 NFCs 

  
Before becoming a NFC, Dino of  the Green firm had a meeting with the family to 
straighten out what the family expected from the NFC. Dino believed this was crucial. 

From earlier experiences, and also regarding my opinion about how things has to work out between the 
owners and the NFC, those are things that has to be explicitly clear before preceding anything. (Dino, 
NFC, Green firm) 

Dino said that one risk that might occur when entering a family firm is that one only 
follows the image of  the firm presented to the headhunting company. He found it 
important to meet the owner family to test ones gut feeling and to find answers to 
questions like: Can we gig together? Did the meeting feel good? Are we able to laugh together? Is it 
possible for me to be honest and straightforward?   

Dino expressed that he was recruited because of  his entrepreneurial and business 
orientated profile and stressed that these characteristics was not held by the former interim 
NFC. For Dino it was important of  having his own space while working without the family 
interfering.  
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A lot of  responsibility is put in the knee of  a NFC in a family firm, and if  it works well you will get a 
lot of  free space. (…) It feels like I am running my own business here. The owner family is not poking in 
almost anything and that is the freedom I need as a person, otherwise I'm in the wrong position. (Dino, 
NFC, Green firm) 
 
The family has not interfered my work a single time and I can honestly say that is the reason why this is 
working so well, and why I am still with the firm. Because, if  it would have been that the family controlled 
everything in detail on this level, I would have left. (Dino, NFC, Green firm) 

Another expectation Dino had was that the family had thought through the whole process 
of  hiring a NFC. That they were prepared to let go and be open to changes. These aspects 
were according to Dino positive and helpful if  we was supposed to enter the firm 
smoothly. 
   
Has the family thought through what it means to include a NFC, and are they as owners ready to act from 
this. And more importantly, do we share just about the same opinion regarding how this change is supposed 
to work. This family had done their homework insofar that they had sat down and thought over questions 
like - are we ready to take the distance needed to hire a NFC. (Dino, NFC, Green firm) 

Dino stressed that Communicating expectations was something crucial and by scrutinizing 
one-self  regarding ones expectations would help mitigate the risk of  failure when entering 
a family firm.  

Dino (NFC in the Green firm) said that one key-factor for him to be able to successfully 
adopt to the firm was that he was given time for acclimatization and to get to know the 
firm. The first period of  his employment was an overlapping period where the interim 
CEO was still working. During this time Dino was able to visit different parts of  the 
organization as well as meeting employees, costumers and clients. 

The former CEO showed me around to give me the possibility to create my own understanding of  the firm 
without adding any values. In this i could create an image and from that perspective start working in the 
way i found most suitable. (Dino, NFC - Green firm) 

For Vidar, NFC of  the Red firm it was important that the owners had figured out what 
they expected when hiring him as NFC since the definition of  a CEO might differ among 
people. For instance Vidar believed that it was important to protect and not involve the 
NFC in internal discussions. The owner family of  the Red firm had handled this kind of  
questions and had not involved him too much.  

Vidar believed that the reason why the family picked him was that Alfred (3rd generation 
owner) who at that time was the new chairperson of  the board felt that he needed 
someone loyal that he knew he could get along with. Since Vidar and Magnus had been 
working together before they knew each other on a business level. Vidar stressed that after 
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being NFC for 11 years he could identify that there was a difference in being NFC in a 
family firm versus being CEO in a public firm. He highlighted the importance that, 
potential NFCs needed to ransack themselves regarding their own goals and expectations 
goals before entering a family firm. If  the sole goal is build a career, then a family firm, 
depending on its structure and level of  entrepreneurship might not be the way to go. If  the 
NFC is heavily career oriented then he or she will be evaluated from the maximization of  
shareholder return according to Vidar.  
 
If  you are smart, which I am not, you have made sure to have a very nice return curve because that is your 
CV. 

He stressed was important for one own’s sake but also for the firm. Meanwhile, working in 
a family firm, he believed one would have to take actions which might not be optimal in 
the short-term. Vidar argued that in family firms it was very important to be clear with the 
owners, more so than with non-family firms. One has to talk through about what they expect, 
really do it well and truly.  

If  the owner family plan to hire a NFC who is supposed to have close ties to the family, 
then he believed that it was important to let the NFC be part of  the future development. 
The NFC should not only lead the firm, but also help develop the owner’s will/vision. If  
this is the case, then it is a different type of  person who shall join.  

Also Vidar highlighted the importance of  understanding that hiring an external CEO can 
be a demanding process out of  a time perspective.  

Often you underestimate the time needed to do theses kind of  changes. 

He said that for him the family was very understanding regarding the time needed for him 
to adopt to the firm. He also said that he believe it is good that it has taken many years. He 
continued saying that one could complain about the fact that the return on investment has 
been lower due to the time aspect, however he believes that it is a good idea to let things grow 
slowly. 

 
Oden, of  the Orange firm was headhunted to the Orange firm. Prior to deciding if  he was 
willing to take on the job wanted to meet the family and visit the company head quarters. 
In visiting the firm he wanted to see what the firm was all about and how they were wor-
king. But the single most important aspect for Oden was that he got to know the expecta-
tions of  the owner family. Oden described his experience of  working in a family firm prior 
to the Orange firm where it failed because they did not communicate. 

If  i was to take on a new mission in the Orange firm i wanted to have everything clear regarding what the 
family expected of  me and what i expected from them. (Oden, NFC - Orange firm) 
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Oden further described how he felt that the family and him had understood each other in 
regards of  expectations. 

Looking back i guess this is a fact since I'm still here and its been 7 years since i was recruited. 

Regarding Odens expectations he said that, most important for him was that the family 
were willing to give him space to do his job. That the family would not interfere, disrupt 
and take decisions behind his back.  

I think the family understood what i meant, however it took some time for Yngve (4nd generation owner) 
who left the CEO position to adapt to the fact that he was not longer the CEO. It was an incremental 
change over time. (Oden, NFC - Orange firm) 

 

4.3.3 Analysis - Managing Expectations 

Going to back to the theories presented in the literature overview on the management of  
expectations and the stewardship and agency theories, we argue that they may help to 
provide an insight on how expectations are managed between owner and NFC. However, 
just like many other business researchers, including Miller, Bretton-Miller and Lester (2009) 
we believe that they do not provide the full story. These theories do not explain how and 
where these expectations, agency- and stewardship emerge from. In this sense Brundin et 
al., (2014) logics have played an important role also in this section of  the analysis chapter. 
For this reason the reader will also, at least in the beginning of  this section find situations 
where the theory of  clashing logics reoccur. 

We have identified that the individuals – NFCs and owners –  in this study base their 
expectations on previous experiences, but also on their own logics. How well NFCs and 
owners manage to align these expectations, we argue, depends on the conflicting logics and 
the ability of  the owner and NFC to identify the existence of  these different expectations. 
In the end mitigating conflicts comes down to how well owners and NFC understand these 
logics and drawn from this; to which degree they are able to communicate their 
expectations.   

Role expectations based on suspicion and previous experience 

Poor and unclear communication of  expectations for the NFC role had led to problems 
for some of  the firms. Previous bad experiences with NFCs could also have shaped 
expectation on the role of  the NFC. The Stewardship and agency theories help shed light 
on how NFCs can be judged even before they enter the firm. Vandekerkhof  et al., (2015), 
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Hogg et al., (1995) and Minichilli et al., (2010) show that family owners who inclined NFCs 
could result in a behavior of  “we” (owner) and “them” (NFCs). Our findings indicates that 
these expectations and suspicion towards NFC also occur among our interviewed firms. 
The Black firm’s risk aversion may have caused the firm to more thoroughly scrutinize 
NFCs. In the situation (in the black firm) with the NFC who had resigned after not being 
allowed to acquire other firms and a result left the firm, the agency theory by Jensen & 
Meckling (1976) and the stewardship theory by Davis et al., (1997) may be used to shed 
light on different role expectations. In this case the firm may have regarded the NFC who 
left the firm from more of  an agent perspective. If  such it would make sense for the owner 
to increase the monitoring, provided that the NFC sees him/herself  as an agent and not as 
an altruistic steward. However, if  the NFC according to the stewardship theory rather 
holds a steward perspective, then Davis et al., (1997) argue that the NFC is likely to feel 
frustrated and betrayed because of  the owners not fulfilling his expectations. This case 
highlights how previous experiences help shape role expectations. Not clearly 
communicating or identifying the perception that at least one party had unclear 
expectations about the other had led to an end of  the NFC-owner relationship in the Black 
firm.    

Loke of  the Yellow firm, with his experience of  the family firm landscape, expressed the 
risk that a NFC may be judged before even setting his foot in the family firm. In this 
regard the NFC would be met with suspicion and surveillance as the NFC did not belong 
to the family, shared the same name or values. From this perspective the NFC would be 
viewed as an agent which needs to be controlled. If  the NFC has the perspective of  an 
agent, then the NFC according to Davis et al., (1997) would share a mutual agency 
relationship. If  the NFC would have a stewards view it would however, lead to problems. 
Although, Loke did believe that a NFC can understand the family business logic and the 
expectations this logic creates, he also expressed that a NFC will have a hard time living up 
to the family’s expectations. In that sense a NFC can be judged beforehand.  

Loke expressed an understanding on the possible incentives for the NFC – to see the 
family firm as a stepping board into a future career. The existence of  this agency view 
could explain why some NFC’s in this study may run the business as they please. Regarding 
agency theory this is something Bahattacharya and Ravikumar (2004) stress as a risk as the 
autonomy given to the NFC may make the latter inclined to follow his/her own interests. 
This was something seen in the Green firm, when Dino felt inclined to what he believed 
was best for the firm. Beneficial to the Green firm their NFC acted more as a steward. 
Even though a NFC may communicate an understanding for the family’s values and owner 
directives, those are just words (Miller, Le Brenton-Miller and Lester, 2011). In order for 
the NFC to fulfill expectations, these expectations need to be reachable, and may be 
fulfilled with the active help from the owners. 
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Role expectations and the importance of  shared values  

In this study we have also identified that shared values played an important part in 
mitigating conflicts in the owner-NFC relationship and to the ease in which they 
communicate their expectations. The owner of  the smaller Green firm had confessed that 
she believed that the owners had not been clear regarding their expectations on the NFC 
role and as a result their NFC had been left to do his best. The reason why the owners did 
not intervene, although having other ideas, was that they trusted their NFC. They believed 
that Dino shared the same values as the family. The Green firm, by expressing an 
expectation to find the right person, expected their NFC to adhere to the their business 
culture – referred to as the Green firm spirit. In this regard they viewed their NFC as a 
steward and their NFC viewed himself  as a care-taker of  the firm. Sharing the same values 
created a mutual stewardship relationship which according to Davis et al., (1997) leads to a 
high goal alignment with mutual expectations which means that they are more likely to feel 
satisfied and succeed in their relationship. Although both NFC and owner of  the Green 
firm did confess to have some different ideas and unclear expectations, their relationship 
seemed to work, as they both trusted each other. It worked well since we are alike but if  it had 
been a different CEO, then it probably could have led to problems (Owner of  Green firm). Whether the 
firm was in fact benign that they found Dino or because they had so clearly chosen to not 
intervene in Dino’s work may further have helped to create a sense of  trust between the 
two parties. However, since the owner of  the Green firm is still new on the position as 
board of  directors, it is possible that she in the future want to hold more control. As she 
expressed -  it is not like he is asking us, except for big questions of  course, but we would certainly have 
been more direct regarding which questions one would like to be engaged in (owner of  the Green firm). In 
this regard the owner expressed that there was an information asymmetry between the two 
parties. If  this asymmetry of  information would increase at the same time as the owner 
wants to have a bigger role in the firm, we argue that is important that these new role 
expectations are clearly expressed, as there is a risk that the NFC could be viewed by the 
owners as from an agent perspective. If  so, we stress that there is a risk that the 
relationship comes to an end in the same way, which was the case with the Black firm. 
Since family firms to a greater extent rely on trust than structured monitoring we agree 
with Blumentritt et al., (2007) and argue for the importance to finding the right characters 
where the NFC reflects the nature of  the firm – that being that the NFC operates within 
the context of  the family firm’s values – very much like Dino seem to be doing according 
to the owners of  the Green firm.  

Tenure of  the NFC  

Another finding, which may help to define expectations and the owner-NFCs relationship, 
was the aspect of  time. In common for all the firms who had NFCs was that they had 
given the NFCs time to evolve into their roles. This was evident since all the interviewed 
NFCs in this study had been employed by the family firm for at least 7 years. Loke, 
expressed that he believed it was important to have a long-term orientation when it came 
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NFC performance as time would clarify the expectations. In that sense demanding or 
evaluating the NFC based on shareholder value metrics were something he did not believe 
in. In this study we have identified that the NFC tenure may have an impact of  how 
expectations evolve. It may be so that the many expectations the owners have in their NFC 
may take time to fulfill or may at first even not be fully realistic. Although a NFC wanting 
to fulfill potential unclear, and poorly communicated expectations, realizing what these 
expectations are and how to meet them may thus take time. For the NFC in the Pink firm, 
having a predetermined time frame of  his tenure, closely resembling the tenure of  
corporate firms, could have worked as a incentive for short-term gains, in which he had to 
make as much changes as possible to add to his/her CV for his future career. In the 
corporate world CEOs are often evaluated based on what they accomplish in a firm 
(Hellgren & Melin, 1991), which in a shareholder value logic is equal to profits and a focus 
on quarterly reports. Providing the NFC with a predetermined tenure may create a short-
term oriented agent whose only agenda is own career. If  this happens in a firm which 
views its NFC as a steward, it may result in problems. This was very much the case for the 
Pink Firm. 

Define and Communicate Expectations  

Another interesting finding in this research, stressed by both NFCs and Family owners, as a 
way of  mitigating conflicts and misunderstandings was to communicate clear expectations 
already in an early stage of  the NFC-entry the family firm. We found that all NFCs had 
previous experience working in other family firms which they all agreed had taught them 
the importance of  communicating their expectations when entering and working in the 
family firms. This can for instance be illustrated with the findings from the Green and the 
Orange firm. 

From earlier experiences, and also regarding my opinion about how things has to work out between the 
owners and the NFC, those are things that has to be explicitly clear before preceding anything. (Dino, 
NFC - the Green firm). 

[…] If  i was to take on a new mission in the Orange firm i wanted to have everything clear regarding what 
the family expected of  me and what i expected from them. (Oden, NFC - The orange firm) 

Also the Owner of  the black firm, which also was the only firm in this research with 
perennial experience of  NFCs, found it important to have meetings with the NFC prior to 
hiring him/her, where the family invited the NFC home to talk over expectations and to 
make sure that they understood each others expectations. The owner of  the pink firm said 
that they had learnt from their earlier failure in recruiting a NFC, how they next time would 
put more emphasis on having prior meetings with the NFC to more clearly communicate 
their expectations.    
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Setting clear expectations are vital for the success of  the relationship and the role of  the 
NFC. Seen throughout this study, owners and NFC often have different expectations of  
the other. For Vidar the term “CEO” could perceived differently between people and it 
was vital for owners to fully know what NFCs expect. At the same time he believed it was 
important for NFCs to do some self-reflection before entering a family firms regarding 
goals, expectations the reasons to take the job. Does the person view himself  as an agent 
focused on building a career or is the person more of  a steward – focused on helping 
others and get a satisfaction from that. If  the person’s motive is heavily career oriented, 
then a family firm may not always be the right choice. If  you are smart, which I am not, you have 
made sure to have a very nice return curve, because that is your CV (Vidar. NFC Red firm). In regards 
to this, we also confirm Poza (2004) findings of  the importance in clear communication 
regarding expectations since they may differ significantly between the owner family and the 
NFC).   

4.4 Communication 

4.4.1 Owner Families 

Hanna of  the green firm described that Dino had taken a leading role within the firm and 
was responsible for the strategy-formulation. Even if  the family sometimes had different 
ideas they let him pull the strings. In the beginning when Dino was new, Ansgar (2nd 
generation owner) had emotional difficulties letting go of  the firm. Dino had at this time 
worked alongside the interim CEO who introduced him to the firm. As head of  the board, 
Ansgar was also heavily involved in communicating the importance of  values, family 
culture and objectives. Hanna stressed that there was a mutual trust and honesty between 
the owning family and Dino. She believed that they keep an open dialog on what they 
believe works and not. Ansgar who was used to be in control, was in the beginning of  
Dino’s role as NFC, active in all formal board meetings but gradually stopped attending. 

She believed it was important for a NFC to be clear with the owning family over the 
communication and in what arenas this communication occurred. If  the relationship 
between the family and NFC was good, then she believed most of  them would understand.  

One has to be very clear in which arenas the communication is handled, all in order to avoid future conflicts. 
If  one believes it is hard when they come with proposals and talk with the staff  alongside the CEO, then 
one has to be clear…I believe that it is maybe so that one does not realize oneself  that one is there and 
meddling. (Hanna, chair person, Green firm, 3rd generation) 

As new head of  the board for the Green firm, Hanna, in her role but also as a 
representative of  the family kept weekly informal contact over the phone with Dino. Since 
they were living in different cities, vis-à-vis meetings were less common. However, Hanna 
also described that she felt that here way of  communicating is still under development 
since she is fairly new at the position being the chairman of  the board in the Green firm. 
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When dad had the responsibility, it was more often that I called Dino every now and then. Now we try 
and plan ahead a bit more, but it has maybe not been as organized as I would want it just yet. (Hanna, 
chair person, Green firm, 3rd generation) 

The communication in the Green firm between owner and NFC remained informal, 
although Ansgar’s daughter believed that it needed to be more formalized. The informal 
conversations over the phone or vis-à-vis also included non-business related issues.  

We can talk about different topics, mostly work of  course, but it is very mixed with business related 
analysis, what is going on and why, how things are going, and yet it is not very formal. (Hanna, chair 
person, Green firm, 3rd generation) 
 
The communication within the Black firm is done in both formal and informal arenas. 
Freja  described how the family and their NFCs often had an informal meetings where they 
talked over the phone or met up over coffee. However, this informal communication was 
mostly done by other members of  the family and not by Freja her self.  

My cousins do not want to plan their meetings with our CEO, so they are more informal. However, I try to 
keep the communication with the CEO as formal as possible since I am the vice head of  the board… I 
think it is important that one knows his/her’s place within the organisation in order to avoid confusion. 
(Freja, chair person, Black firm, 3rd generation)  

In terms of  formal communication, Freja meant that the Black firm also had a board of  
directors where a lot of  communication regarding results and strategic planning was done. 
These meetings were highly formal according to Freja. Beyond the board, the family also 
had a family council. Family council meetings were held twice a year, and any other 
communication was mostly carried out through emails since all family members live on 
different locations. 

Beyond that she stressed the importance of  knowing one’s place within the organisation in 
order to avoid confusion. An example of  this is that he head of  the board for instance is 
not willing to handle non-job related issues. Another example was that family members 
would have to raise issues during family counsel meetings, and not with the NFC. 

Loke of  the Yellow firm had been leading the Yellow firm for some 40 years but and was 
now struggling with leaving the firm.  

You will have to shoot me out of  this this firm. (Loke, chair person,Yellow firm, 7th generation) 
 
Although leaving the firm was hard, he still expressed the importance for the older 
generation to retire in a structured way and most importantly – at the right time. A 
structured retirement from the operational role of  the firm meant that Loke, although 
going to the office everyday, as he put it:  I need to watch my tongue. I cannot even talk to people I 
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could before. Because whatever I say may be interpreted as coming from a higher authority than Frej (the 
CEO). That does not work. According to Loke this was something which the he believed the 
employees adhered to, and if  they would come and ask him questions he said proclaimed 
that is not his area anymore.  

One has to be very careful, and I believe that if  someone told Frej that Loke had sanctioned it, then, I 
hope, I would be forced to leave. Frej needs to have free rein and full authority. (Loke, chair 
person,Yellow firm, 7th generation) 
 
In order to avoid confusion and conflicts for the next generations, Loke and his sibling 
created a family counsel where all family stakeholders including spouses were invited. 
However, the firms strategy was not discussed in this council, instead it was meant for 
socialization and was often held at the family summer estate. These family councils were a 
way for them to build interest among family members and  shepherd future generations to 
maybe joining the firm. 
Tor of  the Pink firm described how he and the rest of  the family always was involved and 
talked about the firm. He described how it often was discussion around the table back 
home regarding the firm and its strategically moves.  

It is something (the firm) that came with the breast milk. Everyday there was nagging about the firm. It 
was like having a board meeting every day where you discuss different things. (Tor, 2nd generation 
owner) 

The communication in the firm, which was described as complicated by Tor, was shared  
through both formal and informal channels. The formal communication was implemented 
mainly via board meetings. CEO directives were highly formal and extensively 
communicated where the owner family and the board of  directors in a detailed way 
described the tasks of  the NFC.    
 
We clearly expressed our thoughts with him (The NFC) when we sat down and explained that it was 
important for us to be kept informed. (Tor, 2nd generation owner) 

 The family and the NFC had informal meetings where they met to discuss how the NFC 
was thinking, what had been happening and what he was planning for the future. Tor 
continues describing how the communication initially was reasonable but that it soon 
appeared that the NFC didn't embrace what the owner family wished. The lack of  
communication between NFC and family resulted in the owner started going behind the 
NFCs back. In the beginning it was intentionally but later it became a deliberately move in 
order to take decisions that they deemed good for the firm. After one year of  struggling 
communication, the NFC decided to leave. Tor as a result believed that the communication 
was the most vital aspect to when recruiting NFCs. Reflecting over what went wrong Tor 
said that there were a number of  things that they could have done better. 
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First of  all, we would have a lot more informal meetings outside the firm. It would, for example be to meet 
once every week outside the business over a dinner to talk things over. I think this would give us a more 
relaxed environment where we could get a better perspective. The other thing would be that we (the owner 
family) would have communicated our expectations even more clear. (Tor, 2nd generation owner) 
  

4.4.2 NFCs 

Dino, NFC of  the Green firm explained that he and the owner family had informal and 
formal arenas of  communication. He was clear about separating topics and keeping the 
decision making in formal arenas. The family, especially Ansgar (2nd generation owner), was 
used to communicate in more informal ways. Prior to the new rules, when the firm had 
negotiated with suppliers, Ansgar had been used to be able to call to ”talk it over”.  

The communication between Dino and the family had changed a lot over the years, 
especially after Hanna (3rd generation owner) became more involved in the business and 
when Ansgar (2nd generation owner) took a bigger distance to the to the firm. Dino said 
that when Ansgar was still more involved in the firm he often dropped by the office and 
had informal talks with Dino. This had created difficulties for Dino since he had other 
responsibilities although he believed the meetings with Ansgar were important. 

In the end I had to tell him that - I think we have to schedule a time for meeting. This was something he 
was not used to. But I told him that, if  we going to have time to sit down, then we have to book a meeting. 
(Dino, NFC, Green firm)  

After Hanna took over the role as head of  the board, most of  the communication was 
carried out over the phone since she do not live in the same town as the head quarters. 
Dino described how this change in communication had given him a feeling that family 
trusting him and as a result had given him more space. There were however, informal 
meetings where he felt that the owner family included him in family related discussions and 
decisions  that he should not be a part of.  

For instance, they (the family) have a couple of  times asked me about dividends, how they should structure 
it and what I think about their plans. It is their business and they withdraw as much as they want. I have 
been straight forward in saying that I can not have any opinions about that, how ever, if  you ask me I give 
them my answer. (Dino, NFC, Green firm) 
 
Dino was not involved in the communication in all arenas. The family had their own 
meetings around the kitchen table back home. However, he felt that the information was 
provided to him early no matter what part of  the firms it concerned. 

It is clear that they have always been used to make big decisions in the corridors, somewhat informal on the 
side. They often say - but theses decisions has always work well before, this is not a problem. (Dino, NFC, 
Green firm) 

 56



Vidar, NFC in the Red firm described how the communication within the Red firm 
between the owner family was mainly informal. The owner family had no family council 
they did not need it since they lived in the same city and were only five family members. 
Vidar meant that the family had informal meetings where they discussed and decided upon 
strategic decisions for the firm. These meetings excluded Vidar, however, participating in 
those meetings was nothing he strived for. Instead, he believed that it was a good thing that 
the family held those meetings separately. 

The communication between Vidar and the owner family is more formal. As earlier men-
tioned, this was something that Vidar preferred in order to not be to emotionally attached. 
For him it was important to keep the communication professional and formal. 

Oden, NFC of  the Orange firm described how the communication could be seen as highly 
formal for an outside observer. He said that the firm had clear structures when it came to 
management and decision-making, however, they were not followed that often and most of  
the decisions were taken during informal conversations. 

Even thought we have beautiful structures for everything regarding decision making no one really follows 
them. Decisions are more often taken over a cup of  coffee during lunch break. (Oden, NFC, Orange 
firm) 

Beyond informal meetings and the recurring board meetings Oden described that the firm 
had a family council where only family members participated. 

Im not sure how often they meet, but the family has a council where they meet to discuss strategies and the 
future of  the firm. You can clearly see that it is here the future for the firm is decided and not in during the 
board meetings. (Oden, NFC, Orange firm) 

Oden did not feel that the communication has changed during his time in the firm, howev-
er it became clearer for him over time how the ”actual” communication was in the firm.    

4.4.3 Analysis - Communication 

The empirical findings for the arenas of  communication category/theme were more 
meager than the previous categories perceived professionalism and managing expectations. 
One potential reason for this was that many times interviewed owners and NFCs often 
only provided brief  answers to our questions. It became apparent that communication was 
nothing they had reflected over, or if  they had, were not willing to discuss on a deeper 
level. It could also be that very much like Baton (2008) and Vandekerkhof  et al., (2015) 
confirming that family firms due to their high values of  socio-emotional wealth, are more 
emotional than rational in their strategy and in decision-making processes and therefore 
pay less attention to how the communication is handled. Very much like Nordqvist’s (2011) 
findings that the overlap between formal and informal arenas could cause role confusion, 
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both NFCs and owners in our study stressed the need to have clear structures on where 
certain business related issues may be discussed. Although all owners thought this was 
important, the interviewed NFCs found it more crucial. When it comes to the smaller 
family firms in our study we can confirm Nordqvist (2011) findings regarding that family 
firms with a history of  strong informal arenas remained so even though they had hired a 
NFC.  It is possible that the usage of  formal and informal arenas for the firms in this study 
correlates with size of  the family firm. The owner of  the Green firm proclaimed that she 
wished to have meetings in more formal arenas, but expressed that they kept the 
communication in an informal arena for the reason that the owner was new as head of  the 
board. At the same time the Pink firm had, since Tor (owner) was a child, discussed firm 
business around the kitchen table – thus informal arena where only a few certain people 
were involved. When their NFC stopped adhering to their requests, the family started 
making decisions behind the NFC’s back. In this regard different arenas had been used to 
undermine either the family or the NFC, which may further had helped to speed up an end 
of  the relationship. This situation show the importance different arenas hold for the 
management of  the relationship between NFC and owner. When the NFC left the Pink 
firm Tor kept the decision-making in formal arenas such as the management board but also 
returned to the use of  informal arenas when discussing decisions with his father. This 
partly confirms the findings of  Nordqvist (2011) that family firms after a failure of  the 
NFC and his/her practices returned to more family driven strategies formulated in 
informal arenas. Although Loke’s Yellow firm had finally not hired a NFC due to protests 
from the employees, the family business landscape with its many arenas were something he 
indeed issued as a potential hazard. As the older generation, Loke identified that he had 
problems letting go of  the firm, but at the same time he expressed that he tried to avoid 
having any communication with the employees or others behind the back of  the CEO, and 
if  it would happen he wished for him to be kicked out. His belief  in not mixing informal 
and formal arenas was so strong that he wished that he would be kicked out from the firm 
if  he started pulling strings through the use of  informal arenas. A reason why Loke felt 
strongly about this issue was because he had great trust in his CEO who also happened to 
be a blood relative. The research by Vanderkerkhof  et al, (2015) and Nordqvist (2011) 
coheres with Loke’s own words that he believed that a NFC more  easily be met by 
suspicion than a family member. It is possible to discern that trust but also the owners own 
awareness of  the usage of  different arenas play a role where the strategy-making is 
conducted. Nordqvist (2011) found that when NFC enters a family firm, the strategic work 
moves toward a more formal arena.  

In this study we have identified that all firms made the same journey, which as something 
that the NFC’s addressed in particular. Our findings reveal that the different arenas and 
how communication is done within the firm impact the owner-NFC relationship and the 
role of  the NFC in the studied family firms. 
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5 Conclusion 
 
The main purpose of  this thesis was to explore the role of  NFCs in family firms from 
both an owner and a NFC perspective, focusing on how professional management is vi-
ewed by the two parties and what impact it have on the two parties relationship. Further-
more we also wanted to find out how the two parties handle different expectations, and 
how risks associated with conflicts and failure are mitigated. In the following we present 
our main conclusions of  the research by answering our research questions accordingly. 

RQ1: How do the two parties view the professional management of  the business 
and what impact does it have on the owner-NFC relationship?   

Firstly, we have identified that both NFCs and owners often share a perception that NFCs 
offer a more professional management compared to the owner family. This perceived 
professionalism was considered being equal to better be able to streamline operations and 
structure the firm’s communication, all with the goal to increase profitability. We also found 
that both parties often considered their family firm less professional compared to other 
non-family owned businesses. Hence, the reason to hire a NFC, was often to use his/her 
skills in order to professionalize, in their perception, a unprofessional family business.  
 
Even though a shared perception existed regarding the concept of  ”professional”, our 
findings revealed that the two parties had different views regarding how the professional 
management would be implemented in the family firms. The different view is possible to 
be explained by reflecting on the theory of  shareholder value logic and family ownership 
logic (Brundin et al., 2014). We identified that the two parties - NFCs and owner families, 
to a varying degree follow these logics, affecting their view regarding on how to 
professionalize the business. In regard to this, the owner families had a family ownership 
logic with the interest of  professionalizing their businesses, but in the same time were not 
willing to risk loosing their SEW. The NFCs on the other hand were more likely to adopt a 
shareholder value logic as such they perceived as themselves being more business 
orientated, hence not emphasizing the SEW as most important in the family firms. In this 
regard, the clash of  the different logics created a confusion over the role of  the NFC 
which in turn affected the relationship between the owners and the NFC.  
  
Our findings have shown that, depending on how well the two parties were able to balance 
the two different logics would affect their relationship. In the family firms where the 
relationships between NFC and owner family was described as good, our findings reveal 
that both the owner family and the NFC had been able to balance the two different logics. 
The owner family had partly adopted a shareholder value logic where they were willing to 
abstain parts of  their SEW in order meet the NFCs perspective and his/her understanding 
of  how to professionalize the business. In the same time, the NFC had adopted an 
understanding of  the family ownership logic and took these into consideration when taking 
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decisions in the firm to meet the family’s expectations regarding the professionalization. 
This can be compared to our findings in the firms where the relationship between the NFC 
and the owners had failed. In these cases the NFC had failed to balance the two logics only 
taking his/her own shareholder value logic into consideration. 

Moreover, we also found that prior experience of  working in family firms might help the 
NFCs to develop a better understanding of  owner families values and for that reason have 
taught them to balance their own logic with the owners logic. This in turn increases the 
likelihood of  agreement between the two parties, hence resulting in a better relationship. In 
the firms where the relationship between the owners and NFC was described as good, the 
NFC had prior experience of  working in family firms. This can be compared to the firms 
where the relationship between the NFC and the owner family had failed. In these cases 
the NFC had no previous experience of  family firms. However, we found that, even 
though prior experience was seen as positive, it was not valued as the most important for 
the family owners. Instead they emphasized the importance in finding a person who could 
identify himself/herself  with the business.  
 

RQ2: How do the two parties handle different expectations, and how are risks associated 
with failure and conflicts mitigated? 
 

We have identified that the individuals –	  NFCs and owners –	   	  base their expectations on 
previous experiences, but also in regard to the logic they adopt (family ownership logic or 
shareholder value logic). Our findings revealed that previous experience, both for NFC and 
family owners, played an important role in mitigating conflicts and risks caused by the 
existence of  different expectations. Both NFCs and owner families had from previous 
experience learnt the importance of  communicating expectations at an early stage of  the 
NFCs employment in order to avoid conflicts and failure. Our findings also reveal that 
family owners have a tendency to prejudge the characteristics of  NFCs seeing it out of  a 
perspective of  ”we”	   and ”them”, hence expecting the NFC to have a different mindset 
than the family and for that reason feeling the need of  monitoring the NFCs him/her. This 
finding was in particular evident for the family firms who had earlier experience of  failure 
when employing NFCs.  

Another finding regarding expectations was that the NFCs and the owner families clearly 
emphasized communicating their expectations, and even more importantly; that the 
different parties shared the same values. We have identified that family firms where both 
parties shared the same values, and in this sense also trusted each other, were able to avoid 
conflicts and failure related to different expectations. These were also the firms where the 
NFCs had been employed for more than seven years. In contrast to this we found that 
family firms where the different parties did not share values had been victims of  conflicts 
and failure resulting in the NFC leaving the firm. Furthermore, we have found indications 
that the tenure of  the NFC may have an impact when it comes to aligning expectations. In 
this regard fixed tenures may increase, or even lead to a short-term orientation among 
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NFCs. Fixed tenures may thus help to create a misalignment between NFCs and family 
firms with a long-term focus. 

Even though it was hard to obtain information regarding communication in the family 
firms, we were still able to draw some conclusions from our findings. First, we have 
confirmed that family firms which use different arenas of  communication may cause a role 
conflict for NFCs. Additionally we have also confirmed that family firms with a history of  
communicating in informal areas, remained so even after hiring an NFC. 

5.1 Theoretical Contribution 

This study contributes to the research in the field by linking existing theories and new find-
ings in a model over the factors influencing the owner-NFC relationship. In this model (see 
figure 5) we confirm previous theories, link them together and introduce our own findings, 
contributing to family business research. Existing theories and findings are presented in 
blue while new findings introduced in this study appear in red. 

Figure 5. Model of  influencing factors in the NFC - Owner relationship (source:own) 
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This study contributes to decreasing the gap in research on non-family CEO’s in family 
firm. Building on the previous findings of  Brundin et al., (2014) that NFC’s and family 
firm owners to a varying degree follow different logics, this study (seen in the model in 
blue) shows that these logics together with previous experiences (seen in the model in red) 
help shape expectations that influence the owner-NFC relationship. Furthermore, this 
study’s contribution to the field of  research is featuring the existence of  perceived 
professionalism among family business owners and family firms alike. Smaller family firms 
without previous experience of  NFCs seem to have a stronger perception that NFCs could 
make their business more professional. We identify that both NFCs and owners in this 
study have been influenced by the shareholder value logic - that prevails in media and on 
the stock market. However, this study also confirms previous research done by (Gomez-
Meija et al., 2007; Minichilli et al., 2014; Vanderkerkhof  et al., 2015) revealing that SEW 
plays a major role for family owners. This study builds on these findings by showing that 
family firm owners although adhering to the importance of  SEW also want the potential 
perceived benefits that comes with the shareholder value logic. In that sense family firm 
owners wanting to hire NFCs may be victims to their own personal conflict of  logics. This 
study reveals how the shareholder value logic and family ownership logic easily clashes 
when NFCs enters firms. These conflicting logics, we argue, can explain a the gap in the 
research on why NFCs often fail in family firms. Our study, linking existing theories of  
stewardship and agency theory, also contributes to a deeper understanding how the 
management and communication of  expectations help influence the relationship between 
family owners and NFCs. This study also reveals indications that a long or short-term 
orientation in the NFC tenure can be an influencing factor on expectations and the 
relationship between owner and NFC (seen in model in red).  

Moreover, this study also contributes by confirming Nordqvist (2011) findings that the use 
of  different arenas may cause a role confusion for NFC. For the smaller firms in this study 
we can also confirm that firm with a strong history of  informal arenas have a hard time 
adjusting to formal arenas, and that this remained after a NFC entered the firm. In this 
sense our study contributes by confirming and emphasizing the importance that different 
arenas have on the communication and relationship between NFC and owners (see model 
in blue). These arenas may due to (some of  the) family firms being more emotional than 
rational pay less attention than they should to how communication is handled. In this sense 
more research is needed. 

We (and some of  the interviewed persons) have used the term professional according to 
the big corporation’s shareholder value logic. However, family firms may not be 
unprofessional at all, but sometimes highly professional regarding their own multiple goals 
and long term commitments. There may thus be a need for a new term catering for that of  
family firms professionalism – we propose the word; SEW professionalism to cater for this 
need.  
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5.2 Practical implications & Recommendations 

In this study we have identified aspects influencing the relationship between family owners 
and NFCs. Research by Hennerkes (1998) has shown that NFCs hired from outside the 
family firm have high failure rates. Swedish family firms are increasingly looking outside the 
family firm for new leadership. We argue that for the importance that business leaders and 
family business owners take both the competing shareholder value logic and family 
ownership logic in mind when hiring a NFC, as they not only help to shape perspectives 
but also influence expectations between family firm owners and NFCs. Our study has 
shown that different expectations are a contributing reason why owner and NFCs 
relationship fail. 

Furthermore we argue that family firms, when looking to hire NFCs, should put a greater 
emphasis on the candidates’ previous family firm experience as this may impact on the 
outcome of  their relationship. NFCs with previous experience of  family firm, have in our 
study shown to have a greater understanding of  the importance of  SEW motives of  family 
firms. Conflicts or failed owner-NFC relationships caused over NFC role was meanwhile 
often caused by a lack of  understanding of  the existence of  the two logics and a lack of  
the importance of  SEW. 

5.3 Limitations of  the Research  

One limitation of  this study, due to time constraint, was the relatively low number of  
interviewed owners and NFCs. Another limitation related to the amount of  interviewed 
firms was the uneven ratio between NFC and owners. In just one case were we able to 
interview both NFC and owner from the same firm. However, if  it had not been due to 
the time constraint we would have had two firms where both NFC and owner participated. 
Unfortunately we had to cancel the last interview with the owner of  the Red firm. Another 
limitation with this study was in uneven number of  NFCs and owners participating in this 
study. The low number of  NFCs accepting to participate could be due to the NFCs care 
less about the family firms than the owners and therefore were less willing to participate in 
this study. Moreover, due to the usage of  convenience sampling we may have received 
interviewed NFCs and owners there is always a risk of  sampling bias. In the cases where 
the owner-NFC relationship had failed we were not able to get the former NFCs to 
participate. We were thus not able to see failed relationships from both an owner and NFC 
perspective. We are fully aware of  that the limitations described above somewhat reduce 
the analytical generalizability of  the study. 
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5.1 Future Research 

 
During the process conducting this research we have come to identify several aspects that 
we emphasize as interesting to further investigate.   

There is to our knowledge a limited amount of  previous empirical studies in the field of  
NFCs in family firms. This became evident during the process of  researching previous 
empirical studies and theories when building the theoretical framework for this research. In 
regards to research on NFCs in Swedish family firms, previous empirical studies were 
lacking even more, especially when it comes to quantitative studies. For this reason we 
emphasize the need for more research in this setting. Questions which has occurred during 
this research that could be used in further studies are: to what extend do NFCs in Swedish 
family firms exist? How is the distribution in terms of  gender of  the NFCs in Swedish 
family firms? Another aspect that also occurred during our interviews with the NFCs was 
that all of  the NFCs had prior experience of  working in other family businesses. Thus, we 
advocate further research investigating to what extent NFCs have prior experience of  
working in family firms. 

Furthermore, during our study several of  the interviewees mentioned the involvement of  
recruitment firms in the NFC recruitment process. From the owners side concerns were 
raised regarding the influence of  the family firm on the end candidates. Several of  the 
family firms also said that they had a personal relationship to the recruitment firms. In this 
regard we recommend further research regarding what influence recruitment firms, as third 
parties, have on the end candidates for a NFC position? Will the characteristics of  the 
potential candidates for a NFC position differ if  the recruitment firm and the family firm 
have a prior personal relationship? How do family firms communicate their expectations 
on the NFCs characteristics to the recruiting firm? One family firm in this study also 
mentioned how the NFC turned out to have other characteristics than was presented by 
the recruitment firm. In regards to this it would be interesting to study what kind of  
processes the recruitment firms are using in regard of  employing NFCs to family firms, 
and how could these processes be improved to mitigate risks of  future failure in recruiting 
the wrong person. Another aspect would also be to explore if  the methods used by 
recruitment firms in finding candidates for NFC positions differ from recruiting CEOs to 
non-family firms? 
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