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Abstract 

Problem: Family firms often comprise of a complex web of relationships between family and non-
family managers that are active within the business. Family enterprises are also known for their closed 
communication and decision-making practices. It often occurs that families do not include non-
family managers into important business-related discussions and do not consult their decisions with 
managers from outside of the family. At the same time, research in the area of family business defines 
that the relationships between family and non-family managers are highly linked to the success of a 
business. With these considerations in mind, this study investigates how family and non-family 
managers communicate in family businesses.  

Purpose: The purpose of the thesis is to create an understanding of the phenomenon of 
communication and information-sharing between family and non-family managers in small and 
medium-sized family firms in Sweden. In particular, we are investigating the distinctive characteristics 
of communication, the barriers to effective communication, and what business-related information 
that is not shared between family and non-family managers. 

Method: This study is conducted qualitatively, utilising multiple case studies. For the collection of 
empirical data, we conducted twelve semi-structured interviews with both family and non-family 
managers in three small and medium-sized family companies located in Sweden. 

Findings: Our findings show that there are multiple distinctive characteristics of communication in 
family firms. Additionally, we uncovered several groups of barriers that hinder effective 
communication between family and non-family managers in family companies. Additionally, we 
found out that there is numerous business-related information that is not shared between family and 
non-family managers.  

Contributions: Our findings contribute to the managerial and theoretical understanding of 
communication and information-sharing between family and non-family managers in family 
businesses. This thesis is of interest to any individual working in or with family companies, as well as, 
academics, who investigate the field of family business. 
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1 Introduction 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

In the first part of the thesis, the reader is introduced to the topic of communication in family firms. Firstly, the 
background to research on family businesses and internal communication is described. Secondly, the problem within 
the topic of communication in family businesses is discussed. Lastly, we present the purpose of the research and the 
research questions. 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

1.1 Background to topic 

For a long time, family businesses have played a significant role in world economy (Bird, Welsch, 
Astrachan, & Pistrui, 2002). Throughout history, a great portion of all small and medium-sized enterprises 
has been signified by being controlled by families (Pindado & Requejo, 2015). Studies indicate that family 
firms are currently the most common form of enterprise in the world, amounting to almost two out of 
three companies being owned or managed by a family (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006). Even though there 
has been an existence of family businesses for thousands of years, the academic field was not recognised 
as a separate discipline until the 1990’s (Bird et al., 2002). Prior to this point, the field of family business 
struggled to be accepted as an intellectually rigorous and independent domain (Bird et al., 2002). Some 
of the initial struggles within the arena of family business were that negative connotations evolved 
concerning lack of growth and innovation (Bird et al., 2002). According to Dyer (2003), another reason 
of the lack of research on family business has been due to the general interest in organisational 
performance. The research of family business and the ongoing relations within firms were seen as 
“antithetical to good businesses practices” (Dyer, 2003, p. 403). However, towards the 1990’s family 
business research managed to establish its own field and to break out from being considered only as a 
part of entrepreneurship or small business research areas (Bird et al., 2002). In comparison to before, 
recognition is achieved for the independent discipline of family business, and the number of research 
articles is increasing every year.   

The topic of internal communication in businesses is among the fastest growing areas in research on 
public relations and communication management (Verčič, Verčič, & Sriramesh, 2012). The origin of the 
extensive growth of the topic the last few years can be directed to the fact that practitioners have started 
to see internal communication as a challenging and important area (Welch & Jackson, 2007). Argenti 
(1996) argues that the field of corporate communication grew from a subset of journalism field into 
independent research area. Today, researchers motivate that internal communication is essential to 
businesses, since it directly affects the success of a firm (Argenti, 1996; Tourish & Hargie, 2003; Varey & 
Lewis, 2000; Welch, 2012; Welch & Jackson, 2007).  

Governance in family businesses has a tendency to be more complex than in non-family counterparts 
(Brenes, Madrigal, & Requena, 2011; Nordqvist, 2005; Sharma, Blunden, Michael-Tsabari, & Algarin, 
2013). In family businesses, the regular business related issues are needed to be considered, as well as, the 
needs and desires of the owning family (Ward, 2002). The predominant composition in family firms is 
that family members usually hold key executive positions and take part in the top-level strategic decision-
making in the companies (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006). Nevertheless, many family firms employ 
external non-family managers on a top-level, who become in charge of the daily business operations. 
Family companies hire non-family managers because of many reasons, e.g. in order to bring additional 
talent to the firm, to avoid nepotism, and to increase profitability and effectiveness of the business 
(Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006; Brenes et al., 2011; Chua, Chrisman, & Sharma, 2003). Thus, one of the 
largest challenges for family businesses is to effectively manage and involve non-family employees, 
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especially managers (Chua, Chrisman, & Sharma, 2003). The mix of family and non-family members at 
the important decision making positions in the company increases the significance of well-functioning 
cooperation, communication, and information-sharing between the parties.  

1.2 Problem discussion 

The management system of family firms often comprises of a complex web of relationships between 
family members and non-family managers (Pindado & Requejo, 2015). Research in the area of family 
business defines that the relationships between executive family members and top-level non-family 
managers are highly linked to the success of a business (e.g. Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006; Carmon & 
Pearson, 2013; Chua, Chrisman, & Sharma, 2003; Morris, Allen, Kuratko, & Brannon, 2010; Ward, 2002). 
Managers make numerous business-related decisions every day that influence the success and existence 
of the company (Welch, 2012). Therefore in order to beneficially act within a firm, top-level managers 
are in need of having open communication and complete information that is shared with all entities of a 
business (Goffee & Scase, 1985; Welch & Jackson, 2007). Research promotes that it is of great importance 
to have well-functioning internal communication and a high degree of openness in companies (Chua et 
al., 2003; MacLean, 2011; Simon, 2006; Welch, 2012; Welch & Jackson, 2007). According to Welch and 
Jackson (2007), the more truthful and correct information is presented and the larger amount of different 
aspects of the topic are revealed – the better quality of decision could a person make. On contrary, 
absence of information and lack of openness could influence negatively on decision-making and 
consequently could lead to performance issues for a firm (Che & Langli, 2015; Welch, 2012; Welch & 
Jackson, 2007). 

However, family firms are known for their closed communication and decision-making practices (Harris, 
Reid, & McAdam, 2004). A problem that may evolve concerning the mixed composition of management 
teams in family firms is that the communication between non-family managers and family members is 
not fully effective. Often families do not include non-family managers into important business-related 
discussions and do not consult their decisions with non-family managers (Harris et al., 2004). 
Additionally, Che and Langli (2015) describe that vital information concerning the performance of a firm 
has a tendency to be shared and kept solely within the reigns of the family. It is further emphasised in 
the study by Nordqvist (2005) that family firms due to the interconnection between the family, ownership 
and the business are often characterised by having a more “introvert orientation than firms with other 
types of ownership” (p. 54). Moreover, it is described by Sanchez-Famoso, Akhter, Iturralde, Chirico, 
and Maseda (2015) that family firms are governed through “key personal relationships among family and 
non-family members” (p. 1716) and that people in the company (especially family members) are highly 
dependent on having useful social relationships within the company. Therefore, family firms may 
experience communication and information-sharing problems between the individuals in the business 
(Sanchez-Famoso et al., 2015). The effects of not having open dialog between family and non-family 
managers could lead to problems concerning biased perceptions of firm’s performance (Chua et al., 
2003), increased dependence (Goffee & Scase, 1985), and improper decision-making (Brenes, Madrigal, 
& Requena, 2011).  

Taking these implications of family firms being more closed in communication between family and non-
family members in the business, while research emphasizes the importance of having open 
communication for the success of a firm; we find the topic of communication in family firms as highly 
relevant.  
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1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of the thesis is to create an understanding of the phenomenon of communication and 
information-sharing in small and medium-sized family firms in Sweden. In particular, we are interested 
in investigating communication between family and non-family managers. By exploring the relationship 
between family and non-family managers, we would like to discover the distinctive characteristics of 
communication and the barriers to effective communication. Additionally, we are interested in what kind 
of business-related information is usually not shared between family and non-family managers. 

To the best of our knowledge, there is limited existing research on communication and relationships 
between family and non-family managers in family firms. We would like to contribute to existing literature 
on family business and, in particular, on relationships and communication between family and non-family 
managers. With the findings of this thesis we would like to increase awareness among owners and 
managers of family firms, academics, students and general public of the challenges and specific 
characteristics of communication and information-sharing between family managers and non-family 
managers. 

1.4 Research questions 

To guide our research, we developed the following research questions: 

What are the distinctive characteristics of communication between family and non-family managers?  

What are the perceived barriers to effective communication and information-sharing practices between family and 
non-family managers?  

What business-related information is not shared between family and non-family managers?  
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2 Frame of Reference 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

In the second chapter of the thesis the reader is introduced to the theoretical background of our research, and it is 
explained why a specific theory is important and how the theory works. Firstly, previous research on family 
companies and ownership is presented. Secondly, the literature review on relationship between family and non-
family managers is demonstrated. Additionally, the relevant theories on internal communication in family firms 
are presented. Lastly, we build connection between different theories. 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

2.1 Family business definition 

As aforementioned, family firms have existed for a long time and been signified as the backbone of 
civilisations worldwide (Bird et al., 2002). However, the academic field of family business research can 
be considered to be quite novel (Bird et al., 2002). Due to the considerable adolescence of family business 
as an academic field, the precise definition of what is considered as a family enterprise is not clearly 
outlined (Sharma, 2004). 

In order to conduct our research, we needed to decide upon the definition of family business, which 
would fit in the best way our research interests and our own understanding of the phenomenon of family 
business. However, there are numerous definitions of family business used by researchers in order to 
make clear the precise topic of their study (Sharma, 2004). Since we directed our focus towards the 
specific composition of ownership and management in the business, we decided to use the definition  by 
Azoury et al. (2013), which was mentioned in their study on employee engagement in family firms. They 
define family business as “a business in which many members of the family have an ownership interest 
toward the business. In other words, in a family business, two or more members of the management are 
from the owning family” (Azoury et al., 2013, p. 15). Since we wanted to research the communication 
and relationships between family and non-family managers, this definition allowed us to pick companies 
for our research, where both family and non-family members are employed at managerial position. 

2.2 Davis’ three circles model 

In the early work of Davis (1982), the structure of family businesses was portrayed as three separate 
bodies: family members, employees, and owners. The developed model displays the interrelation between 
the internal stakeholders of family firms and is proven to be a valuable tool to understand the complexity 
between the parties (Sharma et al., 2013). The model separates owners from family members and 
employees and involves different types of family connections, such as, blood relatives and in-laws, junior 
or senior generation members (Sharma et al., 2013).  
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Figure 1 - Adapted Davis' Three Circles Model (Davis, 1982, p. 14) 

The interconnectedness between the categories is displayed as important for the well-being of a family 
firm (Davis, 1982). Davis (1982) promotes that the relations between family and non-family members 
are underlined by the unanimous wish of having peace within a firm. However, despite the desire for 
peace, conflicts are bound to occur between family and non-family members (Davis, 1982). Non-family 
members are not exposed to the core traditions and family goals of family firms to the same extent as 
household members (Davis, 1982). Therefore, Barry (1989) promotes that family members often are 
unenthusiastic about the ideas of non-family members, because they are considered as outsiders to the 
core firm. As a result, family members often make use of the family status to proclaim power and to win 
arguments with non-family members (Barry, 1989). Consequently, Davis (1982) endorses that family 
firms are a distinctive organisational form due to their specific structures attempting to fulfil the needs 
of family, owners, and managers.  

2.3 Family ownership and proprietorship 

Family ownership  

As our definition of a family firm concerns how an enterprise is constructed, it is needed to firstly analyse 
the specific family situation in the businesses. In the research by Nordqvist (2005) it is argued that the 
specific strategic involvement of family and non-family in a family business varies in different firms and 
has great effect on the business. The involvement of family members also affects the outcome if 
researchers attempt to study a specific family organisation (Nordqvist, 2005). Therefore, researchers need 
to analyse how individuals are involved in a specific firm before making contribution to the field 
(Nordqvist, 2005).  

Nordqvist (2005) differentiates that there are two types of ownership in family businesses, family or non-
family, and two levels of concentration of the involvement, high concentration or low concentration (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2 - Family ownership compared with other types of ownership (Nordqvist, 2005, p. 56) 

In some cases, (e.g. when a business grows older) there might be an existence of family members that are 
not entirely related to the ownership of the firm, but still are connected to the business by being 
employed, being parent or spouse (Nordqvist, 2005). As presented in the last section, by building on 
Davis’s three circles model, family members’ involvement in a business is according to the author either 
signified as being family-owners or family-employees (Davis, 1982). The model by Nordqvist (2005)  
concerns family firms’ ownership structures in comparison to non-family ownership structures and 
improves the perception of the investigated firms. For the purpose of our research we use this model 
further in Analysis part of our thesis in order to correctly differentiate the ownership of firms. 

Business proprietorship 

Another theory, which describes family business ownership and is used for the analysis of case companies 
in our research, is business proprietorship by Goffee & Scase (1985). The type of proprietorship in family 
firms may vary greatly dependent on the specific type of organisation (Goffee & Scase, 1985). Dependent 
on the size and industry of a firm, management in family firms is usually done in collaboration between 
the owner-directors and non-family management (Goffee & Scase, 1985). We argue that in order to fully 
understand the investigated firms, it is needed to clarify how the businesses proprietorship is structured. 
Goffee and Scase (1985) describe the four types of business proprietorship as: 

First, the self-employed who work for themselves and formally employ no labour. Secondly, small 
employers who work alongside their employees and, in addition, undertake administrative and 
managerial tasks. Thirdly, owner-controllers who do not work alongside their employees but, 
instead, are singularly and solely responsible for the administration and management of their 
businesses. Finally, owner-directors who own and control enterprises with developed managerial 
structures such that administrative tasks are sub-divided and delegated to executives and other 
senior staff (p. 54).  

For the purpose of the study Goffee and Scase (1985) identified four types of business proprietorship in 
family firms (Figure 3). The different types of proprietorship in family firms have effect on the decision-
making in the businesses (Goffee & Scase, 1985). 

 

Business Proprietorship types in Family 

Businesses 

Self-Employed Small Employers 

Owner-Controllers Owner-Directors 

Figure 3 - Business Proprietorship types in Family Businesses. Adapted model by Goffee and Scase (1985) 
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2.4 Agency, Stewardship and Entrenchment theories  

Agency theory 

The relationship between managers and owners is a topic that has been fairly investigated from different 
perspectives. Among research theories on governance and management Agency theory or Principal-
Agent theory originated by Stephen Ross and Barry Mitnick, is the dominant theoretical framework for 
describing the relationship between owners and managers (Mitnick, 2013). Agency relationship becomes 
present when one or more persons (principals) depend on another party (agents) to undertake services 
on their behalf (Bergen, Dutta, & Walker, 1992; Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Mitnick, 1975; Ross, 1973). 
Agency theory is based on the idea that managers, who are not owners, do not look after the affairs of a 
firm as carefully as would owners do, managing the firm themselves (Eisenhardt, 1989; Jensen & 
Meckling, 1976; Mitnick, 1975). In many cases, agents within a firm have different preferences and goals 
in comparison to the principals (Mitnick, 1975). The preferences of principals and agents may be signified 
by the interest of maximising the possible utility (Jensen & Meckling, 1976). However, in the case of both 
principals and agents being utility maximisers, the actions and interests of the agent might not correspond 
to the ones of the principal (Jensen & Meckling, 1976). On contrary, if the interests of owners and 
managers are perfectly matching, a conflict of interests cannot occur (Ross, 1973). According to the 
theory, agency problem arises when owner-manager relationships are characterized by different interests, 
bounded rationality and informational asymmetries (Mitnick, 1975). The term “information asymmetry”, 
brought up by Akerlof (1970) and cited by Chua et al. (2003), refers to “the fact that the manager will 
know more about his or her own abilities, motives, diligence, creativity, effort, etc. than the owner” (p. 
98). In order to handle this information imbalance between principal and manager, certain level of 
openness, transparency and communication should be established in the company (Müller & Turner, 
2005). 

Agency theory is particularly relevant for research on family business management, and probably is the 
most dominant theory in studying the relationship between owners and managers in family firms (Chua 
et al., 2003). Researchers state that the degree of agency-principal problem may be more severe in family-
controlled firms than in non-family firms (Gomez-Mejia, Nuñez-Nickel, & Gutierrez, 2001). Using 
Agency theory framework, (McConaughy, Matthews, & Fialko, 2001) came to conclusion that family 
companies, controlled by founding family operate more efficiently, have greater company’s value (equity) 
and keep less debt. Agency problems may occur in family firms that hires non-family managers, due to 
the lack of family bonds of non-family managers and their lower degree of emotional and psychological 
attachment to the business (Chua et al, 1999). As aforementioned, Chua et al. (2003) elaborates further 
on non-family managers work, mentioning that “given their lack of familial ties, agency problems with 
non-family managers appear even more likely given that the emotional and psychological bases for 
reciprocal altruism would be weaker” (p. 98). Consequently, non-family managers have less motivation 
to pursue the success of the business compared to family members (Chua et al., 2003). Therefore, family 
companies should consider agency costs, which arises when the management is performed by non-family 
managers. As a family firm professionalizes by employing more non-family managers and by delegating 
more authority to them, the family company starts resembling a non-family firm more and more, and 
there will be a related increase in agency costs  (Chua et al., 1999).  

Stewardship theory 

While Agency theory was the predominant theory for describing the relationship between owners and 
managers, critique has also been directed towards the relevance of the theory (Donaldson & Davis, 1991). 
Together with this, there has been a recent demand for theories presenting another more positive view 
on managers in business organisations (Donaldson, 2005). Already in 1991, Donaldson and Davis 
presented an opposing theory to the interconnection between managers and owners in firms – 
Stewardship theory.  
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The basis of Stewardship theory is originated in that the executive manager fundamentally wants to be a 
good steward to a specific company due to certain incentives (Donaldson & Davis, 1993). This view in 
many ways contradicts the agency view of managers, where they are seen as reluctant to work in the best 
interests of the owners and the firm (Shapiro, 2005). In specific, Stewardship theory originates in that an 
executive manager feels that the individual future fortunes are connected to a specific firm in forms of 
employment or pension rights, and therefore the person’s individual interests are aligned with the ones 
of the owners and business overall (Donaldson & Davis, 1991). In contrary to Agency theory, managers 
are able to experience an alignment in interests with the company even when there is no supervision, and 
also when there is no ownership among managers (Donaldson & Davis, 1991). Stewardship theory 
involves the suggestion that in order for a firm to experience pro-organisational behaviour and highest 
possible performance, the parties in the firm need to mutually trust each other (Eddleston & 
Kellermanns, 2007).  

Entrenchment theory 

The relationship between ownership and management in family firms and its influence on the company 
performance is a topic of a great interest. However, Agency and Stewardship theories are not the only 
ones that explains the complexity of relationships between family and non-family managers in family 
firms. Oppositely to Agency theory, Schulze, Lubatkin, Dino, & Buchholtz (2001) found that having 
owners of family companies at the managerial positions is not the “governance panacea” (p. 108) against 
the agency costs. In contrary to agency costs, which arise in family companies due to the fact of 
employment of non-family managers, Entrenchment theory argues that the higher degree of family 
ownership and the larger financial attachment have people in decision-making positions – the more likely 
is that the (financial) performance of the company declines (Oswald, Muse, & Rutherford, 2009). Oswald 
et al. (2009) made an investigation of 2631 family firms and found out that there is a negative relationship 
between the percent of family control and overall performance of company (e.g. sales growth). In other 
words, the more the owning family is controlling a firm – the weaker performance it has (Oswald et al., 
2009). That is why Entrenchment theory argues for the need to hire non-family managers in family 
companies. One of the explanations of the phenomenon of bad performance of companies with large 
family control could be the fact that the monitoring of decision-making is low in family-controlled 
companies. As Gomez-Mejia et al. (2001) suggest that high level of entrenchment happens in family 
companies because “family status leads to biased judgement about the appropriateness of executives 
decisions” (p. 84). So the decisions’ examination happens less often in family firms with strong family 
control.  

2.5 Family business management team: family vs. non-family 

managers 

Many scholars acknowledge that management practises differ considerably in family firms compared to 
non-family companies (Gomez-Mejia, Cruz, Berrone, & Castro, 2011; McConaughy et al., 2001). 
Numerous family firms decide to hire non-family managers along with family managers to work in the 
companies. Non-family managers are widely recognised as important stakeholders in the family 
companies (Chrisman, Chua, & Sharma, 1998; Sharma, 2004). Many researchers stress the importance of 
research on collaboration between family and non-family members at managerial level (e.g. Chrisman, 
Chua, & Steier, 2005; Chua et al., 2003; Ensley & Pearson, 2005). Chrisman et al. (2005) suggest that it is 
needed to deeper understand the top management teams in family business since the decisions that they 
make influence the success of the company.  

There is a plentiful discussion in literature on advantages and disadvantages of the presence of family 
managers versus non-family managers in the management team of the family enterprises. Sometimes the 



9 

 

opinions of researchers are polar, and they contradict each other. We decided to have a look at the 
diversity of opinions on this issue.  

Firstly, we would like to discuss the presence of family members in management teams. Some researchers 
see benefits of presence of family managers in family firms. These benefits could be: intimate and friendly 
relationship between team members, deep knowledge of family members about the company based on 
their early involvement in the company, corporate governance advantages, high level of commitment of 
family member, and the creation of synergy and unique dynamics in management team due to the social 
aspects of family firms (Carney, 2005; Ensley & Pearson, 2005; Sonfield & Lussier, 2009). On contrary, 
too little family involvement in the management and strategic work could inhibit growth of the company, 
if it happens that family advantages are not capitalized upon (Arregle, Hitt, Sirmon, & Very, 2007). 

On the other hand, some researchers see disadvantages of the presence of family members in 
management team of family firms. It has been observed that too much of family presence in the 
management team lead to a limited pool of human capital in the company (Schulze, Lubatkin, & Dino, 
2003). Researchers recognize that the assignment of managerial roles only to family members could lead 
to employment of suboptimal people, who might not have necessary skills and competence for sound 
business practices, and afterwards these family members cannot be dismissed from their positions with 
ease (Dunn, 1995; Schulze et al., 2001). Also having family members as managers could lead to internal 
conflicts in the company, because the career promotion in family companies is usually not merit-based 
(Sonfield & Lussier, 2009). Moreover, there is a problem that highly professional non-family managers 
prefer to avoid working in family firms, because their potential for development and remuneration could 
be inhibited by the written and unwritten policies that exist in family companies (Covin, 1994; Stewart, 
2003). In addition, too much family involvement in the management practices could lead to a scarcity of 
new strategic ideas, which can limit strategic development of the company (Schulze et al., 2003). 
Furthermore, the research on financial performance of family firms conducted by Oswald et al. (2009) 
deserves special attention, which was previously mentioned in Entrenchment theory section. Examining 
over 2600 family firms Oswald et al. (2009) came to the impressive conclusion that financial performance 
is hindered in family firms with large percentage of family members in management team. Therefore, 
family companies with a smaller percentage of family members in management team and consequently a 
larger percentage of non-family managers have better financial performance (Oswald et al., 2009).  

Other researchers approach the discussion on composition of family management team from the 
perspective of non-family members’ presence in family firms. Morck & Yeung (2003) found out that the 
presence of non-family members in management team could lead to what was named by Joseph 
Schumpeter (2013, originally published in 1912, 1942) as “creative destruction”. This means that non-
family members are responsible for too large business growth of family companies, thus family members 
might get weakened managerial and financial control over their business. Therefore, being reluctant to 
“creative destructions”, family members try to minimize creativity and innovation spirit of non-family 
members. By doing so, family members hold back potential company’s growth and development (Morck 
& Yeung, 2003). Additionally, Sonfield and Lussier (2009) observed that when non-family managers start 
to work in family business, company starts to adopt more professional and formal styles of management 
and more sophisticated financial methods. Also with non-family managers entrance to the management 
team, family firms start to be “less protective” and more willing to go public and increase non-family 
ownership, as well as, the influence of the founder on the management team starts to decrease (Sonfield 
& Lussier, 2009). To the outsiders, these observations might seem as positive benefits of non-family 
managers’ presence in family firm. But it is also needed to look at the situation from an owning family 
perspective. To family members it is important to keep the family “system” in central place. For family 
firms the presence of family control and the element of “familiness” might compensate the absence of 
sophisticated and rational management practices (Sonfield & Lussier, 2009). 

To conclude, there are diverse and often conflicting opinions among researchers about advantages and 
disadvantages of presence of family managers versus non-family managers in family companies. 
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Nonetheless, in many family companies there are mixed management teams, which consist of both family 
and non-family members. Mixed management teams could lead to even larger complexity of management 
and communication in family businesses.  

2.6 Socio-emotional wealth in family firms 

Socio-Emotional Wealth (SEW) is a theory used to describe the values and goals of family members in 
firms and to explain the motivational factors of their behaviour in certain situations. SEW theory was 
originated by Luis Gomez-Mejia and his colleagues, and the development of the theory was inspired by 
Behavioural Agency theory (Wiseman & Gomez-Mejia, 1998).  

Researchers state that the strong focus on non-financial goals is what differs significantly family firms 
from non-family firms (Berrone, Cruz, & Gomez-Mejia, 2012; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011; Gómez-Mejía, 
Haynes, Núñez-Nickel, Jacobson, & Moyano-Fuentes, 2007). SEW model suggests that family firms do 
not seek only the achievement of financial and commercial goals, but also non-financial and socio-
emotional goals. Such non-financial and socio-emotional goals could be the following: preservation of 
family’s and firm’s good reputation, prestige and image, desire to keep control over the company within 
the family, preservation of family values and ties, prolongation of family dynasty and pass the company 
to next generations, maintaining a family’s lifestyle etc. (Berrone et al., 2012; Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007; 
Gomez-Mejia et al., 2001; Miller, Breton-Miller, & Lester, 2012; Zellweger, Nason, Nordqvist, & Brush, 
2013). In addition, above mentioned SEW goals contribute to the long-term orientation and actions for 
the interests of the company and its stakeholders (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2009). It is important that 
those SEW goals should be considered during family firm’s decision-making process (Cabrera-Suárez, 
Déniz-Déniz, & Martín-Santana, 2014). Moreover, SEW could be related to certain behaviours of family 
managers, such as altruism and stewardship, which are closely associated with family firms and the 
concept of familiness (Berrone et al., 2012; Chrisman et al., 2005). Culture and behavioural aspects in 
family companies are certainly determined by the controlling family, who strives for inter-organizational 
family-based relationships (Zellweger, Eddleston, & Kellermanns, 2010).  

However, diverse family companies are not equally focused on achieving SEW (Cabrera-Suárez et al., 
2014). Berrone et al. (2012) posed a question, why some family firms are guided more strongly by SEW 
comparing to other family companies, which are guided less. Cabrera-Suárez et al., (2014) found the reply 
to the question through their research. The authors describe that the degree to which family firms are 
focusing on achieving non-financial goals depends on the level of identification of family members with 
the firm. In its turn, level of identification with the firm depends on the dynamics and relationship climate 
within the owning family (Cabrera-Suárez et al., 2014). In other words, the family climate is an important 
factor in preservation of SEW in family companies; and family climate is used to create family 
identification with a firm (Cabrera-Suárez et al., 2014).  

SEW theory is important and relevant to explain, how and why do family managers behave in the 
company, how the communication and information-sharing work in family companies. With the above-
mentioned information we could anticipate potential challenges in communication and value clashes 
between family and non-family managers, which we explore in our research. 

2.7 Internal communication 

Internal communication is a topic increasing in interest among researchers and practitioners (Welch, 
2012). It is described that internal communication is an important topic to businesses as it underpins 
organisational effectiveness and contributes to positive relationships between senior managers and 
employees (Welch, 2012). By having successful internal communication in enterprises it can “promote 
employee awareness of opportunities and threats, and develop employee understanding of their 
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organisation’s changing” (Welch, 2012, p. 246). In order for firms to be successful it is critically important 
to have effective communication between the entities in the firm (Welch & Jackson, 2007). In many 
cases, communication is the essential engager of employees in the sense of achieving objectives and 
allowing the employees to acquire and to give work-related information to the senior managers (Welch 
& Jackson, 2007). Quirke (2000) presents that  

“[…] in the information age an organization’s assets include the knowledge and 
interrelationships of its people. Its business is to take the input of information, using the 
creative and intellectual assets of its people to process it in order to produce value. Internal 
communication is the core process by which business can create this value.” (p. 26) 

The core definition of internal communication in businesses is often directed to the work by Frank and 
Brownell (1989). Frank and Brownell (1989) define internal communication as “the communications 
transactions between individuals and/or groups at various levels and in different areas of specialisation 
that are intended to design and redesign organisations, to implement designs, and to co-ordinate day-to-
day activities” (p. 5).  

There are different ways of how information is shared in companies. Traditionally information between 
managers and employees is described as a process of data distributed vertically from the management 
and downwards (Tourish & Hargie, 2003). However, in order for companies to be successful, information 
may be needed to be shared on a two-way level (Tourish & Hargie, 2003; Varey & Lewis, 2000; Welch, 
2012; Welch & Jackson, 2007). Welch and Jackson (2007) also emphasise “the role of clear, consistent 
and continuous communication in building employee engagement” (p.186). Klöfer (1996), cited in Varey 
and Lewis (2000), illustrates the difference in how information can be shared in family businesses and 
differentiates between information allocated from top-down, bottom-up, and horizontally. The table on 
instruments of internal communication is presented below (Table 1). 

 

Top-down Communication Bottom-up Communication Horizontal Communication 

 

 

 Black board 

 Employee newsletter 

 Employee brochure 

 Post-it boards 

 Circulars 

 Employee training 

 Employee meetings 

Primary bottom-up 

communication 

 Employee surveys 

 Company suggestion 

box 

 Internal complaint 

management 

 Employee meetings 

 Open-door-policy 

Secondary bottom-up 

communication 

Media of top-down 
communication with 

feedback options 

 

 

 Department meetings 

 Team meetings 

 Projects meetings 

 Open-Door policy 

Table 1 - Traditional instruments of internal communication (Klöfer, 1996, cited in Varey & Lewis, 2000) 

From an employee perspective, the higher degree of mutual information-sharing to managers allows 
higher probability of success in the field of achieving objectives and realising the day-to-day tasks (Welch 
& Jackson, 2007). Therefore, in order to achieve better results in businesses, communication should take 
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place on a horizontal level. However, research shows that information is often shared on the contrary in 
firms, and many times is characterised by top-down information through newsletters or written 
documents (Welch & Jackson, 2007). 

In the research by Welch and Jackson (2007) internal information from the stakeholder perspective of 
employees is studied. The authors identify different groups of stakeholders in a firm and apply these to 
internal communication in businesses. The groups they identify are: 

 “all employees; 

 strategic management: the dominant coalition, top management or strategic managers 

(CEOs, senior management teams); 

 day-to-day management: supervisors, middle managers or line-managers (directors, 

heads of departments, team leaders, division leaders, the CEO as line manager); 

 work teams (departments, divisions); and 

 project teams (internal communication review group, company-wide e-mail 

implementation group)”. (Welch & Jackson, 2007, p. 184) 

In our study the focus is directed to the interplay between the “strategic management,” in our case family 
managers, and the “day-to-day management,” in our case non-family managers, in firms. However, in the 
research by the aforementioned authors the relationship between managers and all employees is 
conceptualised.  

 

Figure 4 - Internal corporate communication model (Welch & Jackson, 2007, p. 186) 

Strategic 

managers 

Corporate 

messages 

Commitment 

Belonging 

Understanding Awareness 

Employees 

Employees 

Internal 

environment 

External micro-

environment 

External macro-

environment 
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The above-illustrated internal corporate communication model (Figure 4) demonstrates the internal 
corporate communication dimension between strategic managers and internal stakeholders. The model 
is recommended to be used in companies to implement commitment to it, a sense of belonging to it, 
awareness of the changes in it, and an understanding of the aims of its evolution (Welch & Jackson, 
2007). The mentioned factors are exposed as the tip of the arrows emitting from the centre. The dotted 
circle around the centre represents all the employees in an organisation.  

According to Welch and Jackson (2007), internal communication takes place in the context of all 
organisational environments, i.e. on a micro, macro, and internal level. The authors emphasise that as all 
of the environments are dynamic, it is a great importance that the internal communication enables the 
employees to experience the changes. Welch and Jackson (2007, p. 190) motivates that: 

“Instead of employees being left with no option but to think, “Oh no, here we go, the 
top brass have changed their minds again,” effective internal corporate communication 
should enable understanding of the relationship between ongoing changes in the 
environment and the consequent requirement to review strategic direction.” 

The internal environment illustrates an organisation’s processes, structures, cultures, management 
behaviour and leadership style, employee relations, and internal communication and emphasises the 
environment or climate in which communication occurs (Welch & Jackson, 2007). The external macro-
environment concerns political, economic, social, technological, environment and legal forces, which 
affects all organisations in a particular sector (Welch & Jackson, 2007). Micro-environmental factors are 
customers, suppliers, intermediaries, and competitors, which are located outside of an organisation but 
still have an effect on it (Welch & Jackson, 2007). Freeman (2010) motivates the importance of 
considering internal stakeholders in the context of their external environment and emphasises the need 
to have both in mind when investigating internal communication.  

It can be seen in the model that communication between strategic managers and all employees in a firm 
is illustrated as one-way rather than two-way communication. As discussed before, researchers emphasise 
the importance of having two-way communication between parties in businesses in order to be successful 
(e.g. Tourish & Hargie, 2003; Varey & Lewis, 2000; Welch, 2012; Welch & Jackson, 2007), yet 
communication is expressed as mainly one-way in the model. The reason of the illustrated single way 
communication stream is according to Welch and Jackson (2007, p. 187) due to “it would be unrealistic 
to suggest that internal corporate communication can be conducted principally as face-to-face dialogue”, 
and that only in small organisations it is possible for strategic managers to discuss strategy with all of the 
employees. The authors further motivate that it is both inescapable and actually necessary for firms to 
sometimes communicate on a one-way level and in situations where the message is, for example, in need 
of consistency – this type of communication is prosperous.  

2.8 Relationships and communication in family firms 

Many researchers state that family firms differ considerably from non-family firms. Communication 
behaviours, norms and values that are rooted within the family impact noticeably the family firm (García-
Morales, Matías-Reche, & Verdú-Jover, 2011). Strong specifics of relationships in family companies are 
well described by Whiteside and Brown (1991), who explain that: 

“One of the distinguishing characteristics of the family firm is that within the context of 
the business environment, relationships within the family will differ from those among non-
family members. This does not mean that they will be better or worse, just more complex.” 
(Whiteside & Brown, 1991, p. 387) 

Family companies often give away management control over the company to non-family managers. In 
such a situation there is a high probability of possible tension or conflicts between the family and non-
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family managers (Harris et al., 2004). Tension and conflicts could happen because non-family managers 
find themselves in uncertain and complex situation at their jobs, when they are a part of the business, but 
not a part of the family system (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006).  

Another reason for tensions between family and non-family managers is their different purposes of work 
and values (Harris et al., 2004). Often, objectives of the family and commercial business are not well-
matched (Friedman, 1991). As for non-family managers, they prefer to concentrate their management 
efforts on profit-seeking and company growth (Harris et al., 2004). At the same time, the fact of 
ownership allows the family to pursue their non-commercial objectives, such as employment of family 
members of different generations in the company, paternalistic approach to running the company with 
strong hierarchical relationships, close supervision over employees and centralized decision-making and 
authority (Harris et al., 2004). Additionally, the family members differ from non-family members because 
they possess the values of trust, loyalty and inclusiveness, which enforces family members to take good 
care of their employees (Harris et al., 2004). Moreover, it is known that family members usually make 
important decisions by themselves, without consulting them with non-family employees (Harris et al., 
2004). Based on the above mentioned arguments, we see the foundation for strong challenges in 
communication between non-family managers and the owning family.  

Harris et al. (2004) investigated family firms from the perspective of employee involvement, which 
includes communication and consultation of family members with non-family employees. It is known 
that high employee involvement influence positively on employees’ loyalty, effort, responsibility and 
therefore on increased efficiency (Addison, Siebert, Wagner, & Wei, 2000). Harris et al. (2004) found out 
that employee involvement is lower in family businesses. The reasons for that is the culture of family 
firms, where close communication between family and non-family employees is not seen as a necessary 
and needed element of management, and that employee involvement is seen as the threat to the 
established culture of family firm, if it challenges the way how the family firm is run by family members 
(Harris et al., 2004). It is also described that family companies are less likely to be involved in 
communication practices with non-family members when it concerns sharing information on financial 
situation of the company, having regular meetings with employees, practice of joint consultative 
committees etc. (Harris et al., 2004). 

2.9 Linking the theories 

In the previous sections we have navigated through and provided relevant theories that are related to 
communication and relationships in family businesses. In this section, we present how we plan to use 
these particular theoretical models and key concepts in our research. Due to the limited previous research 
on communication between family and non-family managers in family firms, we decided to link all the 
above-mentioned theories and to present our own literature framework, based on our own understanding 
of connection and relation of different theories. 

To begin with, Davis’ three circles model (Davis, 1982) is used for the presentation of our interviewees 
from the case companies in order for the reader to clearly picture the relation or the absence of relation 
of the respondents to the family, to ownership and to employment in the company.  

With the help of Family ownership by Nordqvist (2005) and Business proprietorship theory by Goffee 
& Scase (1985) we are able to analyse ownership characteristics of the businesses in our cases. The 
explanation of the ownership aspects in particular cases is important for presentation and understanding 
the background of the empirical cases. 

Agency (for example, Mitnick, 1975), Stewardship (for example, Donaldson & Davis, 1991) and 
Entrenchment (Oswald et al., 2009) theories together with the section on “Family business management 
team: family vs. non-family managers” are used in our research for explanation of the relationship 
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between owners and managers and for presentation of the reasoning behind why certain actors in the 
family firms are at their positions and perform their functions. 

The theory of Socio-emotional wealth (SEW) (for example, Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011) is helpful to analyse 
the motivational factors of particular aspects of behaviour and opinions of family managers in family 
companies. 

Later on, through the use of theories on internal communication (for example, Welch, 2012) we are able 
to analyse the specific situations in family businesses in consideration to our research questions. Although 
most of the theories on internal communication concerns communication in businesses in general, not 
specifically in family businesses; however, with our study we are able to conclude that these theories could 
be applicable in the field of family business as well.  

As the last part of this literature review chapter we present a summarising model (Figure 5) of the 
presumed interplay between family and non-family managers in family firms. We developed this model 
on the basis of the theoretical statements concerning communication in businesses presented earlier in 
this chapter. The model will illustrate the link between the previous research and our empirical findings. 
Furthermore, the model will work as a guidance through the empirical findings and our analysis chapters 
of our study. The model is originated in the three research questions of this study. As our research 
questions are connected to the characteristics of communication, the barriers to effective communication 
and the information that is not shared between family and non-family managers, the model contains all 
of these three elements and portrays the way how they could be interrelated according to the theories.  

 

Figure 5 - Theoretical perspective on communication in family businesses (Own Source) 
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The model displays communication between family and non-family managers in family firms. The 
relationship between the parties is illustrated as the doted square around the individuals, and we 
emphasise how the relationship can be influenced by mind-sets driven in the consideration of Agency, 
Stewardship, and Entrenchment theories. We place Agency theory close to family managers, because this 
theory argues for the benefit of presence of family managers in companies’ management. In contrary, we 
position Stewardship and Entrenchment theories close to non-family managers, because these theories 
argue for the advantages of employment of non-family managers. We also take the point of view of SEW 
and how it affects family managers and the actions they make. In the boxes below we present what theory 
describes as the essential elements of each of our fields of interest: characteristics of communication, 
barriers to effective communication and information not shared. With this model the reader is able to 
interpret our future findings having in mind the existing theories. Further, after we analyse our findings 
we will present an adapted model, which is based on our collected data.  
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3 Methodology 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter of the thesis, the reader is introduced to the methodology of this thesis, how we chose to design our 
research and our research strategy. Following, the reason for our chosen method of data collection is explained. 
Subsequently, the data collection process is presented, as well as, how the data is analysed. Lastly, we present the 
research quality of the thesis and the analytical generalisations. 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

3.1  Research philosophy  

Research philosophy can be divided into two main terminologies, ontology and epistemology (Carson, 
Gilmore, Perry, & Gronhaug, 2001). Essentially, ontology focuses on reality and epistemology concerns 
the relation between reality and the researcher (Carson et al., 2001). From an ontological perspective, 
reality can either be seen from the perspective of the objectivist, or from the subjectivist (Carson et al., 
2001). Furthermore, epistemology concerns what constitutes as acceptable knowledge to a researcher 
(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009) and can be described as the relationship between us as researchers 
and reality (Carson et al., 2001).  

Dependent on the nature of the study, the research philosophy can mainly be argued as either positivist 
or interpretivist. In our study on communication and information-sharing within family firms we adapt 
to an interpretivist research philosophy. The selection of the interpretivism stance is appropriate to our 
case, because it enables us to develop our research strategy and methods based on the belief that people 
have subjective perception of things. We see reality from a subjectivist perspective as we believe that 
reality is subjective and is different dependent on us as individuals. We also believe that we as researchers 
continuously affect reality since we socially interact with the environment, rather than that reality exists 
independently, i.e. as the objectivist perspective concludes (Carson et al., 2001). In our case, from an 
epistemological perspective, we emphasise on the importance of the subjective meanings in the cases, 
which an interpretivist stance promotes.  As Saunders et al. (2009) endorse that “interpretivism advocates 
that it is necessary for the researcher to understand differences between humans in our role as social 
actors” (p. 116). Furthermore, the interpretivism stance allows us to experience how the actors within 
family firms subjectively perceive the ongoing situations, rather than to see the nature of reality in family 
businesses as independent from social actors, which individuals within the objectivistic stance of 
positivism view reality (Carson et al., 2001).  

In order to be able to conduct an appropriate research with the selection of relevant research strategy 
and method, it was needed to perceive the nature of the topic correctly  (Bryman & Bell, 2011; Saunders 
et al., 2009). As the main purpose of our research concerns investigation of communication and 
information-sharing between people within businesses, it is appropriate to consider that there are 
differences in the individual perceptions of the ongoing behaviours within the firms. As Bryman & Bell 
(2011) emphasise, interpretivism concerns the importance of individual differences between people and 
their perceptions. In our thesis we followed the viewpoint of the interpretivist philosophy which is that 
there are multiple socially constructed realities where humans interpret the roles of individuals in order 
to make sense of them (Saunders et al., 2009). Therefore, we found it important to analyse the data with 
the consideration that the experiences which the respondents formulated to us during the interviews were 
based on their own subjective perception. That is why we also tried to put ourselves in the position of 
our respondents.  
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Moreover, by having multiple sources of data in the specific cases, sometimes we received different 
perceptions of the same situations, which enabled us to get an overall picture of the ongoing phenomenon 
in the companies. It was helpful for our research to adapt interpretivist philosophy, since the opinions 
could considerably differ between individuals. Furthermore, since we were interested in investigating 
humans and their perception of communication, it was central for us to consider specifically, what people 
perceive as being important in communication. We found it critical for us to put emphasis on looking at 
data from different perspectives throughout the data collecting process, in order for us to meet our 
purpose. Furthermore, from an axiological perspective, we also considered ourselves as an affecting part 
of the matter being researched due to our participation in the process of data collection (Saunders et al., 
2009).  

3.2 Research design 

Since the purpose of this thesis is to investigate information-sharing and communication between 
individuals in family firms, this study focused on collecting qualitative data. In order to get the appropriate 
data to answer our research questions, in particular, expressing the relations between humans, qualitative 
data in form of words instead of numbers were collected (Blumberg, 2011). The main focus of qualitative 
studies is to penetrate a topic in order to get answers to how, what, why, how come, how so, what if types of 
questions. A qualitative research method is favoured when studies of objects in normal context is pursued 
and when intention is to investigate a phenomenon in terms of developing a new meaning (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2005). On the contrary, quantitative studies focus on explaining how much different variables 
are affecting each other within a topic (Blumberg, 2011). Since we collected data in order to fulfil the 
purpose of our research, which concerns communication between individuals in firms, we found it 
important to catch personal experiences and individual stories, which are only obtainable qualitatively.  

3.2.1 Research approach 

There are different approaches a researcher can pursue when conducting research. Although, mainly two 
approaches are distinguished: inductive and deductive (Saunders et al., 2009). The inductive and 
deductive approaches are distinguished by the method the researcher contemplates to make research 
(Saunders et al., 2009). Inductive studies are signified by gaining a close understanding of a research 
context, as well as, by grasping the meanings, which humans attach to events (Saunders et al., 2009). 
Additionally, inductive research approach is greatly signified by forming a theory rather than testing it 
(Bryman & Bell, 2011). On the other hand, deductive reasoning concerns testing a developed hypothesis 
which is based on existing theory within a certain area (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Moreover, a deductive 
research approach is generally preferred when quantitative research is pursued (Saunders et al., 2009). 

Through the careful evaluation of research approaches and the discussion about which approach would 
be the most favourable to pursue, the decision was settled on a combination of the aforementioned 
approaches – on abductive research approach. We decided that abductive approach is the most 
appropriate one for our thesis, because we wanted to move back and forth between the literature and the 
empirical data in order to fulfil our purpose. Van Maanen, Sørensen, & Mitchell (2007) promote the use 
of the abductive research approach by stating that the research process is a continuous balancing between 
theory and practice. According to Van Maanen et al. (2007) while pursuing the abductive approach, data 
is collected to explore a phenomenon and to explain certain patterns and themes. Dubois & Gadde (2002) 
argue for the use of abductive approach by stressing the importance of iterations in the research process, 
by stating that “the theory cannot be understood without empirical observation and vice versa” (p. 555). 

Throughout the study we were moving between theoretical reviewing and data collection. In order to 
obtain a grasp of the research area for our thesis, our initial process was to review the literature in the 
area of governance and communication in family businesses. This formed an early picture of the research 
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area, and we understood what was worthwhile of investigating. From the deductively compiled theories 
we structured interview questions to collect empirical data. After the collection of empirical data, we 
recurrently came back to literature in order to make sense of the data. Also we adjusted and added theories 
to the literature review in order to get additional insights. Additionally, we used the theories for the 
analysis and interpretation of our empirical data. So the described research process was of abductive 
nature and was the most suitable in accordance with our purpose and research questions. 

3.2.2 Research purpose 

Our research was carried out with an exploratory nature. An exploratory study is preferred in order to 
get new insights within the field, where the nature of the problem is not completely certain (Saunders et 
al., 2009). Furthermore, exploratory research also concerns putting focus on the processes in specific 
situations in order to get insights of an occurring problem (Robson, 2002). The purpose of this thesis is 
to investigate communication in family firms. As the phenomenon of information-sharing between family 
members and non-family members within family firms is a topic not widely researched, we came to 
conclusion that an exploratory study is preferable for this thesis. Furthermore, since there are general 
theories concerning the interrelation between entities in family firms, our work sought to assess the 
phenomenon in a new light. One of the main characteristics of explorative research is that the process is 
significantly flexible, allowing the researcher to change focus within the progression of the study (Robson, 
2002; Saunders et al., 2009). In our thesis project, the ongoing research process has been signified by 
flexibility based on the new insights, which we continuously received. Throughout our research process 
we modified our interview questions, based on the responses, which we received initially, in order to get 
more accurate and beneficial replies. 

The reason for pursuing an explorative research rather than descriptive or explanatory studies in our 
thesis is twofold. Firstly, descriptive studies have a clear focus of portraying accurate profiles of events 
where extensive knowledge of the situation is needed (Robson, 2002). In our case, we sought to receive 
new insights within a field where theory has not been yet established in order to fully enable us to portray 
accurate profiles. Secondly, studies with an explanatory purpose are rather quantitatively focused, and the 
research usually concentrates on establishing the relationships between variables (Saunders et al., 2009). 
In our interviews we received opinions from the respondents concerning how they experienced certain 
areas in the firm communication. We also received explanations on their experienced emotions and 
feelings in some incidents they experienced. For example, they explained that in some scenarios they felt 
overseen by some people and they explained how that effected them and their work. As we decided to 
use emotions, opinions and experiences as data and to collect qualitative data foremost through words 
rather than in numeric form, an explanatory purpose is not applicable for our thesis.  

3.3 Research method 

3.3.1 Method – multiple case study 

When making research, specific importance is directed to the methods that are used to collect data. The 
data collection strategy can involve several different approaches and techniques based on what kind of 
data is preferred (Saunders et al., 2009). In this research we had an exploratory purpose and we pursued 
to collect qualitative data, using an abductive approach. In order to collect accurate data, we decided to 
apply qualitative data collection method. Also, to receive a solid set of data, we used a multiple data 
collection method. Woodside and Wilson (2003) promotes that using multiple sets of data collection is a 
part of triangulation and it adds strength to a study. As well as Patton (2002) concurs that multiple data 
increases the strength of a research. 
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In order to obtain adequate data and to fulfil the purpose both primary and secondary data were collected. 
Primary data is data, which the researcher collects to answer the specific research question of the study, 
while secondary data is a material collected for another purpose, but which still is useful within the 
research (Hox & Boeije, 2005). In our research primary data was collected through semi-structured 
interviews with individuals in family businesses and through vignettes presented at the interviews. In our 
study secondary data consisted of firm-specific information and written documents about the cases.  

Our data collection strategy involved the development of case studies. A case study is according to 
Robson (2002, p. 178):  

“a well-established research strategy where the focus is on a case (which is 
interpreted very widely to include the study of an individual person, a group, a 
setting, an organization etc.) in its own right, and taking its contrext [Sic] into 
account.” 

Furthermore, a case study is foremost signified by the usage of multiple sources of data collection in 
order to investigate a certain phenomenon within real life context (Robson, 2002). In this research, we 
use a multiple case study strategy (Yin, 2009) and this method is appropriate due to multiple reasons. 
Firstly, as our research questions emphasise on studying how information within firms is shared, there is 
a need of thorough investigation within family firms. Furthermore, as the topic concerns the specific 
nature of family firms and underlines the additional complexity within them, there is great importance of 
performing case studies to obtain the potential impact of contextual factors (Yin, 2009).  

3.3.2 Semi-structured interviews  

There are different ways of conducting case studies (Robson, 2002). However, in this thesis we decided 
that primary data should be collected through semi-structured interviews, which are conducted with key 
individuals within family firms. Our data collection strategy concerned having multiple cases, where key 
individuals were interviewed. The interviewees were selected based on their relation to the firm and were 
divided into two categories: family members and non-family members in managerial positions in the 
company. We built the cases on interviews with respondents from both categories within different family 
firms in order to obtain data concerning the relation between the parties.  

Our choice of semi-structured interviews is originated in our interest in uncovering the specific 
viewpoints of the interviewees concerning communication in firms. Furthermore, Flick (2014) promotes 
that with guided interviews a researcher is able to recognise subjective perspectives of the respondents, 
which in our study is in line with our interpretivism research philosophy. The interview guide was 
structured to have a certain amount of open questions, which guided the interviewees loosely to the topic 
of communication in family firms and information-sharing between family and non-family managers in 
the firms. The answers to the open questions often led us to follow-up questions in certain areas of 
interest. At the same time, the guideline enabled us to keep focus to the core questions of interest and 
not to lose track of important question, which could provide us with data and could make the interviews 
comparable.  

Additionally, we chose semi-structured interviews for our research, because we believed that it is an 
effective method to investigate a sensitive research topic. Since we anticipated that it might be emotionally 
hard for our interviewees to talk about problems in communication and information-sharing, we wanted 
to experience the interviews as resembling natural conversations and to be able to penetrate insights from 
the interviewees. 

We developed two different interview guides (see Appendix). One interview guide addressed family 
members, working in the company, and second guide addressed non-family managers. As we aimed to 
penetrate the subjective experiences of people, it was needed to develop different questions to family 
managers and non-family managers in order to receive the highest amount of appropriate data. Our 
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intention with the separate interview guides was to examine whether family and non-family managers 
experience situations in firms differently. However, we also wanted to get in-depth knowledge about how 
individuals perceive the importance of communication in family firms.  

The first part of the interview guide was developed to get to know the interviewees. The starting questions 
were similar in both of the interview guides due to the need of information about a person’s history, role 
and connection towards other individuals in the firm. The questions were designed to invite the 
interviewees to open up, to feel more comfortable and to allow us to get to know the specific individual. 
Also, in order for us to understand the structure in the business, as well as, the composition of the 
managing family, we asked the first family interviewee at each case to describe how the business is 
structured and what people are involved in it. By understanding the involvement structure in the 
businesses we were able to follow up with more specific questions.  

The core part of the interview guide concerned communication, information-sharing and the relationship 
between family and non-family members in the specific businesses. The non-family managers were 
initially asked how they would describe the relationship between them and the family members, and how 
important decisions are made in the firms. These questions were asked to get the respondents’ perceived 
connection to the family members which could open up for follow-up questions on why they experienced 
their relationship in a certain way. To guide the non-family managers towards the topic of communication 
problems we asked the questions e.g. whether they ever experienced situations where they lacked 
information, whether they ever felt excluded from information, and whether they felt their opinion was 
not valued etc.  

The interview guideline to family members differed slightly in coherence to the one developed for non-
family counterparts. In order to attain the highest amount of data it was needed to adapt the questions 
specifically to the viewpoint of the owner and the founder (or second generation of owners). We asked 
family managers specific questions on how they experienced communication and information-sharing in 
the firm and to what extent they have possibility to influence the situations. We asked whether they see 
any difference between family and non-family individuals in the firm, whether they experienced a 
situation when information was not shared with them by non-family managers, and whether they believe 
communication can be improved in the firm.  

3.3.3 Vignettes 

After our semi-structured interviews we presented three scenarios for the interviewees, so called 
vignettes, as a complementary technique to obtain further data. Vignettes is a technique often used by 
researchers to investigate diverse social issues (Barter & Renold, 2000). Vignettes are the creation of 
hypothetical scenarios of potential real life situations in a certain context, used to make interviewees open 
up and respond to them in order obtain untapped data (Wilks, 2004). Vignettes are specifically effective 
when it comes to giving interviewees opportunities to react and give their opinion on scenarios that are 
not directly related to them, but still related to the topic of the researcher (Wilks, 2004). In our cases the 
usage of vignettes was highly useful and effective. We used the technique to enable the respondents to 
firstly react and to share their reactions concerning a certain scenario and thereafter reminisce if they 
experienced similar scenarios in the firms. We chose to use vignettes due to the sensitive nature of our 
research topic. As the topic concerns experienced problems regarding communication between family 
and non-family members in family firms, we assumed that it might be difficult for some interviewees to 
talk openly and honestly about their experiences. Therefore, the vignettes are used to desensitize the topic 
to the respondents and create possibility for reaction (Hughes & Huby, 2002).  

In this research we used three fictional scenarios regarding different communication, information-sharing 
and decision-making problems in family firms. The respondents were handed the scenarios in written 
form, and it was possible to have them either in English or Swedish languages. We made the choice of 
giving the interviewees the scenarios in written form due to that it might enhance the quality of data 
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(Wilson & While, 1998) and it is often provided in this way in qualitative studies (Wilks, 2004). 
Furthermore, we chose to provide the respondents with the possibility to have the vignettes in their 
native language, due to that it could possibly enhance the level and quality of data received. However, 
only two persons chose to have the vignettes in Swedish, and only with one of those persons we 
conducted the further analysis in Swedish. When we conducted the telephone or skype interviews we 
chose to firstly articulately read the vignettes to the respondents, but implied that the vignettes could be 
sent during the second part of the interview via email for the respondents to read. One respondent chose 
to have it in written form and we sent the vignettes in real time to avoid a biased answer by allowing the 
person to read and analyse them on beforehand. The content of the scenarios in the vignettes was created 
by us, but derived out of our data and our readings of literature. We used our creativity to narrate realistic 
scenes and scenarios within family firms when dealing with our chosen topic. By doing this we tried to 
re-create some typical behaviours that might happen in family firms. Even though after couple of 
interviews we realized that situations in our scenarios are a bit extreme, we decided not to change them 
in order to keep consistency of our research method. 

The first vignette concerns family and non-family relationships and being not transparent about sharing 
important information in family firms. In this scenario we wanted to make an impression that non-family 
manager was responsible for lack of information-sharing. 

Markus is a non-family sales manager in a family-owned company. He knows that in this 
quarter the business is not going very well, sales are dropping, and some customers are thinking 
about to switch to another supplier. Markus does not share this information about the current 
bad situation in the company with the owning family, because he is afraid that the family will 
be dissatisfied with his performance and unhappy about the situation. Markus prefers to try 
to improve sales by his own efforts, trying to intensify his job and to motivate sales workers, 
who are under his supervision.  

The second vignette describes lack of information between family and non-family members and how 
decision-making is made in family businesses. In this scenario we wanted to make an impression that 
family members were responsible for lack of information-sharing. 

Jonas is a non-family production manager, working in family-owned company. He knows 
that sales are constantly increasing in number, and that the current production facility is 
already not enough to satisfy all orders. Jonas had a meeting with the CEO and other company 
owners to suggest his idea to buy a new machine for production. The purchase of a new machine 
would cost several million SEK. After two months Jonas still does not have any reply. 
However, he knows that the owning family together with several family members, who are 
working in the company, already had two meetings to discuss the potential investment in a 
new machine. 

The third vignette concerns family and non-family interrelationship on top level in businesses and 
miscommunication between entities. In this scenario we wanted to make an impression that perhaps both 
non-family manager and family member were responsible for lack of information-sharing. 

Fatima is one of three siblings owning a retail company. Fatima decided to expand the store 
chain and to open one more store in southern Sweden, and she shared this vision with non-
family CEO Fredrik. Fatima knows a landlord and had found a perfect location for this 
store in Lund. At the same time Fredrik decided to explore independently potential venues 
for renting a place for a store in Karlskrona. A week after at the board meeting Fredrik 
proudly presents his achievement - he had already signed a rental contract in Karlskrona. 
Fatima is surprised and tells Fredrik that he was not supposed to search for venues and sign 
contracts without her guidelines.  
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After reading of each vignette, the respondents were asked questions concerning their general thoughts 
on the situation, whether they could relate to it, whether something similar ever happened in their 
company, how they would act and react to such or similar situation, and how it would affect the 
relationship between family and non-family members in the firm (please, see Interview guide in 
Appendix). This tactic helped us in several interviews to get some interesting and valuable for our research 
replies from our interviewees. Our intention with vignettes usage was that the respondents could tell us 
their opinions about the described in the vignettes situations, being emotionally separated from their 
companies. Usually after that, respondents transferred their company-neutral opinions about the 
scenarios in the vignettes on the reality in the companies, where they work, and told us whether a similar 
situation ever had happened in their company. It was especially valuable for our research, that some 
respondents recalled the examples from their working life with the help of vignettes, which they did not 
bring up during replying to our interview questions. Overall, the research method of using vignettes was 
helpful for our study. 

3.4 Research ethics 

The whole process of our research was guided by ethical principles. By providing the full information 
about the nature and purpose of our research and master thesis, we ensured voluntary participation of 
companies in our research. The respondents were able to refuse to participate at any point of time. The 
topic of communication and information-sharing in family firms can be considered as quite sensitive for 
interviewees, which have to share personal experiences. Therefore, in an early stage of the interview 
process the topic of anonymity was discussed and agreed upon. The general attitude among the 
respondents towards anonymity was that it was not considered as essential for any of the specific 
individuals we interviewed, but that they would appreciate confidentiality for the sake of the firms and 
their employees. Jacobsen (2002) argues for the importance of confidentiality in research. Especially 
topics which the interviewees, or the public, experience as sensitive and could harm the reputation of a 
company (Jacobsen, 2002). Therefore, we took the decision of not publishing the companies taking part 
in this study in an early stage, and we shared this to the interviewees to enhance the level of comfort and 
openness. Instead we substituted the company names with nicknames Alpha, Beta, and Gamma. 
Although, to allow the reader to receive an increased knowledge of our research, we published the 
industry in which company is operating, amount of employees and location. All the names of interviewees 
in this study are as well fictitious due to the interest of one respondent. During the interview, the 
respondents had the opportunity to not answer any of the asked questions if they did not feel comfortable 
with the specific matter. All interviews were voice-recorded. We asked every interviewee, whether it is 
fine with them that we record the interview in order for us to transcribe and analyse their responses later; 
and all respondents agreed to be recorded. Thereafter, the collected material is only available to us as 
researchers and was guaranteed to not be shared with any other party. At the end of the study all of the 
recorded material was terminated. 

As it was very kind of our respondents to take their time to participate in our research, we wanted to give 
back something to them. So we decided to share with them the final text of our thesis to guarantee the 
mutual benefit.  

3.5 Data collection 

3.5.1 Selection of cases 

The sampling technique we followed in this research is originated in non-probability samples. We adapted 
a purposive sampling method due to the aim of the thesis. As we investigated communication and 
interrelations between family and non-family members in family firms, there is a great importance to have 
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cases with appropriate structures containing both entities active in them. Furthermore, since we needed 
to investigate a specific type of family firms with both family and non-family members actively involved 
in the business and with more than ten employees, as we aimed to investigate small and medium-sized 
enterprises according to the definition of European Commision (2016) (See appendix), we could not 
randomly select companies to be in our research. By following a purposive selection of cases we were 
able to use our own judgement in the selection of potential respondents (Saunders et al., 2009). The 
selection was based on choosing potential cases which could possibly answer our research questions the 
greatest. However, in this research we also adapted the method of convenience sampling (Saunders et al., 
2009). As our research was characterised by inability to pursue all possible firms that would be appropriate 
for our study due to time and access constraints, we searched for possible cases located locally, in the 
sense of convenience samples.  

Our initial process was to search the web for firms with the keywords “family business” (“familjeföretag”) 
and the region of interest. In this study the region of interest was Jönköping and the nearby area, due to 
our convenience to conduct face-to-face interviews, as well as, our research interest in local family 
business environment. Through extensive research online and through our personal connections, we 
developed a shortlist of 15 companies, which had the appropriate size and family/non-family structure. 
The total amount of investigated companies, which did not fall into our criteria, was numerously larger. 
We analysed the overall draft of family firms through the information available on the websites of the 
firms, as well as through database searches (e.g. Allabolag.se) in order to get to know the financial results, 
size, ownership structure and other key information, which determined the fit of firms’ participation in 
our research. In the end, out of the shortlisted companies we managed to get access to two firms in the 
region.  

Throughout the interviewing process we also continued to search for new cases within family business. 
We pursued a snowball strategy (Saunders et al., 2009) through asking our interviewees about similar 
family firms within the region, in order to get hold of family firms which we were unaware of before. As 
our knowledge of the region and the certain field of family businesses was quite limited, the method 
helped us to get hold of valuable information towards building our sample.  

In order to maximise the response rate from the cases we chose to initially call the potential respondents 
instead of sending them an email with our inquiry. However, after initial contact via telephone we sent 
the respondents an email with further information about our research, why we are interested meeting 
them, and why it is relevant for them to participate in the data collection process.  

3.5.2 Overview of respondents 

Eventually three companies agreed to participate in our research, which matched our criteria: 

- Being a Swedish small or medium-sized company (according to definition of European 

Commision (2016)) (See appendix), 

- Being a family firm (See our definition of family business in Introduction chapter), 

- Having both family and non-family members employed in the company at managerial positions, 

- Having a possibility to interview at least three persons in the company, both family and non-

family managers. 

In the table below (Table 2) information about the sample of respondents, used in this research is 
presented. The sample is structured in regards to company name, name of interviewee, position in the 
firm, their family relation, interview type, interview date, and length of interview.  
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No Company Name Position Family 

member 

Interview 

type 

Interview 

date 

Length 

1 Alpha Ulf R&D Manager, 

Co- founder 

Yes Face-to-

face 

6th April, 

2016 

70 min 

2 Alpha Veronica Quality & 
Environment 

manager 

No Face-to-
face 

6th April, 
2016 

50 min 

3 Alpha Hampus CEO No Face-to-
face 

14th April, 
2016 

65 min 

4 Alpha Sven Technology 

manager, Co-

Founder 

Yes Face-to-

face 

14th April, 

2016 

65 min 

5 Alpha Sofie  Production 

planning 

Manager 

Yes Face-to-

face 

14th April, 

2016 

60 min 

6 Beta Patrik  CEO, Owner Yes Face-to-

face 

8th April, 

2016 

60 min 

7 Beta Nils  Sales Manager No Face-to-

face 

8th April, 

2016 

55 min 

8 Beta Noah  Sales and 

Project Manager  

No Face-to-

face 

8th April, 

2016 

70 min 

9 Beta Richard  Financial 
Manager 

No Face-to-
face 

8th April, 
2016 

65 min 

10 Gamma Mustafa   Sales Manager Yes Face-to-

face 

30th April, 

2016 

 85 min 

11 Gamma Jens  Operations 
Manager 

No Phone 21st April, 
2016 

 60 min 

12 Gamma Petra   Vice CEO, Co-

Founder 

Yes Skype  3th May, 

2016 

 55 min 

Table 2 - Data Sample (Own Source) 

3.5.3 Conduction of interviews 

In total, our research was conducted during four months. Due to the time constraints of this study and 
the lack of possibility for companies to dedicate longer time for participation in our research, we decided 
to conduct a cross-sectional study (Saunders et al., 2009). In comparison to longitudinal study, which is 
done within a long period of time, our cross-sectional study aimed to explore the cases at a particular 
moment in time (Saunders et al., 2009). 

The interviews with the companies were conducted in the time frame between 6th April and 3rd May 2016. 
Before the interviews were conducted, we sent via email a brief description of our research topic to our 
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respondents, so they could take their time to reflect upon communication between family and non-family 
managers in their firms. Consequently, we decided not to send them our interview guide or our precise 
research questions in order to keep our interviewees unbiased. By doing so we hoped to receive insights 
into issues in communication between family and non-family members. 

Before interviews, we conducted extensive research on the companies in our cases, using official 
company web-site, articles in magazines and reports on financial information, and as well we researched 
respondents’ career history. As Saunders et al. (2009) mention, such a prior preparation was important 
for us to get confidence and to prevent poor performance during the interviews.  

We tried our best to conduct every interview face-to-face, so that we could grasp the emotions of the 
respondents in a better way and we could create a friendly environment, which would lead to more rich 
and deep conversations. Additionally, it was essential for us to visit company’s office, so interviewees 
could feel more comfortable and relaxed. By doing so we hoped to minimize potential negative effects 
on the responses, which interviewees could give, if they feel uncomfortable (Saunders et al., 2009). 
However, due to the time limits of our thesis and overall busyness of our respondents with their jobs, we 
found a reasonable compromise to conduct one interviews via phone and one interview via skype.  

While contacting companies and preparing for interviews, we asked interviewees, whether it is possible 
that interviews are conducted in English language. Since all our interviewees were Swedes, we gave them 
a possibility to choose to have interviews in Swedish language as well. We were aware, that using Swedish 
language would be a better option for the outcome of our research, especially while pursuing qualitative 
case study research. However, we preferred to have interviews in English due to the fact, that one of the 
authors had limited knowledge of Swedish, and we believed that active participation of both researchers 
during interviews is a vital part of our research. Nevertheless, only one interviewee asked to conduct 
interview in Swedish. Sometimes during interviews we also mixed English with Swedish. The interviews 
lasted between 50 to 85 minutes. During the interviews and immediately after them we made notes on 
important aspects of the interview and our observations. Afterwards, every interview was transcribed. 
How the data was transcribed and analysed, is described in the next section. 

3.6 Analysing empirical data 

We started the process of analysing the data by firstly transcribing the audio-recordings of the interviews. 
One interview that was conducted in Swedish language was translated into English, so that both 
researchers could work with the material. Additionally, we translated some words or sentences that 
respondents said in Swedish during other interviews. These transcriptions amounted in a large quantity 
of raw data. Therefore, due to time and effectiveness reasons we put efforts into structuring, organising 
and simplifying the collected data to enhance the accuracy, contemporaneously as transcribing the spoken 
data. Our structuring process led to a removal of data, which was not entirely relevant to the research, in 
order to make the data more accessible and understandable. Irrelevant data was, for example, some small 
talk, warm-up questions, detailed description of interviewee’s career path and different examples that are 
not related to our research purpose. We could estimate that irrelevant data was around 15 % of the 
interview time. 

The next stage of our analysis was data coding. Coding is a tactic of getting an overview of the textual 
material, which is used in the social sciences (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2014). Malhotra, Birks, and Wills 
(2012) emphasise the importance of coding data in order to be able to find patterns and subsequently to 
be able to make an analysis. We did the coding with several purposes: firstly, to reduce the data, secondly, 
to understand the phenomenon, thirdly, to develop construct (categories) and, eventually, to develop 
theory (Saldana, 2012). In the initial phase of data coding process we assigned codes to the words, phrases 
and sentences in our interviews transcriptions, which capture the essence of data or represent some 
aspects of data (Saldana, 2012).  
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We followed the process of coding as Harding (2013) suggested. Initially we read through our interviews 
transcripts and identified initial codes. Later on, we wrote the codes alongside our transcripts. During 
several days we reviewed and revised our codes – here our researchers’ creativity played an important 
role.  

Then we started to look for possibilities to sort and group the chosen codes into categories, which implies 
that the essence of the long interviews’ statements was reduced to several simple to understand categories 
(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2014). We grouped codes into categories based on relationships between codes, 
codes frequencies, similarities between codes and underlying meanings across codes. Through this 
categorization process the structure of the data was developed as a step towards understanding our data 
and our research field (Flick, 2014). Sometimes we made a second round of data categorization, because 
we felt that the categories are too similar to each other or that we have too much amount of categories 
per particular research question. 

Since we had three research questions for our investigation, our interview guide was developed and 
structured, based on the significant nature of these research questions. We made separate coding and 
categorization processes for each of our three research questions. For the first research question “What 
are the distinctive characteristics of communication between non-family managers and family?” we discovered similarities 
in the answers. From the similar codes we developed a number of categories of distinctive characteristics 
of how the interviewees experienced communication in their business. Initially we developed 12 different 
categories, which we combined and refined later into seven categories. For the second research question 
“What are the perceived barriers to effective communication and information-sharing practices between family and non-family 
managers?” we divided the findings into eight different barriers (sub-categories), which tendencies of 
existence the respondents recognized in their firms. Thereafter we combined these sub-categories into 
four main categories, based on the nature of the specific category. For the last third research question 
“What business-related information is not shared between family and non-family managers?”, we developed categories 
based on what family and non-family managers emphasised was not shared in the firm. For this research 
question, it was important to separate the replies of family managers from replies of non-family managers. 
We came up with nine different categories of matters that are not being shared in firms: six categories 
per family managers and three per non-family managers. 

Based on the main developed categories we started to theorise our data by connecting it to the existing 
literature framework. We also created our own theoretical frameworks out of our data analysis by putting 
together our categories into the models. 

While analysing empirical data we kept in mind that we, researchers, could be biased by our own believes, 
background and aspiration to find our particular results. So we realized that we could influence the data 
analysis process; and we tried to do our best to stay unbiased and look at the data from different 
perspectives. Especially helpful was the fact, that this thesis is written by two persons, so we could discuss 
with each other, how to code our data in the most precise way. 

3.7 Research quality 

Research quality and trustworthiness is an important topic when making qualitative research (Given, 
2008). To ensure the high quality of qualitative research the evidence of credibility, transferability, 
dependability, and confirmability should be presented (Given, 2008).  

Credibility 

Credibility concerns the importance of accurately describing and portraying the research phenomenon 
(Given, 2008) and the confidence we have in the truthfulness of the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
To establish a precise description of the phenomenon we put emphasis on making sure that the method, 
which we used to collect data, was the most appropriate for our topic. Firstly, to establish credibility and 
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to reduce bias we collected data from multiple sources, such as semi-structured interviews, vignettes and 
information about the company. If the respondents did not want to share some sensitive information 
with us during the interview questions due to the delicate nature of our research topic, the vignettes 
counteracted and balanced this disadvantage. It was possible, since by replying to our questions after 
reading vignettes, respondents presented us their opinions on communication in family firms, being 
emotionally separated from the situations in the company, where they work. This process enhanced the 
accuracy in the collected data and allowed us to trustfully describe the phenomenon. Furthermore, we 
collected data by interviewing the appropriate participants, who are, in accordance with our research 
purpose, family and non-family managers in family firms. Thus, we were able to view the phenomenon 
from diverse perspectives. Thus, the data collection process allowed us to more accurately describe the 
phenomenon since we obtained data from different sources and listened to diverse viewpoints.  

Transferability 

Transferability concerns the need of awareness of the scope of the study and the description of the 
research in order to allow it to be applicable in other contexts (Given, 2008). Transferability allows the 
reader to be able to determine the applicability of the study in another context (Given, 2008). In order 
for our research to be transferable, we put emphasis on richly describing all of the cases, respondents, 
and the environment of all the cases. By describing the cases deeply, we were able to enhance the 
understanding of the research context and the depth of the study, which improves the possibilities to 
draw conclusions of the appropriateness of our developed theories in other contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985). We believe that we adequately described the research process to allow the reader to determine if 
our research is applicable in other contexts.  

Dependability 

Dependability concerns the importance of thoroughly describing the “procedure and research 
instruments in such a way that others can attempt to collect data in similar conditions” (Given, 2008, p. 
897). The significance lies within describing the method in such a way that allows other researchers to 
have a similar explanation for a phenomenon, if research is pursued in comparable conditions (Given, 
2008). We believe that we put emphasis on exposing full detailed information about the method, which 
we used in our research, in order to allow future researchers to acquire similar data, if the same conditions 
apply. However, since we conducted interviews with a variety of individuals, it is apparent that the data 
may be subjective. In our cases, the individuals gave examples based on their own personal views, which 
is hard to recreate with other interviewees in other cases and in other points of time. Furthermore, due 
to the nature of the semi-structured interviews, the setup was never similar in the specific interview and 
therefore the data also varies. Conversely, we believe that through our description of method, specific 
cases and individuals, we apprized future researchers about the individual specifics of this research, which 
allows them to understand the possibility to repeat the study.  

Confirmability 

Confirmability refers to the significance of ensuring that the findings of the research match the actual 
data (Given, 2008). There is a great importance of questioning the degree to which the findings are shaped 
by the respondents and not by us, as researchers. However, based on the nature of our interpretivism 
view on research, we believe that we do subjectively influence the data collected from the respondents. 
Taking this into consideration, we tried to be as non-affecting in our body language during the interviews 
as possible and not to make unnecessary facial expressions which might hinder the respondents. 
Furthermore, we also tried to provide the interviewee with sufficient time to consider their answers and 
not to disrupt the person. We also aimed to not modify our interview questions by extending the 
description of a specific question, which could steer the respondent into a certain direction. Also since 
we worked in a team, we had different viewpoints and interpretations on diverse topics. So we put a lot 
of emphasis on discussing our empirical findings within our team. We believe that the actions we made 
are sufficient to grant the assurance that the data is not shaped by us, as researchers.  
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3.8 Analytical generalisations 

By doing this research we did not intend to create generalisations, which can be applied across the sample 
we are investigating, even though most multiple case studies are naturally generalisable. Saunders et al. 
(2009) promote that the usage of semi-structured interviews does not enable researchers to make 
statistical generalisations when research is pursued on small number of cases. Moreover Saunders et al. 
(2009) argue that usually in qualitative research the size of the sample is not adequate to allow the 
researchers to statistically generalise the content. In this study we put emphasise on investigating a 
number of cases which was sufficient to our research, in consideration of available time and resources. 
The findings of the research can therefore be considered as not generalisable to the entire field of family 
businesses, which was not either our intent with the study.  

  



30 

 

4 Empirical findings  

_________________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter of the thesis we present the empirical findings of our research and we introduce the reader to our 
collected data. We start with a presentation of the cases and the respondents in order to enhance the understanding 
of the background of the companies and the involvement of individuals in the business. Lastly, we present general 
collected data concerning relationships, communication and information-sharing in family businesses.  
_________________________________________________________________________ 

4.1 Company profiles 

The family companies, which we used as the cases for our empirical study, have different level of family 
and non-family involvement. Furthermore, as the firms dispose difference in structure, the first attempt 
of analysing the cases should be to increase the knowledge of the family involvement. From a point of 
view of the three circles model by Davis (1982), the cases and their individual characteristics can be 
explained from more of a visual point. The three circles model may simplify our understanding of why 
certain individuals have diverse opinions and picture events differently. Whether an individual is a family-
member, non-family member, manager, owner, or an employee, there is a likeliness that their role is 
affecting how they interpret things. In all of our empirical cases the interviewees consisted of both family 
and non-family members, all on managerial and supervisory level.  

Alpha 

The company Alpha is a second generation family firm within the food industry of FMCG (fast-moving 
consumer goods). The firm was founded in 1992 and is located in Jönköping municipality. The company 
is currently owned by the two brothers Sven and Ulf, and their father. The firm was originally founded 
by the father of the brothers, and he was the CEO of the company until 2014. Thereafter the father 
stepped down of his post as CEO due to the retirement and successively delegated the active management 
to the brothers. In 2014, as a result of the changes in the firm, a new non-family CEO was enrolled to 
be in charge of the enterprise. Hampus, the new CEO, was the former sales and marketing manager of 
the firm, and had been in the firm since 2012. Hampus’ background is originated in sales, and he is a 
person with experience in other large FMCG companies.  

In the firm there are other active family members. Sofie is the wife of Sven (one of the brothers) and is 
in charge of orders in the firm. She has been involved in Alpha since the late 1990’s, and she can be seen 
as one of the most vital parts of the firm management. One more family employee is Frans, who is a 
production manager, who is a husband of the brothers’ sister. In our research, we were also introduced 
to Veronica who is a non-family member, employed as quality and environment manager in the firm.  

The illustration below (Figure 6) shows the position of the persons, whom we interviewed in the 
company, in the three circles model by Davis (1982). The person could be positioned either as owner, or 
family member or employee. If the role of a person contains several categories (such as both family 
member and employee), then the person is positioned in the circles’ overlapping area. 
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Figure 6 - Alpha, Davis's Three Circles Model (Davis, 1982, p. 14) 

Beta 

Beta is a family firm, operating in the steel industry, supplying customers with steel constructions within 
the areas of storage equipment, doors, and steel buildings. The firm is currently in the second generation 
and is owned by to brothers equally, Patrik and Sune. Patrik is the CEO of the firm and has been since 
1984, while Sune is in charge of one of the branches of the business. Both of the brothers are board 
members and are actively involved in the daily decision-making of the firm. The brothers both have 
children, which are more and less active in the firm. One son of Sune is the head of the branches in the 
firm, while neither of Patrik’s children are currently employed. However, couple of times a year a formal 
cousins’ meeting is organized in order to inform the children of the brothers about important information 
about the firm.  

For the purpose of our research we also interviewed several non-family members in the firm. Richard is 
the head of finance of Beta and is also a board member in the firm. He has been a part of Beta for 15 
years and is involved in the strategic decision-making within his field. Furthermore, we also met Nils and 
Noah who are both non-family sales and operations managers in Beta. Both of them have in common 
that they have been a part of Beta for a very long time and have been active in several parts of the firm 
during that time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7 - Beta, Davis's Three Circles Model (Davis, 1982, p. 14) 
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Gamma 

Gamma is a family company active within the consultancy industry, which provides sales consultancy 
services to businesses. The firm is owned by two sisters Petra and Kajsa and their father Ivar, who make 
up the first and second generation of active family members in the firm. The top management is 
structured by the sisters, being the CEO and vice CEO and their father being head of finance. In our 
study we interviewed one of the sisters Petra, who is the vice CEO of Gamma. Another family member, 
active in the firm is the sales manager Mustafa. Mustafa has been employed in the firm for approximately 
one year and is the cousin of the owning sisters. In our research we also interviewed Jens, who is a non-
family sales manager, who has been working in the firm for eight years.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8 - Gamma, Davis's Three Circles Model (Davis, 1982, p. 14) 

Davis (1982) pinpoints that the three circles model expresses the importance in differentiating the actors 
in family businesses. The author concurs that family and non-family members are indeed different in the 
way they behave, and therefore it is important for this research to declare the differences between the 
parties in the cases. In many of the cases the interviewed individuals have simultaneous roles in the firm. 
The interviewees were both family members, managers, and owners in a firm. It is emphasised in the 
study by Tagiuri and Davis (1996) that when one or more relatives have several roles in the firm, the 
decision-making have a tendency of becoming more centralised. Also, the decision-making process 
becomes more private with several family members having simultaneous roles, which could lead to 
exclusion of non-family members in the strategic decision-making process (Tagiuri & Davis, 1996).  

In the table below (Table 3) there is brief information presented of the companies that participated in 
our research.  
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No Company 

name 

Industry Generation No of 

family-

managers 

Number of 

employees 

Location  

1 Alpha Food 
production, 

FMCG 

2nd  4 (Ulf, Sven, 
Sofie, Frans) 

31 Jönköping 

2 Beta Steel 

products 
manufactu-

ring 

2nd  3 (Patrik, 

Sune, Axel) 

208 Smålandsstenar 

3 Gamma Consulting, 
Sales 

services 

1st  4 (Petra, 
Kajsa, Ivar, 

Mustafa) 

28 Ängelholm 

Table 3 - Case information (Own source) 

To enhance the knowledge of the specific business type of each case in this study, we analysed the 
structure of the firms with a help of theories on Family ownership by Nordqvist (2005) and Business 
proprietorship by Goffee and Scase (1985). All of the cases in our research are signified by being family-
owned on a sibling level. Nordqvist (2005) promotes that sibling ownership may be characterised by 
differences in decision-making compared to other types of family ownership forms. Also, all of the firms 
in our research are composed of a small amount of family owners. This tendency of centralized ownership 
goes in line with the opinion of Anderson & Reeb (2003) and Sharma (2005), who say that concentrated 
ownership is important for strategic development and long-term survival of business. Additionally, the 
ownership is characterised by exclusively family members having ownership in the firm. The table below 
(Figure 9) illustrates the family ownership in consideration to the types and concentration-level presented 
by Nordqvist (2005).   

 Concentration of ownership 
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Family Unified family 
firm 

– few owners  
Alpha, Beta, 

Gamma 

Disparate family 
firm 

– many owners 

Non-

Family 

e.g., Institutional 

owners, other 

firms, private, 
partnerships 

e.g., Diffused 

ownership, 

cooperatives 

Figure 9 - Family ownership compared with other types of ownership (Nordqvist, 2005, p. 56) 

Moreover, in this study the proprietorship and level of owner involvedness vary between the firms, 
mostly due to the vast differences in size and industry. Goffee and Scase (1985) promote that the different 
types of proprietorship in family firms have an effect on the decision-making in a firm. It is specifically 
interesting to take into consideration the differences in proprietorship for the further analysis of the 
content, due to its effect on the individual answers. The table below (Figure 10) presents the position of 
the family firms, which we researched, in the model of business proprietorship by Goffee & Scase (1985). 
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Business Proprietorship types in Family Businesses 

Self-Employed 

 

Small Employers 

 

Owner-Controllers 

Alpha, Gamma 

Owner-Directors 

Beta 

Figure 10 - Case specific business proprietorship. Adapted model by Goffee and Scase (1985) 

4.2 Communication and relationships between family and non-

family managers 

Alpha 

Majority of our respondents in Alpha agree that there is a good relationship between people in the firm. 
Both family and non-family managers claim that in general the communication practices are sufficient to 
perform their jobs in the best way. The co-founders of Alpha, two brothers Ulf, R&D manager, and 
Sven, technology manager, shared with us that right now the relationships and communication between 
family and non-family managers are functioning better than ever in the firm. 

“We have good relationship (with everyone in the company). […] We have a lot of meetings: separate meetings with owners 
– the family members, and then we have meetings with the group from production, service, sales men, and (we) discuss 
different questions.” (Sven, family manager, Alpha) 

“We have open doors. And we talk a lot. We try to be open […] I want transparency and honesty in my company, during 
good and bad times, you should speak up.” (Ulf, family manager, Alpha) 

Their opinion about the situation in the firm is also visible in the answers we received from other 
managers. Sofie, family manager, and Veronica, non-family manager, describe that communication is very 
important in order for the company to be successful. 

“Definitely, I am involved with all of the parts of the company and if I didn’t get the right information I wouldn’t be able 
to do my job […] Right now communication is good with both Sven and Ulf and also with Hampus, our CEO.” (Sofie, 
family manager, Alpha) 

“I think the communication is good in the company […] if we wouldn’t communicate well with each other then we would 
have a problem […] There has been times when we haven’t been talking about everything well enough and then we 
immediately got problems. […] It is an industry where we need to be the best, then we need to work to be the best.” 
(Veronica, non-family manager, Alpha) 

In Alpha we also discussed matters, which could be improved concerning the communication and 
information-sharing in the firm, and it became apparent that there have been communication problems 
within the business.  

“I would say communication in the company is fairly good, but when I say “fairly good” I mean it can be better. Because it 
is a very important task and you need to develop that all the time.” (Hampus, non-family manager, Alpha) 

“The communication could be better […] It is not mainly because it is a family business, but a part is because of that, I 
think.” (Veronica, non-family manager, Alpha) 
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The communication practices in the Alpha case were described as changing over time with the 
development of the business. The family is gradually obtaining more experience on how to communicate 
and manage employees. 

“It was more couple of years back when we took business decisions at home and discussed business matters during dinners, 
there were less employees, smaller company. Now it is more professional.” (Ulf, Alpha) 

“In a company where you have had the decision-making on your own (by family) before and the need of sharing it to members 
outside of the family did not really exist, it is hard to get to know everything. But this (information-sharing) is something 
that is gradually improving. It was quite unusual to them (family) to start.” (Hampus, non-family manager, Alpha) 

Hampus, who recently became the firm’s first non-family CEO after being promoted from the position 
of sales manager, continued and described that the communication processes are getting better in the 
company.  

“When I came to the company, I demanded more information to us, managers. I was head of sales and in order for me to 
do my job in the best way as possible, I needed some information. For me to grow the business and to grow the brand, it was 
all about storytelling. In order for me to tell the story about the company I needed information.” (Hampus, non-family 
manager) 

Respondents described that the company became more open since the appointment of Hampus as CEO. 
He brought a new way of doing business, and thereby the decision-making became less centralised and 
the communication between family and non-family members became better. However, some business 
discussions are still held solely inside the family, and non-family employees are only informed afterwards 
about the results of decisions. 

“We are very careful with sharing information. But when we decided on the issue, then we announce it to all employees 
through monthly newsletter.” (Ulf, family manager, Alpha) 

“When it comes to big decisions regarding the factory and production, the family usually discusses it internally, because they 
are by nature more directed into these kinds of questions.” (Hampus, non-family manager, Alpha) 

“They (family) discuss things in the office and out of the office […] They discuss a lot of questions in the family, and 
sometimes things just pop-up that they think that they have told me.” (Veronica, non-family manager, Alpha) 

In overall, we recognized that the communication practices between family and non-family managers are 
improving, but still problems in the interaction between people in the company occur from time to time. 
Nevertheless, in dialogue with both family and non-family managers, it was evident that the relationships 
between the individuals in the firm are well-functioning on an overarching scale.  

Beta 

Beta was described by our respondents as a company with a long term vision on matters. The respondents 
in Beta highly emphasised the openness and often described that the culture of the business was being 
influenced by the owning family’s values. The son of the founder, Patrik, who has been working in the 
business for almost 35 years and now is a co-owner and CEO of Beta, describes the importance of the 
employees in the firm.  

“The thing that makes the firm outstanding is the people working here. They are our most important assets.” (Patrik, 
family manager, Beta) 

Patrik also explains that it is the significant nature of the business being a family firm that makes the 
company special in many ways. 

“Family companies have a different soul, if you compare to other firms.” (Patrik, family manager, Beta) 

The relationships between the individuals in the case is described as warm and close, and the non-family 
respondents often motivate that they see their company as especially nurturing and caring, compared to 
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non-family counterparts. Nils, who is a non-family sales manager in Beta, takes it even a step further by 
saying that all people in the company are treated as family members.  

“It is basically like a family here at Beta. Even if I am not related to Patrik or Sune, we always are treated very good, as 
we are family.” (Nils, non-family manager, Beta)  

Other non-family respondent describes, that the difference between family and non-family members is 
non-existent, and emphasise that family members behave in the same way as anyone else in the firm. 

“I see no differences between the family members in the firm, and non-family. Since the family formed the company we have 
started to adapt us to how the family is acting and behaving.” (Noah, non-family manager, Beta) 

Patrik, the CEO of Beta, explains that he often tries to convey his family values into the company, and 
those are openness and honesty.  

“I often try to be as open and honest to the people here in Beta, and from what I experience they are very, very open to me 
too about things. […] I think so, I believe that it (the behaviour) rubs off on the people working here and we try to always 
be honest and open to each other. […] That is why we have such a good relationship.” (Patrik, family manager, Beta) 

Non-family managers say, that it is easy for them to talk to family managers, if they have such a need in 
order to consult a decision. Noah, non-family manager, says that the company has an open environment, 
where everyone could come and talk.  

“Concerning larger business related questions, for example, the discount I should give to customers or anything like that I 
always talk to Patrik (CEO, family manager). He is also always available for these talks. Either through phone or he has 
his office close to mine, and I can always come in there and talk.” (Noah, non-family manager, Beta) 

However, some non-family managers recognize that sometimes they do not receive enough information 
about future plans of the company, and they are not involved in decision-making. 

“There could be more information about what they (family) should do in the future. Sometimes there are situations where 
the project leaders are not entirely informed (about), what is going on in the firm, and we only get the outcome of the decisions.” 
(Noah, non-family manager, Beta)  

Additionally, Patrik describes that due to his and his brother’s owners’ role in the firm, they need to 
discuss business matters separately from non-family managers. 

“Sometimes information is shared between family members first. Me and my brother need to agree on important decisions 
first. Otherwise it just does not go. If I say yes to something and he (my brother) says no, nothing will happen. We need to 
agree.” (Patrik, family manager, Beta) 

It was a valuable finding for us that Patrik stressed in our interview that he sees Beta as a family business 
over long time in future. However, succession plans are not certain yet and he does not discuss these 
matters with non-family managers. 

“Everyone knows we want to be a family company. (Regarding plans with a family) it is not decided yet. I don’t have any 
kids here […] It is only my brother and financial manager who knows the family plans […] It gets very, very personal and 
private. Also this kind of thoughts I have only in my head.” (Patrik, family manager, Beta) 

In total, we found out that the relationships and communication between family and non-family members 
in Beta are highly prosperous. 

Gamma 

In Gamma it was described that communication is an important matter in the business. Petra, co-founder 
and vice CEO, explains that the employees are in need of being able to communicate with each other 
due to the significant nature of their industry – sales consulting. 

“We believe communication is very important in the company […] Many of our employees are working within sales and 
therefore they need to be able to communicate for our clients […] that is also important (that they are able to communicate 
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internally), they need to be able to get information from us and other people in the company all the time.” (Petra, family 
manager, Gamma) 

Similar to the other family business cases, in Gamma it was described that communication is well-
functioning on an overarching scale. While talking to the non-family manager Jens, he described that the 
company culture allows him easily to approach family managers and contributes to friendly climate in the 
company. 

“Everyone in the company are more than just colleagues, we are also friends. […] I am usually able discuss with Petra 
(owner) if I have questions, and they (sisters-owners) listen to me, sometimes they also come to talk about things with me.” 
(Jens, non-family manager, Gamma) 

“It is always a dialogue about what decision is the best for the company.” (Jens, non-family manager, Gamma) 

Mustafa, family manager, confirms that communication between family and non-family members is fully 
functioning.  

“Internal communication is very, very good. We have brief meetings, where everyone has to ask questions.” (Mustafa, family 
manager, Gamma) 

Mustafa continues and shares with us that he perceives that he is more involved in the business 
discussions and decisions due to his tight family connection and personal history with the owning family.  

“They (family) wouldn’t share this (strategic) information with me, if I was not a family member. Not that much (as they 
share now). They would share just a basic stuff with me, perhaps.” (Mustafa, family manager, Gamma) 

(In the context of comparing relationships) “Of course there is a difference in relationship between family members, I know 
my family members all my life. Both of my cousins (owners of Gamma) have been my role models when I was a kid. I was 
always sitting in her (cousin’s) lap. We have been out in forest … when I was a kid. We have a special relationship, of 
course, since we were very, very close… It is a family still, it is more relaxed way of talking, I talk to them about everything.” 
(Mustafa, family manager, Gamma) 

When it comes to decision-making in Gamma it was explained that important decisions almost 
exclusively are made within the family. However, in the firm it still was emphasised that non-family 
members are given opportunities to influence the decisions made by the family. 

“I think they (family) are very good at letting us (non-family managers) to have our say about different matters [...] Because 
they know that if they take decisions outside of the company it will not go well if they just come and say “Okay, now we 
took this decision and this decision”. I think they involve other people very well, when it comes to decision-making.” (Jens, 
non-family manager, Gamma) 

“They (family managers) listen very carefully to our opinions also. Because I think they know that the family situation can 
be problematic. They know it very well. Therefore, they are using us (non-family managers) as a benchmark, if they (sisters-
owners) can’t agree about the decisions.” (Jens, non-family manager, Gamma). 

In summary, the relationship and communication between family and non-family managers is described 
as something they highly prioritise. The respondents experience the degree of involvement of family and 
non-family managers in decision-making as relatively equal. However, it was also described that important 
decisions are made by family members, and only managers within the family are able to obtain 
information about them.  
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4.3 Summary of empirical findings 

Our empirical findings can be summarised by emphasising that communication is quite well-functioning 
in family businesses, based on the general opinion of the respondents. In some cases, there have been 
frictions in the relationships between family and non-family managers, and it has affected the way how 
the individuals communicate in the firms. However, we also recognised that communication between 
family and non-family managers is constantly improving in the firms as an effect of increased knowledge. 
It was also evident in the cases that having a good relationship and thereby well-functioning 
communication between family and non-family managers is something both parties in the businesses 
prioritise.  

Generally, in the cases it was also described that important strategic matters are usually only discussed 
within the reigns of the family. Non-family respondents in all of the cases emphasised that information 
about strategic decisions is usually shared with them only after the decision is made by the family 
members. Overarching in the cases the family members described that it could be hard sometimes to 
include non-family managers in the decision-making dialogue in the firm; and family managers also 
believed that non-family managers did not always need to take part in the strategic discussion processes 
in the firm. In the next chapter, the further investigation of the relationships and communication between 
parties in the cases will be presented and analysed in consideration to the earlier presented theories.  
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5 Analysis 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter of the thesis we present our analysis of the empirical data. The chapter is divided into four main 
parts, consisting of general analysis of communication and relationships in family businesses and subsequently the 
analysis of data based on our three research questions. The empirical data is analysed in consideration of existing 
theories within the field. 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

5.1 Communication and relationships in family businesses  

As a gateway towards the following analysis of the data, our empirical findings can be presented in the 
light of different relational theories. As a first part of this analysis we decided to shed light on the 
relationship between family and non-family managers in the cases in order to enhance the reader’s 
understanding of the interrelation between the acting entities of the firms.  

In our empirical data we initially recognised evidence of Agency, Stewardship, and Entrenchment theories 
in the behaviour and opinions of our respondents. As Agency theory promotes, owners take care of the 
business in a better way; and in case the management of the company is transferred to the external 
managers, then the conflict of interest arises in the company (Mitnick, 1975). Furthermore, Gomez-Mejia 
et al. (2001) noticed that agency problems can be more severe in family firms. Jens, non-family manager 
from Gamma also describes that even though the owners of the firm are quite busy, they want to stay in 
control of different business processes in the firm.  

“They (owners) always try to be involved in all of the projects we have in Gamma. […] Sometimes they might not have time 
for it, obviously. But they always want to know everything that is going on, and how it is going.” (Mustafa, family manager, 
Gamma) 

The words of Veronica, non-family manager from Alpha, sheds light on agency problems that happened 
previously in the company. Veronica says that in the beginning it was hard for the family to give away 
some of the control of the company to the non-family managers. 

“It is hard for them (family) to let go, to let other people have control.” (Veronica, non-family manager, Alpha) 

However, non-family managers could act for the best interest of the company. As Stewardship theory 
argues, the interest of hired managers could be well aligned with the interests of the owners (Donaldson 
& Davis, 1991). In our case, Sven, family manager in Alpha wanted to allow non-family CEO Hampus 
to manage the company in his own way. Alpha is the only firm out of three family companies in our 
research sample that has a non-family CEO. 

“We give to Hampus (non-family CEO) some place, so he can run a company as he wants to.” (Sven, family manager, 
Alpha) 

Sven continues to explain the motivation of the family in Alpha to hire a non-family CEO to be in charge 
of the firm, which is well-related to Stewardship theory. 

“It is good to have people from outside. You can’t be (present) in every situation. Before Hampus came, you needed to be 
everywhere. And now we can focus on investments and new products, so I think it is good for business. We can let go of all 
work with the employees.” (Sven, family manager, Alpha) 

However, in the beginning the family from Alpha had a natural fear of letting go of the control over the 
company to a non-family manager, which goes in line with agency costs of Agency theory (Mitnick, 1975). 
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“In the beginning it was a bit scary to have someone from outside… We know our (family’s) thinking, but we don’t know 
his (thinking) exactly. But I think it is almost the same, how we want to run it – it is good”. (Sven, family manager, 
Alpha) 

Stewardship theory standpoints the belief that managers could act by representing the owners’ interests 
in the best way, even without close supervision from the owners’ side (Donaldson & Davis, 1991). Noah, 
non-family manager from Beta, confirms that owners do not control the work of managers on the daily 
basis. 

“They (family) know what we are doing, but they are not really checking up on us, it feels like they trust what we do, and 
that we do our job here.” (Noah, non-family manager, Beta) 

In order to ensure the best possible performance of managers, the mutual trust between owners and 
managers should be at a high level, according to Stewardship theory (Eddleston & Kellermanns, 2007). 
In all of the cases it is highly underlined that the trust in managers is high. 

“Level of trust is very high in the company. Everyone has a little bit of say. No one is watched all the time, that they are 
doing their work […] We trust everyone to do their job the best they can, and then it depends on the situation, why is it not 
working. Basic trust is very high.” (Mustafa, family manager, Gamma) 

“I can talk openly to them (the employees), and they always have the opportunity to come to me, and they do. But they have 
great responsibilities and we trust that they will do their job without me telling them what to do, or watches them. I think 
that is important, you cannot keep watching over them, I do not like that kind of work.” (Sofie, family manager, Alpha)  

“If someone makes a larger decision in their field, it is usually very seldom that the owners come in to check if they are 
correct, or “start touching on details.” The owners are trustful towards the competence of the employees within their field, and 
see them as always working for the best of the business.” (Richard, non-family manager, Beta) 

Moreover, Entrenchment theory argues for the recommendation to hire non-family managers, because 
if the decisions are all the time made by the family, there is a risk of being biased and not sufficiently 
monitoring the decisions (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2001; Oswald et al., 2009). Veronica, non-family manager, 
who has been working in Alpha for thirteen years, recognizes that the family did not manage the issues 
of growth well, which are related to Entrenchment theory and therefore the family made a decision to 
hire non-family CEO. 

“They (family) needed somebody from outside the family to make the company grow more […] When a company grows 
sometimes the family does not keep up with the development and therefore it is needed to, maybe, change something in the 
firm.” (Veronica, non-family manager, Alpha) 

In all, it is highly visible that family businesses are unique in the sense of communication between family 
and non-family members. Therefore, we put effort in the remaining sections of the empirical analysis to 
present the significant aspects of communication in family businesses.  

5.2 Distinctive characteristics of communication between family 

and non-family managers 

As a part of our research, we decided to focus on distinctive characteristics of communication between 
family and non-family managers in family firms. While we were conducting interviews with the 
respondents from three family companies, we were able to recognise that there are some special 
characteristics of communication in family firms. Already while conducting interviews, we noticed some 
tendencies in replies of our interviewees. However, during the interviews we also collected plenty of 
unique material. After we transcribed the interviews, we started to look for similarities in the replies of 
our respondents. We decided to use coding technic for analysis of data and to group the similar replies 
of our respondents into the categories. Thereby we recognised some patterns in how the respondents 
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describe communication and information-sharing at their companies. Thus we formed the most 
frequently mentioned and the most remarkable categories of characteristics of communication between 
family and non-family managers.  

This section of the Analysis chapter forms the reply to our first research question: What are the distinctive 
characteristics of communication between family and non-family managers? The categories are presented below in 
the text, one by one, and lastly in the end of the section we present a summarising table, which combines 
all the categories. 

Openness, internal transparency and trust at the operational level 

First of all, we found out that family companies are open and transparent in their communication and 
information-sharing at the operational, everyday business level. Family managers share important 
information with non-family managers, and vice versa. The following quotes of the respondents in the 
investigated companies confirm our findings: 

“Internal communication is very, very good. We have brief meetings, where everyone has to ask questions.” (Mustafa, family 
manager, Gamma) 

“We have open doors. And we talk a lot. We try to be open […] I want transparency and honesty in my company, during 
good and bad times, you should speak up.” (Ulf, Alpha) 

“It is always a dialogue about what decision is the best for the company.” (Jens, non-family manager, Gamma) 

“I think they (family) are very good at letting us (non-family managers) to have our say about different matters [...] Because 
they know that if they take decisions outside of the company it will not go well if they just come and say “Okay, now we 
took this decision and this decision”. I think they involve other people very well when it comes to decision-making.” (Jens, 
non-family manager, Gamma) 

Going deeper into the literature, we learned an interesting concept of “conversation orientation”, 
introduced by Sciascia, Clinton, Nason, James, & Rivera-Algarin (2013) in the context of family business 
communication. Sciascia et al. (2013) argue that a conversation orientation in the family becomes a part 
of the culture within the family company. When dialogue and information-sharing are promoted in the 
company between all employees, then the management processes are built in a participative way, which 
could benefit the company in a long run (Sciascia et al., 2013). A conversation orientation also reduces 
the relationship conflicts that often happen in family firms due to the fact that family members are 
emotionally attached to the business (Eddleston & Kellermanns, 2007). Openness and conversation 
orientation reduce the probability of conflicts because non-family managers are encouraged to express 
their opinion; in other words, non-family managers could feel themselves appreciated and worthy in the 
family company and feel less stressed, angry and frustrated (Ibrahim, Soufani, & Lam, 2001). 

The trust level between the persons in the companies is described as very high as well. Patrik from Beta 
raised the topic of trust between people in the company: 

“I trust everyone here. It is a way of how to manage the firm. I trust everyone I meet 100% until the point they prove that 
they should not be trusted anymore. Then I stop trusting them.” (Patrik, family manager, Beta) 

Our findings of high level of trust go in line with observations of Harris et al. (2004), who noticed that 
family managers possess the values of trust and inclusiveness; and they want to make every employee in 
the company to feel good and to be well cared. The researchers of internal communication in the 
companies stress the importance of trust in communication (Sparrow & Cooper, 2003; Welch & Jackson, 
2007). Low level of trust between people in the company is associated with poor communication; while 
quality communication is able to create trust in the company (Sparrow & Cooper, 2003). It was observed, 
on other hand, that trust creates quality communication between people in the organization (Sparrow & 
Cooper, 2003). So the trust and communication are interrelated, which give an interesting perspective on 
our research topic. 
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However, we also discovered that family can be transparent to a different extent with different non-
family managers. There are internal circles of “trusted” non-family managers, and the rest of non-family 
managers. Sometimes the “trusted one” are defined by the authority and position in the organization’s 
structure. Like, for example, non-family manager Hampus in Alpha is trusted more by the family than 
the rest of non-family managers, due to his influential position as CEO: 

“Before we have decided what do to, except for Hampus, no one knows.” (Ulf, family manager, Alpha) 

Sometimes the trust level to non-family managers depends on the length of working together in the 
company. Like, for example, financial manager Richard in Beta is the “trusted” non-family manager, who 
was working in the company for fifteen years. Family consults with Richard and includes him in various 
decision-making processes. Thus we found out that there is different complexity of trust towards non-
family managers by the family in family companies. 

These findings of a different level of trust and transparency towards different non-family managers by 
the family could be explained using Social Categorization theory, which was developed by Hogg & 
Abrams (1988). It is suggested that people exist in the constant process of categorizing themselves into 
the groups (Hogg & Abrams, 1988). Members of the in-group see themselves as “we”, and they see the 
members of the out-group as “them” (Hogg & Abrams, 1988), which subsequently lead to diverse 
dimensions of exclusion and discrimination. In relation to our cases, Hampus, non-family CEO from 
Alpha, might be considered as a member of the family “in-group”, as well as, Richard, non-family 
manager from Beta belongs to the family “in-group”. While other non-family managers are perceived by 
the family as “out-group”. Therefore, there is a different level of trust and involvement of non-family 
managers into discussions and decision-making. 

Secrecy, lack of internal transparency, exclusion of non-family managers at the strategic level 

However, we found out that openness, transparency and trust between family and non-family managers 
is present mostly at the operational business level – it relates to everyday business operations. Family 
managers are open with information, which is required for non-family managers to perform their job 
well. Family members turned to be transparent at operational level, but not on strategic and long-term 
level, when it comes to discussions on family plans, future plans for the company, investments, new 
product development etc. We found that family managers tend to be more closed and non-transparent 
at the strategic level. Families incline to keep for themselves strategic information. For example, family 
from Alpha was not used to share information and have meetings at all with non-family managers in the 
past: 

“When I came to the company, I demanded more information to us, managers […]  We started out with having some 
meetings, from having no meetings, as it was before. This process made it all easier to communicate with the different parts 
of the company.” (Hampus, non-family manager, Alpha) 

Noah from Beta admits that sometimes non-family managers are not invited to participate in the decision-
making process, and they only receive the results of the decisions that are already made by family 
managers. The decisions that the family is making are not consulted with non-family members: 

“There could be more information about what they (family) should do in the future. Sometimes there are situations where 
the project leaders are not entirely informed (about), what is going on in the firm, and we only get the outcome of the decisions.” 
(Noah, non-family manager, Beta)  

This data is similar to the one of Harris et al. (2004), who found out that family managers are less likely 
to be extensively involved in communication practices with non-family members and to participate in the 
regular meetings with employees. Close communication between family and non-family managers is not 
seen by the family as a necessary management practice (Harris et al., 2004). Moreover, employee 
involvement could be seen even as a threat to the established family culture, if it challenges the way, how 
family managers want to run the company (Harris et al., 2004).  
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Continuing our research, we recognized the foundation for exclusion of non-family managers in the 
words on Mustafa, non-family manager from Gamma:  

“They (family) wouldn’t share this (strategic) information with me, if I was not a family member. Not that much (as they 
share now). They would share just a basic stuff with me, perhaps.” (Mustafa, family manager, Gamma) 

“I am a little bit involved (in strategic decision-making), just because I am a family […] It is more my curiosity. I ask a 
lot of questions. And they (family) feel free to share with me this information since I am a family member; and I keep the 
mouth shut from everyone not involved in the process.” (Mustafa, family manager, Gamma) 

Exclusion of non-family managers in family companies was researched recently by Malbasic & 
Purtscheller (2015), who found plenty of evidence of how and why exclusion of non-family managers 
happen in the firms. Non- family managers are excluded from different decisions regarding the company 
by family managers (Malbasic & Purtscheller, 2015). In particular, exclusion happens through values and 
norms and due to family members’ need for secrecy (Malbasic & Purtscheller, 2015). 

We found out that there is closed circle of decision makers in family companies. And investment plans 
and future plans regarding the company is the prerogative to discuss and decide within a family: 

“When it comes to big decisions regarding the factory and production, the family usually discusses it internally, because they 
are by nature more directed into these kinds of questions.” (Hampus, non-family manager, Alpha) 

“Then it is a family decision – when it comes to strategic decisions, on where family (business) is going.” (Jens, non-family 
manager, Gamma) 

“(Regarding management team meetings) We could have a lot of ideas, and we discuss. But big decisions are made by the 
board. But they (non-family managers) do not know everything what we are planning until we have decided.” (Ulf, family 
manager, Alpha) 

Such a secrecy of family managers and non-transparency regarding the future could be explained, using 
the theory of Socio-Emotional Wealth (SEW). Performance of family companies is not motivated only 
by economic and financial goals, but also by socio- and emotional factors (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011). 
According to SEW theory family managers want to keep the strategic decision-making and strategic 
information for themselves due to the diverse reasons, such as, for example, the wish to keep control 
over the company within the family, preservation of family values and ties, prolongation of family dynasty 
and pass the company to next generations, preservation of family climate etc. (Berrone et al., 2012; 
Cabrera-Suárez et al., 2014; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011). 

The risky part about not sharing strategic information with non-family managers could be the observation 
of Welch & Jackson (2007), which explains that if employees do not understand their company’s strategic 
direction, then they cannot be committed to it, and they may become reluctant to trust it, as well as, to 
trust the senior management (in our case family managers). 

These extensive findings of lack of transparency at the strategic level in communication practices between 
family and non-family managers made us interested even more in the topic of secrecy in family firms. We 
will continue to address this topic in the fourth section of the Analysis chapter, when we present our 
findings as a replies to the research question: What business-related information is not shared between family and 
non-family managers? 

Relatively quick pace and short path of decision-making and information-sharing 

An interesting finding for us was a relatively quick pace and short paths of decision-making and 
information-sharing. Both family and non-family managers admit that decisions are quick in their 
companies. 

“Decisions are very quick. And it is our strengths against other companies. We can make decisions in three months.” (Sven, 
family manager, Alpha) 
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“We can sit here and talk about a new product in one meeting or just spontaneously, and then we could make that one and 
have it ready for market testing in a couple of weeks. In other larger, more hierarchal companies this process could instead 
take a year and a half or two.” (Hampus, non-family manager, Alpha) 

“It is a very short paths of decision-making. If someone has an idea in the company it is quite easy to get it though and 
directly discuss it with the CEO, who is the main decision-maker. Compared to a non-family firm it is way more open 
structure.” (Richard, non-family manager, Beta) 

“The decisions are just minutes or seconds away here usually (comparing working in family businesses to public institutions).” 
(Noah, non-family manager, Beta) 

In the beginning when we received this data, we wondered whether quick decisions and short track of 
decision-making are the features of small and medium-sized companies in general. However, after 
analysing our material and coming back to literature analysis, we came to conclusion it is a distinctive 
characteristic of family business specifically. Since it is known that family firms have a very special way 
of decision-making in general (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011), we conclude that the rapid processes could be 
one of the characteristics of decision-making in family firms. 

Diverse arenas of decision-making and business discussions 

Subsequently, we learned that business discussions are held and decisions are made at diverse places – 
not only in the office and not only during the meetings.  

“We usually make decisions just out in the hallway if someone has some ideas.” (Patrik, family manager, Beta) 

“We make corridor-coffee decisions – not formal, not written.” (Ulf, family manager, Alpha) 

Both family and non-family managers notice that the family discusses business matters outside of the 
company’s office. Respondents mention that decisions could be made by the family at their home(s). And 
non-family managers are not invited by the family to the private places to discuss the company’s matters. 

“They (family) discuss things in the office and out of the office.” (Veronica, non-family manager, Alpha) 

“We talk about my career plans in private, not at work, because it is easier to do this kind of discussions. We are privileged 
to have this kind of discussions at home, just because we can […] So I have a little bit of advantage in that sense, just 
because we can talk about it at home.” (Mustafa, family manager, Gamma) 

“I get questions in private level when I am at home or when I am visiting them (cousins- owners), I tell what I think about 
projects and what is needed to be changed […] so we talk about all kind of important stuff. But we do it at private level, 
not in the company, because it would be weird to do it at the company, because people would start wandering. So we do it 
privately, when we are at home we talk about stuff. And then they use my feedback to bring to meetings.” (Mustafa, family 
manager, Gamma) 

However, some family managers admit, that business discussion at home were more prevalent in the 
past, when the company was at the early growth stage: 

“It was more couple of years back when we took business decisions at home and discussed business matters during dinners. 
There were less employees, smaller company. Now it is more professional.” (Ulf, family manager, Alpha) 

Taking decisions and carrying out discussions in private places by the family, where non-family managers 
are not invited is a strong characteristic of family businesses. This characteristic was recognized by 
Nordqvist (2012) in his study on strategy processes in family firms, and was described with help of the 
dimensions “actors and arenas”. Nordqvist (2012) describes that there are differentiated formal and 
informal arenas, where the strategic decisions-making process is happening. In our case, in addition to 
formal arenas, which are office, meeting room, production facility, warehouse etc., family prefers 
sometimes to hold discussions and make decisions in informal arenas. 
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Favouritism of family members in authority and decision-making 

With the help of interviews, we found out that often family members are given a higher priority in 
authority and responsibility than non-family managers. Family members are considered as a very 
important asset of family business, and in difficult situation family members could be prioritized due to 
the blood ties. 

“If the things in business really go tough and concern something serious, then of course, family is important.” (Ulf, family 
manager, Alpha) 

Favouritism of family members is well explained by Ulf, family manager from Alpha, when he talked 
about a conflict that happened once between a family and non-family manager. Ulf needed to choose, 
who should stay in the company after an unsolvable conflict: family or non-family member: 

“It happened once that I needed to choose between that person (non-family manager) and family member […] There is a 
family member, who had a conflict with non-family employee. When it is a family member, whom I know for many years, 
and with whom I worked, and I knew exactly how good is he, then, of course, I will listen to him first […] When we needed 
to make a decision between them: who will stay in the company, we knew that he (family member) will not quit on us.” 
(Ulf, family manager, Alpha) 

Especially interesting for our research is that the family has a conscious wish to have family members at 
higher hierarchical positions in the company. Ulf regretted that in this conflict case both family and non-
family managers were given equal authority. Ulf would prefer to see a family member at the higher 
position: 

“We had an intention that they (family and non-family member) should be at the same level of deciding (authority). And 
that, I think, was the biggest mistake of us. If the family member was his boss, (then) it would have been better […] We 
thought that we are a small company, so we can share the decisions […] But when they (family member and non-family 
member) disagreed, it did not work out well.” (Ulf, family manager, Alpha) 

Described favouritism of family managers could be explained using the framework of Socio-Emotional 
Wealth (Berrone et al., 2012). One of the non-financial goals of the family could be preservation of family 
members on their positions and long-term employment of family managers in the family company. 

Favouritism in family firm at a large scale might become a risky practice in a long-term, due to the non-
family managers’ perception of the level of fairness in the company. Barnett & Kellermanns (2006) 
discovered that a high level of family influence in the company, which is true for each of three cases in 
our research, tends to have negative impact of non-family employees’ perception of justice in the 
company. The higher is the family influence in the company, the worse is non-family employees’ 
perception of fairness of human resource processes and outcomes in the company (Barnett & 
Kellermanns, 2006). 

Also we found out that family is perceived as a one whole important entity of decision-making. Family 
members need to agree firstly between themselves on the important decision, and only after the 
agreement is reached, then the decision could proceed further in the company to non-family managers: 

“Sometimes information is shared between family members first. Me and my brother need to agree on important decisions 
first. Otherwise it just does not go. If I say yes to something and he (my brother) says no, nothing will happen. We need to 
agree.” (Patrik, family manager, Beta) 

Jens from Gamma adds that family members cannot always easily agree on decisions and how to proceed 
in particular situations. In this case family members go to non-family managers to consult and to listen 
to their opinion: 

“They (family managers) listen very carefully to our opinions also. Because I think they know that the family situation can 
be problematic. They know it very well. Therefore, they are using us (non-family managers) as a benchmark, if they can’t 
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agree about the decisions […] The most problematic communication is communication between the family members.” (Jens, 
non-family manager, Gamma) 

Family firms are known for usual conflicts inside the family, which in the end affect communication in 
all firm, including non-family managers as well (Sciascia et al., 2013). The reason, why it is not easy to 
reach the agreement between family members, might be the emotional attachment of family members to 
their business (Eddleston & Kellermanns, 2007). Emotionally attached decision makers rather use 
principal than logical arguments during discussion, which subsequently lead to conflicting situations 
(Eddleston & Kellermanns, 2007). 

Willingness of family to be in control  

We found out that sometimes the family wants to be in control of minor things that are happening in the 
company. Family wants to show involvement in the business matters, even though non-family managers 
or employees could take good care of these minor issues as well. For example, Noah, non-family manager 
from Beta says that Patrik, family member and CEO, wants to be in every part of the business: 

“Patrik does probably want to know a lot of things going on in the firm. He would probably want to be a part of everything 
I do, but he cannot […] I think it is important to show that they (family) are interested in every part of the company, even 
if they can’t know every detail.” (Noah, non-family manager, Beta) 

“It is hard for them (family) to let go, to let other people have control” (Veronica, non-family manager, Alpha) 

Jens, non-family manager from Gamma, noticed that owning family controls minor office expenses, such 
as purchase of new furniture for office: 

“Sometimes I send email to both of them (sisters-owners), that we need three more desks, because three more people are 
coming to work on Monday […] I have the authority to order desks, but I don’t have authority to use company money 
without asking. It can be actually a part of family business thing, that purchasing of small things go through either Petra or 
Kajsa (sisters-owners).” (Jens, non-family manager, Gamma) 

Interesting enough that mostly non-family managers were talking during our interviews about this feature 
of communication in family firms. Family managers mostly did not mention that they want to be in 
control of small matters in their companies. Perhaps, it is a natural behaviour for family managers to wish 
to know, what is happening in the company, which they own. So that family managers do not realize that 
they could give up some part of minor authority to non-family managers and employees.  

Long-term orientation and heartiness in relationships of family with non-family managers 

We grasped that family managers try their best to build good long-term relationship with non-family 
managers. Relationship are often signified by warmth and personal attitude to every employee. Also the 
atmosphere in the company is often perceived as family-like.  

“We are very engaged in every person working here. I know every person by their name, I know how many kids they have, 
if they are married or not etc.” (Patrik, family manager, Beta) 

“We are all like a family.” (Nils, non-family manager, Beta) 

“I experienced from companies we work with, which are not family firms, that the employees do not experience the same level 
of familiness as we have it here […] (In non-family companies) employees do feel more open to go somewhere else after a 
while rather than staying, and they are more as resources to a company rather than people. […] The employees here do never 
see an end of us, because we emphasise that we (company) are not for sale. If you talk about the future I never see an exit.” 
(Patrik, family manager, Beta) 

Warmth, heartiness and long-term orientation of relationships between family and non-family managers 
could be explained using the theory of Socio-Emotional Wealth of family companies. SEW goals 
contribute to the long-term orientation of all activities and action for the interests of the company and 
its stakeholders (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2009). As well as, building good and cordial relationships 
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with non-family managers, other employees and other important stakeholders could be a part of socio-
emotional goals of the family (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011). 

Long-term orientation of relationships of the family with non-family managers can be seen as a part of 
general long-term orientation of the family business as a whole. Long-term focus of all business activities 
in family businesses was highlighted by Brundin, Samuelsson, & Melin (2014), who say that family 
managers are usually proud of the results of their work with a family business, and they want to keep the 
prosperity of business for long time ahead in the future. Brundin et al. (2014) emphasize that family 
owners focus on long-term strategic development, and long-term focus is a core characteristic of family 
ownership logic. 

The summary of all our findings on distinctive characteristics of communication between family and non-
family managers in family companies is presented below in a table (Figure 11). 
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Figure 11 - Distinctive characteristics of communication between family and non-family managers in family 

companies (Own source) 
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5.3 Barriers to effective communication between family and 

non-family managers 

As a part of our research we wanted to investigate what hinders companies from better communication 
and information practices. We decided to explore what are the perceived barriers to effective 
communication between family and non-family managers. This section of the Analysis chapter forms the 
reply to our second research question: What are the perceived barriers to effective communication and information-
sharing practices between family and non-family managers? 

While we were conducting the interviews, we did not directly ask our interviewees about the barriers to 
beneficial communication practices between family and non-family managers. We did not do this since 
our research area is considered to be a sensitive topic, and we were careful about holding back the flow 
of conversations. Also the word “barrier” in itself has a negative connotation. We tried to direct the 
conversation into the field of what hinders our interviewees from good communication in the company, 
without explicitly mentioning this. Nevertheless, through the examples that our interviewees presented 
to us we could conclude that there is evidently a number of barriers, which prevents family and non-
family managers from experiencing better communication and information-sharing practices. We 
identified eight barriers, and grouped them into similar categories.  

The categories and sub-categories are presented below in the text, one by one, and lastly in the end of 
the section we present a summarising table, which combines all the categories. 

5.3.1 Trust-related barriers 

First category of barriers to effective communication between family and non-family managers in family 
companies is trust-related barriers. 

Lack of trust: 

We found out that in some situations there is a lack of trust in the companies between family and non-
family managers, which hinders good communication. For example, Patrik, CEO in Beta, mentions trust 
in his interview as a significant trigger that differs his way of communicating with his brother and with 
non-family managers: 

“Me and my brother, we have a special level of communication. He is the person I trust the most, and therefore we discuss 
other matters, which I would not, maybe, talk to other non-family managers about. It is a lot about trust.” (Patrik, family 
manager, Beta) 

Mustafa from Gamma does not mention trust explicitly, but through his words it could be understood, 
that the high level of trust between family and non-family managers is hardly built in his company, which 
hinders non-family employees from “bringing up topics”: 

“Sometimes I think they (employees) wouldn’t bring up any topic at all, since still […] if they say something stupid, they 
may know that it would end up in some places (meaning “I would tell it to the family”).” (Mustafa, family manager, 
Gamma) 

Trust was mentioned multiple times during our interviews with both family and non-family managers in 
all of our case-companies. Trust issues popped-up in diverse contexts, in particular, how trust improves 
communication and work of the company, as well as, in the context, how lack of trust inhibits good 
communication between parties. Trust is considered to be a very important factor of internal 
communication in companies (Sparrow & Cooper, 2003; Verčič et al., 2012; Welch & Jackson, 2007). 
Quality communication in the company is impossible without trust between people (Sparrow & Cooper, 
2003). On other hand, trust creates good communication and is a precursor to commitment of employees 
(Sparrow & Cooper, 2003). So the high level of trust influences positively good communication practices, 
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and vice versa, and good communication practices build high level of trust in the company (Sparrow & 
Cooper, 2003). 

Risk management policy: 

The second barrier to effective communication between family and non-family managers, which belongs 
to trust-related group of barriers is the risk management policy in the companies. Risk management 
relates to prevention of leaking some important information outside of the company, which would harm 
competitive advantage of the company. Risk management is related to the trust, because non-family 
employees, including non-family managers, are perceived as a risk subject, who could share important 
information with people, who are not supposed to get this information. Sven, family manager from 
Alpha, explains why their new-product development ideas are not shared with non-family employees:  

“[…] they (staff) can talk to competitors. And if we want to make a new product, we have to keep it harsh, to keep it safe. 
Because it is a long time when we start thinking about a product, maybe it is about 1,5 years before a new product gets to 
the market […] They (employees) can share it on Facebook, and then everyone knows about it (our plans).” (Sven, family 
manager, Alpha) 

Mustafa from Gamma adds a similar message of the lack of trust to non-family managers due to the fear 
of leaking information outside the company, but in another context – regarding investment plans: 

“We don’t share investments plans (with non-family managers). Because otherwise we may risk that other customers could 
get information about our investments plans. If you tell anyone, there is a risk that information gets in the wrong hands. 
Customers could get hands of the information. It is not for their eyes to see, because it is our internal plan. Even though they 
are part of it, of course.” (Mustafa, family manager, Gamma) 

5.3.2 Time-related barriers 

Second category of barriers to effective communication between family and non-family managers in 
family companies is time-related barriers. 

Lack of time: 

During the interviews we heard from many respondents, that both family and non-family managers are 
very busy with their jobs, so they simply did not have time for proper communication and information-
sharing.  

“Usually there are decisions that should have been done yesterday.” (Veronica, non-family manager, Alpha) 

“In many cases I don’t have time to talk to everyone about it (the daily problems), and often they don’t have time either 
(family managers). […] You have to make decisions by your own head.” (Nils, non-family manager, Beta) 

Unwillingness to spend time on communication: 

However, we found out as well that some non-family managers do not wish to spend time on 
communication and information-sharing with non-family managers, even if they might have time. This 
happens because it is easier and more time-saving for family managers to communicate with other family 
managers than with non-family managers. Sven, family manager from Alpha, mentions large time 
consumption and uneasiness, which he feels when he needs to share information with non-family CEO 
Hampus: 

“I know what my brother is thinking, and he knows what I am thinking, so it is much easier. We can skip all the c**p, 
when we are talking – and we can go directly on the business. But if we want to involve Hampus (non-family manager) or 
someone else, we have to explain a lot of things. But we have learnt from the past, Hampus has been here for 2,5-3 years 
that it takes long time to learn, so we have to explain much more to him.” (Sven, family manager, Alpha) 
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5.3.3 Believes & attitudes category of barriers 

Third category of barriers to effective communication between family and non-family managers in family 
companies is believes and attitudes. 

Belief that employees do not need too much information: 

Surprisingly for us, we found out that effective information-sharing is hindered by the belief of family 
managers that non-family employees do not need too much information. Family managers consciously 
prefer to limit information that they share with non-family managers because of their own justification. 
Sofie, family manager from Alpha, describes her vision on why some information should not be shared 
with someone outside the family: 

“I think the people in the factory want more information than what they get. They are always interested in what is happening 
here in the company. But as they want this information, we feel that in many cases they do not need it, you know. They are 
interested in what is happening in our minds, concerning the future, and this information they do not really need. I think 
that if they get future plans too early, it might not be good for them or for the company. They need to be 100% ready, when 
information about the future reaches them.” (Sofie, family manager, Alpha) 

Lack of holistic view on the company: 

Sofie, family manager, who is responsible for warehouse describes how she was not able to convince 
both family and non-family managers to buy new forklift, which was needed for proper operations of the 
warehouse. Other family managers and non-family CEO did not understand the need or did not pay 
attention to the problem, because they do not work every day in warehouse, and consequently they do 
not have a holistic view on the needs and work realities of different parts of the company. 

“I would like a new forklift for the warehouse, and still nothing had happened. I asked the other family members and 
Hampus (non-family CEO), but still nothing. I said: “You don’t work out there; you don’t know how it is.” It has taken 
a year.” (Sofie, family manager, Alpha) 

5.3.4 Psychological – Behavioural category of barriers 

Fourth category of barriers to effective communication between family and non-family managers in 
family companies is psychological-behavioural barriers. 

Lack of emotional connection: 

Sven, family manager and co-founder of Alpha, describes that he is emotionally close to his brother, so 
they could communicate easily and straightforwardly. However, he mentions, that such a close level of 
communication is not possible with non-family members, because it could hurt the feelings of non-family 
managers: 

“We can be pretty hard to each other in the family. But you can’t be like that to the employees – it doesn’t work. I can tell 
my brother that he is crazy, but I can’t go out at the floor and say to someone, “You are crazy, man!” – It doesn’t work. 
Because we know that we (me and brother) don’t mean anything, it is just in the moment.” (Sven, family manager, Alpha) 

Mustafa, family manager from Gamma, was asked a question, how does he see the difference in 
relationships between family and non-family managers, and he replies: 

“(In the context of comparing relationships between family and non-family members) Of course there is a difference in 
relationship between family members. I know my family members all my life. Both of my cousins have been my role models, 
when I was a kid. I was always sitting in her (cousin’s) lap. We have been out in forest … when I was a kid. We have a 
special relationship, of course, since we were very, very close… It is a family still, it is more relaxed way of talking, I talk 
to them about everything.” (Mustafa, family manager, Gamma) 
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Since Mustafa is able to “talk about everything” with his cousins, who are the founders of Gamma 
company, we draw an assumption, that he is not able to “talk about everything” with other people in the 
company, which makes a significant difference in communication inside the family and outside with non-
family members. Family members naturally have closer emotional attachment to each other. The level of 
emotional interdependence and connection is not achievable by non-family managers, because they could 
not have memories from childhood and blood ties with non-family managers. In addition to that, 
Nordqvist (2005) recognised that when the company is owned and run by siblings, which is true for each 
of three cases in our research, there are special decision-making processes in the company, comparing to 
family companies with other family composition. 

Tendency to forget to share information: 

One of the behavioural barriers to effective communication could be a tendency to forget to share 
information. We believe that this could happen due to overload of work or simply because of personal 
behavioural characteristics. Veronica, non-family manager from Alpha, complains about that sometimes 
family members forget to share with her some information: 

“They discuss a lot of questions in the family, and sometimes things just pop-up that they think that they have told me.” 
(Veronica, non-family manager, Alpha) 

The colleague of Veronica, Sofie, a family manager, confirms Veronica’s observation of family behaviour 
that they have tendency to forget to share information: 

“Information is very hard. Sometimes you think you said something to someone, but you forgot instead. It happens to everyone 
though. Sometimes you also get the information, but you do not really register it.” (Sofie, family manager, Alpha) 

The summary of our findings on barriers to effective communication between family and non-family 
managers in family companies is presented below in the figure (Figure 12). 
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Figure 12 - Barriers to effective communication between family and non-family managers (Own source) 
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5.4 Information that is not shared between family and non-

family managers 

In this section of the Analysis chapter we would like to present our findings on what information is 
not shared between family and non-family managers. This section forms the reply to our third 
research question: What business-related information is not shared between family and non-family managers? 

During the interviews it was not always easy to receive the replies to our questions directed to this 
research area. We faced a situation that some interviewees tended to reply to our questions in an 
overly-positive manner. Some interviewees, especially non-family managers, told us that they always 
share all information with people in the company. Thereby we got to know also that it is hard to hide 
any information from the family, because owning families are usually active and curious about 
business, and they want to be in control. For example, words of Sven, family manager from Alpha, 
confirm this finding: 

“We can see all the time, we can see what is happening in the factory. So he (CEO) cannot hide it (information). I 
think it is harder, if you have several factories, not in the house. Then you can’t see whether people are not happy.” 
(Sven, family manager, Alpha) 

We recognized that it is easier for family managers to not share some information with non-family 
managers, due to the ownership and leading management status of the family in the company in most 
of the cases. Even though the overarching implication is that information is being well-shared in the 
family businesses, still some areas were highlighted as less discussed broadly between family and non-
family managers. 

Additionally, we found out that family and non-family managers do not share with each other 
different kind of information. So there is specific group of information, that family managers do not 
share with non-family managers; and consequently there is another group of information, that non-
family managers do not share with family managers. That is why in the following text we separate 
our findings into two parts: information that is not shared by family managers and information that 
is not shared by non-family managers. 

The categories are presented below in the text, one by one, and lastly in the end of the section we 
present a summarising table, which combines all the categories. 

5.4.1 Information that is not shared by family managers 

Here we present our findings on what information is not shared by family managers with non-family 
managers.  

General future plans: 

One subject family members do not tend to share information about is the future plans, which they 
have for the business and their family.  

“There could be more information about what they (family) should do in the future. Sometimes there are situations 
where the project leaders are not entirely informed what is going on in the firm and we only get the outcome of the 
decisions.” (Noah, non-family manager, Beta)  

In one of the cases it is described that the future plans of the firm are often discussed in private 
situations where only family members are involved.  

“When it comes to private, we discuss future plans, what do we expect.” (Mustafa, family manager, Gamma) 

“Then it is a family decision – when it comes to strategic decisions, on where family is going.” (Jens, non-family manager, 
Gamma) 
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Future plans are perceived as a prerogative to discuss within a family, which can be explained by the 
ownership right of the family to discuss and decide how their assets should be managed in a long-
term. 

Investment plans: 

In our research we also distinguished a propensity of concealing information, when it comes to 
investments in the firm. The majority of the firms in our study have an outspoken positive mind-set 
towards investments in the business. Both Richard, non-family manager, and Patrik, family member 
and CEO in Beta describe that the firm is having a great focus on keeping the facilities and machines 
up to date, and that they always emphasise on re-investing money in the business. However, it is 
often described that investment is a topic only for the family to discuss.  

“In board team we talk about investments. In leadership group we talk about daily business.” (Ulf, family manager, 
Alpha) 

“The employees are usually interested in what is going on in our meetings, and always tell us about what they need in 
new machines, or more warehouse space. But we can’t just always invest […] we try to keep quiet before we have made 
any decision.” (Sofie, family manager, Alpha) 

“When it comes to big decisions regarding the factory and production, the family usually discusses it internally because 
they are by nature more directed into this kinds of questions.” (Hampus, family member, Alpha) 

We also discovered one deciding factor of not sharing investment information. From the point of 
view of Gamma, which is in the consultancy industry, it is described that information is not shared 
due to uncertainty that the information might reach the wrong places. 

“We don’t share investments plans. Because otherwise we may risk that other customers could get information about 
our investments plans. If you tell anyone, there is a risk that information gets in the wrong hands. Customers could get 
hands of information. It is not for their eyes to see, because it is our internal plan. Even though they are part of it, of 
course.” (Mustafa, family manager, Gamma) 

As discussed before, this finding can also be directed to issues of trust within companies. An 
overarching reason of why information is not shared in businesses in general is low level of trust 
between the parties. As earlier described in this paper, low level of trust is often related to poor 
communication, and in our case the situation is similar to Sparrow and Cooper's (2003) findings, that 
people might tend to keep information for themselves due to mistrust in other parties. Tendencies 
of this could be detrimental for the internal communication in the firms, and it harms the internal 
atmosphere of businesses (Welch & Jackson, 2007). 

New product development / R&D plans: 

Another area we discovered where information is not being shared is the area concerning new 
product development or research and development (R&D). Generally, the impression of the cases is 
that information concerning this area is usually kept within the strategic management of the firm, 
which is usually the family. However, in the cases, it also became apparent that some people from 
outside the family could have the authority to be a part of the R&D information as it involved his/her 
area of expertise.  

“It is a tricky situation in the production (concerning R&D). We trust everyone here and it is not that, but if the 
owners come up with an idea it is usually kept between them, and maybe me or the production manager, sometimes.” 
(Richard, non-family manager, Beta) 

This factor motivates that information concerning this area might not be directed to family 
connection, but rather to the expertise of an individual. However, as already discussed it became 
visible that information concerning R&D is also kept within family because family members do not 
trust all entities in a firm.  

“We don’t always talk about new products or flavours. […] Production could gossip, there are always small conflicts. 
We don’t know everything what they are talking about.” (Ulf, family manager, Alpha)  
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The issue of the distrust can be directed to the research of Tkalac Verčič, Verčič, and Sriramesh 
(2012) where the authors characterize distrust as one of the main challenges to internal 
communication. It is described that distrust is one of the main issues in corporate communication 
between individuals, and it hinders people from being effective (Verčič et al., 2012). In our cases, the 
withheld information was a sign of distrust, and it can hamper the development of the employees.   

Plans for succession: 

In the cases we also identified that there is a great interest for family succession of the businesses. 
Even though all of the firms in our cases are in different stages, we noticed a predominant interest 
of keeping the business within the family. In Beta, Patrik started to think about the future successor 
for the company. However, he describes that it is nothing he is sharing with a lot of people in the 
firm: 

“Everyone knows we want to be a family company. (Regarding plans with a family) it is not decided yet. I don’t have 
any kids here […] It is only my brother and financial manager who knows the family plans […] It gets very, very 
personal and private. Also this kind of thoughts I have only in my head.” (Patrik, family manager, Beta) 

“Right now, I would not want my children to be working in the company. […] But in the future, I think both me and 
Sven want our children to take over the company. […] we have never talked about this to other people (outside of the 
family).” (Sofie, family manager, Alpha) 

As a topic discussed before in this paper, the plans for succession is highly connected to theory on 
Socio-Emotional Wealth by Wiseman and Gomez-Mejia (1998). It becomes evident in the cases that 
succession is a topic, which is not shared widely in the firms. However, the origin of this secrecy is 
harder to pinpoint. In some cases, we observed that the family members did not see that succession 
was the information that non-family managers might be interested in, and that succession plans could 
affect their jobs in some way. In other senses, it was also visible that the respondents cared very much 
about having family succession of the business, and that this topic was emotional for the individuals, 
which goes in line with the theory of Socio-Emotional Wealth.  

Opinions about work of other employees: 

One thing all of the family strategic managers in the firm were doing was to discuss the work of the 
employees in the firm. In some cases, the investigation of employees was not the very detailed and 
in other it was this was highly emphasised at a larger scale, mostly due to the specific nature of the 
industry. However, it was motivated that in the cases where employee productivity and fit into the 
company were discussed, it was kept within the family. As explained, due to the specifics of 
consultancy industry, it was predominately experienced in Gamma that information about employee 
performance was discussed internally.  

“We don’t share some sensitive information that we just talk in the family. We talk about different persons in the 
company. They (cousins) ask me: “Do you like her as an account director?” “What do you think about her as a 
coach?” This is just in the family, it is not shared with anyone, even at the managerial level.” (Mustafa, family manager, 
Gamma) 

“Cousins ask me about people, since I work in operations every day and I see a lot of things, and I experience things 
differently than they (cousins) do. Sometimes I see things that I don’t like, and I bring it up, of course (to cousins).” 
(Mustafa, family manager, Gamma) 

Once again, these matters were discussed between family members, which further emphasises the 
phenomenon of excluding non-family members from information. Mustafa from Gamma is not on 
a level in the firm of making decisions on employee performance, however he still played important 
role in this kind of family discussions.  

Decisions that might affect job security of employees: 

As touched upon in the previous sections, there are areas in the business, where non-family 
employees have a significant interest within. These areas usually concern decisions that involve the 
future of their employment in the company. The usual method for family members of dealing with 
employment-related information is to keep the decisions, which concerns the potential future of the 
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employees, within the family until they are completely certain. Ulf, family manager from Alpha, 
describes how the family was thinking about outsourcing warehouse services to external company: 

“We don’t go out with information (to non-family employees) if we are not completely sure if we do this. It only starts 
speculations: “How would this affect my job?” “I will lose my job”.” (Ulf, family manager, Alpha) 

“There can be situations where we are not completely satisfied with an employee and this would be something we wouldn’t 
go around telling other people. But we (Petra and her sister) discuss things like this.” (Petra, family manager, Gamma) 

These findings can be connected to the theory by Kippenberger (1998), where it is emphasised that 
it is important to not hide information that affects employees job security, as it conveys stress within 
the organisation. The author continues that “it is often the uncertainty rather than the changes 
themselves that create the most stress” (Kippenberger, 1998, p. 30). In the case of Alpha, some 
changes in the firm were not the largest, but as it was described by almost all of our respondents, the 
employees kept being interested, and they discussed what was going on in the family meetings.  

5.4.2 Information that is not shared by non-family managers  

Here we present our findings on what information is not shared by non-family managers with family 
managers. There is a clear difference in what information is not shared by family managers with non-
family managers, and vice versa, what information is not shared by non-family managers with family 
managers. From our findings it seems like information that non-family managers do not share with 
family managers could potentially create less harm to the communication in the company. Perhaps, 
it happens by virtue of the lack of ownership and large authority of non-family managers in the 
companies. 

Minor job-related problems: 

One area of information, which non-family managers prefer not to share is minor job-related 
problems that turn up in the everyday job situations they experience. It was discussed in the cases 
that non-family managers often avoid to present minor work problems to family managers.  

“Many times I feel like I don’t have to bother them (the owners) if I have small problems. Mostly I have the possibility 
to maybe get the information by other ways. Sometimes I can ask some other manager maybe to get help. […] I don’t 
know why actually (why he thinks it is like that), they sometimes might not have time, and they have their own things 
going.” (Jens, non-family manager, Gamma) 

Mistakes that employees regret: 

Another group of information that non-family managers do not share is the potential mistakes that 
are made. We were surprised with our results when it was a family manager who brought up this 
interesting aspect of communication in the company: 

“(It might be) hard for employees to admit their mistakes and communicate them in family companies, because then 
employee needed to go to the owner and say that he/she destroyed something, which family member is owning […] 
Employees think: “They own the company. How can I come and say “I just destroyed your wall”?” It is my wall 
(smiling)! […] It is different, maybe, to communicate mistake or difficult situation to the manager, who is not an 
owner.” (Ulf, family manager, Alpha) 

At the same time Ulf adds that family managers should not be too judging towards mistakes of 
employees: 

“We should be forgiving […] I think people do as good as they can all the time. But people also do stupid mistakes.” 
(Ulf, family manager, Alpha) 

We agree with Ulf on his opinion, that employees might feel worse talking about their mistakes 
directly to the owners or to the members of owning family, comparing to confessing their mistakes 
to managers, who are appointed to run the company and do not have any ownership or strong 
emotional attachment, like it often happens in non-family companies. Since employees feel bad about 
admitting their mistakes, there is a probability that they choose not to tell about it at all to family 
managers. 
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Complaints: 

Another interesting category of information that is not shared by non-family managers was admitted 
by one more family manager from Alpha. Sofie says that employees do not complain and gossip in 
her presence:  

“I am married to Sven (co-founder), and everybody knows that. And I believe some people are a bit more careful talking 
to me about matters because they think I will tell Sven about it, and then they might get in trouble. But this is something 
I wouldn’t do. They probably do not say exactly what they think about Alpha to me because of this. It is a bit more 
hush-hush in that case, when I come around.” (Sofie, family manager, Alpha) 

The motivation behind such behaviour of employees might be similar to the motivation from the 
previous category, which is described above – it might be harder to complain to the owners of the 
business comparing to appointed top managers. Additionally, we think that in a situation when non-
family manager wants to complain or bring up some negative information to the boss, he/she also 
deals with an issue of close circle of family members. Non-family managers know that if they say 
something to one family manager, then this information might reach more or all family members, 
due to close connection between family members. This behaviour of family members was described 
by family manager Mustafa from Gamma: 

“Sometimes I think they (employees) wouldn’t bring up any topic at all, since still […] if they say something stupid, 
they may know that it would end up in some places (meaning “I would tell it to the family”).” (Mustafa, family 
manager, Gamma) 

The summary of all our findings on information that is not shared between family and non-family 
managers in family companies is presented below in a table (Figure 13). 
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Figure 13 - Information that is not shared between family and non-family managers (Own Source)
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employees to admit their 

mistakes and communicate 
them in family companies, 

because then employee 

needed to go to the owner 
and say that he/she 

destroyed something, 
which a family member is 

owning […]” (Ulf, Alpha) 

“[…] I believe some 
people are a bit more 

careful talking to me about 
matters because they think 
I will tell Sven about it and 

then they might get in 
trouble. […] They 

probably do not say 
exactly what they think 

about Alpha to me because 

of this.” (Sofie, Alpha) 

Opinions about work of 

other employees 
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6 Discussion 
______________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter we discuss the previous presented findings and the outcomes of our analysis. Firstly, we 
summarise and discuss the main findings and analysed content. Thereafter, we discuss these matters in 
consideration to general theory on internal communication and draw conclusions. Lastly, we present a 
summarising model that combines our researched topics and visualise communication in family businesses. 
______________________________________________________________________ 

As a summarising discussion we argue that the topic of communication in family companies has been 
interesting to investigate, and we believe that with this study we are able to add valuable insights to 
two academic fields at the same time: to the field of internal communication and of family business.  

As a first part of discussion, our findings contribute to previous studies within internal 
communication by in many cases supported theory on information-sharing between entities in firms. 
Our findings motivate that in family businesses there are multiple channels and arenas of 
communication, where information is shared and decisions are made. Going back to the work by 
Klöfer, 1996, cited in Varey & Lewis (2000), it is presented that communication in businesses can be 
divided into different categories based on the type of information shared, the direction of information 
and the involvement of individuals. In all of our cases it became apparent that strategic managers (in 
our case family managers) and day-to-day managers (in our case non-family managers) share 
information in diverse ways. It was endorsed in the cases that information was shared both from a 
top-down perspective, where the family managers developed employee newsletters to share 
important information; from a bottom-up perspective, where they motivate open doors policies and 
employee meetings; and horizontally, by having team, projects and department meetings including 
both family and non-family managers. Our findings also support what Welch and Jackson (2007) 
promote, that from an employee perspective, horizontal information is preferred as it allows the non-
family managers to succeed with their tasks in a larger scale. However, it was also described in our 
data that information is not actively shared on a horizontal level within family firms, as Welch and 
Jackson (2007) proclaim is the circumstance in almost every business with different actors involved.  

Based on the results of our research on communication in family businesses we can also relate our 
conclusions to the internal corporate communication model presented by Welch and Jackson (2007, 
p. 186). Our findings support large parts of the theorised communication dimensions between 
strategic managers (in our case family managers) and employees (in our case non-family managers). 
The model describes that by applying sufficient information through communication, employees 
experience higher prerequisites of being successful in their work (Welch & Jackson, 2007). Majorly, 
the model explains that through an implementation of increased communication between strategic 
managers and other persons in the firms, the employees would explicitly feel a sense of belonging to 
the business, commitment to it, awareness of the changes in it and an understanding of the aims of 
its evolution (Welch & Jackson, 2007). In our study, the respondents explained that they vastly feel 
more included by having more information about what is going on in the company and what plans 
the strategic managers (family managers) have. However, as discussed before, not always the family 
members experience that the non-family employees are in need of extensive information about the 
future plans of the company. It was also emphasised by the respondents that by having more 
information, the non-family managers were able to do their job more effectively. This goes in line 
with how the model highlights the effect of communication on understanding and awareness of the 
activities in a firm. Overarching in the cases we also experienced indications of respondents feeling 
more committed towards the business when they are included in communication and decision-
making. In all cases, the non-family managers described that involvement in communication both 
increased their sense of belonging, and that enforced their commitment to the firm. Thus, as earlier 
discussed, all of the respondents, both family and non-family managers, also emphasised on the 
strong culture in the firms and how it affectes their way of behaving. In the cases it was often 
described that the non-family managers adapted their way of communicating based on how the family 
managers communicated towards them. Therefore, in many of the cases the family motivated 
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extensive communication between all individuals in the firm, which laid the foundation for high 
commitment and feeling of belonging in the firms.  

However, this result does in some ways go against what Harris et al., (2004) present in their research. 
The authors promote that employee involvement can actually be lower in family businesses for the 
reason that the culture of family firms does not promote close communication between family and 
non-family employees (Harris et al., 2004).  

Below we present our adaptation of the model of Welch & Jackson (2007) on internal corporate 
communication in the family business context (Figure 14). 

 

Figure 14 - Internal corporate communication in family businesses. Adapted by Internal corporate 

communication model (Welch & Jackson, 2007, p. 186). 

As a second part of discussion, our findings contribute to previous studies within the field of family 
business. Our analysis of empirical data and our developed empirical models on characteristics of 
communication, barriers to communication in family firms and information not shared between 
family and non-family managers provide greater insight in the field of communication in family 
businesses.  

To begin with, the distinctive characteristics of communication in family business motivate that 
communication is highly interconnected with the behaviour of individuals in firms and the structure 
of the business itself. The level of communication in the businesses was often described as a result 
of the specific individuals’ willingness to share information, or as a result of how information usually 
was shared in the firm.  

Concerning the barriers to effective communication it clearly became evident that they are mainly 
rooted in individual perceptions and attitudes. The respondents often proclaimed that one of the 
main originators of not sharing information was trust-related. We found that in almost all of the cases 
the respondents identified trust as the main barrier to effective communication. Also, as discussed 
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before, trust is identified in communication and relationship theory as the one of the most important 
element of successful communication (Harris et al., 2004; Welch, 2012; Welch & Jackson, 2007). 
Therefore, we emphasise that the topic of trust in family business is an area worthwhile of further 
investigation, to extend the considerable little research in the matter.  

Lastly, the information that is not shared between family and non-family managers was considerably 
coherent in the businesses, and as discussed before, one the main effecting factors to information 
not being shared was due to insufficient trust between parties in the businesses. Consequently, it was 
often family managers that preferred not to share information to non-family counterparts due to that 
they considered that non-family managers did not need some information. The not-shared 
information from the family managers was in most of the cases information about strategy and future 
of the business, and this information could be seen as important to excluded individuals in the firms. 
Below we present a model of communication in family businesses (Figure 15) showing the 
interconnection between our researched areas. 

 

 

Figure 15 - Interpretation of communication in family businesses (Own source) 

The model displays the relationship between our three developed empirical models on 
communication between family and non-family managers in family firms, which are the models on 
distinctive characteristics of communication, on barriers to effective communication and on the 
information that is not shared. The middle double-faced arrow illustrates communication between 
family and non-family managers in a business. The arrow is double-faced as our research concludes 
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that information is shared on a mutual level in family firms between managers, in contrary to the 
presented model by Welch and Jackson (2007, p. 186), where information is presented as one-way, 
only from the strategic managers (as we adapted in our research, family managers) towards employees 
(as we adapted in our research, non-family managers). The dotted square surrounding the interaction 
between family and non-family members illustrates that there are needed to be certain relationships 
between the parties communicating. As described before, our empirical findings support that the 
relationship between family and non-family members is signified by tendencies of the attributes 
described in Agency, Stewardship, and Entrenchment theories. It can also be concluded that the 
effects of the relationships between the entities in the firm affect how they interact and communicate 
with each other. In the model the distinctive characteristics of communication between family and 
non-family managers influence and shape the way how communication is performed in the company. 
It is visible in the model that the barriers to communication affect the outcome of the communication 
between family and non-family managers. And consequently barriers lead to the lack of information-
sharing between family and non-family managers.  

The model can be used for both practitioners and academics in order to obtain increased knowledge 
of how communication works and information is shared between family and non-family managers in 
family businesses.   
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7 Conclusion 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter of the thesis we present the conclusion to our research. Secondly, we explain the practical and 
theoretical contribution of our study. Thirdly, we present limitations that authors experienced during the 
process of research conduction. Lastly, we would like to present suggestions for future research topics, which 
are derived from our study. 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

In this study we explored the phenomenon of communication between family and non-

family managers in family companies. Our motivation to study this topic was a combination 

of our own interest in the topic and our understanding that the topic is under-researched so 

far.  

Our literature framework presents leading theories and key concepts on family business governance 
and internal communication. We built our theoretical framework, which illustrates the link between 
the previous research and our empirical findings.  

Our findings are based on empirical data, collected using qualitative research method of multiple case 
studies. We collected data through twelve semi-structured interviews with a help of vignettes from 
three small and medium-sized family companies, located in Sweden. While collecting data, we put a 
large focus on representing both family and non-family managers’ viewpoints on communication in 
companies. 

In order to answer our research questions, we developed categories and built the models. We explored 
what are the distinctive characteristics of communication between family and non-family managers 
in family companies. They are (1) Openness, internal transparency and trust at the operational level; (2) Secrecy, 
lack of internal transparency, exclusion of non-family managers at the strategic level; (3) Relatively quick pace and 
short paths of decision-making and information-sharing; (4) Diverse arenas of decision-making and business 
discussions; (5) Favouritism of family members in authority and decision-making (6) Willingness of family to be in 
control; (7) Long-term orientation and heartiness in relationships of family with non-family managers. 

We investigated, what are the perceived barriers to good and effective communication between family 
and non-family managers. We distinguished (1) Trust-related barriers: (1a) Lack of trust and (1b) Risk-
management policy; (2) Time-related barriers: (1a) Lack of time, (1b) Unwillingness to spend time; (3) Believes & 
Attitudes, in particular, (3a) Belief that employees do not need too much information, (3b) Lack of holistic view on 
the company; (4) Psychological-Behavioral, in specific, (4a) Lack of emotional connection, (4b) Tendency to forget to 
share information. 

Moreover, we investigated what business-related information is not shared between family and non-
family managers. We found out that there are different kinds of information that these two groups 
of people, family and non-family managers, do not share with each other. Our results present that 
family managers do not share with non-family managers (1) General future plans, (2) Investment plans, (3) 
New product development/ R&D plans, (4) Plans for succession, (5) Opinions about work of other employees and 
(6) Decisions that might affect job security of employees. At the same time non-family managers do not share 
with family managers (1) Minor job related problems, (2) Mistakes that employees regret and (3) Complains.  

Lastly, we discussed how all our findings relate to each other and built a theoretical model of 
communication between family and non-family managers, which unites the findings from all three 
research questions. 
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7.1 Practical and theoretical implications 

Our research is of interest to any kind of family company, who hires or plans to hire non-family 
managers to work in the company. We believe it is necessary to be aware of the uniqueness of 
communication in family businesses, and our study contributes to this understanding. Additionally, 
after reading our thesis the reader is able to understand what hinders good and effective 
communication practices between family and non-family managers. The results of our research are 
helpful to understand what challenges face family and non-family managers while communicating 
with each other. We believe that our research could prepare both parties for the emergence of 
potential communication issues and, hopefully, could help to prevent an escalation of the problems. 
Our research could be valuable as well to people, who would like to start working as managers in 
family companies, who are not members of the family, as well as, to any individual who is working 
in or with family companies. 

From the academic perspective, with our study we hoped to draw attention and to increase interest 
of researchers in the field of communication and relationships between family and non-family 
managers in family companies. Our developed theoretical models on different aspects of 
communication in family companies could contribute to the existing research on family business 
governance, management and communication.  

7.2 Limitations of the research 

For this study, we recognized some unavoidable limitations that should be taken into consideration 
regarding the data collection and the interpretation of the results. Some of limitations of this study 
already open the road for future research. First of all, due to the time constraints of writing a thesis, 
we collected data from a considerably small sample – we interviewed only three companies. With an 
increased number of companies, the results, perhaps, could be more accurate and generalizable. 
Secondly, almost all interviews were conducted in English language, while all participants’ native 
language is Swedish. Our interviewees had different level of fluency in English. Conducting 
interviews in English might have hindered our interviewees from sharing more information with us 
and expressing themselves more precisely. Thirdly, two out of three interviews in one of our 
participating companies Gamma were conducted over phone and Skype. By conducting interviews 
not in person, our interviewees might not have felt comfortable to share more information with us, 
since it was harder to establish close contact. And since the majority of interviews in Gamma were 
done not face-to-face, while all interviews in Alpha and Beta were done face-to-face, we might have 
collected less data from Gamma, so Gamma might be less represented in our research. Fourthly, the 
participated companies were solely Swedish firms, and therefore it might be hard to transfer the 
findings from the Swedish context to the field of other countries’ family business environment. 

7.3 Suggestions for future research 

With this study we wanted to inspire students and researchers to engage further into the emerging 
field of communication and relationships between family and non-family managers, as we see it as an 
important and interesting topic. The limited scope of the conducted research does not enable us to 
make generalisations and conclusions about communication in all small and medium-sized family 
firms in Sweden, which have both family and non-family managers working in the company. 
Therefore, our suggestion for future research is to conduct the study on a larger scale with a larger 
sample, which would enable researchers to acquire more insightful and sufficient information. Future 
research could test our findings and draw the conclusion, whether our findings are applicable on the 
larger scale. Additionally, we encourage scholars to develop our theoretical models on 
communication between family and non-family managers. Moreover, we believe it might be 
interesting for researchers to look into the area of implications and consequences of the current 
practices of communication in family firms, and to investigate how the communication practices 
influence companies’ performance.  



66 

 

Our research was done on small and medium-sized family companies. We suggest to research 
communication in large-sized family companies. It would be beneficial for the needs of the topic to 
explore what are the roles of family and non-family managers in larger companies, and how the 
communication and decision-making processes differ, due to the larger size of the businesses. 

Furthermore, we made our research in three diverse industries: food production, steel products 
manufacturing and sales consultancy. We believe it might be of great value to research 
communication more extensively in different service and production industries, so that it could be 
possible to explore different aspects of communication between family and non-family managers in 
different industries, as well as, perhaps, different level of involvement of family and non-family 
managers.  

Additionally, our research was done on companies that are located in small, medium-sized and 
relatively large towns in Sweden, which are situated on the southern part of the country. It might be 
interesting to further research family companies that are located in larger cities in Sweden, since those 
could have better access to recruitment of highly-qualified non-family managers. Other geographical 
areas could be also covered in future research. 

Moreover, we believe it might be rewarding to explore the same topic on the international scale. 
Research in other countries would show diverse specifics of communication in family businesses in 
a global context.  
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Appendices 

Interview guide 

Questionnaire to family managers: 

1. Could you please tell us more about yourself, your job and about the company? 

2. Could you please tell us more about who are family members and who are non-family managers in 

the company? (Optional) 

3. How would you describe the relationships between your family and non-family 

managers in the company? How the communication looks like between you and 

other family members in company, and between non-family managers? How do you 

share important information? 

4. What do you think is important in communication between your family and non-

family members? 

5. Do you see any difference in working tasks, responsibilities and expectations from 

family and non-family managers? 

6. How much do you trust your family members, who work in the company, and how 

much do you trust the managers outside of family? Is there any difference? 

7. Have you ever experienced a situation where information was not shared with you 

or the other family members? 

8. Do you think that managers, working in your company always share with you all 

important information about business situation? 

9. Do you believe communication can be improved? If so, how? 

10. Do you share information with non-family managers about family plans, such as 

succession, investments, change of ownership, family news etc.? 

11. Do you think there is any business-related information that should be kept only 

within a family? What would stop you from sharing this information with non-family 

managers? 

12. Does it happen to you, that you discuss business matters in private situations? If yes, 

when, where, with whom? 

13. How do you make important decisions? By whom? Where? When? 
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Questionnaire to non-family managers: 

1. Could you please tell us more about yourself, your job and about the company? 

2. Could you please tell us more about who are family members and who are non-family managers in 

the company? (Optional) 

3. How would you describe the relationships between the family and non-family 

members in the company? How the communication looks like between you and 

other non-family managers and the family members? How the information is shared? 

Do you see something special in communication between family members with each 

other? 

4. How are important decisions made in the company? By whom? Where? When? 

5. What do you think is important in communication between family and non-family 

members? 

6. Are there situations where you see differences between family and non-family 

members in the company? Please, give an example. (regarding communication, decision-

making, authority, behaviour). Why? 

7. Have you ever had a situation when you did not have enough information to make a 

specific decision, while maybe the family members had this information? What was 

the situation? 

8. Do you think that family members do not share information with you because you do not belong to 

the family? How does this affect your job?(Optional) 

9. Do you believe communication can be improved? If so, how? 

10. Did it ever happen to you, that you felt that your opinion was not valued because 

you do not belong to the family? What was the situation? 

11. Did it ever happen to you that you did not agree with decisions made by family? If 

so, did you try to argue with decisions made by family members? What was the result? 

How do you feel about decisions that are made by family members? Please, give an 

example.  

12. Do you see any difference working in family business comparing to other businesses, 

communication-wise? 
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VIGNETTES 

Vignette I  

Markus is a non-family sales manager in a family-owned company. He knows that in this quarter the 
business is not going very well, sales are dropping, and some customers are thinking about to switch 
to another supplier. Markus does not share this information about current bad situation in company 
with the owning family, because he is afraid that the family will be dissatisfied with his performance 
and unhappy about the situation. Markus prefers to try to improve sales by his own efforts, trying to 
intensify his job and to motivate Sales workers, who are under his supervision.  

Vignette II  

Jonas is a non-family production manager, working in family-owned company. He knows that sales 
are constantly increasing in number, and that the current production facility is already not enough to 
satisfy all orders. Jonas had a meeting with the CEO and other company owners to suggest his idea 
to buy a new machine for production. The purchase of a new machine would cost several million 
SEK. After two months Jonas still does not have any reply. However, he knows that the owning 
family together with several family members, who are working in the company, already had two 
meetings to discuss the potential investment in a new machine. 

Vignette III 

Fatima is one of three siblings owning a retail company. Fatima decided to expand the store chain 
and to open one more store in southern Sweden, and she shared this vision with non-family CEO 
Fredrik. Fatima knows a landlord and had found a perfect location for this store in Lund. At the same 
time Fredrik decided to explore independently potential venues for renting a place for a store in 
Karlskrona. A week after at the board meeting Fredrik proudly presents his achievement - he had 
already signed a rental contract in Karlskrona. Fatima is surprised and tells Fredrik that he was not 
supposed to search for venues and sign contracts without her guidelines.  

 

Questions to vignettes: 

1. What do you think about this situation? 

2. Have you ever experienced a similar situation?  

a. If yes, what was the situation? How did you behave? What was the 

conclusion? Do such situations happen often to you in the company?  

b. If no, how would you behave in this or similar situation? 

3. How do you think this situation would influence relationship between family and 

non-family managers? 
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European Commission standard on small and medium-sized 

firms 

Company category Staff headcount Turnover or Balance sheet total 

Medium-sized < 250 Employees ≤ € 50 m ≤ € 43 m 

Small < 50 Employees ≤ € 10 m ≤ € 10 m 

Micro < 10 Employees ≤ € 2 m ≤ € 2 m 

(Source: European Commision, 2016) 

 


