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Abstract 

 

Background: Family firms represent a dominant organizational form characterized by a strong 

emphasis on continuity, legacy and long-term orientation. This tension is particularly evident in 

family firms within the food and farming sector, where strong ties to land, tradition and local 

identity intensify the challenge of preserving heritage with market adaptation. The tension 

becomes especially prominent during succession processes, where different generations may 

hold divergent views on the firm’s future direction. 

 

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to develop an in-depth understanding of how succession 

processes in family firms shape the balance between preserving legacy and enabling strategic 

renewal over time.  

 

Method: The study adopts a relativist ontological stance and an interpretivist epistemological 

perspective, applying an abductive research approach. A comparative case study design is used, 

drawing on eight semi-structured interviews with members from different generations across two 

family-owned firms within the food and farming sector, Rudenstams Bär & Frukt and Vistakulle 

Fruktodling. The empirical material is analyzed using thematic analysis with an abductive and 

iterative coding process.  

 

Conclusion: The study concludes that legacy is preserved through renewal, as each generation 

protects the core while building new commercial activities outward from it. Socioemotional 

wealth explains why the core is non-negotiable, while familiness explains how renewal is made 

possible without dissolving what makes the firm distinctive.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Family-owned firms represent a dominant organizational form in several different economies 

worldwide and play a crucial role in areas like employment, regional development and overall 

long-term sustainable value creation. This makes them a significant contributor to economic 

stability and social welfare (Corbetta, 2015). Beyond their economic importance, family firms 

are often characterized by a distinctive governance structure in which ownership, management 

and family overlap, which influence firm behavior, strategic priorities and decision-making 

processes (Chrisman et al., 2005). This overlap frequently results in a long-term orientation, 

where the preservation of the firm across generations becomes a central objective influencing 

investment decision, risk-taking and strategic direction, particularly in relation to continuity and 

change (Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2006).  

 

Particularly in the Swedish economy, family businesses constitute the dominant organizational 

form. Based on registered data, nearly 90% of all firms with employees are classified as family 

businesses according to the EU definition. In terms of economic impact, family businesses 

account for around one third of total employment and approximately one third of Sweden’s 

GDP, clearly showing their importance in the Swedish economy (Andersson et al., 2017). While 

firms without employees constitute a substantial proportion of registered firms in Sweden, 

focusing on firms with employees provides a clearer indication of organizational scale and 

economic impact, as these firms are more likely to have established operations and contribute 

more significantly to economic activity (Andersson et al., 2017). 

 

A key characteristic that distinguishes family firms from non-family firms is the overlap between 

family, ownership and management. As a result, strategic decisions are not only influenced by 

financial considerations but also by non-economic goals such as family continuity, identity and 

long-term transgenerational survival (Corbetta, 2015). These non-financial objectives have been 

conceptualized through the lens of socioemotional wealth (SEW), which captures the affective 

value that family owners derive from their firm and also helps explain why family-centered g
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oals such as identity, control and continuity are often prioritized alongside or even above 

financial performance (Gómez-Mejía & Herrero, 2022). Socioemotional wealth is often 

conceptualized as a multidimensional construct through the FIBER framework, which covers 

family control and influence, identification with the firm, binding social ties, emotional 

attachment and the renewal of family bonds through succession (Gómez-Mejía & Herrero, 

2022). This multidimensional perspective highlights that family-related priorities influence 

strategic decisions in different ways depending on the firm’s goals and values.  

 

Within this context of overlapping economic and socioemotional goals, intergenerational 

succession emerges as a central strategic process rather than merely a formal or technical 

leadership transition. Prior research emphasizes that succession is not a discrete event, but a 

strategic process that shapes authority structures and strategic priorities such as preserving family 

legacy as well as the firm’s openness to renewal and change (Kotlar & Chrisman, 2019). 

However, whilst succession is often framed as a strategic necessity, existing literature has instead 

frequently focused on succession planning as a formal need, involving and a set of deliberate 

preparatory activities for generational transitions (Kessler & Zipper-Weber, 2023). While such 

planning activities can be seen as an important part of the process, they only represent one aspect 

of succession. Less attention has been given to succession as a dynamic and evolving process 

that unfolds over time through interactions, negotiations and shifting roles across generations 

which is an essential part regarding the shift in leadership within firms (Kotlar & Chrisman, 

2019).  

 

Intergenerational succession also represents a critical juncture at which socioemotional wealth is 

both challenged and renegotiated. Rather than being limited to a formal transfer of ownership or 

managerial authority, succession involves the transmission of values, relational norms, tacit 

knowledge and the emotional meanings embedded within the firm. The ability to transfer these 

socioemotional elements across generations is central to maintaining continuity, as emotional 

attachment and family identity are closely tied to long-term survival following succession (Makó 

et al., 2018).  
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Moreover, in addition to socioemotional wealth as a motivational driver, research also 

emphasizes the role of familiness. The concept of familiness refers to the unique bundle of 

relational and knowledge-based resources that arises from family involvement within the firm 

(Iturrioz-Landart et al., 2023). Resources such as trust-based coordination, tacit knowledge and 

shared norms, as well as the historically embedded use of firm-specific assets, can shape how 

succession processes unfold and how strategic renewal is pursued across generations. (Matser et 

al., 2011). 

 

At the same time, succession intensifies a fundamental paradoxical tension within family firms: 

The need to preserve family legacy, values and socioemotional wealth while simultaneously 

adapting to changing markets, technological and societal conditions (Lumpkin et al., 2011). 

Preserving family legacy often implies maintaining established routines and authority structures, 

whereas strategic renewal requires questioning these present elements and potentially 

redistributing goals and the decision-making power within the firm. This paradox becomes 

particularly visible in multigenerational family firms where several actors are involved in the 

business. Here, different generations may prioritize continuity and change differently, reflecting 

variations in interpretations, values and strategic priorities within the same firm (Suess-Reyes & 

Fuetsch, 2016). These challenges are particularly evident in family-owned firms operating within 

the food and farming sector. In this context, family farming has traditionally been characterized 

by a close integration between family, land and business activities, where production, ownership 

and family labor are strongly interconnected (Djurfeldt, 1996).  

 

As a result, emotional attachment to land, products, local identity and family history tends to be 

particularly strong in the food and farming sector, reinforcing identity-based commitments 

within the firm. At the same time, firms operating in this sector are increasingly exposed to 

economic, political and market-related pressures that make strategic renewal necessary for long-

term survival (Suess-Reyes & Fuetsch, 2016). These pressures include increasing competition, 

shifts in consumer preferences, technological developments and stricter regulatory requirements, 

all of which require firms to continuously adapt their strategies and operations to remain 

competitive over time (Darnhofer et al., 2010). However, strong family logics such as tradition, 

fairness and emotional attachment often conflict with market-driven demands for strategic 
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change. As a result, succession can function both as an enabler and a constraint for renewal, 

depending on how these competing logics are managed (Suess-Reyes & Fuetsch, 2016). 

 

The empirical context of this study is located in Skärstadalen, a region along the eastern slopes 

of Lake Vättern in southern Sweden with a long-standing tradition of fruit cultivation (Hellström 

et al., 2014). In recent years, the area has increasingly been referred to as “Äppledalen” (the 

Apple Valley), reflecting a growing collective identity among local producers and the 

development of a shared regional brand (Äppledalen, n.d.). It is also commonly described as 

“Smålands Toscana”, highlighting its scenic landscape and its emergence as a destination for 

tourism and local food experiences (Destination Jönköping, n.d.). 

The region is characterized by a strong presence of family-owned agricultural enterprises, where 

production, land and family heritage are closely intertwined, a pattern commonly associated with 

family farming systems (Djurfeldt, 1996). Firms such as Rudenstams Bär & Frukt and Vistakulle 

Fruktodling exemplify this development as multigenerational family businesses operating within 

the same geographical and industry context. Together, they illustrate how fruit production in the 

region is embedded not only in agricultural traditions but also in a shared local identity and 

community, reflecting the broader embeddedness of family firms in local contexts (Kurland & 

McCaffrey, 2020; Suess-Reyes & Fuetsch, 2016).  
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1.2 Problematization 

Succession remains one of the most complex and least understood processes in family business 

research, despite extensive research on the topic. While prior studies consistently emphasize 

succession as a critical strategic process and necessity, empirical findings remain inconclusive 

regarding the strategic consequences of generational transitions and their effects on strategic 

renewal and long-term innovation. Some research describes succession as a catalyst for 

entrepreneurial development, whereas other studies emphasize risks of rigidity, risk aversion and 

path dependency, depending on contextual conditions and family dynamics (Kotlar & Chrisman, 

2019; Hauck & Prügl, 2015; Dini et al., 2019). Consequently, existing research has yet to fully 

explain how family firms manage the inherent tension between preserving socioemotional wealth 

and enabling strategic renewal during intergenerational transitions. This further suggests a need 

to move beyond static perspectives and instead examine succession as a dynamic process 

unfolding within specific organizational contexts. 

 

Socioemotional wealth has become a central concept for understanding these dynamics, as it 

highlights what family firms value and why strategic decisions often diverge from purely 

economic rationality (Gómez-Mejía & Herrero, 2022). However, recent studies emphasize that 

SEW cannot be treated as a uniform or dominant driver of behavior across all family firms. 

Instead, SEW is enacted differently depending on firm context, generational stage and the 

relative importance assigned to its different underlying dimensions within the concept (Gómez-

Mejía & Herrero, 2022; Kammerlander, 2022). This heterogeneity refers to the variation in how 

socioemotional wealth is interpreted, prioritized and enacted across different contexts and 

generations and challenges simplified assumptions that high socioemotional wealth either 

systematically constrains or enables renewal.  

 

The multidimensional nature of SEW, commonly conceptualized through the FIBER framework 

(family control and influence, identification with the firm, binding social ties, emotional 

attachment and renewal of family bonds through succession), adds complexity to understanding 

succession outcomes. Research shows that different SEW dimensions exert contrasting 
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influences on strategic behavior. For example, dimensions related to family control and 

emotional attachment have been associated with more conservative decision-making, while 

renewal-oriented dimensions have been linked to long-term adaptation and change (Hauck & 

Prügl, 2015; Filser et al., 2018). This multidimensionality complicates simplified assumptions 

about whether socioemotional wealth uniformly inhibits or promotes renewal, since the strategic 

outcomes vary depending on which SEW dimensions are emphasized during the transition 

(Filser et al., 2018). Consequently, recent studies highlight the need to examine how these 

dimensions are negotiated and balanced within specific family firm contexts rather than treating 

SEW as a single homogeneous construct (Gómez-Mejía & Herrero, 2022; Kammerlander, 2022).  

 

Despite the extensive attention given to socioemotional wealth in business research, scholars 

increasingly note that the concept alone provides only a partial explanation of how family firms 

navigate strategic decisions during succession. While SEW explains why family owners 

prioritize certain goals, it provides less insight into the organizational mechanisms through which 

these priorities are translated into strategic action (Kammerlander, 2022; Bağış et al., 2023). One 

perspective that can help address this limitation is the concept of familiness, which emphasizes 

the relational, knowledge-based resources and the historically embedded use of firm-specific 

assets that arise from family involvement within the firm. Recent research highlights how these 

family-specific resources, such as trust-based coordination, tacit knowledge transfer and shared 

norms can shape how succession processes unfold and how firms respond to pressures for 

renewal (Iturrioz-Landart et al., 2023). Examining socioemotional wealth and familiness together 

therefore offers the potential to better understand how family motivations and family-specific 

resources jointly shape strategies within the succession process and influence the balance 

between preserving family legacy and enabling strategic renewal.  

 

Prior research also conceptualizes succession as a paradoxical process marked by persistent 

tensions. During intergenerational succession, family firms must simultaneously preserve family-

oriented goals such as emotional attachment, tradition and fairness while pursuing business-

oriented objectives related to efficiency, competitiveness and strategic renewal (Suess-Reyes & 

Fuetsch, 2016). These interdependent goals often pull decision-making in opposing directions 

and reflect the broader paradox between maintaining family legacy and enabling renewal. As a 
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result, succession can function both as an enabler and a constraint for strategic renewal, helping 

explain divergent renewal outcomes across family firms. The tension can also intensify even 

more as it may be interpreted and prioritized differently across generations within the same firm, 

as actors with different roles, experiences and attachments may assign different meanings to 

continuity and change to the firm (Suess-Reyes & Fuetsch, 2016).  

 

Despite these theoretical advances, recent research suggests that much of the literature on 

succession and socioemotional wealth continues to emphasize large-sample and generalizable 

approaches rather than firm-level process dynamics (Wu & Zhou, 2025; Bağış et al., 2023). Wu 

& Zhou (2025) argue that succession unfolds through relational and situational mechanisms that 

are difficult to capture through broad quantitative designs. Similarly, Bağış et al. (2023) highlight 

the importance of contextual variation in shaping family firm behavior and call for more in-

depth, context-sensitive investigation.  

 

This limitation is particularly salient in food and farming family firms, where emotional 

attachment, local embeddedness and identity-related concerns intensify socioemotional 

considerations and shape strategic decision-making in distinctive ways (Suess-Reyes & Fuetsch, 

2016; Kurland & McCaffrey, 2020).  

 

As a result, there is a lack of in-depth, qualitative research examining how succession processes 

are enacted within individual family firms and how socioemotional wealth and familiness 

interact to either enable or constrain strategic renewal during intergenerational transitions. In 

particular, limited attention has been given to how succession is experienced and interpreted 

within firms, especially across different generations, and how these interpretations shape the 

balance between preserving family legacy and enabling renewal. Addressing this gap is essential 

for advancing understanding of why some family firms succeed in renewing themselves through 

succession while others become locked into path dependency.  
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1.3 Research purpose and research question 

This study aims to investigate how the succession process, understood as a longitudinal and 

socially embedded phenomenon unfolding before, during and after the transfer of leadership, 

shapes the balance between preserving family legacy and enabling strategic renewal in 

multigenerational family firms operating within the food and farming sector in Skärstadalen.  

 

By applying a qualitative comparative case study approach, the study aims to examine how 

family members from different generations within family firms interpret and navigate the tension 

between preserving family legacy and enabling adaptation through strategic renewal during 

succession-related decision making within a shared regional and industry context. The key 

decisions that are examined include leadership transfer, role allocation and the firm’s future 

development, as these are central elements through which succession unfolds in practice.  

 

Drawing on socioemotional wealth theory, including the FIBER framework, as well as the 

concept of familiness, the study aims to analyze how these family-specific motivations and 

resources interact and evolve throughout the succession process and how they shape the balance 

between continuity and renewal within the firm.  

 

Therefore, the following research question will be answered: 

- How does the succession process shape the balance between preserving family legacy 

and enabling strategic renewal, through the perspectives of different generations and the 

evolving roles of socioemotional wealth and familiness in multigenerational food and 

farming family firms?  
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2. Literature review 

2.1 Systematic literature review   

For this study, a systematic literature review was adopted as the method for identifying and 

analyzing prior research. A systematic literature review refers to a structured and transparent 

approach to reviewing existing research, built around explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria, 

defined database searches and systematic screening of relevant studies. The primary strength of 

this approach is that it minimizes the risk of selection bias by ensuring that sources are identified 

through a replicable process rather than through subjective judgement alone, thereby 

strengthening the reliability and credibility of the literature base. (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021; 

Hiebl, 2021). 

 

This approach is particularly suited to this study given that the theoretical concepts examined, 

including socioemotional wealth, the FIBER framework and familiness, span multiple streams of 

family business research that often reach different conclusions regarding the role of succession in 

enabling or constraining renewal. A systematic search strategy ensures that relevant studies 

across these theoretical areas are captured and assessed in a transparent manner, supporting the 

identification of key theoretical tensions that motivate the research question (Kraus et al., 2020). 

 

A narrative literature review was considered as an alternative, as its more flexible approach 

allows for a broader interpretive exploration of theoretical relationships. However, its greater 

reliance on researcher judgement makes it more susceptible to selection bias. Given the study’s 

aim to develop a comprehensive and theoretically grounded overview of the field, the systematic 

approach was considered more appropriate (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). 

 

2.2 Literature search strategy: Step by step process  

The literature search was conducted through a structured and iterative process in Scopus, 

following established approaches for systematic and transparent literature reviews (Hiebl, 2021). 

Before initiating the formal search, an initial familiarization phase took place in which relevant 

concepts within family business research were explored broadly. This helped establish a 

foundational understanding of the field and informed the development of the keyword strategy.  
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The search was subsequently built around three keyword layers designed to capture the most 

relevant contributions across the study's theoretical dimensions. The first layer used "family 

business" OR "family firm*" OR "family-owned firm" OR "family-owned business". The second 

layer used "succession planning" OR "succession". The third layer used "FIBER" OR 

"socioemotional wealth" OR "SEW" OR "familiness" OR "strategic renewal" OR 

"entrepreneurial renewal" OR "entrepreneurial orientation" OR "RBV" OR "resource based 

view". This search returned 159 articles, which were exported and organized in a structured 

spreadsheet for further screening. 

 

To manage the selection process systematically and transparently, all identified articles were 

evaluated based on their theoretical contribution, empirical relevance and alignment with the 

study's research question and subsequently categorized into three groups (Kraus et al., 2020). 

Articles placed in the Very relevant category were closely aligned with the theoretical 

foundations of the thesis and served as core references throughout the literature review. The 

relevant category included articles offering useful theoretical insights or contextual information 

related to the study's key concepts. The Potentially relevant category consisted of articles 

retained as potential backup sources for specific theoretical or contextual needs that might arise 

during the analytical process. To further ensure the quality of the selected literature, only peer-

reviewed articles were considered for inclusion, as the review and revision process associated 

with peer review contributes to the validity of the sources used (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). Of 

the 159 articles identified, 40 were ultimately selected for inclusion based on their relevance to 

the study's theoretical frameworks and research question, while the remaining articles were 

excluded due to limited alignment with the study's focus. Results were also sorted by citation 

count to identify the most influential contributions within the field, which helped prioritize 

foundational studies during the selection process. 

 

A complementary search was subsequently conducted in Scopus to ensure that articles with an 

entrepreneurial perspective had been captured and to identify any additional sources related to 

familiness that may have been missed in the initial search, including variations in terminology 

such as familyness. This search used the keywords "family business" OR "family firm*" OR 

"family-owned firm" OR "family-owned business" AND "succession planning" OR "succession" 
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AND "familiness" OR "familyness" OR "family social capital" OR "family involvement" OR 

"family influence" AND "entrepreneurship" OR "entrepreneurial behavior" OR "innovation". 

This returned 34 articles, of which 26 had not been identified in the initial search. Following the 

same screening and categorization process, 5 of these were selected for inclusion based on their 

contribution to the study's analytical framework. 

 

The remaining 22 sources were identified outside the systematic search process and are used 

primarily in the background and methodology sections, where they were selected based on their 

direct relevance to the study's design and context. Across all three streams, the total number of 

sources included in the study amounts to 67. A full overview of all included sources, their 

relevance category and how they were identified is presented in Appendix A. 

 

2.2 Family firms as a decision-making context 

2.2.1 Understanding family firms: Non-economic goals and long-term orientation 

The organizational form of family firms is often very distinct due to the overlap between family, 

ownership and management. This crossroad often creates a decision context where the business 

choices that are being made are shaped by both economic as well as family-related 

considerations (Corbetta, 2015). Based on this assumption, family firms cannot solely be 

understood through the profit-maximizing logic, as family firms’ strategic decision-making 

reflects a combination of both financial as well as non-financial priorities. These are priorities 

such as maintaining family control, preserving relationships and ensuring continuity across 

future generations. While economic considerations remain important, family firms also place 

significant value on protecting the family’s reputation and identity (Corbetta, 2015; Gómez-

Mejía & Herrero, 2022).  

 

A further characteristic of family firms is their long-term orientation. This long-term orientation 

is reflected in decision-making that prioritizes intergenerational continuity over short-term 

performance and aligns with the firm’s emphasis on non-financial goals and sustainable 

development. This approach influences risk preferences, investment horizons and openness to 

strategic change (Filser et al., 2018; Kotlar & Chrisman, 2019). Further studies also argue that 

the choices that are being made within family-owned firms tend to reflect the past, current and 
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future values and priorities of the family owners and that the strategic orientations within the 

business emerge from the interactions of individual owner orientations across generations. This 

also helps explain why family firms often appear more family oriented and less entrepreneurial 

than non-family, reflecting that the decisions being made are not only market-driven and focus 

solely on economic optimization, but also socially embedded within the family (Moog et al., 

2011). 

 

2.2.2 Multiple goal systems and dynamic decision-making 

Taking the decision context into consideration, it is evident that the pursuit of balancing multiple 

goals simultaneously can create internal tensions that can influence strategic choices. Prior 

research conceptualizes non-financial priorities not as a single objective but as a bundle of 

competing goals such as continuity, control, emotional attachment and reputation (Dou et al., 

2020; Gómez-Mejía & Herrero, 2022). For instance, as continuity goals can encourage longer-

term investments, focusing on protecting family harmony and control can instead bias decisions 

towards stability.  

 

Empirical research demonstrates that family involvement can therefore both stimulate and 

constrain innovation and strategic renewal, depending on how these priorities are prioritized and 

structured (Filser et al., 2018; Kotlar & Chrisman, 2019). This ambivalence suggests that 

decision-making in family firms resembles an ongoing negotiation between economic and 

family-centered priorities rather than pure economic optimization. Strategic outcomes are shaped 

by how competing economic and family-centered objectives are balanced over time, implying 

that strategic direction is not predetermined but contingent upon shifting priorities and power 

dynamics.    

 

Governance arrangements further reinforce this dynamic. Due to the overlap between ownership 

and management, controlling family members often hold both strategic influence and formal 

decision rights (Corbetta, 2015; Kotlar & Chrisman, 2019). Governance is therefore frequently 

embedded in family relationships, relying less on formal monitoring mechanisms and more on 

centralized authority, trust and relational legitimacy (Ahmad Tipu, 2022; Lazzarotti et al., 2020). 

Strategic influence becomes closely connected to ownership position, generational roles and 
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accumulated family experience, reinforcing the personalized and relational character of decision-

making.  

 

These characteristics collectively create a decision-making logic that differs from that of non-

family firms. Economic outcomes are continuously weighed against family identity, control and 

continuity concerns. This broader decision logic becomes particularly salient during succession, 

when authority, roles and priorities are renegotiated and when the balance between preservation 

and renewal shifts over time (Gómez-Mejía & Herrero, 2022; Kotlar & Chrisman, 2019). 

 

2.3 Socioemotional wealth theory (SEW) 

Socioemotional wealth (SEW) has become a central perspective for understanding decision-

making and strategic behavior in family firms. The concept refers to the non-financial value that 

family owners derive from their business, including aspects such as identity, family control, 

emotional attachment, reputation and the intention to transfer the firm across generations 

(Gómez-Mejía & Herrero, 2022; Llanos-Contreras & Alonso-Dos-Santos, 2018). In contrast to 

purely economic perspectives that emphasize profit maximization, the SEW perspective 

highlights that family firms frequently pursue goals linked to legacy preservation, family 

cohesion and long-term continuity (Boyd et al., 2014).  

 

Prior research conceptualizes that socioemotional considerations strongly influence how family 

firms approach risk-taking, governance and strategic change. Huang et al. (2020) demonstrate 

that family-centered goals shape innovation behavior by encouraging long-term thinking while 

simultaneously creating caution toward uncertain investments. Similarly, Plana-Farran & Gallizo 

(2021) argue that socioemotional priorities affect financial decision-making, as family owners 

prioritize stability and control over short-term performance outcomes. Within succession 

contexts, Makó et al. (2018) highlight that the preservation and transfer of socioemotional wealth 

such as trust, shared values and emotional bonds become central to ensuring continuity across 

generations.  

 

Recent studies further emphasize that SEW plays a critical role in shaping strategic renewal 

processes. Dini et al. (2019) suggest that socioemotional considerations influence entrepreneurial 
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orientation and renewal trajectories, while Marques et al. (2023) demonstrate that governance 

structures often reflect attempts to balance family influence with professionalization pressures. 

These insights indicate that SEW is not merely a background characteristic of family firms, but a 

key driver through which strategic decisions are framed and justified.  

 

At the same time, contemporary research has begun to extend and problematize the SEW 

perspective. Recent studies highlight that socioemotional priorities vary depending on contextual 

factors such as institutional environments, generational dynamics and stakeholder relationships 

(Assenmacher et al., 2025; Pecis et al., 2025). Bhukuth et al. (2025) further demonstrate how 

SEW extends beyond intra-family concerns by shaping social responsibilities and relational 

expectations during leadership transitions. Complementing this perspective, Co et al. (2024) link 

SEW to broader sustainability-oriented and entrepreneurial ambitions, suggesting that the 

concept increasingly encompasses societal as well as family-centered considerations. Moreover, 

Umans & Corten (2022) show that socioemotional motivations vary significantly depending on 

leadership configurations and organizational context, suggesting that SEW cannot be understood 

as a static or uniform construct.  

 

Consequently, understanding how the succession process shapes strategic renewal requires closer 

attention to how different dimensions of socioemotional wealth are prioritized, reinterpreted and 

negotiated over time within specific organizational contexts. This suggests that SEW functions 

as a framing mechanism through which different actors within the firm interpret and justify 

strategic decisions during succession.  

 

2.3.1 FIBER dimensions 

Building on the recognition that SEW is heterogeneous, the FIBER framework is commonly 

used to capture its multidimensional nature, encompassing family control and influence, 

identification with the firm, binding social ties, emotional attachment and the renewal of family 

bonds through succession (Gómez-Mejía & Herrero, 2022). Rather than representing a unified 

objective, these dimensions reflect potentially competing socioemotional priorities, implying that 

strategic behavior depends on which dimension becomes dominant in each context. 
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Gómez-Mejía & Herrero (2022) caution against treating all FIBER dimensions as equally salient 

and suggest that heterogeneity within SEW also emerges from tensions between its internal 

components. Empirical studies illustrate how different FIBER dimensions exert opposing 

influences on strategic behavior. Hauck & Prügl (2015) show that family control, identification, 

binding social ties and emotional attachment are associated with continuity-oriented and 

preservation-focused behavior that often leads to more risk-averse strategic choices. In contrast, 

Filser et al., (2018) show that the dimension of renewal of family bonds through succession is 

more closely linked to adaptation, intergenerational continuity and increased innovativeness.  

Certain FIBER dimensions also extend beyond the boundaries of the family and the firm. 

Kurland & McCaffrey (2020) demonstrate that identification and emotional attachment are often 

directed toward community identity and local embeddedness, highlighting how the meaning and 

enactment of specific FIBER dimensions vary across contexts. This further illustrates how 

different FIBER dimensions pull strategic behavior in different directions depending on which 

socioemotional priorities dominate. Moreover, this also highlights that different generations 

within family firms may prioritize different FIBER dimensions and thereby influencing how 

succession processes unfold and how the balance between preserving legacy and enabling 

renewal is managed (Gómez-Mejía & Herrero, 2022). 

 

2.4 Familiness as a dynamic capability 

While socioemotional wealth explains why family firms prioritize certain goals, familiness 

directs attention toward how these goals are enacted in practice. Familiness refers to the 

idiosyncratic bundle of resources arising from the interaction between the family and the firm, 

including intangible assets such as relational ties and firm-specific knowledge. In addition to 

relational and knowledge-based resources, familiness also include tangible assets, such as land 

and physical infrastructure, whose value is shaped by long-term family involvement and 

accumulated experience (Habbershon & Williams, 1999; Gamble et al., 2025).  

 

One way the family-specific dimension of familiness has been theorized is through family social 

capital (FSC), which Iturrioz-Landart et al. (2023) describe as operating through three 

reinforcing dimensions: the relational dimension covering trust, norms and obligations within the 

family, which functions as a basis for cooperation and knowledge sharing across generations 
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(Lumpkin et al., 2011); the structural dimension covering the configuration and density of family 

ties; and the cognitive dimension covering the shared vision and values that develop through 

sustained interaction. Together, these dimensions help illustrate how the social aspects of 

familiness function in practice and how they evolve across generational transitions (Bövers & 

Hoon, 2019). Beyond these social dimensions, tacit knowledge constitutes a further critical 

resource within familiness, accumulating through sustained generational involvement and 

serving as the basis for trans-generational entrepreneurship by enabling successive generations to 

draw on an inherited pool of firm-specific capabilities (Au et al., 2012). 

 

Rather than treating these resources as a fixed stock that is simply passed down from one 

generation to the next, this study conceptualizes familiness as a dynamic capability. Wu and 

Zhou (2025) describe this as familiness dynamic capability, meaning the active ability to adapt 

and reconfigure family-specific resources as successors transition into leadership roles. It is 

specifically a capability of recombining inherited knowledge, relational ties and shared values 

with new external perspectives during succession, and it makes the firm capable of pursuing 

strategic renewal while maintaining the continuity that gives the business its identity and 

meaning. This dynamic capability is not inherited fully formed but built and iterated throughout 

the socialization process, as each generation learns to manage and reconfigure what they have 

received. However, if this dynamic capability is not actively updated during generational 

transitions, the same mechanisms that enable adaptation may instead reinforce existing routines 

and constrain change. Aragón-Amonarriz et al. (2024) specifically highlight this risk, showing 

that familiness can operate as a liability rather than a resource when the family fails to adapt to 

the successor's new strategic direction. Familiness therefore constitutes a conditional capability 

whose effects on strategic renewal depend on how actively it is reconfigured in practice (Špička 

& Berg, 2022). 

 

2.5 Succession as a process 

Intergenerational succession is widely recognized as one of the most critical and complex 

processes in family firms. Rather than constituting a discrete event marked by a formal transfer 

of leadership, succession is increasingly conceptualized as a longitudinal and socially embedded 

process that unfolds over time (Kotlar & Chrisman, 2019). This perspective of succession shifts 
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the attention from succession as a one-time event to instead an evolving process that is shaped by 

interactions, negotiations and changing roles across generations. 

 

Succession involves multiple forms of transition. In some cases, the shift primarily concerns 

managerial leadership, whereas in others it entails the redistribution of ownership rights, voting 

power and governance influence. Shen (2018) emphasizes that the allocation of control rights 

and decision authority significantly shapes the successor’s discretion and influence within the 

firm. Variations in share distribution and voting rights therefore condition the degree of strategic 

autonomy available to successors. Similarly, Llanos-Contreras & Jabri (2019) argue that 

succession involves identity negotiation and relational repositioning within both the family and 

the organization, suggesting that authority transfer is not purely structural but socially 

constructed.  

 

Research further conceptualizes succession as unfolding across multiple phases. Kotlar & 

Chrisman (2019) describe succession as a gradual process characterized by evolving role 

transitions and shifting governance arrangements. Kessler & Zipper-Weber (2023) highlight that 

succession planning often begins long before the formal handover, emphasizing preparatory 

activities that shape successor readiness. Moreover, these preparatory activities can be 

understood as part of a broader succession process that is unfolding over time. The pre-

succession phase typically involves early exposure to the firm, informal monitoring and the 

internalization of organizational norms and family values. During the transition phase, 

incumbents and successors renegotiate authority boundaries and role expectations. The post-

succession phase concerns the stabilization of leadership structures and the consolidation of new 

governance arrangements.  

 

Knowledge transfer constitutes a central element throughout this process. Casprini et al. (2020) 

demonstrate that effective succession depends on both formal and informal transfer of 

experiential and tacit knowledge from incumbents to successors. Wu & Zhou (2025) introduce 

the concept of dual socialization, whereby successors are simultaneously embedded in family 

norms and exposed to external professional environments. This dual positioning influences how 

inherited knowledge is interpreted and applied in practice. From a resource perspective, such 
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processes reflect how family-specific capabilities are transmitted and potentially recombined 

across generations (Matser et al., 2011).  

 

Authority transfer is therefore rarely instantaneous. Shen (2018) highlights that incumbents often 

release control gradually, requiring successors to build legitimacy among family members, 

employees and external stakeholders. Legitimacy building is thus both a relational and structural 

process, shaped by ownership arrangements, governance configurations and socioemotional 

expectations. Llanos-Contreras & Jabri (2019) further emphasize that overlapping spheres of 

family influence and organizational governance complicate this process, as successors must 

navigate expectations tied to both ownership and relational roles. In this sense, the succession 

process represents a dynamic arena in which socioemotional wealth shapes the goals and 

priorities of transition, while familiness conditions how authority, knowledge and governance 

structures are mobilized and reconfigured in practice.  

 

2.5.1 Succession as a driver of strategic renewal 

While succession unfolds as a structured and relational process, prior research offers divergent 

conclusions regarding its strategic consequences. Some studies portray generational transitions 

as catalysts for entrepreneurial renewal (Lumpkin et al., 2011), whereas others emphasize the 

risks of rigidity and path dependency during intra-family succession (Hauck & Prügl, 2015). 

Succession is therefore increasingly examined not as a neutral administrative transition, but as a 

critical moment shaping the firm’s strategic trajectory. In this context, entrepreneurial behavior 

can be understood as the behavioral expression of strategic renewal, encompassing activities 

such as innovation, strategic change and the recombination of existing resources (Randolph et 

al., 2019).  

 

From an enabling perspective, generational change can stimulate strategic entrepreneurship by 

introducing new competencies, external experience and alternative strategic orientations. 

Lumpkin et al. (2011) argue that successors often challenge established routines and pursue 

entrepreneurial initiatives as part of redefining the firm’s future direction. When successors are 

granted sufficient authority and strategic discretion, they are more likely to implement new 

initiatives and influence innovation trajectories (Botella-Carrubi & González-Cruz, 2019). In 
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such contexts, succession can function as a mechanism through which inherited resources and 

capabilities are recombined and redirected toward renewal. Empirical research further illustrates 

how familiness resources can be actively mobilized during succession to foster transgenerational 

entrepreneurship. For instance, successors may be encouraged to experiment with new ventures 

or strategic initiatives prior to taking over the core business, thereby facilitating renewal while 

maintaining continuity (Au et al., 2012).  

 

However, succession can also reinforce continuity rather than transformation. Hauck & Prügl 

(2015) demonstrate that strong emotional attachment and preservation-oriented priorities can 

reduce innovation during intra-family succession. Similarly, Dini et al. (2019) find that 

socioemotional considerations and risk aversion can suppress entrepreneurial experimentation. 

These findings may suggest that generational transitions can reinforce path dependency when 

incumbents retain influence or when successors’ discretion is constrained by governance 

structures and socioemotional expectations. This ambivalence is further supported by research 

showing that generational transitions may both enhance and constrain innovation, depending on 

how family influence and succession intentions are configured (Hillebrand, 2019). 

 

Taken together, the literature indicates that succession cannot be understood as inherently 

positive or negative in relation to strategic renewal. These mixed findings suggest that the 

strategic consequences of succession are contingent rather than deterministic. This raises the 

question of how and under what conditions succession enables or constrains strategic renewal 

across family firms. As innovation capability has been identified as a key driver of long-term 

survival in family firms, these variations in renewal outcomes become particularly critical in 

succession contexts (Ahmad et al., 2020). This suggests that entrepreneurial renewal in family 

firms cannot be understood in isolation but must be examined in relation to both socioemotional 

priorities and the familiness-based resources through which these priorities are enacted in 

decision-making processes. This also suggests that different generations may interpret and act 

upon renewal opportunities differently, further shaping how succession influences strategic 

outcomes.  
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2.5.2 The legacy–renewal paradox  

Family firm succession is characterized by persistent internal tensions. Family firms must 

simultaneously maintain continuity in terms of identity, traditions and socioemotional wealth 

while adapting to changing markets and pursuing new strategic directions (Kotlar & Chrisman, 

2019; Suess-Reyes & Fuetsch, 2016). Efforts to safeguard legacy, continuity and family 

harmony often conflict with the need for adaptation and innovation. Succession intensifies this 

tension, as leadership transfer requires both maintaining identity and enabling new strategic 

directions (Lumpkin et al., 2011; Dou et al., 2020). 

 

One way this paradox becomes visible is through tensions between control and autonomy during 

leadership transition. Incumbents often seek to empower successors while simultaneously 

retaining influence, for instance through gradual authority release or selective knowledge 

sharing. Such safeguarding of control can constrain successor discretion and limit the 

introduction of new strategic directions, even when adaptation is necessary (Huang et al., 2020). 

Succession therefore becomes a negotiated process in which letting go and retaining control 

coexist.  

 

The paradox also manifests through tensions between tradition and change. Long-standing 

routines, emotional attachment and accumulated tacit knowledge provide stability and trust-

based coordination (Matser et al., 2011; Bövers & Hoon, 2019). At the same time, such 

embedded practices reinforce path dependency and resistance to innovation (Filser et al., 2018). 

When historical success becomes symbolically tied to family identity, strategic change is often 

perceived as a threat rather than a necessity (Ferrari, 2020), particularly if incumbents resist 

transferring authority (Hauck & Prügl, 2015). The paradox therefore lies not in whether change 

should occur, but in how to enable change without undermining identity.  

 

In locally embedded or agricultural family firms, the paradox can also appear through tensions 

between preserving local identity and maintaining economic competitiveness. In such contexts, 

preserving land, reputation, or local relationships often takes precedence over economic 

efficiency or strategic flexibility (Kurland & McCaffrey, 2020). 
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Succession outcomes therefore depend on how family firms manage this underlying paradox 

between legacy preservation and strategic renewal in practice rather than on succession as a 

uniform driver of renewal or rigidity (Dini et al., 2019). In this sense, socioemotional wealth and 

familiness can operate both as strategic resources and as constraints, depending on how they are 

enacted during transition (Aragón-Amonarriz et al., 2024; Špička & Berg, 2022). Succession can 

thus be understood as the ongoing management of this paradox, where socioemotional priorities 

and family-based resources jointly shape how continuity and renewal are balanced in practice.  

 

2.5.3 Heterogeneity in succession outcomes 

The mixed findings in succession research suggest that generational transitions do not produce 

uniform strategic consequences across family firms. Rather than reflecting contradictions in the 

literature, differences stem from heterogeneity in how socioemotional priorities, governance 

arrangements and successor discretion are configured across firms (Reif et al., 2025). Succession 

processes unfold under varying structural and relational conditions that shape whether renewal is 

enabled or constrained.  

 

Importantly, heterogeneity operates not only between firms but also within families. Research 

increasingly challenges the assumption that socioemotional wealth functions as a universally 

dominant preservation motive. Instead, socioemotional priorities are interpreted and enacted 

differently depending on generational stage, contextual conditions and the roles of individual 

family actors (Gómez-Mejía & Herrero, 2022). Umans & Corten (2022) further demonstrate that 

succession intentions influence strategic and financial behavior in heterogeneous ways, 

indicating that socioemotional motivations are contingent rather than fixed. Complementing this 

perspective, Kammerlander (2022) highlights that socioemotional priorities differ across family 

members and roles, suggesting that SEW is shaped by individual identities and responsibilities 

rather than by a single collective objective.  

 

From this perspective, heterogeneity provides a key explanation for why family firms differ in 

their willingness to pursue innovation and strategic renewal. Variations in socioemotional 

priorities, governance arrangements and authority configurations shape the degree of discretion 

granted to successors and consequently the firm’s openness to strategic change. In some 
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contexts, family involvement fosters long-term investment and adaptive renewal while in others, 

it reinforces continuity and path dependency. Moreover, prior research suggests that changing 

circumstances such as performance pressures or survival threats can lead families to reassess and 

realign their socioemotional priorities over time (Llanos-Contreras & Jabri, 2019). Heterogeneity 

in socioemotional orientations and decision structures thus helps explain why succession 

sometimes stimulates renewal and at other times consolidates continuity, depending on how 

family-related goals are negotiated and enacted during the transition. This also highlights the 

importance of examining succession processes at the level of individual firms and actors, in 

order to get a better understanding regarding how these differences are interpreted and enacted in 

practice.  

 

2.6 Sector context: Food/farming industry 

Family firms operating within the food and farming sector represent a particularly salient context 

for examining succession and strategic renewal. In agricultural settings, land, production and 

family history are often deeply intertwined, intensifying socioemotional attachment and identity-

based commitments. Suess-Reyes & Fuetsch (2016) argue that in farming family firms, 

emotional attachment, tradition and identity-related elements of socioemotional wealth are 

especially pronounced. This heightened SEW intensity amplifies the tension between 

preservation and renewal during generational transitions. 

 

The embeddedness of farming firms within local communities further strengthens these 

dynamics. Kurland & McCaffrey (2020) demonstrate that families prioritize the preservation of 

land, farming identity and community continuity over both financial performance and dynastic 

succession. Their findings demonstrate that socioemotional wealth in agricultural contexts 

extends beyond the family and the firm itself, encompassing community-based attachments tied 

to place, heritage and local responsibility. Such outward-oriented socioemotional priorities can 

constrain or reshape strategic decision-making, particularly when renewal initiatives are 

perceived as threatening local continuity. In these contexts, succession is not merely a matter of 

ownership transfer but a socially embedded process affecting broader stakeholder networks. 

Complementing this perspective, Co et al. (2024) show that successors’ sustainability initiatives 

are often motivated by relational and community-oriented considerations, suggesting that 
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socioemotional wealth can also drive renewal efforts that are framed as socially responsible 

rather than purely economically strategic.  

 

Intergenerational continuity pressure is also particularly salient in the farming industry. Plana-

Farran & Gallizo (2021) show that successors’ emotional attachment, identification with the 

family firm and desire to renew family bonds significantly increase the intention to take over 

agricultural businesses. Complementing this perspective, Špička & Berg (2022) demonstrate that 

value orientations such as tradition, responsibility and socioemotional commitment strongly 

influence the likelihood of intergenerational continuity in family farming. These findings may 

indicate that succession in food and farming firms is deeply embedded in value-based and 

identity-driven motivations rather than purely economic considerations.  

 

The empirical context of this study reflects many of the characteristics associated with family 

firms operating within the food and farming sector. Rudenstams Bär & Frukt and Vistakulle 

Fruktodling is located in Skärstadalen along the eastern slopes of Lake Vättern, an area with a 

long-standing tradition of fruit cultivation. The valley forms part of the UNESCO-designated 

biosphere area Östra Vätterbranterna, where natural landscapes, cultural heritage and local 

economic activities are closely interconnected. The region is characterized by favorable climatic 

conditions created by the proximity to Lake Vättern as well as a varied topography, which 

historically has supported agricultural production and fruit cultivation in particular. The area is 

also characterized by small-scale land ownership and a strong presence of family-owned 

agricultural enterprises, where production practices and knowledge have often been transmitted 

across generations (Hellström et al., 2014). 

 

Rudenstams Bär & Frukt has operated at Rudu Ödegård since 1942 and today the fifth 

generation of the Rudenstam family is active in the business (Rudenstams Bär & Frukt, n.d.). 

Similarly, Vistakulle Fruktodling is a family-owned fruit farm located in the same valley, where 

apple cultivation and direct sales have been developed across generations of the owning family 

(Vistakulle Fruktodling, n.d.). Both firms therefore illustrate how fruit production in the region is 

closely connected to family ownership, long-term cultivation traditions and local agricultural 

conditions.  
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The food and farming sector in this region therefore represents a context where socioemotional 

wealth, familiness and intergenerational expectations become particularly salient. The 

intertwining of land, legacy and regional identity intensifies the preservation-renewal tension 

identified in prior literature. Rudenstams Bär & Frukt and Vistakulle Fruktodling therefore 

represent analytically relevant cases for examining how succession, socioemotional priorities and 

family-specific capabilities interact under conditions where land, legacy and community identity 

are deeply embedded in the firm’s operation.  

2.7 Conceptual model 

 
 

Figure 1: A conceptual model illustrating how the succession process shapes the balance 

between legacy preservation and strategic renewal through the interaction of 

Socioemotional wealth (SEW) and Familiness in family firms. 

 

Building on the presented literature review, the conceptual model illustrates how the succession 

process, understood as a longitudinal and socially embedded phenomenon, shapes decision-
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making processes within family firms. Rather than treating succession as a discrete event, the 

model conceptualizes it as an ongoing process through which intergenerational interactions, 

negotiations and role transitions continuously influence the direction of the firm.  

 

The model is based around the two core interrelated dimensions: Socioemotional wealth and 

familiness. SEW reflects the competing socioemotional priorities that influence the willingness 

of family firms to preserve legacy or instead pursue renewal. These priorities are further 

specified through the FIBER dimensions, that describes and captures the internal tensions 

between the preservation- and renewal-oriented forces. Whilst preservation-oriented forces are 

associated with stability, continuity and risk aversion, renewal-oriented forces are linked to 

change, long-term development and adaptation to the market and society overall. Familiness, on 

the other hand, represents the family-specific resources that they possess that shape the firm’s 

ability to enact strategic changes and decisions. The resources include both intangible- and 

tangible resources. Whilst intangible assets cover tacit knowledge, trust-based relationships and 

shared norms, tangible assets include land, farm assets and physical infrastructure. Jointly, these 

resource configurations represent not only the presence of these resources, but the value created 

through the family’s unique relationship to them. For example, a farm becomes a source of 

familiness when combined with generations of knowledge, emotional attachment and family-

specific practices that are difficult for competitors to replicate.  

 

As a whole, the model emphasizes the interaction between SEW and familiness, highlighting 

how family firms’ motivations and resource bases jointly influence decision-making processes 

during succession. Whilst SEW shapes what the firm aims to preserve or change, Familiness 

conditions are practically feasible. This interaction is reflected in the central role of decision-

making processes, conceptualized as ongoing interactions, negotiations and entrepreneurial 

actions between generations. Through this process, the balance between legacy preservation and 

strategic renewal is continuously shaped and redefined. Due to the process being steady in 

motion, the outcome is not predetermined and depends on how socioemotional priorities and 

family-specific resources are interpreted, combined and enacted within specific organizational 

contexts that decides the future of the family firm in focus.  



   

 

26 

 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Research philosophy 

Within the concept of methodology, the concept of research philosophy concerns the underlying 

assumptions that guide how research is conducted as well as how knowledge about the world is 

generated. It is also these assumptions that influences how researchers perceive reality and how 

they believe the knowledge that is presented to them, how it can be obtained and which research 

methods that are considered appropriate for analyzing a particular phenomenon (Easterby-Smith 

et al., 2021). The term also refers to a system of beliefs and assumptions about the development 

of knowledge in the particular field that’s being analyzed. So even though there are no new signs 

of, for instance, theory development in your research, all information about addressing new 

information, such as addressing new specific problems in a particular organization, are classified 

as developing new knowledge. Therefore, it is classified within the aspect of research philosophy 

(Saunders et al., 2012).  

 

In essence, research philosophy is important due to that it shapes the entire research process. The 

assumptions that are held by the researcher influences how research questions are understood, 

which methodological choices are made and how empirical findings are interpreted. In the bigger 

picture, philosophical assumptions underpin decisions related to research design, data collection 

and analytical strategies. Creating the bridge and ensuring consistency between these 

assumptions and the methodological choice of the study is therefore essential in order to create a 

coherent and credible research project (Saunders et al., 2012). Particularly in management and 

business research, on top of the iceberg, assumptions are discussed through two key 

philosophical dimensions: Ontology and Epistemology (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021).  

 

The concept of ontology concerns assumptions about the nature of reality and what can be 

considered to exist, whilst epistemology instead relates to how knowledge of that reality can be 

either obtained or interpreted. It is based off these two philosophical positions that shape 

following methodological choices such as research design, usage of data collection methods and 

different analytical approaches (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021).  
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3.1.1 Ontology & Epistemology  

Starting off with ontology, the term concerns the researcher’s assumptions about the nature of 

reality and what is actually considered to exist in our social world. Within management research, 

the term is often described within a range that stretches from realism to nominalism (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2021). A researcher who positions itself as a realist describes reality as existing 

independently of human perception. In other words, there is only assumed to be one reality that 

exists independently of human perception. On the other side of the spectrum, researchers who 

position themselves closer to nominalism assume that our social reality is created through 

language and discourse and emphasize that social reality is shaped through human interaction 

and interpretation (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021).  

 

In our study, we adopt a relativist ontological perspective. This perspective assumes that our 

reality is not singular or entirely objective, nor completely subjective. A relativist approach may 

vary depending on the perspectives and interpretations of individuals within the specific context 

and situation (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021; Saunders et al., 2012). Focusing specifically on the 

context of family firms that this thesis portrays, succession processes often involve several actors 

across different generations. These generations may differ in interpreting the firm’s history, 

identity and also future directions that they want to achieve with the firm in the foreseeable 

future (Suess-Reyes & Fuetsch, 2016). For instance, the prioritization between leaders within 

their decision-making processes, as incumbent leaders may prioritize and emphasize continuity 

and preservation of the family legacy, whilst successors of the firm may instead prioritize 

renewal and therefore want to focus on strategic change. It’s therefore evident that many truths 

and facts vary depending on the viewpoint of the observer, as what accounts as the actual truth 

varies across contexts, places and time.  

 

A nominalist approach instead represents the most extreme constructionist position, where the 

reality is viewed as entirely created through language and social interaction (Easterby-Smith et 

al., 2021). This perspective is instead often applied in studies that focus primarily on discourse 

and truth construction. Since this study instead examines meanings, tensions, decisions and 

processes within a real organizational context, such approach would therefore be considered as 

too extreme. Therefore, a relativist ontological position allows our study to analyze and 
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acknowledge the existence of subjective interpretations of the succession process within the 

same family firm.  

 

Epistemology, known as “the nature of knowledge”, is a factor that instead concerns the 

assumptions regarding how we can know what exists (Easterby-smith et al., 2021; Bell et al., 

2019). It constitutes how knowledge of this reality can be obtained and also what actually 

constitutes valid knowledge. Particularly in management research, epistemology is discussed in 

relation to either positivism or social constructionism. A positivist approach is a term that is 

based on objective observation and measurements rather than lived experience and aims often to 

identify generalizable relationships between variables. An example of a study where a positivist 

approach is suited is for research that examines statistical relationships between succession 

events and firm performance across a large sample of family firms. On the contrary, social 

constructionist perspective instead emphasizes that knowledge is based on shared assumptions 

and real-life practices. It is shaped through social interactions and interpretations, meaning that 

reality is understood through the meanings individuals assign to their own experiences (Easterby-

smith et al., 2021).  

 

Our study aligns with an interpretivist epistemological standpoint. Interpretivism is a term that 

focuses on understanding how individuals interpret and make sense of social phenomena within 

their specific contexts. This aligns with the study’s relativist ontological perspective, where 

reality is understood as socially constructed through interaction and shared meanings (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2021). Within the specific context of family firms, the main reason that strengthens 

and interpretivist epistemological stance is because succession processes are often shaped by 

subjective interpretations, family relationships and socioemotional considerations. This enables 

the study to explore how actors within the family firm interpret the succession process and its 

implications for strategic renewal and long-term development.  

 

The approach emphasizes understanding the meanings that social actors attach to their actions 

and experiences (Bell et al., 2019). Particularly within family firms, succession-related decisions 

are often shaped by economic considerations as well as by emotional attachment, family identity 

and socioemotional wealth. It’s therefore relevant to argue for the fact that capturing these 
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interpretations and meanings is essential to understand how the succession process influences 

strategic renewal.  

 

However, what’s important to consider within interpretivist research is the context factor. Since 

our study solely focuses on an in-depth investigation of a specific family firm, the findings are 

not intended to be universally generalizable (Yin, 2018). Instead, it aims to develop a deeper 

understanding of succession processes within the particular organizational context in focus, 

which includes the firm’s historical development, current situation and its future orientation. The 

insights may therefore be most relevant for family firms that operate within similar contexts.  

 

3.2 Research design 

3.2.1 Qualitative and abductive approach 

When describing research design, it can best be understood as a structured and grounded process 

that is shaped by underlying philosophical assumptions (Saunders et al., 2012). Grounded in 

methodological framework, the ontological assumptions can be seen as forming the foundation 

of the research process. 

 

Moreover, epistemological assumptions are seen as guiding the development of knowledge and 

lastly the methodological choices represent the practical implementation of the study. According 

to Easterby-Smith et al. (2021), the following description can be understood as a “tree metaphor” 

that is intended to represent how a research process unfolds from inception to publication, by 

showing how and in what way methodology and methods are influenced by deeper assumptions 

about the nature of reality and knowledge. Therefore, it’s crucial to evaluate these assumptions in 

order to determine what philosophical stance our thesis implies.  

 

As mentioned, the aim of our study is to develop an in-depth understanding of how succession 

processes in family firms influence the balance between preserving legacy and enabling strategic 

renewal. Taking the following approach into consideration, our study adopts a qualitative 

research approach, as the goal is to capture meanings, interpretations and processes that are 

experienced by individuals within a specific context (Bell et al., 2019). In this case, it leads to 

decision-making processes within family-owned businesses. That is contrast to a quantitative 
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research approach, that instead focuses on measuring variables and identifying generalizable 

relationships (Bell et al., 2019). Therefore, given that succession in family firms is shaped by 

subjective interpretations, family relationships and socioemotional considerations, a qualitative 

approach is therefore considered to be appropriate for exploring this complex and context-

dependent phenomena (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021).  

 

Moreover, this study also uses an abductive research method. As an inductive approach aims to 

develop a new theory from empirical data and a deductive approach instead focuses on testing 

existing theoretical propositions, an abductive approach is instead a combination of the two 

existing approaches both by iteratively moving between theory and empirical observations 

(Saunders et al., 2012). It is characterized by moving back and forth between empirical and 

theoretical dimensions of analysis, which is done to further develop a deeper understanding of 

the phenomenon that is under investigation. The approach also focuses on using more than one 

source of evidence in order to be able to discover new dimensions of our research problem.   

 

This approach is relevant for our thesis as it draws upon established theoretical concepts such as 

socioemotional wealth, familiness and strategic renewal, whilst also allowing empirical insights 

from the case firms to refine and extend the understanding of these concepts in practice. Based 

on the literature review, a preliminary analytical framework was also developed that further 

lifted and connected the key concepts. The abductive approach is also reflected in the data 

collection and analysis that will be described later, where insights from interviews are 

continuously compared with theoretical perspectives (Saunders et al., 2012). This furthermore 

allows for identification of patterns, tensions and relationships that weren’t captured by theory 

alone. By continuing with this process and linking theory with the empirical findings, we can 

therefore provide a nuanced understanding of how succession processes unfold in a specific 

organizational context instead of expanding on solely generalizable findings.  

 

Our process also has a process-oriented perspective which aligns with the study’s abductive 

approach, since it enables analysis of how succession-related decisions, tensions and role 

transitions evolve over time within family firms. Therefore, by moving iteratively between 
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empirical observations as well as theoretical concepts, the study captures how succession is 

experienced and enacted across different stages and actors (Saunders et al., 2023).  

 

3.2.2 Comparative case study design 

This study adopts a comparative case study design to explore how the succession process shapes 

the balance between legacy preservation and strategic renewal in family firms. A case study is 

research strategy that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, 

particularly when the boundaries between the phenomenon and its context are difficult to 

separate. Case studies are suitable for examining complex and process-oriented phenomena, 

where social interactions, organizational structures and contextual conditions are closely 

intertwined (Yin, 2018). 

 

In this study, each family firm is treated as an individual case, representing a bounded system 

characterized by overlapping family, ownership and management structures, as well as ongoing 

or recent succession processes (Yin, 2018). By focusing on cases within the same industry and 

regional context, the study enables a context-sensitive examination of how succession is enacted 

under comparable external conditions.  

 

The use of a comparative case study design is appropriate for this study, as succession in family 

firms represents a complex and process-oriented phenomenon embedded in relational and 

contextual dynamics (Yin, 2018; Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). By comparing how succession 

unfolds across two multigenerational family firms within the same sector and regional context, 

the study can identify both similarities and differences in how socioemotional wealth and 

familiness are enacted in practice (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

 

Furthermore, the inclusion of multiple cases enables the application of replication logic, where 

each case is treated as distinct experiment and findings can be compared across cases to assess 

whether similar patterns emerge (Yin, 2018). This strengthens the robustness of the findings and 

reduces the risk of drawing conclusions based on a single, potentially idiosyncratic case. 

Consequently, the comparative design supports a more comprehensive understanding of how 

succession processes shape the balance between legacy preservation and strategic renewal.  
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3.3 Research method 

3.3.1 Case selection and sampling 

This study employs purposive sampling in order to select cases that are particularly relevant to 

the research objective. Purposive sampling involves the strategic selection of cases based on 

predefined criteria, rather than random sampling, in order to ensure that the selected cases can 

provide rich and meaningful insights into the phenomenon under investigation (Easterby-Smith 

et al., 2021; Saunders et al., 2023).  

 

The selection of cases in this study was guided by several criteria derived from the research 

question and theoretical focus of the study. First, the firms had to be family-owned businesses 

with involvement from multiple generations, enabling the study of intergenerational dynamics 

and succession processes. Second, the firms needed to be characterized by ongoing or recently 

completed succession processes, allowing succession to be examined as a process unfolding over 

time. Third, access to relevant interview participants across generations was required in order to 

capture multiple perspectives within each case. 

 

Based on these criteria, two family firms operating within the food and farming sector in the 

Skärstadalen region were selected: Rudenstams Bär & Frukt and Vistakulle Fruktodling. The 

focus on firms within the same industry and geographical context allows for a context-sensitive 

analysis where external conditions remain relatively similar across cases that otherwise might 

explain differences in how succession unfolds, thereby strengthening the comparability of 

findings across cases. The food and farming sector is also particularly relevant in this context, as 

it is characterized by strong local embeddedness, long-term orientation and intergenerational 

continuity, which intensify the importance of succession processes. In line with Yin (2018), the 

selected cases can be understood as “neighboring” in terms of their industry and geographical 

context, which enhances the analytical value of the comparison by controlling for external 

conditions while allowing differences in internal processes to become more visible. 

 

The selection of the two cases follows a replication logic, where each case is treated as a distinct 

unit and findings are compared across cases. The comparison is done to assess whether similar or 
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diverging patterns emerge under comparable external conditions (Yin, 2018). As stated, the two 

chosen firms share similar contextual conditions, which are the same sector, region and 

multigenerational family ownership structure. However, this doesn’t mean that they are chosen 

because they are expected to produce identical findings. Instead, it means that their contextual 

similarity allows any difference in how the succession process unfolds internally to become 

analytically visible. This combination of contextual similarity and internal variation supports a 

contrast-oriented cross-case comparison and analysis, as it enables theory development through 

the identification of both convergent as well as divergent patterns across the two cases 

(Eisenhardt, 1989).  

 

3.3.2 Data collection 

The primary data in this study was collected through interviews with members of the selected 

family first. Interviews are a central source of evidence in case study research, as they enable the 

exploration of “hows” and “whys” questions related to key events (Yin, 2018). In this context, 

interviews allow for a deeper understanding of how succession processes unfold and how 

different actors perceive and influence these processes over time. 

 

Case study interviews are typically less structured than standardized interviews and are often 

described as “in-depth interviews” or “intensive interviews” rather than strictly predefined 

question and answer formats (Yin, 2018). This flexibility makes them particularly suitable for 

capturing nuanced and context-dependent insights, especially in studies where relational 

dynamics and subjective interpretations are central. In line with this, the interviews conducted in 

this study can be characterized as prolonged case study interviews, allowing for more detailed 

and reflective responses from participants. Interviews may also contribute to identifying 

additional sources of evidence, as participants can provide references to events, practices or 

documents relevant to the study (Yin, 2018).  

 

The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured format, characterized by a predefined set of 

themes and guiding questions while still allowing for flexibility to ask follow-up questions and 

adapt the conversation based on participants’ responses. This approach is suitable for exploring 

complex and context-dependent phenomena, as it enables the researcher to capture participants’ 
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perspectives, interpretations and experiences in depth, while maintaining consistency across 

interviews and openness to unexpected insights (Saunders et al., 2023; Easterby-Smith et al., 

2021).  

 

The use of interviews as a primary data collection method offers several advantages. It allows for 

rich, in-depth insights and provides access to participants’ experiences and interpretations, which 

are central to understanding complex organizational processes (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). At 

the same time, interviews also involve certain limitations. Responses can be influenced by social 

desirability, retrospective bias or the relational context between interviewer and participant. 

Furthermore, the flexible nature of semi-structured interviews often introduce variation between 

interviews, which places greater demands on the researcher’s ability to ensure consistency in 

data collection and analysis (Saunders et al., 2023; Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). 

 

3.3.3 Interview guide 

After solidifying semi-structured interviews as a way of collecting first-hand data from the 

companies we’re going to analyze, our next step was developing an interview guide based on key 

theoretical concepts that we used in our thesis. The purpose of the interview guide was to ensure 

consistency across the interviews while still allowing flexibility to explore emerging themes and 

insights (Saunders et al., 2012; Qu & Dumay, 2011).  

 

The structure of the interviews was grounded in the study's theoretical framework, where key 

concepts such as succession, SEW, familiness and the legacy-renewal paradox were translated 

into thematic sections, ensuring alignment between data collection and the research purpose 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). Questions were primarily open-ended in order to capture 

participants' different interpretations and experiences, with follow-up questions used to explore 

deeper insights when needed (Qu & Dumay, 2011). While the guide provided a structured 

framework, it was designed to allow flexibility during the interviews, enabling participants to 

influence the direction of the conversation toward areas they perceived as important and 

allowing us to capture richer and more nuanced insights (Saunders et al., 2012). 
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The interview guide was also refined throughout the data collection process, as certain questions 

were adjusted, added or removed based on responses obtained. Easterby-Smith et al. (2021) note 

that adjusting questions throughout data collection allows the guide to become more refined and 

enables researchers to exclude questions that appeared irrelevant in earlier sessions. After the 

first few interviews, questions that generated short descriptive answers were reformulated to be 

more open-ended, inviting participants to reflect on their personal experiences rather than simply 

describing events. Questions were also adapted for different generations. For the older 

generation, questions about succession were framed around how they reasoned about handing 

over control while ensuring the firm continued in the right direction. For the younger generation, 

the same theme was framed around how their relationship with the older generation affected the 

transition. Similarly, questions about the legacy-renewal paradox were adapted so that the older 

generation was asked about situations where the younger generation wanted change while they 

preferred preservation, whereas the younger generation was asked how their own views on 

change had differed from those of the older generation. These refinements did not affect the 

overall thematic structure but made individual questions more appropriate for each generational 

group. Approximate time allocations were also included for each section to ensure sufficient 

attention was given to the most central themes (McGrath et al., 2019). 

 

The interview guides for both the older and younger generation are presented in Appendix B, C, 

D, and E, both in Swedish and English versions.  

 

3.3.4 Semi-structured interviews 

In total, eight semi-structured interviews were conducted across the two case companies. The 

participants were selected from different generational positions within each firm, with the 

objective of capturing different viewpoints across generations. It is worth noting that while the 

families behind both firms have owned their land for several generations, the current farming 

businesses as they operate today are more recent. At Rudenstams, the older generation 

participants represent the fourth generation within the current farming business, while the 

younger generation participants represent the fifth. At Vistakulle, the first three generations are 

represented. The inclusion of multiple generations was a deliberate feature of the sampling 
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strategy, as the aim was to capture how the succession process and the balance between legacy 

and renewal are experienced differently depending on generational position.  

 

All eight interviews were conducted in Swedish and later translated into English as part of the 

preparation for analysis. The interviews were held in person at the respective firms rather than 

remotely. Conducting the interviews at the case companies made the encounter feel more 

authentic and natural, facilitated a better connection with the participants and provided useful 

contextual understanding of each firm's physical environment alongside the data gathered. Face-

to-face interviews also make it easier to ask complex questions and spontaneous follow-ups, as 

participants tend to provide more time and engagement in physical settings (Saunders et al., 

2012). 

At the start of every interview, each participant was informed about the purpose of the study, 

why their participation was relevant, their right to withdraw at any point and that their responses 

would be treated confidentially. As all participants agreed to be recorded, this allowed us to 

focus fully on the conversation and follow up on responses naturally without interrupting the 

flow of discussion. Saunders et al. (2012) note that recording interviews allows researchers to 

focus on listening and asking questions rather than noting down every important point, and that 

recordings make it possible to revisit the material more than once after the session. Notes were 

also taken during and after each interview as a supplementary measure. 

 

The audio recordings were transcribed using the AI tool Klang.ai. Since automated transcription 

tools do not transcribe with full accuracy, the transcriptions were reviewed manually after each 

interview (Saunders et al., 2012). Bell et al. (2022) emphasize that a transcription must represent 

what was said during the interview word for word, and in line with this guidance, we read 

through the transcripts while listening to selected passages where the transcriptions appeared 

unclear or inaccurate, making corrections where necessary. While a more thorough approach of 

independently reviewing each recording in full would have strengthened this process further, it 

was not feasible given that the recorded material exceeded fifteen hours in total. 

 

Both interview guides followed the same thematic structure, covering the succession process, 

decision-making, socioemotional wealth, familiness, place and sector context and the balance 



   

 

37 

 

between legacy and renewal. To minimize interview bias, leading questions were avoided 

throughout and participants were consistently encouraged to elaborate on their answers in their 

own words (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). An overview of all eight interviews conducted, 

including the generational position of each participant, location, duration and date is presented in 

the following table:  

 

Name Generation Location Technique Language Duration of 

recording 

Date 

Participant 

A1 

5th 

generation 

Rudenstams 

Bär & Frukt 

Face to 

face 

Swedish 1 hour 50 

minutes 

1/4 - 

2026 

Participant 

A2 

5th 

generation 

Rudenstams 

Bär & Frukt 

Face to 

face 

Swedish 1 hour 35 

minutes 

1/4 - 

2026 

Participant 

A3 

4th 

generation 

Rudenstams 

Bär & Frukt 

Face to 

face 

Swedish 2 hours 2 

minutes 

9/4 – 

2026 

Participant 

A4 

5th 

generation 

Rudenstams 

Bär & Frukt 

Face to 

face 

Swedish 1 hour 40 

minutes 

9/4 – 

2026 

Participant 

A5 

4th 

generation 

Rudenstams 

Bär & Frukt 

Face to 

face 

Swedish 1 hour 35 

minutes 

9/4 – 

2026 

Participant 

B1 

2nd 

generation 

Vistakulle 

Fruktodling 

Face to 

face 

Swedish 2 hours 10 

minutes 

24/4 – 

2026 

Participant 

B2 

3rd 

generation 

Vistakulle 

Fruktodling 

Face to 

face 

Swedish 1 hour 20 

minutes 

24/4 – 

2026 

Participant 

B3 

1st 

generation 

Vistakulle 

Fruktodling 

Face to 

face 

Swedish 1 hour 45 

minutes 

27/4 – 

2026 

 

Table 1: Overview of interview participants  

 

 

 

 

3.4 Data analysis 

There are several different approaches to analyzing qualitative data, and no single universally 

accepted method exists, as different approaches are more appropriate depending on the research 
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design and purpose of the study (Saunders et al, 2023). The empirical material collected through 

the eight semi-structured interviews was analyzed using thematic analysis with an abductive and 

iterative coding process. Thematic analysis is a common and appropriate method for identifying, 

organizing and interpreting patterns of meaning across qualitative data, and is particularly suited 

to studies that aim to understand how individuals make sense of complex social phenomena 

within specific contexts (Bell et al., 2019). In this study, the thematic analysis is theory-

informed, meaning that patterns and themes are identified and interpreted in relation to existing 

theoretical frameworks including socioemotional wealth, familiness, succession and the legacy-

renewal paradox, rather than aiming to develop entirely new conceptual categories from scratch 

(Bell et al., 2019). 

 

The specific analytical approach follows the Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2013), designed for 

qualitative research within an interpretivist paradigm and structured around three levels of 

abstraction. First-order concepts stay close to the language used by the informants themselves. 

Second-order themes group similar first-order concepts into broader interpretive categories that 

begin to reflect theoretical meaning. Aggregate themes represent the overarching theoretical 

dimensions that structure the analysis and connect the empirical findings to the theoretical 

framework (Gioia et al., 2013). While the theoretical framework informed the coding from the 

outset by indicating which theoretical areas were in focus, the specific content of each level 

emerged through repeated engagement with the data, which is consistent with abductive thematic 

analysis (Saunders et al., 2023). 

 

The coding process was conducted in several steps. Following each interview, initial impressions 

and early observations were discussed and noted while the conversation was still fresh. After all 

interviews were completed, we independently went through the transcripts, recordings and field 

notes, highlighting quotes and passages considered relevant to the theoretical framework. 

Working independently allowed each of us to form our own interpretations rather than risk one 

perspective dominating the process. We then compared and discussed our findings, and through 

negotiation agreed on first-order concepts that were subsequently grouped into second-order 

themes and aggregate themes. Throughout this process we iteratively moved between the 

interview data and the emerging coding structure until we were satisfied with the framework. 
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While this approach was time-consuming, it ensured that both researchers maintained a thorough 

understanding of the full empirical material rather than each being responsible for only a portion 

of it. 

 

A key methodological decision was to apply a single shared coding framework to both case 

companies rather than coding each firm separately. Coding both firms within the same 

framework from the outset ensures that both cases are evaluated against the same analytical 

categories, which is a necessity for meaningful cross-case comparison (Eisenhardt, 1989). Where 

the two firms showed different approaches to the same themes, these differences were treated as 

variations within the same categories rather than grounds for creating separate themes, reflecting 

the study's aim to identify both convergent and divergent patterns across the two cases. 

 

A good example of the different perspectives within the same first-order concepts, as well as an 

aggregated version of the thematic analysis including representative quotes for each theme, is 

shown in Table 2. The complete coding table, including all quotes, first-order concepts, second-

order themes and aggregate themes, is found in Appendix G, along with an overview of the 

coding tree. 

Example quotes and 1st order concepts Example of 2nd order themes Aggregate themes 

Childhood socialization to the firm 

Participant A1: ”I have been here  my whole 

life. I ran around here as a child and then it became 

natural to start working."  

 

Unplanned and spontaneous entry  

Participant A4: "There were illnesses in the 

family. That is when A1 and I came in (…) and 

because of that we were given quite free rein."  

Gradual and emergent entry Succession: A dynamic, 

ongoing process 

Dynastic pressure accumulates across 

generations  

Participant A5: ” There are many who feel locked 

into a family farm that has existed for a long time 

and that you become the generation that breaks the 

chain. But I do not want anyone to feel that way.”  

 

Succession without obligation 

Participant B1: “There is nothing I feel I 

must keep carrying forward from what B3 

had, except that he had a stronger heart for the 

farm. That is the difference I see."  

Generational differences in 

emotional attachment 

Socioemotional wealth as a 

governing logic 

Trust-based coordination and collaboration  

Participant A2: "We have a great collaboration. We 

are driven toward the same goal and we do not seek 

conflict. We have a built-in thing that we think is 

special compared to other “normal companies”  
 

Shared purpose, trust and 

knowledge transfer 

Familiness as a collective 

resource 



   

 

40 

 

Shared tacit knowledge  

Participant B3: "From the very beginning I pushed 

him to participate with other growers and go on 

study trips, so that not everything came from 

me. The more the merrier.”   

 

External experience into the firm  

Participant A2: "Since I had another job before 

this, I come from somewhere where I looked at 

things from above and got a helicopter perspective. 

Whereas the others (other generations) came more 

from inside the operations."  

Import competition and unequal playing field  

Participant A3: "We compete against what comes 

from outside and the rules are not the same."  

 

Government regulations as structural barriers  

Participant A5: "The government talks about 

raising the self-sufficiency rate but we are at 

only 45% now. It simply cannot be reasoned that 

way."  

 

Diversification as a strategic response  

Participant B1: "The driving force is to find new 

paths, to do things that are a bit different and 

that works. None of our products have disappeared. 

Instead, they all grow by about 10% a year."  

 

Sector pressures and 

diversification  

Place, sector and external 

pressures 

Driving new strategic directions  

Participant A1: “We started a wholesale company 

in 2009 where we worked with producing locally. 

We were probably five years ahead of our time.“ 

 

Reframing tradition to development  

Participant B3: "I think it is completely natural to 

change. A company that does not think about 

developing their company doesn’t have any future 

vision.”  

 

Renewal through succession The legacy-renewal paradox 

Note: Quotes are translated from Swedish. All informants are anonymized.  

Table 2: Example of thematic coding structure  

The complete coding table, including quotes from the interviews, first-order concepts, second-

order themes and aggregate themes is found in Appendix F. An overview of the coding tree that 

illustrates the structural relationships between the three-level coding structure is also presented in 

Appendix F.  

 

3.5 Ethical considerations 

In handling the empirical data collected from the eight semi-structured interviews, several ethical 

principles guided the research process. As the study explores personal experiences, family 

relationships and succession processes, informed consent, confidentiality and responsible data 

handling were central considerations throughout (Bell et al., 2022). Prior to each interview, all 
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participants were informed about the purpose of the study, that participation was entirely 

voluntary, that they could withdraw at any point and that they could decline to answer any 

question they felt uncomfortable with. Consent for interviewing, note-taking and audio recording 

was obtained from all participants before each session began. 

 

From a confidentiality perspective, the two firms are referred to by their real names, Rudenstams 

Bär & Frukt and Vistakulle Fruktodling, as permission was granted at the start of the project. All 

individual participants are anonymized using participant codes, A1-A5 for Rudenstams and B1-

B3 for Vistakulle, to ensure that no personal information that could identify or harm any 

individual appears in the thesis. 

 

The study follows the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) in accordance with the 

guidelines provided by Jönköping University. All participants were informed about their GDPR 

rights prior to the interviews, including information about the purpose of the study, data handling 

procedures and participant rights. As the study involves succession processes within family 

firms, care was taken to formulate interview questions in a respectful manner that did not invite 

disclosure of sensitive personal information unrelated to the study's purpose. 

 

After completing the data collection, all empirical material including recordings, notes and 

transcripts was securely stored using cloud services provided by Jönköping University. 

Transcripts produced through Klang.ai were deleted after the transcription process was 

completed, and all empirical data will be securely deleted following publication of the study. To 

further strengthen the credibility of the study, a draft will be sent to both companies for review 

before publication, allowing them to clarify or comment on how their statements have been 

interpreted. 

 

3.6 Quality of the study 

3.6.1 Credibility 

Credibility concerns the extent to which the findings accurately represent the phenomenon 

studied (Guba, 1981). In qualitative research, this is closely linked to the ability to capture rich 

data and multiple perspectives (Bell et al., 2019). In this study credibility is strengthened through 
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the use of semi-structured interviews, which enable an in-depth exploration of participants’ 

experiences and interpretations of the succession process. By including participants from both 

older and younger generations within each firm, the study captures multiple perspectives on the 

same phenomenon. This reduces the risk of relying on a single viewpoint and allows for a more 

nuanced understanding of how succession is interpreted and enacted over time. The flexible 

nature of the interviews also allows for follow-up questions and clarification of responses, which 

helps ensure that the data reflects participants’ experiences accurately.  

 

3.6.2 Dependability 

Dependability refers to the consistency and transparency of the research process (Guba, 1981). In 

qualitative research it is often associated with reliability (Bell et al., 2019). In this study, this is 

addressed through a clear and structured description of the research design, including case 

selection, data collection and analytical procedures which can enable the reader to follow and 

evaluate the research process.  

 

The use of a semi-structured interview guide contributes to this consistency by ensuring that 

similar themes are covered across interviews, while still allowing for flexibility in how questions 

are explored. At the same time, both authors were actively involved in the data collection and 

analysis, which allowed for continuous comparison of interpretations. By discussing differences 

in understanding and reaching shared conclusions, the researchers aimed to strengthen the 

consistency of the analysis and reduce the influence of individual bias. 

 

3.6.3 Confirmability 

Confirmability concerns the extent to which the findings are grounded in the data rather than 

shaped by the researchers’ personal assumptions (Guba, 1981). It emphasizes the importance of 

grounding interpretations in empirical material and maintaining transparency in how conclusions 

are drawn (Bell et al., 2019). In this study, this is addressed by basing the analysis on empirical 

interview data collected from multiple participants across generations within each firm.  

In addition, both authors were involved in interpreting the data and engaged in continuous 

discussions throughout the research process. By challenging each other’s interpretations and 

reflecting on potential biases, the researchers aimed to ensure that findings were grounded in the 
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empirical material. Efforts were also made to maintain a clear link between the data and the 

analysis, allowing the reader to follow how conclusions were developed.   

4. Findings and analysis 

The following section will present the findings that we gathered from our data collection. The 

collection includes semi-structured interviews with the two companies, five participants from 

Rudenstams Bär & Frukt and three from Vistakulle Fruktodling. The data that was gathered will 

be analyzed throughout the following rubrics. A full overview of all participants is provided in 

the table in section 3.3.4. 

 

4.1 About the companies 

4.1.1 Rudenstams Bär & Frukt 

Based on interviews with five family members from both older and younger generations, 

Rudenstams Bär & Frukt is described as a multigenerational family firm with deep historical 

roots in agriculture, where the current business structure has evolved through successive 

generational transitions.  

 

The farm was originally acquired by the family in the late 18th century and initially operated as a 

traditional mixed farm characterized by self-sufficient production. However, the foundation of 

the present business can be traced to the early 1940s, when the focus shifted toward fruit 

cultivation, making a strategic reorientation of the firm’s activities.  

 

Across generations, the company has undergone a gradual transformation from primary 

agricultural production toward a more diversified and market-oriented business model. Earlier 

generations primarily focused on cultivation and direct sales through local markets, while later 

developments increasingly integrated downstream activities such as direct-to-consumer sales, 

product refinement and service-based offerings.  

 

This development appears to follow an incremental rather than radical pattern. Several key 

milestones are highlighted, including the transition from market sales to an on-site farm shop, the 

introduction of fruit delivery services and more recent investments in processing facilities, 
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hospitality services and conference operations. These developments illustrate how the firm has 

expanded its activities over time while building on its existing resource base.  

 

A recurring theme across interviews is the importance of diversification. While fruit cultivation 

remains the core of the business, the company has deliberately expanded into multiple business 

areas to reduce dependency on seasonal production and create more stable revenue streams. This 

is described as a strategy of “standing on multiple legs”, enabling both continuity and growth.  

 

At the same time, the company has experienced significant organizational growth. What was 

previously a small-scale family operation has developed into a more complex organization with 

larger workforce and more formalized roles. This shift has required the introduction of new 

competencies and a clearer division of responsibilities, particularly in areas such as 

administration, finance and personnel management. A central feature of this development is the 

emergence of more distinct role specialization among family members. While earlier generations 

were involved in a broader range of operational tasks, the current generation has increasingly 

taken on more defined areas of responsibility. For instance, different family members are 

responsible for specific parts of the business, such as production, product development and 

administrative functions. This reflects a shift from a more generalized family involvement 

toward a more structured and functionally differentiated organization.  

 

Despite these structural changes, continuity remains a central feature of the firm. The business is 

currently operated across multiple generations, where older family members continue to 

contribute with experience and knowledge, while the younger generation has taken a more active 

role in driving development and strategic initiatives.  
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Figure 2: Key milestones in the development of Rudenstams Bär & Frukt 

The timeline shows how the firm has grown incrementally across generations from its origins in 

fruit cultivation to a diversified farm destination. 

 

4.1.2 Vistakulle Fruktodling 

Based on interviews with family members across three generations, Vistakulle Fruktodling is 

described as a multigenerational family firm with its origins in an established fruit-growing 

tradition, where the current business structure has emerged through a single but transformative 

generational transition.  

 

The farm was acquired by the founding generation in 1978, when the property was purchased 

from a retiring fruit grower whose family had operated the orchard since the 1930s. The previous 

owner, having no successor of his own, required the new proprietor to work on the farm for a full 

year before allowing the sale, a condition that reflects the emotional attachment to the land and 

its continuation. From this point onward, the business operated as a sole proprietorship focused 

on fruit and berry cultivation, with apple orchards forming the core of its activities.  

 

During the initial decades under the founder’s ownership, the firm was primarily production 

oriented. Revenue was almost entirely dependent on fruit sales and the operation was 

characterized by small-scale, hands-on farming. The business was exposed to significant 
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seasonal and climate risk, a vulnerability that would later become one of the central drivers of 

strategic change.  

 

A critical turning point came with the entry of the second generation, who joined the business in 

2006 without any prior formal plan for succession. This entry was largely self-initiated and 

described as spontaneous rather than the result of long-standing preparation or expectation. 

However, it coincided with a pivotal strategic reorientation. Recognizing the fragility of 

depending exclusively on fruit cultivation, the second generation began developing new business 

areas centered around value-added products, particularly alcoholic beverages including cider, 

spirits and wine. This represented a fundamental departure from the firm’s historical activities 

and fruit revenue has since declined from representing virtually all turnover to approximately 

twenty percent of total revenues today.  

 

Alongside product development, the firm also expanded its direct sales operations through a farm 

shop and initiated a growing conference and business events, including wine tastings and 

experiences tied to firm’s identity as a fruit-growing estate. More recently, a vineyard was added 

to the portfolio, further broadening the firm’s profile as a producer of premium beverages. These 

developments collectively illustrate a transition from a production-first logic toward a model that 

integrates production, processing, direct sales and hospitality under a single brand identity. 

 

A recurring theme across interviews is the importance of having multiple revenue streams to 

reduce exposure to the inherent risks of agricultural production. This is explicitly described as a 

deliberate strategic response to the limitations of relying on a single crop, and the firm’s growth 

into beverages and events is framed as a way of building resilience while leveraging the unique 

qualities of the farm’s location and products. 

 

At the same time, fruit cultivation continues to serve as the symbolic and operational foundation 

of the business. Despite its declining share of revenue, the orchard is described as the core 

around which all other activities are built and there is a stated commitment to maintaining it as 

part of the firm’s identity. This is reflected in the firm’s name, Vistakulle Fruktodling, which the 
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family regards as a defining marker of what the business is and intends to remain. 

 

Figure 3: Key milestones in the development of Vistakulle Fruktodling 

This timeline shows how the entry of the second generation in 2006 marked a turning point that 

transformed the firm from a production-focused orchard into a broader beverages and hospitality 

business. 

 

4.2 Succession: A dynamic, ongoing process  

What is evident across both Rudenstams and Vistakulle is that succession is not described as a 

single planned event. Instead, it unfolded gradually over time, shaped by circumstance, 

relationships and personal choice. Both firms share this general character, however the specific 

paths through which succession developed differ in notable ways between the two companies.  

 

To gain a better understanding of how succession unfolded for both firms, it is useful to first note 

that members of both families describe a long period of informal involvement in the business 

well before any formal transfer of responsibility began. While this early presence does not 

constitute succession in itself, it shaped the conditions under which succession later took place. 

Values, knowledge and ways of working were absorbed through observation and participation 

over many years, meaning that when the time came to take on more responsibility, it felt like a 

natural continuation rather than an abrupt transition. 

 

At Rudenstams, members of both the older and younger generations describe growing up inside 

the business long before any formal involvement began. The current active generation recalls 
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running around the farm as children, absorbing the rhythms of the business through everyday 

presence.  

 

"I have been here my whole life. I ran around here as a child and then it became natural 

to start working." (A1) 

 

The older generation describes their own upbringing, similarly, pointing to a time when the 

boundary between family life and work was almost nonexistent: 

 

“I worked at the farm when I came home from school. That was just how it was back    

then. Your free time was your work.” (A5) 

 

At Vistakulle, the third generation reflects a similar experience, describing childhood presence as 

forming a natural connection to the business long before any formal involvement: 

 

"I have run around here and worked here my whole life." (B2) 

 

The founding generation further describes how his son absorbed knowledge through the 

conversations that were simply part of everyday family life: 

 

"My son was out in the tractor and helped from when he was young. He also has a 

listening ear from all the conversations at the dinner table." (B3) 

 

Despite this early exposure, the actual decision to join the firm was rarely the product of 

deliberate intention. At Vistakulle, B1 never formally worked at the farm before deciding to join 

as an adult and his father was caught off guard by the decision: 

 

“I had never done a summer job here. My father was shocked when I decided to start." 

(B1) 
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At the time of B1's return, the firm's future was uncertain and B3 had been considering winding 

down or selling. His arrival therefore marks the point at which succession at Vistakulle 

genuinely began, not as the outcome of a long process of socialization but as a spontaneous 

decision that set everything in motion: 

 

"I didn't have anything planned to move forward other than thoughts about selling it or 

winding it down until B1 came back." (B3) 

 

At Rudenstams, the entry of different members of the current generation was similarly 

unplanned, though the circumstances differed markedly between individuals. A1's return was 

shaped in part by his mother's illness, pulling him back at a moment when he had other plans. A4 

describes how these family circumstances shaped both the timing and the freedom that came 

with it: 

 

"There were illnesses in the family. That is when A1 and I came in and because of that we 

were given quite free rein." (A4) 

 

A2 entered the firm several years later, making a deliberate choice to leave a senior career in 

corporate finance and bring those professional competencies into the family context. In each 

case, the timing and motivation were shaped by personal circumstances rather than a shared 

succession plan, and the process accommodated rather than directed these individual trajectories. 

 

In both firms, entry into the business was shaped more by life events and personal decisions than 

by structured preparation or explicit expectation. 

 

Once the next generation entered the firm, both families describe a similar approach to 

transferring authority, one built on trust and a willingness to let the younger generation lead 

while the older generation remained available in the background. At Rudenstams, A3 describes 

this as something rooted in both trust and tradition, accompanied by an acceptance that mistakes 

would happen and that the older generation's role was to limit their consequences rather than 

prevent them entirely: 
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"It is about trust between generations and also about tradition. Therefore, we gave them 

a large playing field. You must be allowed to make mistakes; you can let the next 

generation make mistakes but make sure they don't become too large. You want to be a 

safety net." (A3) 

 

The older generation also describes the personal challenge of holding back when the impulse to 

intervene is strong:  

 

"You have to let the next generation in. It can be hard when you see a mistake you have 

made before and you want to step in. But sometimes you just have to let it go." (A5) 

 

At Vistakulle, B3 describes a similar conscious effort to relinquish control, understanding that 

the firm's development depended on giving the next generation genuine ownership over its 

direction: 

 

"I cannot sit like a sour apple and say no to everything. For it to become something and 

for it to develop, it has to be on his terms." (B3)  

 

B1 identifies his father's willingness to step back as the most important factor in the firm's 

development:  

 

"The most important decision we made was that my father let me take those decisions that 

I had in mind when taking over with the investment in focusing on beverages." (B1) 

 

From the perspective of those receiving this autonomy, freedom was real, but the transition was 

not without difficulty. A4 describes the early years as turbulent, pointing to a period of learning 

that could only happen through doing: 

 

"It was not stable and secure. There has been chaos many times. But you learn gradually 

to make the decisions as you go." (A4) 
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At Vistakulle, B2 describes how the generational dynamic continues to operate in the current 

phase of the firm's development, where new ideas are brought forward while drawing on the 

experience of those who came before:  

 

"Sometimes I can come with new ideas and perspectives and then B1 or B3 can act as a 

sounding board and make me think in different directions." (B2) 

 

Both firms also describe the succession process as significantly longer and more emotionally 

involved than they themselves had expected. At Rudenstams, the formal process spanned nearly 

eight years and was only recently completed at the time of the interviews, with A1 noting the 

immediacy of its conclusion: 

 

"The succession process has been going on for the last eight years but finished just last 

week." (A1) 

 

A2 reflects on the particular emotional weight that this kind of transition carries in a family firm 

context: 

 

"This generational transition has taken eight years and it is a long emotional process, 

specifically for family firms." (A2) 

 

Even after the formal conclusion, the older generation at Rudenstams describes a process of 

stepping back that is still ongoing: 

 

"I am still trying to step back a bit, but it is a little difficult to let go completely." (A5) 

 

At Vistakulle, the formal succession process began formally around 2015 and was completed in 

2021. When asked whether the length of the process was intentional or the result of obstacles 

along the way, B3 stated that it was neither and instead meant that it was the nature of how these 

types of transitions work: 
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"Succession is a long process. There weren’t any specific obstacles, but a generational 

transition is a long process. It is not something you do in a year. From the first thought 

starting to turn, you have to present it to each other, all the pieces have to fall into place 

and you simply have to work out how to solve it." (B3) 

 

B3 also notes that the willingness of B1's sister to accept the arrangement played a significant 

role in making the transition possible at all, if she had claimed her share of the firm's value, the 

financial complexity would have made it very difficult for B1 to take over. Across both firms, 

the picture that emerges is of a transition that unfolds over years rather than months, shaped as 

much by personal, relational and family factors as by practical and legal ones. 

 

4.3 Socioemotional wealth as governing logic  

Both Rudenstams and Vistakulle describe a way of relating to the firm that goes well beyond 

financial interest. Across generations and across both companies, the interviews reveal a pattern 

in which emotional attachment, identity, reputation and a sense of personal meaning actively 

shape how the firms are run and what decisions are made. At the same time, the interviews also 

show that this emotional relationship with the firm is not uniform across generations or between 

individuals and both families are conscious of managing it in a way that does not become a 

burden. 

 

The most basic expression of this is the degree to which the business is experienced as something 

more than a place of work. At Rudenstams, A1 describes the firm as inseparable from personal 

life, pointing to a quality of engagement that ordinary employment simply cannot replicate: 

 

"It becomes more than a job when it's a family firm and you live on the farm and 

everything that comes with it. It becomes a lifestyle." (A1) 

 

A2, who worked in a corporate environment before joining the family business, frames this 

through the contrast between the two experiences:  
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"It is much more about feeling and connection to the company, rather than only analyses 

and numbers here compared to my previous job." (A2) 

 

At Vistakulle, B1 describes how his father embodied this same orientation throughout his 

working life and how it continues to inform his own relationship with the business:  

 

"B3 had never made any money here. For him it was always just about enjoying his work 

every single day. For me it is also important to be able to get up every day and enjoy 

going to work." (B1) 

 

The reputation of the firm and the family name attached to it also emerge as significant 

motivating forces in both companies. A2 describes the family name as creating a sense of 

accountability that is unique to family ownership, pointing to something embedded in the 

structure of the firm rather than in any individual's character: 

 

“We have our name in this company. We care very much about having a good reputation. 

It is a built-in thing that you do not have in other companies." (A2) 

 

At Rudenstams, A3 points to how this reputation is felt in the wider community, where the firm's 

continuation across generations carries a social recognition that is meaningful to those involved:  

 

"You feel it when you meet people outside in the community. You gain some respect when 

they see that even your generation is interested in continuing to carry on with the 

company." (A3) 

 

At Vistakulle, B3 connects the firm's reputation directly to its name and founding activity, 

framing the identity of the business as something that must remain anchored in what originally 

gave it meaning: 

 

"Even though we develop, fruit growing must always be the foundation. It is called 

Vistakulle Fruktodling and that is what it should remain." (B3) 
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A3 at Rudenstams expresses a parallel sentiment, describing how the public identity built around 

fruit growing functions as a constraint on strategic change that operates independently of 

financial logic: 

 

"The face of the firm, the brand, is strongly tied to the fact that we grow fruit. And that 

must always be in a prominent position in how we present ourselves." (A3) 

 

This is most clearly illustrated in both firms' relationship with their apple orchards, which 

continue to be maintained despite contributing little to profitability. At Rudenstams, A1 is candid 

about the economics while making clear that financial logic alone does not determine the 

decision: 

 

"If you look at it purely in financial terms, the apples are where we earn the least money. 

We are happy if we roughly break even. But we cannot remove them because then the 

whole brand would be hollowed out." (A1) 

 

At Vistakulle, B1 makes the same point with equal directness: 

 

"Our apple orchard is here today because it attracts people and we can make beverages 

from it. It is not because we make money from it. And anyone who says otherwise today is 

lying." (B1)  

 

This pattern is further illustrated by a decision made at Rudenstams in the early 1990s, when the 

Swedish authorities offered a subsidy to farmers who cleared their orchards. Despite the financial 

incentive, Rudenstams chose to continue. A5 reflects how that decision was made and what it 

revealed about the firm's underlying priorities: 

 

"Around the 1990s, the authorities gave a subsidy for every hectare you cleared. It was 

quite a lot of money at the time and therefore we stood at a crossroads: do we take it or 
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do we continue? And we just felt more towards keeping it as it was the most interesting 

thing to work with” (A5) 

A further theme that emerges from the interviews is that the emotional relationship with the firm 

differs across generations and is not automatically inherited in the same form. B3 at Vistakulle 

reflects on his own position as the founding generation with notable openness:  

"Being the first generation, I never thought about the need to keep the family firm alive. If 

I had sold it and the children had not been interested, I don't think I would have had any 

problems with that." (B3) 

He goes on to suggest that this relationship changes as the firm passes through more 

generations:  

"I believe that a family member from the fifth generation would feel bigger pressure to 

quit his job and come home to take care of a farm than a person from an earlier 

generation." (B3) 

This observation finds a direct parallel at Rudenstams, now in its fifth generation, where A5 

describes being aware of the pressure that a long family history can create and actively working 

to ensure it does not become a burden on those who come next: 

"There are many who feel locked into a family farm that has existed for a long time and 

that you become the generation that breaks the chain. But I do not want anyone to feel 

that way." (A5)  

The fact that A5 feels it necessary to actively discourage this sense of obligation suggests that it 

is already present as a force within the firm. B3 also notes that this kind of emotional attachment 

to land and place can even predate a family's own ownership, reflecting on the condition the 

previous owner of Vistakulle placed on the sale: 

"The owner that I bought the farm from wanted to pass it on to someone who could take 

care of it. There was an emotional value." (B3) 
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Both firms also illustrate how emotional commitment to the business has driven active 

development and renewal rather than simply preserving what already existed. At Vistakulle, this 

same orientation has shaped B1's entire approach to the business, consistently pushing the firm 

toward new commercial directions built on the foundation the orchard provides. At Rudenstams, 

a similar pattern is visible, with the current generation expanding the firm well beyond its 

original agricultural base, driven by belief in their own ideas despite external skepticism. In both 

cases, the emotional commitment to the firm that characterizes family ownership did not result in 

a static preservation of what existed before but became a source of energy and motivation for 

building something new. 

In both cases, the emotional commitment to the firm that characterizes family ownership did not 

result in a static preservation of what existed before but became a source of energy and 

motivation for building something new. 

Despite this awareness of dynastic pressure, both firms are explicit that succession into the 

family business must be a matter of free choice. At Rudenstams, this is stated across multiple 

generations. A1 describes it as a principle the family holds firmly:  

"We were never forced into this and we will not force our children into it either. If you 

are going to run this, you have to want to do it." (A1) 

A2 confirms this was her own experience:  

"None of us has been forced in any way. There has been no requirement that we take over 

and you cannot demand that of your children either." (A2) 

A4 frames it in terms of the next generation's wellbeing:  

"The most important thing for me is that the next generation is happy and does what they 

want. I do not want to put that on anyone who did not feel it." (A4) 

At Vistakulle, B1 articulates the difference between his own emotional relationship with the firm 

and that of his father, acknowledging that commitment can take different forms across 

generations without being any less genuine: 
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"There is nothing I feel I must keep carrying forward from what B3 had, except that he 

had a stronger heart for the farm. That is the difference I see." (B1) 

This acknowledgment that his father's bond to the farm was deeper than his own does not 

suggest a lack of commitment on B1's part. Rather, it points to the fact that the emotional 

relationship with the firm takes a different form in each generation, rooted in different 

experiences and motivations.  

4.4 Familiness as a collective resource 

Across both case firms, familiness emerges as a central mechanism through which decisions are 

coordinated and enacted in practice. Rather than constituting a fixed set of inherited assets, 

familiness in both Rudenstams and Vistakulle manifest as a dynamic and evolving capability, 

shaped continuously through the interactions between generations, the physical environments of 

the firms and their embeddedness in the broader regional context. 

 

In both firms, the older generation’s deliberate choice to give the younger generation broad 

strategic freedom forms the foundational mechanism through which familiness has been 

sustained and developed across generations. This freedom was made by a deeply held sense of 

shared purpose between generations, a common understanding of what the firm is, what it stands 

for and where it is heading. Because the generations were aligned on the fundamentals, the older 

generation could afford to release control over the details.  

 

At Rudenstams, this manifests most visibly in the absence of formal conflict between co-owners 

and generations. A1 describes a working relationship that is notable not for its structure but for 

its character: 

 

"We have never had votes or anything like that. We can always reach agreement or 

discuss what we disagree on." (A1) 

 

A2 elaborates on what makes this possible, pointing to a shared orientation that goes beyond 

practical alignment and reflects something more deeply embedded in how the family approaches 

the firm together:  
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“We have a great collaboration. We are driven toward the same goal and we do not seek 

conflict. We have a built-in thing that we think is special compared to other normal 

companies." (A2) 

 

A5 captures the fragility that underlies this arrangement and why maintaining it requires active 

commitment from everyone involved: 

 

"Somewhere you have to reach agreement in order to move forward. Otherwise, it just 

falls apart." (A5) 

 

Familiness in both firms is also expressed through the way decisions are made and authority is 

distributed. At Rudenstams, the multi-generational presence of the family has produced a layered 

arrangement, with different members taking on different areas of responsibility and ownership 

distributed across them. Major decisions are reached through discussion rather than formal 

voting, and ownership itself has been transferred incrementally, with the younger generation 

receiving partial ownership years before the generational transition was formally completed. At 

Vistakulle, the smaller family and the more concentrated succession have produced a different 

but functionally similar arrangement. B1 holds clear operational and strategic authority following 

the formal transfer, while B3 remains involved as a knowledge resource rather than as a co-

decision-maker. In both cases, the coordination mechanisms that hold the firm together are 

relational and trust-based rather than procedural, which is itself a form of familiness in action 

Within this shared foundation, both older generations consistently refrained from blocking the 

younger generation's initiatives, even when outcomes were uncertain. This was understood by 

both parties as essential. The older generations recognized that constraining entrepreneurial 

energy would risk losing the next generation's commitment entirely, while the younger 

generations experienced freedom both as motivating and as a mark of genuine trust. A1 describes 

how that latitude shaped both the firm's trajectory and his own sense of belonging: 

"From when we started, we were given completely free reins by our fathers to run our 

own race and test our ideas. Certain things have gone very well; certain things have gone 
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completely wrong. But they never stood there laughing and pointing, they stepped in and 

helped resolve it." (A1) 

At Vistakulle, B1 describes the same experience from the receiving end, identifying his father's 

willingness to step back as the single most enabling condition of the firm's development: 

"He always let me try. He never put on the brakes." (B1) 

The sense of shared vision that makes this trust sustainable is described explicitly by A1, who 

notes that despite the freedom afforded to the younger generation, there is an underlying 

alignment that prevents the firm from drifting: 

"There is a vision and on that we are quite or very much in agreement." (A1) 

The transfer of tacit knowledge across generations is central to familiness in both firms, yet the 

depth and mechanisms of that transfer differ markedly. At Rudenstams, where succession has 

unfolded across multiple generations simultaneously, tacit knowledge has accumulated in deeply 

embedded layers. Practices, values and ways of engaging with customers have been passed down 

to the point where they are experienced less as explicit knowledge and more as something woven 

into the organization itself by everyday instincts and reflexes of those who work there. A1 

captures this intergenerational sedimentation with particular clarity: 

 

"I can hear a little of her voice in my father and uncle today. That carries on, quite a lot 

sits in the walls." (A1) 

 

A particularly concrete illustration of this layered transmission is the direct trading tradition that 

began on the market square in Jönköping and has shaped how the firm engages with customers to 

this day. A3 describes how this practice was absorbed by the current generation not through 

formal instruction but through participation: 

 

"A1 and A2 has been at the market square in Jönköping and learned this primitive form 

of trade, face to face in the open market. This has helped them a lot in what they are 

doing today." (A3) 
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At Vistakulle, tacit knowledge transfer is both more recent and more consciously managed. B3 

reflects on the nature of accumulated expertise with characteristic openness about its limits, 

framing the passing on of knowledge as a responsibility that requires humility as much as 

confidence: 

 

"There is something called old is wisest. I don't claim that I always know best, but I have 

a lot of great experience in my backpack to pass on. Sometimes, things are so obvious 

that I do not automatically think about passing it on." (B3) 

 

B3 has addressed this by actively encouraging B1 to build knowledge from sources beyond the 

farm itself, understanding that insularity would limit the firm’s development: 

 

"From the very beginning I pushed him to participate with other growers and go on study 

trips, so that not everything came from me. The more the merrier." (B3) 

 

Even after the formal handover of the firm, B3 remained present not as a decision-maker but as a 

resource to be drawn upon: 

 

"I still work very closely with the younger generation. It is not because I should know 

more. Instead, it is more as a sounding board." (B3) 

 

Both firms demonstrate how family-specific resources are combined with externally sourced 

knowledge, preventing insularity and enabling adaptation over time. At Rudenstams, the older 

generation has actively encouraged the younger generation to build professional experience 

elsewhere before returning, understanding this as essential for what each person can contribute. 

A1 describes this as a principle he intends to pass on to the next generation in turn: 

 

"What I want to pass on to my children is that they should go out and try something else. 

Live somewhere else, work somewhere else." (A1) 
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A2 reflects on what her own external background brought to the firm when she joined and how it 

complemented rather than displaced the knowledge already present: 

 

"Since I had another job before this, I come from somewhere where I looked at things 

from above and got a helicopter perspective. Whereas the others came more from inside 

the operations."  (A2) 

 

A1 adds that the value of external knowledge extends beyond individual backgrounds, noting 

that contacts built through education and professional life remain an active source of perspective 

and advice long after joining the firm: 

 

“The contacts I have from studying… I still have good contact with several I studied with, 

who sit in positions in banking, management consulting, privately owned companies. You 

can call and get tips and ideas." (A1) 

 

At Vistakulle, B1’s background in sales has been the primary driver of the firm’s expansion into 

beverages, direct retail and restaurants. This represents a form of external knowledge that 

reshaped the firm’s strategic entirely, not a narrow technical input but a new commercial logic 

that B1 brought from outside and grafted onto the existing production base. B1 describes how 

this orientation has remained a constant motivation throughout his involvement in the firm: 

 

"When I worked with selling office furniture, I learned that just coming to a customer 

wanting to sell something is not the best approach. When I meet sommeliers at 

restaurants now, I do not sit there talking about how great my wine is. Instead, I explain 

how I made it and what we were thinking about it and then I say: you probably know this 

better than I do. In that way they feel more knowledgeable and valued and that is how 

you build a real relationship." (B1) 

 

At Vistakulle, external knowledge has also entered through deliberate engagement with outside 

expertise. B3 describes how contact with a Dutch consultancy proved transformative precisely 

because it introduced a perspective that no one inside the firm could have provided: 
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"For instance, we brought in a Dutch consultant that we all worked with together. That 

was of very great help because then it was an outsider saying how things should be." 

(B3) 

 

Beyond relational and knowledge-based resources, familiness in both firms is deeply rooted in 

physical assets, most prominently the land, orchards and the specific geographical conditions of 

the Skärstadalen valley. In both cases, the physical place is understood as the foundational layer 

upon which everything else is built. At Rudenstams, A1 articulates the relationship between 

place and the firm's continued existence in the most fundamental terms: 

 

"The place is completely decisive. Had we not had these geographical conditions here for 

growing apples, we would in all likelihood not still exist." (A1) 

Beyond its productive function, the place has come to represent something that no competitive 

pressure or strategic challenge can take away: 

"The physical place here, no one can take that from us." (A1) 

A2 adds the emotional dimension of this relationship, describing how the place is felt rather than 

merely understood and why sustaining that feeling has become a strategic priority in itself as the 

firm has grown: 

"The place is very strongly anchored in us. And it is the constant challenge: that it should 

still feel like a family firm despite having so many employees." (A2) 

At Vistakulle, B2 frames the place in terms of both its operational centrality and its role as a 

destination, capturing how the physical location serves multiple functions simultaneously: 

"The place is very important. It is here we have all our production. It is a tourist 

destination. If we moved, people would know who we are, but it is the place that draws 

people here." (B2) 
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Crucially, both firms maintain their orchards not primarily for financial reasons, as both 

acknowledge openly that fruit cultivation generates limited margins. Rather, the orchard 

constitutes the symbolic and operational core around which all other activities are organized and 

derive their meaning. Removing it would not simply reduce revenue; it would hollow out the 

identity that makes everything else viable. A1 articulates this with notable directness: 

 

"What we grow, the apples, that is where we earn the least money. We are happy if we 

more or less break even on it. We earn the money elsewhere in the business. But we 

cannot remove it, because then the entire brand would be eroded." (A1) 

 

At Vistakulle, B1 frames the same logic from a slightly different angle, pointing to the role the 

orchard plays in sustaining the firm’s experiential offer: 

 

"We can sit on the terrace and drink calvados or gin from the farm. Not many apple 

orchards can offer that." (B1) 

 

A distinctive feature of familiness in this context is its extension beyond the individual firm into 

a shared regional network. Rather than treating neighboring producers as competitors, both firms 

have actively contributed to building a collective identity around the Skärstadalen valley, 

generating significant mutual benefit in the process. 

Rudenstams initiated the Äppledalen concept, bringing together local producers under a shared 

regional brand. A1 reflects on how that effort has developed over time into something that 

continues to benefit all involved: 

 

"It was us who started the term Äppledalen and tried to get the companies to come 

together and market themselves. And it has just been very positive." (A1) 

 

A5 describes how the collective presence of multiple firms in the area has created a dynamic that 

no individual firm could have generated alone: 
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"We are a part of this place. It is not just this company. Several others have popped up 

around here. We draw people to each other." (A5) 

The relationship between the two case firms themselves illustrates how extended familiness can 

operate in practice, with cooperation extending to shared ownership of machinery and mutual 

promotion. B1 describes a dynamic that directly challenges conventional assumptions about 

competition between firms offering similar products in the same location: 

"Rudenstam is our best partner. We own machinery together. People say you must be 

competitors, no, we lift each other." (B1) 

B2 elaborates on how this cooperation shapes everyday commercial practice, describing the 

Äppledalen identity as a practical resource as much as a symbolic one: 

"This shared name Äppledalen is a very important part. It draws a lot of people, 

especially during the events and festivals. We cooperate really well with Rudenstams. We 

tag each other in posts and we do not try to take away from each other. Even though we 

have similar products and concepts, we do not work against each other. We cooperate to 

bring tourists and visitors here." (B2) 

At Vistakulle, B3 connects this regional solidarity to the broader effort to establish the area as a 

recognized growing district, framing collective action as the means by which individual firms 

gain visibility they could not achieve independently: 

"We formed what is now called Vätterfrukt. That collective effort was a very important 

part of putting this area on the map as a growing district." (B3) 

4.5 Place, sector and external pressures 

In both firms, the physical location functions not only as an operational base but as the primary 

source of competitive differentiation against the structural pressures that characterize their sector. 

While import competition and regulatory asymmetry erode the margins of primary production, 

the place itself remains beyond the reach of those pressures. No foreign competitor can replicate 

the specific combination of geography, accumulated history and destination identity that both 
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firms have built around their locations in Skärstadalen. This is understood across both firms not 

as a fortunate circumstance but as a deliberate strategic foundation, one that each generation has 

worked to develop and deepen. 

 

At Rudenstams, the transformation of the farm from a production site into a destination has 

created a commercial platform that is structurally insulated from the pricing pressures that 

dominate the mainstream fruit market. The firm has invested consistently in the physical 

experience of the place, from the farm shop and café to the conferencing facility, understanding 

that the drawing of the location generates revenue streams that no wholesale channel can 

threaten. As A4 reflects, the firm's identity and its place are by now inseparable and that 

inseparability itself is a strategic asset: 

 

"It is our old heritage that we build our business on. We spin new ideas out of the 

orchard. How we can take care of what is produced, refine it. That is the foundation." 

(A4) 

 

The emotional dimension of place is equally pronounced. A2 articulates how the landscape, the 

farm shop and the orchard rows together constitute the firm's identity in a way that no external 

marketing could replicate: 

 

"The place is the core of our operation and it is unbeatable for us, it does not look the 

same anywhere else. The view, the orchard rows, that is our entire identity." (A2) 

 

At Vistakulle, B1 has built the firm's entire commercial offer around the specific qualities of the 

location, from the lake views and the orchard to the possibility of tasting estate-produced spirits 

on site. The place anchors the brand in a way that distribution agreements or retail listings alone 

never could, giving the firm a direct relationship with its customers that insulates it from the 

volatility of wholesale channels. B3 describes the long-held sense that the area carried unrealized 

potential and how that conviction shaped the firm's development over time: 
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"It is a very favorable climate zone here. That is very important for the apples. And for 

everything we have built around them." (B3) 

 

While place provides a durable foundation, both firms operate in a sector that has become 

structurally difficult for primary producers. A central challenge is the competitive asymmetry 

between domestic and imported fruit, where Swedish producers face strict quality standards and 

consumer expectations that foreign imports are not held to. Both firms describe a situation in 

which consumers make purchasing decisions based on visual appearance rather than origin, 

systematically disadvantaging domestic produce that does not meet the cosmetic standards set by 

intensively managed foreign supply chains. A1 describes this dynamic with notable directness: 

 

"People compare apples with imported fruit and do not really care as much where it 

comes from. And they reject the Swedish because it does not look as flawless as the 

foreign." (A1) 

 

A3 frames the same problem in terms of competitive fairness, pointing to a structural imbalance 

that no amount of quality improvement can fully overcome: 

 

"We compete against what comes from outside and the rules are not the same." (A3) 

 

The scale of this competitive challenge is made concrete by A4, whose account of market share 

illustrates just how marginal Swedish production has become within the broader retail landscape: 

 

"Of the apples sold in Sweden, seventy-five percent are imports and twenty-five percent 

are Swedish." (A4) 

 

A5 captures the cumulative weight of these pressures from the perspective of a producer who has 

navigated them across decades: 

 

"We are up against a devastating competition from everything foreign that comes from 

all directions." (A5) 
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Compounding the competitive pressures from imports is a regulatory environment that both 

firms describe as working against domestic producers rather than supporting them. The core of 

the frustration is a perceived contradiction: Swedish growers are subject to increasingly 

restrictive rules on pesticide use and production methods, yet the authorities continue to permit 

the import and sale of food produced under conditions that would not be legally permitted in 

Sweden. Both firms articulate this as a structural problem that undermines the sustainability of 

domestic production regardless of how well individual businesses are managed. 

A3 describes the basic situation in terms of a fundamental misalignment between production 

obligations and institutional support: 

 

"We produce food and we do not have the authorities on our side." (A3) 

 

A4 elaborates on the specific mechanism through which this plays out, pointing to the pesticide 

question as an area where the regulatory asymmetry is most acute: 

 

"Authorities and the EU put obstacles in the way with pesticides. They ban us from using 

things but still import food that has been treated with them." (A4) 

 

A5 connects this to the broader policy contradiction of advocating for food self-sufficiency while 

simultaneously making domestic production less viable: 

 

"The government talks about raising the self-sufficiency rate, we are at only forty-five 

percent now. It simply cannot be reasoned that way." (A5) 

 

At Vistakulle, B1 expresses the same frustration, framing the regulatory environment as one that 

has fundamentally distorted competitive conditions: 

 

"Look at how the government handles pesticide, they restrict everything in Sweden, but 

import fruit sprayed with substances not approved here. The competitive situation 

becomes completely rotten." (B1) 
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B3 adds that the regulatory burden extends beyond pesticides into broader administrative 

requirements that have grown steadily heavier over time: 

 

"It is all bureaucracy. It just gets worse all the time. More and more paperwork. And 

there are fees on everything." (B3) 

 

In the face of these combined pressures, both firms have pursued diversification not as a matter 

of strategic ambition alone but as a practical response to the structural limitations of relying on 

primary production. A2 frames this with the entrepreneurial logic that has shaped the firm's 

development across generations: 

 

"The entrepreneurial spirit, you need to stand on several legs because it is very 

vulnerable to be only an orchard." (A2) 

 

At Vistakulle, B3 identifies the underlying risk that makes diversification a necessity rather than 

a luxury, pointing to the exposure that any single-revenue orchard business carries year by year: 

 

"It is a very large risk you take every year with weather and wind. If you get a hailstorm 

or frost in the blossom, there is a big dip. That is why you have something else." (B3) 

 

B1 describes diversification at Vistakulle as an active and deliberate search for a different path, 

one that has paid off across every part of the business he has built: 

 

"The driving force is to find new paths, to do things that are a bit different and that work. 

None of our products have disappeared, they all grew by about ten percent a year." (B1) 

 

The transformation this has produced is most clearly visible in the evolution of Vistakulle's 

revenue composition. B3 reflects on the scale of the shift that has taken place since his son joined 

the firm: 
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"One hundred percent of revenues came from apples in the eighties. Now it is perhaps 

twenty percent. It is the second generation who started up all the other parts." (B3) 

 

What makes diversification coherent in both cases is that it is anchored to the place and the 

orchard rather than departing from them. The farm shop sells what is grown there. The beverages 

are made from the harvest. The visitors come because of the landscape and the story of the land. 

The physical platform of the farm is, as A1 argues, ultimately more defensible than any other 

part of the business precisely because it cannot be replicated or acquired by a competitor: 

 

"A van and a warehouse and buying in fruit, that is something anyone can do. But 

connecting to the fact that part of it is produced here, from this place, that is what we 

have that others do not." (A1) 

 

4.6 The legacy-renewal paradox 

In both firms, the orchard functions as a protected core: a set of activities and assets that are 

maintained not because they generate the best financial returns, but because they constitute the 

identity around which everything else is organized. Both firms are entirely clear-eyed about the 

economics. The apples break even at best and the vineyard at Vistakulle is not independently 

profitable. Yet neither firm has any intention of abandoning its production base, because doing 

so would not simply reduce revenue; it would dissolve the authenticity that makes all other 

activities viable. 

 

At Rudenstams, this understanding is articulated across multiple generations. A4 describes the 

orchard not as a profit center but as the foundation of everything the firm offers and frames the 

decision to keep it in explicitly non-financial terms: 

 

"The orchard does not generate so much money, but it generates a genuine feeling that 

we want to build around. That is why we have chosen to keep it. The orchard is the core." 

(A4) 
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A4 illustrates this through a metaphor that draws directly on the firm's orchard identity, 

describing how the family firm character is meant to run through every part of the operation in 

the same way branches extend from a tree: 

 

"We have formed something like a tree, where we are a family firm and we want that to 

permeate all parts, all branches of the business." (A4) 

 

Both firms also describe a conscious effort to preserve the atmosphere and personal character 

that distinguishes them from more conventional retail or hospitality operations. A1 describes 

how the firm examined and then rejected the introduction of self-checkout, not out of operational 

inability but out of a deliberate judgment about where the firm's real competitive strength lies: 

 

"We looked at putting in self-checkout tills, but then we felt do we really need that? 

Perhaps people want that personal contact. That might be our strength." (A1) 

 

This orientation is reinforced by A1's broader framing of what the firm is trying to protect as it 

continues to grow: 

 

"We want to keep this family atmosphere. We do not want to feel like a startup or a large 

corporation. Even though we have grown, we still want to keep that feeling." (A1) 

 

A2 articulates the discipline this requires, acknowledging that preservation of the core demands 

active choices about what to hold on to and what to let go: 

 

"You cannot hold on to everything; you have to make exceptions sometimes. But you 

always have to make sure the core is kept alive. Otherwise, it just becomes scattered." 

(A2) 

 

At Vistakulle, B2 acknowledges openly that the orchard has been receiving less management 

attention as sales and event activities have expanded, yet recognizes that the firm cannot afford 
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to let it deteriorate, since the raw material it provides underpins the beverages and the entire 

visitor experience: 

 

"It is the core of our business. But it falls a little more into the background. Yet we still 

cannot fall behind in it, because it is where our raw materials come from." (B2) 

 

While both firms hold their cores firmly in place, each generation has introduced meaningful 

changes in how the firms are managed, positioned and developed. The generational transition has 

in both cases functioned as a moment of reconfiguration, in which new capabilities and 

commercial logic have been layered onto inherited foundations rather than replacing them. 

 

At Rudenstams, renewal has been cumulative across multiple dimensions. Investments that were 

met with external skepticism have become central to the firm's current competitive position. A1 

reflects on how the willingness to move against prevailing opinion has repeatedly defined the 

firm's trajectory: 

”Most people said: Do not invest in that. But we believed in the idea and went through 

with it. And it has greatly exceeded expectations.” (A1) 

 

A similarly significant shift has been the reorientation from meeting customers at external 

locations to drawing them to the farm itself. A1 describes this as one of the most consequential 

changes in how the firm operates and presents itself: 

 

"Today we bring the consumer here. Previously we moved and met the consumer at 

another location. That is a very big difference." (A1) 

 

At Vistakulle, renewal has been more concentrated and more discontinuous. B1's entry 

transformed the firm from a production-centered operation into a commercially and 

experientially driven business. B1 identifies the decision to move into alcoholic beverages as the 

defining moment of strategic differentiation, one that succeeded precisely because it broke from 

what everyone else in the sector was doing: 



   

 

72 

 

 

"When we started with alcoholic beverages, no one else was making spirits here, no one 

else was making cider. But that has been our success, we went a different way." (B1) 

 

A distinctive feature of how both firms navigate the legacy–renewal paradox is their capacity to 

reframe departures from tradition not as losses but as the means by which the firm's core identity 

is actually strengthened. In both cases, decisions that at the time appeared to break with 

established practice are understood, in retrospect, as having deepened the firm's connection to 

place and purpose rather than weakening it. 

 

At Rudenstams, the most significant example of this is the decision to close the outdoor market 

stall after eight decades of trading in Jönköping and redirect that energy into developing the farm 

as a destination. A2 describes this moment as one that involved consciously departing from a 

long tradition in order to invest in something more lasting: 

 

"We had stood on the market square for eighty years selling. Stopping that and investing 

in the farm shop, that was departing from tradition in order to develop the place." (A2) 

 

A5 reflects on the improbability of that outcome from the perspective of time and on what it 

ultimately demonstrated about the relationship between change and identity: 

 

"If someone had said back then that you will sell more here on the farm than inside the 

city, you would have laughed. But in hindsight we probably did the right thing." (A5) 

 

At Vistakulle, B1 reflects on how the founder's disposition toward change made the strategic 

reorientation possible from the outset, identifying B3's openness as a precondition for what 

followed: 

 

"My father was not an old farmer who would only do what he had always done. Of 

course, it is an adjustment to change systems and ways of working, but if you have the 
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attitude that you want to be part of it, it does not become so difficult. From his side I 

think he handled it extremely well." (B1) 

 

B3 articulates this reframing most explicitly, offering a view of change not as a threat to identity 

but as the mechanism through which identity is renewed and made durable: 

 

"I think it is completely natural to change. A company that does not think that way is 

declared dead." (B3) 

 

B3 goes further, arguing that strategic change and brand building are not in tension but are in fact 

the same activity: 

 

"When you change, you strengthen your identity. You strengthen your brand. And you do 

not do that by chewing on old things." (B3) 

 

What emerges across both firms is a consistent pattern: the paradox between legacy and renewal 

is navigated not by choosing one over the other, but by understanding tradition as a foundation to 

build from rather than a fixed form to replicate. The core is protected; new legs are built around 

it and each generation's departures from the past are understood as acts of continuity rather than 

rupture. 

 

 

5. Discussion 

5.1 The unfolding of succession 

The findings from both Rudenstams and Vistakulle Fruktodling challenge a prevailing 

assumption in succession research: That generational transitions are primarily the product of 

deliberate planning and structured preparation. While prior research has recognized succession as 

a longitudinal process (Kotlar & Chrisman, 2019), it has tended to frame it as one in which 

planning constitutes the central organizing mechanism, with preparatory activities, formal 

handover stages and documented succession intentions shaping how transitions unfold (Kessler 
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& Zipper-Weber, 2023). The empirical evidence from this study suggests a more fundamental 

departure from that framing. In both firms, succession did not begin with a plan, it began with a 

decision often made spontaneously and in response to circumstances that could not have been 

anticipated. Planning, where it appeared at all, was not the driver of succession but a tool 

mobilized after the process was already in motion.  

 

This is consistent with Kessler and Zipper-Weber's (2023) observation that succession 

preparation often begins long before the formal handover, though the findings here suggest that 

such preparation need not be deliberate or planned to be effective. At Rudenstams, the current 

generation helped out on the farm from a young age and drove tractors longe before any formal 

involvement began. At Vistakulle, B3 describes how his son absorbed knowledge about the 

business through conversations at the dinner table. In both firms, growing up within or around 

the business constituted a form of succession readiness that proved as consequential as any 

formal preparatory activity, even when those involved had other professional ambitions or no 

clear intention of returning to the firm.  

 

What both cases do illustrate is that the conditions for succession were created long before any 

formal transitions began. Both firms describe extended periods of informal socialization during 

which members of the next generation absorbed the rhythms, values and practices of the business 

through everyday presence rather than deliberate instruction. This pre-succession phase shaped 

the knowledge base, relational positioning and normative orientations of those who would later 

take on formal responsibility. Casprini et al. (2020) demonstrate that effective succession 

depends on both formal and informal transfer of experiential and tacit knowledge from 

incumbents to successors and the findings here are consistent with that view, though they suggest 

that the informal dimension is merely supplementary to the formal but often constitutive of it. 

Wu and Zhou's (2025) concept of dual socialization is relevant at the entry stage and integration 

into the firms. This is relevant since both firms illustrate how successors were simultaneously 

embedded in family-specific knowledge and norms while also being encouraged, in different 

ways and to different degrees, to build external experience and professional perspective. At 

Rudenstams, this dual positioning was actively encouraged by the older generation, who 

supported the younger generation in gaining external professional experience before returning. 
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At Vistakulle, the external commercial orientation that B1 brought from his background in sales 

was not the product of deliberate socialization but of individual trajectory, yet it proved to be the 

form of external knowledge the firm needed at the moment he arrived. Matser et al. (2011) argue 

that succession processes reflect how family-specific capabilities are transmitted and potentially 

recombined across generations. Both cases demonstrate that this recombination is most 

productive when inherited knowledge is combined with externally sourced perspectives rather 

than simply reproduced in the form it was received. 

 

Shen (2018) highlights that the allocation of control rights and decision authority shapes 

successor discretion and strategic influence, and our findings support the view that the gradual 

and relational nature of authority transfer in both firms was a deliberate governance choice rather 

than a structural default. The older generation in both firms consistently refrained from blocking 

the younger generation’s initiatives, understanding that constraining entrepreneurial energy 

would risk losing the next generation’s commitment entirely. Botella-Carrubi and González-Cruz 

(2019) argue that when successors are granted sufficient strategic discretion, they are more likely 

to implement new initiatives and influence innovation trajectories, which both firms illustrate. At 

Rudenstams, the younger generation began taking operational responsibility and received initial 

ownership stakes years before the formal completion of the generational transition in 2026, 

meaning that the legal handover was the final step in a process that had been unfolding for nearly 

two decades (see Figure 2). The strategic milestones introduced during this period, from the 

expansion of the farm shop in 2008 to the café in 2016 to the musteri in 2019 and the conference 

facility in 2025, reflect the scope of renewal that became possible once the next generation was 

granted genuine strategic freedom. At Vistakulle, B1 was given full ownership of the strategic 

direction from the moment he joined in 2006, and the transformation of the firm's revenue base 

from primary fruit production to fruit delivery service and beverages followed directly from that 

freedom (see Figure 3). The formal succession process ran from 2015 to 2021, but the most 

consequential strategic changes had already been set in motion years before. Llanos-Contreras 

and Jabri (2019) emphasize that succession involves identity negotiation and relational 

repositioning that extends beyond the formal transfer of ownership rights which both firms 

reflect clearly. Succession in both firms is best understood not as something that happens and 

concludes but as an ongoing renegotiation of roles, authority and identity. 
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When authority is transferred into the next generation, the strategic outcome is not 

predetermined. It depends on the specific configuration of each firm, including the family 

dynamics, the governance arrangements and how much discretion the successor is given. Prior 

research reflects this, showing that succession can both enable and constrain renewal depending 

on how it is configured (Lumpkin et al., 2011; Hauck and Prügl, 2015). In this sense, succession 

does not resolve the legacy-renewal paradox but manages it. The next section examines how this 

plays out in our two cases through the joint operation of socioemotional wealth and familiness.  

 

5.2 Preservation and renewal through SEW and familiness 

Where succession has been shown to operate as a dynamic and ongoing process shaped by 

socialization, trust and the gradual transfer of authority, the significant question that follows is 

what that process is actually for. Both firms describe succession as more than the transfer of 

ownership and management rights and understanding what is being preserved and how renewal 

becomes possible within that preservation requires examining socioemotional wealth and 

familiness together. Our findings suggest that these two constructs operate together rather than 

independently in shaping the legacy-renewal balance. Socioemotional wealth governs what is 

preserved and why, while familiness instead governs how preservation and renewal are enacted 

in practice. The persistent and most central paradox identified in family firm research (Kotlar & 

Chrisman, 2019; Suess-Reyes & Fuetsch, 2016) is not settled or cleared up in either firm but 

continuously navigated through the interaction between these two constructs.  

 

Starting off with socioemotional wealth, it’s evident that it’s the most systematic framework for 

understanding why both firms maintain activities and assets that cannot be justified solely by 

financial motives (Gómez-Mejía & Herrero, 2022). However, there are no universal factors or 

drivers that are prioritized unanimously across all family firms as it shifts depending on the 

company in focus. The FIBER framework is therefore a good way of capturing the 

multidimensional nature of these priorities, as our findings connected to the FIBER framework 

illustrate how each individual factor shapes strategic behavior in both firms. Starting off with the 

“family control and influence” factor, the dimension is visible in the informal governance 

arrangements at both Rudenstams and Vistakulle. For both firms, decision-making is structured 
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around discussion as well as trust within the firm rather than formal voting or written rules. The 

built structure is not due to the absence of governance. Instead, it’s a different form of it, as it 

maintains family control through close personal relationships rather than through formal 

structures. This reflects a deep mutual trust between family members and the shared principle 

that no one stands above another within the firm. Notably, this socioemotional commitment in 

both firms operates without dynastic pressure on the next generation, since both families state 

that succession must be a matter of free choice. 

 

The similarities between the companies are also shown in the next factor that covers the 

“Identification with the firm”. For both firms, the identification is most clearly visible in their 

relationships with their apple orchards. Through each interview, both firms openly acknowledge 

their strong bond and connection in how the orchards generate limited margins and that it would 

not be kept on financial grounds alone. Yet, neither of them has any intention of removing them. 

Even though the orchard has been bigger for both firms in earlier years both have remained 

committed to maintaining it. At Vistakulle, fruit cultivation made up nearly all of the firm's 

turnover in the 1980s (see figure 3), while today it accounts for only around twenty percent. At 

Rudenstams, the orchard's products were traded directly on the market square in Jönköping for 

eight decades before the firm transitioned fully to its on-site farm shop in 2003 (see figure 2). 

These shifts reflect broader structural changes in the food and farming sector, where imports now 

make up roughly seventy-five percent of apples sold in Sweden. Therefore, the orchard anchors 

each firm’s public identity and gives a meaning behind the company name since the fields have 

been part of the firm from the start, which forms the symbolic core that every other activity is 

built around. So even though removing the orchard might appear to have only a small short-term 

impact on direct revenue, in the longer term it would dissolve the authenticity that makes the rest 

of the business viable. The orchard provides the raw material for the firms' value-added products, 

draws visitors to the place itself, gives meaning to the company names, anchors the firm to its 

location and underpins its membership in the regional fruit-growing community. Removing it 

would not just reduce revenue but unravel the conditions that make the rest of the business 

viable. This matches Ferrari’s (2020) argument that when historical success becomes tied to 

family identity, change is often seen as a threat rather than an opportunity for the firm.  
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The ”Binding social ties” factor in the FIBER framework makes the socioemotional wealth 

extend beyond the firm itself and into the regional networks both companies have built. Instead 

of treating neighboring producers like for instance each other as competitors, both Rudenstams 

and Vistakulle has contributed to collective initiatives such as what is today called “Äppledalen” 

and “Vätterfrukt”. Äppledalen is the destination brand that markets the area as a whole to 

visitors, while Vätterfrukt is the producer cooperative through which the orchards jointly sell 

their actual fruit to retail and restaurants. Instead of focusing on their own lanes and building 

something individually, both companies have shown initiatives that have generated shared 

visibility and infrastructure that no firm could achieve on its own. Kurland & McCaffery (2020) 

demonstrate that in family firms, identification as well as emotional attachment are often 

direction toward community identity and local embeddedness as much as toward the firm itself. 

The preservation orientation of this dimension therefore lies not only in protecting the firm 

themselves but in protecting the collective regional identity that makes the firm viable. This 

outward orientation is clearly visible in how both firms understand their position in Skärstadalen 

as part of a wider collective rather than as standalone businesses. A1 at Rudenstams explains 

how the family was behind launching the Äppledalen concept itself, working actively to bring 

local producers together under a shared brand and frame the area as a destination. A5 reinforces 

this collective identity by describing the firm not as a singular entity but as part of a place where 

multiple producers attract visitors to one another and benefit from being clustered together. At 

Vistakulle, B3 describes the formation of Vätterfrukt in similar terms, framing the collective 

effort as central to establishing the area's reputation as a growing district. B1 takes this further by 

openly rejecting the assumption that Rudenstams and Vistakulle should view each other as 

competitors, pointing instead to a partnership that includes shared machinery and mutual 

promotion. Across both firms, the relationship to Skärstadalen is therefore described not as one 

of operating within an area but as one of helping to shape it.  

 

The penultimate factor, “Emotional attachment”, is expressed most directly in how both families 

describe their relationship with the firm. It refers to the affective dimension of family ownership 

and is generally described as the strongest expression of socioemotional commitment to the firm 

(Gómez-Mejía & Herrero, 2022). Instead of speaking of the company as a normal workplace, 

due to their strong personal connection they speak of it more as a “way of life” and as something 
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inseparable from their personal identity and family history. Members of both families grew up on 

the farm. A5 at Rudenstams describes how, when growing up, free time was simply work time, 

capturing how the boundary between family life and business has historically been blurred. 

Family relationships are also work relationships, since parents, siblings and other family 

members operate as colleagues, and at Rudenstams the family name itself is the company name, 

meaning the family's reputation and the firm's reputation cannot be separated from each other.  

 

The last factor “Renewal of family bonds” is the factor that stands out the most, as it in contrast 

to the other factors enables strategic change through succession by passing the business down to 

the next generation. Filser et al. (2018) also shows that this factor stands out, as it is more closely 

linked to adaptation and innovation than the preservation-oriented factors are. Even in this factor 

both firms show similarities in how they illustrate that this renewal orientation becomes the main 

driver at moments of generational transition. This is most visible in how the older generation in 

both firms actively creates space for the younger generation's ideas at the moment of transition. 

At Vistakulle, B3 describes stepping back deliberately so that B1 could pursue the move into 

beverages, understanding that the firm could only develop if the next generation was given 

genuine ownership of its direction (see figure 3). At Rudenstams, A2 describes the eight-year 

transition as a long emotional process during which the firm made significant strategic 

departures, including leaving behind eight decades of market square trading to invest in the farm 

as a destination (see Figure 2). The renewal dimension becomes the mechanism through which 

the preservation-oriented dimensions are temporarily relaxed and new strategic directions are 

allowed to take shape. It also provides the legitimacy through which the incoming generations 

can introduce strategic changes that the preservation-oriented dimensions alone would otherwise 

resist. Without it, the preservation dimensions would constrain the firm’s capacity to adapt to 

changing conditions.  

 

Hauck & Prügl (2015) demonstrates that the four preservation-oriented FIBER dimensions, ”F,I, 

B and E”, are associated with more risk-averse strategic choices and reduced innovation during 

succession. Our findings partially support these claims but also complicate them. In both 

Rudenstams and Vistakulle, the same emotional attachment that protects the orchard is also what 

generates the commitment and energy that drives renewal when generational transition brings the 
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renewal dimension to the center of strategic decision-making. The preservation-oriented 

dimensions therefore do not block renewal so much as set the conditions under which renewal 

becomes meaningful. They establish what the firm is and what must remain, and renewal is then 

directed at building new commercial activities around that protected core. This is why the 

diversification at both firms, into beverages, hospitality, conference facilities and direct retail, 

does not depart from the firm's identity but actively extends it. Strategic change that did not serve 

the firm’s identity would have no purpose. Strategic change that does serve that identity is 

precisely what each generation introduces.  

 

A consistent pattern across both firms is that people from the same generations tend to share 

similar views on tradition, risk and strategic direction, while differences between generations 

form the productive tension through which succession drives change. This pattern aligns with 

Kammerlander (2022), who shows that socioemotional priorities differ across family members 

and roles rather than working as a single collective objective. It also aligns with Umans & Corten 

(2022), who demonstrate that succession does not produce the same pattern in every family firm 

as it plays out differently depending on the family context. At both firms, the older generation is 

more strongly oriented toward preservation, prioritizing continuity, reputation and the inherited 

identity markers of the firm. The younger generations are instead more strongly oriented toward 

the renewal factor. This pattern reflects each generation's position in the firm's history. The older 

generation has built up emotional investment in what already exists, while the younger 

generation enters under different conditions and orients toward the changes needed to keep the 

firm viable. At Vistakulle, the generational shift from the first to the second generation led to a 

fundamental reorientation toward beverages, direct retail and conference facilities. At 

Rudenstams, the current generation has also expanded the firm info conference facilities. Both of 

these shifts and developments are things that the previous generations of both firms could not 

have anticipated. This generational difference is not a source of dysfunction. It is a productive 

resource that succession integrates rather than allowing fragments. 

What allows the preservation-oriented dimensions and the renewal dimension to operate together 

rather than in tension is captured by the concept of familiness. Habbershon and Williams (1999) 

define familiness as the unique bundle of resources that arises from the interaction between 

family and firm. It includes both tangible assets, such as land and physical infrastructure, and 
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intangible assets, such as relational ties and tacit knowledge, all of which gain their distinctive 

value from being owned and managed by a specific family over time. Our findings support the 

views developed by Aragón-Amonarriz et al. (2024), who view familiness as an evolving 

capability through which successive generations recombine existing resources to pursue new 

strategic directions.  

In both firms, the tangible resources that constitutes familiness include the orchards themselves, 

the surrounding land in Skärstadalen, the farm infrastructure such as the production facilities, 

farm shops and conference venues, and the specific geographical conditions that make fruit 

cultivation possible in this location. In familiness terms, their distinctive value comes from the 

family's accumulated relationship with them over generations. A different family could not buy 

the same orchard and produce the same familiness, because what makes the orchard a familiness 

resource is the family-specific knowledge, history and meaning that have been built up around it 

over time.  

Beyond the tangible resources, familiness in both firms operate through the tacit knowledge that 

has accumulated across generations. Tacit knowledge here refers to the practices, values and 

ways of working that have been absorbed through everyday participation rather than transmitted 

through formal instruction. Gamble et al. (2025) emphasize that this kind of knowledge supports 

organizational continuity precisely because it preserves firm-specific capabilities that cannot be 

replicated by outsiders or codified into formal procedures. At Rudenstams, the direct trading 

tradition that began on the Jönköping market square continues to shape how the firm engages 

with customers today, even though the market square trading itself ended in 2003. The way of 

building customer relationships absorbed by earlier generations remains the operational 

foundation on which the current generation continues to build. At Vistakulle, B3 frames the 

transfer of accumulated knowledge as a responsibility requiring humility, recognizing that what 

feels obvious to him may not always be explicitly passed on. This points to something distinctive 

about tacit knowledge as a familiness resource. Its value depends entirely on successful 

intergenerational transmission, which is never automatic. Without it, the firm would lose the 

practices and judgments through which its identity is enacted day-to-day.  
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However, while this inherited knowledge provides a foundation, it does not always match the 

demands of a changing competitive environment. Both firms address this by combining inherited 

knowledge with external perspectives, and this combination continues long after succession itself 

is formally complete. The dual socialization Wu and Zhou (2025) describe is therefore not only 

relevant to entry but functions as an ongoing source of strategic adaptation, with external 

commercial logic at Vistakulle and externally accumulated professional experience at 

Rudenstams continuing to inform how the firms develop. Au et al. (2012) show that familiness 

resources can be actively mobilized during succession to foster transgenerational 

entrepreneurship, and both firms demonstrate that this mobilization works best when inherited 

capabilities are combined with external perspectives rather than reproduced in the form they 

were received. At Vistakulle, this is most clearly illustrated in the move into beverages, where 

B1's commercial background combined with the firm's existing fruit cultivation expertise 

produced an entirely new strategic direction that now accounts for the majority of the firm's 

revenue. At Rudenstams, A2's strategic and financial perspective complemented the operational 

knowledge of family members who had grown up inside the business, supporting the firm's 

expansion into hospitality and conference facilities. This dynamic recombination is what allows 

familiness to function as the dynamic capability described by Wu and Zhou (2025) and the 

evolving capability perspective developed by Aragón-Amonarriz et al. (2024), through which 

successive generations adapt the firm without dissolving what makes it distinctive. 

 

5.3 From preservation to diversification: The comparative case  

To better understand the interplay between socioemotional wealth and familiness, the 

diversification strategies pursued by both firms show clearly where the two theories intersect in 

navigating the legacy-renewal paradox. This is also where it shows the reason where both firms 

diversified is best understood as the joint product of these two constructs. The sector pressures 

discussed in 4.5 and supported by Suess-Reyes and Fuetsch (2016), create the structural 

conditions under which relying on primary production alone is no longer viable. The competitive 

asymmetry between domestic and imported fruit, combined with a regulatory environment that 

both firms describe as working against domestic producers, makes diversification a practical 

necessity. Yet, sector pressures alone do not fully explain why both firms diversified. Both firms 
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describe diversification not primarily as a financial strategy but as a way of protecting what 

socioemotional wealth designates as non-negotiable, which is the place, the orchard, the family 

identity and the firm's continued life as a multigenerational family business.  

 

The reason for diversification is therefore twofold. It is preservation, since the orchard and the 

family identity cannot survive on primary production alone under current sector conditions. But 

it is also development, since each new generation needs the freedom to express their own ideas 

and contributions in order to remain committed to the firm. These two motivations are not in 

tension. They reinforce each other. The older generation releases control because constraining 

the successor would risk losing them, and the successor invests in diversification because doing 

so allows them to both protect what they inherited and build something of their own. Plana-

Farran and Gallizo (2021) argue that socioemotional priorities lead family owners to prioritize 

stability and continuity over short-term performance outcomes, and the diversification strategies 

of both firms reflect this logic. Beverages, conference facilities and direct retail are not 

departures from the orchard. Instead, they are the means by which the orchard can continue to 

exist as the symbolic and operational core of the firm.  

What socioemotional wealth alone cannot provide is the mechanism through which this 

diversification becomes practically possible. That is where familiness operates. The trust 

between generations allows new commercial directions to be pursued without provoking conflict, 

as expressed when A1 at Rudenstams describes being given free reins by the older generation to 

test his ideas, and when B1 at Vistakulle identifies his father's willingness to let him try as the 

most enabling condition of the firm's development. The shared vision across generations ensures 

that these directions remain coherent with what the firm is, with A1 describing an underlying 

alignment across generations on what the firm should be, and B3 reinforcing this by framing 

change as something that strengthens rather than weakens the firm's identity. The internal and 

external ties provide the coordination through which new activities are sustained, including the 

role differentiation at Rudenstams as the firm has grown and the regional networks of 

Äppledalen and Vätterfrukt that extend familiness beyond the individual firm. Co et al. (2024) 

link socioemotional wealth to broader sustainability-oriented and entrepreneurial ambitions in 

family firms, and the diversification strategies pursued by both firms reflect this kind of outward 
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orientation. They are simultaneously economically rational responses to sector pressures and 

identity-constituting expressions of what each family wants the firm to continue to be.  

However, even though it’s shown that the two firms have the same interaction between 

socioemotional wealth and familiness which is to keep the firm alive and move forward, they can 

still produce different types of renewal through different ways. At Rudenstams, succession 

unfolded across five generations and familiness has accumulated in deeply layered form. 

Diversification here has been cumulative and incremental, with each generation adding a new 

dimension to the firm's offering, building from market trading to farm shop to café to conference 

facility, without displacing what came before (see figure 2). At Vistakulle, the firm has 

experienced one transformative generational transition and familiness has been more recently 

constructed. Diversification here has been more concentrated and more discontinuous, with the 

second generation's entry initiating a fundamental reorientation that has reduced fruit revenue 

from nearly all of the firm's turnover to approximately twenty percent (see figure 3). This 

connects back to Špička and Berg (2022) who notes that the effects of familiness depend on how 

resources and relationships are activated in practice, and this conditionality is what allows 

familiness to function differently in the two firms while still producing similar outcomes. Both 

paths arrive at the same fundamental result. Renewal remains coherent because it is anchored to 

the identity that socioemotional wealth protects, and renewal that becomes practically possible 

because familiness resources allow inherited capabilities to be recombined with new 

perspectives. 

5.4 Refined conceptual model  
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Figure 4: A redefined conceptual model illustrating how the succession process activates 

both older and younger generations, whose distinct contributions to socioemotional wealth 

and familiness are integrated through decision-making, where preservation drives renewal 

and where renewal sustains preservation. The model shows that both firms produce 

different renewal trajectories that converge on a continuously managed legacy-renewal 

balance. The feedback loop in the model illustrates that this balance does not represent a 

final outcome, but rather becomes the foundation for future succession processes, thereby 

reinforcing succession as an ongoing intergenerational process rather than a discrete event.  

 

 

6. Conclusion 

In this study we have applied a qualitative comparative case study approach to investigate how 

the succession process shapes the balance between preserving family legacy and enabling 
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strategic renewal in multigenerational food and farming family firms. The motivation for this 

topic stems from a persistent paradox in family firm research: Family firms must simultaneously 

maintain continuity in terms of identity, tradition and socioemotional wealth while adapting to 

changing markets and pursuing new strategic directions. Through eight semi-structured 

interviews with members of Rudenstams Bär & Frukt and Vistakulle Fruktodling in the 

Skärstadalen region, our study has sought to answer the following research question:  

 

How does the succession process shape the balance between preserving family legacy 

and enabling strategic renewal, through the perspectives of different generations and the 

evolving roles of socioemotional wealth and familiness in multigenerational food and 

farming family firms? 

 

After reviewing the existing literature and analyzing the empirical findings, we conclude that 

legacy is not preserved by keeping the firm unchanged but by protecting the core around which 

change is organized. In both firms, the orchard functions as this non-negotiable core, maintained 

not because it is financially optimal but since it is the foundation from which every other activity 

derives its identity and legitimacy. Each younger generation has built new commercial legs 

outward from it, in ways that extend rather than replace what came before. Succession is the 

mechanism through which this dynamic is sustained across generations. Each generation inherits 

the core, contributes its own renewal and hands forward a firm that is different in form but 

continuous in purpose. Socioemotional wealth explains why the core is treated as non-negotiable, 

while familiness explains how new directions are built around it without dissolving what makes 

the firm distinctive. Preservation and renewal are therefore not opposing forces but 

interdependent components of the same process, preservation sustains the identity that gives the 

firm meaning, while renewal sustains the viability that allows that identity to continue.  

 

6.1 Theoretical contributions 

Our study contributes to the family business literature in four ways, with the first one being 

conceptual. By examining SEW and familiness together rather than separately, our findings 

suggest that the legacy-renewal balance cannot be fully explained by either construct alone. 

Socioemotional wealth, through the FIBER framework (Gómez-Mejía & Herrero, 2022), 
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explains why certain assets and activities are treated as non-negotiable. Familiness, drawing on 

the dynamic capability framework developed by Wu and Zhou (2025) and the family social 

capital framework outlined by Iturrioz-Landart et al. (2023), explains how the preservation of 

those non-negotiable elements becomes compatible with strategic renewal. Together, the two 

constructs explain both the mechanism and the motivation behind a specific pattern our findings 

identify: that each generation protects the core while building new commercial activities outward 

from it, producing renewal that extends rather than replaces what came before. 

 

The second contribution is the FIBER framework, where our findings suggest a dynamic rather 

than static reading of FIBER, in which the four preservation-oriented dimensions and the 

renewal dimension operate together rather than in opposition. In both firms, the same emotional 

attachment that protects the orchard generates the commitment that drives renewal once 

succession activates the renewal dimension. This supports Filser et al. (2018) argument that the 

renewal dimension is more closely linked to adaptation and innovation than the preservation-

oriented dimensions but extends it by showing how the dimensions interact rather than 

displacing one another. The preservation-oriented dimensions establish what must remain, while 

the renewal dimension directs each generation's energy toward building around that protected 

core. 

 

The third contribution extends the literature on socioemotional wealth by showing that SEW 

does not always operate as an absolute preservation motive. Both firms place strong emphasis on 

free choice, with succession described as something that must be genuinely wanted rather than 

inherited as an obligation. This suggests that socioemotional priorities in both firms are 

conditional rather than unconditional, nuancing the assumption in prior research that SEW 

uniformly drives preservation-oriented behavior (Gómez-Mejía & Herrero, 2022). 

Kammerlander (2022) shows that socioemotional priorities differ across family members and 

roles, and our findings extend this by showing that the intensity of emotional attachment to the 

firm also differs across generations, with founding generations expressing a more relaxed 

relationship to firm continuity than later generations who carry the weight of accumulated family 

history. 
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The fourth contribution is sector-specific. Our findings support Suess-Reyes and Fuetsch's 

(2016) argument that in farming family firms, emotional attachment, tradition and identity-

related elements of socioemotional wealth are especially pronounced, creating a context in which 

socioemotional priorities are not merely influential but constitutive of the firm's strategic logic. 

Beyond this, our findings extend Kurland and McCaffrey's (2020) observation about community-

directed identification by showing how it is actively enacted through regional networks such as 

Äppledalen and Vätterfrukt. Rather than simply orienting toward their local community, both 

firms have actively shaped it, generating collective competitive advantages through shared 

branding, infrastructure and destination identity that no individual firm could have produced 

alone. 

 

6.2 Practical contributions 

Our study offers practical insights for family firms in the food and farming sector and for 

incumbents and incoming generations navigating succession. Three main contributions can be 

identified. 

 

The first concerns succession readiness. Our findings suggest that readiness for succession 

depends less on formal planning than on accumulated informal socialization, relational trust and 

the incumbent generation's willingness to release strategic control. In both firms, the conditions 

for a successful transition had been built up through years of everyday participation, dinner table 

conversations and childhood exposure to the business, rather than through structured preparatory 

activities. Family firms preparing for succession should therefore focus less on the formal 

mechanics of handover and more on the relational and cognitive foundations that make any 

handover viable. This includes maintaining open intergenerational dialogue, cultivating a shared 

understanding of what the firm stands for and creating trust that allows the older generation to 

step back without stepping away entirely.  

 

The second contribution concerns how the incumbents can prepare successors. Our findings 

suggest that family firms benefit when the incoming generation brings perspectives that 

complement rather than reproduce those already present. Incumbents can therefore actively 

encourage successors to gain external professional experience before returning to the firm, 
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treating that exposure as a strategic asset rather than as time away from the business. Both cases 

demonstrate that the recombination of inherited knowledge with externally acquired perspectives 

is what enables renewal to remain coherent with the firm’s identity rather than departing from it. 

 

The last contribution concerns the strategic value of regional cooperation. The participation of 

both firms in Äppledalen and Vätterfrukt has generated competitive advantages that neither 

could have produced alone. Family firms in geographically concentrated industries can benefit 

from approaching nearby producers as collaborators rather than competitors, whether through 

joint branding, shared infrastructure or destination-based marketing of the wider region. Our 

findings suggest that treating regional identity as shared resource rather than a competitive arena 

is itself a strategic choice that strengthens each individual firm. 

 

6.3 Societal contributions 

Our findings also hold broader implications for the society, as family firms in the food and 

farming sector are not only economic actors but also trustees of land, regional identity and 

cultural heritage. The long-term orientation that defines family ownership, expressed through the 

willingness to preserve activities that are not financially optimal, has consequences that extend 

beyond the firm itself. The maintenance of the orchards by both firms contributes to the 

preservation of the agricultural landscape, sustains the regional character of Skärstadalen and 

supports the broader identity of the UNESCO-designated Östra Vätterbranterna biosphere 

region. The diversification strategies of both firms also have implications for rural economic 

development by creating employment and attracting visitors to areas that might otherwise be 

economically marginalized.  

 

The findings also lift questions regarding food security and domestic self-sufficiency, as both 

firms operate in a sector where imports account for around seventy-five percent of apples sold in 

Sweden and where the country’s overall self-sufficiency rate has decreased to around forty 

percent. The continued existence of family-owned producers like Rudenstams and Vistakulle, 

sustained through socioemotional commitment as much as through economic rationality, 

contributes to the resilience of domestic food production at a moment when the structural 

conditions favor imports. This suggests that the preservation logic embedded in family 
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ownership, often treated in the literature as a constraint on economic efficiency, may in fact 

constitute a form of societal value that conventional performance metrics fail to capture. Policies 

that support family-owned agricultural producers, whether through reduced regulatory burdens, 

improved market access or recognition of their broader societal role, would benefit both these 

firms and the wider goal of domestic food security.  

 

6.4 Limitations and future research 

This study has several limitations. The findings rely entirely on interview accounts, our 

understanding of how succession unfolded is based on retrospective reconstructions rather than 

direct observation. Succession in both firms is described as a process spanning many years, and 

some of the events and decisions discussed occurred well before the interviews took place. A 

longitudinal design or participant observation approach would have provided a stronger 

empirical basis for understanding how these dynamics develop in real time, though the nature 

and scope of this study made such an approach unfeasible. 

 

Another limitation concerns the data collection itself. All interviews were conducted on a single 

occasion with each participant, meaning that follow-up conversations were not possible if new 

themes emerged during later stages of analysis. Additionally, as the interview guides were 

refined throughout the process, the earliest interviews were conducted with a somewhat less 

developed set of questions, which may have led to certain themes being explored less thoroughly 

in those sessions than in later ones. 

 

A third limitation concerns the scope of the study. Our findings are based on two family firms in 

the same Swedish region and the same sector. While this design supports a close comparative 

analysis between the two firms, it also means that the dynamics we have identified may not 

apply in the same way to family firms operating in other sectors, regions or countries, where the 

sector context, regional culture or national institutions could shape succession and the legacy-

renewal balance differently. However, it strengthens how family firms within the same region 

and sector operate and the interplay between them.  
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There are several directions for future research within this field. Longitudinal studies that follow 

succession processes in real time would provide a stronger basis for understanding how the 

dynamics identified here unfold across actual succession periods rather than being reconstructed 

retrospectively. Comparative studies that include family firms outside the food and farming 

sector or outside the Skärstadalen region would help clarify which findings are sector-specific 

and which are more broadly applicable. 

 

Future research could also investigate family firms that are either preserving without diversifying 

or diversifying without maintaining a clearly protected core, comparing their trajectories with 

firms like Rudenstams and Vistakulle. This would allow for a more direct examination of the 

proposition that firms which preserve without renewing face long-term vulnerability, while firms 

that renew without protecting a core risk losing the identity that distinguishes them from non-

family competitors. Finally, future research could examine how succession dynamics differ in 

family firms where the incumbent and incoming generations have radically different external 

backgrounds, building on our finding that the recombination of inherited and external knowledge 

is central to renewal. 
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Appendix B: Swedish version of interview guide (Older generation) 
 

Introduktion av studien och syftet med intervjun 
 

• Tacka deltagaren för att de tar sig tid.  

• Be om samtycke till att spela in intervjun. 

• Informera om frivilligt deltagande och rätten att avbryta. 

• Säkerställ konfidentialitet och förklara hur datan kommer att användas. 

 

Syfte med studien: 

• Syftet med denna studie är att utveckla en förståelse för hur successionsprocesser, det vill 

säga hur generationsskiften planeras, genomförs och utvecklas över tid, tar form i 

familjeföretag inom livsmedels- och jordbrukssektorn, och hur dessa relaterar till 

bevarandet av familjearv samt behovet av strategisk förnyelse. 

 

Forskningsfråga: 

• Denna studie undersöker hur successionsprocesser i familjeägda företag inom livsmedels- 

och jordbrukssektorn påverkar balansen mellan att bevara familjearv och möjliggöra 

strategisk förnyelse. 



   

 

105 

 

 

Syfte med intervjun: 

• Att samla erfarenheter och perspektiv från olika generationer kring hur succession har 

upplevts, hanterats och hur den har påverkat företaget över tid 

 

 

Bakgrundsfrågor om individen 
 

• Vad heter du och hur gammal är du? 

• Bakgrund: Var kommer du ifrån, har du studerat någonstans? 

o Vilken generation i företaget tillhör du? 

• Hur länge har du varit aktiv i företaget? 

o Hur skulle du beskriva din väg in i företaget? (t.ex. första roll, utveckling osv.) 

• Vilken är din nuvarande position/roll? 

o Har du haft andra roller inom organisationen? 

• När började du se en framtid för dig själv i företaget? 

• På vilket sätt har du varit involverad i företagets utveckling över tid? 

o Har du några exempel på viktiga beslut eller förändringar?  

 

Företagets historia och utveckling 
 

• När grundades företaget? 

o År, av vem, var osv. 

• Vad var affärsidén bakom företaget? 

o Verkar ni lokalt/internationellt? 

o Vilken bransch är ni verksamma inom? 

o Vilka är era målgrupper/kunder? 

o Vem drev företaget tidigare? 

• Hur skulle du beskriva företagets utveckling? Vad för åsikter har företaget idag jämfört 

med tidigare?  

• Vad är den största skillnaden mellan generationer i hur företaget drivs? (t.ex. 

beslutsfattande, prioriteringar, arbetssätt) 

• Finns det traditioner eller arbetssätt som fortfarande är viktiga idag? 

o Varför är dessa viktiga? 

o Finns det andra delar av företagets historia som påverkar hur ni arbetar idag? 

(tankesätt/arbetssätt) 

• Hur skulle du beskriva företagets viktigaste milstolpar? 

o Finns det händelser som har format företagets identitet? 

• Vilka är de största förändringarna företaget har genomgått mellan tidigare och nuvarande 

generation? 

 

Företaget idag (Beslutsfattande, roller och ansvar) 
 

• Hur ser organisationen ut idag? 

o Vem äger/leder företaget? 

o Hur många familjemedlemmar är involverade i den dagliga verksamheten? 
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• Hur är ansvar och roller fördelade mellan familjemedlemmar? 

o Finns det olika positioner? (t.ex. VD) 

o Hur tydliga är dessa roller? 

• Hur fattas beslut inom företaget idag? 

o Vem har sista ordet? Är det centraliserat eller delat? 

o Hur skulle du beskriva din egen roll i beslutsfattandet?  

• Vad driver företaget idag när det gäller mål och vision? 

• Hur skulle du beskriva företagets marknadsposition? Bra/dålig? 

o Till exempel konkurrenter 

• Kan du beskriva en situation där ett viktigt beslut behövde fattas och hur det hanterades 

mellan familjemedlemmar? 

o Vilka faktorer avgjorde utfallet? (familjevärderingar, relationer, ekonomi) 

o Hade olika familjemedlemmar olika uppfattningar? 

 

Bransch, plats och familjeföretagskontext 
 

• Hur viktig är platsen och regionen för företaget? 

o Påverkar kopplingen till mark eller plats beslutsfattandet? Hur? 

• På vilka sätt har det lokala samhället påverkat företagets utveckling (t.ex. kunder, rykte, 

relationer)? 

o Har detta förändrats över tid? 

• Hur har branschen förändrats över tid, och hur har det påverkat hur ni driver företaget 

idag? (t.ex. produktion, strategi) 

• På vilka sätt uppmuntrar branschen till att bevara traditioner, och på vilka sätt kräver den 

förändring eller anpassning? 

• Finns det externa faktorer (t.ex. regleringar, marknadsförhållanden eller trender) som gör 

det lättare eller svårare att utveckla företaget? 

o Har du några exempel? 

• Hur ser du på företagets framtid inom branschen? 

 

Mål, värderingar och familjens roll (SEW) 
 

• Vilka värderingar tycker du är viktigast i företaget, både idag och över tid? 

• Hur viktig har familjens identitet och rykte varit för företaget? 

• Hur påverkar dessa värderingar företagets mål och beslut? 

o Styrs beslut främst av familjemässiga överväganden eller ekonomiska? 

• Kan du tänka på situationer där familjens intressen och företagets intressen har stått i 

konflikt? 

• Hur viktigt har det varit att företaget stannar inom familjen? 

• Vilka delar av företagets arv eller historia anser du är viktigast att bevara, och varför? 

o Tror du att denna syn skiljer sig mellan generationer? (risker/utmaningar med att 

prioritera andra mål?) 

 

Relationer, samarbete och kunskap (familiness) 
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• Hur skulle du beskriva samarbetet mellan familjemedlemmar? 

o Tycker du att detta har förändrats över tid? 

• Hur påverkar tillit och relationer mellan familjemedlemmar hur företaget fungerar? 

o Kan du ge ett exempel på när detta har varit särskilt viktigt? 

o Tycker du att sättet som tillit och relationer påverkar företaget har förändrats över 

tid eller skiljer sig mellan generationer? 

• Hur har kunskap överförts mellan generationer? 

o Började det i tidig ålder? 

o Vilken typ av kunskap eller erfarenheter har varit viktigast att föra vidare? Varför 

just dessa? 

o Är det något som hade kunnat göras annorlunda? (t.ex. för att undvika 

utmaningar) 

• På vilka sätt har familjerelationer stöttat utveckling eller försvårat samarbete inom 

företaget? 

o Har det funnits situationer där det varit svårt att införa förändringar? 

▪ Om ja, varför tror du att det var så? 

• Finns det specifika resurser, såsom mark, plats eller produktionsresurser, där familjens 

engagemang eller historia har påverkat hur de används eller värderas? 

o Vad skapar detta för företaget? 

o Hur påverkar det förändring? 

• Tror du att olika generationer ser på samarbete, kunskap och arbetssätt på olika sätt? 

Varför/varför inte? 

 

Generationsskifte och process (Succession Process) 
 

• Vad har du för minnen från generationsskiftet/överlämningsprocessen när du kom in i 

företaget?  

• När började du först tänka eller prata om ett generationsskifte? 

• Hur utvecklades överlämningsprocessen över tid? 

o Var den gradvis eller plötslig? 

• Hur och när började du överföra ansvar och beslutsfattande till nästa generation? 

• Hur säkerställde du att nästa generation var redo? 

• Hur resonerade du kring att lämna över kontroll samtidigt som du ville säkerställa att 

företaget fortsatte i “rätt” riktning? 

• Vilka delar av övergången var mest utmanande? 

• Uppstod det situationer där din syn på hur företaget borde drivas skilde sig från den yngre 

generationens? 

• Hur skulle du beskriva hur nästa generation har tagit sig an ansvar hittills? 

o Om successionen ännu inte är avslutad: Vad förväntas och vilka risker ser du? 

• Hur tror du att successionen kommer att påverka företagets utveckling eller riktning? 

 

Balansen mellan tradition och förändring (Legacy-renewal paradox) 
 

• Hur viktigt har det varit att bevara traditioner och arbetssätt? 

• Har du märkt att fokus på mål har förändrats i samband med generationsskiftet? 

o Om inte, tror du att det kommer att ske en förändring i mål framöver? 



   

 

108 

 

• Har det funnits situationer där den yngre generationen velat förändra/utveckla medan den 

äldre velat bevara? 

o Om ja, hur hanterades dessa situationer? 

o Vilken påverkan har dessa situationer haft på hur företaget har utvecklats? 

• Hur kan företaget utvecklas utan att förlora sin identitet? 

o Hur viktigt tycker du att det är att bevara den “gamla” identiteten (arv/heritage)? 

• Framåt, vad tycker du är viktigt att behålla från det förflutna och vad kan behöva 

förändras? 

 

Avslutning 
 

• Finns det något kring successionsprocessen eller företagets utveckling som vi inte har 

frågat om men som du tycker är viktigt? 

• Finns det något du tycker att man ofta missar när man studerar familjeföretag? 

• Är det något annat du skulle vilja tillägga? 

• Har du några frågor till oss? 

Avsluta med: 

• Tacka deltagaren för deras tid och medverkan. 

• Fråga om de kan tänka sig att delta i en uppföljningsintervju vid behov. 

• Erbjud att dela intervjutranskriptet. 

• Erbjud att skicka den färdiga uppsatsen när den är klar. 

 

 

 

 

Appendix C: Swedish version of interview guide (Younger 

generation) 
 

Introduktion av studien och syftet med intervjun 
 

• Tacka deltagaren för att de tar sig tid. 

• Be om samtycke till att spela in intervjun. 

• Informera om frivilligt deltagande och rätten att avbryta. 

• Säkerställ konfidentialitet och förklara hur datan kommer att användas. 

 

Syfte med studien: 

• Syftet med denna studie är att utveckla en förståelse för hur successionsprocesser, det vill 

säga hur generationsskiften planeras, genomförs och utvecklas över tid, tar form i 

familjeföretag inom livsmedels- och jordbrukssektorn, och hur dessa relaterar till 

bevarandet av familjearv samt behovet av strategisk förnyelse. 

 

Forskningsfråga: 

• Denna studie undersöker hur successionsprocesser i familjeägda företag inom livsmedels- 

och jordbrukssektorn påverkar balansen mellan att bevara familjearv och möjliggöra 

strategisk förnyelse. 
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Syfte med intervjun: 

• Att samla erfarenheter och perspektiv från olika generationer kring hur succession har 

upplevts, hanterats och hur den har påverkat företaget över tid 

 

 

Bakgrundsfrågor om individen 
 

• Vad heter du och hur gammal är du? 

• Bakgrund: Var kommer du ifrån, har du studerat någonstans? 

o Vilken generation i företaget tillhör du? 

• Hur länge har du varit aktiv i företaget? 

o Hur skulle du beskriva din väg in i företaget? (t.ex. första roll, utveckling osv.) 

• Vilken är din nuvarande roll? 

o Har du haft andra roller inom organisationen? 

• När började du se en framtid för dig själv i företaget? 

• På vilket sätt har du varit involverad i företagets utveckling över tid? 

o Har du några exempel på viktiga beslut eller förändringar? 

 

Företagets historia och utveckling 
 

• Vad var affärsidén bakom företaget? 

o Verkar ni lokalt/nationellt? 

o Vilken bransch är ni verksamma inom? 

o Vilka är era målgrupper/kunder? 

• Hur skulle du beskriva företagets utveckling? Vad stod företaget för tidigare jämfört med 

idag? 

• Vad är den största skillnaden mellan generationer i hur företaget drivs? 

• Finns det traditioner eller arbetssätt som fortfarande är viktiga idag? 

o Varför är dessa viktiga? 

o Finns det andra delar av företagets historia som påverkar hur ni arbetar idag och 

hur ni tänker kring framtiden? (tankesätt/arbetssätt) 

• Hur skulle du beskriva företagets viktigaste milstolpar? 

o Finns det händelser som har format företagets identitet? 

• Vilka är de största förändringarna företaget har genomgått mellan tidigare och nuvarande 

generation? 

 

Företaget idag (Beslutsfattande, roller och ansvar) 
 

• Hur ser organisationen ut idag? 

o Vem äger/leder företaget? 

o Hur många familjemedlemmar är involverade i den dagliga verksamheten? 

• Hur är ansvar och roller fördelade mellan familjemedlemmar? 

o Finns det olika positioner? (t.ex. VD) 

o Hur tydliga är dessa roller? 
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• Hur fattas beslut inom företaget idag? 

o Vem har sista ordet? Är det centraliserat eller delat? 

o Hur skulle du beskriva din egen roll i beslutsfattandet? 

• Vad driver företaget idag när det gäller mål och vision? 

• Hur skulle du beskriva företagets marknadsposition? Bra/dålig? 

o Till exempel konkurrenter 

• Kan du beskriva en situation där ett viktigt beslut behövde fattas och hur det hanterades 

mellan familjemedlemmar? 

o Vilka faktorer avgjorde utfallet? (familjevärderingar, relationer, ekonomi) 

o Hade olika familjemedlemmar olika uppfattningar? 

 

Bransch, plats och familjeföretagskontext 
 

• Hur viktig är platsen och regionen för företaget? 

o Påverkar kopplingen till mark eller plats beslutsfattandet? Hur? 

• På vilka sätt har det lokala samhället påverkat företagets utveckling (t.ex. kunder, rykte, 

relationer)? 

o Har detta förändrats över tid? 

• Hur har branschen förändrats över tid, och hur har det påverkat hur ni driver företaget 

idag? (t.ex. produktion, strategi) 

• På vilka sätt uppmuntrar branschen till att bevara traditioner, och på vilka sätt kräver den 

förändring eller anpassning? 

• Finns det externa faktorer (t.ex. regleringar, marknadsförhållanden eller trender) som gör 

det lättare eller svårare att utveckla företaget? 

o Har du några exempel? 

• Hur ser du på företagets framtid inom branschen? 

 

Mål, värderingar och familjens roll (SEW) 

• Vilka värderingar tycker du är viktigast i företaget, både idag och över tid? 

• Hur viktig har familjens identitet och rykte varit för företaget? 

• Hur påverkar dessa värderingar företagets mål och beslut? 

o Styrs beslut främst av familjemässiga överväganden eller ekonomiska? 

o Hur tycker du att företaget bör utvecklas framåt? Vad är bäst för företaget? 

• Kan du tänka på situationer där familjens intressen och företagets intressen har stått i 

konflikt? 

• Hur viktigt är det att företaget stannar inom familjen? 

• Vilka delar av företagets arv eller historia anser du är viktigast att bevara, och varför? 

o Tror du att denna syn skiljer sig mellan generationer? (risker/utmaningar med att 

prioritera andra mål?) 

 

Relationer, samarbete och kunskap (familiness) 
 

• Hur skulle du beskriva samarbetet mellan familjemedlemmar idag? 
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• Hur påverkar tillit och relationer mellan familjemedlemmar hur företaget fungerar? 

o Kan du ge ett exempel på när detta har varit särskilt viktigt? 

o Tycker du att sättet som tillit och relationer påverkar företaget har förändrats över 

tid eller skiljer sig mellan generationer? 

• Vad har du lärt dig av att arbeta med den äldre generationen? 

o Vilken kunskap eller vilka erfarenheter har varit mest värdefulla? 

o När och hur lärde du dig hur verksamheten fungerar? 

o Är det något som hade kunnat göras annorlunda? (t.ex. för att undvika 

utmaningar) 

• På vilka sätt har familjerelationer stöttat eller försvårat samarbete inom företaget? 

o Har det funnits situationer där det varit svårt att införa förändringar? 

• Finns det specifika resurser, såsom mark, plats eller produktionsresurser, där familjens 

engagemang eller historia har påverkat hur de används eller värderas? 

o Vad skapar detta för företaget? 

o Hur påverkar det förändring? 

• Tror du att olika generationer ser på samarbete, kunskap och arbetssätt på olika sätt? 

Varför/varför inte? 

o Finns det områden där du tycker att ny kunskap eller förändringar behövs? 

 

 

Generationsskifte och process (Succession Process) 
 

• Hur upplevde du successionsprocessen? 

o Om den ännu inte är avslutad: Vad förväntas av dig och vilka är de största 

utmaningarna? 

• När och hur började du ta på dig mer ansvar? 

• Hur tydlig eller otydlig har övergångsprocessen varit? 

• Vilka var de största utmaningarna? (t.ex. olika idéer jämfört med den äldre generationen) 

• Hur påverkade din relation till den äldre generationen övergången? 

• Har du introducerat eller velat introducera förändringar? Vad gjorde det lättare eller 

svårare? 

• Hur stort inflytande har du haft över beslut och företagets riktning? 

 

Balansen mellan tradition och förändring (Legacy-renewal paradox) 
 

• Hur ser du på balansen mellan att bevara tradition och att utveckla företaget? 

• Tror du att fokus på mål kommer att förändras i samband med generationsskiftet? 

o Har du velat förändra något i företaget? (mål, struktur) 

• Hur kan företaget utvecklas utan att förlora sin identitet? 

o Hur viktigt tycker du att det är att bevara den “gamla” identiteten (arv/heritage)? 

• Har dina synsätt på förändring skiljt sig från den äldre generationens? Hur hanterades 

det? 

• Framåt, vad tycker du är viktigt att behålla från det förflutna och vad kan behöva 

förändras? 

 

Avslutning 
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• Finns det något kring successionsprocessen eller företagets utveckling som vi inte har 

frågat om men som du tycker är viktigt? 

• Finns det något du tycker att man ofta missar när man studerar familjeföretag? 

• Är det något annat du skulle vilja tillägga? 

• Har du några frågor till oss? 

 

Avsluta med: 

• Tacka deltagaren för deras tid och medverkan. 

• Fråga om de kan tänka sig att delta i en uppföljningsintervju vid behov. 

• Erbjud att dela intervjutranskriptet. 

• Erbjud att skicka den färdiga uppsatsen när den är klar. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix D: English version of interview guide (Older generation) 
 

Introduction of the study and the purpose of the interview 

 

• Thank the participant for taking the time. 

• Ask for consent to record. 

• Inform about voluntary participation and right to withdraw. 

• Ensure confidentiality and explain data usage. 

 

Purpose of study: 

• The purpose of this study is to develop an understanding of how succession processes, in 

other words how generational shifts are planned, executed and developed over time, 

unfold in family firms within the food and farming sector and how they relate to the 

preservation of family legacy and the need for strategic renewal over time.  

Research question: 

• This study investigates how succession processes in family-owned firms within the food 

and farming sector shape the balance between preserving family legacy and enabling 

strategic renewal 

Purpose of interview: 

• To gather experiences and perspectives from different generations on how succession has 

been experienced, managed and how it has influenced the company over time  

 

Background questions about the individual 
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• What is your name and how old are you? 

• Background: Where are you from, studied anywhere? 

o Which generation in the company do you belong to? 

• How long have you been active within the company? 

o How would you describe your path into the company? (e.g., first role, 

development, etc.) 

• What is your current position/role? 

o Have you had other roles within the organization? 

• When did you start to see a future for yourself in the company?  

• In what way have you been involved in the company’s development over time? 

o Any examples of key decisions/changes? 

 

The company’s history and development 
 

• When was the company founded? 

o Year, by whom, where, etc. 

• What was the concept/business idea behind the company? 

o Do you operate locally/nationally? 

o Which industry are you in? 

o Which are your target customers? 

o Who ran the company earlier? 

• How would you describe the development of the company? What did the company stand 

for in the past vs today? 

• What’s the biggest difference between generations in how the company is run? For 

example in terms of decision-making, priorities or ways of working.  

• Are there traditions or ways of working that remain important today? 

o Why are these important?  

o Are there any other important parts of the company’s history that influences how 

you operate today? Mindset/how you work 

• How would you describe the company’s most important milestones? 

o Are there any events that have shaped your company’s identity? 

• What are the biggest changes the company has gone through when comparing earlier vs 

current generation? 

 

 

The company today (Decision-making, roles and responsibilities) 
 

• What does the organization look like today? 

o Who owns/leads the company? 

o How many family members are involved in the daily operations? 

• How are responsibilities and roles distributed among family members? 

o Different positions? (ex, any CEO?) 

o How clear are these roles? 
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• How are decisions made within the company today? 

o Who has the final say? Is it centralized or shared? 

o How would you describe your own role in decision-making? 

• What drives the company today in terms of goals/vision? 

• How would you describe the company’s market position? Good/bad? 

o For example competitors 

• Can you describe a situation where an important decision had to be made and how it was 

handled between family members? 

o Which factors decided the outcome? (family values, relationships, economic) 

o Did different members have different views? 

 

 

Industry, place and family business context 

 
• How important is the location and region for the company? 

o Does the connection to land or place influence decisions? How? 

• In what ways has the local community influenced the company’s development, for 

example in terms of customers, reputation, or relationships? 

o Has this changed over time? 

• How has the industry changed over time and how has this affected how you run the 

company today? For instance production, strategy, etc.  

• In what ways does the industry encourage maintaining traditions and in what way does it 

require change or adaptation? 

• Are there external factors, such as regulations, market conditions, or industry trends, that 

make it easier or harder to develop the company? 

o Examples? 

• How do you see the company’s future within the industry?  

 

 

Goals, values and the role of the family (SEW) 
 

• What values do you think are most important in the company, both today and over time? 

• How important has the family’s identity and reputation been for the company?  

• How do these values influence the company’s goals and decisions? 

o Are decisions guided by family considerations or economic ones?  

• Can you think of situations where family interests and business interests have conflicted? 

• How important has it been that the company remains within the family? 

• What parts of the company’s legacy or history do you consider most important to 

preserve and why?  

o Do you think that this vision differs between generations? (Challenges/risks with 

prioritizing other goals?) 

 

Relationships, collaboration and knowledge (Familiness) 
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• How would you describe the collaboration between family members? 

o Do you think that it is something that has changed over time? 

• How do trust and relationships between family members influence how the company 

operates? 

o Can you give an example of when this has been particularly important?  

o Do you think the way trust and relationships influence the company has changed 

over time or differs between generations? 

• How has knowledge been transferred between generations? 

o Did it start at an early age? 

o What kinds of knowledge or experiences have been the most important to pass 

on? If so, why these? 

o Could something have been done differently? Ex to avoid challenges 

• In what ways have family relationships supported development or complicated 

collaboration within the firm? 

o Any examples of where it has been hard to introduce changes? 

▪ If so, why do you think that was? 

• Are there specific resources, such as land, location, or production assets, where 

family involvement or history has influenced how they are used or valued? 

o What does this create for the firm? 

o How does it affect change? 

• Do you think different generations view collaboration, knowledge and ways of 

working differently? Why/why not?  

 

Generational transition and process (Succession process) 

 

• When did you first start thinking/talking about a generational transition? 

• How did the transition process develop over time? 

o Gradual or sudden? 

• How and when did you begin to transfer responsibility and decision-making to the next 

generation? 

• How did you ensure that the next generation was ready? 

• How did you reason about handing over control while still ensuring the company 

continued in the “right” direction? 

• Which parts of the transition were most challenging? 

• Did you notice any situation where your view of how the company should be run differed 

from the next generation? 

• How would you describe how the next generation has taken on responsibility so 

far? 

o If succession not yet completed: What is expected and what risks do you see? 

• How do you think the succession will influence the company’s development or direction? 

 

Balance between tradition and change (Legacy-renewal paradox) 
 

• How important has it been to preserve traditions and ways of working? 
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• Do you notice that the focus has shifted regarding goals since the succession shift? 

o If not, do you think there will be a shift in goals? 

• Have there been situations where the younger generation wanted change/develop and the 

older wanted to preserve?  

o If yes, how were these handled? 

o What impact have these situations had on how the company has developed? 

• How can the company develop without losing its identity? 

o How important do you think it is to preserve the “old” identity? (heritage) 

• Looking ahead, what do you think is important to keep from the past and what 

might need to change? 

 

Closing 

• Is there anything regarding the succession process or the company’s development that we 

have not asked about but that you consider important? 

• Is there something you think people often overlook when studying family firms? 

• Is there anything else you would like to add? 

• Do you have any questions for us? 

 

End of interview: 

• Thank the participant for their time and contribution. 

• Ask if they would be open to a follow-up interview if needed. 

• Offer to share the interview transcript. 

• Offer to send the final thesis once completed. 

 

Appendix E: English version of interview guide (Younger 

generation) 
 

Introduction of the study and the purpose of the interview 

 

• Thank the participant for taking the time. 

• Ask for consent to record. 

• Inform about voluntary participation and right to withdraw. 

• Ensure confidentiality and explain data usage. 

 

Purpose of study: 

• The purpose of this study is to develop an understanding of how succession processes, in 

other words how generational shifts are planned, executed and developed over time, 

unfold in family firms within the food and farming sector and how they relate to the 

preservation of family legacy and the need for strategic renewal over time.  

Research question: 

• This study investigates how succession processes in family-owned firms within the food 

and farming sector shape the balance between preserving family legacy and enabling 

strategic renewal 
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Purpose of interview: 

• To gather experiences and perspectives from different generations on how succession has 

been experienced, managed and how it has influenced the company over time.  

 

 

 

Background questions about the individual 
 

• What is your name and how old are you? 

• Background: Where are you from, studied anywhere? 

o Which generation in the company do you belong to? 

• How long have you been active within the company? 

o How would you describe your path into the company? (e.g., first role, 

development, etc.) 

• What is your current role? 

o Have you had other roles within the organization? 

• When did you start to see a future for yourself in the company? 

• In what way have you been involved in the company’s development over time? 

o Any examples of key decisions/changes? 

 

The company’s history and development 
 

• What was the concept/business idea behind the company? 

o Do you operate locally/nationally? 

o Which industry are you in? 

o Which are your target customers? 

• How would you describe the development of the company? What did the company stand 

for in the past vs today? 

• What’s the biggest difference between generations in how the company is run? 

• Are there traditions or ways of working that remain important today? 

o Why are these important?  

o Are there any other important parts of the company’s history that influences how 

you operate today and think about the future? Mindset/how you work 

• How would you describe the company’s most important milestones? 

o Are there any events that have shaped your company’s identity? 

• What are the biggest changes the company has gone through when comparing earlier vs 

current generation? 

 

The company today (Decision-making, roles and responsibilities) 
 

• What does the organization look like today? 

o Who owns/leads the company? 

o How many family members are involved in the daily operations? 

• How are responsibilities and roles distributed among family members? 

o Different positions? (ex, any CEO?) 

o How clear are these roles? 
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• How are decisions made within the company today? 

o Who has the final say? Is it centralized or shared? 

o How would you describe your own role in decision-making? 

• What drives the company today in terms of goals/vision? 

• How would you describe the company’s market position? Good/bad? 

o For example competitors 

• Can you describe a situation where an important decision had to be made and how it was 

handled between family members? 

o Which factors decided the outcome? (family values, relationships, economic) 

o Did different members have different views? 

 

Industry, place and family business context 

 
• How important is the location and region for the company? 

o Does the connection to land or place influence decisions? How? 

• In what ways has the local community influenced the company’s development, for 

example in terms of customers, reputation, or relationships? 

o Has this changed over time? 

• How has the industry changed over time and how has this affected how you run the 

company today? For instance production, strategy, etc.  

• In what ways does the industry encourage maintaining traditions and in what way does it 

require change or adaptation? 

• Are there external factors, such as regulations, market conditions, or industry trends, that 

make it easier or harder to develop the company? 

o Examples 

• How do you see the company’s future within the industry?  

 

Goals, values and the role of the family (SEW) 
 

• What values do you think are most important in the company, both today and over time? 

• How important has the family’s identity and reputation been for the company?  

• How do these values influence the company’s goals and decisions? 

o Are decisions guided by family considerations or economic ones?  

o How do you think that the company should adapt in the future? What’s best for 

the company? 

• Can you think of situations where family interests and business interests have conflicted? 

• How important has it been that the company remains within the family? 

• What parts of the company’s legacy or history do you consider most important to 

preserve and why?  

o Do you think that this vision differs between generations? (Challenges/risks with 

prioritizing other goals?) 

 

Relationships, collaboration and knowledge (Familiness) 
 

• How would you describe the collaboration between family members today? 
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• How do trust and relationships between family members influence how the company 

operates? 

o Can you give an example of when this has been particularly important?  

o Do you think the way trust and relationships influence the company has changed 

over time or differs between generations? 

• What have you learned from working with older generations?  

o What knowledge or experiences have been most valuable?  

o When and how did you learn how the business works? 

o Could something have been done differently? Ex to avoid challenges 

• In what ways have family relationships supported or complicated collaboration 

within the firm? 

o Any examples of where it has been hard to introduce changes? 

• Are there specific resources, such as land, location, or production assets, where 

family involvement or history has influenced how they are used or valued? 

o What does this create for the firm? 

o How does it affect change?  

• Do you think different generations view collaboration, knowledge and ways of 

working differently? Why/why not?  

o Are there areas where you think new knowledge or changes are needed? 

 

Generational transition and process (Succession process) 

 

• How did you experience the succession process? 

o If not completed yet: What is expected from you and what are the biggest 

challenges? 

• When and how did you start taking on more responsibility? 

• How clear or unclear has the transition process been? 

• What were the biggest challenges? Ex, different ideas from older generation? 

• How did your relationship with the older generation affect the transition? 

• Have you introduced or wanted to introduce changes? What made that easier or more 

difficult? 

• How much influence have you had over decisions and the direction of the 

company? 

 

Balance between tradition and change (Legacy-renewal paradox) 
 

• How do you view the balance between preserving tradition and developing the business? 

• Do you think that the focus on goals will shift with the succession shift? 

o Have you wanted to change something in the company? (goals, structure) 

• How can the company develop without losing its identity? 

o How important do you think it is to preserve the “old” identity? (heritage) 

• Have your views on change ever differed from the older generation? How was that 

handled? 
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• Looking ahead, what do you think is important to keep from the past and what 

might need to change? 

Closing 

• Is there anything regarding the succession process or the company’s development that we 

have not asked about but that you consider important? 

• Is there something you think people often overlook when studying family firms? 

• Is there anything else you would like to add? 

• Do you have any questions for us? 

 

End of interview: 

• Thank the participant for their time and contribution. 

• Ask if they would be open to a follow-up interview if needed. 

• Offer to share the interview transcript. 

• Offer to send the final thesis once completed. 

Appendix F: Coding tree and quotes from the interviews 
 

Quotes from the interviews 

A1–A5 = Rudenstams Bär & Frukt, B1–B3 = Vistakulle Fruktodling 

Representative 1st order concepts and quotes 2nd order themes Aggregate themes 

Childhood socialization into the firm 
Participant A1: ”I have been here my whole life. I ran around here as a child and 

then it became natural to start working." 
Participant A5: "I worked when I came home from school. That was just how it 

was back then. Your free time was your work." 
Participant B2: "I have run around here and worked here my whole life.” 

Participant B3: "My son was out in the tractor and helped from when he was 

young. He also has a listening ear from all the conversations at the dinner table” 

Gradual and 

emergent entry  
Succession: A 

dynamic, ongoing 

process 

 

Unplanned and spontaneous entry 
Participant A1: "It was not my original plan. I thought I would do something else. 

But I came back anyway." 
Participant A4: "There were illnesses in the family. That is when A1 and I came in 

(…) and because of that we were given quite free rein." 
Participant B1: "I have never done a summer job here. My father was shocked 

when I decided to start." 
Participant B3: "I didn’t have anything planned to move forward other than 

thoughts about selling it or winding it down until B1 came back.” 

 

Next-generation autonomy 
Participant A1: "From when we started we were given completely free rein by our 

fathers to run our own race and test our own ideas." 
Participant A3: "It is about trust between generations and also about tradition. 

Therefore, we gave them a large playing field." 

Evolving authority 

transfer 
Succession: A 

dynamic, ongoing 

process 
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Representative 1st order concepts and quotes 2nd order themes Aggregate themes 

Participant B1: "The most important decision we made was that my father let me 

take those decisions that I had in mind when taking over with the investment in 

focusing on beverages.” 
Participant B3: "I cannot sit like a sour apple and say no to everything. For it to 

become something and for it to develop it has to be on his terms." 

Safety net during transition 
Participant A3: "You have to be allowed to make mistakes. Therefore, you can let 

the next generation make mistakes but make sure that the mistakes don’t become 

too large. You want to be a safety net." 

Participant A4: "It was not stable and secure. There has been chaos many times. 

But you learn gradually to make the decisions as you go.”  
Participant A5: "You have to let the next generation in. It can be hard when you 

see a mistake you have made before and you want to step in. But sometimes you 

just have to let it go." 
Participant B2: "Sometimes I can come with new ideas and perspectives and then 

B1 or B3 can act as a sounding board and make me think in different directions.” 

Long and emotional process 
Participant A1: "The succession process has been going on for the last eight years 

but finished just last week”.  

Participant A2: "This generational transition has taken eight years and it is a long 

emotional process specifically for family firms.” 

Participant A5: "I am still trying to step back a bit but it’s a little difficult to let go 

completely.” 

Participant B3: "We started taking the succession seriously around 2015 and it was 

completed in 2021. Succession is a long process." 

Emotional attachment 
Participant A1: "It becomes more than a job when it’s a family firm and you live 

on the farm and everything that comes with it. It becomes a lifestyle." 
Participant A2: "It is much more about feeling and connection to the company, 

rather than only analyses and numbers here compared to my previous job." 
Participant B1: "B3 had never made any money here. For him it was always just 

about enjoying his work every single day. For me it is also important to be able to 

get up every day and enjoy going to work." 

Family firm: A way 

of life 
Socioemotional 

wealth as a governing 

logic 

Reputation and family name 
Participant A2: "We have our name in this company. We care very much about 

having a good reputation. It is a built-in thing that you do not have in other 

companies." 
Participant A3: "You feel it when you meet people outside in the community. You 

gain some respect when they see that even your generation is interested in 

continuing to carry on with the company.” 

Participant B3: "Even though we develop, fruit growing must always be the 

foundation. It is called “Vistakulle Fruktodling” and that is what it should remain.” 

Participant A3: “What I think we will always have to take into account is that 

the face of the firm, the brand, is strongly tied to the fact that we grow fruit. 

And that must always be in a prominent position in how we present 

ourselves." 

Keeping the orchard and identity preservation 
Participant A1: "If you look at it purely in financial terms, the apples are where we 

earn the least money. We are happy if we roughly break even. But we cannot 

remove them because then the whole brand would be hollowed out." 

Non-economic goals 

over profit 
Socioemotional 

wealth as a governing 

logic 
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Participant A4: "The orchard does not generate so much money, but it generates a 

genuine feeling that we want to build around. We have chosen to stick with it. The 

orchard is the core." 
Participant B1: "Our apple orchard is here today because it attracts people and we 

can make beverages from it. It is not because we make money from it. And anyone 

who says otherwise today is lying." 

Participant A5: “Around the 1990s, the authorities gave a subsidy for every 

hectare you cleared. It was quite a lot of money at the time and therefore we 

stood at a crossroads: Do we take it or do we continue? And we just felt more 

towards keeping it (the farm) as it was the most interesting thing to work 

with." 

Dynastic pressure accumulates across generations 

Participant B3: “Being the first generation, I never thought about the need of 

keeping the family firm ”alive”. If I had sold it and the children had not been 

interested, I don’t think I would have had any problems with that.” 

Participant B3: ”I believe that for example family member from the fifth 

generation would feel bigger pressure to quit his job and come home to take 

care of a farm than a person from an earlier generation.” 

Participant A5: ” There are many who feel locked into a family farm that has 

existed for a long time and that you become the generation that breaks the 

chain. But I do not want anyone to feel that way.” 

Participant B3: "The owner that I bought the farm from wanted to pass it on to 

someone who could take care of it. There was an emotional value.” 

Generational differences 

in emotional attachment 
Socioemotional 

wealth as a governing 

logic 

Succession without obligation 

Participant A1: “We were never forced into this and we will not force our 

children into it either. If you are going to run this, you have to want to do it.” 

Participant A2: “None of us have been forced in any way. There has been no 

requirement that we take over and you cannot demand that of your children 

either." 

Participant A4: “The most important thing for me is that the next generation is 

happy and does what they want. I do not want to put that on anyone who did 

not feel it." 

Participant B1: “There is nothing I feel I must keep carrying forward from 

what B3 had, except that he had a stronger heart for the farm. That is the 

difference I see." 

Trust-based coordination and collaboration 
Participant A1: "We have never had votes or anything like that. We can always 

reach agreement or discuss what we disagree on." 
Participant A2: "We have a great collaboration. We are driven toward the same 

goal and we do not seek conflict. We have a built-in thing that we think is special 

compared to other “normal companies” 
Participant A5: "Somewhere you have to reach agreement in order to move 

forward. Otherwise, it just falls apart." 

Shared purpose, trust 

and knowledge 

transfer 

Familiness as a 

collective resource 

Shared tacit knowledge 
Participant A1: "I can see some resemblance of my father and uncle in my siblings 

today. That just shows that quite a lot sits in the walls.” 

Participant A3: "A1 and A2 has been at the market square in Jönköping and 

learned this primitive form of trade, face to face in the open market. This has 

helped them a lot in what they are doing today.”  

Participant B3: "There is something called old is wisest. I don’t claim that I always 

know best, but I have a lot of great experience in my backpack to pass on. 

Sometimes, things are so “obvious” that I do not automatically think to pass it on.” 
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Participant B3: "From the very beginning I pushed him to participate with other 

growers and go on study trips, so that not everything came from me. The more the 

merrier.”  

Participant B3: "I still work very closely with the younger generation. It is not 

because I should know more. Instead, it is more as a sounding board. 

External experience into the firm 
Participant A1: "What I want to pass on to my children is that they should go out 

and try something else. Live somewhere else, work somewhere else." 
Participant A2: "Since I had another job before this, I come from somewhere 

where I looked at things from above and got a helicopter perspective. Whereas the 

others (other generations) came more from inside the operations." 
Participant B3: "For instance we brought in a Dutch consultant that we all worked 

with together. That was of very great help because then it was an outsider saying 

how things should be." 

Participant B1: When I worked at Kinnarps selling office furniture, I learned 

that just coming to a customer wanting to sell something is not the best 

approach. When I meet sommeliers at restaurants now, I do not sit there 

talking about how great my wine is. Instead, I explain how I made it and what 

we were thinking with it and then I say: ”You probably know this better than I 

do.” In that way they feel more knowledgeable and valued and that is how 

you build a real relationship. ” 

Land and physical assets as family resources 
Participant A1: "The place is completely decisive. Had we not had these 

geographical conditions here for growing apples, we would in all likelihood not 

still exist." 
Participant A1: "The physical place here, no one can take that from us." 
Participant A2: "The place is very strongly anchored in us and it is the constant 

challenge: that it should still feel like a family firm despite having so many 

employees." 
Participant B2: "The place is very important. It is here we have all our production. 

It is a tourist destination. If we moved, people would know who we are. It is the 

place that draws people here." 

Physical assets and 

family embeddedness 
Familiness as a 

collective resource 

Place as brand and destination 
Participant A1: "It was us who started the term Äppledalen and tried to get the 

companies to come together and market themselves." 
Participant A5: "We are a part of this place. It is not just this company. Several 

others have popped up around here. We draw people to each other." 

Participant B1: "Rudenstam is our best partner. We own machinery together. 

People say you must be competitors, but no, we lift each other." 

Participant B2: “This shared name Äppledalen is a very important part. It 

draws a lot of people, especially during the events and festivals. We cooperate 

really well with Rudenstams. We tag each other in posts and we do not try to 

take away from each other. Even though we have similar products and 

concepts, we do not work against each other. We cooperate to bring tourists 

and visitors here." 

Participant B3: "We formed what is now called Vätterfrukt. That collective effort 

put this area on the map as a growing district." 

Place as identity and 

regional advantage 
Place, sector and 

external pressures 

Import competition and unequal playing field 
Participant A1: "People compare apples with imported fruit and do not really care 

as much where they come from. And they reject the Swedish because it does not 

look as flawless as the foreign." 

Sector pressures and 

diversification 
Place, sector and 

external pressures 
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Participant A3: "We compete against what comes from outside and the rules are 

not the same." 
Participant A4: "Of the apples sold in Sweden, 75% are imports 25% are 

Swedish." 
Participant A5: "We are up against devastating competition from everything 

foreign that comes from all directions." 

Government regulations as structural barriers 
Participant A3: "We produce food and we do not have the authorities on our side." 
Participant A4: "Authorities and the EU put obstacles in the way with pesticides. 

They ban us from using things but still import food that has been treated with 

them." 
Participant A5: "The government talks about raising the self-sufficiency rate but 

we are at only 45% now. It simply cannot be reasoned that way." 
Participant B1: "Look at how the government handles pesticides. They restrict 

everything in Sweden, but import fruit sprayed with substances not approved here. 

The competitive situation becomes completely rotten." 
Participant B3: "It is all bureaucracy. It just gets worse all the time. More and 

more paperwork. And there are fees on everything." 

Diversification as a strategic response 
Participant A2: "The entrepreneurial spirit is important. You need to stand on 

several legs because it is very vulnerable to be only an orchard.” 

Participant A1: “We have many legs to stand on. We should not create more 

legs, but instead perhaps reduce something and become more efficient in what 

we already do.” 

Participant B1: "The driving force is to find new paths, to do things that are a bit 

different and that work. None of our products have disappeared. Instead, they all 

grow by about 10% a year." 
Participant B3: "It is a very large risk you take every year with weather and wind. 

If you get a hailstorm or frost in the blossom, there is a big dip. That is why you 

have something else." 
Participant B3: "100% of the revenues came from apples in the 80s. Now it is 

perhaps only 20%. It is the second generation who started up all the other parts." 

Preserving identity and atmosphere  
Participant A1: "We want to keep this family atmosphere. We do not want to feel 

like a startup or a large corporation. Even though we have grown, we still want to 

keep that feeling." 
Participant A1: "We looked at putting in self-checkout tills, but then we felt: Do 

we really need that? Perhaps people want that personal contact. That might be our 

strength." 
Participant A2: "You cannot hold on to everything. Sonner or later you have to 

make exceptions sometimes. But you always have to make sure the core is kept 

alive. Otherwise, it just becomes scattered." 
Participant A4: "Our metaphor is that we are a “tree”, where our family firm runs 

through all the branches of the business.” 

Participant B3: “Vistakulle Fruktodling. That is what it is and that is what it 

will always be. We develop it, but it is not about letting go of the identity. We 

will keep the apple orchard for the foreseeable future because that is the 

foundation of it all. 

Preserving the core The legacy–renewal 

paradox 

Driving new strategic directions 
Participant A1: "Most people said: 'Do not invest in that'. But we believed in the 

idea and went through with it. And it has greatly exceeded expectations." 

Renewal through 

succession 
The legacy–renewal 

paradox 
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Participant A1: "We started a wholesale company in 2009 where we worked with 

producing locally. We were probably five years ahead of our time." 
Participant A3: "Today we bring the consumer here. Previously we moved and 

met the consumer at another location. That is a very big difference." 
Participant B1: "When we started with alcoholic beverages, no one else was 

making spirits here and no one else was making cider. But that has been our 

success due to that we went a different way and tried new things" 
Participant B3: "100% of the revenues came from apples in the 80s. Now it is 

perhaps 20%.” 

Reframing tradition to development 
Participant A2: "In the 80s we stood on the market square. Later we stopped that 

and invested in the farm shop. That was departing from tradition in order to 

develop the place.” 

Participant A5: "If someone had said back then that you will sell more here on the 

farm than inside the city, I would have laughed. But in hindsight we probably did 

the right thing.” 

Participant B1: “My father was not an old farmer who would only do what he 

had always done. Of course, it is an adjustment to change systems and ways 

of working, but if you have the attitude that you want to be part of it, it does 

not become so difficult. From his side I think he handled it extremely well." 

Participant B3: "I think it is completely natural to change. A company that does 

not think about developing their company doesn’t have any future vision.” 
Participant B3: "I think you strengthen your identity when you change. You 

strengthen your brand. And you do not do that by chewing on old things." 

Note: Quotes are translated from Swedish. All informants are anonymized. 
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