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Family business research: The next generation 

 The question of whether a family firm differs from a non-family firm has been central to 

the family business literature since the beginning of scholarship investigating how and why 

family members employ one another in an entrepreneurial venture (Rovelli et al., 2022b). This 

topic could even be characterized as the first-generation research issue for family business 

scholars as it was critical to establish that family firms could be and should be distinguished both 

theoretically and empirically from their non-family counterparts. In the first special issue 

devoted to the topic of family business research (affiliated with the first Theories of Family 

Enterprise Research Conference in 2001), Chrisman et al. (2003) outlined as the primary 

research question: “Are family firms different from nonfamily firms in terms of their resources, 

behaviors, and decisions? If so, how are they different and why are they different?”  

The subsequent 20-plus years of research and debate on the subject offers clear evidence 

that family firms operate with distinction from non-family firms and differently from one another 

based on the uniqueness and motivations of their family member owners. These distinctions can 

provide family firms with the ability to perform differently from other firms impacting their 

achievement of various goals and objectives (Chua et al., 2018). Further, while the degree of 

family firm heterogeneity (Chua et al., 2012; Daspit et al., 2021) offered scholars abundant 

opportunities to explore how these firms distinctly operate; no specific “theory of the family 

firm” has yet to be proffered specifying exactly why family firms are different from non-family 

firms and other family firms, or how these differences uniquely permit them to create 

competitive advantages that influence their ability to obtain their goals and objectives. Despite 

this, scholars continue to robustly demonstrate that family firms operate in differentiated ways 

and utilize numerous approaches to accomplish this task. 
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Therefore, it seems that at the end of the first quarter of the 21st century, family business 

researchers have reached a new generation regarding their principal task. They are no longer 

attempting to define the family firm as a unique organizational form with a unique theory of its 

own that explains specifically why and how family businesses come into being or operates 

differently to create advantages to obtain organizational objectives. Instead, family business 

scholars have adapted their efforts into explaining how family firms operate by accounting for 

the distinct governing mechanism (i.e., family involvement) within the organization, and how 

this distinction allows the firm to operate differently from other venture types (either other 

family firms or nonfamily firms). By making this switch in focus, scholars have been able to 

utilize scores of explanatory theories derived from the management and entrepreneurship 

literatures to explain and detail how family firms operate differentially because of the 

involvement of their family members. This change in perspective in the last few years represents 

a generational shift in how family business research is conducted and demonstrates how research 

on this topic has undergone a succession from one generation of scholars to another. 

To help illustrate and understand this shift in focus, this special collection includes seven 

manuscripts developed in part through the feedback process that occurred at the 18th edition of 

the Theories of Family Enterprise Conference held in Glassboro, New Jersey at Rowan 

University from April 4th to April 6th, 2024. These articles utilize at least seven different 

theoretical perspectives, drawing from diverse approaches ranging from property rights theory to 

identity process theory, to psychological reactance theory to signaling theory to demonstrate how 

family firms operate. As seen in this collection of research, the emphasis in this next generation 

of scholarly inquiry is not upon defining a singular theory of the family firm but explaining how 
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family involvement influences and determines outcomes within (and outside) the family firm that 

differentiate how the firm reacts and responds.  

Further, the articles in this collection collectively articulate the importance of 

understanding how the family’s involvement influences the firm at multiple levels within the 

organization and across boundaries outside the organization—specifically by looking at how the 

family communicates its influence via the family firm. Traditionally, the emphasis on a holistic 

theory of the family firm focused on a mostly on a firm-level explanation for family business 

outcomes (e.g., firm performance). While useful, this approach does not sufficiently account for 

the individual and group (i.e., top management team) level factors that can also drive critical 

issues within the family firm. As demonstrated, individual issues such as expressing fear of 

failure impacts the entrepreneurial identity of next generation family members (Bagherian et al., 

2025), while family firm CEO messaging to shareholders influences the development of 

organizational-level resilience (Fosse et al., 2025), or a family firm leveraging its image signals 

to potential investors its value as a trustworthy investment for crowdfunding (Allison & Anglin, 

2025). Incorporating both the individual and the group level influence of family members for 

understanding how the family impacts the firm across different levels via multiple approaches 

(e.g., AI-assisted methods, internationally diverse samples, qualitative case studies) helps to 

enrich our knowledge of the complexities of family-owned ventures. 

Contributions of the Articles 

 Each article in this special collection provides a unique contribution to understanding the 

heterogeneity and importance of examining how the family communicates and expresses its 

involvement in the firm at a different level of analysis within the family firm and in many cases 

across generations of the family. Specifically, these articles offer knowledge on how non-
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financial constructs within the family firm literature communicate the desired goals of families; 

how family members effectively communicate their legacy to future generations; how parents 

communicate fear of failure to their children and impact the next generation’s entrepreneurial 

identity; how family firm CEOs communicate sensegiving to shareholders to help create 

organizational resilience; how family firm reputations communicate trust and are given 

preferential treatment in rewards-based crowdfunding; how steward private equity investors 

communicate with minority family owner/managers to enhance ownership competence; and how 

the origins of ownership communicate different information to different types of family firms 

thereby altering their motivations to efficiently generate valuable innovations. In the passages 

below, we detail each article’s specific contribution in more detail.  

Non-financial constructs in family firms 

 Bracamonte et al. (2025) provide a theoretically driven process model in their piece, 

detailing non-financial constructs in the family firm literature. Taking a multi-level perspective, 

they argue that socioemotional wealth (SEW; Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007), which represents the 

non-financial affective endowments accumulated by family firms and explains their decision-

making behavior (Berrone et al., 2012) and helps fulfill familial needs (Swab et al., 2020), can be 

placed within a framework with other non-economic constructs. This framework uses goal-

setting theory (Locke & Latham, 1990, 2002) to articulate how SEW is derived and influences 

other factors within the family firm at multiple levels in the firm.  

 More specifically, they posit that SEW-importance (SEWi), or “the reflection of a 

family’s preference for some affective outcome over others” (Debicki et al., 2016, p. 49), 

indicates how family firm decision-makers (i.e., individuals in family firms) prioritize various 

aspects of SEW and implies that different family members will value different aspects of SEW. 
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Further, the assessment of the significance of SEWi at the individual level (SEWi) should be 

aggregated to a collective perspective to create a family-oriented understanding of SEWi at the 

group or collective level (i.e., C-SEWi). C-SEWi reflects the family’s commitment to SEW 

outcomes and guides the pursuit of goals at the organizational level. These specific goals are 

known as Family-Centered Non-Economic (FCNE; Chrisman et al., 2012) goals and represent 

collective aspirations of the family which extend beyond financial objectives, usually tied to 

emotional values extending from family ownership (Astrachan & Jaskiewicz, 2008), such as 

harmony, social status, and identity. Successful achievement of these goals allows for the 

accumulation of SEW endowments while failure may cause depletion (Chua et al., 2015).  

Bracamonte et al. (2025) employ goal-setting theory to articulate in their model how non-

financial constructs operate in the formulation, pursuit, and achievement of goals within family 

firms. FCNE goals represent specific, challenging, and obtainable objectives for family firm 

members (Locke & Latham, 2005) and align with the C-SEWi of the family group (as placing 

importance on SEW represents commitment towards obtainment of goals)—motivating family 

members to achieve enhanced SEW as their desired performance outcome. According to goal-

setting theory, the specificity and difficulty of goals are essential for motivating individuals and 

groups to guide action that results in desired outcomes (Locke & Latham, 1990). Their model 

further articulates the time-dependent feedback loop that occurs as a result of the achievement or 

depletion of SEW. That is, as family firms achieve FCNE goals (or fail to do so) this impacts 

how individuals view SEWi consistent with feedback mechanisms related to maintaining or 

adjusting goals over time (Locke & Latham, 2002). Leveraging this microfoundations 

perspective (Ellen et al., 2024), their model incorporates multiple non-financial constructs salient 

to the family firm literature and utilizes goal-setting theory to create a framework that spans 
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multiple levels within the organization to explain how the family influences the firm via 

individuals, groups, and ultimately the firm itself as a result of how it communicates the 

importance of the goals it seeks to achieve as a family via the family firm. 

Legacy transmission in family firms 

 Zhang et al. (2025) take a ‘more is not always better’ perspective in their investigation in 

the effectiveness of narrative transmissions of legacy in family firms in their research, examining 

communication processes in family firms. Specifically, they look at how the frequency and 

length of storytelling influences legacy transmission success from one generation to another. 

Taking both a psychological reactance and self-determination theory approach, they contend an 

inverted u-shaped (i.e., curvilinear) relationship exists between the frequency of legacy 

storytelling and transmission success via audience interest; however, length of legacy narrative 

does not have the same effect. Essentially, legacy is typically communicated by incumbents 

through narratives that recount the entrepreneurial achievements and resilience of past family 

members (Jaskiewicz et al., 2015) with the objective of imprinting on future generations of the 

family (Combs et al., 2020). Prior research has not investigated the efficacy of repetition or 

length of narratives in successful transmission of legacy. 

 Their work is some of the first to demonstrate the effectiveness of the form and device 

utilized to propagate legacy which relies on how well the stories are told—which underscores the 

value of focusing on creating effective narratives in order to transmit legacy to the next 

generation. Additionally, their work focuses on the next generation receiver of legacy narratives 

and understanding their perceptions of the legacy transmission process which underscores that 

legacy propagation is essentially a co-creation between incumbents and the next-generation 

(Radu-Lefebvre et al., 2024) via a dynamic process (Radu-Lefebvre et al., 2025). Additional 
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probing of their data also allowed them to conclude that concise narratives are more effective for 

communication, which means that content and meaning derived by future generations can occur 

if the message is delivered appropriately. Their work emphasizes the importance of examining 

individuals in family firms (e.g., incumbents and potential successors) to unpack how family 

members pass on the stories that drive the values which underpin how the family business 

operates. 

Transgenerational impact of parents’ fear of failure 

 Entrepreneurial identity (EI) is crucial for fostering entrepreneurship across generations 

and maintaining the long-term sustainability of family firms. Bagherian et al. (2025) extends 

what is known about the development of EI that helps ensure transgenerational entrepreneurship. 

They examine the impact of parents’ emotions on their offspring’s entrepreneurial identities (EI) 

within business families. By considering parental entrepreneurial fear of failure along with the 

associated perceptions of offspring, the authors help unpack how offspring of family businesses 

adopt and centralize their EI. Utilizing an identity process theory approach (Breakwell, 2014), 

they argue that offspring in business families develop their EI in unique ways that are influenced 

by interactions with their parents who are identity role models (Carr & Sequeira, 2007). Family 

business owners’ emotions regarding entrepreneurship are observed by their children and, in 

turn, shape children’s identity formation specifically related to the extent to which EI is central to 

the identity of children.  

In examining 301 parent-offspring pairs in small and medium enterprises in Iran, the 

authors found support for the notion that when parents communicate enhanced levels of fear of 

failure, these signals play a role in identity formation in their offspring. When offspring perceive 

that EI is less central to their parents, EI will be less central to their own identity. Further, the 
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authors explore an important boundary condition of these effects by examining how children’s 

degree of involvement in the family business imbues them with critical entrepreneurial 

knowledge that can alter their attitudes related to family business succession (Barach & 

Ganitsky, 1995; Istipliler et al., 2023). When offspring have greater experience in the family 

business, the impact of their parent’s fear of failure on their perception of the parent’s EI is 

weakened. These findings enhance the understanding of how next generation EI in family firms 

takes shape and illuminates the value of exploring the impact of negative factors such as fear of 

failure that drive the formation of EI. Thus, this work demonstrates how family dynamics and 

interactions play an important part of shaping future generations in their desire to pursue 

entrepreneurship (Soleimanof et al., 2019).  

Family firm CEO sensegiving and organizational resilience 

 A great deal of the family business literature has explored the topic of resilience among 

family firms (e.g., Yilmaz et al., 2024); however, less work has examined how and why this 

resilience develops. In Fosse et al. (2025, p. 1), the authors believe that family firms are uniquely 

positioned to provide positive narratives that promote “sunspots” which are “cycles of self-

reinforcing, positive expectations” when facing difficult times. Basing their logic in rational 

expectations equilibrium theory (Muth, 1961) and socioemotional wealth (SEW) perspectives 

(Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007), they posit family firm CEOs communicate messages that shape 

expectations of economic outcomes whose positive or negative interpretations can create self-

reinforcing cycles that influence economic results. Because family firm leaders emphasize 

socioemotional perspectives (i.e., SEW), they have a stronger motive to convince their 

stakeholders that circumstances are less dire (i.e., more positive), than they may otherwise seem 

during difficult times. Specifically, family firms possess a unique need and capability to activate 
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a large network of stakeholders and obtain economic and non-economic resources from them. 

This is a key factor for both their need for and ability to display resilience. Displaying a positive 

outlook (if convincing) can potentially generate more needed resources and result in better 

outcomes during crisis events.  

Using AI-driven techniques and human agency, the authors analyzed 198 CEO 

shareholder letters from Fortune 500 companies during the 2007-2009 global financial crisis to 

compare family and non-family firms’ crisis communication approaches to determine their 

impact on organizational resilience. This approach helped them identify and operationalize five 

sensegiving items used by the CEOs in their messages: positive emotional appeal, subjectivity, 

stakeholder engagement, reframing, and visionary perspective. Using their measure of 

sensegiving, they conducted a mixed-effect logistic regression model to predict whether a CEO 

letter was from a family firm or a non-family firm, finding that sensegiving was the key predictor 

driving the likelihood of a letter being from a family firm. Therefore, CEOs of family firms seem 

to communicate a more positive interpretation of their circumstances during crisis events helping 

to forge enhanced resilience in their attempts to maintain SEW. As such, their work builds on the 

notion that sensegiving is a capability that family firm CEOs can use during adverse conditions 

and demonstrates that individual-level behaviors (i.e., CEO communications) can have firm-level 

implications (i.e., organizational resilience). Such cross-level research demonstrates how 

microfoundations theorizing (Ellen et al., 2024) can enrich family business research. 

Family firm image and rewards-based crowdfunding  

The study by Allison and Anglin (2025) examines family firm image and its impact on 

rewards-based crowdfunding, arguing that family firms may be able to tap this resource to 

maintain control and ensure the continuity of the business for future generations. Since family 
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firms seek financing that allows them methods to stabilize their ownership without diluting 

control, reward-based crowdfunding presents a unique opportunity to secure resources. They 

theorize that projecting a family firm image (i.e., communicating a positive reputation) in a 

crowdfunding campaign permits the campaign to benefit from the positive perceptions of quality, 

trust, and authenticity and reduced uncertainty associated with family businesses, offering 

backers greater confidence that the campaign will fulfill its promises and ultimately leading to 

enhanced crowdfunding performance. They further theorize that costless signals (i.e., projecting 

a family firm association) and costly signals (i.e., past funding success) offer backers information 

that reduces their uncertainty about funding, which means that using such family firm association 

signals have the potential to substitute for prior funding success (Anglin et al., 2018). This is 

because both signals offer similar, positive, information, and past funding success should be less 

important for campaigns that project a family firm image when it comes to enhancing 

crowdfunding performance.  

Using Kickstarter as their sample, they examined all the campaigns launched during 2019 

and 2020 that completed their fundraising process. Further, they used computerized content 

analysis (CATA; Short et al., 2010) to capture all direct mentions of terms and phrases 

associated with family firms in each campaign. They created a dictionary comprised of linguistic 

references to family images including “family firm”, “family owned”, and “family business,” 

and used this to create a dichotomous variable representing the presence or absence of family 

image in the campaign. Their results demonstrate that family firm image communicates a 

positive reputational benefit for these ventures and family firms can utilize rewards-based 

crowdfunding to obtain resources. Further, family firm image is influential enough to overcome 

the impact of other pieces of information communicated during a crowdfunding campaign (i.e., 
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past performance), which implies that image is a strong driver of backer behavior. Finally, their 

work suggests that consumer-oriented factors (positive image) associated with family firms are 

potentially more impactful than long term business investment factors (i.e., ownership rights or 

other goods and services) for backers in a rewards-based crowdfunding environment. Indeed, a 

key finding of their work is the evidence it provides for the positive associations consumers 

attach to family firms (Beck & Kenning, 2015; Beck & Prügl, 2018; Binz et al., 2013; Blodgett 

et al., 2011; Köhr et al., 2021; Zanon et al., 2019). Therefore, it seems advisable for family 

business-affiliated crowdfunding campaigns to openly and proactively disclose this information 

to backers. Their work, which combines aspects of reputation theory (Pollock et al., 2019) and 

signaling theory (Connelly et al., 2024) reveals the potential economic value of communicating 

family firm image to external stakeholders. In doing so, it advances the literature on how 

external audiences perceive the image of family firms (Rovelli et al., 2022a) and how such 

perceptions, in particular, influence access to financial resources (Arzubiaga et al., 2023).  

Steward private equity investment in family firms 

 Taking an embedded single-case study qualitative approach to examine steward private 

equity (PE) investment in family firms, Khoury et al. (2025) probe the research question: 

How does joint ownership, and combined ownership competence, evolve between 

professional external steward PE investors and family members? Their work looks at one 

steward PE investor that obtained the majority shares of three family firms while each family 

kept managerial duties and a minority ownership stake in the business. With data collected by 

conducting 25 interviews with family members and the investor, as well other experts, they 

identified key elements in their coding such as control hazards, family dysfunctions, reliability, 

egocentrism, and succession that were critical issues in the synergetic three-step process that 
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emerged relating to the combination of a steward PE investor and the family for enhanced 

ownership competence.  

Specifically, the joint ownership potential was analyzed in the first step of the process. 

Step two involved hazard reduction procedures that improved the family’s ownership 

competence. Step three focused on sustained efforts to cultivate the relationship, which generated 

functional joint ownership competence. The authors further identified specific approaches used 

by the steward PE investor that enhanced the first two stages of this process, particularly by 

clearly communicating the family members’ desire to maintain aspects of their influence during 

interactions with the PE investor. Their work makes clear contributions to the family business 

literature and property rights theory (PRT; Foss et al., 2021; Chrisman et al., 2025) by detailing 

how ownership competence in family firms is enhanced via joint ownership and the 

communication mechanisms that take place when a steward PE investor works with a family 

firm to enhance its competence. Specifically examining a steward PE investor and approaches 

used in combination with family firms to create successful joint ownership relationships offers a 

unique perspective on both the PE approach and the benefits of joint ownership for family firms 

with dynamic, ongoing processes requiring constructive conflict management. Indeed, their 

results demonstrate that steward PE investors appear to utilize a method that first mitigates the 

family’s control hazards and then combines and strengthens the joint ownership competence of 

the family firm by blending the strengths of the investor with the family’s experiences and 

relationships to create enhanced value. 

Family firm innovation based on origin 

 Utilizing arguments grounded in the institutional logics perspective (Friedland, 1991; 

Thornton & Ocasio, 1999), Su et al. (2025) develop and test a model that demonstrates how state 
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owned enterprise (SOE)-transformed family firms are distinct from their “born” family peers 

regarding innovation behaviors. This approach permits them to explain how the two types of 

firms use various logics (Greenwood et al., 2011; Thornton, 2012) to focus their attention via 

cognitive frameworks, orientations, goals, and cognitive patterns to influence organizational 

practices and specifically innovation outcomes. The tension between state-market oriented logic 

and family logic drive different decision patterns and firm behaviors within these different types 

of family businesses. 

 Testing their ideas with a dataset of 1,755 Chinese family firms from 2009 to 2019, the 

authors found support for their model showing that family firm origin influences innovation 

output—that is “born” family firms and transformed family firms utilized different institutional 

logics to drive, communicate with, and influence firm behavior. As such, they make further 

advancements to the literature regarding the heterogeneity of family firms by showing that firm 

origin is a determinant of innovation behavior. Further, their work demonstrates that state-market 

logic tension within SOE-transformed family firms pressures these firms to be more efficient 

than born family firms and does not simply minimize their innovation input and output as 

previous research utilizing institutional logics might suggest (Wang et al., 2022). This adds 

greater nuance to the institutional logics perspective and provides opportunities for future 

research with this approach. Additionally, their work adds greater understanding to the “ability-

willingness paradox” (Chrisman et al., 2015) by including an institutional logics perspective 

where certain types of family firms can be motivated to enhance innovation resource utilization 

to increase efficiencies based on the environmental context. Their work also demonstrates the 

potential downside of enhanced family involvement in this efficiency creation process for state-

market logic driven SOE family firms—highlighting the conflicting nature of multiple logics for 



 14 

innovation generation and the importance of the influence of family member involvement and 

communication of family influence on innovation outcomes. 

Combined contribution of this special collection 

 Together, the seven manuscripts within this special collection reveal that family business 

research conducted at the end of the first quarter of the 21st century has advanced to a new 

generation of inquiry. For example, this generation utilizes qualitative approaches to build new 

theory (Khoury et al, 2025) while informing prior perspectives (e.g., PRT), takes micro-level 

theories (e.g., goal-setting theory) to explain multi-level family firm phenomena (Bracamonte et 

al., 2025), and uses macro-level theories (e.g., signaling theory) to explain family firm financial 

success (Allison & Anglin, 2025). In each case, the authors utilize established theoretical 

perspectives to demonstrate the importance of the family firm and its family members’ ability to 

influence outcomes both internally and externally. Perhaps more importantly, these pieces of 

work offer robust evidence to the strength of the future of family business research endeavors as 

this next generation of scholars pursues further efforts to engage in exploration of how family 

firms function in various ways. In line with this theme of this article, many of the manuscripts in 

the special issue also reflect the importance of transitioning from one generation to the next 

within the family firm such as the transmission of legacy narratives from incumbents to 

successors (Zhang et al., 2025) or the passing on from parents to children the fear of failure that 

might impact future generations’ ability to engage in the entrepreneurial actions required to 

sustain the family firm (Bagherian et al., 2025). Therefore, the concept of “generations” is salient 

for both family businesses who pass from one generation to another and the research efforts that 

examine these organizations.  
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 Generations are often defined by birth cohorts “based on membership in an age group 

that shares collective memories during formative years of life” (Joshi et al., 2010, p. 395); 

however, many scholars have come to regard the term “generations” as an artificial clustering of 

people (Reulecke, 2008) based on age (e.g., Generation X, Millennial; Magrelli et al., 2022). 

Often, the use of the term in both non-academic settings and in the social sciences has been 

muddled (Williams, 2020) as the distinction between an age cohort (more accurately defined as a 

demographic category) and a generation (a social category imbued by shared life experiences 

and interpretation) is left unclarified. Indeed, Mannheim’s (1952; 1970) original 

conceptualization of a “generation” was the combination of three aspects (i.e., age, cohort, and 

period)—this perspective permits the avoidance of “age stereotyping” and encourages a more 

nuanced approach to the understanding of a generation. Further, Mannheim’s (1952; 1970) 

perspective argues that a clearly understood generation develops its own worldview and values 

influenced by the historical and societal context in which that group develops during its 

formative years, which impact its attitudes and behaviors.  

From this point of view, we argue that the second generation of family business scholars 

has arrived and believe it can be categorized based on Mannheim’s definition. First, the 

approximate average age of the scholars involved in this special issue is 43.1 years—a testament 

to the relative youth and vitality of the current family business scholar. Second, the approximate 

average year of the PhD granted to each author in this special issue is 2014—again 

demonstrating the cohort effects of education for this particular group and their influence on 

current family business scholarship. Finally, the timeframe under consideration is the first 25 

years of the 21st century—a period marked by significant advances in empirical, methodological, 

and technological progress for researchers working in the social sciences. As such, this context 
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has dramatically shaped how scholars from this period are able to conduct work allowing them to 

explore the nuances of family firms. These advances are also reflected in the next generation’s 

skill at utilizing myriad theories from different fields to explicate how the family exerts its 

influence on the family firm rather than seeking to define the family firm by a singular theory.  

Future research directions 

The next generation of family business scholars has ample opportunity to investigate new 

avenues for future research, and we envision at least four key areas from which they can develop 

future inquiry. These include enhancing our understanding of the heterogeneity of family firms 

by developing a greater understanding of cross-level influences of family involvement in family 

businesses, team-level effects within the firm, the individual-level impact of the family within 

the family firm, and the impact of networks for influencing family firm actors and outcomes. 

First, building on the variety of theoretical frameworks available and the complexities of 

the heterogeneity of family firms (Daspit et al., 2021), the multi-level nature that is inherent in 

family member influence (e.g., Bracamonte et al., 2025; Daspit et al., 2024), provides numerous 

opportunities for scholars to invoke theories examining individuals (Vardaman et al., 2024), 

groups (e.g., Bettinelli, 2011), and firm-level effects within these organizations. To offer one 

specific example of research needed to help drive the field forward, we posit the need for more 

models incorporating micro-level theories into explanations of macro level outcomes that result 

specifically because of family members and their influence in the firm (e.g., Ellen et al., 2024). 

Family firms operate at the intersection of many interconnected levels of analysis, and their 

actions have individual, family, and even societal impact. For example, scholars can utilize 

theorizing and techniques similar to those invoked by Fosse et al. (2025).  
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Particularly salient for the future generation of family business inquiry are these cross-

level investigations. As the papers in the special collection indicate, context plays a significant 

role in how family businesses (and the people who inhabit them) behave. The papers in the 

special collection suggest that decisions made by individual family members are shaped not only 

by their own personal attributes and proclivities, but also by family dynamics, governance 

structures, and contexts. Similarly, firm-level strategy and action often cascade onto members of 

the organization. By examining family businesses and their inhabitants across levels, the next 

generation of family business scholars can capture the complexity of family businesses more 

accurately and link micro-level behaviors to macro-level outcomes. Doing so would aid in 

developing more comprehensive theories. Without these cross-level perspectives, family 

business scholarship risks adopting incomplete or overly simplistic understandings of how 

family-owned organizations function and evolve. In this regard, the entrepreneurial family 

galaxy framework (De Massis & Rondi, 2024) provides a promising avenue for advancing multi-

level theorizing. By conceptualizing entrepreneurial families as galaxies of heterogeneous 

“planets” including organizations, individuals, and resources extending beyond a single-family 

firm, this perspective enables scholars to explore how activities and identities across multiple 

“planets” within this galaxy—such as family firms, family offices, foundations, family 

academies, family museums and family investment vehicles—interact to shape family influence 

and firm outcomes. Such a lens can illuminate how synergies and tensions across different 

family-controlled “planets” cascade onto individual and organizational behaviors, while also 

linking micro-level decisions to broader, ecosystem-level patterns of entrepreneurial activity. 

Second, within these levels of analysis, a particular area prime for future exploration 

includes team-level effects (specifically the “family-team”). This unique form of dominant 
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coalition (Cyert & March, 1963) within the firm has yet to be fully investigated in the family 

firm environment (D’Allura, 2019). As teams research offers robust explanations for multiple 

firm issues (e.g., firm performance, organizational values etc.), the impact of “family-teams” is 

an area ripe for additional examination (e.g., Minichilli et al., 2010).  

Perhaps the area to which the least amount of research has been conducted to date in the 

family business literature continues to relate to micro (i.e., individual) issues. Specifically, our 

third area relates to a call for more theoretically grounded research that seeks to understand how 

and why family members at the individual level influence individual level outcomes within and 

across family firms (e.g., McLarty et al., 2025). This could include how family involvement 

issues determine or influence various aspects of job performance by family firm employees (e.g., 

McLarty et al., 2019; Vardaman et al., 2025) or other salient behavioral outcomes within these 

entrepreneurial ventures such as knowledge sharing, risking taking, innovation creation, 

proactive behaviors, turnover, ethical behaviors and other actions which have yet to be fully 

explored in these environments. We particularly encourage future scholars to investigate the 

implications of the psychological foundations of management in family firms to examine how 

the values, biases, heuristics, memories, and experiences of family and nonfamily members 

affect strategic decision-making and the behaviors and outcomes of individuals and family firms 

(Humphrey et al., 2021; Picone et al., 2021) and the role played by emotions (De Massis et al., 

2023). 

Finally, another path for the second generation of inquiry is examining the network of 

relationships that enmesh family firm actors, and how those relationships shape firm strategy and 

individual behavior. The papers in this special collection suggest future research on family 

businesses and their employees from a social network perspective is important because it can 
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shed light on underexplored dynamics that shape both firm performance and employee 

experiences. Although prior studies have highlighted the central role of social ties in family firm 

employee retention (Vardaman et al., 2018), little remains known about how networks of 

relationships affect collaboration, knowledge sharing, and career opportunities for family and 

nonfamily employees alike (Yates et al., 2023). Investigating these patterns can reveal how social 

capital is built, distributed, and sometimes restricted within family firms. Moreover, a network 

perspective can illuminate how relational structures evolve over time across generational 

transitions and through periods of organizational change.  

Conclusion 

 In summary, the second generation of family business scholars have a solid foundation to 

build their work further into the 21st century. The efforts of the first generation have provided a 

strong starting point for future researchers to explore the intricacies of the family for its influence 

on the functioning of their ventures. By utilizing robust theoretical frameworks at multiple levels 

within the firm, opportunities to understand why the family matters across generations continues 

to be available. We are optimistic about the prospects of what the future holds. 
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