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family
business?
Research into the characteristics and
perceptions of family businesses shows
that their image needs an overhaul if
they are to attract and retain top talent,
writes Miruna Radu Lefebvre
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Work-life balance

amily businesses represent
big business.
Far from their image
as corner stores or
takeaways, family
businesses include major
ﬁrms such as BMW,
Samsung and Walmart.
While such companies,
and other examples,
including Volkswagen and L’Oréal, have a
massive global impact, their business practices
are still decided, to an extent, by a single family.
But how much inﬂuence does a family have over
the management of its business and is such a
model in danger of becoming outmoded in
these days of globalisation, mergers and buyouts?
Family businesses do tend to adopt and
maintain certain values that place them apart
from other ﬁrms. Proof of this has come through
in-depth interviews carried out with ﬁrst,
second, third, fourth and ﬁfth generation-CEOs
of family companies. These revealed the sensemaking and sense-giving processes inherent in
the way they ran their businesses.

Benevolence
The results of this research demonstrate
that owner-managers do indeed describe their
family ﬁrms predominantly in terms of values.
During the interviews, almost 800 keywords
were collected; of these, only ﬁve were not
value-related.
BENEVOLENCE
The standout value cited by these
business leaders was ‘benevolence’
(a benevolent attitude towards staff and local
people embodying loyalty, trust and good will).
However, while this tends to paint a cosy picture
of family ﬁrms, the results also showed a shift
in longer-established companies towards
a more commercial identity. Paternalism
in family businesses may therefore be on
the wane and it is the inheritors of such
companies who will be at the forefront of any
shift in this direction. The smooth transfer of

a ﬁrm from generation to generation is crucial,
but this succession process can be complex.
When identifying the biggest inﬂuence on
the transfer of management in family ﬁrms,
owner-managers do not see political or legal
trends as a major consideration. Neither do
they cite economic or ﬁnancial issues. It appears
to be socio-demographic and cultural questions
that preoccupy them the most. They tend to see
increased life expectancy and parity between
men and women as two developments that will
fundamentally impact the nature of succession
within family ﬁrms.

‘The smooth transfer of
a firm from generation to
generation is crucial, but
this succession process
can be complex’
In this way, the prolonged coexistence of old
and young family business leaders, the career
ambitions of women, plus the desire to ﬁnd a
better work-life balance which might reduce
strong commitment to the ﬁrm, are seen as key
issues in future family business handovers.
WORK-LIFE BALANCE
Perhaps the most signiﬁcant of these
factors is the desire to achieve worklife balance. Incoming family business leaders
appear to be much more motivated than their
parents in this respect and have a completely
new vision of business management. Living in
a more leisure-orientated and afﬂuent society,
young people expect to be able to achieve
both professional success and enjoy quality
time with their family and friends.
Second- or third-generation CEOs of
family businesses are much less inclined to
view their business responsibility as a ‘sacred
mission’, safeguarding the needs of their family,
employees and local community.
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CONTINUING A
FAMILY TRADITION
So what are the proﬁles of these new CEOs who
ﬁnd themselves at the helm of companies that
do not just exist to make money, but also to
continue the family tradition? Four classic types
of the new breed of family business ownermanager can be identiﬁed:
THE PROTECTOR
The ﬁrst type of family business
owner-manager could be labelled
‘the protector.’ These CEOs view the
management transfer as a gift that calls for lifelong commitment and a respect for the past.
They feel they have been endowed with a grand
mission to preserve business continuity.
THE OPPORTUNIST
A second proﬁle also leans towards
this spirit of conservatism and
conservation.’ The opportunist’ sees the
management transfer as a conditioned choice
that requires the preservation of a work-life
balance. Such people feel they have been given
the opportunity to use their family mission to
enjoy a high social status.
THE REFORMER
The two remaining proﬁles can
be classed as those of innovators,
keen to shake up the status quo. First, there
is ‘the reformer’ who negotiates with older

The rebel
family members before taking on a life-long
responsibility. These CEOs see a chance to
modernise and believe that the mission is one
of transformation in order to grow the business.
THE REBEL
Finally, we come to the ‘rebel.’ These
new business leaders only accept the
role because of a family drama or disaster
such as a bereavement or feud. They see
themselves as unlike other family members
and with duty to themselves, ﬁrst and
foremost.
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Continuing a
family tradition
PERCEPTIONS OF FAMILY
BUSINESSES
In addition to insight into the
mindsets of those who will head family
ﬁrms of the future, we also sought to gauge
the perceptions of management students
considering family businesses as potential
future employers.
This research involved more than 100
students in France, studying a wide range
of programmes, such as business studies,
communications and architecture. France makes
for an interesting subject in the ﬁeld, as family
businesses are by far the country’s biggest
employer, encompassing a wide range
of industries, from centuries-old winemaking
to newly launched high-tech outﬁts.
However, despite the plethora of family-run
companies, such employers are facing a real
recruitment challenge.
In part, their reduced appeal is down to
their size. After undertaking diverse and often
costly diplomas, graduates tend to prefer
larger companies to smaller ones – one reason
could be that the opportunities are perceived
to be better. They also seem to share what
can only be described as a rather distorted
image of family businesses: according to our
research, these future high ﬂyers expect family
involvement to slow decision making in family
businesses, thus limiting ﬂexibility. They also
fear that companies may implode should strong
family conﬂicts erupt.
PERCEIVED PROBLEMS
And, worryingly for family ﬁrms,
these perceived problems were
not the only ones to emerge from our research.
The students’ feedback also brought to light
what they saw as a high risk of nepotism in the
recruitment process and a sense that it would
be a struggle to gain promotion to strategic

The reformer

management positions without
being a family member. In addition,
they were worried that salaries in family-run
businesses would be smaller than those in nonfamily ﬁrms, reasoning that family ﬁrms tend to
take only moderate ﬁnancial risks and look to
protect the family money.
Clearly, the image of family businesses as
recruiters is not particularly positive. To learn
more, interviews were conducted with family
business owner-managers and with business
support professionals, to confront them with the
perceptions held by potential employees. The

‘Young people expect to
be able to achieve both
professional success and
enjoy quality time with
their family and friends’
results conﬁrmed certain notions believed by
the students, but debunked the vast majority.
The interviews
showed, for example,
that nepotism was
acknowledged as
part of the history of
family ﬁrms. However,
many CEOs stressed
that their businesses
currently function on
the same basis as non-family run companies,
recruiting and promoting competent staff
who embody the skills required to fulﬁll the
company’s aims. Indeed, CEOs of family
business explained that they need external
managers to ensure their survival and boost
their market competitiveness. They also
stressed that family and non-family employees
had equal chances of promotion and received
similar wages.
Some of the business support professionals
(such as administration) remarked that the
image of family ﬁrms described
by students was ‘a caricature’
and a misrepresentation
of how their companies
actually functioned.
‘It is an image that might
correspond to our economic environment
20 years ago,’ argued a very well-known and
successful family business owner-manager of a

multigenerational food company.
Is it possible to challenge this traditional
image that hinders family business recruitment
of young, qualiﬁed professionals? In France,
family ﬁrms are increasingly aware that they
should communicate more about their identity,
their goals and their history, in order to attract
young employees. They acknowledge that the
public links them with values such as proximity
and benevolence, but also with poor economic
performance and limited innovation.
One way of challenging these perceptions
would be to teach more about family business
in Business Schools. Even in France, where
family ﬁrms thrive, there are very few courses
on this topic. Students therefore know little
of their deﬁning features and challenges. A
positive educational trend would be to use case
studies of family ﬁrms within business courses to
help students understand these organisations’
speciﬁc environments and performances.
In parallel, there is the need to encourage
internships in family ﬁrms as an effective way of

Communicate
identity and goals

The opportunist
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ﬁghting negative stereotypes and promoting
careers in such businesses as a viable choice for
young managers.
It is potentially a win-win situation. Family-run
companies need young managers’ insights and
energy to develop; young professionals need
the solidity and know-how of family ﬁrms to
enhance their business knowledge and skills.
Miruna Radu Lefebvre is Chair of Family
Entrepreneurship and Society at Audencia
Business School, France.
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