
 

 

 

 

KNOWLEDGE SHARING UNDER THE 

INFLUENCE OF FAMILY 

 

A Study of Small Knowledge-Intensive Family 

Firms in Scotland 

 

 

 

Volume One 

 

 

 

 

JAMES CUNNINGHAM 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the 

requirements for the degree of Doctor of 

Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

 

QUEEN MARGARET UNIVERSITY 

 

2013



i 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Tony: You rely only on family.  

Melfi: Not many men would survive without the love and support 
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Tony: No, no, no. I’m talking about business. You trust only 

blood. 
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Abstract 

The integration of the family and business worlds provides family firms with competitively 

unique capabilities. However, elements of entrenchment, strategic conservatism, and social 

pluralism, have become evident in many family-based organisations. The importance of 

balance in the cultural aspects of family business is therefore critical in achieving sustainable 

performance, of particular note being the role of organisational knowledge, facilitated by 

intra-organisational knowledge-sharing. The aim of this study is to understand the effects of 

path-goal leadership styles on intra-organisational knowledge-sharing in small family firms 

in Scotland. This work is rooted in the relativist research paradigm and results in a cultural 

picture of internal knowledge management practices, considering themes or patterns of 

leadership influence. A triangulation mixed-methods design is used, a type of design in 

which different but complementary data are collected. In this study, survey quantitative 

instruments (n = 109) test relationships between the behavioural variables of leadership style, 

familial influence, knowledge-sharing, and the performance variable of organisational 

efficacy. Concurrent with this analysis, qualitative interview data (n = 26) explore the 

phenomenon of social pluralism and multiple stakeholder perspectives existing within small 

family firms. Collecting both quantitative and qualitative data provides the opportunity for 

comparison to corroborate, contrast, or complement results. It is acknowledged that one form 

of data alone would be insufficient to achieve this. The findings of the work posit that 

leadership in small family firms is particularly sensitive to the perspectives and nature of 

individual organisational members; due to the diverse nature of family firm members this 

implies that great consideration is required on the part of leadership if performance 

enhancing knowledge-sharing is to be achieved. The main contribution of this work comes in 

the structured introduction of leadership and organisational knowledge theories to the realm 

of small family businesses. Moreover, analytical application of social power theories 

produces a relatively unique view on the internal culture of these relationally distinctive 

organisations. 

 

Keywords:  family firms, knowledge, knowledge sharing, organisational culture, leadership, 

social capital, power relations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iii 

 

Acknowledgements 

In a work of this scale there are many people involved in both the development and 

administration of research activities. Firstly, the author would like to extend great thanks to 

Dr. Claire Seaman as Director of Studies and Dr. David McGuire as Supervisor. Without the 

advice, guidance, and motivation of these two people this study would never have been 

completed. Secondly, thanks are offered to Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh, for 

providing both funding and support for the study. Also, thanks must be given to those who 

aided in the search for potential research participants. In particular, Martin Setpek of the 

Scottish Family Business Association has been a source of great advice and counsel in this 

regard, and the author thanks this establishment personally for the use of their logo on 

participant facing research documentation. 

Other sources worthy of particular thanks include: the University of Bamberg, for their 

patience and understanding over the period of submission; Douglas McNaughton, for 

initially switching the author on to the complex world of social theory; Graeme McKay, for 

his considered opinion and English expertise on earlier drafts; and the many gifted Ph.D. 

students of Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh, who have heard countless tales and 

offered much advice along this research journey. 

To my family: I promise to make up for the time lost through travelling and at the computer, 

you now have and deserve my full attention!  

Finally, to the many small family firms of Scotland who offered their time, information, and 

insight. To say this work would not have been possible without you is an understatement. 

Thank you for making this possible and I hope you find it of great benefit in your future 

endeavours.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



iv 

 

Contents 

Abstract ........................................................................................................................................... ii 

Acknowledgements ........................................................................................................................ iii 

List of figures ................................................................................................................................. vii 

List of tables .................................................................................................................................. viii 

1. Introduction .................................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Topic Relevance and Definitions .................................................................................................. 1 

1.2 Aim and objectives ....................................................................................................................... 2 

1.3 Definition of key terms ................................................................................................................. 3 

1.4 Background and conceptual linkages .......................................................................................... 4 

1.5 Geographical boundaries ........................................................................................................... 10 

1.6 Layout of thesis .......................................................................................................................... 11 

2. The influence of family .................................................................................................. 12 

2.1 Characteristics of family firms ................................................................................................... 12 

2.2 Development of thought on ‘familiness’ .................................................................................... 14 

2.3 Management of familial influence ............................................................................................. 23 

2.4 Conclusions ................................................................................................................................ 31 

3. Knowledge sharing culture ............................................................................................ 33 

3.1 Organisational culture ............................................................................................................... 33 

3.2 Organisational learning ............................................................................................................. 41 

3.3 Individual learning behaviours ................................................................................................... 48 

3.4 Knowledge management in small firms ..................................................................................... 56 

3.5 Knowledge processes in family firms ......................................................................................... 63 

3.6 Development of social capital .................................................................................................... 68 

3.7 Conclusions ................................................................................................................................ 75 

4. Effect of Leadership ....................................................................................................... 77 

4.1 Entrepreneurial growth in family firms ...................................................................................... 77 

4.2 The leader-follower relationship ................................................................................................ 82 

4.3 Critical role of trust .................................................................................................................... 85 

4.4 Transformational leadership impact of group performance ...................................................... 88 



v 

 

4.5 The role of individualised path-goal leadership ......................................................................... 94 

4.6 Conclusions ................................................................................................................................ 96 

5. Methodological considerations ..................................................................................... 99 

5.1 Key aim of the research............................................................................................................ 100 
5.1.1 Key research questions to be examined ........................................................................... 100 

5.2 Research Approach .................................................................................................................. 100 

5.3 Ontological and epistemological assumptions ........................................................................ 103 

5.4 Mixed-Methods validity ........................................................................................................... 106 

5.5 Theoretical framework and hypothesis development .............................................................. 109 

5.6 Inclusion/exclusion criteria ...................................................................................................... 113 

5.7 Sample ..................................................................................................................................... 114 

5.8 Quantitative - Survey ............................................................................................................... 118 
5.8.1 Survey instrument design ................................................................................................. 118 

5.9 Qualitative – Semi-structured interviews ................................................................................. 124 

5.10 Mixed-Method Analysis ......................................................................................................... 127 

5.11 Scope and Limitations of the Research Design ...................................................................... 128 

5.12 Ethical Considerations ............................................................................................................ 129 

5.13 Summary ................................................................................................................................ 130 

6. Quantitative Survey Results ........................................................................................ 132 

6.1 Descriptive demographic statistics .......................................................................................... 132 

6.2 Measurement operationalisation, reliability and validity ........................................................ 134 

6.3 Descriptive statistics of cultural and leadership scales ............................................................ 142 

6.4 Correrational and regressional path-analyses (Hypothesis testing) ........................................ 144 

6.5 Effects of mediation and moderation ...................................................................................... 151 

6.6 Impact of demographic differences ......................................................................................... 156 

6.7 Total effect estimations of model variables ............................................................................. 157 

6.8 Summary .................................................................................................................................. 158 

7. Qualitative Interview Findings..................................................................................... 160 

7.1 Description of interview data ................................................................................................... 161 

7.2 Influence of family.................................................................................................................... 164 
7.2.1 Involvement of family members ...................................................................................... 164 
7.2.2 Benefits and drawbacks of family involvement................................................................ 167 
7.2.3 Dominance of family members ........................................................................................ 171 
7.2.4 External family and business locations ............................................................................. 173 
7.2.5 Effects on non-family staff and custom ............................................................................ 175 
7.2.6 Critical analysis of discourse ............................................................................................. 177 

7.3 Knowledge sharing culture ...................................................................................................... 182 
7.3.1 Initiation and sharing of ideas .......................................................................................... 182 



vi 

 

7.3.2 Incentives for idea generation .......................................................................................... 185 
7.3.3 Formal and informal communication ............................................................................... 185 
7.3.4 Boundaries to communication ......................................................................................... 187 
7.3.5 Critical analysis of discourse ............................................................................................. 189 

7.4 Impact of leadership ................................................................................................................ 194 
7.4.1 Autonomy and influence over work ................................................................................. 194 
7.4.2 Standards of performance ................................................................................................ 196 
7.4.3 Individual goals and welfare of staff ................................................................................ 198 
7.4.4 Nature of work ................................................................................................................. 200 
7.4.5 Critical analysis of discourse ............................................................................................. 202 

7.5 Summary .................................................................................................................................. 206 

8. Discussion ................................................................................................................... 211 

8.1 The influence of family ............................................................................................................. 212 
8.1.1 Family as a dominant force .............................................................................................. 212 
8.1.2 Disunity of interaction ...................................................................................................... 215 
8.1.3 Divergence of meaning ..................................................................................................... 216 
8.1.4 Roles, responsibility and the individual ............................................................................ 218 
8.1.5 Summary .......................................................................................................................... 219 

8.2 Knowledge sharing culture ...................................................................................................... 220 
8.2.1 Prerequisite for performance ........................................................................................... 220 
8.2.2 Acknowledgement of barriers .......................................................................................... 221 
8.2.3 Imbalance of giving and receiving .................................................................................... 223 
8.2.4 Desire for a knowledge culture ........................................................................................ 225 
8.2.5 Summary .......................................................................................................................... 226 

8.3 The impact of leadership .......................................................................................................... 227 
8.3.1 Guidance as a form of support ......................................................................................... 228 
8.3.2 Acknowledgement of family ............................................................................................. 230 
8.3.3 Skewed notions of trust.................................................................................................... 231 
8.3.4 Nonfamily independence ................................................................................................. 233 
8.3.5 Summary .......................................................................................................................... 234 

8.4 Chapter summary..................................................................................................................... 235 

9. Conclusions ................................................................................................................. 238 

9.1 Research conclusions ............................................................................................................... 239 
9.1.1 Strategic leadership .......................................................................................................... 239 
9.1.2 Creation of knowledge sharing ......................................................................................... 240 
9.1.3 Leadership effect on family .............................................................................................. 242 
9.1.4 Stakeholder perceptions .................................................................................................. 244 
9.1.5 Leadership effect on knowledge sharing .......................................................................... 246 
9.1.6 Overall concluding statements ......................................................................................... 247 

9.2 Recommendations and future impact...................................................................................... 248 
9.2.1 Small family business practice .......................................................................................... 249 
9.2.2 Future research in the field .............................................................................................. 250 

9.3 Contribution to knowledge ...................................................................................................... 252 

References ................................................................................................................................... 253 

Appendices provided in supporting materials volume  



vii 

 

 

List of figures 

Figure 2.1: Three-Circle Model of Family Business ............................................................................... 15 

Figure 2.2: The Family Business Ecosystem .......................................................................................... 17 

Figure 2.3: Three Dimensional F-PEC Measurement Model ................................................................. 20 

Figure 3.1: Model of organisational learning and strategic HRM ........................................................ 62 

Figure 3.2: Knowledge Transfer Model in Family Firms (KTFF) ............................................................ 65 

Figure 3.3: The development of social capital in family firms .............................................................. 72 

Figure 4.1: The Role of Organisational Justice in In-Group/Out-Group Differentiation ....................... 83 

Figure 4.2: Transformational Leadership and Team Performance Model ............................................ 89 

Figure 4.3: The leader behaviour - follower satisfaction relationship .................................................. 93 

Figure 5.1: Creswell's Concurrent Triangulation Design ..................................................................... 108 

Figure 5.2: Theoretical framework of study ....................................................................................... 113 

Figure 5.3: Concurrent Data Analysis Procedure in Triangulation Design .......................................... 128 

Figure 5.4: Mixed-data Analysis Questions to be Addressed ............................................................. 128 

Figure 6.1: First layer of path-analysis ............................................................................................... 146 

Figure 6.2: Second layer of path-analysis ........................................................................................... 148 

Figure 6.3: Third layer of path-analysis .............................................................................................. 149 

Figure 6.4: Full path-analysis model ................................................................................................... 150 

Figure 7.1: Summary of critical discourse analysis on the influence of family ................................... 180 

Figure 7.2: Summary of critical discourse analysis on knowledge sharing culture ............................ 192 

Figure 7.3: Summary of critical discourse analysis on leadership styles ............................................ 205 

Figure 7.4: Complete Summary of discourse analyses ....................................................................... 209 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



viii 

 

 

List of tables 

Table 1.1: Definition of key terms .......................................................................................................... 3 

Table 4.1: Key contribution of economic writers on the role of entrepreneurship ............................... 78 

Table 5.1: Breakdown of quantitative measurement scales .............................................................. 122 

Table 6.1: Age and size of firm frequencies ........................................................................................ 133 

Table 6.2: Group firm size frequencies ............................................................................................... 134 

Table 6.3: Principle components analysis of cultural measures ......................................................... 137 

Table 6.4: Principle components analysis of leadership measures ..................................................... 139 

Table 6.5: Reliability and convergent validity of scales ...................................................................... 141 

Table 6.6: Inter-scale correlation coefficients¹ against alpha............................................................. 142 

Table 6.7: Descriptive statistics of scales ........................................................................................... 143 

Table 6.8: Pearson's product-moment correlations between scales .................................................. 145 

Table 6.9: Multiple regression of the conceptual predictors of Family Support ................................. 146 

Table 6.10: Multiple regression of the conceptual predictors of Knowledge Coordination ............... 147 

Table 6.11: Multiple regression of the conceptual predictors of Optimism Efficacy .......................... 148 

Table 6.12: Mediating effects of Knowledge Coordination ................................................................ 151 

Table 6.13: Interaction effects of Family Support and Participative Leadership                                       

(on Knowledge Coordination) ....................................................................................................... 154 

Table 6.14: Interaction effects of Family Support and Supportive Leadership                                          

(on Knowledge Coordination) ....................................................................................................... 154 

Table 6.15: Interaction effects of Family Support and Participative Leadership                                       

(on Optimism Efficacy) .................................................................................................................. 155 

Table 6.16: Interaction effects of Family Support and Supportive Leadership                                          

(on Optimism Efficacy) .................................................................................................................. 155 

Table 6.17: Hypothesis testing outcomes ........................................................................................... 156 

Table 6.18: Total effects of individual variables on Optimism Efficacy .............................................. 157 

Table 7.1: Employment status of participants .................................................................................... 162 

Table 7.2: Familial relationship of participants by employment status ............................................. 163 

Table 7.3: Demographic information of interview participants ......................................................... 164 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ix 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 1 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Topic Relevance and Definitions 

Family businesses represent a wholly unique aspect of the business world and remain an 

enigmatic presence in which governance, management, and internal cultures are shrouded in 

a mystique of secrecy, with only the occasional legend of unprecedented success or extreme 

failure passing its way through to the outside world. Although surrounded in ambiguity, 

there is one common theme arising from current literature and more established general 

understanding of family businesses. That is, that such firms provide vital sources of wealth 

and employment for the UK economy (Poutziouris et al., 2006), but more specifically, with 

particular reference to small family firms, in the regional areas within which they operate 

(Westhead & Cowling, 1997; Reid et al., 1999, Seaman et al., 2010). Such notions have 

been furthered by economic analysis of growth in recent years. For instance, BIS (2012) 

shows the size of the UK small business sector increasing by 10.9% since 2000 (compared to 

a 10.2% reduction in the large business sector); with 74% of these firms considered family 

businesses, as defined by the Institute for Family Business (2008). It is perceived that public 

policy interest in this sector comes via an appreciation of its economic impact (Gray, 2006). 

 

However, family business, and indeed the notion of family itself, is slippery a concept, 

which is as politically loaded as they are ideologically subjective. This does not augur well 

for any study attempting to delimit the existence of a dichotomous family or nonfamily firm 

(Stewart, 2010). Accordingly, this study follows Astrachan et al. (2002) by approaching the 

influence of family as a continuum. The measures utilised by this study to establish levels of 

family influence purposefully acknowledge the ambiguity involved in providing a definitive 

explanation of a family firm and look to family influence as a variable in every firm, to a 

greater or lesser extent. Nevertheless, it is the dynamic interplay of familial relationships and 

business operations that is pertinent to this research (Zahra et al., 2008; Heck et al., 2006; 

Nordqvist, 2005), therefore, in order to establish the lower range of this study’s interest on 

the influence of family continuum certain conditions are set to determine a firm’s relevance. 

As a starting point, the well regarded Institute for Family Business’ (2010) method of self-

classification for family firms (either by declaring themselves multiple generation or stating 

majority ownership by the same family) provides an entry-level on the continuum; however, 

from this it is then required that each organisation contains at least one blood or marital 

relation within its structure. These minimum criteria set the definitional boundaries for what 



Introduction 2 

 

this study calls a family business. Such an approach is reflected in the sampling method, 

seeking to encounter the relational aspects of such firms and the extent to which these are 

influenced by the presence of familial relationships.  

 

In addition, business nature is also a key concept in this work. Firms involved with 

knowledge-based activities represent not only an important aspect of any competitive 

economy, but also become theoretically more vulnerable to the ability of the organisational 

leaders to learn and foster learning (Alvesson, 2004); therefore knowledge-based business 

activities are a key focus. That is not to say that firms operating outwith primarily 

knowledge-based activities do not find importance in organisational learning (as first noted 

by Arie de Geus in 1988, 1997); but rather, a focus on knowledge activities means a 

particular sensitivity to how knowledge is generated and developed within the firm. Such a 

view also has implications on the size of firm investigated. It is suggested that larger firms 

suffer from a knowledge complexity that warrants the application of more formal control on 

knowledge movement; therefore it can be claimed that larger firms may be less influenced 

by the interpersonal relationships of leadership and the various interactions of stakeholders 

and more structured by formalised processes (Greenwood & Empson, 2003). In this study of 

leadership approach, it is therefore considered appropriate to narrow the focus of the study to 

small firms of under 50 employees in order to avoid influences from variables other than 

interpersonal leadership approaches. Thus small family firms, as considered by this study, 

represent a fertile research landscape, not only economically relevant, but also 

interdisciplinary in nature.  

1.2 Aim and objectives 

The key aim of this research is to establish the effects of path-goal leadership on 

knowledge sharing culture within small family businesses in Scotland. 

 

In order to effectively achieve its key aim this work proposes to accomplish a number of 

objectives. These objectives are related primarily to organisational behaviour evident in 

small family firms and seek to understand the organisational reality of key stakeholders. The 

following general objectives represent the most crucial aspects in attaining information 

essential to the study’s aim: 

a) Establish how organisational reality is determined in small family firms and 

who the key actors are in its creation. 
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b) Design an effective way of gaining access to this reality, taking into account 

the subjective biases of individual stakeholders.  

c) Discover the nature and extent of the influence of family in shaping 

performance enhancing knowledge behaviours in small family firms. 

d) Ascertain how the influence of family is affected by the application of path-

goal leadership styles. 

e) Uncover which path-goal leadership styles are most appropriate for the 

enhancement of knowledge resources in small family firms.   

 

Many of these objectives are articulated further as research questions during methodology 

discussions in chapter four. Upon their realisation, the understandings gained in this work 

will greatly inform the leadership elements of small family businesses and aid in the 

development and maintenance of a knowledge-based resource critical to sustainable 

competitive advantage. Moreover, this work seeks to develop an original research 

methodology which will help gain insight into the inner nature of small family firms. As the 

family business research field is in its relative infancy this is not only a useful and interesting 

development, but also greatly informative to future research works looking to gain 

familiarity with this most mysterious of business groups.    

1.3 Definition of key terms 

Key terms referred to in the following literature review and throughout the work are 

summarised and defined in the following table: 

 

Table 1.1: Definition of key terms 

Term/concept  Definition  

Agency The relationship where one self-interested person or party (principal) 

engages another (agent) to perform some delegated function of 

decision-making authority in return for suitable compensation (Jensen 

& Meckling, 1976; Schulze et al., 2001) 

'Familiness' The collection of distinctive resources available to a firm as a direct 

result of familial involvement (Habbershon & Williams, 1999) 

Knowledge A combination of individually held, tacit ‘know how’ and explicit 

codifiiable information (Spender, 1996) 

Knowledge 

Management 

 

 

A broad term encompassing the creation, acquirement, sharing, and 

usage of knowledge to enhance either individual or collective learning 

(Foray & Gault, 2003; Alvesson, 2004) 
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Organisational 

Culture 

The combination of both physical artefacts & stated values and norms 

& assumptions influencing behaviour within any organisational 

environment (Schein, 1992; Peters & Waterman, 1982, 2004) 

Path-Goal theory 

of leadership 

Considering how effective leaders directly influence follower 

perceptions of work and personal goals, while clarifying  paths to 

attainment (House & Mitchell, 1974) 

Resourced-based 

view (RBV) of 

firm strategy 

An emphasis on the internal capabilities of an organisation achieving 

competitive advantage over rivals as opposed to external market 

conditions (Barney, 1991) 

Social Capital The sum of resources emanating from the reciprocal relationships and 

networks within a social unit (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998) 

Social/Cultural 

Pluralism 

Refers to the existence of relatively independent social units/groups 

within a state (the state in this case being the organisation) (Dahl, 

1982), with no requirement for one group’s values to necessarily 

represent the whole (Tansey, 2000). 

Stewardship Subordinates pursuing the interests of the owners, for the owners gain. 

As opposed to agency, subordinates do not act in their own reward-

gaining interest, but are objectively aligned with the wants of the 

owner (Chrisman et al., 2007a) 

 

1.4 Background and conceptual linkages  

Family business researchers often point to the unique and sometimes peculiar organisational 

qualities inherent in many family firms as a means of gaining sustainable competitive 

advantage over non-family-based rivals (Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004; Heck et al., 2006; Karra 

et al., 2006; Nordquist & Melin, 2002). For instance, Le Breton-Miller & Miller (2006, 

p.731) suggest that firm governance systems considered to be particular to family businesses 

are typified by long CEO tenures, concentrated ownership and “profound business 

expertise”; in turn leading to long-term investments and competitive asymmetries, creating 

strategically advantageous value-chain activities (Dess & Lumpkin, 2003). Other studies 

highlight the existence of altruism in family firms, implying that such a notion negates 

agency problems associated with many non-family orientated organisations (Chua et al., 

2009; Karra et al., 2006). Though there may be no “economic necessity requiring the 

strategies and structures of family firms to differ from those of non-family firms” (Chua et 

al., 2009, p.356), Westhead et al. (2002, p.26) found there typically to be “important 

demographic differences”, including: age, size, and geographical & sectorial concentrations. 

Also, the unique interaction between family relationships and business organisation leads 

some researchers to suggest an organisational asset is created in such firms which, under the 
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resource-based view (RBV) of strategy (Barney, 1991), can be difficult, if not impossible, to 

imitate (Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004; Heck et al., 2006).  

 

Much of the same research that points to this unique competitive advantage in the 

development of ‘familiness’ also notes firms gradually becoming more conservative and risk 

averse as time goes on (Hiebl, 2013; Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004; Poza et al., 1997; Karra et 

al., 2006; Habbershon, 2006). Zahra (2005) suggests that such a phenomenon is caused, in 

part, because of the long CEO tenures and long-term strategic directions. For instance, 

subsequent departures of those challenging the authority or judgement of the owner and/or 

strategy leave only the owner and owner’s supporters in control of the firm (Zahra, 2005. 

P.260). This form of entrenchment can mean that CEOs remain in sole control of a firm even 

long after their effectiveness has diminished, such owner-opportunism being to the detriment 

of firm performance (Schulze et al., 2001). Where firms may begin the entrepreneurial 

process by out-performing and generating competitive advantage through the exploitation of 

their unique family situation (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2006), this view suggests that it is 

the same family situation that contributes to a weakening of performance in the long-term 

(Songini, 2006). This can happen either through favouritism in succession or internal 

progression, or the under-evaluation of those family or non-family members willing to 

challenge the decision-making process (Chua et al., 2009). The most concerning outcome of 

such a development is the potential for weak ownership to assume an autonomic control over 

the strategic direction of the firm whilst being blinded by the pseudo-reality that surrounds 

them (Songini, 2006), potentially encouraging intra-firm social or cultural pluralism (Poza et 

al., 1997). In this way the influence of familial relations can severely impact the creation and 

continued development of an organisational culture able to sustain competitive advantage 

and respond to the external environment (Chrisman et al., 2007a; Zhang et al., 2006).  

 

Like issues of ‘familiness’ the notion of organisational culture could be considered one of 

ambiguity, with multiple definitions and various approaches to its study, for instance, 

nationalistic influence (Hofstede, 1985); structural implications (Handy, 1999); or internal 

values and informal rules influencing firm member activity (Peters & Waterman, 1982, 

2004). Culture is generally considered to manifest itself in a number of ways, in particular, 

via the creation of “observable artefacts” such as buildings, language, and outward displays 

from the organisation, or the “espoused values” of beliefs, strategies, norms and 

philosophies on behaviour (Schein, 1992, p.26). However, it is also acknowledged in much 

of the surrounding literature that culture is primarily developed through a series of “taken-
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for-granted assumptions” shared within the organisational group and representative of a 

collective experience upon which future activity is based (Johnson et al., 2008, p.194; 

Schein, 1992).  

 

A complex and distinctly human phenomenon, organisational culture is difficult to classify 

in simplistic ways, with both objectively structural (Handy, 1999) and subjectively 

interpretive (Alvesson, 2002a) aspects working concurrently in any organisation (Brooks, 

2006). However, an emphasis on organisational culture is justified when considering its links 

to “organisational performance, to management behaviour, and to organisational change, 

structure and strategy” (Brooks, 2006, p.264). Those firms effectively managing strong 

cultural elements are often found to be more successful in each of these areas (Peters & 

Waterman, 1985, 2004; Schein, 1992; Pfeffer, 1994); however, Alvesson (2002) notes that 

broad statements on the impact culture has on performance are speculative at best, with more 

prudent observations being on the impact cultural manifestations have on specific outcomes 

in the firm. One such outcome to which Alvesson (2002) pays particular attention is 

knowledge management. Two years after considering the effects of organisational culture on 

firm performance, Alvesson (2004, p.176) goes on to consider the concept of culture as “the 

very core of social knowledge processes”. Interlinking knowledge capabilities with culture 

determines not only how knowledge and power over knowledge is distributed, but also how 

it is experienced at all levels (Kondra & Hurst, 2009).  

 

Historically, the study of not only organisational but also societal knowledge has gradually 

developed into a form of “pluralistic epistemology” (Spender, 1996, p.67). This surmises 

that an implicit, tacit knowledge, based on an individual or collective group’s ‘know how’, 

can simultaneously exist with an explicit, conscious and codifiiable knowledge based on 

socially objectified information (Spender, 1996; Argote & Ingram, 2000). Although a 

number of studies, particularly in the field of technological innovation, have developed 

knowledge categorisations beyond this relatively simplistic tacit/explicit model (Coombs & 

Hull, 1998); this research follows previous knowledge-based studies (Kogut & Zander, 1992; 

Heo & Yoo, 2002; Zahra et al., 2007) by focusing on the inertness of knowledge and issues 

involved in intra-organisational knowledge transfer and sharing. Argote & Ingram (2000, 

p.151) note that “the creation and transfer of knowledge in organisations provide a basis for 

competitive advantage in firms”. This follows from the resource-based argument that 

organisational differences are now considered the source of competitive variation in firms, 

over and above aspects of industry sector (Barney, 1991; Argote & Ingram, 2000). Grant 
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(1996, p.385) provides some reasoning for the relatively recent acknowledgement of 

knowledge as the “principal productive resource of the firm”. He regards unstable markets 

and dynamic competition as the reason for focusing long-term strategy on internal capability 

as opposed to the serving of a particular market need, with knowledge and the integration of 

the sources of knowledge being the preeminent resource of the modern firm (Grant, 1996). 

 

Knowledge is only considered valuable when it is “shared, synthesised, and used in unique 

ways” (Zahra et al., 2007, p.1070).  However, it has been established that people in the 

organisational environment are less likely to share what they know with colleagues, who are 

often viewed as competitors (Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006). From this it is 

considered that family firms have a unique advantage over their non-family counterparts. 

The existence of altruism, particularly in the early stages of enterprise development (Chua et 

al., 2009; Karra et al., 2006), implies that both knowledge and objectives should be 

effectively aligned between owners and other members of the firm. Therefore an element of 

internal trust eases the transfer of knowledge, particularly between family members 

(Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006).  

 

Many theories on knowledge in family firms are focused on the issue of succession 

(Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006); while models such as agency and stewardship 

provide guidance on how family firms should deal with knowledge management issues 

(Jaskiewicz & Klein, 2007). However, it is claimed that such theories and models can often 

oversimplify the social dynamics and development needs of idiosyncratic family firms 

(Lubatkin et al., 2007). For instance, small privately-held family firms do not face the 

external pressures, in terms of structural formation, of larger organisations and can thus 

choose their governance structure and subsequent culture independently (Jaskiewicz & 

Klein, 2007). The importance of balance in creating performance facilitating social capital is 

considered to be critical for firms to maintain distinct familiness as opposed to constrictive 

(Sharma, 2008; Argote & Ingram, 2000; Fletcher, 2006; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). Sirmon 

and Hitt (2003) consider the most vital element in this struggle to be the management of less 

tangible resources such as culture, knowledge, and relational capital; and the leveraging of 

these resources to provide strategic advantage, at this point the leadership element of the firm 

becomes of great importance. Schein (1992, p.15) states that cultural management is 

essential for organisational leaders in that if “they do not become conscious of the cultures in 

which they are embedded, those cultures will manage them”.  
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Small businesses are often synonymous with their owners (Gold & Thorpe, 2010), and 

elements of stewardship are found to be commonplace as there is greater opportunity for 

principal and agent to develop close bonds (Ghobadian & O’Regan, 2006; Trevinyo-

Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006). Zahra et al. (2008) add weight to the argument for a family-

based stewardship culture over more professionalised, agency-based relationships by noting 

the effects of stewardship in creating greater strategic flexibility in family firms. However, 

Eddleston (2008) reacts to this by firstly acknowledging the role of stewardship in family 

firm governance, but also implying that in many cases a family-firm founder’s leadership 

attributes achieve even greater influence on flexibility and subsequent performance. 

Khandekar & Sharma (2005) note the strong effect of human resource-based leadership 

styles on small firm performance, stating specifically that shaping an adaptive organisational 

culture and aligning it with the their own incremental, non-linear strategic interests was one 

of the central tasks of what is termed a learning leader. This is a concept maintained in the 

family firm literature by Ghobadian & O’Regan (2006), among others. 

 

Following such acknowledgment of human resource-based leadership styles, this study will 

consider the path-goal theory of leadership as an important factor in the creation of a unified 

organisation which facilitates intra-organisational knowledge sharing. “Path-goal theory is a 

dyadic theory of supervision” concerning how the behaviour of hierarchal superiors affects 

the motivation and satisfaction of subordinates, for this reason it is considered an individual 

orientated theory of leadership (House, 1996, p.325). Leaders demonstrating path-goal styles 

provide individual encouragement, remove or negotiate obstacles to the attainment of 

follower satisfaction and motivate with individually considered rewards for goal 

achievement (Dixon & Hart, 2010; House et al., 2004).  

 

Path-goal theory itself acknowledges that leaders only have the opportunity to be effective 

when their behaviours complement the environment of individual followers, also noting that 

when the organisational environment does not provide a link for the follower between task 

and goal attainment, then it is the function of the leader to provide this (House, 1996; 

Vecchio et al., 2008). Moreover, House & Mitchell (1974) state that contingent path-goal 

leadership behaviour increases the likelihood of subordinate goal attainment and also 

clarifies routes to such goals. Dixon and Hart (2010) note that the application of such 

leadership styles is especially effective when working with diverse groups of individuals, 

with the outcome represented by a stronger group cohesion and greater team commitment, 

thus creating the necessary organisational infrastructure to facilitate knowledge sharing 
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mechanisms (Chua et al., 2009; Karra et al., 2006). Therefore the attributes of this theory of 

interpersonal leadership have the theoretical strength to be beneficial in the complex 

organisational climate of small family firms.  

 

Integrating the worlds of family and business can potentially provide a firm with 

competitively unique capabilities (Heck et al., 2006; Nordquist & Melin, 2002). However, 

elements of entrenchment (Schulze et al., 2001), strategic conservatism (Karra et al., 2006), 

and social pluralism (Poza et al., 1997), have become evident in many family-based firms. 

The importance of balance in the cultural aspects of an organisation is considered critical in 

achieving sustainability in performance (Chrisman et al., 2007a). Of particular note being the 

role of organisational knowledge facilitated by intra-firm knowledge-sharing (Argote & 

Ingram, 2000). Implications of knowledge autonomy and centralisation of control suggest 

that family firms create barriers to knowledge sharing, therefore limiting the development of 

this valuable resource (Valkokari & Helander, 2007). The organisational leader is considered 

vital in the creation, maintenance, and leveraging of culture (Sirmon & Hitt, 2003), with this 

particularly being true of small family firms (Gold & Thorpe, 2010). Human-resource based 

contingency styles of leadership are considered to play an important role in shaping an 

adaptive organisational culture (Ghobadian & O’Regan, 2006); from these styles the House 

(1971) path-goal theory of leadership is regarded as especially apt at dealing with diverse 

groups and building group cohesion (Dixon & Hart, 2010). It could therefore be 

hypothesised that, with regard to knowledge sharing, application of path-goal leadership 

styles help achieve balance between the distinctive and constrictive elements of family 

influence (Sharma, 2008). 

 

The review of surrounding literature in this thesis is considered in three distinct areas: the 

influence of family; development of a knowledge sharing culture; and the impact of 

leadership. First, the influence of family is reviewed in terms of the chronological 

development of theories on the nature of family involvement in the firm. This then looks 

more precisely at issues relating to the management of diverse stakeholders and how this 

impacts the treatment of knowledge in the firm. Second, understanding the development of a 

knowledge sharing culture begins with a detailed overview of the broad area of 

organisational cultures, and how this subsequently relates directly to the advancement of 

knowledge and organisational learning. From this starting point a review of individual 

learning behaviours allows for the individual stakeholders of small and family influenced 

firms to be considered. The chapter on knowledge sharing culture concludes with an 
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examination of the concept of social capital, considered to be the performance enhancing 

quality to be gained by effective treatment of individual knowledge resources. Finally, the 

third chapter of the literature review looks to the potential impact of leadership approach on 

knowledge sharing in small family firms. This begins by untangling the notions of 

entrepreneurial leadership and family firm management, which are found to be often used 

inappropriately synonymously. Following this unravelling, certain aspects of the leader-

follower relationship emerge as particularly significant to the management of family firms 

and specifically the application of familial influence. For instance, the crucial role of trust is 

found to be telling in the pursuit of an effective leader-follower exchange. From this, the 

theories of transformational leadership and path-goal leadership become apparent as being 

appropriate to the small family firm context, and it is from here that the key variables of 

interest to this study are established. However, before such discussions can take place it must 

first be established how the influence of a familial element creates the organisational 

idiosyncrasies that are of such interest to this work. 

1.5 Geographical boundaries 

For reasons of domestic economic interest and the scarce resources of time and funding, the 

geographic scope of this work is limited to within Scotland. In terms of the primary research 

conducted here, this means that the employing family business of each research participant 

must base its commercial operation within the national Scottish boundaries. In order to 

ensure this, only those firms where this can be confirmed to be the case are approached for 

inclusion.  

 

A recent publication from the Scottish Government (2011) identifies 73.6% of all private 

companies in Scotland as family-owned. From this proportion the most recent Annual Small 

Business Survey (2007/08) finds the highest percentage of family-ownership to be with 

micro-sized business (1-9 employees), at 73%, and small business (10-49 employees), at 

64%. Also, two thirds of these family-owned firms are found to be first generation, with 

relatively few moving into second and third generation of ownership.   

 

Although these official statistics are predisposed to the same definitional subjectivity 

encountered in this study (for instance, Scottish Government figures are based purely on 

family-ownership, whereas here it is family-influence or orientation which is of interest), 

they do provide some indication of the considerable size and economic impact of small 

family firms in Scotland.   



Introduction 11 

 

1.6 Layout of thesis 

Beginning with a review of current literature in the family business field, this doctoral thesis 

highlights the need for investigation into the effects of leadership approach on knowledge 

sharing. Following this detailed and critical literature review, individual research questions 

are set, along with methodological considerations and a detailed description of the conduct 

of the study. The study follows a mixed-methods methodology which means that various 

elements of data analysis must be first presented independently and then brought together in 

a complete analysis. In order to achieve this, quantitative results from survey based data are 

presented first, this includes a detailed statistical analysis of survey data from an originally 

developed questionnaire bespoke to the objectives of this study. Following this, qualitative 

data collected from semi-structured interviews with various stakeholders of small family 

firms are considered. This data is analysed from the perspective of the study’s objectives and 

presents numerous interview excerpts to aid the understanding of the key issues. Thereafter, 

a discussion chapter brings both data types together in a comparative analysis in line with 

standard mixed-method procedures, while the resulting conclusions provide targeted answers 

to the specific research questions which are posited in the methodological considerations of 

chapter five. Finally, the potential impact that the findings of this study has on both small 

family business practice and further research in the field is put forward, in this way 

establishing the key contributions to knowledge which this work makes. 
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2. The influence of family 

This chapter reflects on the impact of familial influence in family firms. The influence of 

family is considered the defining characteristic of a family business and can be found to 

produce organisational benefit unequalled by other resource forms, whilst concurrently 

presenting the ominous potential to create problematic relational cracks endangering the 

success and sustainability of any firm. The evolution of thinking on the differentiation of 

family firms from other, more traditionally thought of, business organisations is here 

charted; what follows provides developed views on the enhancement or inhibiting of 

competitive advantage via the influence of family relationships on business strategies. This 

begins with a consideration of how family firms are perceived in the modern organisational 

environment. A look at the development of family business research perspectives from 

traditional agency-based theories to modern socially embedded designs then seeks to 

generate notions of how family firms should be viewed both in the scope of this study, and in 

the broader movement of organisational and academic research. Thereafter, recent writings 

of influence in the field are considered, with both conceptual and empirical works reviewed, 

various findings compared and contrasted, and research problems highlighted. To begin, the 

persistent problem of definitional assumption is approached, thus exemplifying the 

ambiguity of a relatively new field in organisational studies.  

2.1 Characteristics of family firms 

Family firms are seen to represent a wholly unique aspect of the business world. Although 

scholars and practitioners continually fail to reach a consensus over what constitutes a family 

firm (Poutziouris et al., 2006), many studies attempt to set definitive boundaries on how such 

organisations can be viewed (Morley, 1997; de Lema and Durendez, 2007; Smith, 2007). For 

example, Morley (1997, p.286) implies that a family firm is any “business owned and 

operated by a family that employs several family members”. However, Kotey (2005) 

develops this further by incorporating a broader range of conditions in order to identify 

family firms, including: family involvement in ownership, control, operations and decision-

making of the firm; employment of family members; and hereditary business acquirement. 

The lack of precise definition perhaps explains why there is comparatively little empirical 

research on the topic, particularly when compared to non-family firms (Klein et al., 2005). In 

fact, Westhead et al. (1997) found that the percentage of family firms in an economy can 

vary from between 15% and 81%, depending purely on the definition used; with a particular 
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area for concern in developing a definition of use in family business research being the 

inclusion, or exclusion, of lone-founders (Miller et al., 2007). Despite such variation in 

theoretical approach, it is generally acknowledged by researchers that specifically the aspects 

of familial involvement set such firms aside from other commercially orientated 

organisations (Trevinyo-Rodriguez, 2009). 

 

Economic and political considerations of small family firms in particular have demonstrated 

an increased interest in the significance of small family-orientated organisations. Gray 

(2006) notes 3 key strengths perceived of small and family orientated firms: 

 

- Their role in promoting flexibility and innovation 

- Their labour market function in absorbing unemployment; and 

- The significant size of the sector 

 

Reid et al. (1999) also note the significant role that family firms play in the creation of 

employment and wealth; however, specific reference is made to the role played within 

regional communities. It is implied that family firms lack a change and risk orientation, often 

found in other small firms (Basly, 2007; Smith, 2007), and therefore often limit operations to 

within certain geographical areas. This supports suggestions by Westhead and Cowling 

(1997) that many family firms differ in their business objectives and are not solely profit-

orientated.  

 

Initial theories discussed by Reid et al. (1999), that family firms could be categorised by two 

groups, family-first and business-first, have more recently been expanded by Basu (2004) to 

include money-first and lifestyle-first. However, Miller & Besser (2000); Uhlaner et al. 

(2004); and Voss et al. (2005) each found that family firms could not be homogeneously 

categorised, that each firm is individually dynamic with variances in owner aspiration, levels 

of community-value, and the many differing relationships with multiple stakeholders, among 

others. Tokarczyk et al. (2007) further suggest that the influence of family can be 

responsible for such firms displaying a more customer and market-orientated strategic focus 

for sustainability, as short-term profits gains are reduced in managerial priority. Reijonen & 

Komppula (2007) also consider this to be true, and found empirical evidence to suggest that 

customer satisfaction rates more highly among small firm entrepreneurs as a measure of 

performance than pure financial gain, therefore implying a form of social mission 

influencing the strategy of many family firms (Pearson et al., 2008). In fact, it is as a direct 
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result of the differing levels and types of family involvement that relationships, goal-

alignment and strategic-decision making are affected and considered inimitable (Chrisman et 

al., 2007b). Westhead (2003) also notes variances in orientation due to the generation of 

family ownership, following suggestions by Gersick et al. (1997) of development over time 

and the evolutionary nature of stakeholder relationships (Voss et al., 2005). The existence of 

multiple family members in firms also implies great variations in the way such firms perform 

(Miller et al., 2007). For instance, governance structures in particular can be directly 

influenced by either the self-interest or altruistic nature of family members (Chrisman et al., 

2007b).  

2.2 Development of thought on ‘familiness’ 

Traditionally, it is thought that a family firm’s strategy represents the alignment of the 

family’s goals and the business objectives of the firm (Gersick et al., 1997). As far back as 

the 1960’s the distinction was made between family imposed, sentiment-led goals and more 

logical, performance-based business objectives; examples can be seen in Calder (1961), 

Donnelly (1964), and Levinson (1971). These seminal works focus primarily on the 

challenges faced when combining family and business, and the generally negative impact 

that these challenges can have on enterprise performance (Barnes & Hershon, 1976; 

Poutziouris, 2004). This mirrors views expressed by Trevinyo-Rodriguez (2009) when he 

notes that in Alfred D. Chandler’s (1977) revered book, The Visible Hand, managerial 

structure in family firms is regarded as “inferior” and dependant on external market 

movements, compared to larger corporate firms who “coordinated these functions 

themselves” (Trevinyo-Rodriguez, 2009, p.287). In spite of this historical under-

appreciation, the past 30 years have seen a “growing awareness of the importance and 

dominance of family firms in most countries” (Hoy & Sharma, 2006, p.11). This has 

coincided with the rise in literature based around the human capital impact on organisational 

performance (Wright et al., 2001; Collins & Clark, 2003), acknowledging the fact that 

“effective administrative practice is founded on an understanding of all human 

relationships”, a point which Donnelley (1964, p.105) had the inspiration to note was 

previously ignored when considering the qualities of family firms. Moreover, a greater 

understanding of stakeholder theory (Garvare & Johansson, 2010; Donaldson & Preston, 

1995), and in particular its application to family businesses (Tagiuri & Davis, 1992), has led 

to a widespread acknowledgement that family firm performance cannot necessarily be 

measured along the linear lines of efficiency, growth, and return, as is traditional in business 
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analysis (Means, 2013; Zellweger & Nason, 2008; Rutherford et al., 2008; Sirmon et al., 

2008; Reijonen & Komppula, 2007).  

 

Tagiuri & Davis (1992), in examining the differing goals and range of objectives in family 

firms, expanded the bi-variant model of both business and family subsystems by making a 

distinction between ownership and management, asserting that an owner need not 

necessarily be involved in the running of the business functions. This led to the Three-Circle 

Model of Family Business (Error! Reference source not found.), which, due to being 

“theoretically elegant and immediately applicable”, was met with general acceptance in the 

academic world (Gersick et al., 1997, p.7). The model sets out seven different sectors of 

stakeholder requirements, acknowledging both the overlapping of some systems and the 

more single-minded position of others. In particular, such a systems view of the family 

business construct highlights the ambiguity in defining measures of success, and also the 

biases of perception which come with discussion of performance (Hienerth & Kessler, 

2006); also suggesting the existence of points where there are particularly strong overlaps, 

thus causing conflicts of interest often within one individual (Barnett et al., 2009). Through 

the lens of this model developing overlapping, casual, synergistic, and substitutional 

relationships is seen as the key to successful family business. Therefore not necessarily 

making a trade-off between stakeholder requirements, but, with particular reference to 

overlaps and causality, multiple-stakeholders can be satisfied (Zellweger & Nason, 2008); 

for example, family pursued social goals can often result in business relevant economic 

performance.  

 

 

(Source: Tagiuri & Davis, 1992, as depicted in Gersick et al., 1997) 

 

Figure 2.1: Three-Circle Model of Family Business 
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Although the above model endured as the prevailing paradigm of the family business 

discipline (Heck et al., 2008; Block, 2010; Chrisman et al., 2010; Moores, 2009; Distelberg 

& Sorenson, 2009), more recent developments in family business theory have moved 

towards a unified systems performance model, focusing not only on the differentiation 

between stakeholder conditions, but also the interaction of systems and the understanding of 

“idiosyncratic antecedents” (Habbershon et al., 2003, p.454). Literature on the learning 

organisation, which came to prominence in the 1990’s, greatly informed the emergence of 

this unified systems model, which adapts notions of systems thinking for seeing 

organisations as wholes (Senge, 1990, 2006) and applies theories of biological ecology to the 

organisational environment, a concept first put forward by Arie de Geus (1997). The concept 

of “familiness” was initially introduced as a by-word for the unique capabilities a family 

firm can derive from their human capital resource (Habbershon & Williams, 1999, p.11; 

Lumpkin et al., 2008), this perspective eventually developed into a Family Business 

Ecosystem, considering “the interplay between agency issues and contextual factors in the 

family-influenced company” (Habbershon, 2006, p.881). Figure 2.2.2 shows the concentric 

circles and reciprocal relationships within this ecosystem, noting also that the family systems 

provide the entrepreneurial systems with both supply, in the form of business activity, 

innovation, and the idiosyncrasy of family firms; whilst also producing demand from the 

often neglected role family transitions, norms, and values play in creating opportunity and 

resource mobilisation (Aldrich & Cliff, 2003).  
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(Source: Habbershon, 2006, p.882) 

Figure 2.2: The Family Business Ecosystem 

 

In developing the Family Business Ecosystem, Habbershon (2006) explicitly details theories 

of family business inline with RBV theories of firm strategy (Chrisman et al., 2010). The 

positives and negatives of a family business resource profile can work to create synergy in 

firms, or indeed constrictions; for example, a long-term strategy can foster path-dependency 

which strengthens culture, or conversely can impose ‘group think’ mentality and 

autonomous decision making (Habbershon, 2007). Such a resource-led perspective is now 

seemingly accepted as the appropriate approach in family business thinking, with many 

recent studies also adopting this theoretical standpoint while considering more specific and 

varied elements of study; examples can be found in Carr & Bateman (2010), examining the 

effects of regional culture; Danes et al. (2009), combining the impact of endogenous social 

and financial capital; DeNoble et al. (2007), considering family business self-efficacy; and 

Werbel & Danes (2010), who contemplate the moderating effects of spousal commitment. 

Worthy of particular note in this vein is the work of Zahra, Hayton, and Salvato (2004, 

p.374), who are able to provide empirical evidence to show that “intangible strategic 

resources promote long-term value creation through innovative entrepreneurial activities”, 

in which family firms in particular can create competitive advantages over their non-family-
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based rivals. In this way the business systems and the family system cannot be separated 

without the destruction of the resource-based ecosystem which provides firm distinction 

(Aldrich & Cliff, 2003). The examination of culture in the Zahra et al. (2004) study shows 

four dimensions of firm culture (group orientation; internal orientation; centralization of 

control; and long-term orientation) generally being more influential in those firms with a 

familial element (Kay & Heck, 2004). However, statements based on the RBV of family 

firms have also been criticised for assuming a stereotypical ‘type’ of family firm, particularly 

when compared to non-family counterparts (Westhead & Howorth, 2007).   

 

A number of factors are discussed when considering the family-based firms’ comparison 

with non-family-based contemporaries, with the main academic focus being on the 

suggestive potential for idiosyncratic uniqueness, inherent to the former, fostering a 

sustainable competitive advantage over those unable to achieve such individuality (Zahra & 

Filatotchev, 2004; Heck et al., 2006; Karra et al., 2006; Nordquist & Melin, 2002). Heck et 

al. (2006) articulate these thoughts by putting forward five key notions contributing to the 

existence of “superior family firm performance” (Heck et al., 2006, p.82); they are: (a) the 

impact of leadership development from within a family, bringing forward multiple 

generations thus providing opportunity for ‘family memory’ (Klein et al., 2005); (b) an 

increased ability to make quick decisions; (c) enhanced employee loyalty; (d) owner 

investment in growth strategies; and (e) lowered likelihood of “absentee landlords” on 

boards. Such a view of the family-orientated organisation leads to suggestions that family 

firms represent and create an organisational culture which encourages entrepreneurial 

behaviour and environmental awareness (Zahra, 2005), where the business supports the 

family and the family supports the business simultaneously (Heck et al., 2006). Sonfield & 

Lussier (2009) further suggest that the extra commitment and intimate relationships of a 

family firm lead to a governance advantage of synergy, and the development of a firm 

specific tacit knowledge. This view is supported by Eddleston et al. (2008) who make 

particular note of the role of reciprocal altruism as a socially motivated resource, furthering 

human capital as the most important resource to a family firm. However, also put forward 

are the potential disadvantages of the familial structure, for instance, the inclusion of “sub-

optimal” members in the business who are not easy to dismiss, the conflict involved with 

non-merit based promotion and family favouritism, and also the notion that well qualified 

non-family members may be reluctant to join such a family-based firm (Sonfield & Lussier, 

2009, p.198). As noted, a significant amount of the theory-based literature focuses primarily 

on differences between family and non-family counterparts; however, differentiation 



The Influence of Family 19 

 

between family firms can also provide insights into the effects of individual structures 

(Chrisman et al., 2007b). 

 

Westhead and Howorth (2007) articulate this view by empirically establishing four definitive 

‘types’ of family firm, while theoretically forwarding a further two. Based around the 

variables of family dominance in management and the closeness of family in ownership, this 

study shows family firms greater influenced by the family stating greater importance of 

familial objectives than the financial objectives noted by firms with less family dominance. 

Other studies point to the inherent role that supporting families play in entrepreneurial 

ventures, implying that when familial support is not articulated in terms of ownership or 

management roles, it can still play an active part in the support and development of any firm 

(Koropp et al., 2013; Meek, 2010). This view follows that of Aldrich and Cliff (2003), who 

propose a family embeddedness perspective in the consideration of entrepreneurial activity. 

Viewing the family firm as inextricably linked to the social structures developed through 

familial relations raises questions of identity and role expectation (Knapp et al., 2013; 

Shepherd & Haynie, 2009), although family firms are considered to emanate from 

substantially different social structures than those of nonfamily firms (Steier et al., 2009), it 

is important to note that the effect of this on business structure and operations can vary 

(Westhead & Howorth, 2007).  

 

In an attempt to establish a comprehensive understanding of what provides distinctions 

within family firms, Klein et al. (2005) developed the F-PEC scale (Figure 2.3); seeking to 

establish the potential for family influence on firms through measuring concepts of “Power, 

Experience and Culture” (Klein et al., 2005, p.333). As the study of family business is now 

a maturing field, the instruments used for analytical measurement must therefore move 

beyond the relatively simplistic demographic differences in nature (Cliff & Jennings, 2005). 

The F-PEC scale accounts for dynamism in firms and is able to acknowledge the many 

differing scholarly definitions of family businesses in a multi-dimensional construct. 

However, Cliff & Jennings (2005, p.346) also point out that the scale fails to take into 

account the many differing types of influence family can have on firms, as opposed to 

merely the level of influence; for instance, “communication styles, conflict-resolution 

techniques, degree of hierarchy, traditional gender role expectations, degree of 

enmeshment–disengagement”, all of which, combined with social complexity, relational 

ambiguity, and notions of ‘reciprocal’ altruism (Eddleston et al., 2008), lead to a family firm 
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creating and maintaining a unique and potentially competitively advantageous stand-point 

over their rivals.  

 

 

(Adapted from: Klein et al., 2005, p.329) 

Figure 2.3: Three Dimensional F-PEC Measurement Model 

 

That said, the F-PEC Scale has received empirical support from subsequent testing and 

research usage (Cliff & Jennings, 2005; Holt et al., 2007; Holt et al., 2010; Jaskiewicz et al., 

2005; Craig & Moores, 2005). However, Rutherford et al. (2008, p.1105) note that while the 

scale sheds light on the nature of family influence on firms (Holt et al., 2007), the “essence” 

of the family firm is missed. This echoes findings by Chrisman et al. (2005), who suggest 

that the existence of family influence alone does not establish what provides such firms with 

an idiosyncratic resource, or ‘familiness’ (Habbershon, 2006). However, as a measure of 

influence the F-PEC scale is considered to avoid the problem of “dichotomizing family and 

nonfamily firms” by viewing the nature of influence as a continuous variable (Chrisman et 

al., 2010, p.13). With culture reflecting the alignment of family and business goals, 

experience representing the knowledge gained through the involvement of successive 

generation, and power indicating the family’s influence on governance and management 

(Holt et al., 2010), the F-PEC scale provides a holistic view of family influence on business 

objectives much in line with the unified systems perspective initially proposed Habbershon 

& Williams (1999). The single dimension view of family firms relates to intersystem 
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interdependency, which Litz (2008, p.221) notes as being where “one system’s outputs are 

transferred across systems to become the other systems inputs”, thus family affects business 

and concurrently the business will effect the family. Klein et al.’s (2005) measurement 

model also reflects this fact, by acknowledging that ‘family business’ is a term, ideology, or 

train of thought, which is made distinctive by the influence of family and therefore at the 

centre of study in this field is the reciprocal impact family has on business and vice versa 

(Astrachan, 2003; Pieper & Klein, 2007).  

 

As mentioned, empirical studies on family firms have been relatively sparse (Klein et al., 

2005), however, in the past 10 years such research has gradually increased in volume 

(Rutherford et al., 2008). Although the major conceptual notions detailed here (see Tagiuri 

& Davis, 1992; Habbershon & Williams, 1999; and Klein et al., 2005) have sought to 

advance the measurement of family firms, in terms of both performance and competitive 

differentiation, this is slow to be taken up by empirical works, with many still based around 

agency-type problems and purely financial results. For example, while studies such as Lee 

(2006), Barontini & Caprio (2006), and Rutherford, Muse and Oswald (2006), consider 

many varied differences in family influence, such as, family voting rights, management 

control, board membership, succession intention, generation, and last name commonality; 

they remain focused on economic performance and the respective financial analyses of 

profitability, corporate valuation, and sales figures. Some studies have however attempted to 

move beyond the rigidities of economic performance (Zellweger & Nason, 2008; Sirmon et 

al., 2008) and develop other forms of performance evaluation in their measurements, this 

way pulling more in line with the greater understanding of multiple-stakeholder theories 

(Tagiuri & Davis, 1992) and the many roles inherent in the family business ecosystem 

(Habbershon, 2006). For instance, Westhead and Howorth (2006), although focusing 

primarily on the economic goals of firms, incorporate the level of satisfaction management 

has with regard to these objectives, therefore acknowledging that financial performance does 

not necessarily translate to a feeling of stronger firm performance within the organisation. In 

a similar vein, Naldi et al. (2007) consider economic performance form the respondent’s 

perception of their own firm in relation to their two main competitors, while Olson et al. 

(2003) consider the more personal effects of family members in business, calculating 

performance perception, familial tension, generational issues, and even sleep patterns, along-

side considerations of revenue growth. Furthering suggestions of the idiosyncratic nature of 

family firms, particularly in relation to performance perception, Athanassiou et al. (2002) 

show family firm owner-managers in Mexico to place greater value on the organisation’s 
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social performance, including long-term survival and familial employment, than on 

economic gains (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007). This is rationalised by implying that “social 

performance reflects this firm’s position in society”, a notion of key importance to many 

family firms founders who see themselves as the key determinant of this via the development 

of appropriate organisational culture (Athanassiou et al., 2002, p.147).  

 

The empirical studies that have taken place in recent family business research history have 

produced a number of varied and often contrasting results. For instance, a number of studies 

find there to be no significant relationship between family influence and business 

performance (Levie & Lerner, 2009; Chrisman et al., 2004; Schulze et al., 2001), while 

others find evidence to suggest that family-based firms continually achieve better 

performance (Lee, 2006; Anderson & Reeb, 2003; Zahra, 2003; McConaughy et al., 2001). 

However, the majority of studies appear to offer fragmented results, with often very specific 

scenarios in which family firms can provide advantage, or indeed disadvantage. For 

example, one recurring theme noted in the works of Jaskiewicz et al. (2005) and Westhead 

and Howorth (2006) shows family involvement in management positively impacting on 

performance levels, but crucially reports no corresponding effect with family ownership. 

This appears in sharp contrast to results from Yammeesri and Lodh (2004, p.265) showing 

family-controlled ownership making a stronger and more consistent contribution to 

performance than family-managed ownership, particularly at levels where “managerial 

shareholders can entrench their power in the control of a firm’s activities”. Other results 

point to generational impact, with some suggesting a significant improvement in 

performance from multi-generation firms (Rutherford et al., 2006; Olson et al., 2003), while 

Barontini & Caprio (2006) imply that after a succession period family firm performance 

becomes undistinguishable from that of non-family. The plethora of differing results from 

various family business studies demonstrates the effects from a lack of definitive approach to 

the study of the field. This has led researchers to consider academic investigation of family 

firms a “jungle”, in which the past 10 years of growing empirical research has done little to 

improve the credibility of a subject suffering from grass-root definitional issues, leading to 

ill-placed generalisations (Rutherford et al., 2008, p.1089; Habbershon & Williams, 1999). 

However, conceptual understandings such as the Family Business Ecosystem (Habbershon, 

2006), the development and increasing application of the F-PEC scale of family influence 

(Klein et al., 2005; Jaskiewwicz et al., 2005; Holt et al., 2010) and other unified approaches 

to family influence measurement, such as the Family Climate Scales (FCS) (Björnberg & 

Nicholson, 2007) and the notion of individuals’ collective Family Orientation (FO) 
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(Lumpkin & Martin, 2008), are each informed heavily by the resource-based view (RBV) of 

firms strategy, and thus begin to create a common thread of family firm perspectives 

(Casillas et al., 2010).  

2.3 Management of familial influence 

In SMEs the knowledge management and decision-making processes are “typically 

concentrated in a few key persons” (Valkokari & Helander, 2007, p.602). Therefore it can be 

implied that the most pivotal role in an SME’s strategic development is that of the owner-

manager, with the vision, direction and essentially the overall competitive advantage sought 

by an SME being “directly related to the characteristics of the decision-maker” (Hutchinson 

et al., 2006, p.29; Gedajlovic et al., 2004). Owing to the aforementioned unique 

characteristics of family firms, in particular familial ownership characteristics, Basly (2007, 

p.155) implies that the family SME can be a “closed, hermetic and rigid organisation”, with 

family performing a caretaker role (Dhaliwal et al, 2010), contrasting the flexibility benefits 

perceived by Gray (2006). However, other family business authors may challenge this risk 

averse view of family firms in favour of a more developmental approach (Trevinyo-

Rodriguez, 2009; Le Breton-Miller & Milller, 2006; Ensley, 2006; Karra et al., 2006; 

Habbershon, 2006). For example, Ensley & Pearson (2005, p.279) provide empirical 

evidence to support the contrasting theory that family firms, particularly those with parental 

control, offer “more effective behavioural dynamics”, in terms of cohesion, conflict, 

potency, and consensus, than exist in non-family firms. However, this notion is qualified by 

suggestions from the same study that dominant family leadership may in fact be so strong 

that other members of the firm become hesitant to air their ideas and challenge the status 

quo. 

 

It has been noted that this need for autonomy is also fundamental in the career aspirations of 

many family SME owners (Gray, 2006), tied in with lifestyle aspirations and dreams of 

legacy succession (Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006). Keeping full control over the 

business’s dealings can often lead to the creation of a “veil of secrecy”, accompanying a 

family firm’s informal governance structure (Gedajlovic et al., 2004, p.900). Gedajlovic et 

al. (2004) consider this to have a positive influence in dynamic environments as it enhances 

the element of strategic surprise and can often lead to greater speed of response due to less 

rigorous decision-making structures. In contrast to this however, when the firm is operating 

in less dynamic but more complex environments, where strong leadership is required, the 

decisional independence in many family SME governance structures, and a fear of the 
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“capitalistic involvement of non-family management”, can create rigid structures and an over 

reliance on a small number of individuals (Basly, 2007, p.170).  

 

In a study designed to look at internationalisation in SMEs, Eyre & Smallman (1998) suggest 

that the vital element of entrepreneurship is present in every small firm and is brought about 

by committed owner-managers; however, this can often develop into a “utilitarian view of 

what is right” (Eyre & Smallman, 1998, p.37). Chell (2001) notes that this element of 

entrepreneurship can also give rise to a distinct set of variables, for instance, the initial 

entrepreneurial vision; self-efficacy; and a high internal locus of control likened with the 

aforementioned overriding need for autonomy (Chell, 2001; Deakin & Freel, 2003)
1
. This is 

a view supported by Fiegener (2005), who found that small organisations’ board members, 

other than the CEO, remain uninvolved and isolated from critical decision-making processes; 

thus implying that CEOs prefer to have solitary control over major decisions. The individual 

influences of the owner-manager in determining the strategic future of the firm can be 

potentially costly for a firm seeking strategic growth (Songini, 2006). Family owner-

managers often become primarily concerned with the high failure risk involved with changes 

to strategy and the ultimate destination of what they consider to be the family’s wealth and 

family member employment. Moreover, a reluctance to share control or delegate decision-

making due to fears of a compromise in property rights can also be evident in many family 

managed firms (Gedajlovic et al., 2004).  

 

Zahra & Filatotchev (2004) highlight the significance of organisational culture in the 

strategic development and sustainability of family firms, particularly noted when compared 

to non-family businesses. The study provides empirical evidence to support the theory that 

intangible resources and organisational culture (for instance, the four key cultural 

dimensions of, “group culture”, “external orientation”, “decentralisation”, and “long-term 

orientation” (Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004, p.320)) are inherently linked to the development of 

an entrepreneurial environment open to opportunity recognition (Zahra, 2005; Hutchinson et 

al., 2006; Canavale, 2001). Supporting previously noted studies on the autonomy of 

ownership, this study highlights that knowledge of most value in family firms is often kept 

by a single person, or very limited amount of people (Zahra et al., 2007). Such an 

unchallenged consolidation of power and control can work to counter the benefits gained 

from unique ‘familiness’ and lead to an over-dependence on the organisational leader 

(Gedajlovic et al., 2004), prompting insinuations that family firms may fail to learn, even 

                                                      
1
 The notion of entrepreneurship is considered in greater detail later in this review. 
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when presented with an opportunity to do so (Zahra et al., 2007; Gedajlovic et al., 2004). 

Thus an open organisational culture and the communication of knowledge throughout an 

entire firm becomes of critical importance in maintaining sustainable competitive advantage 

and countering these effects. Leading to suggestions that for a family firm to develop from 

the initial founder-entrepreneurial stage “professional management and less family 

involvement” is needed (Johannisson, 2002).  

 

At the initial start-up stages, founding entrepreneurs of a family business seek to create the 

firm according to their own beliefs and attitudes (Schjoedt et al., 2013). For example, the 

desire to control their own destiny, initial business vision, and the creation & retention of 

family wealth, among others (Chell, 2001; Zahra, 2005). In this way, a small family firm can 

be seen as a vehicle that the owner-manager drives (Mole, 2007). As such, linking back to 

theories of heterogeneity (Miller & Besser, 2000; Uhlaner et al., 2004; and Voss et al. 2005), 

many varied reasons for business creation may be instilled firmly in the mind of the founding 

member(s); however, this says nothing of the beliefs and attitudes of other stakeholders 

within the organisation. The key role of trust links between these stakeholders is thus further 

brought into question (Habbershon, 2007; Steier, 2001). Within family firms, trust is 

considered a defining characteristic, seen to negate the need of formality in organisational 

structure and therefore lower traditional agency costs (Habbershon, 2007). Although this 

view has been qualified by Steier (2001), who notes the contribution trust in family firms can 

have on competitive advantage, while also implying the constrictive nature of binding 

relationships, in some instances working to diminish organisational trust as a whole.  

 

Sundaramurthy (2008) considers trust to be initially embedded in family firms, aiding the 

development unique competitive advantage, but also notes its changing nature over time as 

interpersonal trust diminishes with the personnel expansion of the firm and occasionally 

turns into conflict. Thus, the frequent interactions emanating from kinship or commonality of 

experience seen to facilitate strong trust links in family firms (Zahra, 2010) can in fact 

evolve to hinder open relationships as the business becomes more complex with a lack of 

deep knowledge of each other diluting interpersonal trust (Sundaramurthy, 2008). Such a 

staged evolutionary view of trust relationships in family firms is supported by Ermisch & 

Gambetta (2010) who use a behavioural study to note that strong family ties in particular can 

inhibit relationships with ‘strangers’ and limit the ability of family firms to deal with and 

benefit from the experience of those not in the trusted circle; this is contrasted to a more 

involving and outward orientated culture exhibited where weaker family ties are in evidence.  
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Moving away from the impact of family on agency relationships, Poza, Alfred and 

Maheshwari (1997) conducted longitudinal research acknowledging the effects of individual 

perception in family relationships and organisational standards & processes among key 

stakeholders within a family business. This discovery research is primarily qualitative in 

nature, and is followed by a broader empirical analysis greater exploring the themes of 

participation, tolerance, harmony, communication (Poza et al., 2004). Significant results 

concerning the strong differences in opinion and perceptions between the CEO of the 

enterprise and the rest of the firm are uncovered. Specifically the following areas were 

highlighted as being thought of in significantly different ways: 

 

- Plans for CEO succession  

- Understanding of CEO tenure longevity  

- Consideration of younger generation’s ideas 

- Relationships among family members  

- The raising of sensitive issues  

- Encouragement of the expression of differences 

- The relationship between tradition and innovation within the firm, and 

- The degree to which family members feel free to seek their own careers out-with 

the firm. 

(Poza et al., 1997) 

  

In particular, this study suggests that CEOs are generally unaware of the concerns of both 

other family members and non-family members. CEOs are seen to be significantly more 

positive in their views of the firm and relationships therein, which can lead to an acceptance 

of the status-quo and therefore contribute to a resistance to change (Poza et al., 1997). 

Particularly noted are the costs associated with executive entrenchment and “goal 

incongruity” (Poza et al., 2004, p.100). Skewed by their own success, the perception 

differences between CEOs and the rest of the firm may contribute to the difficulties 

experienced by family firms when it comes to times of succession, and also may help explain 

why so many family firms fail to continue success into second and third generations (Miller 

et al., 2006; Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006; Songini, 2006). As well as noting the 

potentially damaging ‘disconnects’ created by CEO’s lack of self-awareness, Poza et al. 

(1997) demonstrate a perhaps more expected difference in business perception between 

family and non-family members in the firm, one non-family research participant stating 
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about the family members, “I sometimes wonder what they say at home about me” (Poza et 

al., 1997, p.511). This difference was particularly evident when considering career 

opportunities and feelings of inclusion, providing in no uncertain terms the “separate 

realities” that can exist among family firm stakeholders (Poza et al., 1997, p.511). Thus 

suggesting multiple stakeholder models, forwarded by Tagiuri & Davis (1992), are 

potentially mis-managed by family firms operating in a haze of individual goal ambiguity 

and complex relationships. Such a situation can cause many employees to lessen their 

efforts, or worse still, view the CEO as being out of line with the firm’s needs (Zahra et al., 

2008), leading to members potentially seeking employment with rival firms or simply failing 

to realise their potential for value creation.   

 

Since this study, many other examinations have offered differing theories around the diverse 

relationships within family firms (Cruz et al, 2013; Chua et al., 2009; Songini, 2006; Heck et 

al., 2006; Karra et al., 2006; Habbershon, 2006). The problematic co-existence of differing 

dyadic relationships within the same firm has produced some differing results when the 

impact on performance is considered. For instance, Minichilli, Corbetta and MacMillan 

(2010) find increasing diversity of family and non-family members in top management 

teams to produce a U-shaped relationship with performance, while Ling & Kellermans 

(2010) note that diversity can only produce a positive effect when carefully managed 

techniques of integrating the resources are auctioned; this study focuses on the specific 

effects of information exchange frequency. The main debate that has emerged though such 

performance related considerations has been whether the professionalization of family firm 

governance compromises the competitive advantage created via the ‘familiness’ notion 

(Songini, 2006).  

 

Agency theory is one of the most prominent approaches to dealing with differing 

perspectives within an organisation. The main notion of the theory is the “potential conflict 

between the owners of a firm and the managers under contract to run the firm on the 

owner’s behalf” (Karra et al., 2006, p.862). In the early stages of family firm development 

the existence of asymmetric altruism negates agency costs to some extent as the interests of 

all members of the firm will be sufficiently aligned, thus having a significant impact on both 

the behaviour of individual members and the performance of the firm (Chua et al., 2009; 

Karra et al., 2006). However, as the business develops, agency theory implies that a more 

formal governance structure be implemented as a way of aligning, or ensuring alignment 

between individual owner and manager interests (Songini, 2006). Formalising such 
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structures via a series of incentive and compensatory-style mechanisms seeks to establish the 

principal-agent relationship in contractual terms, thus negating the damaging effects which, 

according to the theory, altruism can often conceal in family firms; for example, adverse 

selection in the recruitment or development processes (Karra et al., 2006) and moral hazards 

such as opportunism, free riding and an overindulgence by owners in family members (Karra 

et al., 2006; Poza et al., 1997; Chua et al., 2009). The application of agency theory must 

however reflect the extent to which the firm’s members act as agents, as the enforcement of 

agency mechanisms may also serve as a disincentive to those not seeking opportunistic goals 

(Chrisman et al., 2007a).  

 

However, agency theory has been criticised for neglecting to take into account the social 

aspects of the family firm (Songini, 2006; Lubatkin et al., 2007). In particular, agency theory 

is considered to portray the family as if there were no existence of familial bonds (Lubatkin 

et al., 2007) and works on the assumption that family firm owners and subordinate managers 

have inherently conflicting goals (Chrisman et al., 2007a). The reduction of familial 

relationships to “simple dyadic principle-agent” forms (Gedajlovic et al., 2004) is for this 

reason often regarded as undermining the very essence of family businesses.  

 

Stewardship theory, as an alternative to agency theory, relies on the assumption that the 

impact of altruism and the alignment of  company objectives with individual manager 

objectives is significant enough to make a more formal control and governance system 

unnecessary (Songini, 2006). Zahra et al. (2008) suggest that stewardship theory enhances 

employee commitment, which is conducive to strategic flexibility. Such a view is not 

entirely compatible with the noted differences in perception among the varied stakeholders 

within family firms (Poza et al., 1997). In particular, the effects of altruism cannot be 

assumed in non-family members of the firm (Chua et al., 2009). Moreover, the natural 

tendency for parents to be generous to their children can lead to the offspring seeing such 

treatment as entitlement (Lubatkin et al., 2007), perhaps fostering a self-centred attitude 

leading to a risk of free-riding, shirking of responsibilities and other moral hazards, which 

stewardship theory is not equipped to deal with (Schulze et al., 2001). Thus parental altruism 

can also, as with agency theory, lead to governance inefficiencies (Lubatkin et al., 2007). 

This without mention of the accentuated importance of the owner’s character and discretion 

in authority over a stewardship led governance structure (Gedajlovic et al., 2004). 
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Where there is high goal alignment and a low-level of business complexity it is 

understandable that stewardship theory should be the most attractive option for firms 

wishing to maintain a familial dynamic (Jaskiewicz & Klein, 2007). An ideal type of 

altruism, as implied by stewardship theory, expects an owner to withdraw from personal, 

familial and business concerns when addressing the needs of the firm’s agent; while the 

reaction of the agent is expected to be selfless, value-building, and for the benefit of the 

‘greater good’ (Chrisman et al., 2007a). Such a notion, pleasant as it may sound, fails to 

acknowledge “the daily realities of organisational life” (Lubatkin et al., 2007, p.1024).  

 

The informal approach to family business governance, implied by stewardship theory, is 

consistent with the view that it is precisely the intangible ‘familiness’ aspect that helps create 

the firm’s unique competitive situation (Songini, 2006). Applying this theory, the owner-

manager assumes the role of advisor, networker, and general strategic participant. However, 

it should also be noted that as firms grow and develop the needs and make-up of the 

organisation also change. For instance, the family situation itself can often change (for 

example, the emergence of cousin involvement), changing operational environment, and the 

natural aging of the controlling generation (Trevinyo-Rodiguez, 2009). It therefore follows 

that changes will occur in the impact of altruism and the subsequent behaviours of firm 

members. Chrisman et al. (2007a) imply that the development of asymmetric altruism in 

owners (entering into their ‘separate realities’, as suggested by Poza et al. (1997)), along 

with self-control issues can inadvertently cause subordinates to act more like agents than as 

stewards as they feel less aligned with the goals of the owner, meaning CEO implemented 

stewardship mechanisms can have the opposite affect as intended. In fact, Schulze et al. 

(2001) found many of the aforementioned agency problems, contrary to being negated by 

altruism, were actually more pronounced in family firms due to the existence of altruism and 

the owner self-control issues that can arise from an autonomy driven situation. Such a notion 

reflects the findings of Poza et al. (1997) on the skewed link to organisational reality that can 

evolve from autonomic owner control, and highlights that family ownership is often not the 

“governance panacea” that some approaches imply (Schulze et al., 2001, p.108).  

 

The described theories on the governance of family businesses are inconclusive (Songini, 

2006). Jaskiewicz & Klein (2007) suggest that agency and stewardship theory do not 

compete against each other, nor do they exclude one another; critical to the choice of 

approach is the situation in which the firm exists. Schulze et al. (2001, p.103) posit that the 

unique aspects of family owned/managed firms mean that they are susceptible to both 



The Influence of Family 30 

 

professionalized agency problems, as well as those “engendered by altruism”. The 

importance of choice in governance approach cannot be overestimated, should members of 

the firm behave like agents then the application of agency theory can produce positive 

results, the same can be said of stewardship theory; however, the application of the wrong 

approach can lead to damaging relationships with the agents and the firm (Chrisman et al., 

2007a).   

 

When considering theories, the usefulness of the professionalization of a family firm, via 

formal governance structures, tends to be weighed up against the necessary family attributes 

in maintaining uniqueness in the competitive environment. There is an understanding in the 

literature that, in this regard, there are two distinct types of family firms, those who 

recognise the need for effective internal governance systems and others that do not, perhaps 

relying heavily on a level of altruism that does not necessarily exist (Schulze et al., 2001). 

Sonfield & Lussier (2009) note that increased professionalization, seeking increased growth 

opportunities and increasing numbers of non-family members, can create an impression of 

the “creative destruction” of the family firm (Sonfield & Lussier, 2009, p.198), thus leading 

family-based managers to discourage creativity and growth for fear of losing family values. 

Moreover, family CEOs can often find the administration-heavy aspects of strategic planning 

and agent control to be “laborious and time-consuming”, feeling that this takes them away 

from the day-to-day running of the business (Schulze et al., 2001, p.104).  In contrast to this 

Chrisman et al. (2007a) found that family firms apply liberally, structural incentives and 

compensation packages, raising suggestions that altruism does not in fact blind an owner to 

the realities of appropriate organisational behaviour and the element of opportunism in all 

staff, implying that many family firms seek a more professionalised route than previously 

thought. Alternatively, Jackiewicz & Klein (2007) question the relevance of a 

professionalised agency theory in a small family firm due to the existence of low goal 

divergence and the influential presence of family in the ownership & management of the 

firm.  

 

However, the noted differences in perception between firm members, particularly between 

the CEO, other family members and non-family members (Poza et al., 1997) strengthens the 

view that development of an operationally effective organisational culture (formal or 

informal) is of the utmost importance, not only in maintaining a sustainable competitive 

advantage (Zahra et al., 2004), but also in building an awareness and understanding 

throughout the firm. The complexity of relationships intertwined in the fabric of family firms 
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warrant the serious consideration of an ambiguity-tackling culture in order to mediate the 

risk associated with hostile or antagonistic relational issues (Eddleston et al., 2008). CEO-

member misalignment can cause serious problems in the application of any governance 

structure (Chrisman et al., 2007a). This leads to suggestions by Lubatkin et al. (2007) that 

the aforementioned governance approaches over-simplify the developmental needs in 

idiosyncratic family firms; even the notion of altruism is simplified, as such a perspective 

can in fact take many different forms depending on the firm and the individuals involved. It 

is implied that such firms are continually adjusting, with members behaving as both agents 

and stewards alternatively in differing situations, or even at differing stages of the 

organisation’s life-cycle (Chrisman et al., 2007a; Lubatkin et al., 2007). In such a situation 

the role of leadership judgement becomes of far greater importance in determining the most 

appropriate application of governance technique. Business activities cannot be isolated from 

the expectations and experiences of the decision-maker. The CEO and top management 

team’s perception of their environment and their organisation has significant impact on the 

exploitation of both external and internal opportunity (Zhang et al., 2006). 

2.4 Conclusions 

The growing acknowledgement of family business as a field of research has meant an ever-

changing development in approaches to its study. Family firms exist within the “broader 

context of culture, history, and a changing society” (Astrachan, 2003). Although this can be 

said of all firms, it is the case that family businesses are vulnerable to certain socially 

embedded influences perhaps lesser experienced by purely economic-based organisations. 

Examples of this can be found in Tagiuri & Davis’ (1992) articulation of the multiple 

stakeholders existing within a family firm’s environment, therefore leading to fragmented 

business objectives seeking to satisfy a number of varied objectives, from the financial to the 

social. Developments in theories of family business as a stand-alone discipline have since 

moved beyond this paradigm, yet its strong influence remains (Moores, 2009). More recently 

a move has been made toward a unified perspective of the family firm, based primarily on 

the resource view of firm strategy (Barney, 1991). This is forwarded greatly by the gradual 

development of Habbershon’s (2006) Family Business Ecosystem, such a view suggests that 

traditional models of organisational measurement cannot necessarily be applied to family 

businesses, which develop an organisational resource profile unlike that of any other firm. 

Many studies use this perspective in an attempt to establish what provides such a level of 

resource distinction in family firms, with the result being the appearance of scales on familial 
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influence and familial orientation (for examples see Klein et al., 2005; Björnberg & 

Nicholson, 2007; and Lumpkin & Martin, 2008).  

 

Analyses which are based on a unified systems perspective has so far produced many varied 

and often contrasting results, mainly leading to the criticism of a homogeneous classification 

of family businesses. The main findings of these studies imply an inherent friction within 

many family businesses, leading to competing objectives, diluted and occasionally fierce 

perceptions in trust relationships, and the creation of plural ‘realities’ within one company. 

Such issues are found to appear over time, with it often being the case that initial 

‘familiness’, based on stewardship and altruism, evolves into a more sinister situation of 

familial autonomy and nepotism. In particular the leadership element, established by many 

works as the CEO of the organisation, is often blamed for such problems. Studies led by 

Ernesto Poza (1997, 2004) identify the particular problems of centralised control and 

uninformed perceptions working to the detriment of building a cooperative culture within 

organisations, thus failing to achieve the potential of a fully implemented and unique family 

business resource profile. A number of governance techniques have been put forward as 

suggested antidotes to the problematic issue of critically diverse relationships within family 

firms, the majority adopting a agency versus stewardship (professionalism versus 

‘familiness’) perspective. However, the previously established uniqueness of each and every 

family firm suggests that such pre-prescribed governance theories are ineffectual, and that 

only an individually created governance culture acknowledging both organisational and 

relational idiosyncrasies has the potential to be effective in such complex scenarios.  
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3. Knowledge sharing culture 

This chapter moves on from the consideration of the influence of family by applying theories 

of organisational culture and specifically looking to knowledge-sharing as a method of 

building advantage from knowledge resources and human embedded assets. Firstly, literature 

on organisational culture is reviewed as a generically applicable concept and the peculiarities 

of culture in small family-based firms are presented. Then the chapter moves onto more 

modern theories of organisational learning cultures and learning in individuals, in this way 

the human assets of a firm are acknowledged and investigated, thus providing for a focus on 

knowledge and specifically, knowledge-sharing. This is followed by a review of current 

conceptualisations on how knowledge sharing activities take place in family firms and 

suggests that the area is currently underrepresented in academic literature. The final sections 

of this chapter address the idiosyncrasies of small family firms, with the emergence of social 

capital as a key construct in the perception of knowledge-sharing as a critical factor in 

creating and maintaining organisational performance. To begin with, a review of the greater 

organisational culture literature is presented as a theoretical frame within which knowledge 

sharing culture in small family firms can be viewed.  

3.1 Organisational culture 

The creation and maintenance of an organisational culture which fosters and encourages 

entrepreneurship, thereafter influencing opportunity recognition, is considered central to the 

development of an inimitable people-based resource (Zahra, 2005; Hutchinson et al., 2006; 

Canavale, 2001). The notion of organisational culture is in many ways like issues of 

‘familiness’ in that it could be considered one of ambiguity, with multiple definitions and 

various approaches to its study; for instance: the groundbreaking work on nationalistic 

influence (Hofstede, 1985); structural implications (Handy, 1999); or internal values and 

informal rules influencing firm member activity (Peters & Waterman, 1982, 2004). 

Organisational culture can be regarded as metaphorical glue with the potential to hold 

communities of people together; within this it has the power to motivate commitment and 

performance in individuals on behalf of that community (van den Berg & Wilderom, 2004). 

This is perhaps most famously articulated by Katz and Kahn (1966, 1978, p.374) when 

considering affiliative expression and group belongingness: 
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“By being part of something beyond the physical self, the individual can achieve 

a sense of belongingness and can participate in accomplishments beyond 

individual powers... The individual feels a part of some larger social entity and 

recognizes a bond of identification with that entity.”  

 

Alvesson (2002) conceives that it is through the viewing of organisations as cultures that a 

richer understanding of the reality, or what happens in an organisation, and the impact these 

actions have on the thoughts, feelings and values of the individuals therein can be achieved. 

Although a fairly abstract concept, culture is considered by Schein (1992) to manifest itself 

in three ways: visible aretefacts, espoused values, and in taken for granted assumptions, 

which are representative of the collective organisational experience (Johnson et al., 2008). 

These assumptions may begin life accidently as a process, application or technique that 

worked well once and therefore becomes the accepted norm via its continued communication 

through human interaction within the organisation (Martins & Terblanche, 2003). The effect 

of this is the development of an organisational culture as unique as the individuals therein. 

However, Cameron and Quinn (1999) go some way to categorising cultural ‘types’ in 

organisations by establishing four main definitional terms along the previously established 

scales of flexibility/control and internal/external orientation (Quinn & Rohrbaugh, 1983). 

The four behavioural types are: clan culture, based on empowerment, cohesion and 

participation; adhocracy culture, based on flexibility, decentralisation and change ability; 

hierarchal culture, based on control, centralisation and predictability; and an arguably more 

traditional market culture, based on a task focus, profitability and product/process quality 

(Cameron & Quinn, 1999).  

 

Schein’s (1992) three-tier model (surface artefacts; strategic values; and core assumptions), 

furthered by Hatch (1993) to acknowledge the dynamism between these cultural systems and 

adopted by Cameron and Quinn (1999) to establish certain cultural types, remains the 

dominant conceptualisation of a cultural approach to organisational understanding (Haugh & 

McKee, 2000). Spawning voluminous accounts of culture’s subsequent effects on and 

implications for more defined business and managerial functions (for example, Chen, 2010; 

Tellis et al., 2009; Jones et al., 2007; Winklhofer et al., 2006; Lund, 2003), the three-tier 

construct has survived relatively unchallenged as the analytical lens through which 

organisational culture should be viewed. The manifestation of such culture in “overt 

behaviours, norms and espoused values” implicitly seeks to stabilise and provide 

predictability (Schein, 2004, p.129), thus supporting previous suggestions by Kotter and 
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Heskett (1992) on the persistence of culture regardless of changing group membership. A 

plethora of established, and occasionally bestselling, literature has been based on this notion, 

claiming to enhance managerial understanding and manipulation of organisational culture; 

much of which sees an aligned system where a culture built to match individual goals is 

considered the key to organisational excellence (for examples see, Peters & Waterman, 

1982; Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Schein, 2004; Kanter, 1990). However, Morgan (2006) posits 

a different perspective, one removed from the reduced set of discrete and manipulatable 

variables described above. The main premise put forth is that culture cannot be imposed on 

any social setting, but it instead develops through the course of lengthy and often complex 

social interactions. In such a way, organisational reality is seen to be constructed through 

shared values, meanings, beliefs and sense making of the distinctive settings in which the 

day-to-day activities of the firm take place.  

 

From this overarching perspective organisational culture must be approached as a root 

metaphor against which all activities of the organisation can be conceptualised, as opposed 

to an individual variable for addition to the resource mix (Smircich, 1983). The main essence 

of Morgan’s (2006, p.137) argument is that culture is a living phenomenon jointly created 

and continually recreated by all involved, at any one point building a socially constructed 

reality “as much in the minds of their members as they are in concrete structures, rules, and 

regulations”. In this way employees’ attitudes and personal emotion come into sharp focus 

when seeking holistic understanding (Senge, 1990, 2006). Applying this frame of reference 

to organisational life, every aspect becomes symbolic and meaningful, whether made explicit 

or existing as an unspoken and potentially unintended influence; for instance: the use of 

language, both formal communications and informal utterances; the nature and feeling of 

human interaction; memory and interpretation of past events; situational considerations; and 

general circumstances of the organisational setting. Thus the cultural perspective put forth 

becomes something which cannot necessarily be measured on a scale, but exists in the lived 

experiences of those contributing to its construction and interacting with its influence.  

 

Much of the movement in cultural perspectives considers homogeneity and unification to be 

exemplary conditions of ‘strong’ organisational culture (Collins & Porras, 2002), which is 

then used as a managerial tool for operational effectiveness and performance (Wilderom et 

al., 2000; Sparrow, 2001). However, Martin et al. (2006) imply that such unified, or 

completist view of culture (also termed the integration perspective) emanates from a time 

when quantitative research was standard in organisational studies and a singular culture 
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variable made analysis possible; whereas in the present day, more intricate perspectives are 

able to emerge via the growing acceptance of qualitative and mixed techniques. In particular 

this has lead to the acknowledgement of sub-cultures within one organisational culture 

model, a notion gathering so much notoriety it has led Alvesson (2002) to note that 

researchers must now appreciate the effects of differentiated and often competing 

subcultures in order to understand more holistic cultural influences. From a socially 

constructed cultural perspective it has also been noted that more cohesive forms of 

organisational culture will be borne out of a shared understanding of reality, while 

fragmented cultures are characterised by the existence of multiple realities emanating from a 

number of often differing and subjective perspectives (Morgan, 2006). Termed the 

differentiation approach (Martin, 2002), this is also joined by the fragmentation perspective, 

which focuses on the ambiguity of broad- and sub-cultures as shared values, and sees 

interpretation of cultural manifestations as multiples; with situational complexities, 

contradictions and confusion being at the forefront of any cultural discussion (Chan et al., 

2004). Therefore, it could be claimed that perspectives on organisational culture have 

evolved in a reverse fashion than that of family firms. For example, initial individual 

perspectives of a family firm’s multiple stakeholders (Tagiori & Davis, 1992; Barnett et al., 

2009) have gradually developed into a unified perspective of organisational ecosystems 

(Habbershon, 2006) and family climate (Björnberg & Nicholson, 2007). Whereas initial 

consideration of a unified organisational culture (Peters & Waterman, 1982; Deal & 

Kennedy, 1982) now has competing works detailing differentiated sub-cultures and 

fragmented situational temporality (Kreiner & Schultz, 1993; Meyerson, 1991). 

  

Unified integration perspectives have come under scrutiny for considering a holistic view of 

organisational culture from top management only, whereas differentiation and fragmentation 

views acknowledge the potential for conflict within an organisational culture where separate 

subcultures may be more influential, particularly where the individual is concerned (Clegg et 

al., 2008; Willmott, 2002). Conservatism in the integration perspective has also been 

recently criticised for overlooking diversity and short term dynamism in favour of long-term 

equilibrium (Wu, 2008), particularly noted with the added complexity that within any 

organisation there can exist individual sub-cultures. The self-organising and continually 

evolutionary aspects of organisational culture lend themselves to this notion, in that at any 

point in time an organisation’s culture will differ to that which has come before, or will 

follow in the future (Morgan, 2006). It follows that if any group of people can form their 

own evolutionary collective culture, then individual departments, social groupings, 
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communities, within wider organisations can also form their own emotionally invested 

culture which can be both explicitly obvious or invisible to the uninitiated (du Plessis, 2006). 

This is contextualised by Morgan (2006) with distinctions of professional background, social 

or ethnic groupings, and interestingly, from a family firm perspective, the subcultures of 

those organisational members with divided loyalties.  

 

Cultural pluralism such as this clearly implies the influence of the individual in the creation 

of culture as opposed to any greater authority, however, Keyton (2005) notes that many 

managers and organisational leaders are charged with the role of creating or manipulating 

organisational culture, usually via the application of motivational mission statements. This is 

particularly reflected in the majority of small and family firm literature where, despite these 

competing views on culture, the primary focus remains on the role of the owner-manager in 

creating and maintaining culture, thus implying the dominance of a unified integration 

perspective in research on this sector (see for example: Sonfield & Lussier, 2009; Wang & 

Costello, 2009; Kelly et al., 2000). However, Brown and Duguid (2001, p.201) provide some 

reasoning for this peculiarity; in considering the social-cultural impact in larger 

organisations, they imply a clear distinction between these firms where the cultural effects 

most salient to individuals are “probably not those determined by leaders”, and what they 

term as “very small organizations”, which are constructed around a single practice and 

therefore are greater impacted by the notions of an individual guiding force. This in turn has 

led to much discussion on the role of management in shaping and manipulating culture from 

a top-down perspective (for instance: Shepherd et al., 2009; Denison et al., 2004; Zahra, 

2005; Chirico & Nordqvist, 2010; Levie & Lerner, 2009); subsequently using leadership 

styles to provide key insights in explaining why organisations operate in the way they do 

(Morgan, 2006). Altinay (2008) notes that such an influence is most clearly in evidence 

when considering HRM (Human Resource Management) practices, suggesting that a natural 

tendency for such managers to be inward-facing should be reversed in order to be able to 

adapt culture more appropriately to ever-changing, dynamic environments. This notion is 

articulated by Zhang et al. (2006), who make specific reference to the fact that a firm’s top 

management’s perception of the external environment has significant influence on the 

exploitation of any opportunity, particularly in small business where one individual or small 

group is usually dominant (Valkokari & Helander, 2007).  

 

The implications of linear, hierarchal organisational change in small firms challenge notions 

of collective culture, presenting a more sequential and authoritarian system in contrast to the 
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simultaneousness and continuous modification of coordination (Dupuy, 2004). The role of 

management remains critical in these firms as much of the literature acknowledges that the 

development of any culture can only achieve its aim if there is openness and the 

establishment of the owner-manager as a facilitator of “the movement of both knowledge and 

information” (Schwandt & Marquardt, 2000, p.179). Haakonsson et al. (2008) also found 

strong evidence of the interaction between leadership style and organisational culture, noting 

that the emotional interpretation of climate, both internal and external, is vital in the 

application of governance approach, supporting the theories from Zhang et al. (2006) on 

leadership’s pivotal role. A role which Fairholm & Fairholm (1999, p.102) consider to be 

two-fold, on the one hand building a harmonious and collaborative culture, on the other 

coordinating and “teaching followers to internalise these cultural principles in their 

actions”. Sparrow (2001, p.15) found the influence of senior management to be particularly 

high in SMEs compared with larger businesses who put a greater focus on “internal 

functional experts” when considering strategic decisions.  

 

Leadership self-awareness becomes of critical importance in the managing of organisational 

culture, particularly when linked to contemporary theories of organisational development 

attempting to link the leader’s journey with that of the organisation’s (Burke, 2008). The 

continual and reactive flow of the organisational structure as a unitary whole (the Open 

Systems Theory) has itself developed through the greater incorporation of culture as a 

prominent factor in the overall organisation dynamic (Smircich, 1983; Pondy & Mitroff, 

1979); and in such an incarnation it may be argued, remains the dominant perspective in 

much of the organisational development literature (Cummings & Worley, 1997). In 

particular, linking the internals of an organisation to the external environment, via 

management as the guiding influence, is on most occasions seen as key in facilitating and 

deploying appropriate diagnostic tools or interventions impacting strategic alignment and 

orientation (see for example: Weisbord, 1976; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; Kotter, 1978; 

Nadler & Tushman, 1980; Burke & Litwin, 1992). In adopting such a perspective, the role of 

individual development cannot be separated from that of the greater organisation. This is a 

view supported by Greiner and Cummings (2004), who warn that although organisational 

development issues in fact encompass all areas of the organisation, in many cases impact of 

behaviours and operations is constrained only to consider the influence of the individual 

development of the leadership. In this instance Burke (2008) suggests that critical problems 

arise when organisational development and individual development of the leaders are ill-

aligned, at it most extreme to causing many CEOs to leave the organisation, often after 
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causing considerable damage to the greater culture. Of particular interest to this current study 

is the view of Levinson (1971) whose work on organisational diagnosis is rich in 

metaphorical linkages to family systems, citing the comparison to these hierarchal social 

units as particularly apt inasmuch as functioning organisations mirror the face-saving and 

loyalty-driven behaviours of families, particularly when facing the external environment 

(Lowman, 2005). Viewing such a theory in light of Burke’s (2008) observation of departing 

leaders, this becomes particularly interesting, as often in family firms (not simply those 

whose structure mirrors that of a family) the leadership element overlaps with the ownership 

and also the upper generation of the family itself, therefore making Burke’s (2008) 

resolution for ill-aligned development issues considerably more complicated. When 

considering primarily family influenced firms, Ghobadian & O’Regan (2006) also support 

this view, suggesting that an organisational culture, when managed incorrectly, can in fact 

blind an owner-manager to their external environment, thus compounding the problems of 

culturally disconnected leadership by also limiting the environmental reactivity of the firm. 

Thus the role of leadership is emphasised in the creation of a culture sufficiently aligned, not 

only internally but also to the surrounding environment (Haakonsson et al., 2008).  

 

Supporting this, Zhang et al. (2006, p.305) suggest that a strategic manager’s reaction to 

environmental cues, which the study classes as “learning triggers”, is key in subsequently 

linking the organisation’s structure and learning culture to their external environment. The 

owner-manager’s subjective perception of their environment directly influences the 

development of organisational culture and the alignment of governance strategy with 

external forces (Haakonsson et al., 2008). This supports views on the strong relationship 

between owner-manager mentality and firm performance (Wijewardena et al., 2008), 

highlighting however, that performance is affected via the structuring of an environmentally 

reactive culture. The study also suggests that in relatively stable firms, developing past the 

initial entrepreneurial market-entry stages, the resulting organisational culture is less likely 

to encourage a dynamism in knowledge, with all learning seen to be held individually, 

usually in the owner-manager (this notion is discussed in more detail in following sections), 

as such, these firms find difficulties in adjusting to change until the situation becomes so 

severe that an internal crisis is created (Zhang et al., 2006). This is supported by evidence 

suggesting that managers of small businesses must reach the point of immediate ‘fear’ before 

any actions are taken to deal with challenging external factors (Sparrow, 2001).  
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Such conclusions may provide some reasoning to the development of conservatism in many 

small family firms where control is centralised, where after the initial start-up and growth 

stages the leadership element becomes comfortably detached from the organisational culture 

surrounding them (Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004; Poza et al., 1997; Karra et al., 2006; 

Habbershon, 2006). A notion highlighted further by Haugh & McKee (2004) who note that 

although small firms have particularities of unified cultures, particularly in terms of the 

shared values of survival and long-term employment, this is also subjective to the individual 

members who often do not subscribe to values in a homogenous manner, developing 

individual and personalised subcultures to satisfy their own needs. For instance, with a firm 

growing and developing sufficiently to consider itself ‘stable’ in it’s environment, the owner-

manger then succumbs to inward-facing orientations and centralised utilitarianism (Zahra & 

Filatotchev, 2004; Eyre & Smallman, 1998). Thus the owner-manager then effectively enters 

a blinded ‘separate reality’ as suggested by Poza (1997) and fails to acknowledge the 

potentially problematic existence of cultural sects failing to subscribe to the holistic cultures 

seen in the eyes of the owner-manager. Concurrently, other organisational members may 

enter into their own reality of disconnection with the leadership element and lack of strategic 

input to the organisation, thus a quite damaging form of sub-culture is created (Dupuy, 

2004). This can often remain until the internal ‘crisis’ of governance succession upsets the 

balance; at which point knowledge, governance, and all kinds of administrative matters must 

be transferred in a very short space of time, therefore also providing some rationale as to 

why many firms fail to survive this critical stage in the family firm life-cycle (Miller et al., 

2006; Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006; Songini, 2006).   

 

As with discussions on ‘familiness’, the rationale for an organisational focus on culture 

emanates from the unique competitive placement which can be provided under the RBV of 

firm strategy. It is in this sense that family firms can be viewed as having a particular 

strength, via close inter-personal relationships and long-termism creating solid and resilient 

organisational cultures, often covering a multitude of efficiency sins under the traditional 

agency perspective (Hall et al., 2001; Levie & Lerner, 2009). This contrasting of family and 

non-family firm cultures is provided with empirical support by Denison, Lief and Ward 

(2004) who demonstrate that family-orientated firms score higher on previously noted 

cultural dimensions under the banners of involvement, consistency, adaptability, and 

mission, with a subsequent positive effect on firm financial performance. In reasoning such 

results the writers place great importance on the role of founder values in the determination 

of organisational culture. However, such perspectives appear at odds with the development 
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of postmodern thinking on organisational culture (Kreiner & Schultz, 1993; Meyerson, 1991; 

Argyris, 2010). A view of small family firms as a unified culture imposed on or assumed in 

all organisational members overlooks notions of subjectivism and differentiation, therefore 

covering cultural cracks, subculture tensions, and individual perceptions with a misled 

rationale of culture unification as a panacea (Clegg et al., 2008).  

 

The use of the cultural metaphor implies that all aspects of organisational life become 

potentially significant, the importance of shared meaning draws attention away from more 

traditional views of structure and role as protective devices from the broader individual 

perspectives within the firm, also encouraging the recognition that everything in an 

organisation is socially constructed, including relations between the firm and its own 

competitive environment (Morgan, 2006). Although multifaceted and scientifically 

ambiguous, organisational culture, when approached as a root metaphor, becomes critical in 

the enabling, or inhibiting, of knowledge management practices (Tong et al., 2013; Handzic 

& Zhou, 2005). Interlinking knowledge capabilities with culture determines not only how 

knowledge and power over knowledge is distributed, but also how it is experienced at all 

levels (Kondra & Hurst, 2009).  

3.2 Organisational learning 

Organisational learning has been, and continues to be approached from many different and 

parallel perspectives (in this chapter the psychological and developmental, management 

science, and sociological approaches are highlighted as primary concerns in the context of 

family firms), each contributing to the understanding of how an organisation deals with their 

knowledge resource (Easterby-Smith, 1997). Conway and Sligar (2002) consider the 

development of the knowledge resource to be the lifeblood of any company, whilst the goal 

of knowledge management in its end is to enable performance through learning relevant to 

the knowledge utilised and experience gained (Gorelick et al., 2004). Therefore in order to 

fully understand what is meant by organisational learning through knowledge management, 

it is best first to consider what is meant by organisational knowledge. Higgins & Aspinall 

(2011) note that light was first shone on the significance of knowledge in the private firm as 

early as the 1940s, with Simon (1947) looking through an organisational theory lens at the 

schools of cognitive psychology and specifically the work on individual learning and 

problem-solving processes. This linkage with cognitive psychology continued and through 

major theorists considering primarily the human learning condition it became increasingly 

used in the study of organisations; for example, a writer worthy of particular note is Penrose 
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(1959, 1995), who proposed that firms achieve advantage through cognitive constructions 

based on the interactions of its people resource and collection of cumulative knowledge. As 

part of this movement the philosophical works of Gilbert Ryle (1949), create a distinction 

between the (theoretical) practical reasoning of an act and being able to translate such 

reasoning into a sequence of performance activities to enable its practical application; joined 

by Michael Polanyi (1958, 1983), who articulated the existence of the two distinct 

knowledge types, tacit and explicit, within the human mind (see also Polanyi and Prosch 

(1975)).  

 

Much of the literature on knowledge management acknowledges these two specific types of 

knowledge existing in firms, each with the ability to be captured, shared, and exploited. One 

perspective is the idea of formalised knowledge (Zahra et al., 2007). Such knowledge can 

essentially be classed as information, the main premise of such an asset is that it can be 

“transmitted without loss of integrity” and can be stored, held in a central management 

system, facilitating access for those who require it (Kogut & Zander, 1992, p.386). The 

second perspective is focused on the “sociology of knowledge” (Heo & Yoo, 2002, p.223). 

This kind of informal knowledge exists within individuals’ own ‘know-how’ (Kogut & 

Zander, 1992) and is tacit in nature, with sharing requiring “unstructured, face-to-face, and 

personalised informal exchange routines among peers or small groups” (Zahra et al., 2007, 

p.1072).  

 

Although a number of studies, particularly in the field of technological innovation, have 

developed knowledge categories beyond this relatively simplistic tacit/explicit model 

(Coombs & Hull, 1998); this current study will follow previous knowledge-based studies 

(Kogut & Zander, 1992; Heo & Yoo, 2002; Zahra et al., 2007) by transcending such 

classifications and focusing more on the inertness of knowledge and the issues involved in 

intra-organisational knowledge transfer and sharing. Specifically, the knowledge perspective 

of this present study is informed by the writings of Polanyi (1958, 1976); where true 

knowledge is seen as not only the explicit knowing of particulars in a mechanistic process, 

but is combined with the unspeakable, and often unrecognised, tacit dimension, frequently 

labelled as talent, gift, or hunch. This choice of perspective is influenced greatly by Brown 

and Duguid (2001), who see those studies attempting to individually address either tacit or 

explicit knowledge elements as dealing with the inherent properties of knowledge itself, 

whilst neglecting their manifestations. From this is it proposed that the analysis of context 

and environment in which each knowledge element exists, and where such knowledge may 
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‘stick’ in its movement or ‘leak’ out of the organisation, provides a richer and more fruitful 

explanation of intra-organisational knowledge behaviour. As noted by the writers, this theory 

lends itself to a cultural view of the firm where social (Kogut & Zander, 1996) and 

discursive (Tsoukas, 1996) communities exist and collective meaning (Wenger et al., 2002), 

trust (Powell et al., 1996), and motivation (Lin, 2006) become intrinsically related to any 

discussion. 

 

Viewing knowledge in this way raises particularly difficult issues with knowledge sharing. 

For instance, Hinds & Pfeffer (2003) note that the tacit element of understanding can be 

often neglected in transferring knowledge, thus leading to half-truths and misunderstood 

implications, therefore a focus on such issues in the transfer of Polanyi’s (1964) more 

complete knowledge is justified. The unique knowledge characteristics of any particular firm 

are now found to make significant differences to organisational performance, thus shifting 

strategic focus to the internal mechanisms of the firm, on resources and capabilities of 

coordinating resources to add value (Nelson, 1991; McGahan & Porter, 1997; Collis & 

Montgomery, 1995). Zack (2006) states that in knowing how to exploit their existing 

‘traditional’ resources, firms can use their unique ‘intellect’ to gain advantage in the 

coordination and development of more imitable sources; thus establishing the creation and 

integration of knowledge as a critical resource in it’s own right (Kogut & Zander, 1992; 

Spender, 1994; Winter, 1987). In the modern business environment product, processes, 

economies of scale, and market access have become less problematic and easier to imitate, 

thus making the not so tangible elements of culture and people increasingly vital to 

maintaining a sustainable competitive advantage (Kondra & Hurst, 2009); knowledge-based 

activities are considered imperative in this (Firestone & McElroy, 2003). It is the sharing and 

use of such knowledge which Zahra et al. (2007) consider to create value. Handzic and Zhou 

(2005) support this view, citing the complexity, ambiguity and uncertainty of the modern 

business environment as the driving force behind the rising importance of knowledge 

management perspectives.  

 

Initially, knowledge management and the way in which organisations learn was approached 

in a somewhat scientific manner, making assumptions on the codification of all types of 

knowledge where people’s work task can be simplified, articulated in some form, and in this 

way easily transferred (Cohen & Bacdayan, 1994; Dodgson, 1993; Simon, 1991). The 

rhetoric of knowledge management in the early days of its conception made this abundantly 

clear. For instance, phrases like: formalisation (Beckman, 1997); explicit control (Van der 
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Spek, 1997); the process of capturing collective expertise (Hibbard, 1997); application of 

systematic approaches (O’Dell, 1996); and the explicit and deliberate building of knowledge 

assets (Wiig, 1997), have all been used in attempting to define what is meant by knowledge 

management. Founded on the assumption that all knowledge can be codified, many of the 

writings from this perspective focus on the transfer of information from one person to 

another (Argyris & Schön, 1974; Simon, 1991; Dodgson, 1993). However, such an approach 

is easily criticised for failing to acknowledge the social and interpretive implications of 

having multiple processes and interactions within many work tasks, and also the tacit nature 

of some skills which cannot be codified or articulated without the loss of quality or 

understanding (Thompson & Heron, 2006; Easterby-Smith & Araujo, 1999). As a reaction to 

the weaknesses of such technical knowledge management strategies, a more social 

perspective attempts to encompass the more ambiguous elements of knowledge exchange 

(Prusak, 2010), for example, the relational aspects and the multiple, often hidden, factors of 

tacit ‘know-how’ transfer (Brown & Duguid, 1991). With the social perspective of 

knowledge management an understanding of knowledge is generated through the links of 

relational networks, considering learning to come through the timely and often prolonged 

interaction between social actors (Gherardi et al., 1998). Learning, conceived of in this way, 

sees less distance between the learner and the knowledge, with the truest form of 

understanding only coming with the learners active participation in the world they are 

attempting to study (Chiva & Alegre, 2005). Higgins & Aspinall (2011) highlight that in this 

way socio-cultural practices of knowledge management become not only about the learning 

which takes place in individuals, but also involve the acquisition and development of a social 

identity within the group. This mirrors changing observations in the field of psychology, on 

the use of education to usher children into society; thus individuals do not only learn about 

what they are taught, but through this they learn how to interpret and exist within the culture 

they inhabit (Bruner, 1996).  

 

Such a social view of learning and knowledge accumulation does suggest that the individual 

mind does not play a critical role in knowledge development (Simon, 1991). However, as 

Teece and Pisano (1994) highlight, individual learning skills are important, but their impact 

depends very much on their application in the context of an organisational setting, through 

the use of common communication ‘codes’ and coordinated procedures. Once recognised, 

individual knowledge can be developed into organisational routines that represent successful 

forms of group behaviour available for response to particular issues, which as Nelson and 

Winter (1982) imply, constitute the essential component of a firms knowledge capability. 
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Daft and Weick (1984) also observe that this shaping of the organisational context moves 

full-circle to then influence how individual members come to interpret learning from their 

environment; via the social forces bearing on the person’s situation. This in turn means that 

the knowledge resource can be considered more than the intellect of individuals within the 

organisation, but is also the organisational context shaping the perspectives of those 

individual therein (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). Management and manipulation of this 

knowledge resource, for use in decision-making and strategic planning, has become what is 

known as organisational learning (Clegg et al., 2008). Developing from a militant style of 

bureaucratic management, the organisational learning perspective, hinged with the notion of 

knowledge sharing (Martínez-Costa & Jiménez-Jiménez, 2009), engenders the application of 

“social technologies” and encourages firm members to be “emotionally literate, discursively 

flexible, interpersonally skilled, and instilled with a desire for lifelong learning” (Prichard, 

2000, p.177). Acknowledging that the way an organisation learns will form the most 

essential component of building sustainable competitive advantage, Khandekar & Sharma 

(2005, p.212) suggest that “organisations and its [sic] people” are key to the strategy of 

creating and sharing knowledge.  

 

The term organisational learning in itself has developed from considering stand-alone 

demonstrations of information processing to encapsulate the many different functions of an 

organisation. For instance, in early works claiming the importance of learning, Fiol and 

Lyles (1985) resonate what is known of organisational culture by pointing to the 

representation of learning in the organisation’s processes, history, and norms, also 

highlighting learning’s consistency over time regardless changing members. Hedberg, (1981) 

also covers such notions, pointing in particular to organisational learning’s transcendence 

from collective individual intellect, to cognitive systems, memories, and the preservation of 

certain behaviours. However, as opposed to culture, which focuses on the internal behaviours 

of the firm, organisational learning theories concentrate on the positive attributes of learning 

as advancement, substantial improvement, and adaptation to change (Wick, 1993; Huber, 

1991). Cutcher-Greshenfeld and Ford (2005) suggest that there are three distinct driving 

forces behind a holistic approach to organisational learner: 1) the economic force, produced 

by the potential for learning to drive innovation and create competitive advantage; 2) the 

technological force, by firms becoming increasingly entwined in complex systems that 

require the advancement of complete learning; and 3) the social force, built around an 

appreciation that holistic learning will include multiple perspectives, and therefore greater 

opportunity to gain new insights.  
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Influenced by the potential of socially variant driving forces, Kets de Vries et al. (2006) 

provide further support for the importance of ‘soft’ skills in organisational knowledge 

sharing, with particular reference to communication and job climate, citing the greatest 

impact on willingness to share as coming from agreeableness and performance belief, 

echoing the self-efficacy impact forwarded by Lin (2006) and supported by Segarra-Ciprés 

et al. (2013). A key role in the agreeableness within the relationships of an organisation lies 

with trust, Inkpen and Tsang (2005) point to trust as being critical in the willingness and 

intent of knowledge communication, without which all transfer of skills and information 

would be hampered. Leistner (2010) provides strong support in the furthering of trust as a 

driver, or facilitator of knowledge sharing, in that it is the essential element in the creation of 

a safe environment for actors to feel confident in sharing practices without fear of reprisal or 

negative connotations (Hardwick et al., 2013). The knowledge capabilities of a firm, in terms 

of how they perform at each of these levels, translate into how well that firm can deploy their 

knowledge resources in order to generate value and further the business objectives (Dutta, 

2011). Therefore, the strategic coordination of the firm around its knowledge resource and 

socio-procedural practices allows for the unveiling of potential and future challenge in all 

firms (Brown & Duguid, 2001). 

 

Foremost in the consideration of socio-cultural practices in knowledge usage has been 

Wenger’s (1998) conceptualisation of ‘communities of practice’. Surmised as creating “the 

social fabric of learning”, communities of practice encourage knowledge-sharing events and 

cultivate informal structures as opposed to managing knowledge resources in conventional 

ways (Wenger et al., 2002, p.28). Acknowledging the many differing reasons for individuals 

to become involved in this form of ‘community learning’, Wenger et al. (2002) also note that 

degrees of participation will vary, from outsider and peripheral actors, to the more 

operational members who are active or in the core group.  One of the most important 

contributions made by theories on communities of practice is that learning now not only 

exists in the isolated activities of training or study, but rather it occurs within the everyday 

context of an individual’s own experience reacting and interacting with the organisational 

environment (Clegg et al., 2008). In attempting to discuss the ‘embedding’ implications of 

the organisational setting (Granovetter, 1985), Brown and Duguid (2001) contend that a 

practice perspective allows theory to move away from the divergent knowledge typographies 

in the literature to consider the complex and often inherent knowledge barriers in the daily 

life of all organisations. Such a practice perspective involves consideration of the way work 
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is done in a firm; this has followed a greater trend in organisational studies demonstrating a 

paradigmatic shift from a psychological interest in the essentialist individual to a broader 

sociological conceptualisation of the organisation from a macro perspective (Nord & Fox, 

1996). For instance, in the sociological disciplines, Bourdieu (1987) places participation in 

practice as a feature of everyday life, where actors demonstrate a ‘feel for the game’ and 

operate both within their specific habitus, or learned dispositions, while also acting 

creatively, improvising beyond the set rules of their prescribed role (Fowler, 1997). Whereas 

de Certeau (1984) takes a different, although arguably similar approach, by noting that an 

actor’s participation in a practice is influenced by the rules and procedures set by the 

contextual culture but not wholly determined by them; in practice an individual can still 

show the will to break with the rules and thus influence the continued regeneration of 

culture.  

 

These observations are followed by Lave (1993) who attempts to represent the field of 

socially situated activity by positing that any situated activity involves a change in 

knowledge; surmising that learning, both collective and individual, should therefore not be 

considered as knowing what was not known before, but rather the developing of a changing 

understanding via participation in cultural settings. The situational identities developed 

through social-based interactions and working communities of practice represent a shift in 

learning philosophy, in that actors no longer seek to learn about the world in which they exist 

(the work environment in the case of organisational studies), but seek to learn to become part 

of the world (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The dynamic and changing nature of participation in 

communities of practice that this implies is therefore less dictated by the culture but more 

created and continually maintained by participation. Placing this in an organisational context, 

Brown and Duguid (1991) posit that such a social construct fosters the sharing of identity, 

stating that members of the ‘community’ develop a perspective, possibly reflecting that of 

the organisation as a whole, but more appropriately reflecting the localised community 

around them (Tonneis, 1971). Within this socialized construct, under the guiding influence 

of a shared perspective, knowledge movement becomes more fluid. However, it is also noted 

that with the potential for multiple communities of practice within the borders of one 

organisation, it is also where organisational-wide knowledge movement can ‘stick’, thus 

challenging assumptions of homogeneity within organisational structures (Spender, 1993, 

von Hippel, 1994; Szulanski, 1996; Brown & Duguid, 2001).  
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Thoughts on the socialization of knowledge have become well documented in recent 

literature, particularly following the seminal work of Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) on 

knowledge conversion (for the most recent works see: Yang & Wei, 2010; Zhang et al., 

2010; Lee et al., 2010; Choi et al., 2010; Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009; Arikan, 2009). 

However, much of this focus remains primarily on the control and measurement of 

knowledge systems, particularly from an industrial production perspective and product 

development (further examples include: Bakker et al., 2006; Lee & Suh, 2003; Herschel et 

al., 2001). Stated writings on communities of practice and participative learning forward a 

more cultural approach to the development of knowledge management techniques. Willem et 

al. (2008) have qualified this to some extent however, by considering the problematic 

existence of multiple social identities in organisations as an obstruction in the generation of 

inclusive and operational knowledge systems. This again mirrors the effects of subcultures 

within units (du Plessis, 2006) by noting the particularly damaging effects this has on 

knowledge sharing mechanisms. Thus exhibiting peculiar behavioural tendencies that do not 

always fit with utopian cultures of open democracies; highlighting that organisational 

structures, particularly when intertwined with elements of economic reward, do not always 

engender honest and free individual exchange. The subsequent desire to overcome such 

difficulties in enabling knowledge sharing mechanisms via a coherent organisational identity 

and social structure (Blankenship & Ruona, 2009) has begun to gain significant weight in 

knowledge management literature (Fliaster & Schloderer, 2010; Bae & Koo, 2008; Geisler, 

2007; Jashapara, 2005; Scott, 2005), demonstrating the value scholars and practitioners see 

in the development of effective socio-cultural knowledge mechanisms.  

3.3 Individual learning behaviours 

Argyris and Smith (2010) find that socio-cultural perspectives provide a response to the 

much considered top-down perspective of executive prescription by regarding individual 

behaviours in relationships as the determining factor of change within organisations, with 

culture appearing as a by-product. Discussing what the writers term as organizational traps, 

two main models of individual thinking and behaviour within organisations are put forward. 

Namely; Model I: Defensive Reasoning, which considers the main values governing the 

actions of a working human as being: “1 – Be in unilateral control. 2 – Win and do not lose. 

3 – Suppress negative feelings. 4 – Behave rationally” and Model II: Productive Reasoning, 

with the governing values: “1 – Seek valid (testable) information. 2 – Create informed 

choice. 3 – Monitor vigilantly to detect and correct error” (Argyris, 2010, p.63). The change 

inhibiting traps, brought about by the defensive and excluding nature of Model I are thought 
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by Argyris and Smith (2010) to be pre-programmed in individuals through previous 

acculturation and are therefore seen as natural in organisational situations. As such, 

individuals may block methods designed to adapt culture, therefore chaining organisations to 

cultures of deniability and ‘undiscussable’ follies. This is presented in contrast to Model II 

initiatives, focusing on change through learning and replacing traditional addictions to 

culture with more functional consensus building, whereby mission statements, acting as 

symbolic artefacts of the deeper rooted culture, are based on and represent the actual 

individual interactions within an organisation. Such an individualistic theory does not sit 

comfortably with previously noted works on managerial influence. Argyris (2008) notes that 

often the managers themselves are to blame for creating a change inhibiting culture of 

defensive reasoning, by demonstrating such behaviour themselves. Cries of 

misunderstanding when conflict occurs and playing victim to the effects of an organisational 

culture ‘out-with their control’ are said to lead to the creation of an ‘underground 

organisation’, in which managers lose influence and are often blinded to. It is also noted that 

it is usually at times of very dramatic and destructive scenarios when said ‘underground 

organisations’ show themselves aboveground and cause problems. 

 

Defensive reasoning, as discussed above, is inherently linked to the greater body of work 

considering individual learning within an organisational development context. Since the 

1970s thoughts on individual learning have seen the process as hierarchal in nature (Bateson, 

1972). Bateson (1972, p.223) proposed that all learning could be categorised and placed in a 

“simple, unbranching ladder”; the terms utilised in this original conception were: Zero 

learning, where the learning of a specific response or an act is not subject to amendments; 

Learning I, making a change in the response from a choice of considered alternatives; 

Learning II, resulting in a change in the process sequence from Learning I scenarios; and 

Learning III, making a corrective change in sequence itself, therefore altering the context of 

the act or response. This process of continual psychological and cognitive development is 

encapsulated by Mezirow (1991, 1978) as transformative learning, presented as a natural 

development from Habermas’s (1984) theory of communicative competence, highlighting 

the need for rational assessment of meaning and purpose in social reality. Transformative 

learning offers a reality in which adult perspectives, habits, and mind-sets are altered during 

the learning process to become more open, inclusive, and emotionally capable of change; an 

image of re-drawing cognitive maps is often used by writers attempting to convey the 

changing understanding in individuals as they learn more of their contextual surroundings 

(Dixon, 1994; Kim, 1993; Argyris & Schön, 1978). The staged approach taken to individual 
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learning has also been imitated by many in the field of organisations; this has arguably 

become most known in the form of Argyris and Schön’s (1978) ‘single’ and ‘double-loop’ 

learning metaphor. Single-loop learning considers responses to problems or glitches in the 

norm of the situation, where the individual is considered an agent of the greater organisation 

and learning is undertaken in order to activate error correction and return the situation to 

standard. However, double-loop learning considers not the restoration of the norm, but the 

changing of the norm itself. Thus double-loop learning generates a shift in the entire context 

of any issues needing resolved. As opposed to discussing this in problem solving isolation, 

Argyris and Schön (1996) found great inspiration in Bateson (1972) to argue that those 

undertaking single and double-loop learning can also seek to become better at these learning 

cycles. In this way, the entire learning process becomes a continuous mechanism of 

questioning and improvement, the writers term this ‘deutero-learning’ and imply that the 

behavioural cultures of the organisation then become the key determinant in its ability to 

learn. Mezirow (2000) refers to this process as the subjective reframing of the context in 

which an individual exists, and notes that such an activity often involves an emotionally 

traumatic struggle as old perspectives are both challenged and transformed.  

 

In considering individual learning in relation to the organisational learning context, Kolb et 

al. (1973) look to the learning stages of experience, reflection, and conceptualisation as 

building up to an individual actively experimenting with ideas and conceptual models. 

Forwarding this, Yang and Chen (2005) establish there to be three sequential dimensions to 

the organisational sharing of knowledge: the knowledge level, acknowledging the 

embeddedness of knowledge and its articulation; the individual level, in terms of personal 

motivation and prior experience of knowledge attainment; and at the organisational level, 

with cooperative and collaborative attitudes, structural supports from management, deep 

social interaction, and advanced technological support. This perspective is brought further 

into the organisational learning arena by Dixon (1994), who posits that varying experiences 

brought forth by employees in a firm should be collectively interpreted, leading to what 

Yorks and Marsick (2000) term collaborative inquiry, with a holistic and democratic 

perspective from the organisation on what constitutes valid and intervention worthy 

knowledge. Viewing individual learning in the organisation from this perspective links 

theories of individual learning to the socio-cultural perspectives of knowledge management, 

and the development of Wenger’s ‘communities of practice’. However, Argyris (1990) also 

provides sharp warning of the barriers to the development of organisational learning from the 

context of individual learning. The natural defensive reasoning of individuals is often found 
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to develop into defensive routines in the organisational setting; these routines are detailed as 

follows: the bypassing of potentially troublesome or embarrassing errors; this bypass 

becoming undiscussable; and the undiscissability becoming also undiscussable. This then 

becomes a pattern of conservatism until time of dramatic change or irresolvable error. As 

part of this defensive mind-set, it has also been suggested that a gap often remains between 

espoused theory and theory-in-use; thus individuals and organisations may speak of and 

promote deutero-learning and collaborative inquiry, but in reality, make it difficult for 

issues to be raised and problems to be challenged (Argyris, 1986, 1992).  

 

The problems in the socio-cultural application of transformative learning highlighted by 

Argyris (1986) expose a yet greater debate on the rationality of thought, the details of which 

are too broad to be fully considered in this volume. However, a summary of the most critical 

aspects of this philosophical debate, in relation to organisational learning in small firms, 

provides a solid contextual background to the more intricate practical issues of individual 

learning. The main actors of this narrative are the German political philosopher, Jürgen 

Habbermas (1968), proposing the freedom of rational decision-making in communication 

structures based on individual validity claims and subsequent action; and French thinker 

Michel Foucault (1926-84), who highlights the powerful role that discourse and context play 

in the learning process, stating that learning in this way is never fully free, but is constrained 

by familiarity of concept, structure and belief. The questioning of rationality does not seek to 

dispel theories of transformative learning in contextual settings, but does provide limitations, 

whether they are visible to participants or invisible due to familiarity (Giddens, 2009). 

Positing rationality as an ideology, it could be said that Foucault (1972) sought to present 

true rationality as possible were an individual to exist in a vacuum, but impossible with the 

reality of influences from the social context. The relative degree of freedom in an 

individual’s autonomy is created by the every-day life obstacles of: other people; economic 

reward; social and familial responsibility (Jarvis, 2006). Only in novel situations or moments 

of sudden change are people presented with a circumstance in which they will not have a 

pre-set, automated notion of what they should do, and therefore have a opportunity to act 

with free rationality. Prior to this debate, Simon (1957) also recognised the implications of 

rationality in relation to decision-making processes. Stating few choices are ever made in 

conditions of perfect rationality, he makes a distinction between ‘easy’ programmed 

decisions and non-programmed decisions that have no pre-requisite; suggesting that these 

decisions must not be left to subordinates.  
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It is in considering such issues that Clegg et al. (2008) highlight the power politics of 

rationality in organisational structures. In addition, Carter et al. (2010) look to discussions of 

power in order to understand the bounded or openly rational learning and decision-making 

taking place in organisations. Based on the seminal work of Nietzsche (1968), which posits 

that power involves the capacity to define reality, Bachrach and Baratz (1970) suggest that 

the powerful in an organisation seek to purposefully confine the scope of decision-making to 

those issues Simon (1960) considers to have programmed responses; while also noting that 

there can be no truly objective distinguishing of important and unimportant issues of learning 

and action, implying that the powerful in an organisation set the inherently bias mandate of a 

legitimate context for learning. Thus other issues, not considered programmable, become 

covert in their existence, where it has previously been decided that no action is required and 

the issue therefore falls into the realm of ‘non-decision’ (Crenson, 1971). This controlling of 

not only voice, but of exposure to and legitimisation of issues on the organisational learning 

agenda could then be said to create the space in which people perform tasks and make 

decisions. Supporting this dialogue, Flyvbjerg (1998) suggested, when discussing the 

damaging effects noted in the Aalborg project, it became clear that in contrast to Francis 

Bacon’s (1597) infamous knowledge  is power statement, this relationship is actually more 

closely related; that power in fact determines what counts as knowledge in any particular 

context. Moreover, the relationship between power and rationality is found to be an uneven 

one, with power dominating the concept of rationality in every case; leading Clegg (2009) to 

state that what is rational, and indeed a social reality itself, is a direct effect of power.  

 

In applying these Foucauldian principles of rationality to an organisational setting, the 

concept of knowledge becomes skewed, with particular biases appearing where the 

intervention of power shapes and confines understandings of reality; as noted by Flyvbjerg 

(1998). Townley (1993) points out that such an influence is most severely felt in the design 

and application of HR practices. In particular, viewing power through this lens, 

commoditised elements such as structure, salary, and title, become less influential when 

compared to relational practices and communicative procedures (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1983). 

Via such implicit notions of power, relational activity is considered a creative force in 

producing reality, and also producing the individual identities interacting with these powers 

and the knowledge worlds emanating from them (Knights & Willmott, 1985). Clegg (1989) 

supports such a view by adopting the classic post-structuralist stance that, although 

individuals remain idiosyncratic in their nature, within organisations they are defined by 

their relation to others. According to Foucault (1980), seeing identity as the product of 
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every-day relational discourse implies that knowledge, weighted by the influence of power 

and emerging from that discourse, moulds those identities to play out the role which the 

constructed context requires of them. Although at the time of writing only dealing directly 

with institutional facilities, Foucault’s notions of power and rationale development are found 

to be easily transferred to any setting, including that of private enterprise (Townley, 1993). 

Thus, assumptions of neutrality in many of the scientific notions of quantifiable learning are 

challenged, which in turn leads to a focus on how organisations are organised and 

disciplined, and what kind of relational reality and knowable knowledge is subsequently 

created (Morgan, 1980).  

 

Foucault (1977) describes a number of ways in which the use of disciplines is adopted in 

organising, including: enclosure; partitioning; and ranking by a system of comparison around 

two poles (positive and negative). A number of systems are used in HR practices to locate 

individual identities within such organisational systems; for example: personality profiling 

(McCrae & Costa, 1999); performance evaluation (Kilpatrick & Kilpatrick, 2006; Kessler, 

1994); and appraisal through multi-source feedback (Kaplan & Norton, 1996; Bracken et al., 

2001). These mechanisms seek to place and order identities in relation to the greater whole 

of the organisation, this normally involves some form of scaling the employee and placing 

them in a hierarchy; examples of which include: levels of skill; reliability; or even levels of 

trustworthiness (Townley, 1993). What becomes known about an individual, either through 

self-declaration (confession) or examination then becomes easier to manage and locate in 

context, with more subtle methods examining through longitudinal discourse and relational 

experience (Smith et al., 1989). However, it is also noted that the assessment of individuals 

in any way is never perfect, the limited knowledge of the assessor and the limited ability of 

the subject to articulate their own knowledge provide an incomplete picture, and therefore 

creation of organisational identity in this sense can be erroneous and often tie people to false 

identities (McGregor, 1972). 

 

Power and the creation of legitimate social knowledge therefore often exhibit a constraining 

effect, leading to the objectification of an individual, as opposed to allowing free 

individualistic emergence through social relationships (Knight & Pye, 2004, 2005). From the 

biases of rationality and binding limitations found to be set by the contextual setting of 

learning there are some clear implications to be included in discussions of socio-cultural 

learning systems in organisations. Specifically, the ambiguity of the learning context has 

been highlighted, casting the shadow of power over the positive, and in retrospect, hopeful 
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notions of egalitarian ‘communities of practice’, where democratic choice and individualistic 

reflective practices supposedly reign. The mechanisms used by organisations to rank and 

place their members in both geographical and contextual space attempt to make learning 

processes explicit, and measurable (Townley, 1993). However, through this the individual 

becomes an object of the knowledge created and legitimised by the power of the 

organisation, instead of a subject of knowledge donation latently assumed by the socio-

cultural knowledge management perspective. Applied theories of individual learning, logic 

and rationale are therefore highlighted as being confined within tightly defined limits of 

context; meaning that, in relation to learning, individuals will engage only with the 

knowledge that the contextual boundaries deem appropriate. Thus the cultural context of 

each organisation is reinforced as being a defining factor in the knowledge accepted, 

appropriated, and ultimately used.    

 

A renewed view of organisational learning, in light of such modern theories on individual 

learning behaviours and contextual power, produces a tempered application of an ambitious 

knowledge philosophy. This occasionally sceptical view has recently been picked up by 

organisational development literature looking to the development of knowledge assets. For 

example, Cutcher-Gerschenfeld and Ford (2005) discuss the difficulties many organisations 

have in advancing from what they call a ‘bold vision’ of organisational learning to the 

practical application of this vision to the ‘harsh realities’ of daily organisational life. In 

particular, these ‘harsh realties’ are seen to manifest themselves in disconnects between the 

organisational units. It is argued that traditional organisational structures and bureaucracies 

institutionalise these disconnects and accept them as a reality of working relationships; 

however, Cutcher-Gerschenfeld and Ford (2005) suggest that this fails to make the most of 

the firm’s most valuable knowledge resources. For example, where the vision of 

organisational learning leads to the recruiting and development of an adaptive workforce but 

the organisational reality does not allow this workforce the freedom to develop, the 

frustration disconnect thus leads to a dilemma for the worker and the management. The 

outcome of such a situation typically ends in a divergence from the organisational learning 

vision. It is argued by the writers that a shared understanding can only come from making 

these dilemmas audible in the discourse of the organisation, in this way the unspoken rules 

and disconnects of the ‘harsh reality’ are uncovered, offering potential for solutions in 

processes, structures and strategy application.  
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Similar to discussions on the transference of a bold vision into the often disconnected 

organisational reality, Yeung et al. (1999) introduce the idea of learning disabilities to the 

organisational context. A distinction is clearly made here between individual learning and 

how this is translated in to an organisation’s learning ability. Although certain managerial 

techniques can adequately foster the generation of ideas and knowledge from organisational 

members, Yeung et al. (1999) see this as only valuable when such ideas have the opportunity 

to be generalised throughout working practices. This is where most firms with so-called 

learning disabilities are seen to fail. Interestingly, the writers here point to internally facing 

cultures, such as those which are strictly hierarchal and centralised, to be particularly 

vulnerable to the problems associated with transferring individual learning to an 

organisational level; whereas externally facing cultures, for instance, market cultures focused 

around quality and performance, are more effective at reading and reducing learning 

disabilities. This work echoes the cultural findings of Kotter and Heskett (1992) where 

externally facing organisational cultures are directly linked to enhanced performance. Such 

findings have clear implications for the often highly centralised and hierarchal small family 

firm (Poza, 1997, 2004). 

 

Work on these dysfunctions of bureaucratic organisations has an established history. For 

instance, the works of Merton (1940); Selznick (1949); Gouldner (1955); and Blau (1955) 

consider the unanticipated consequences of bureaucratic structures and how they are often 

self-reinforcing and cumulative to the point where they become embedded in the 

organisation’s nature and divert a firm from its objectives. As discussed previously, this has 

galvanised the more recent dominance of systems theory in the understanding of 

organisational behaviour, often presented as an antidote to the rigidities of overly organised 

and structurally inhibiting bureaucratic mechanisms (Senge, 1990, Greiner and Cummings, 

2004). However, solving the problems of disconnects between vision and organisational 

reality (Cutcher-Gerschenfeld and Ford, 2005) while tackling learning disabilities in the 

attempted integration of individual to organisational level knowledge (Yeung et al., 1999) 

force the organisation to think in complex ways, connecting visionary systems thinking to 

practical implications (Stacey, 2007). It is also argued by Fielding (2001) that a utopian 

systems approach to organisational learning fails to adequately deal with the pervasiveness 

of power in the organisation, and the skewing effects this can have on learning and 

knowledge development.   
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However, a number of tools are available to firms wishing to apply systems thinking in the 

enhancement of organisational learning; for example: frequent organisational meetings; 

formal and informal discussions; internal memo systems; among many others (Zhara et al., 

2007). Although there are a number of set managerial and administrative techniques in 

existence which can aid firms in the mechanisms of knowledge management and other 

quality-based notions (for example, MBNQA, EQFM and the ISO family of standards), 

many of these are considered too complicated for smaller firms and may force the central 

role of the owner-manger to move down administrative routes they are uncomfortable with 

and unwilling to commit to (Hutchinson & Quintas, 2008; Wang, 2008; Fielding, 2001). On 

top off this, ‘knowledge’ in the business world is often associated with information 

technologies, archives, etc. and therefore disregarded by firms with fewer resources as an 

expensive and unnecessary luxury. Therefore, the psychological transition of the owner-

manager to a systems-based organisational learning perspective often goes unconsidered in 

small firms (Holm & Poulfelt, 2003). The potential lack of engagement in systems thinking 

in small firms suggests a power-laden and bureaucratic functionality may persist in such a 

context; with the disciplines conventionally used to locate and arrange individuals in the 

context of organisational learning not necessarily being articulated, and it could be argued, 

not being applied at any conscious level by the power in the organisation (Cutting, 2005). 

Qualifying this view, Hutchinson & Quintas (2008) note that smaller firms may well 

undertake knowledge management techniques, however fail to recognise them as being 

knowledge management; for instance, informal practices such as after-hours meetings, or 

socially-based work related discussions. For this reason a more specified look at the 

knowledge practices in small firms through a power perspective would seem appropriate at 

this stage of the discussion. 

3.4 Knowledge management in small firms 

Due to a comparative lack of organisational resources, such as human and physical capital, it 

can be argued that SMEs are particularly sensitive to both external and internal changes in 

environment (Martinez-Costa & Jimenez-Jimenez, 2009; Conner & Prahalad, 1996). As a 

result, the intangible uniqueness of knowledge-based assets becomes of high priority in the 

quest for sustainable advantage (Gottschalk & Karlsen, 2009). Research conducted on the 

resource-based perspective of the firm (Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004) greatly acknowledges 

that the essence of such consideration lies with organisational knowledge. The notion of 

organisational learning adds to the competitiveness of a firm through the “implementation of 

knowledge management practices” (Martinez-Costa & Jimenez-Jimenez, 2009, p.114). Thus 
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it can be confidently stated that “knowledge is a basic source of competitive advantage” 

(Conner & Prahalad, 1996) and that the ability to share this knowledge directly contributes to 

organisational performance (Heo & Yoo, 2002), noted in particular via an increasing 

absorptive capacity in firms with a knock-on effect on innovation capability (Liao et al., 

2006). However, Bock et al. (2005) highlight that although knowledge may exist in 

individuals, this does not necessarily imply that it is effectively shared and utilised 

throughout the firm. In fact knowledge sharing “still appears to be the exception rather than 

the rule” (Bock  et al., 2005, p.88), with motivational factors in the organisation’s social and 

cultural environments cited as being key for ownership to overcome the natural guardedness 

of individuals (Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006; Martinez-Costa & Jimenez-Jimenez, 

2009; Lin, 2007). Lin (2006) found empirical evidence supporting the impact individual 

motivation factors have on knowledge sharing attitudes and intentions, with particularly 

significant results shown in the notions of reciprocal benefits, self-efficacy, and the relatively 

simplistic enjoyment gained from helping others; such results reported in contrast to 

expected organisational rewards, which was shown to have no impact on an individual’s 

willingness or intent to share knowledge.  

 

Focusing more narrowly on the research done on knowledge management within small 

firms, two distinct themes appear in the literature. The first focuses primarily on the nature of 

entrepreneurship from the existing experience and broad competencies of founding owner-

managers (Lazear, 2005; Hvide, 2009). Evidence from research works over recent years 

suggest SME owner-managers base much of their decision making on existing knowledge 

and individual intuition (Carson & Gilmore, 2000) with higher intensities of risk-taking and 

pro-active, as opposed to reactive, marketing decisions producing greater performance 

(Wiklund & Shepard, 2003). This follows arguments from Sullivan (2000) that 

entrepreneurial learning is experimental in nature and relatively unplanned and unarticulated, 

supported by qualitative evidence from Shane (2000, p.451) showing many small and new 

venture firms to recognise opportunities via “information that they happen to receive 

through other means”. This links strongly to the theory that entrepreneurial behaviour is a 

product of its surrounding environment, for example, the resources surrounding the 

individual and the different personalities and ambiguities they come into contact with 

(Korunka et al., 2003; Corti & Storto, 2000). Previously, such idiosyncrasies of SME 

management led Deakin and Freel (1998) to call for more specific learning theories to reflect 

the intuitive and individually lead nature of decision-making in such firms. In response to 

this, Politis (2005) develops a conceptual framework for considering entrepreneurial learning 
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which acknowledges the central tenet of individual career experience, along with the 

transformation of this experience into real-time actions (this is presented in two ways, either 

through the reproduction of a previous experience perceived as successful, or by responding 

in distinctively different fashions to a way now considered unfavourable), and also the 

subsequent increased effectiveness in opportunity recognition and liability awareness. Ravasi 

& Turati (2005) also consider the discovery of an opportunity and its following exploitation. 

Focusing on the technology sectors they conclude that those entrepreneurs developing a deep 

familiarity with their own technological environment benefit from the ability to greater 

recognise future risks and opportunities.  

 

A number of studies investigate the exploitation of existing knowledge and contrast this with 

the exploration of new knowledge; however, much of this is based on technological sectors 

and information communication. For example: positing the benefits of the codification, 

storage and analysis of existing knowledge (Corso et al., 2003; Gray & Gonsalves, 2002; 

Wong & Radcliffe, 2000); looking to external ties to generate new knowledge (Darby & 

Zucker, 2003; Macri et al., 2001; Yli-Renko et al., 2001; Simmie, 2002); and the positive 

impact of both product and process innovation (Bell et al., 2004; Freel, 2000). In terms of 

new knowledge exploration, Burpitt and Rondinelli (2000) empirically show that exporting 

SME owner-managers accept the risk of foreign markets not necessarily for returns, but for 

the learning experience it will present them, therefore building a greater knowledge ‘bank’ 

and understanding of alternative strategies for future endeavours. This mirrors theories of 

double-loop learning of new approaches, as opposed to single-loop which is based in the 

refinement of existing competencies, and the integrative nature of knowledge acquisition 

(Argyris, 2002; Sadler-Smith et al., 2001; Chaston et al., 2002; Argyris & Schön, 1996). 

Cope (2003) follow this by highlighting the importance of personal identity and critical self-

reflection in conducting such learning accumulation, however, these works remain focused 

on the owner-manager element of firms as opposed to more holistic cultural perspectives.  

 

The second theme in the knowledge literature of small firms turns attention away from the 

individual, concentrating on social and relational practices in the facilitation of learning. Rae 

(2005) acknowledges the strong impact of the social surroundings of entrepreneurs by 

placing entrepreneurial activity firmly within a social construct of personal and social 

emergence; contextual learning; and ‘negotiated enterprise’, highlighting the role of 

participation networks and temporal dynamism. Via in-depth case studies of a number of 

successful start-ups, Rae & Carswell (2001) develop an understanding that, amongst other 
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variables, the realisation of goals is particularly supported by learning relationships with 

others and managing of work tasks through people. Honig (2001) also found this to be true 

when comparing entrepreneurs with intrapreneurs in larger firms, considering entrepreneurs 

to favour more flexible learning strategies where networks of contemporaries can be 

explored and utilised. McAdam and Reid (2001) support this finding, noting the rejection of 

mechanistic knowledge management structures in many SMEs in favour of more socially-

based approaches. This distinction between the relational elements of small firms from more 

‘traditional’ larger counterparts implies that SMEs benefit greater from more bespoke 

systems of governance and management. Löfstedt (2001) found this to be particularly the 

case when considering competency development, characterised by the writer as the 

encouragement of creativity and participation from all in the firm. Coinciding with this train 

of thought are Minguzzi and Passaro (2001) who identify the problems of social 

homogeneity in halting innovation, thus implying that including a broader array of actors and 

experiences in the learning process will benefit the organisation in terms of market 

competitiveness. However, the implication this has on the informal learning cultures in 

SMEs (Anderson & Boocock, 2002) is the clear requirement of a perspective other than that 

of the individual owner-manager; Floren (2003) found this to be particularly problematic due 

to the solitary assumptions of entrepreneurial behaviour and a heightened sense of 

omniscience in owner-managers and varied, often culturally-influenced, attitudes to the 

uptake of formal business support (Dhaliwal, 2006).   

 

The lack of fit between SMEs and more corporate-based human resource development 

activities, highlighted by informal systems of communication and the paternalistic nature of 

owner-managers, brings issues of perception to the fore (Penn et al., 1998). In particular the 

perceptions of mangers are seen as problematic, Petts et al. (1998) found over-optimism, a 

misunderstanding of knowledge management techniques, and the precedence given to 

external knowledge (i.e. from the markets) over knowledge from within the firm, as being 

most common. This is furthered by Keh et al. (2002) who acknowledge all such problems, 

while showing the influence they can have on the recognition of opportunities. Problems in 

activating typical knowledge management mechanisms in small firms mean that ‘ideal’ 

models of learning organisations do not suit (Wyer et al., 2000), instead Thorpe et al. (2006) 

suggest that it is personal and intimate forms of knowledge that are of most use to SMEs, 

with the owner-manager being the key in engaging with the existing knowledge in 

surrounding individuals. In order to achieve this Wyer, Mason, and Theodorakopoulos 

(2000) follow the original works on organisational knowledge by making reference to 
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psychological theory from the 1950s, in particular that of Personal Constructs Theory (Kelly, 

1963), where behaviour is anticipated by personal experience, and expectations are the main 

driving force of individual decision-making and choice (Bannister & Fransella, 1986). This 

is supported by findings from Minniti and Bygrave (2001) who suggest that entrepreneurs 

become locked in a path-dependency due to the over-reliance on their own prior experience.  

 

In addition, Ward (2004, p.176) found successful entrepreneurs to be able to move beyond 

existing knowledge and develop “conceptual combination”, leading to calls from (Thorpe et 

al., 2006) for entrepreneurs to appreciate the confines of their own personal construct and 

allow other judgements and attitudes to contribute to decision-making. This backs notions by 

Choueke and Armstrong (1998) on the use of action learning, seen as the truest form of 

transformative learning involving an active engagement in the practice setting (Pedler et al., 

2005), and the greater involvement of others. Rather than attempting to imitate the pre-learnt 

knowledge of individuals, it is said an entrepreneur should learn for themselves through 

endeavour, or indeed distribute power of decision within the firm to others; with such 

empowerment making the firm more responsive to environmental changes via the broader 

base of actionable knowledge (Humphreys et al., 2005). The variety presented by such 

flexibility and interaction of differing perspectives is found to be influenced greatly by the 

group factors of challenge, team activity and empowerment (Mehra & Dhawan, 2003). 

Keogh (1999) suggested that the human resource planning involved in optimising such 

concepts are an indicator of intellectual property, yet also notes the problems small firms 

have in maintaining such knowledge assets, particularly noting a high attrition rate of skilled 

staff. This problem led Bessant et al. (2000) to argue that SMEs should focus more on the 

development of dynamic capabilities in the organisation and the use of knowledge assets, 

instead of relying on current resources firms should continually look to change and adapt. In 

agreement, Liao et al. (2003) find that strengthened capabilities of external knowledge 

acquisition and internal knowledge dissemination directly impact the responsiveness of 

SMEs to turbulent environments. The results of such thought is that in small firms communal 

interaction is vital in order to expose the routines of decision making elements to alternative 

ways of thinking (Thorpe et al., 2006). Thus, relational ties and social communication create 

a lucidity of knowledge vital to resource constricted small firms perhaps less able to acquire 

knowledge of commercial value from external sources (Meeus et al., 2001); however, to 

achieve this firms must adequately share, capture and disseminate all forms of knowledge on 

a continual basis (Singh et al., 2008), a process which many small firm managers have been 

found to have difficulty attaching added value to (Nunes et al., 2006). 
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A more open and willing approach to knowledge in decision-making activities is considered 

critical in providing externally orientated, learning organisations (Zhang et al., 2006). Spicer 

and Sadler-Smith (2006) echo previously considered notions that SMEs in particular face the 

kind of turbulent and challenging environments in which appropriate knowledge 

acquirement and usage are essential. The key elements brought about by the burgeoning 

body of small business research involve primarily the fostering of an environment which is 

conducive to learning beyond that of the founder entrepreneur, and the destruction of the 

barriers to swift transfer of knowledge through the organisation (Garvin, 1993). Initially 

referring to increased globalisation and the rise of customer power as a driver for fast 

changing environments, François Dupuy (2004) noted that bureaucracies become 

cumbersome and inflexible in such arenas, with this being particularly problematic in 

externally vulnerable SMEs more so than in larger counterparts (Sparrow, 2001). Therefore 

traditional ideas of rule-based hierarchal and collective order structures, emanating from 

established works in sociology (Weber, 1947) and management theory (Mintzberg, 1989), 

latterly evolving to consider the minute detail of process movement in Japanese production 

methods influenced by Ohno and Miller (2007), appear incompatible with those smaller 

firms seeking advantage through their knowledge assets. Focusing on relationship 

management and ‘soft issues’ (Quintas, 2003) is considered of greater importance than 

governance structure in the “continuous cultivation and deployment of knowledge” 

(Khandekar & Sharma, 2005, p.222), along with flexible reward systems aligning each 

‘human’ member of the organisation (demonstrated in Figure 3.1). This corresponds with 

suggestions that although agency and stewardship theories may be able to guide 

organisational culture, a more flexible, contingency approach is needed to deal with differing 

and dynamic individual personalities (Chrisman et al., 2007a; Lubatkin et al., 2007).  

However, Khandekar & Sharma (2005, p.221) also note that the “competence and readiness 

of the management” contributes greatly to the encouragement of learning and development 

in SMEs. This further acknowledges the impact of leadership, backing Gorelick et al. (2004) 

who see strong leadership as essential in the integration of any knowledge management 

initiatives into business strategy.  
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 (Adapted from: Khandekar & Sharma, 2005) 

Figure 3.1: Model of organisational learning and strategic HRM 

 

Poised as a solution to the problems of bureaucratic organisations are team-based structures 

with a flat, networked base built on communication of knowledge and collaboration of 

people (Handzic & Zhou, 2005); with Wenger’s (1998) ‘communities of practice’ emerging 

as the exemplar for this socio-cultural movement. This is a trend not only evident in studies 

of organisational behaviour and development, but also becoming clearer in much of the 

small firm literature as well. Combining an organisational culture of openness with 

individually proactive knowledge display, Leistner (2010) uses his practical experience of 

maintaining knowledge-flow at SAS to advocate a relatively flat hierarchy and significant 

autonomy to individuals as the foundational building blocks to knowledge sharing 

behaviours. Developed from the work of Polanyi (1964), Wenger et al. (2002), and Nonaka 

& Takeuchi (1995), the socio-cultural perspective on organisational learning, and in 

particular knowledge sharing, encourages an approach to inclusion and participation in 

firms; in turn generating not only enhanced learning and strategic reactiveness, but also a 

strengthened cultural identity for the individuals therein (Gherardi, 2000; Higgins & 

Aspinall, 2011). Knowledge management mechanisms, in particular the intra-organisational 

sharing of knowledge, are considered essential in building an open, responsive and trusting 

environment within the firm, in order to overcome the barriers which the natural default of 

bureaucratic organisational structure put between the firm and their external environment 

(Dupuy, 2004; Handzic & Zhou, 2005). However, Zollo and Winter (2002) imply that only 

when this shared knowledge becomes manifested in strategic discussion, via reflective 

meetings or indeed translated into codifiiable artefacts, can knowledge really be considered 

integrated within the firm.   
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Problems associated with socio-cultural approaches to organisational knowledge (for 

instance: bias in contextual formation (Foucault, 1972); incomplete learning (Flyvbjerg , 

1998); defensive routines (Argyris & Schön, 1978)), appear to take on a unique flavour when 

applied to small firms. In particular, issues revolving around the perceived omniscience and 

social power of the ‘entrepreneurial’ founder figure are often found to determine how 

knowledge is treated in these firms, and which knowledge is allowed to appear in the 

organisational discourse (Floren, 2003). With the complexity of knowledge in the 

organisational arena as ambiguous as the stated philosophical works suggest, impacted 

further by implications of centralisation and potentially defensive management in small 

firms, an additional element of family influence could have a variety of effects.  

 

3.5 Knowledge processes in family firms 

Instinctively, family firms could be considered to have a unique advantage in the application 

of fluid socio-cultural knowledge practices over their non-family counterparts (Seaman & 

Graham, 2010). The existence of altruism, particularly in the early stages of enterprise 

development (Chua et al., 2009; Karra et al., 2006), implies that both knowledge and 

objectives should be effectively aligned between owners and other members of the firm. 

Therefore an element of internal trust eases the intra-firm transfer of knowledge, particularly 

between family members (Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006). However, much of the 

family firm literature suggests a centralisation of knowledge (Kay & Heck, 2004; Le Breton-

Miller & Miller, 2006), which Dupuy (2004) notes as being the greatest problem with 

bureaucratic systems of management. When discussing the works of Michel Crozier (1964) 

on the characteristics of bureaucratic organisations, Dupuy (2004, p.43) eloquently 

reproduced the following description of the problems of centralisation: 

 

“Centralisation results from an imbalance between the centre which is supposed 

to decide everything although it is caught up in endless petty decisions and lacks 

the information to do so, and an outer sphere which is all the more free and 

uncontrolled as a result of having to apply the inapplicable rules established by 

the under-informed centre”.  

 

This problem in particular appears to be evident in the case of family influenced firms. 

Specifically, Poza et al.’s (2004) notion of ‘separate realities’ between the top level of 

management and everyone else in the firm, reflects the issue on an under-informed centre, 
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which in turn echoes views of the problem of pluralism in organisational culture (Clegg et 

al., 2008; Willmott, 2002). Dupuy (2004) goes on to put blame on a lack of knowledge 

communication for effecting a withdrawal from ‘reality’ by individual groups and 

subsequent effects of conservatism and opposition to progress, again unintentionally 

mirroring ideas resonant in much of the family business literature (for example: Johannisson, 

2002; Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004; Karra et al., 2006; Habbershon, 2006; Kay & Heck, 2004; 

Basly, 2007).  

 

As noted, the unique relational qualities of family firms can theoretically provide a setting 

conducive to the open sharing of knowledge with knowledge routes based heavily on the 

supposed benefits of intimate and experience-based relationships (Chua et al., 2009; Karra et 

al., 2006). The development of a Knowledge Transfer Model in Family Firms (KTFF) 

(Figure 3.2) seeks to establish how effective knowledge transfer in family firms takes place, 

and what variables are needed. Three of the main elements described in this model are the 

concepts of stewardship (Davis et al., 1997), altruism (Songini, 2006), and trust (Trevinyo-

Rodriguez, 2009). However, with noted differences in stakeholder perceptions of the firm 

and family, therefore leading to differences in perception of the ideas of trust (Poza, 1997); 

such a model can only promote fully effective transfer of knowledge if altruism remains 

strong and the commitment of all firm members remain.  
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(Source: Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006) 

Figure 3.2: Knowledge Transfer Model in Family Firms (KTFF) 

 

Designed to deal primarily with the issue of succession, this model is useful in the aid of 

knowledge transfer between closely committed family members, with shared values and 

strategic alignment (Chua et al., 2009; Karra et al., 2006), also highlighting that changes in 

governance structure, via succession, directly impacts environmental perspectives as new 

management dynamics influence the entire firm’s culture and subsequent behaviour 

(Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Bontis, 2010). For effective knowledge transfer to take place within 

a firm the entire organisation must be involved in the concept of knowledge management. 

Only when every member, from the top management to the base-level employees, is 

involved in such a concept, can an organisation expect to reap the full benefits of integrating 

learning at an individual level with that of the company as a whole (Pedler, 1995).  

 

Zahra & Filatotchev (2004, p.892) state that the sharing of knowledge, particularly when 

considering tacit knowledge, is best achieved through “strong personal and stable 

relationships that are rooted in trust”. Ideas on the theory of social learning suggest that 

closely held groups, such as families, with elements of trust and kinship foster a culture with 

greater learning opportunity than groups without such bonds (Flinn, 1997). This gives rise to 
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the notion that a family firm’s inherent characteristics and social network can “foster 

frequent informal discussions to expedite the transfer of experiences and knowledge” (Zahra 

et al., 2007, p.1071). However, as families grow and spread, it cannot be assumed that these 

notions will hold. For example, there may not be a history of social interaction with cousins, 

etc, therefore reducing opportunity for communication based on trust, values and beliefs 

(Ensley & Pearson, 2005). Moreover, previously noted problems with autonomy (Eyre & 

Smallman, 1998; Gedajlovic et al., 2004) and nepotism (Ensley & Pearson, 2005) have led 

to the emergence of theories on a family induced ‘group think’ scenario; altogether implying 

that familial social connections cannot simply be relied upon to ensure fully developed 

knowledge sharing. 

 

The natural process of knowledge acquisition is to ‘ask the person who knows’. Taking this 

into account, effective knowledge sharing models should embrace this naturally human 

process instead of formalising and contractually working against it (Quintas, 2003). Such a 

social, relationship-based environment should not be assumed in firms, as Quintas (2003, 

p.41) clearly notes: 

 

“...companies have to work hard to achieve the culture of support, fairness, 

trust and reciprocity that is required if knowledge sharing is to be 

embedded.”  

 

Rooted in notions of organisational culture, the intra-organisational transfer of knowledge is 

a subject of great consideration for firms seeking such organisational distinction; however, 

relatively little is known about the development of practices to facilitate the sharing of 

knowledge (Zahra et al., 2007). The mechanistic governance structures of non-family 

organisations are considered ill-equipped to deal with the social complexities of family firms 

(Lubatkin et al., 2007), while the ambiguous and socially complex nature of relational 

networks (Argote & Ingram, 2000) and social capital (Pearson et al., 2008) provide their 

own issues of skewed-dominance (Arregle et al., 2007).  

 

It is suggested that the nature of the family firm can help ensure that tacit knowledge is 

transferred via informal routes mostly conducted outside of office hours. However, conflicts 

inherent in family situations (such as rivalries, jealousies, and the perceived exclusion of 

non-family members (Poza et al., 1997)) can lead to a stifling of knowledge sharing, with 

members either intentionally or unintentionally withholding information (Zahra et al., 2007; 
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Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006). For this reason Zahra et al. (2007) suggest that many 

family firms seek to formalise their knowledge sharing processes; potentially causing 

information transfers to be less lucid than they could be.  

 

The extent of familial involvement should also be considered a variable in the quest for 

effective knowledge sharing. A strong family influence can work to undermine the benefits 

of knowledge sharing (Barney et al., 2003) as the perspectives of ‘outsiders’ are less 

considered. Such a strengthening of the dominant familial position in the control and use of 

knowledge adds to theories of autonomy and utilitarianism in small family businesses (Eyre 

& Smallman, 1998; Gedajlovic et al., 2004). However, in contrast to this, Sonfield & Lussier 

(2009) found there to be no significant relationship between management style in family 

firms and the inclusion of non-family members. Suggesting that knowledge from non-family 

members may be as free and able to influence the decision-making levels of family firms as 

if it came from familial sources. From this it is suggested that firms need not fear the loss of 

‘familiness’ from the inclusion of outside knowledge, as the family systems may be 

significantly strong to “negate or minimise the influence of ‘non-familiness’” (Sonfield & 

Lussier, 2009, p.205), thus implying a strong tendency for family firms to greater 

acknowledge and support influences from family-based members, regardless of whether 

knowledge is shared from all areas or not.  

 

The question of whether the familial aspects of a firm hamper or facilitate the sharing of 

knowledge is important as this can affect the way in which all organisational decisions and 

strategic capabilities are viewed. Despite the importance of knowledge in today’s 

organisational environment, very little is known about how firms gain, maintain and 

distribute this knowledge, with even less known about how family firms manage such 

notions (Zahra et al., 2007). Suggestions by Spicer & Sadler-Smith (2006) that systems and 

processes require a formal architecture in order to be aligned with the freedom of 

information and knowledge seem to contradict the more informal, social aspects implied by 

other works (Songini, 2006; Lubatkin et al., 2007). Tell (2000) sees knowledge acquisition 

as dependant on the number and intensity of network ties around the knowledge source, this 

providing the metaphorical ‘space’ for dialogue generating questioning of basic assumptions, 

opening learning, and subsequent creation of new knowledge.  

 

Following from the idea that individuals can know more than what they can say, the same 

can be said for an organisation of collected individuals (Kogut & Zander, 1992). Therefore, 
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when an individual has or acquires knowledge, a firm must endeavour to assimilate that 

knowledge and attempt to exploit its full potential (Martinez-Costa & Jimenez-Jimenez, 

2009). In accordance with this perspective an individual can only ever know part of what an 

organisation collectively knows, therefore making a combined and comprehensive approach 

to knowledge usage of critical importance (Heo & Yoo, 2002). As such, it could feasibly be 

claimed that knowledge is embedded in the social relationships at work within a firm and 

that the organisation of such relationships holds the key to effective knowledge sharing 

(Kogut & Zander, 1992; Zhang et al., 2006). In contrast to this, Foss (1996) claims that such 

a heavy reliance on the knowledge-based perspective overlooks the importance of a 

contractual approach in dealing with issues of moral hazard and opportunism, echoing 

arguments for firm professionalization and the full adoption of agency theory (Songini, 

2006; Karra et al., 2006). Conner & Prahalad (1996) rebut this argument by first 

acknowledging the assumption of ‘honesty’ on the part of an individual when considering 

the knowledge-based perspective, going on to state that the inevitable differences in personal 

knowledge will naturally give rise to conflict and that knowledge sharing practices may not 

always reach agreement; thus highlighting the need for a distinctive kind of organisational 

control in such a situation, contractual or not. One such way of considering the outcomes of 

effective and informal knowledge sharing is in the development of community-based and 

connection-led social capital as a way to articulate and measure the benefit brought to the 

firms via relational bonds.  

3.6 Development of social capital 

Moving on from the more mechanistic governance models, Argote & Ingram (2000) 

acknowledge that the most significant component of knowledge in organisations is held by 

individuals, and therefore advocate the use of more socially-based structures to consider the 

transfer of knowledge, where information behaviour and the social construction of 

knowledge are integrated (Widén-Wulff et al., 2008). Argote & Ingram’s (2000) network 

perspective on knowledge transfer deals with the particularly human issues of context and 

cognition. For instance, where knowledge transfer is enhanced by the adaptability of people 

over the rigidity of structures and technology, differences between individual players’ 

contextualisation and compatibility can create barriers (Argote & Ingram, 2000). In many 

ways this work mirrors that of theories on social capital, particularly being rooted in human 

elements of “trust, network contacts and tacit knowledge” (Fletcher, 2006, p.211). Closely 

related to notions of organisational culture, social capital, as a means of making explicit the 

positive factors gained from a cognitively connected community of peers (Putnam, 2000), is 
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considered in three separate dimensions: structural; cognitive; and relational (Nahapiet & 

Ghoshal, 1998). This has been applied to many organisations in an attempt to explain their 

intra-firm relationships as value adding resources (Arregle et al., 2007). The suggested social 

capital constructs of informal organisation, unified culture, relational exchange, and social 

support & networks (Adler & Kwon, 2002) align themselves with the key characteristics 

considered to demonstrate strong organisational culture (Peters & Waterman, 1985, 2004; 

Schein, 1992). In doing so, such theories become inherently linked to the theoretical 

assumptions of multi-functionalist RBV (resource-based view) and KBV (knowledge-based 

view) of firm strategy (Storberg-Walker, 2007). Anderson (2008, p.62) terms social capital 

as being “part of the inheritance that actors draw on and convert through an innovation 

process of bricolage” and considers this to be closely aligned with knowledge management 

practices as part of the ‘tool box’ of innovative and dynamic decision-making in firms. This 

follows from ideas initially put forward by Widén-Wulff and Ginman (2004) on using 

theories of social capital as a framework for knowledge-sharing in firms; where the 

knowledge asset is embedded in the dynamics of relational features of a social network 

providing a platform and culture for knowledge communication.  

 

Emanating from the worlds of sociology and political sciences (Alder & Kwon, 2002; 

Coleman, 1988; Granovetter, 1985), social capital is now increasingly used to explain the 

creation and maintenance of sustainable competitive advantage in organisations (Chisholm 

& Nielsen, 2009; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). Nahapiet & Ghoshal (1998) note the 

particularly strong effects that social capital has on the formation of intellectual capital, by 

facilitating the exchange and combination of knowledge and particularly when related to the 

exchange and transfer of knowledge within dyadic relationships (Edmondson, 2002). It is 

considered to be the knowledge and capabilities existing in firm-specific human capital that 

are combined via social capital constructs, which then go on to create a knowledge resource 

of pivotal importance to the firm (Sirmon & Hitt, 2003). 

 

Bowey and Easton (2007, p.273) found there to be five “relationship driving forces” 

involved in the development of social capital. They are articulated as: reciprocal favour 

giving; socialising; team problem solving; delivering to expectations; and transparent 

communication systems. However, Arregle et al. (2007) note that the creation of social 

capital is, at a grassroots level, influenced by the dynamics and interchanges that occur 

within or between specific groups that make up an organisation, acknowledging that like 

some other organisations, for example, voluntary and social enterprises, family firms are 
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characterised by one dominant social group. This supports findings by Argote & Ingram 

(2000, p.153), implying that network related transfer of knowledge is often impeded by the 

fact that firm knowledge is frequently embedded in one “administrator” of knowledge. 

Reflecting concerns of familial influence on business objectives (Trevinyo-Rodriguez & 

Tapies, 2006; Songini, 2006; Poza et al., 1997; Karra et al., 2006; Habbershon, 2006), such 

autonomy of knowledge blocks efficiency of knowledge transfer and therefore reduces the 

development of a unique and inimitable resource form (Barney, 1991; Argote & Ingram, 

2000; Grant, 1996). Starbuck (1992) notes that this problem is particularly evident in 

professional service organisations, where knowledge-intensity is high and a significant 

component of knowledge becomes embedded in individual members leading to low transfer 

rates, therefore reducing the effects of social capital.   

 

Thus social capital represents an accumulation of member obligations building forms of 

solidarity, cooperation and expanding emotional and professional obligation. Social capital, 

when discussed in terms of the resource-based view of firm strategy (Barney, 1991; Zahra & 

Filatotchev, 2004), makes a positive contribution to the competitive advantage of a firm from 

the “goodwill and resources made available to an actor via reciprocal, trusting 

relationships” (Arregle et al., 2007, p.73). Considered to be a deeply embedded resource, 

social capital is by its nature socially complex and is “related to norms, values, cooperation, 

vision, purpose and trust that exist in the family firm” (Pearson et al., 2008, p.955), with 

elements of shared character likely to have significant influence on knowledge flow and the 

direction of unified group action.  

 

With particular reference to RBV of firm strategy, the key function of social capital is as an 

intangible performance resource (Stam et al, 2013; Chisholm & Nielsen, 2009). However, as 

with the ambiguity of much of the cultural discussion on organisations (Ashkanasy, 2009; 

Schultz & Hatch, 1996), the term ‘social capital’ is itself elastic and often encompasses more 

than can realistically be combined in one study (Adler & Kwon, 2002). When first coining 

the phrase, Coleman (1988) noted there to be three forms of social capital: obligations and 

expectations rooted in trust; capabilities for information-flow in the social structure to 

facilitate action; and the development of norms with coinciding social sanctions. This 

analysis highlights the solidarity aspects on pulling together certain types of relationship (i.e. 

employer-employee or familial relation) and using these relationships to create other 

functions, for example, an informal organisation, unified culture, relational exchange, and 

social support & networks (Adler & Kwon, 2002); Coleman (1988) refers to this procedure 
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as ‘appropriability’ in a social organisation. However, a decade after this initial conception, 

the theory of social capital was articulated further by Nahapiet & Ghoshal (1998), making 

particular reference to the role such a resource plays in the competitive organisational 

marketplace.  

 

The collective ability of an organisation to produce performance greater than that of their 

competitors is said to be the product of strong social capital. In many ways such views on 

social capital are therefore directly comparable to Bandura’s (1998) works on collective 

efficacy (emanating from his seminal work on self-efficacy (Bandura, 1993)). As group 

members’ shared sense of the group’s capacity to outperform whilst overcoming setbacks 

this may be considered as emanating from robust forms of social capital. According to 

Bandura (1997) the measurement of collective efficacy can be an effective predictor of 

ultimate business performance. Specifically, Shamir (1990) links ideas of collective efficacy 

to individual employee motivation, stating that when collective efficacy is low, motivation 

for employees to contribute will be negatively affected as visions of task accomplishment are 

diminished. The collective cognitions and beliefs arising from the individual’s considerations 

of the social group as a larger entity are considered by Lindsley et al. (1995) to be a 

subsequent property of the entire social system and irreducible back to the individual. 

Bandura (1997) also states that individual perception of the aggregate capability of 

performance can, in a prophetic manner, become crucial to long-term success. Since this 

initial conception many studies have applied such theories to a number of group activities; 

for instance: in the development of local neighbourhoods (Sampson et al., 1998); in 

educational settings (Schwarzer et al., 1999); and from a competitive sports perspective 

(Kozub & McDonnell, 2000). Most recently, Bohn (2010) furthers ideas of collective 

efficacy by applying them to an organisational environment. This resulted in the 

development of an organisational efficacy measurement as a key to establishing the impact 

intra-organisational relations have on business performance. This scale takes from Bandura 

(2000) by using individual perceptions as the unit of measurement to provide insight into 

collective efficacy. The super-ordinate judgement of Bohn’s (2010) organisational efficacy 

considers multiple efficacy-related performance determinants, including: collaboration; 

mission; focus; and resilience (Gist, 1987), which extends beyond salary-based agency 

relationships yet maintains a direct, human resource-based, impact of performance (Decker, 

2010). Busi and Bititci (2006) claim that organisational efficacy developed in this manner 

provides insight into not only the effectiveness of organisational social capital, but also 
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implies a direct impact on business performance; for example, in terms of increased 

information flow and accelerated action and confidence in decision making. 

 

In contrast to the traditional view of competitive organisations being grounded in human 

opportunism, transaction costs and market requirements; Nahapiet & Ghoshal (1998) view 

such firms as social organisations to which social capital theory may be applied in an attempt 

to explain their intra-firm relationships as value adding resources such as organisational 

efficacy (Arregle et al., 2007; Bohn, 2010). Particular consideration is made here to the 

effect that a strong existence of social capital has on the flow of information in relational 

webs and organisational social structure (Pearson et al., 2008). The structural, cognitive, and 

relational clusters of social capital are a useful means of breaking down the specific elements 

of social capital for understanding (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). Pearson et al. (2008) have 

since used this construct to develop a model for the role of social capital development in the 

creation of strategic capabilities in family firms, the result of which is diagrammatically 

shown below. 

 

 

(Source: Pearson et al., 2008, p.962) 

Figure 3.3: The development of social capital in family firms 

 

Acknowledging that social capital in such firms emanates from the unique intersection of the 

familial and business worlds; Pearson et al. (2008) support findings from family business 

RBV research on the ability of familial influence to transcend the transactional ties found in 

nonfamily organisational structures (Barney, 1991; Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004; Klein et al., 

2005; Cliff & Jennings, 2005; Sonfield & Lussier, 2009). Viewing the relational dimension 

as something of a transformational device in the use of social capital to deliver actual firm 

capability and advantage, Pearson et al. (2008) also consider the abundant history of 

interaction and interdependence existing in family ties, thus theoretically enabling the 
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creation of strong social capital. The key role of trust is repeated as critical in the dyadic 

transfer of knowledge (Gubbins & MacCurtain, 2008; Edmondson, 2002).  

 

Considering how social capital in family organisations is formed, Arregle et al. (2007) 

suggests that the strength of familial social capital directly impacts organisational social 

capital. For instance, the stated requirements of membership stability, interaction & 

interdependence, and also aspects of closure boundaries & interconnections between 

members (Pearson et al., 2008; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Adler & Kwon, 2002) are 

considered to be of assumed existence in family structures, which along with model notions 

of trust, reciprocity, and exchange (Arregle et al., 2007), create theoretically ideal scenarios 

in which social capital can be created. The unique characteristics of the family in the creation 

of social capital was also originally noted by Coleman (1988), and can be considered “one of 

the most enduring and powerful forms of social capital” (Arregle et al., 2007, p.77). Arregle 

et al.’s (2007) theoretical work contrasts this strong family social capital with that of 

‘weaker’ nonfamily related social capital, perhaps initially lacking in the important factors of 

stability, interdependence, interaction, and closure. As the all important intersection of 

familial and business organisational concepts is a key determinant in the formation of a 

family firm’s competitive advantage (Heck et al., 2006; Danes & Morgan, 2004; 

Habbershon, 2006), Arregle et al. (2007) provide that the stronger family social culture will 

inevitably influence and dominate organisational social culture in the creation of a combined 

family firm culture.  

 

However, Sharma (2008) disagrees with the definite nature of such a situation, implying 

instead that the relationship between the two forms of social culture is more dynamic than 

the unilateral influence of family. As with the cyclic nature of familial influence noted by 

Habbershon, (2006), Trevinyo-Rodiguez (2009) and Songini (2006), among others, Sharma 

(2008) suggests that the flow of social culture will also change with time. For example, start-

up stage firms may well be characterised by the influence of family social culture on 

organisational culture, but as the firm develops, networks created through organisational 

social culture will begin to shape and impact the family (Sharma, 2008). This is rationalised 

by reviewing the many benefits of family social capital in initial stages of organisational 

resourcing; for instance, the availability and investment of patient financial capital “without 

threat of liquidation” and the pooled resource of so-called survival capital from family 

member loans of both financial and human contribution (Sirmon & Hitt, 2003, p.345). 

Whereas, with the business developing, networks are established to enable the access of 
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resources to a similar end without the involvement of non-business related family members 

(Sharma, 2008).  

 

Such short-term considerations of family social capital influence aid firms through critical 

periods, for instance, initial start-up stages or at times of economic downturn. However, 

Sharma (2008) also acknowledges that a long-term balance must be achieved for social 

capital to be representative and effective in family-led organisations. Particular 

considerations of this highlight the effects of distinctive familiness benefiting from increased 

capital stocks based in the family while maintaining independence in organisational culture; 

contrasted with the effect of constrictive familiness characterised by “reduced capital stocks 

for one or both systems as a consequence of persistent excess of flow of capital in one 

direction” (Sharma, 2008, p.975). Such a need for balance reflects research conducted on the 

influence of family on business objectives (Schulze et al., 2001; Sonfield & Lussier, 2009; 

Trevinyo-Rodriguez, 2009; Le Breton-Miller & Milller, 2006; Ensley, 2006; Karra et al., 

2006; Habbershon, 2006), and further highlights the need for managerial control of familial 

forces in the development of organisational culture (Zahra et al., 2007; Gedajlovic et al., 

2004; Johannisson, 2002).  

 

Social capital is considered an important resource for many organisations, particularly those 

whose main assets are located with their human capital (Sirmon & Hitt, 2003). Putnam 

(2000, p.270) explicitly states that strong social capital makes groups of people “smarter, 

healthier, safer, richer, and better able to govern”. However, the risks of mismanagement in 

organisational social culture are many and varied. Such notions also mirroring the noted 

risks of autonomic familial involvement in business activity (Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004; 

Poza et al., 1997; Karra et al., 2006; Habbershon, 2006). For instance, emergence of group 

think mentality (Arregle et al., 2007); free- riding and the hindrance of entrepreneurial 

vision; the promotion or acceptance of unethical behaviour (Adler & Kwon, 2002); lack of 

opportunity for competing ideas & healthy conflict; and the exclusion of potentially valuable 

sources of human capital (Sirmon & Hitt, 2003). Resulting parochialism and inertia are 

typically symptomatic of such problems and often extinguish any romanticised illusions of 

“Gemeinschaft” associated with strong formations of social capital (Adler & Kwon, 2002, 

p.35); this is eloquently noted by Powell & Smith-Doerr (1994) by stating “the ties that bind 

may also turn into ties that bind” (quoted in Adler & Kwon, 2002, p.30). 
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A further criticism of social capital views on employment relations is that it overlooks the 

power relations aspect of the agency environment, whilst also neglecting to consider the 

work done to further equality through legislative means in the mechanistic procedures of 

firms (Adkins, 2005). In this way a focus on the development of social capital can potentially 

have very negative effects on a firm. However, much of this work remains firmly based in 

the worlds of sociology and large organisations and is yet to be considered in the realm of 

small firms (van Deth & Zmerli, 2010). For example, Callahan (2005), investigating 

corruption in the political arena, and Rudolph (2004) considering a larger perspective on the 

influence on society. For the time research on small family firms view a social capital 

perspective as being of great benefit (Olson et al., 2003; Danes et al., 2009). Sorenson et al. 

(2009) found that family firms in particular will form their ethical and normative procedures 

via a process of collaborative dialogue, thus cultivating the social capital of the firm. Once 

developed, strong social capital can be relied upon to uphold the norms and reciprocal nature 

of structures in family firms (Danes et al., 2009). Therefore, organisational and managerial 

focus on the cultivation of social capital will naturally develop communicative structures and 

subsequently open up knowledge sharing through the firm.  

 

The essential element of leadership in the cultural facilitation of knowledge sharing will now 

be considered. Regardless of how such knowledge mechanisms occur in firms, it must be 

acknowledged that they can only achieve their aim if there is a culture of openness and the 

establishment of the owner-manager as a facilitator of “the movement of both knowledge and 

information” (Schwandt & Marquardt, 2000, p.179). Haakonsson et al. (2008) find strong 

evidence of the interaction between leadership style and organisational culture, however also 

note the emotional interpretation of climate, both internal and external, as vital in the 

application of governance approach, supporting the theories from Zhang et al. (2006) on 

leadership’s pivotal role. A role which Fairholm & Fairholm (1999, p.102) consider to be 

two-fold, on the one hand building a harmonious and collaborative culture, on the other 

coordinating and “teaching followers to internalise these cultural principles in their 

actions”. 

3.7 Conclusions 

Organisational culture represents a concept of great ambiguity and difficulty in the 

perception of benefits; this is particularly found in the world of small businesses where ‘soft’ 

skills and ideas are often disregarded. However, when considered in relation to knowledge 

management, cultural aspects of the firm help to define the behaviours, norms and values 
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that drive the recognition and usage of human-based inimitable resources (Schein, 2004). 

Culture can be viewed as either an enabler or inhibitor of knowledge assets, and can 

determine not only how knowledge is used but also how it is individually experienced at all 

levels of the firm (Kondra & Hurst, 2009). Organisational learning perspectives seek to build 

on the effects culture can have on knowledge as a determinant for competitive advantage. 

From this, the relational elements of the organisation are found to be critical in the 

communication of information and the development of an organisational level of knowledge 

(Khandekar & Sharma, 2005). However, issues of individualism and the bureaucratic 

centralisation of power are seen as the enemy of knowledge sharing practices, causing 

pockets of knowledge cultures within firms (Dupuy, 2004), the integration of these pockets 

therefore becomes an area of key concern. A social capital perspective provides a holistic 

approach to the benefits of relational aspect of organisational structure and activity. 

Articulated in a number of ways, social capital is seen to derive from the socialisation and 

teams-based relations of organisational members (Bowey & Easton, 2007), considered to be 

particularly true in firms where the main organisational assets resides in the human element 

of firm and the leveraging of this to provide competitive advantage (Sirmon & Hitt, 2003).  

 

In this way family firms with trust-based relationships and informal modes of 

communication are considered to have particular advantage over non-family-based 

counterparts (Chua et al., 2009). However, issues of autonomy and power relations brought 

about by the influence of family can undermine knowledge sharing as those out with the 

‘sphere of influence’ can often have their knowledge unconsidered or unappreciated (Barney 

et al., 2003). This raises the question in the literature of whether the influence of family in 

firms represents a vehicle or block in the creation of knowledge sharing (Zahra et al., 2007). 

The social aspects of family firms have the potential to create open and communicative 

structures where knowledge is free to move and build. However, many familial problems in 

the dynamic between family social capital and organisational social capital cause such firms 

to seek mechanistic structures in order to control knowledge movement, thus undermining 

the informal and trust notions upon which many family firms relations are based. Family 

firms able to maintain a balance between cultures of knowledge sharing and the distinctive 

influence of family will therefore reap the benefits of a strong and firmly established social 

capital whilst actively incorporating the idiosyncratic influence of family, providing 

sustainable competitive advantage.  
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4. Effect of Leadership 

This third and final chapter of the literature review section of this study focuses on the effect 

of leadership in small family firms. Previously this work has considered the centralised role 

of the owner/manager as being responsible for the strategic direction of the firm, and 

therefore having direct impact on performance. Consequently, the ways in which this 

strategic management element approaches the leadership of the organisation becomes of 

critical importance. In contrast to the relatively recent theoretical developments in family 

influence and knowledge sharing culture, leadership represents one of the more established 

and widely considered themes in the organisational behaviour discipline. Accordingly, this 

review is in no way designed to present all of the developmental intricacies in the formation 

of leadership theory; instead it seeks to offer only the points of leadership philosophy most 

salient to small family firms. In order to achieve this, the chapter begins by tackling the often 

inappropriate research phenomenon of the assumption of entrepreneurial influence in such 

firms. From this, a more appropriate consideration of the direct impact of the leader-follower 

relationship uncovers the importance of leadership at the individual level; as opposed to 

leadership as an economic activity. During such review the critical role of trust is revealed as 

an aspect of particular importance in small family firms. Thereafter, specific theories of 

leadership are considered in their application to the family firm; in particular, the role of 

transformational and contingency leadership approaches. Finally, this review considers 

findings on the role of individualised path-goal leadership and its appropriateness to the 

diverse and complex relations within the small family firm. Firstly, however, the frequently 

synonymic concept of entrepreneurship and small family firms is ruminated. 

4.1 Entrepreneurial growth in family firms 

It is suggested by Eyre & Smallman (1998) that an element of entrepreneurship exists within 

every SME, the rationale being that the firms would never be able to start-up without this 

key factor. This is supported to an extent by Bannock (2005, p.90) who articulates that 

“small business owners are ‘entrepreneurs’ in the sense that they assemble resources to 

pursue opportunities”. Initial opportunity recognition and the drive to exploit these in the 

form of a successful business venture are brought about by a “total commitment” from the 

owner-manager (Eyre & Smallman, 1998, p.37). Nevertheless, much of the existing 

literature on small firm entrepreneurship and management implies that there can be several 

variations in the style in which an owner-manager can impose their influence (Deakin & 
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Freel, 2003; Bannock, 2005; Borgelt & Falk, 2007). For example, the general consensus 

among existing research is that effective management deals with aspects of “control and 

efficiency” (Borgelt & Falk, 2007, p.125), whereas Clemmer & McNeil (1989) suggest that 

leadership, as opposed to being structured in nature, is based on the personality elements of 

emotion, values, motivation, vision, and pride. Chell (2001) also suggests that a specific 

entrepreneurial profile can be established, a notion supported by much of the surrounding 

literature on ownership (Thompson, 2004; Deakin & Freel, 2003; Lowden, 1988). This 

profile is often described as consisting of very similar traits to that of Clemmer & McNeil’s 

(1989) personality of leadership. For instance, a need for autonomy acting as motivation and 

aspects of self-efficacy demonstrated as pride (Deakin & Freel, 2003). However, it is 

suggested by Day et al. (2006, p.10) that these personality traits cannot alone define 

entrepreneurship, but rather a “combination of vision and action” must be apparent.  

 

“Entrepreneurs are, like elephants, easier to recognise than to define” 

(Bannock, 2005, p.89). 

 

There are a number of key writers on entrepreneurship who attempt to identify what the 

notion of entrepreneurship is and who, in an organisation, should take responsibility for this 

role (Deakin & Freel, 2003). However, as opposed to clarifying the idea of an entrepreneur, 

the often contrasting views demonstrate the many differing ways in which the role of 

entrepreneurship can be considered. Some of the main writers from an economics 

perspective are detailed in Table 4.1: 

 

Table 4.1: Key contribution of economic writers on the role of entrepreneurship 

Writer 
(Date of key work) 

Key role of entrepreneur 

Cantillon 
(1755 - 

posthumous 

publication) 

A forerunner of economic theory, Cantillon wrote that the coordinators of 

the factors of production bear the elements of risk, specifically as income 

becomes based on profit (Hayek, 1985). He viewed what is now the 

modern notion of the entrepreneur as being the “key decision makers in 

his theoretical construction of the market economy” (Thornton, 2007, 

p.457). 

Say 
(1803) 
 

Normally credited with coining the phrase (Burns, 2005), Say’s 

entrepreneur is also seen as the organiser of factors of production, 

providing the commercial stage in the production process. Say implies 

that entrepreneurship could be considered a performance of a particular 

kind, “when the factors are combined for the first time” (Schumpeter, 

1961, p.131). 

Knight 
(1921) 

A calculated risk taker, the Knightian entrepreneur is prepared to deal 

with the risk of uncertainty, which cannot be calculated or insured against 
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(Page West III, 2003). In the Knight view this distinguishes entrepreneurs 

from owner-managers, as profit and therefore their own income, is based 

on the continued assumption of risk (Knight, 1964).  

Schumpeter 
(1934) 

Perhaps the most generally considered view of the entrepreneur is as an 

innovator, bringing about change through the introduction of new 

technologies. The Schumpeterian entrepreneur is a very particular person 

with the ability to bring about extraordinary events, considered a “hero 

and a pioneer” (Holmquist, 2003, p.76). This theory has since been 

moved forward, not necessarily linked to technological advancements, to 

incorporate all those who actively initiate change. Such a notion can be 

“conceptualised as leadership during the innovation process” (Ebner, 

2003, p.118).  

Shackle 
(1970) 

Views the entrepreneur as someone who is creative and imaginative. 

Where a Kirznerian entrepreneur (following) is creative enough to 

discover an opportunity, Shackle’s entrepreneur actively imagines these 

opportunities along with “a set of alternative future states” (Wood, 2005, 

p.4). A pivotal role in this view is that market uncertainty gives rise to 

opportunity for the entrepreneur to locate where profit can be made via 

“creative imagination”, essentially constructing an opportunity from 

nothing (Fletcher, 2003, p.127). In contrast with the Knightian view, the 

notion of risk has far less prominence here in decision-making. 

Kirzner 
(1973) 

Sees entrepreneurs as individuals who are especially alert to profitable 

opportunity provided by the market (Venkataraman, 1997). In Kirzner’s 

view anyone could possess the unique knowledge to make creative, 

opportunistic discoveries in the marketplace. In contrast to Schumpeter, 

the essential element of such a character is their environmental 

perception, in particular the ability to spot “errors in the market” where 

profit can be generated (Kirzner, 2000, p.247).   

Casson 
(1982) 

Casson’s entrepreneur is the co-ordinator of scarce resources to provide 

goods that can be “sold at greater than their cost of production” (Shane 

& Venkataraman, 2000, p.6). The function and success of such 

entrepreneurial activity is directly linked to the depth of their resources 

and the “judgemental decisions about coordination” taken by the 

individual (Casson, 1982, p.23). Thus in more wealthy countries, with 

more assets to levy against risk, a greater number of entrepreneurs will 

theoretically be evident (Bannock, 2005). This could be seen as linked to 

the Knight view, but seeing the entrepreneur as a more calculated risk 

taker.  
(Format source: Adapted and expanded from Deakin & Freel, 2003, p.3; additional unquoted source: Bjerke, 

2007) 

 

Although Deakin & Freel (2003) consider the above mentioned writers to be most critical in 

the study of entrepreneurship, there is also a plethora of works which others may find 

equally influential. For instance, Bjerke (2007) notes importance in the emergence of 

behavioural sciences in the 1960s, while Kalantaridis (2004, p.1) suggests that the entire 

notion of present day entrepreneurship has become multidisciplinary with scholars seeking 

an understanding from their own “specific and differentially conceived viewpoint”. Worthy 

of particular note in this vein is the development of psychological theories on entrepreneurial 

personality (Chell et al., 1991, p.55), which view the entrepreneur as a “deviant or 
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marginal” character and the owner of a raw and naturally developed talent. Chell (2001) 

sees entrepreneurial actions as being driven by the entrepreneur, who are themselves 

distinguished by “their motivation for wealth creation and capital accumulation, as well as 

their ability to recognise opportunities, and their judgement” (Kalantaridis, 2004, p.65), 

echoing sentiments from Kirzner (1973) and Knight (1921). Thus, from the psychological 

perspective, the individual characteristics of a “lead entrepreneur” actively shape the 

venture creation process (Fletcher, 2003, p.5). 

 

The term entrepreneur and the notion of entrepreneurship are often quoted through small 

business literature in such a way that engenders assumption of their existence and 

importance in all such firms (Burns, 2007; Deakin & Freel, 2003; Oates, 1987). Although it 

is reasonable to suggest that entrepreneurial activity, as covered by one or each of the 

‘classic’ entrepreneurship writers noted above, must have at one stage been evident in order 

for the organisation to exist in a competitive marketplace (Eyre & Smallman, 1998), 

Bannock (2005) states that only very few small firm founders/owners should in fact be 

viewed as market changing forces in the traditional Schumpeterian/Kirzerian sense. This is a 

view supported by Storey (1994, p.158), who states that the majority of small firms, “even in 

‘ideal’ macroeconomic circumstances” do not wish to grow, with entrepreneurial motivation 

and owner-manager decision-making influencing this situation greatly.  

 

Bannock (2005, p.90) notes that, although the majority of small firms are created with the 

intention of growth, the largest group are those who want only to “grow to a certain size”. 

Firms which significantly grow, and seek to grow rapidly, represent only a very small 

proportion the small business sector (Storey, 1994), others appear comfortable with the fact 

that they remain at their present size. Figures from The Scottish Government’s Annual 

Survey of Small Businesses’ Opinion (2006, p.12) also support this view, showing that 

businesses in their infancy are “much more likely to anticipate growth” than their more 

established counterparts. Such findings back original suggestions by Penrose (1959/1995) 

that firms need not necessarily be ambitious to be well-managed, particularly in smaller 

firms where organisational behaviour can be linked to the character of the owner-manager 

(Hutchinson et al., 2006; Gedajlovic et al., 2004). Penrose (1959/1995, p.34) also notes that 

many family firms may be unwilling to exert growth ambitions for fear that this would lead 

to “reduced control over their firms”, providing backing for the previously noted notions of 

autonomy by Eyre & Smallman (1998), among others. Habbershon (2007), on family firms, 

supports this view of entreprise, stating that “the psychological predisposition of individuals 
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or organisations to allocate resource in the hope of finding entrepreneurial gain” provides a 

context where family entrepreneurship is an integrated model encapsulating the family, the 

entrepreneur, and the economics of the entrepreneurial process. This has lead Johannisson 

(2002, p.46) to imply that although a certain entrepreneurial element is required to “trigger 

the original growth process”; past this a more administrative managerial quantity takes over 

in the leadership and governance aspects of the firm, thus contextualising the original 

entrepreneurial desire. Moreover, Dhaliwal (2010) suggests a reduced availability of formal 

business support once enterprises enter into a growth, as opposed to initiation, phase of the 

business cycle. This combination of factors implies a dimming of entrepreneurial activity, 

post initial business start-up, mirroring discussions of growing conservatism in family firms, 

as highlighted by many family business researchers (Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004; Poza et al., 

1997; Karra et al., 2006; Habbershon, 2006). 

 

Entrepreneurs have been described as being leaders who can adapt their leadership style to 

the needs of the people surrounding them, thus they are more flexible than administrative 

based managers (Wijewardena et al., 2008). Spicer & Sadler-Smith (2006) also suggest that 

managers with more entrepreneurial will, by their nature, seek to develop a learning 

organisation to challenge any set procedures and routines. However, Beaver (2003) 

recognises that such a view of entrepreneurial activity neglects the organisational fabric of 

business; stating specifically that, although many point to small family business start-up as 

entrepreneurship, in most cases the reality is based on nothing more complex than finding an 

alternative source of income. Even this entrepreneurially diminished view is inconsistent 

with other opinions of family business start-up (Westhead and Cowling, 1997; Reijonen & 

Komppula, 2007) which perceive financial gain to be even less important than this in the 

initial business creation process. However, Beaver (2003) goes on to echo the suggestions of 

other writers on growing conservatism over time and that owner-managers become less 

‘entrepreneurial’ once the firm is established, with survival and financial independence 

becoming the primary concerns (Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004; Poza et al., 1997; Karra et al., 

2006; Habbershon, 2006). Following on from the view that small family firms demonstrate 

less entrepreneurial behaviour with time, it is suggested that they fall victim to routine and 

become shackled to outmoded practices (Beaver, 2003); again implying that small firm 

owners will be less willing to risk their newly found success and lifestyle in the search for 

growth opportunities (Basly, 2007). 
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Thus it can be suggested that many small firm owner-managers, in particular those which are 

family-based, do not wish to lead their organisation to entrepreneurial growth. This being the 

case, the vast majority of firms will remain small and therefore remain more vulnerable to 

failure than those who grow and develop greater resource bases (Bannock, 2005). For these 

firms, environmental perception and knowledge management become all the more critical to 

survival and success (Zhang et al., 2006; Haakonsson et al., 2008; Martinez-Costa & 

Jimenez-Jimenez, 2009; Conner & Prahalad, 1996). In the absence of dynamic 

entrepreneurial activity, leadership in these firms must be appropriately aligned with the 

organisational culture to maintain environmental awareness, flexibility, and continued 

organisational learning (Zahra et al., 2008; Eddleston, 2008; Haakonsson et al., 2008; Zhang 

et al., 2006). As with modern ideas of entrepreneurship, the notion of leadership is multi-

disciplinary in nature and involves a great number of variables and perspectives; in 

particular, leadership is seen as a dyadic relationship developing between the roles of the 

leader and the follower.  

4.2 The leader-follower relationship 

One of the major components in the leader-follower relationship is the leader’s perception of 

themselves relative to their followers, and vice versa (Hollander, 1995). An individual’s 

personal identity can be “expressed or enhanced” as a result of the leader-follower 

relationship, often depicted by a strong psychological bond where goals and values are 

mirrored in leaders and followers (Pierce & Newstrom, 2008, p.27). As a basis for 

understanding the leader-follower relationship, the Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory 

(Dansereau et al., 1975: cited in Scandura et al., 1986) focuses on the idea that leadership 

exchanges are created in the form of “supervisor-subordinate dyads” (Steiner, 1988, p.612), 

characterised by the leader demonstrating support and influence over the follower, beyond 

what would be expected with typical employment terms. LMX theory was developed in the 

mid-seventies as an alternative to the singular leadership styles based on the averages of 

behaviours (Graen & Cashman, 1975; Graen, 1976; Graen et al., 1982), since then is has 

progressed and been elaborated on to provide a layered understanding of leadership 

effectiveness (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Clubertson et al. (2010, p.18), note there to be four 

established components contributing to the LMX relationship from established research; they 

are, “contribution, affect, loyalty, and professional respect”. The theory suggests that, over 

time, the leader will develop differentiated and individual relationships with each of their 

various followers (Pierce & Newstrom, 2008). This aspect has given rise to the notion that 

different groupings of employees are formed; for instance, close bonds and strong LMX 
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relationships can be established with a relatively small number of particular employees (in-

group), while the remainder of the work-force “rely mainly on formal authority, rules, and 

policies” (out-group) (Dienesch & Liden, 1986, p.621).  

 

This in-group/out-group dynamic is further developed by Scandura (1999) to include 

elements of organisational justice in the behaviours of the respective group members. For 

instance, those with higher quality LMX relationships may view the work environment as 

being fair, due to their emotional proximity to the leader, they are therefore more likely to 

understand procedural justice issues and subsequently contribute higher work performance, 

as they view the leader’s actions as appropriate. In contrast, out-group members may be 

more likely to respond to having weaker LMX relationships by demonstrating distributive 

justice behaviours, for instance, performing only to a level proportionate to the returns 

gained (Bennet, 1997), thus calling for more formal authority-based structures as suggested 

by Dienesch and Liden (1986). The role of organisational justice in the LMX in-group/out-

group decision, as detailed in Scandura (1999), is illustrated below: 

 

(Adapted from: Scandura, 1999, p.35) 
 

Figure 4.1: The Role of Organisational Justice in In-Group/Out-Group Differentiation 

 

The concept of an organisation’s members being differentiated by the LMX relationship, into 

in-groups and out-groups, leads to the creation of multiple cultures and perspectives in firms. 

Such a development is consistent with the noted differences in perception among family firm 

members, in particular the different ‘realities’ in which some firm members can exist in 

relation to others (Sonfield & Lussier, 2009; Barney et al., 2003; Poza et al., 1997). 

Moreover, the dynamic and individualistic nature of LMX relationships supports theories on 
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inconclusive set governance approaches in relation to small family firms (Songini, 2006; 

Jaskiewicz & Klein, 2007; Schulze et al., 2001). The sole reliance on either a 

professionalised agency approach, or a more informal stewardship-based approach, will 

neglect to take into account the differing situations and perspectives within which each 

individual exists. Thus implying that not only should a family firm’s governance structure 

develop and change with the organisational life-cycle (Habbershon, 2006), but also with 

each individual member of the firm (Chrisman et al., 2007a; Lubatkin et al., 2007).  

 

Kang and Stewart (2006) highlight the theoretical link between LMX relationships 

perspective and human resource development (HRD). It is suggested that this link comes via 

an organisational learning perspective hinged on the notion of the development of trust and 

empowerment. The element of trust has been previously noted as easing the transfer of 

knowledge between members (Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006), while Leach et al. 

(2003, p.49) found empowerment to have an “immediate and significant knowledge effect”. 

Such empowerment is designed not only to bring task autonomy, but also develops an 

attitude in the psychological mindset of the individual of choice over their own actions and 

behaviours, thus augmenting motivation and self-efficacy (wanting to work to a high 

standard, therefore actively seeking to gain knowledge). Kang & Stewart (2006) also note 

the strong influence empowerment has on knowledge, among many other factors, such a 

commitment, motivation, and flexibility.  

 

As implied by Scandura’s (1999) model for LMX organisational justice (Figure 4.1: The 

Role of Organisational Justice in In-Group/Out-Group Differentiation), leaders should 

periodically attempt to offer in-group ‘positions’ to out-group members, thus seeking to 

increase performance across the firm. This perhaps represents the strongest link between 

LMX and HRD strategies (Kang & Stewart, 2006), and thus overall organisational learning 

as considered previously by Khandekar & Sharma (2005). However, it is also noted that 

‘acceptance’ into the in-group should not be based on anything other than performance. 

Although Scandura (1999, p.40) primarily considers the traditional areas of potential 

prejudice, “such as race, sex, or handicap status”, in a family business setting there is also 

the element of familial relationship to consider (Sonfield & Lussier, 2009; Barney et al., 

2003). It is thus worth highlighting again that for effective organisational learning to 

develop, via strong LMX relationships and connected HRD, the competence and willing of 

the leadership element play a critical role, not only in facilitating such themes, but also in 
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providing the fair and mutually trusted environment required to grease the mechanisms of 

knowledge-sharing (Quintas, 2003).   

4.3 Critical role of trust 

“For leaders to lead they need a united and harmonious environment 

characterised by mutual trust” (Fairholm & Fairholm, 1999, p.102). 

 

As noted through discussions on the LMX relationship theory (Pierce & Newstrom, 2008), 

leadership can be considered an interactive relationship which allows both members of the 

dyad to trust each other enough to assimilate the risk involved in working together (Fairholm 

& Fairholm, 1999). Not only does the element of trust in leader relationships have bearing on 

the creation of a cooperative, collaborative organisational culture (Haakonsson et al., 2008; 

Kouzes & Posner, 2003), but Dirks (2008) also found significant empirical evidence to 

support the theory that trust in the leader directly, and positively, influences team 

performance. Although, from previous leadership theory this may be assumed (Bennis & 

Nanus, 1985; Kouzes & Posner, 2003), the results from the Dirks (2008) study interestingly 

found there to be no significant correlation between trust in teammates and performance; 

thus implying that the only trust-founded relationship of any importance in organisational 

performance is that of the leader and their follower. Therefore, leaders must consider “how 

trust can be built through their actions” (Dirks, 2008, p.49) and accumulated, in order to 

legitimise their position of influence and enhance leadership performance (Bennis & Nanus, 

1985). 

 

As opposed to being a managerial skill which is rooted in framework and systematic 

procedures, trust between two people is psychological in nature (Rousseau et al., 1998). 

Sociological theory on the issue of trust notes that the outcome of a trust-based relationship 

“involves commitment through action” (Sztompka, 1999, p.26). This is articulated as 

‘placing a bet’ that the trusted party will behave in a way appropriate to those placing the 

trust. Lewicki et al. (1998) also suggest that trust acts to reduce social complexity, a notion 

particularly prevalent in the varied relationships evident in many small family firms (Miller 

& Besser, 2000; Uhlaner et al., 2004; Voss et al. 2005). However, it is also noted that where 

there are levels of trust in organisational leadership in certain respects, there may 

simultaneously exist levels of distrust in other regards (Lewicki et al., 1998); characterised, 

for instance, by certain levels of scepticism and cynicism, with the existence of vulnerability, 

whether perceived or definite, on the part of one member of the exchange.  
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Trust is considered to be inherently linked to democracy in sociological/organisational 

situations (Sztompka, 1999), engendered through effective communication channels and 

citizen (employee) empowerment (Kang & Stewart, 2006). In contrast to this, Sztompka 

(1999, p.150) notes that more autocratic situations attempt to institutionalise the notion of 

trust, creating a rigid and fragile paradox which produces, as a result, “pervasive distrust”. 

However, there is debate in the organisational context over the perceived benefits in a more 

authoritative managerial approach, as implied by autocracy, over trust-based democratic 

styles. For example, Wilson (2004, p.239) effectively sets out the main consideration 

managers must acknowledge: 

 

A balance should be sought between the “advantages of a democratic 

approach which contributes better to commitment, loyalty, involvement, and 

satisfaction of followers with a more authoritative approach which 

contributes to order, consistency, and the resolution of conflict”. 

 

This is a view supported by Lewicki et al. (1998, p.447), who state that where trust/distrust 

is involved in an organisational relationship then any leader-follower exchange will be 

characterised by “multifaceted reciprocal interdependence”, where there will be both shared 

and separate objectives between parties. This also implies that it is the role of leadership to 

“manage the complexities of simultaneous trust and distrust” (Lewicki et al., 1998, p.447).  

 

Applying such a notion to the theories of family firms’ behaviour and typology, it is implied 

that the element of trust plays a particularly active role in such organisations. For example, 

strong familial management structures attempting to block non-family infiltration and limit 

their contribution to the decision-making process (Sonfield & Lussier, 2009; Basly, 2007; 

Gedajlovic et al., 2004), could be viewed as the family ownership “protecting itself from 

vulnerability” by demonstrating immediate distrust of any non-family member (Lewicki et 

al., 1998, p.447). Conversely, notions of owner-manger opportunism (Schulze et al., 2001), 

family favouritism (Songini, 2006), and the extraction of challengers to top management 

judgement (Zahra, 2005), imply that trust is being purposively distributed by overzealous 

decision-makers seeking solely to maintain familial control (Gedajlovic et al., 2004). 

 

McAllister (1995) notes the existence of two specific types of interpersonal trust, each with 

an individual nature. Affect-based trust is rooted in citizenship, social contact via frequent 
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communication, and a closeness of relationship; whereas cognition-based trust is based on 

past performance appraisal and professional respect, in general a more reasoned approach as 

opposed to emotional (Chowdhury, 2005). The described family firm scenarios (above), 

according to the trust/distrust theories proposed by Lewicki et al. (1998), would constitute a 

mismanagement, or misplacement, of these trusts by the decision-maker. However, the 

potential for greater social connections in family business settings would suggest that 

effective trust-based relationships should be more ably created (Songini, 2006; Lubatkin et 

al., 2007). Such an idea can be confidently assumed as much of the literature considering 

organisational trust points to the importance of “social intimacy” in developing what is 

known as affect-based trust (Chowdhury, 2005, p.313; McAllister, 1995), a kind of social 

intimacy which family relationships in small organisations are ideally suited to engender.  

 

The impact of trust in not only noted in relation to LMX theory (Pierce & Newstrom, 2008; 

Fairholm & Fairholm, 1999), but is also considered to directly affect intra-organisational 

knowledge sharing (Tsai, 2002; Chowdhury, 2005); in particular, lowering “transaction 

costs in exchange relationships” (Dyer & Chu, 2003, p.67). In contrast to the performance 

related results from the Dirks (2008) study, Chowdhury (2005) found that trust in one dyadic 

leader-follower relationship alone did not necessarily lead to effectively knowledge sharing 

throughout the firm, but that trust should be developed between all organisational members. 

This is a view also supported by McAllister (1995, p.55), who notes that affect-based trust 

has a particularly important role in “facilitating effective coordinated action in 

organizations”.  

 

Trust therefore links directly into the development of organisational learning, as discussed by 

Quintas (2003), Martinez-Costa &Jimenez-Jimenez (2009), and Prichard (2000), among 

others. However, family firm literature highlighting the hermetic and often utilitarian nature 

of many family business owner-managers (Valkokari & Helander, 2007; Basly, 2007; 

Gedajlovic et al., 2004), implies that trust is not necessarily a prominent feature in such 

organisations. The typical centrality of the CEO is perhaps best explained by the 

fundamental need for autonomy in many family SME owners’ early career aspirations (Gray, 

2006). Clearly this does not blend with the discussed theories of trust development in 

organisational relationships (McAllister, 1995; Chowdhury, 2005; Lewicki et al., 2006), and 

therefore, theoretically, has a direct and negative influence on the advancement of intra-

organisational knowledge sharing in such firms (Tsai, 2002; Dyer & Chu, 2003; Chowdhury, 

2005). 
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4.4 Transformational leadership impact of group performance 

Honesty, integrity and the subsequent development of trustworthiness are considered 

“important components of a transformational leader’s idealized influence” (Brown et al., 

2008, p.52; Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999). It has been found by Lowe et al. (1996) that elements 

of transformational leadership, initially articulated by Burns (1978), are directly linked to 

leader effectiveness and work unit performance across many different contexts. Such 

effective leaders are seen to inspire followers by aligning their internal value systems with 

that of their own (Brown et al., 2008). Bass and Avolio (1993, as quoted in Brown et al., 

2008) indicate that there are four conceivable dimensions of transformational leadership, 

they include; inspirational motivation, idealised influence, individual consideration, and 

intellectual stimulation. Such influence in leadership is differentiated from the more 

transactional considerations of the LMX theory (Dansereau et al., 1975) and is often 

associated with charismatic leadership, considered to have particular influence in 

knowledge-based organisations due to its informal and less structured typology (Gottschalk 

& Karlsen, 2009) and links promotion, innovation and knowledge acquirement (Kark & Van 

Dijk, 2007). However, charisma alone is insufficient to produce effective leadership results. 

Bass (1998) notes that effective transformational leadership will combine the skills of 

transactional leadership with elements of personal leader charisma and trust of the followers 

in order to produce both individual and group orientated goals (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; 

Kark & Van Dijk, 2007). 

 

Transformational leadership approaches have been empirically linked to team performance, 

via the establishment of strong team cohesion, greater use of collective knowledge 

(Stashevsky & Koslowsky, 2006), and increased levels of empowerment throughout the 

organisation (Özaralli, 2003). Each theme is an important component of a recently proposed 

notion by Dionne et al. (2004) on transformational leadership’s direct influence on team 

performance. The theoretical work proposes a model detailing the ways in which such a 

leadership approach impacts “underlying teamwork processes” to have a direct effect on end 

result team performance, represented by levels of collective effort and quality of 

interpersonal relationships (Dionne et al., 2004, p.179); shown in Figure 4.2. In addition to 

the attitudinal affects of transformational leadership in subordinates, Barling et al. (1996) 

provide evidence to suggest that transformational leadership training in managers can also 

have an impact on a firm’s final financial performance, however, it must be noted that the 

size of this study meant that it failed to reach results of significance. 
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(Source: Dionne et al., 2004, p.187) 

Figure 4.2: Transformational Leadership and Team Performance Model 

 

The idea of mutual engagement through transformational leadership is also linked to ethical 

considerations in leadership (Brown et al., 2008). Ethical leadership is powered by 

“inspiring, stimulating and visionary leader behaviours” (Brown et al., 2008, p.52) and 

operates on the assumption that employees will look to those in a position of social power 

for guidance (Den Hartog & De Hoogh, 2009). Odom & Green (2003, p.68) note that 

“because of the emphasis on the moral development of the follower, transformational 

leadership seems to lead to more ethical decision making”, and that this, when implemented 

successfully, leads to the creation of a positive and fair organisational culture. Brown et al. 

(2008), further this view by implying that, although rooted in the transformational paradigm, 

ethical leadership encapsulates elements of most leadership approaches; for instance, the use 

of transactional processes to set certain ethical standards and reward-based systems in order 

for followers to account for their ethical conduct (Trevino et al., 2003). 

 

From a learning perspective the essential element of role-modelling is critical to ethical 

forms of leadership (Brown et al., 2008). Setting an ethical or moral standard for followers 



Effect of Leadership 90 

 

to identify and emulate allows the leader to create a climate mirroring their own beliefs and 

attitudes (McGuire & Hutchings, 2007). However, Kouzes & Posner (2003) note that many 

leaders’ obsession with being a role-model on can place too strong a focus on their own 

values and thought processes, thus adversely affecting the way in which the views and 

contributions of others are considered. In a sense this creates an isolated force around the 

leader which potentially exacerbates problems of self-interest and autonomy (Schulze et al., 

2001).  

 

Howell & Avolio (1992), in a study of charismatic leadership, suggest that an ethical leader 

only deserves this title if their followers are motivated to seek organisational objectives via 

altruism, and not through financial incentive or order of authority; thus advocating a follower 

identification with the organisation, not with the individual. Brown et al. (2008) also state 

that evidence of altruistic motivations will lead to a greater legitimacy of leadership, 

therefore producing more effective leaders than those powered by a personal motive. This 

view is more strongly articulated by Kanungo & Mendonca (1996, p.35), stating that 

effectiveness in leadership is “ensured only by altruistic acts that reflect the leader’s 

incessant desire and concern to benefit others”. Hosmer (2003) also argues that 

organisational leaders require strong moral and ethical values in their decision-making in 

order to develop trust, establish and maintain commitment, and create a cooperative effort 

from all involved. This also links with Brown et al.’s (2008) view that followers of an ethical 

leader are more likely to perceive the organisation as a social construct, thus becoming more 

open to exchange and more likely to perform at levels higher than their contractual 

agreement implies.  

 

The above noted impact of perceived ethical behaviour and morally influenced decision-

making would suggest that stewardship-based altruism provides the optimum leadership 

scenario. However, as discussed previously, such powers of altruism should not always be 

assumed in family firm situations (Chua et al., 2009; Schulze et al., 2001), particularly as 

they may be insufficient to deal with significant differences in the way followers perceive 

leadership and react to power (Poza et al., 1997; Lubatkin et al., 2007).  

 

As with more modern views on Leader-Member Exchange (Dansereau et al., 1975: cited in 

Scandura et al., 1986), French & Raven (1959, p.151) see the phenomenon of power and 

influence as involving “a dyadic relation between two agents”; establishing a much quoted 

and continually discussed framework of power base influences. Rooted in sociological 
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considerations, the five bases of power include; reward power, based on the follower’s 

perception of leader controlled rewards; coercive power, based on the followers perception 

of the leader’s ability to punish; legitimate power, based on the perception of an authority 

driven right to control behaviour; referent power, based on a personal identification with the 

leader; and expert power, based on a perception that the leader has particular knowledge and 

expertise (French & Raven, 1959). Although continually expanding and perhaps ambiguous 

in their application (Brooks, 2006; Podsakoff & Schrieshiem, 1984), the theoretical 

differentiation of power types helps to establish the diverse and varied nature of leader-

follower influence. However, Podsakoff & Schrieshiem (1984) also suggest that, as opposed 

to being mutually exclusive and considered independently from each other, each power base 

may in fact be positively correlated. Nevertheless, it is generally considered that the use of 

different forms of power will lead to different forms of compliance (Etzioni, 1975).  

 

The central tenet of legitimate power is considered very similar to that of Weber’s more 

established legitimacy of authority (Wilson, 2004). However, it must be noted that French & 

Raven (1959) do not necessarily equate legitimacy of power to a particular role within the 

organisation, but that an acceptance of a social situation can often play a part in a follower’s 

perception of legitimacy. Legitimacy is formed either through democracy, natural emergence 

or self-appointment, and the existence of this can often lead to increased perception of the 

other powers in the scale (French & Raven, 1959). However, Pierce and Newstrom (2008) 

suggest that higher performance and greater job satisfaction are more commonly associated 

with strong referent power. This is a notion supported by family business literature, in that 

there can be clear legitimacy of the power instilled in the founding owner-manager 

(Valkokari & Helander, 2007; Hutchinson et al., 2006; Gedajlovic et al., 2004), yet only a 

limited number of ‘followers’ indentify with this central character (Poza et al., 1997). 

 

Closely linked with the importance of power sources (French & Raven, 1959) are issues of 

organisational justice, in particular, “leader reward and punishment behaviour” (Peirce & 

Newstrom, 2008, p.145). Mossholder et al. (1998) found that perceptions of fair and just 

treatment were positively related to referent and expert leadership powers. This study also 

acknowledges that issues of procedural justice may be alleviated by an enhanced focus on 

trust, thus supporting the views of McAllister (1995) and Chowdhury (2005), while also 

enhancing leader-follower relationships and interaction, thus providing a platform for greater 

“social exchange relationship” throughout the organisation (Mossholder et al., 1998, p.549). 

Podsakoff & Todor (1985) suggest that such an effect is most likely achieved by utilising a 
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contingent rewards and punishment system for each subordinate; based equally on the 

individual performance of each member, as opposed to incorporating some form of seniority 

(Peirce & Newstrom, 2008). They note in particular a positive relationship between such 

contingency reward behaviour and co-worker job satisfaction.  

 

The study by Podsakoff & Todor (1985) also suggests that group drive is enhanced by the 

individualistic nature of contingency reward feedback and that this is directly related to 

group performance (Stogdill, 1972); however, the results only found a weak support for this 

theory. In response to this Podsakoff & Todor (1985, p.161) state that the alignment, or more 

accurately misalignment, or organisational goals acts as a mediator, meaning effective 

contingency reward and punishment structures are “not always translated into improved 

levels of group performance”, backing previously noted concerns by Chrisman et al. (2007a) 

on the problems such a situation can cause in governance structures. The conclusion reached 

by Podsakoff & Todor (1985) is that it is not only important to have contingency reward and 

punishment procedures in place, but that organisations must consider very carefully how 

these systems are administered, and perhaps more importantly, how they will be perceived 

by the followers. 

 

Possession of all the ‘right’ leadership traits and exploitation of each of the bases of power 

will not necessarily allow that person to lead a group towards cohesion (Peirce & Newstrom, 

2008). Alvesson (2011) suggests that, from a cultural perspective, a leader is more 

influenced by their environment than they actively influence it. Although theory on 

leadership has been slow to move from the trait and behavioural theories of the individual, it 

is seen in more recent works that leadership is no longer considered to be a “context-free 

subject”, as the effects of leader behaviour are thought to be only as strong as the follower’s 

perception and environment allow them to be (Mole, 2004, p.129). Reflecting again on the 

development of in-group/out-group differentiation in the LMX theory (Scandura, 1999), it is 

suggested that follower reaction and compliance to leadership behaviour will strongly 

influence this decision process (Emery et al., 2013). Furthermore, it is noted by Peirce & 

Newstrom (2008) that followers themselves will approach the relationship with pre-set 

preferences, which in turn directly influence the level of job satisfaction they gain. This is 

articulated in Figure 4.3. 
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(Adapted from: Pierce & Newstrom, 2008, p.259) 
 

Figure 4.3: The leader behaviour - follower satisfaction relationship 

 

Such a notion, as described above, implies that there may be great difference in the 

leadership behaviours appropriate to different individual followers. Hollander (1992) states 

that a leader can operate only within constructs set by their followers, for instance their 

expectations and perceptions. Therefore, critical to the success of any leader behaviour is the 

way the leader perceives themselves in relation to their followers, if this is inaccurate then 

the relationship can be severely affected (Van Quaquebeke & Eckloff, 2013). This implies 

that sensitivity to social cues and a consideration of the ‘reality’ within which the followers 

operate hold the key to being able to develop behaviours around these preferences and 

perceptions (Greene, 1975); with the relationship most likely to persist being the one that is 

“reciprocally rewarding for both leader and follower” (Sanford, 1958, p.270).  

 

Theories on the hermetic nature of family firm governance and the ‘separate realities’ within 

which owner-managers can exist from other firm members (Basly, 2007; Poza et al., 1997) 

would suggest that in many family firm situations, individual follower perception is not 

taken into account by those in supposed positions of leadership. This potentially leads to 

reduced job satisfaction, in turn reducing performance and lowering the likelihood of 

actitives considered to be ‘extra’, such as knowledge sharing (Hollander, 1992; Schwandt & 

Marquardt, 2000). Moreover, the lack of accurate leader perception of both the follower 

views and of their own reality makes it difficult to create the culture of support and 

reciprocity that is so vital to opening the channels of knowledge-sharing (Qunitas, 2003). 
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4.5 The role of individualised path-goal leadership 

In a 2008 study, Zahra et al. argue for a family-based stewardship culture over more 

professionalised, agency-based relationships by noting the effects of stewardship in creating 

greater strategic flexibility in family firms and acknowledgement of follower preferences. 

Eddleston (2008) confirms this stewardship but also implies that family-firm founders 

display characteristics of a ‘transformational leader’ in order to take advantage of it. Two 

years earlier Ghobadian & O’Regan (2006) compared independent and subsidiary operating 

units and also found transformational leadership to be prevalent in small, independent units. 

However, this study also supported the views of Khandekar & Sharma (2005), in referring to 

the positive effects of more socially-based human resource leadership models in drawing the 

advantages of stewardship, specifically noting the suitability of such models in aligning 

organisational culture with what is termed a ‘learning leader’.  

 

Previously noted works on human resource management and contingency approaches also 

promote this adaptive perspective, suggesting that leadership in small family firms should be 

flexible enough to deal with the many varied aspects of an organisation based on social 

relationships (Khandekar & Sharma, 2005; Quintas, 2003; Chrisman et al., 2007a; Lubatkin 

et al., 2007). Haakonsson et al. (2008) back such a notion, forwarding the added value that 

where a misfit is evident then it becomes easier to change leadership style to adapt to the 

needs of the climate than it is to attempt to influence the external or internal environmental 

climate itself. The common thread through all human-resource-based contingency 

approaches to leadership is the assumption that different groups may respond to different 

leadership approaches in different environments (Achua & Lussier, 2010). The resulting 

focus on flexibility is not only conducive to dealing with the varied and often dynamic 

relationships created in family businesses (Chrisman et al., 2007a; Lubatkin et al., 2007), but 

also, as detailed by Zahra (2005), Hutchinson et al. (2006), and Canavale (2001), links 

closely with the creation of an opportunistically aware, entrepreneurial environment. The 

shaping and controlling this organisational environment is considered the central task of a 

strategic leader (Ghobadian & O’Regan, 2006). Such theory highlights the importance of 

interpersonal relational factors for small firms in particular, and accentuates the role of 

leadership in the influencing of social culture via leader-follower exchanges (Alvesson, 

2011).  

 

Adopting such a view of human resource-based leadership styles, as opposed to theories of 

top-down leader influence, this study considers the path-goal theory of leadership as an 



Effect of Leadership 95 

 

important factor in the creation of a unified organisation facilitating intra-organisational 

knowledge sharing (House, 1996). The path-goal theory, as a contingency leadership 

approach, examines how certain aspects of leader behaviour influence not only a follower’s 

performance but also satisfaction (Billing et al., 2013; Yukl, 2011). Path-goal leadership 

theory presents itself as a theory which is sensitive to differing follower characteristics, and 

in particular differing motivational factors (Northouse, 2010). A further strength is that it 

acknowledges the heterogeneity of motivations, particularly in environments with a diverse 

array of stakeholder relationships. Sosik and Jung (2010) state that the ultimate goal of a 

leader successfully engaging in path-goal leadership theory is to appropriately structure the 

leader-follower relationship in such a way that it enhances follower self-efficacy and also the 

collective efficacy of the organisation. Although there are other contingency leadership 

approaches based on human resource influenced styles (the major works including Fiedler 

(1971); Vroom and Yetton (1973); and Blanchard et al. (1993)), House’s (1971) path-goal 

theory is considered particularly relevant to small family firms as it acknowledges the 

differing motivations and expectations that different followers bring into the same leadership 

situation.  

 

Under path-goal theory, the expectancy theory of motivation is necessarily implicated by 

influencing the follower’s perception of success potential through the leadership behaviours 

(Yukl, 2011; Stajkovic & Luthans, 2003; Scott, 2000). House & Mitchell (1974) suggest that 

contingent path-goal leadership behaviour clarifies the routes to follower goals, and in doing 

so constructs the ability of goal realisation (Krasikova et al., 2013). This is considered 

especially effective when working with diverse groups (Dixon & Hart, 2010), resulting in 

enhanced commitment, group cohesion, and subsequently, the necessary infrastructure and 

support for knowledge sharing (Carmeli et al., 2013; Chua et al., 2009; Karra et al., 2006).  

 

Originally, the path-goal theory of leadership made the distinction between two behavioural 

categories for leadership style, supportive and instrumental (Evans, 1970; House, 1971). 

However, upon theoretical revisiting and numerous empirical applications this theory has 

gradually expanded to include other categories; for example: achievement-orientation 

(House, 1974); confidence building (House, 1996); and network development (Clegg et al., 

2011). This has also coincided with evidence of confounding between these meta-categories; 

particularly noted between achievement-orientation and instrumentality. For this reason 

many empirical studies apply a simplified, or even bespoke, structure of path-goal 

leadership; for instance, in Harris and Ogbonna (2000, 2001), where a three-branched 
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conceptualisation of the theory is utilised, involving: participative; instrumental; and 

supportive behaviours only. The behavioural styles detailed by path-goal leadership are 

posited with the idea that there is no one best way to manage any organisation. However, in 

empirical studies this is known be problematic in terms of measurement (Bryman, 1992). 

That said, useful information has been found from the likes of Dixon & Hart (2010) and 

Harris & Ogbonna (2000, 2001) by applying these path-goal theories and establishing their 

uptake and subsequent success dependant on environmental circumstance; for instance: 

subordinate characteristics; nature of the task; and organisational culture. Northouse (2010) 

finds that the difficulties associated with applying path-goal theory in research are seen in 

the interpretation of results. He suggests that researchers looking to find a measurement for 

the diversity and range of styles a leader uses at any one point may struggle. However, used 

as a framework for understanding the leadership approaches in evidence for an organisation, 

and establishing which of these leadership styles are most compatible with other 

environmental factors (Vecchio et al., 2008), for instance, both influence of family and 

knowledge sharing, the path-goal styles and measurements provide a useful understanding of 

leadership behaviour.  

4.6 Conclusions 

In lieu of entrepreneurial activity and the unrelenting drive for what Schumpeter (1989) 

termed ‘creative destruction’, small family firms must look to cultural and relational issues 

in order to maintain a flexible and performance related work environment. From such a 

perspective the importance of the leader-follower relationship becomes paramount. The role 

of in-group/out-group differentiation (Scandura, 1999) presents itself as a concept 

particularly relevant to the small family firm. It appears from the literature of family 

influence that the in-out decision of the leader would be one of simple demographics. For 

instance, close family members being considered in ‘in’, while nonfamily employees are 

considered ‘out’. However, upon closer inspection, the critical aspect which governs such a 

decision is one of trust. The importance of trust in leader-follower behaviours in small family 

firms shifts the balance of managerial function away from the more analytical procedures 

and more towards the psychological systems of dyadic relationships (Rousseau et al., 1998). 

Much of the existing family firm literature suggests that this focus on trust is used as a 

defensive mechanism on the part of family firm managers. For instance, in actively limiting 

the decisional contribution of nonfamily members and maintaining a familial core (for 

instance: Sonfield & Lussier, 2009 and Lewicki et al., 1998). However, a distinction is also 

found between emotionally affective trust and rational cognition-based trust in the leadership 
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relationship (Chowdhury, 2005), thus implying that at least two distinct forms of trusting 

relationships can exist simultaneously. This is found to have important implications for the 

way in which the organisational leaders approach individuals and how far the trust 

relationship extends.  

 

In considering the various approaches to individual leadership styles, this review considered 

the theories most implicated in the leadership of small family firms. From this, Burns’ 

(1978) transformational leadership theory is continuously linked to enhanced performance of 

groups where the social and psychological aspects of the group take precedence over 

systematic business procedure. However, it is also found that, along with the leader’s own 

traits and preferences for behaviour, the follower’s preferences impact greatly on the success 

of any leadership exchange (Homan & Greer, 2013; Peirce & Newstrom, 2008). This leads 

to suggestions that in small family firms, with a variety of stakeholders and disparity of 

objectives, a more considered leadership role must be applied. From such a conclusion 

theories of individualised contingency leadership approaches present themselves as a 

suitable way of viewing effective small family firm leadership. These theories, based on the 

human resource view of management (Khandekar & Sharma, 2005), acknowledge the 

diversity of personalities within a group and assume an adaption of the leader’s approach 

depending on the follower’s personality during the particular exchange. The practical 

implications of such a view on leadership mean that the leader’s role becomes a varied one, 

in which the behaviours of each party in leader-member exchanges are complimented 

(Haakonsson et al., 2008). As an individual-orientated theory of leadership, path-goal theory 

(House 1996; House & Mitchell, 1974) is found to be particularly apt at understanding 

leadership impact with diverse groups of followers by individualising goal attainment and 

creating ‘paths’ to achieve these goals. Therefore, the successful engagement with path-goal 

theory of leadership is considered to foster a group cohesiveness and efficacy, which in turn 

provides a necessary foundation for effective knowledge sharing (Chua et al., 2009; Karra et 

al., 2006). 

 

Following this review of leadership implications for knowledge sharing in small family 

firms, the methodological considerations of this current research are discussed in the 

following chapter. This includes the development of a methodological perspective on small 

family firms, whilst also detailing the specific research methods used in the gathering of 

valid and reliable data. The three conceptual variables of: the influence of family; knowledge 

sharing culture; and leadership styles are also discussed in terms of operationalizing these 
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theoretical elements in an attempt to gauge their interaction and ultimate impact on the 

performance variable of organisational efficacy. 
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5. Methodological considerations 

The current chapter seeks to make clear the methodological approaches taken in this study’s 

pursuit of its key aim and objectives. Theoretical combination of the notions of familial 

influence, knowledge sharing culture, and the impact of leadership, whilst application to the 

contextual arena of small family firms, calls for a research approach as individual and 

bespoke as the idiosyncratic focal organisations of the study. In order to present this, the 

chapter is separated into various sections, each dealing with a particular aspect of 

methodological concern. First, the key aim of the research is once again presented, alongside 

five individual research questions posed in order to achieve this aim. Following this the 

approaches taken in the collection and analysis of data for this primary work are discussed.  

 

The analytical consideration of any competitive marketplace requires careful planning, both 

in terms of data collection & analytical technique and the initial approach to the research 

area. As this study contemplates an operational reality within which individual family firm 

members exist, personal beliefs, attitudes, perceptions and opinions can each have a direct 

impact on results. Therefore, very careful attention must be given to the ways in which data 

is collected and subsequently interpreted in order to ensure the study maintains the highest 

possible level of validity. The sections which follow offer a description and, where 

appropriate, justification for the research approach adopted in this work, while also 

considering issues of application and evaluation. Beginning with a review of the chosen 

research design’s philosophical underpinnings, this methodological analysis will then look 

more specifically at the methods used in the conduct of the work, thereafter considering 

issues of analysis and result interpretation. As a mixed-methods design is adopted here, the 

consideration of methods is split into two distinct areas; one which covers the design of a 

hypothetical model and conceptual framework for the facilitation of quantitative data 

analysis, and another which looks to the design of a qualitative approach to interview data 

collection and analysis. Thereafter, the analytical combination of these two distinct methods 

is discussed. Accompanying the description of methods, sample frames for the study are 

presented, along with initial results for potential sampling biases. Finally, the scope of the 

work and ethical considerations are considered with, in particular, an acknowledgement of 

the inherent limitations in the research design; thus generating potential for future areas of 

interest. It is appropriate to begin, however, with a review of the aim and research questions 

which this study is designed to tackle.  
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5.1 Key aim of the research 

The key aim of this research is to establish the effects of path-goal leadership on knowledge 

sharing culture within small family businesses in Scotland. This is broken down into three 

distinct themes: the influence of family; creation of knowledge-sharing culture; and the 

impact of leadership approach on this culture.   

5.1.1 Key research questions to be examined 

From a deep and prolonged critical review of the literature in the fields of family businesses, 

knowledge management and leadership approaches, the following research questions have 

been formulated. Each individual question seeks to explore more specific issues related to 

the final aim of the research.  

 

1. How and where is strategic leadership concentrated in small family firms 

operating in knowledge-intensive industries in Scotland? 

2.  

a) What relationship exists between the influence of family and the creation 

of a knowledge-sharing organisational culture? 

b) What relationship exists between path-goal leadership styles and the 

creation of a knowledge-sharing organisational culture? 

3. What is the nature of any relationship between a preference for path-goal 

leadership styles and the influence of family on business performance? 

4. How are the areas of family influence, knowledge sharing culture, and 

leadership perceived by the different stakeholder groups in small family 

firms in Scotland? 

5. What is the effect of the adoption of path-goal leadership styles on the 

creation of performance enhancing knowledge sharing culture in small 

family firms in Scotland? 

 

The idiosyncratic aspects of small family firms are pivotal to this study; therefore a very 

specific approach must be used in gaining access to the relevant information needed to 

achieve the study’s aims, while also allowing the nature and character of the focal firms to 

emerge. This is described as follows. 

5.2 Research Approach 

Considerable stakeholder diversity within small family firms and the heterogeneous nature of 

such firms’ organisational culture, influenced as the literature suggests by the organisation’s 
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owner-manager, imply that a purely positivist approach to this research undertaking would 

be inappropriate. This is because the reality of the situation cannot be objectively removed 

from the social perception and interpretation of each individual player (Collis & Hussey, 

2009). For this reason, it can be suggested that the study of small family businesses should 

differ greatly from research into their larger counterparts. Where larger firms may have 

substantial quantitative material available for analysis (for example, computer-based results 

or calculated factors in decision-making), smaller firms would likely not; moreover, 

procedures, measurements, and clear organisational structures may be less evident in smaller 

firms, thus making the objective analysis of such organisations more difficult to achieve 

(Curran & Blackburn, 2001). It is due to the stated notions of heterogeneity, along with the 

contextual impact of individually subjective and socially-based relationships on firm culture, 

that a more interpretative form of research approach is more appropriate for this area of 

study (Collis & Hussey, 2009). 

 

Although broadly linked with the more extreme standpoints of social constructivism and the 

theoretical perspective of interpretivism (Collis & Hussey, 2009; Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2007; Easterby-Smith et al., 2008), particularly in terms of interest in the individual 

conceptions of each social actor (Bryman & Bell, 2007), this study makes certain ontological 

and epistemological assumptions more associated with a relativistic view, as described by 

Easterby-Smith et al. (2008). For instance, the existence of the ontological assumption that 

“specific practices and structures exist which will lead to organisational learning taking 

place” (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008, p.68) and the epistemological stance that there is no 

‘one way’ of evaluating the truthfulness of a situation, but more an issue of interpretation 

between the culture and the contextual perception that can account for certain realities 

(Yates, 2004). In short, adopting a relativist position allows the research to be responsive to 

“tensions, contradictions and variations in accounts” (Willig, 2008, p.12), which, according 

to themes covered in the literature, may be particularly pertinent to small family firms.  

 

Emanating from social science disciplines, relativism represents a comparatively recent 

progression away from the traditional hypothesis testing of positivist-based business 

research, currently dominant in much Western-based research literature (Yates, 2004; 

Kiessling & Harvey, 2005). Such a move also represents the progress of sociological thought 

and philosophy as it mirrors the movement in this field away from the all encompassing 

notions of rule-based and structural modernism, to seeing the individual as a constitution of 

numerous subject positions (Butler, 2002). However, Alvesson (2002) suggests that a 
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postmodern relativism should not be seen as purely anti-positivistic in nature; the perception 

is not that there is no objective reality to be tested, but more that the existence of any reality 

is socially constructed and therefore sensitive to individual conceptions. Easterby-Smith et 

al. (2008, p.63) effectively articulate what the adoption of a relativist research design means 

in terms of business and management-based work. They note that:  

 

“...difficulty of gaining access to ‘reality’ means that multiple perspectives will 

normally be adopted, through both triangulation of methods and the surveying 

of views and experiences of a large number of individuals”. 

 

As one of the main detractors of relativist philosophies, Jürgen Habermas (1987) argues that 

relativist perspectives do not focus enough on the universalist norms of justification in 

cultures, which he sees as providing a strength of commonality leading to enhanced group 

cohesion; termed critical realism (Wetherell, 2001). It is also argued that a postmodern view 

disables the value of position taking as its pluralistic nature encourages the creation of 

‘victims’ with an inevitably pessimistic and sceptical view of others (Hughes, 1993). 

However, Michel Foucault (1977) counters such arguments in a famous written dialogue 

between the two modern sociological thinkers. From a more relativist standpoint Foucault 

acknowledges the existence of some universal norms in any social grouping; however, he 

states that this is not where the most powerful impact on culture comes from. Instead, it is 

argued that the distinctions between individuals are what determine social behaviour and, of 

particular interest to this study, are what position social actors in certain ways, therefore 

influencing not only the exemplification of current behaviour but also creation of 

opportunities for social actions in the future. Such a perspective has the ability to explain the 

impact of differing stakeholder groupings evident in small family firms.  

 

As mentioned, it is claimed that much of Foucaults’s (1980) work perhaps predictably leads 

towards a negative view on power relations and the objectification of those out with a power 

position in the social grouping. This current work, however, follows Alvesson (2001) in not 

taking a wholly relativist view to this extreme point of a nihilistic creation of docile, 

powerless characters; but instead looks to the social construction of an intellectually 

productive view of what goes on inside of these power relations. In particular, this looks to 

knowledge as having the capacity to locate realities and produce subjects of equal, although 

distinct influence. Thus, social processes are highlighted, while also acknowledging the 

uncertainty and ambiguity of knowledge issues; such as meaning, judgement, interpretation, 
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and understanding. This negotiation of what constitutes knowledge, both in this study of the 

small family firm and to those within the firms is therefore an important part of the analytical 

process of this work. Combining universalist norms of social knowledge processes with the 

particular perspectives and interpretations of individual actors, in this ways adopts a 

moderated form of relativism; or critical relativism. 

5.3 Ontological and epistemological assumptions 

A significant part of this study attempts to understand organisational culture by identifying 

what its individual members take to be read or rational. The chosen constructionist approach 

brings to attention the fact that human experience, including perception, is at all times 

mediated historically, culturally, and linguistically (Gergen, 2009). Placed in the context of 

the individual, what is experienced should not be considered a direct reflection of 

environmental conditions, but should instead be understood as a reading of those conditions 

(Potter, 1998; Collier, 1998; Weick, 1995). The ways in which these realities are constructed 

and the implication they have for daily business activity are the main focus of this study. 

Adopting such an approach brings with it certain assumptions on the nature of reality within 

the small family firm, and also on the way in which an understanding of this nature can be 

achieved.  

 

Ontological assumptions on the essence of what is under study consider how ‘reality’ is 

brought about. Essentially there are two distinct variations on this, which should be seen 

more as polarised viewpoints along a scale of ontological perspective. First, reality can be 

viewed as a set structure with which individuals interact and refer to, this calls for certain 

assumptions on the external nature of this structure. From such a viewpoint the social reality 

of the concept is pre-existing, and will subsequently continue to exist after the current crop 

of involved individuals leave. Such a research perspective looks for an objective 

measurement of this ‘reality’, as the individual subjective view has little impact on the ‘real’ 

social structure. This extreme ontological standpoint is what Burrell and Morgan (1979) refer 

to as realism. Second, and at the opposite end of this scale lays a view of reality which 

places great importance of the individual’s perceptions of things. Here, the real social world 

is taken to be unique for each person interacting with it. Differences between individuals 

emanate from the various interpretations, meanings, and subjective judgements which are 

seen to be created by each and every person as they view what is happening in their world. 

This polar extreme realism is referred by Burrell and Morgan (1979) as nominalism.  
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At first glance this work, social constructionist in nature and adopting a critically relativist 

perspective, may appear as an obvious example of a study which reflects nominalist 

ontological assumptions. However, such a view would represent an injustice to the very 

‘real’ structures and relationships found in small family firms. For instance, clear distinctions 

are made between who is considered a family member and who not; separated by a blood or 

marital relation which is not altered by individual perceptions of it. Also, previous research 

has found there to be universal knowledge and communication structures in small family 

firms; for instance: use of informal exchanges (Zahra et al., 2007); after-hours meetings 

(Hutchinson & Quintas, 2008); and the central role of the owner-manager in decision making 

(Schwandt & Marquardt, 2000). Such aspects of the small family firm are in this study not 

considered to be dependant on individual interpretation, but are instead taken to be real 

structural factors in organisational reality. However, how these ‘real’ factors are received, 

interpreted and understood, along with the impact they have on behaviour (both potential and 

realised) becomes, under the critical relativist view of this work, a question of subjective and 

therefore nominalist assumptions. Consequently, it is where the differences lie in the 

individual interpretations of the real structures and practices of small family firms that are of 

interest to this study. This may be described as a moderated form of nominal assumption, as 

it is the subjective interpretations of the real small family firm structure that are relative to 

the individual.    

 

The adoption of such a standpoint, along with the assumptions made by it, has clear 

implications for the epistemological nature of the research aims. Epistemological 

assumptions consider the stance taken on the form of knowledge which can be gained from 

investigation, and also how this knowledge can be best understood. As with ontological 

thought, Burrell and Morgan (1979) consider there to be two extreme perspectives which can 

be taken on the scale of epistemological approach. On the one hand, knowledge can be 

viewed as something that is concrete and need only be learned from the surrounding 

environment. Investigative methodologies based on such a perspective are termed positivist, 

and seek to establish causal connections and regularities between the various elements of the 

focal environment. Such a search for natural laws is often found to be an uncomfortable fit 

with social studies which consider the varied relationships and psychological nature of 

people. Anti-positivists, at the opposite end of the epistemological scale to positivists, see 

little value in the observer role assigned to objectivist research such as positivism. This 

perspective views the understanding that can be gained from those directly involved with the 

activities of the researched group as being more valuable in nature and therefore producing 
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greater knowledge. As such, this view does not look for rules and causal effects in nature, 

but instead attempts to uncover a depth of meaning attached to the individual. Both of these 

standpoints have their respective traditions in terms of methodological impact. For instance, 

positivist perspectives may be considered more suited to objective and generalizable 

quantitative studies; whereas more interpretive anti-positivist works seek the quality of 

understanding gained from more qualitative data.  

 

This work attempts to straddle both the positivist and anti-positivist epistemological views 

by adopting a critical relativist view which acknowledges both the existence of an objective 

reality and corresponding subjective interpretations. In order to achieve such an aim this 

current work compromises the extremes standpoints noted by Burrell and Morgan (1979). As 

such, certain structurally objective elements of this study are considered from a positive 

standpoint and therefore apply quantitative methodologies to achieve measurement; whereas 

more subjective elements, such as individual perspectives and interpretations of the 

structurally real, are approached from an anti-positivist view and therefore are more suited to 

qualitative form of investigation. This results in the employment of a triangulation of 

methods in an attempt to accurately identify and represent the phenomena under study 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2008). Furthermore, such complex and dispersed epistemological 

approaches also support the philosophical view that no true objective picture can be made of 

a situation, but more a collection of impressions from various research traditions and 

individual interpretation can achieve an image of social reality (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000).  

 

The development of this work leans towards an interpretative paradigmatic position, with the 

relativist research approach seeking to highlight the “tenuousness of organisation and 

culture as objective categories”, therefore it is suggested that the subjective existence of 

individual characters plays an active role in the construction of reality (Bryman & Bell, 

2007, p.25). This requires a number of richly qualitative viewpoints from differing 

perspectives on the ‘reality’ of phenomena (Sale et al., 2002), whilst also accessing the 

details of the environmental structure of small family firms to which these individuals refer, 

thus it is implied that a mixed-methods approach to this research is appropriate. This also 

keeps the study in line with the relativist research design philosophy as set out by Easterby-

Smith et al. (2008), as it employs multiple and various data sets and types. 
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5.4 Mixed-Methods validity 

The traditional use of quantitative methods suggests a universality of research participant 

and an absoluteness of fact (Adelman, 2005). Kiessling and Harvey (2005) note that such an 

approach fails to take into account the more ambiguous factors of organisational studies. For 

instance, links between the stakeholders, influence of leadership, organisational culture, and 

other factors characterised by an “interdependency of the phenomena”, including the 

assumption of causality but also acknowledging that this in turn leads to a problematic web 

of influences between the various factors (Alvesson, 2002, p.174). For this reason, the use of 

qualitative data, focusing on the depth of participant’s experience adds significant value and 

detail to an otherwise scientific form of hypothesis testing provided by purely quantitative 

analysis (Kiessling & Harvey, 2005). However, the ambiguity of factors and influence, 

inherent to relativist research design (Alvesson, 2002), also suggest that the use of cross-

sectional designs is necessary in order to “enable multiple factors to the measured 

simultaneously and hence potential underlying relationships to be examined”, thus 

“approximations of reality” are better made via large samples, further implying the need for 

quantitative measurement (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008, p.90). 

 

Adopting a mixed-methods approach seeks to address the need for balance between the 

benefits of both quantitative and qualitative methods. Viewing research from such a unified 

perspective allows individual research questions to dictate the methods used to best achieve 

the required results (Leech et al., 2010). The use of both quantitative and qualitative methods 

ensures a rigour and applicability that limiting to one methodological approach would fail to 

achieve (Kiessling & Harvey, 2005); this is particularly applicable when considering the 

multi-factor dynamics and various considerations of small family business research (Curran 

& Blackburn, 2001). Therefore, the use of mixed-methods research represents an attempt by 

the researcher to be more critical in terms of result evaluation and analysis; comparing and 

contrasting analyses from individual methods provides a triangulation in the study which 

seeks only to strengthen results (Kiessling & Harvey, 2005). The aim of such an approach is 

to enhance both the quality and validity of the research by reducing bias in data source 

(Collis & Hussey, 2009), while enabling greater generalisation of any resulting conclusions 

and producing a depth of participant generated knowledge applicable to broader audiences 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). 

 

However, it is also acknowledged that the term ‘triangulation’ is itself one of ambiguity. Sale 

et al. (2002) note the problems in attempting to combine two distinct approaches, such as 
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quantitative and qualitative methods, to study the same phenomenon; citing that the 

individual paradigms of the methods, by their nature, study differing phenomena. Thus, if the 

utilisation of two methods were employed in a single study with the view of cross-validation 

of design, then this would be inappropriate and “often diminishes the value of both methods” 

(Sale et al., 2002, p.50). However, if multiple methods are designed and used for 

complementary purposes then the individual methods could essentially be viewed as “mutual 

research partners” (Sale et al., 2002, p.50) and as such separate methods carried out 

simultaneously or sequentially will offset the weaknesses of each method by pooling the 

stronger points in analysis of both (Creswell, 2009; Bryman & Bell, 2007, Tashakkori & 

Teddlie, 1998). In this study the individual methods used seek to answer distinct research 

questions, and thus it could be argued, build essentially two separate complementary studies 

around each method, this will be considered further in the evaluation of each method used. 

Moreover, solely considering the results from one viewpoint, be it from one participant type 

or data from only one method, would be inconsistent with the relativist position (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2008). 

 

The form of triangulation adopted in this study is described by Creswell (2009, p.213) as the 

“concurrent triangulation approach” and is considered the most common in mixed-method 

studies of this kind. Collection of both the qualitative and quantitative data will take place 

simultaneously and will subsequently be compared and analysed together. It is also 

acknowledged that, although the ideal would be for each method to have equal weighting in 

terms of analysis and contribution to results, the reality is that during the analysis stage 

greater favour will be given to one of the two data sets; in particular, qualitative data may be 

regarded as more rich in terms of reality representation than survey-based quantitative data, 

thus adopting a “dominant-less dominant design” in the form of QUAL + quan (Tashakkori 

& Teddlie, 1998, p.15). In this sense it is the job of the researcher to act as the central figure 

of the work and construct the findings accordingly and in a manner consistent to the relativist 

research paradigm (Willig, 2008). Creswell’s (2009) concurrent triangulation approach is 

shown diagrammatically below: 
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(Source: Creswell, 2009, p.210) 

Figure 5.1: Creswell's Concurrent Triangulation Design 

 

Quantitative and qualitative research has been traditionally treated separately in terms of 

validity claims. However, in recent years certain authors have attempted to build an approach 

to assess the extent to which a unified mixed-methods study can have claims made from its 

findings validated. Broader approaches to this are seen in Cresswell and Plano Clark (2007) 

and Newman and Benz (1998). The general validity questioning of the study, which is found 

in these two frameworks, addresses the purpose of the work and the appropriateness of the 

methods chosen; however, this neglects to provide criteria for the intricacies of data 

synthesis and combined conclusions. For this reason, the more detailed and comprehensive 

mixed-method validation framework proposed by Dellinger and Leech (2007) is applied to 

help gauge the level to which findings from this work are valid and able to inform 

conclusions on the research questions put forward. Dellinger and Leech’s (2007) Validation 

Framework in Mixed Methods Research is presented as a dynamic model heavily influenced 

by the holistic construct validity approaches of Messick (1995) and Cherryholmes (1988). 

The model is designed to change as evaluators negotiate how the meanings extracted from 

data are supported though evidence or the supposition of consequential paths (Leech et al., 

2010). Therefore the main crux of this framework is rooted to the generation of meaning 

from the data and, where this is supported through the model, how this meaning informs 

findings. 

 

Throughout this work, each of the main concepts from the Dellinger and Leech (2007) 

validity framework have been taken and applied to the methods of data collection and 

analysis of this study. From this, no major concerns on the validity of any inferences made 

are raised; either from the individual quantitative, qualitative, mixed-method analyses, or 
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from the more globally unified approach of the work as a whole. This framework has been 

followed throughout the course of this research, from its original conception and design, to 

the final analysis of findings. Furthermore, the establishment of separate quantitative, 

qualitative, and mixed-method validity is used to demonstrate and showcase the individual 

data as trustworthy and credible. Thus the overall statement on the validity of the work can 

be strong, and refers to all of these aspects therein. 

 

This review of methodological approach will now go on to consider the individual 

instruments used in the make-up of this mixed-methods research. 

5.5 Theoretical framework and hypothesis development  

The in-depth literature review presented in previous chapters highlights the variables of the 

influence of family, leadership style, and knowledge sharing culture as key elements in 

explaining variance in the contextually appropriate performance variable of organisational 

efficacy. From the uncovering of these four variables is it possible to develop a theoretical 

framework which is rooted in the extant literature presented and able to best determine the 

ways in which small family firms are able to generate and successfully maintain performance 

levels. The framework which follows expounds the relationships between each of the 

variables as predicted by review and analysis of surrounding literature. Subsequently, and 

primarily for the benefit of the quantitative element of the mixed methods analysis which 

follows, ten testable hypotheses are formed on the nature and direction of these relationships. 

First the development of this framework looks to the uptake of path-goal leadership styles 

and considers the theoretical relationships found between this and the other conceptual 

variables. Second, the influence of family is taken as the focal variable and again assessed in 

relation to the others. Third, knowledge sharing culture provides insight as an integral feature 

of how organisational efficacy is developed and maintained, and the influence of family is 

again viewed from the perspective of the other relationships found. To begin with though, 

the important and focal notion of leadership is inspected. 

 

The deployment of contingency leadership approaches is found to encourage organisational 

flexibility (Khandekar & Sharma, 2005; Quintas, 2003; Chrisman et al., 2007a), and is thus 

described as being better equipped than alternatives in dealing with the varied roles present 

in family firms (Chrisman et al., 2007a; Lubatkin et al., 2007). Such an antidote to the 

potentially divisive and problematic separations of both perspective and goals between 

stakeholder groups (Poza et al., 1997, 2004) is therefore presented. Path-goal leadership 
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styles (House & Mitchell, 1974; House, 1996) in particular provide a contingency approach 

which is focused around the needs, motivations and satisfaction of followers. This leads 

Dixon and Hart (2010) to suggest that such styles are especially effective at dealing with 

diverse groups of individuals, such as those seen in firms operating under the influence of 

family (Tagiuri & Davis, 1992; Poza et al., 1997, 2004). Furthermore, the cohesion and 

commitment formed by these styles’ devotion to follower needs is found to directly impact 

the creation of knowledge sharing culture through the creation of appropriate flow in 

organisational infrastructure (Chua et al., 2009; Karra et al., 2006). This leads Sharma 

(2008) to imply that the application of such leadership styles facilitates a taming effect of the 

damaging sides of the influence of family. Thus the following three hypotheses regarding the 

uptake of path-goal leadership styles can be drawn: 

 

H1: Uptake of path-goal leadership styles negatively affects the influence of family. 

 

H2: Uptake of path-goal leadership styles is positively related to knowledge-sharing culture. 

 

and, 

 
H3: Uptake of path-goal leadership is positively related to organisational efficacy.  

 

The influence of family provides the element of this study which sets it apart from more 

traditional leadership based investigations. This familial influence represents an often 

contested impact on performance and organisational behaviour (Minichilli et al., 2010; Ling 

& Kellermans, 2010). However, it is to its relationship with the social notions of knowledge 

sharing and collective efficacy that this study pays particular attention (Trevinyo-Rodriguez 

& Tapies, 2006; Martinez-Costa & Jimenez-Jimenez, 2009; Lin, 2007). From the perspective 

of such socially-based notions the centrality and asymmetric altruism problems implied by 

some family firm authors become particularly worrying to performance development 

(Chrisman et al., 2007a; Schulze et al., 2001). As much of the work on governance solutions 

to this distinct family firm problem have thus far proved inconclusive (Songini, 2006), it can 

be suggested that the influence of family is problematic in the progress of inherently social-

based and performance enhancing organisational behaviours. Therefore the following two 

hypotheses are proposed: 

 

 H4: Presence of the influence of family negatively impacts the presence of knowledge-sharing 

culture. 

 

H5: Presence of the influence of family does not directly impact organisational efficacy. 
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From analysis of the surrounding literature on organisational culture it becomes clear that, 

under the resource-based view of the firm, knowledge and the use of knowledge becomes a 

core competence of any firm (Alvesson, 2004). Zhang et al. (2006) posits that an open and 

willing approach to knowledge is crucial in the transforming of such competencies into firm 

performance. Therefore the following hypothesis is clearly presented: 

 

H6: Greater evidence of knowledge-sharing culture is positively related to organisational 

efficacy. 

 

For this to take place strong and effective leadership is called upon; first, in the facilitation of 

open knowledge sharing, and second, in the use of this sharing in performance objective 

realisation (Khandekar & Sharma, 2005; Gorelick et al., 2004). However, the influence of 

family again introduces a theoretical complication to this process. Although enhanced trust 

in inter-personal relationships provides a platform for effective sharing to take place 

(Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006), recurring issues of centralised autonomy and 

utilitarian mind-sets undermine such benefits (Eyre & Smallman, 1998; Gedajlovic et al., 

2004). It is this issue which Dupuy (2004) notes as the greatest adversary which knowledge 

sharing must overcome to be effective. Thus it can also be hypothesised that flexible and 

contingent leadership styles facilitate a knowledge sharing culture which in turn fosters 

organisational performance. This leadership impact seeks to utilise its inherent advantages to 

augment knowledge sharing and control partner difficulties in order to benefit performance. 

The need for the influence of family to impact performance via knowledge sharing is shown 

in hypothesis seven, while hypothesis eight shows knowledge sharing’s relationship with 

path-goal leadership styles.  

 

H7: The relationship between the influence of family and organisational efficacy is mediated 

by evidence of knowledge sharing culture. 

 

H8: The relationship between path-goal leadership styles and organisational efficacy is 

mediated by knowledge sharing culture. 

 

The remaining aspects of this theoretical framework consider the theoretical difficulties for 

organisations to combine the influence of family with other, more professionalised 

organisational behaviours. Essentially, such a view emanates from discussions on firms 

becoming more ‘professional’ only by reducing the influence that family plays (Johannisson, 

2002; Songini, 2006; Lubatkin et al., 2007). In particular the divisive elements of 

centralisation (Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004) and entrenchment of separate perspectives (Poza 
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et al., 1997, 2004) informs the troubling elements that this framework hypothesises on 

leadership’s ability to craft performance. Specifically, the theoretical influence path-goal 

leadership has on knowledge sharing culture (Chua et al., 2009; Karra et al., 2006) is 

negatively affected by the existence of the noted problematic elements of the influence of 

family, as the attempts of leadership face an unalterable division created by family status 

(Basly, 2007; Gedajlovic et al., 2004). Due to this, the subsequent effect on performance, 

particularly in the form of a collective organisational efficacy, is compromised. Thus, it is 

hypothesised that the interaction of the influence of family with path-goal leadership reduces 

the impact these styles can have on the creation of knowledge sharing and therefore also the 

building of organisational performance. The following hypotheses are posited: 

 

H9: The relationship between path-goal leadership styles and knowledge sharing culture is 

negatively moderated by the influence of family. 

 

H10: The relationship between path-goal leadership styles and organisational efficacy is 

negatively moderated by the influence of family. 

 

The construction of the interactions between the four variables considered in this study 

(influence of family; path-goal leadership; knowledge sharing culture; and organisational 

efficacy) produces a framework to which the remainder of this thesis will refer. Such a 

conceptual framework seeks to provide an overview of the issues uncovered through 

comprehensive literature review on the main issues affecting small family firms, while also 

allowing for subsequent hypthesis testing in following chapters. The ten hypotheses 

developed through the previous discussion directly informs the quantitative data analysis of 

this mixed methods study and the conceptual map, presented in Figure 5.2, diagrammatical 

represents the theoretical relationships and also informs the partner qualitative data analysis 

and resulting discussions. This methodology chapter will now go onto consider both the 

quantitative and qualitative methodologies in turn. 
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Figure 5.2: Theoretical framework of study 

 

5.6 Inclusion/exclusion criteria 

In order to adhere to the research convention of parsimony, and so as to produce practical 

and applicable results, participants of this study are subjected to strict inclusion and 

exclusion criteria. Firstly, participants must be employed by an organisation that contains at 

least one blood or marital relationship in the strategic management level. Such a definition of 

the family firm follows from the relatively clean approach taken by Morley (1997), who 

considers the existence of multiple family members in the business operations to satisfy the 

criteria for a family influence organisation. As this work adopts the unified perspective of 

family influence (Habbershon, 2006), further familial influence from this base level 

inclusion criteria is established by the measurements used through both the quantitative and 

qualitative data analysis. This then allows discussion on the extent to which increasing 

influence impacts on the running and culture of the organisation, a focal point of the study.  

 

Second, participants must be employed by an organisation which can be classified as 

knowledge intensive. This comes from the work of Mats Alvesson (2001), who considers the 

sharing of knowledge to be of particular importance and in fact critical to the performance of 

such firms that he referred to as knowledge intensive. Knowledge intensity in this vein is 

seen to be when the work undertaken is mostly intellectual in nature, and where well-

educated and highly trained employees make up the majority of the workforce (Swart & 

Kinnie, 2003). Alvesson (2001) notes that knowledge intensive firms are typified by law and 

accounting firms, consultancies of all ilk, engineering firms, educational organisations, 

advertising agencies, and management organisations.  
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Finally, participants must be employed by an organisation of fewer than 50 employees. The 

rationale for limiting the size of the organisations represented in the study is connected to 

discussions in the nature of knowledge intensive firms. For instance, Greenwood and 

Empson (2003) refer to the complexity that comes with an increase in firm size meaning a 

greater need for formalised control mechanisms, thus replacing organisation-wide 

participation. As this study’s main interest is in the social implications of family on 

participative knowledge sharing, such formalised mechanisms may fail to uncover a familial 

influence on this as the informal social aspect is removed from any knowledge discussion. 

Thus it is theorised that smaller firms should be more able to benefit from autonomy and 

inclusion at the strategic level, therefore any limitation to this can be more easily identified 

as a social influence, for example, family influence.  

5.7 Sample 

This research seeks to address the issues of leadership effect on knowledge sharing. As noted 

in the literature, knowledge in today’s business environment is less about processes and 

transparent macroeconomic considerations, and more concerned with the more intangible 

elements of people and culture (Kondra & Hurst, 2009; Firestone & McElroy, 2003). 

Although all industries are affected by this move towards the human aspects of asset 

management, the knowledge-intensive industries show particular vulnerability, due to the 

typical “people-centric design of high-involvement organisations” (Stovel & Bontis, 2002, 

p.304). For example, this scenario is especially true in the recent years of dramatic change in 

the financial services environment, where masses of dynamic and critical information are 

held by the people of organisations, providing potential for such individual knowing to be 

turned into competitively advantageous organisational knowledge (Bontis & Fitz-enz, 2002). 

 

Aside from considering the financial services sector alone, this study will also include 

participants from other people-based businesses in the service sector; involvement in a 

unified research study is possible as each area shares a commonality in terms of the 

“specialised knowledge and skills” the firms make available to users (ONS, 2007, p.4). For 

example, legal and accounting activities; management consultancy; private educational 

centres; advertising and market research; employment activities; and other business support 

functions. Including a broader range of industrial sector provides the work with greater 

opportunity for generalisation of results while also acknowledging the noted difficulties in 
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gaining research access to smaller firms (Curran & Blackburn, 2001), therefore seeks also to 

broaden the population available for sampling.  

 

Scottish Government Statistics (2009) state there to be 8,025 enterprises of between 1 and 49 

employees operational in Scotland under the above mentioned sector divisions; the numbers 

are detailed as follows: 

 

- Financial & Insurance Activities (1165 firms) 

- Professional Activities (involving business services): 

o Legal & Accounting Activities (2245 firms) 

o Management Consultancy Activities (2040 firms) 

o Advertising & Market Research (285 firms) 

- Administrative & Support Service Activities: 

o Employment Activities (500 firms) 

o Other Business Support Activities and Education (1790 firms) 

(Source: Scottish Government, 2009) 

 

Applying the Scottish Family Business Association (2010) estimate of 70% Scottish firms 

considering themselves family-orientated, and assuming no industry variation on this figure, 

it can be estimated that there are around 5,600 family firms of between 1 and 49 employees 

in Scotland operating in the above knowledge-intensive sectors. This provides a realistic 

target population from which a research sample can be drawn. As this study is more 

interpretive than positivistic in nature, the sample requires less representation of the wider 

population and more precision in terms of the theoretical phenomena being explored, 

therefore a form of non-random or non-probability sampling approach is considered 

appropriate (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008; Collis & Hussey 2009).  

 

Snowball sampling is adopted in the course of participant recruitment for this study. In doing 

so, the ambiguity over what constitutes a family businesses is acknowledged as it allows the 

researcher to identify which firms are most suitable for inclusion (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2008). Moreover, firms operating under the specific conditions relevant to the research 

questions can be highlighted, for example, those with two or more blood/marital relatives in 

the organisation and those firms containing both family and non-family members, as such 

specific theoretical problems can be targeted (Collis & Hussey, 2009). Although the sample 

frame has been established using the national statistics for Scotland definition of between 1 
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and 49 employees for a small firm (Scottish Government, 2009), this study seeks to 

investigate dyadic relationships within firms and the existence of social structures and group 

formation (Zahra et al., 2007; Chrisman et al., 2007a). Therefore, a lower boundary in terms 

of participant firm size is required to provide sufficient material for investigation, for this a 

guide of at least 5 organisational members is employed; again this is possible in participant 

selection due to the chosen snowball sampling technique (Collis & Hussey, 2009).  

 

In order to reduce sampling bias it is necessary to extend the snowballing centres as much as 

possible. This is done by contacting multiple centres across Scotland, requesting access to 

the small family businesses they represent. For instance, centres include the Scottish Family 

Business Association; Scottish Enterprise; the Chamber of Commerce (various); the 

Caledonian Family Business Centre; and numerous business databases containing the contact 

details of relevant firms. In this way it could be suggested that the study in fact employs 

multiple-snowball sampling technique. Moreover, a comprehensive search of all those using 

‘family’ in the marketing of the firm and in business literature uncovers many organisations 

which appear suitable for inclusion in the study. In total an initial sampling frame of 204 

firms was found in relevant industries and of relevant size for inclusion in the study.  

 

These firms were approached on many levels for their contribution in the form of survey 

completion. Beginning with an initial telephone call to establish inclusion criteria for the 

study is met and also providing an initial willingness to participate. From this initial 

approach 24 firms were excluded from the study: 9 firms were found not to meet inclusion 

criteria for the study; 7 were unreachable at the contact details provided; and the remaining 8 

stated for various reasons that they were not willing to participate. From this 180 firms were 

approached with a first round paper version questionnaires, a total of 70 completed responses 

were received from this approach. Thereafter a second approach was conducted via use of an 

electronic version of the questionnaire emailed directly to potential participants, along with a 

further postal reminder, exactly two weeks after the initial postal version was due to be 

received. Following this all firms received a final ‘confirmation and thanks’ email, sent two 

months after the first contact, 39 completed responses were received via the latter electronic 

approach (Appendices 1-3 provide the information included is survey packs sent to firms). 

Thus, a total of 109 completed and usable responses were gained from this combination of 

approaches, a return rate of 53.4% from the original frame of 204. 
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In order to gauge non-response bias a method similar to the wave method initially described 

by Armstrong and Overton (1977) is used. The principle of this test is that early respondents 

are compared to later respondents in their responses, on the assumed principle that later 

respondents greater represent the opinions of non-respondents (Simatupang & Sridharan, 

2005). Thus the first 70 paper responses are compared against the 39 electronic responses. 

From the results of independent samples t-tests on the 50 opinion questions in the 

questionnaire only four are found to be significantly different in response between the two 

groups. These four include the following items: “Being involved in a family business has 

been a positive influence on my life” which sees the early paper responses score significantly 

higher (t = 2.25, df = 57.5, p two-tailed < 0.05) than the later electronic responses (Paper: M = 

6.17, SD = 1.14; Elec: M = 5.49, SD = 1.70); “This organisation is confident about its 

future” with paper copies again scoring significantly higher (t = 2.03, df = 66.3, p two-tailed < 

0.05) than the electronic counterparts (Paper: M = 6.00, SD = 1.26; Elec: M = 5.41, SD = 

1.55); “There is a great deal of face-to-face communication in our company”, also offers 

significantly higher (t = 2.02, df = 56.3, p two-tailed < 0.05) results in the paper responses 

(Paper: M = 6.34, SD = 0.99; Elec: M = 5.79, SD = 1.56); and finally, “This organisation 

can meet customer requirements because the employees are extremely competent”, with 

significantly higher (t = 2.14, df = 45.0, p two-tailed < 0.05) results in the paper responses than 

the in the electronic (Paper: M = 6.37, SD = 0.62; Elec: M = 5.82, SD = 1.54).  

 

Although these results provide some evidence of non-response bias, in that the response 

results for these four items are significantly higher in the early response than in the later 

responses, the items are spread across the three different theoretical culture scales. For 

instance: the first relating to the influence of family; the second considering organisational 

efficacy; and the third and fourth dealing with knowledge sharing culture. Moreover, the 

differences in scores noted are differences related to the grade of response as opposed to the 

direction of opinion. Namely, the results show that the earlier respondents agree more 

strongly with each of the statements, however both early and late respondents agree to all 

four. This suggests that there is no commonality in the non-response bias found and that 

those differences found have no implications for the direction of respondent opinion. 

Therefore there is no great concern found in the evidence of non-response bias and it can be 

confidently claimed that the sample achieved is representative of the wider population. 

However, as with all sample-based reserach, caution must be given that 46.6% of the initial 

population database is not represented in discussed results.  
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The initial database, and the sampling frame which subsequently emanated from it, is used 

primarily for the collection of quantitative data. However, firms uncovered through this 

sampling process also provide an appropriate sample frame for the selection of qualitative 

participants. With a careful selection process involving a prior review of the firm and the 

inherent flexibility of selective sampling, new cases were chosen for inclusion as required 

for theoretical rigour (Silverman, 2010). Each of the individual research participants 

approached to complete the quantitative survey for strategic management level employees 

were also asked of their willingness for organisational members to participate in the 

qualitative, interview phase of the work. From this a total of 26 individual research 

participants were interviewed (see Appendix 8 for geographical spread). These participants 

vary in both their familial connection with the firm and their employment position. 

Approaches were made to firms until the point of theoretical saturation, at which point more 

interview data would only serve to dilute the findings already available.  

5.8 Quantitative - Survey 

Quantitative survey-based data were collected from within the top management teams 

(TMTs) of organisations falling within the defined population (Ensley & Pearson, 2005; 

Nordqvist, 2005). TMT members were self-identified in relation to their position in the 

company. For instance, in most cases the owner-manager element is found to have access to 

the relevant knowledge to answer the survey questions appropriately, however, for the 

purposes of this study, any individual involved in developing the strategic direction and 

decision-making of the firm is deemed to be appropriate.   

5.8.1 Survey instrument design 

The development of a contextually sensitive and unique questionnaire for use in this study is 

a staged and meticulous process (Churchill, 1991). Initial steps in this involve the assessment 

of existing literature in the fields of familial influence, leadership, knowledge sharing, and 

organisational efficacy. From this assessment it is found that the measurement of the 

variables included in this study could be effectively achieved through the adoption, and 

subsequent adaptation, of validated measures already present in the extant literature. Many 

authors have offered a number of advantages in the use of previously validated instruments 

in the design of original research work (see, Boynton and Greenhalgh, 2004; Dale, 2006; 

Biemer and Lyberg, 2003; Hyman, et al., 2006). Firstly, and most importantly, it helps to 

ensure the reliability of the data by providing the possibility of comparative results with the 

original work. Second, the time and resources required to develop a survey instrument ‘from 

scratch’ would have been beyond the possibilities of this project, whilst it also allows for any 
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problematic issues in administration to be previously uncovered. Finally, it can provide the 

work with greater legitimacy in the field from which the instrument is taken. However, at all 

points in the analysis of results steps are taken to ensure full contextual validity; this is 

discussed in-depth throughout the presentation of the quantitative results.  

 

In total, the final survey instrument used in this work is comprised of four independent, fully 

validated and published scales. The first seeks to measure the influence of family on 

organisational behaviours. For this measure the F-PEC scale of family influence, developed 

by Sabine Klein, Joseph Astrachan, and Kosmas Smyrnios (2005), is applied. This scale is 

made up of three subscales which aim to access the existence of family influence in each. 

Namely, these are the subscales of: power, assessing ratios of ownership and board 

composition; experience, considering the generation of family involvement and number of 

family members participating in business operations; and the culture subscale, which 

measures the extent to which the familial element exerts influence on business activities. 

From these scales the culture subscale is deemed most relevant to the cultural based 

assumptions of this study (based on Alvesson, 2004; Handzic & Zhou, 2005; and Kondra & 

Hurst, 2009), therefore the 12 Likert-scale items used in this subscale are adopted as the 

family influence measurement for this survey’s design. The culture subscale of the F-PEC 

measure is chosen above others due to continuous nature by which family influence is 

treated, thus avoiding the outdated dichotomising of ‘family’ and ‘nonfamily’ firms 

(Chrisman et al., 2010). Also, as detailed in previous chapters, application of F-PEC aspects 

has received much empirical support in the years since its inception (for example: Cliff & 

Jennings, 2005; Holt et al., 2007; Holt et al., 2010; Jaskiewicz et al., 2005; Craig & Moores, 

2005).  

 

The second measurement required for the quantitative element of this mixed methods study 

involves establishing the uptake of leadership style. For this measure path-goal leadership 

styles are taken as the appropriate measuring criteria (House & Mitchell, 1974; House, 

1996), as the contextual and situational form of leadership styles presented in this theory is 

considered optimally equipped to deal with the diverse groups thought to be present in small 

family firms (Dixon & Hart, 2010). Harris and Ogbonna (2000, 2001) provide an appropriate 

and effective measurement scale for the uptake of path-goal leadership styles. This scale 

anticipates the three distinct behavioural styles from the theory of path-goal leadership; 

namely: participative; supportive; and functional form of leadership approach. The Harris 

and Ogbonna (2000, 2001) scale is considered appropriate above others in the plethora of 
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leadership literature due to its meticulous loyalty to the original theories of House and 

Mitchell (1974); thus confidence is achieved that the scale has only been minimally adapted 

from its broader conception of these leadership styles and therefore remains applicable in 

contexts other than those of interest to Harris and Ogbonna (2000, 2001). Also, as with the 

F-PEC scale, the path-goal measure of leadership style has been widely used and accepted in 

leadership literature (for example, Vecchio et al., 2008; Fukushige & Spicer, 2011; Yiing & 

Bin Ahmad, 2009). However, it should be noted the that exact scale used by Harris and 

Ogbonna (2000, 2001) is designed to assess subordinated perception of leadership, whereas 

in this study wording of the 13 Likert-scale items is necessarily adapted to measure 

leadership perception of their own behaviour.  

 

A third scale is adopted in the measurement of knowledge sharing culture. For this measure 

an eight-item scale is taken from Wang et al. (2008, 2009). Although a relatively recent 

addition to the literature on knowledge management, the development of the culture-based 

knowledge management orientation (KMO) scales is fully validated and evaluated in two 

separate papers devoted to their development and application. Such a recent and well receive 

measure allows for the continually changing nature of knowledge work to taken into 

account. Also, the KMO measures are designed in such a way so as to highlight and isolate 

specific elements of knowledge management; therefore, for the purposes of this study, the 

specific knowledge sharing element can be used while avoiding the more ambiguous notions 

of absorption, memory, and receptivity. It is felt that inclusion of such complex concepts 

would only seek to undermine the parsimonious ambitions of this work. Moreover, the 

knowledge sharing component of Wang et al.’s (2008, 2009) KMO construct is shown to be 

rooted in the knowledge sharing literature presented in the building of this study’s theoretical 

framework (for instance: Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Davenport et al., 1998; Holthouse, 

1998, and Hansen et al., 1999); therefore exhibiting theoretical appropriateness for the aims 

and objectives of this research.  

 

Further to the scales of the influence of family, path-goal leadership styles, and knowledge 

sharing culture is the inclusion of a performance measure in order to gauge how well each of 

the variables achieve their desired outcomes. For such a performance to be appropriate in the 

small family firm context it is acknowledged that purely economic indicators would do 

injustice to the often varied measures of family firm success (as seen in Westhead & 

Howorth, 2006; Naldi et al., 2007; Olson et al., 2003; Athanassiou et al., 2002; and Gómez-

Mejía et al., 2007). Also, the cohesive ambitions of theories on familial influence (Ensley & 
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Pearson, 2005) combined with the importance of socially-driven knowledge exchange (Yang 

& Chen, 2005) and the diversity taming objectives of path-goal leadership styles (Dixon & 

Hart, 2010) require a performance measure that is socially based and combines each of these 

aspects. As the study adopts a social capital perspective it is appropriate for this performance 

scale to take into account notions of trust, identification and social collectivity (Pearson et 

al., 2008). For this reason, the recent organisational efficacy scale presented by Bohn (2010) 

provides a measure of perceived collective ability of the organisation, which has subsequent 

implications connecting ideas of social capital directly with organisational performance. This 

17-item scale is fully validated and applied to organisations with the goal of assessing the 

respondent’s perception of the entire organisation and not simply their own satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction. The uniqueness of this scale appears not only appropriate for the 

idiosyncratic platforms of the small family firm, but also, the inherently social aspects of this 

measure marry greatly with ideas of socially transmitted knowledge and leadership 

relationships. Therefore this final performance measure helps to achieve a culturally holistic 

and relationally embedded view of the organisation.  

 

As a result of the identification of such appropriate measures, the questionnaire used in this 

survey is specifically designed to consider the main themes highlighted by the literature and 

brought together in the theoretical framework. Specifically, 50 questions have been 

generated/adapted from the previously validated research instruments in the areas of path-

goal leadership styles (Harris & Ogbonna, 2001; Dixon & Hart, 2010; based on House, 1971 

and House & Dessler, 1974); level of familial influence (Klein et al., 2005; Zahra et al., 

2008); the employment of intra-organisational knowledge sharing (Wang et al., 2008, 2009; 

based on Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995 and Davenport et al., 1998), and organisational efficacy 

(Bohn, 2010) (see Table 5.1). A total of eight questionnaire items adopt reverse scoring in a 

strategy to improve overall validity of the instrument (Besharat, 2007), these are also 

indicated in the table. Over and above these behavioural measurement scales, demographic 

data is also collected from participants on firm size, firm age, industry sector, and position of 

the respondent. The two latter demographics are included purely as a determinant of 

adherence to the inclusion criteria of a top management team position and a knowledge 

intensive sector. While both firm age and size are used in the analyses as control variables to 

assist in the isolation of cause and effect relationships.  
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Table 5.1: Breakdown of quantitative measurement scales 

Influence of family 

 The family has influence on the business 

 The family and business differ in values <R> 

 All family members share similar values 

 Family members support the family business in discussions with friends, employees, or other family 

members 

 Family members feel loyal to the family business 

 Family members are proud to tell others that they are part of a family business 

 There is little to be gained by participating with the family business on a long-term basis <R> 

 Family members agree with the family business goals, plans and polices 

 Family members really care about the fate of the family business 

 Being involved with a family business has been a positive influence on my life 

 I would understand and support any family decision regarding the future of the family business 

 Family members are willing to put in a great deal of effort beyond that normally expected to help the 

family business be successful 

 

Path-goal leadership 

 Before making decisions I consider what employees have to say 

 I take action before consulting with employees <R> 

 When faced with a problem I consult with all organisational members 

 I ask employees for their suggestions 

 I listen to employees advice on which work to advance 

 I help people make working on their tasks more pleasant 

 I look out for the personal welfare of organisational members 

 I do little things to make things pleasant 

 I treat all organisational members as equals 

 I explain the way tasks should be carried out 

 Employees decide what and how things shall be done 

 I maintain definite standards of performance 

 I schedule the work to be done 

 

Knowledge sharing culture  

 We treat people's skills and experiences as a very important part of our knowledge assets 

 When we need some information or certain knowledge, it is difficult to find out who knows about this, or 

where we can get this information <R> 

 We have systems and venues for people to share knowledge and learn from each other in the company 

 Employees share information and knowledge with superiors 
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 We share information and knowledge with employees 

 We often share ideas with other people of similar interest, even if they are based in different areas of the 

company 

 There is a great deal of face-to-face communication in our company 

 We use information technology to facilitate communication effectively when face-to-face communication 

is not convenient 

 

Organisational efficacy 

 This organisation has a strong vision of the future 

 This organisation is confident about its future 

 In this organisation, everyone works together very effectively 

 People in this organisation can work together to accomplish a goal 

 Because this organisation is likely to fail, I would never recommend that a friend work here <R> 

 People in this organisation can mobilize efforts to accomplish difficult and complex goals 

 In this organisation, we coordinate our efforts to complete difficult projects 

 People in this organisation can take on any challenge 

 This organisation is likely to fall apart in a few years <R> 

 This organisation is far more innovative than most organizations 

 This organisation can meet customer requirements because the employees are extremely competent 

 This organisation can beat our competition 

 I would be surprised if this organisation exists in 5 years <R> 

 This organisation has no hope of surviving more than a year or two <R> 

 People here have a sense of purpose 

 This company will double in size in the next 10 years 

 During an economic downturn, this organisation will come out strong 

 

 

It is implied in the literature that many firms take on knowledge management techniques, yet 

comparatively few regard themselves as being knowledge management aware (Hutchinson 

& Quintas, 2008). This is an issue of terminology, and must be reflected on in the design of 

any organisational survey. In order to deal with this situation, Likert formatting is used 

through the behavioural section of the survey instrument. In doing so the researcher is able to 

provide example statements which can be tempered in terms of terminology, to which the 

participant agrees or disagrees to various levels (see Appendix 4). Formatting the questions 

in the traditional Likert scale also allows for the added benefit pre-coding, which then 

becomes of great benefit in the data analysis stages (Bryman & Bell, 2007). A 7-point Likert 

system is employed throughout the questionnaire, thus allowing for greater validity in the 

process of analysis than 5- or 3-point equivalents (Foddy, 1993). 
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Analysis of all quantitative data is conducted via SPSS software. Firstly, non-response 

checks for response bias. Thereafter, exploratory factor analysis, in the form of principal 

component analysis (PCA), is applied to determine the number of factors accounting for the 

maximum data variance (Moffett & McAdam. 2009). Following Harris and Ogbonna (2000, 

2001) two separate PCAs are conducted, one involving the behavioural determinants which 

assess the entire firm (influence of family; knowledge sharing culture; and organisational 

efficacy) and another which includes specifically the leadership measures, as these are aimed 

directly at the individual perceptions of the management level respondent. Performing the 

above PCAs allows for the clarification and reduction of factors to be considered in 

hypothesis testing, and also places the work contextually in the field of the sample firms. 

This is particularly important as many of the scales adopted are not designed for small family 

firms and therefore may not behave as expected. Achievement of individual factors also 

allows for the calculation of Cronbach’s α statistics for scale reliability and correlation 

validity between the emerging scales (Field, 2009). After such an application of reliability 

and validity techniques the scales found are used to build a path-analysis of influences 

between the variables (Field, 2009; Howitt & Cramer, 2008). With such a path-analysis 

conducted it is possible to effectively, and with confidence of validity, test the hypotheses set 

by this study’s theoretical framework.  

5.9 Qualitative – Semi-structured interviews 

Utilising a discursive based approach to the qualitative element of this research corresponds 

with the perspective adopted in other recent studies in the field of social sciences (Graves & 

Thomas, 2008; Garcia-Álvarez & López-Sintas, 2006; Gallo & Tomaselli, 2006; Lambrecht 

& Conckels, 2006;  Hall et al., 2006, among others), which move away from purely 

empirical-based work, seeking a more explanatory model on the multiple factors which can 

influence the organisational workings and culture of family business (Gallo & Tomaselli, 

2006). The precise number of participants to include in a qualitative discursive approach is 

open to some debate (Graves & Thomas, 2008), while Eisenhardt (1989) suggests that using 

less than four participants leaves it difficult to construct any level of complex theory, it is 

also acknowledged that numbers should be voluminous enough to provide some kind of 

saturation of the theories explored. Supporting this, Birdthistle (2008) notes that in the study 

of family businesses the use of multiple cases allows for theoretical replication, which in turn 

leads to increased external validity.  
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Although discursive research can itself be considered a methodology in its own right (Collis 

& Hussey, 2009), it is taken in this context as part of the relativist perspective in that it 

provides an opportunity to develop both within and across the analysis (Easterby-Smith et 

al., 2005). While the positivist perspective of the quantitative data collection and analysis 

stage allows for generalisation to the wider population (Collis & Hussey, 2009), the use of 

interviews seeks to “emphasis the rich, real-world context in which the phenomena occur” 

(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p.25). Theory can be developed through the shaping of key 

themes, which can then be compared or contrasted with existing theory in the literature 

(Eisenhardt, 1989).  

 

The collection method used for this qualitative data implies that the research model 

represents the multilevel triangulation design described by Creswell & Plano Clark (2007). 

For instance, although the quantitative data is collected only from members of the strategic 

management level of participating firms, the interview data from individual participants also 

include other organisational members, outwith the strategic management level. Moreover, 

the interviews also gather data from nonfamily member employees in order to aid in the 

analysis of the social construction of the small family firm. A total of 26 interviews were 

undertaken, with 16 management level participants and the remaining 10 considered as being 

employees of the organisation. This allows the research to explore theories on ‘separate 

realities’ existing within the same organisation (research question 4) (Poza et al., 1997); 

while adding to the quantitative considerations in research questions 1-3, providing a richer 

perspective, thus allowing deeper interpretation of findings. This would have been beyond 

the scope of the quantitative data collected from strategic management level members alone, 

and unrealistic to consider building such issues in, particularly considering required 

quantitative response rates for validity and potential problems in gaining a substantial 

number of firms willing to allow such a deep level of access. Moreover, including the 

differing perspectives from different levels in each firm follows, with almost rigid 

absolution, the relativist research paradigm; in that multiple perspectives are needed in order 

for a truer reflection of ‘reality’ to be established and understood (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2008; Yates, 2004; Alvesson, 2002).  

 

Although the interviews are semi-structured in design, each face-to-face interview lasted 

around 40 minutes in length. This provided sufficient time to explore the main theoretical 

issues of the study, while also not being so long as to serve as a disincentive for potential 

participants (see Appendix 7 for questioning guide). As with the overbearing implications of 
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relativist research design (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008), the interviews seek to discover 

individual perceptions and feelings (McQueen & Knussen, 2002). The rationale for a semi-

structured approach to this form of qualitative data collection is that truer reflections or 

accounts are more likely to be brought forward in an open design, than in closed-answer 

questioning (Flick, 2006), while also having the benefit of maintaining a certain structured 

element so as to facilitate a comparable and ordered analysis of data (Moore, 2000).  

 

Through the full transcription of interview dialogues (Silverman, 2010), Foucaldian 

discourse analysis takes place (Willig, 2008; Flick, 2006); for this NVivo software assists in 

the qualitative analysis of 26 transcripts. This allows for the coding and systematic analysis 

of the dialogues according to theme and in-line with each of the research objectives 

(Sorensen, 2008). In particular, the analysis considers differences in perspective from the 

differing employment and familial positions of the interviewees.  

 

Themes are allowed to emerge from the data, in a process echoing the principles of grounded 

theory research. However, in this study a guided approach is used to some extent, as the 

theoretical areas of the influence of family, knowledge sharing culture, and leadership style. 

Therefore, a more constructivist approach is taken in order to keep this aspect of the study in 

line with its broader relativist principles. This concept is taken from the developmental work 

of Charmaz (1995) and Pidgeon (1996), who acknowledge the importance of a conceptual 

frame upon which to base qualitative research. Furthermore, application of Foucauldian 

discourse analysis techniques allows the poststructural and postmodern principles of this 

work to be greater explored. Such an analysis considers the use of language to construct the 

social world (Parker 1992). Discourse use viewed from this perspective sees the reality of 

individuals to be influenced, limited, and even determined by the discourses drawn upon and 

used to construct the object of discussion (Willig, 2008). After determining the discourses 

drawn upon in the construction of an object, Foucault influenced studies are then able to 

outline subject positions available from within the discourse (Harré & Van Langenhove, 

1999). From such positioning arrangements in the discourses, Foucauldian discourse analysts 

map out the possibilities of what people may ‘feel’ and the implications for what people ‘do’ 

from within such positions (Davis & Harré, 1999). This final aspect of Foucaldian discourse 

analysis is also necessarily the most speculative. However, in order to access the relativist 

and postmodern ideas of individual perspectives from within the same social situations, some 

speculation on the particular use of language is required.  
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5.10 Mixed-Method Analysis 

If the triangulation of methods, as described here, seeks to strengthen the reliability and 

validity of this study when compared to single-method research in the same field, then the 

analysis of the two data sets must be combined into a unified perspective capable of reaching 

conclusions on the set aim and objectives (Leech et al., 2010). In order to maintain the 

unified study principles of mixed-method research it is important that the individual methods 

not only offset the disadvantages of the other, but also that the methods do not “unduly 

influence one another” (Vitale et al., 2008, p.90). For this reason, a sequential data analysis 

model is avoided and the analysis of results from both independent methods commences 

only once both qualitative and quantitative results have been obtained, essentially, “the 

mixing happens only at the point of making inferences” (Greene, 2008, p.14).  

 

The analysis of quantitative and qualitative data seeks to bring the data together in order to 

firmly answer the set research questions unable to be effectively answered by the individual 

methods. In order to achieve this, the data from both sets are compared and contrasted in 

order to access the extent to which the data converge, how and where differing results in 

analysis occur, and the similarities and differences across analysis levels (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2007). In order to ease this often cumbersome analytical process, NVivo software 

(used in qualitative interview analysis) offers the function of transforming the qualitative 

data into a quantitative format, thus making the analysis of mixed-method research more 

palatable to readers (Sorensen, 2008). This is represented throughout the qualitative data 

analysis by referring to the number of discussed data instances which are pertinent to each 

particular discussion. Analysis will be conducted following the principles set out by 

Cresswell & Plano Clark (2007), shown below: 
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Figure 5.3: Concurrent Data Analysis Procedure in 

Triangulation Design 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.4: Mixed-data Analysis 

Questions to be Addressed 

  

(Source: Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007, p.137) 

 

Validity of not only the research design, but also the conduct and execution of methods 

described, is maintained by continual application the newly development mixed-methods 

validation framework (Leech et al., 2010). This framework essentially breaks each 

component of the study down and individually seeks validation, offering guidelines for 

quality assurance. On top of this Creswell & Plano Clark (2007) provide a more generic lead 

in terms of steering the work within the nature and philosophy of a mixed-method study. 

Such stewardship is essential, as mixed-methods research is a new and developing field, 

therefore more stringent tests for validity of research design, as present in more established 

positivist studies, are at this stage unavailable (Leech et al., 2010).  

5.11 Scope and Limitations of the Research Design 

This study represents a relevance to the current trend in small family business research in 

more ways than one. As discussed when considering current literature in the field, family 

businesses are becoming of increasing interest for both policy makers and research 

institutions alike (Hoy & Sharma, 2006). Moreover, knowledge management issues are also 

a relatively modern trend, with increased importance in terms of publication material in the 

past fifteen years alone (Quintas, 2003). The result of this makes the research potentially 

very attractive to journal publishers, conference planners, political policy makers, support 

bodies, and small family business owners themselves (Curran & Blackburn, 2001). However, 
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it is also acknowledged that any results and conclusions from the study must have the 

methodological rigour to be considered as part of the modern wave of family business 

literature. For this reason a mixed-methods research design was chosen, as it can be 

considered as bridging “the gap between research and practice” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2007, p. 175). As noted, this is in itself a move away from the traditional empirical designs 

of business research and therefore generates an interest of its own (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2007).  

 

Use of mixed-methods design is a deliberate attempt to allow findings to be applicable to 

more than those of the study sample. However, caution should be taken when considering 

certain aspects of the study. For instance, interview data should be considered primarily from 

a qualitative standpoint, and therefore are generated from a significantly smaller sample than 

their quantitative counterparts. The implication of such means that the consideration of 

family influence in particular, which can only be brought about by the review of both 

quantitative and qualitative results, may be limited in terms of applicability to only firms 

similar to those participants involved in the study. Measures have been taken to increase the 

generalisability of findings; however, due to the non-random sampling methods employed, 

generalisation can never be at the optimum level (Leech et al., 2010). Also, an area of 

consideration for those reviewing the findings of the study should be the industries selected 

for inclusion. Although there is sound justification for those sectors acknowledged, this does 

mean that results and conclusions may not be applicable to others; for example, 

manufacturing sectors. Moreover, this research is clearly geographically limited in that it 

considers only Scottish family firms due to the inherent time and resource limitations of a 

Doctor of Philosophy studentship. This in itself renders results immobile, however, also 

provides great opportunity for further replication studies in other geographical areas.   

5.12 Ethical Considerations 

Although ethical considerations for business studies have less of a constraining impact than 

in, for example, the natural sciences (Collis & Hussey, 2009), it must still be acknowledged 

that this study has the potential to deal with competitively sensitive information and 

therefore must maintain participant contribution by dealing with this appropriately. As per 

the standard in business research, confidentiality and anonymity is assured at every stage of 

this work (Collis & Hussey, 2009), while also including the right to withdraw at any stage 

regardless of the data collected (Yates, 2004). In particular, this is an important consideration 

when dealing with those participants who are in employee positions within participant firms. 
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It is vital to research validity that data from such individuals is true and unaffected by 

external influence, therefore it is crucially important that the participant knows they can 

speak with complete honesty, in the knowledge that it will not affect their employment status 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2008). In the preparation stages of this work full ethical approval and 

guidance was gained from the funding institution, Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh. 

This process reviewed not only the research approach adopted but also the specific make-up 

of the research instruments such as survey questionnaires and the proposed interview topics.  

 

Other ethical issues specifically applicable to the relativist research paradigm include the 

role the researcher has in data collection and interpretation. The level of objectivity from the 

researcher has to remain as strong as possible in order to minimise bias in the results 

(Saunders et al., 2005). Curran & Blackburn (2001, p.25) identify the problems in failing to 

do this as being at best, generating misleading information, and at worst leading to “wasted 

resources, ineffective and inappropriate policies, unfounded advice leading to poor practice 

and poor performance”. In order to take these potential issues into account, full transparency 

is provided in the analysis of all data, with the complete data sources utilised in analyses. 

Also, the data gained are fully available in the supporting materials to this volume. 

5.13 Summary 

The purpose of this study is to understand the effects of leadership approach on intra-

organisational knowledge sharing in small family firms in Scotland. Rooted in a critical 

relativist research paradigm this work results in a cultural picture of the internal knowledge 

management practices of participant firms and consider themes or patterns of influence. At 

this stage in the study the central concept of knowledge sharing is defined as the intra-

organisational transfer of individually held information or know-how to an organisational 

level of knowing.  

 

This mixed methods research addresses the issues of effective knowledge sharing in small 

family firms. A triangulation mixed methods design is used, a type of design in which 

different but complementary data is collected on the same topic. In this study, survey 

instruments are used to test the theory of leadership influence, which predicts that choices in 

leadership style and level of family influence on business objectives will influence the extent 

to which knowledge sharing takes place in small family firms in Scotland. Concurrent with 

this data collection, qualitative case study data explore the phenomenon of separate realities 

existing within such firms. The reason for collecting both quantitative and qualitative data is 
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to bring together the strengths of both forms of research and provide comparison and 

corroborate or contradict results. It is acknowledged that one form of data alone would be 

insufficient to achieve this.   

 

The following chapters now take each of the two methods in turn and, in line with 

Cresswell’s (2009) concurrent triangulation design, analyzes the findings of each separately. 

Consequently, the resulting discussion chapter allows both forms of data and analysis to be 

brought together in order to address the individual research questions and ultimate aim of 

this work. This procedure begins with an analysis of the quantitative survey data from 

strategic management level respondents in small family firms in Scotland. 
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6. Quantitative Survey Results 

In the exploration of relationships between the theoretical factors covered in the preceding 

discussion, it is necessary to submit the survey data collected to comprehensive analytical 

techniques. What follows considers the quantitative results from 109 surveys collected from 

small family firms throughout Scotland (see Appendix 5 for raw data). The analysis is 

conducted in two stages; the first considers the development of appropriate measurement 

scales as indicated by the data and the second explores any inferential associations between 

these data. Although the research instrument is itself derived from four previously validated 

and academically published scales, developmental analyses are prudent in conducting further 

procedures in validation. This ensures that any scales used in analysis are both appropriate 

and contextually apt. The current chapter initially demonstrates the data reduction methods 

used to develop contextually sensitive measurement scales from the 50-item Likert-based 

survey instrument. Following this, an analysis of the reliability and validity of each scale is 

conducted, with comparisons made to the original scales from which the instrument was 

built. Finally, this quantitative analysis of the survey results uses multiple regression 

techniques to explore any associations between the developed scales, providing a hierarchal 

path-analysis as a result, and ultimately test the hypotheses formed from the detailed review 

of literature presented in preceding chapters. To begin with however, and in order to better 

set the contextual environment within which the following analysis takes place, a review of 

the descriptive demographic results from the collected data is provided.  

6.1 Descriptive demographic statistics  

Participants were asked a series of demographic questions in order to gauge suitability for 

inclusion in the study and provide an overview of those taking part (Howitt & Cramer, 

2008). The length of time the business has been in operation and total numbers of employees 

were ascertained to gauge the scale of respondent firms. Although in this cross-sectional 

study the length of time in business is not included in the inferential analyses, it does provide 

some insight into the development of firms, particularly in those family firms long 

established where there is opportunity for multiple generations in management, thus 

providing potentially valuable information about the sample. Also, establishing the total 

number of employees in each firm provides a suitable control variable in order to uncover 

any underlying effects of this, in which case greater confidence can be achieved in isolating 

the effects of the theoretical scales in further regression analyses (Kellermans et al., 2008; 
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Smith, 2007; Murphy, 2005). Respondents were asked to choose the year range which best 

describes the length of time their business has been in operation, and similarly indicate the 

number of employees currently with the firm. Table 6.1 shows the frequencies of responses 

for both of these nominal variables.  

 

 

Table 6.1: Age and size of firm frequencies 

Age (Years) 

Less 

than 1 1-3 3-5 5-10 10-15 15-20 Over 20 

Frequency 1 12 14 11 12 10 49 
% 0.9 11 12.8 10.1 11 9.2 45 
Cumulative % 0.9 11.9 24.8 34.9 45.9 55 100 

 

Size (Employees) 

Less    

than 3 3-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 21-30 31-40 41-50 

Frequency 1 47 28 9 7 6 3 8 
% 0.9 43.1 25.7 8.3 6.4 5.5 2.8 7.3 
Cumulative % 0.9 44 69.7 78 84.4 89.9 92.7 100 

(n = 109) 

 

The largest proportion of firms included in the sample (45%) are firms over 20 years in 

operation, while those of less than 5 years account for 24.8% of the sample. This follows 

more recent family firm research which has noted participant demographics that are older 

(longer in existence) in relation to non-family counterparts (Poutziouris, 2006; Lyagoubi, 

2006; Teal et al., 2003). There are various explanations hypothesised in different studies as 

to why this may be the case; for example, Chua, Chrisman and Chang (2004) who found a 

significant element of firms to develop familial involvement over time, or Zahra et al. (2004) 

who highlight the importance of long-term strategic orientation in such firms. For the 

purposes of this study, such a reproduction of findings from other recent family firm research 

provides confidence, in that a common distribution of age across studies indicates a 

representativeness of the sample to the wider population of family firms. Size of the firm, in 

terms of employee numbers, is not so evenly spread as age. The majority of firms are found 

at the smaller end of the size range, with 69.7% in the first three size categories. In order to 

effectively use such results as part of a control variable in subsequent regression, nominal 

categories must be combined in order to achieve more even and representative size 

groupings. The results of the combined groupings are displayed in Table 6.2. 
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Table 6.2: Group firm size frequencies 

Size (Employees) 

Micro              

1-5 

Fly-Micro 

6-10 

Bantam 

11-30 

Small         

31-50 

Frequency 48 28 22 11 
% 44 25.7 20.2 10.1 
Cumulative % 44 69.7 89.9 100 

(n = 109) 

 

From these groupings it can be seen that the majority of firms were of less than ten 

employees, this size range is commonly referred to as micro firms (Greenbank, 2001; 

Matlay, 1999). However, as this group is so substantial in the sample it has been split further 

to include Micro firms (1-5 employees, 44%) and Fly-Micro firms (6-10 employees, 25.7%). 

The remaining groups represent 20.2% of the sample (Bantam firms, containing 11-30 

employees) and 10.1% (more traditional Small firms ranging from 31-50 employees). Other 

demographic items included in the survey instrument were the primary industry served by 

the firm and the position of the completing respondent. This information is used to apply the 

inclusion and exclusion criteria to each completed survey received; thus only responses 

where the firm is shown to serve a knowledge-intensive industry (Alvesson, 2004) and the 

completing respondent holds a position in the top management structure of the firm 

(Brunsson, 2006) are included in the final sample.  

 

The assessment of frequencies of age and size show an expected distribution. Although it 

would have been beneficial to have more evenly spread responses across the entire size 

range, this shows the nature of the population sampled; it could be argued from these results 

that the population of family firms sampled is typically small in size and shows longevity in 

operation. Thus themes from existing research are upheld and the sample can be considered 

appropriate for further analysis. This chapter now goes on to consider the development and 

validation of measurement scales from the 50 seven-point Likert questions included in the 

survey instrument.  

6.2 Measurement operationalisation, reliability and validity 

Before it is possible to investigate any associations between the theoretical areas established 

through the literature review, data reduction procedures must be applied to the entire 

construct in order to allow individual theoretical constructs to emerge naturally from the 

data. The measurement scales of Family Influence (taken from Klein et al.’s (2005) cultural 

sub-scale of the F-PEC measurement); Knowledge Sharing (from Wang et al.’s (2009) 

Knowledge Management Orientation scale); Path-goal Leadership Styles (from Harris and 

Ogbonna’s (2001) measurement incorporating the participative, supportive, and instrumental 
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leadership styles established by House (1971) and House & Dessler (1974)); and 

Organisational Efficacy (developed by Bohn (2010)), are all established and fully validated 

measurement scales, however they have not been applied to the contextual setting of small 

family firms in Scotland. This makes it necessary, for the purposes of rigorous scientific 

investigation, to re-establish and test the behaviour of these scales within the data collected 

specifically for this study.  

 

Initially, principal components analyses with varimax rotation were conducted in order to 

either confirm the four theorised dimensions, or create more meaningful indices of 

measurement (Sekaran & Bougie, 2009). As the included variables referred to two separate 

units of analysis, for instance, Family Influence, Knowledge Sharing, and Organisational 

Efficacy referring to the organisation’s culture as the party of interest, while Leadership 

Styles refers to the behaviours of the top management team alone, it is considered prudent to 

perform two separate exploratory factor analyses. This follows in the vein of the previous 

work of Harris and Ogbonna (Harris & Ogbonna, 2001; Ogbonna & Harris, 2000) using 

House’s (1971) path-goal leadership styles as independant variables. The extraction of 

characteristics which go together from the 50 items, the factors (Bryman & Cramer, 1997), 

was done using a combination of the Kaiser criterion, selecting only those factors with an 

eigenvalue of greater than one and therefore necessarily explaining more variance than a 

single variable (Kaiser, 1958), and Cattell’s (1966) scree test which interprets the gradient of 

variance explained by each factor. Because it could be argued that the scree test is a 

subjective measure open to the visual interpretations of the researcher, and the Kaiser 

criterion naturally provides more factors than can be usefully theorised, further criteria 

added to the extraction procedure help in ensuring that interpreted factors are genuine and 

appropriate. For instance, the conceptual interpretation of items contained within a factor 

(Fabrigar et al.., 1999), and Hair et al.’s (1995) 5% criteria for total variance explained by an 

individual factor. The use of multiple criteria in the extraction of factors acknowledges the 

subjective and ambiguous nature of many statistical judgements in the social sciences, this 

has been referred to in much of the literature surrounding factor, and in particular, principal 

components analysis in the last few decades (Conway & Huffcutt, 2003; Pett et al.., 2003; 

Tinsley & Tinsley, 1987; Kim & Mueller, 1978).  

 

Results from the principle components analysis conducted for the organisationally cultural 

items in the construct (Family Influence, Knowledge Sharing, and Organisational Efficacy) 

produced, as expected, 3 clear factors for extraction (Table 6.3.3). However, some item 
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movement is noted between what is found in the small family firm context and results from 

the scales’ original published study; the Knowledge Sharing items held the most true to their 

original measurement construct with only one item not loading with its companion items, 

this was: ‘When we need some information or certain knowledge, it is difficult to find out 

who knows about this, or where we can get this information’, which failed to load on any 

factor and was thus removed from further analysis. Such movement of items and the noted 

evidence of cross loading, justifies the running of principle components analysis on these 

items in order to determine which scales can be developed in the context of this original 

sample. The three factor solutions extracted from the culturally-based items cumulatively 

explain 49.42% of variance. This is considered a reasonable result as it is acknowledged that 

Hair et al.’s (1995) 80% guide is based on the natural sciences, whereas Conway & Huffcutt 

(2003) suggest that in the more ambiguous social sciences a far lower range of cumulative 

variance explained, 40% and above is deemed an acceptable figure.  
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Table 6.3: Principle components analysis of cultural measures 

 Factor Loading¹ 

Item      

Knowledge 

Coordination 

Optimism 

Efficacy 

Family 

Support 

Employees share information and knowledge with superiors 0.759   
There is a great deal of face-to-face communication in our company 0.742   
People in this organisation can work together to accomplish a goal 0.732   
This organisation can meet customer requirements because the employees are 

extremely competent 
0.706   

In this organisation, we coordinate our efforts to complete difficult projects 0.704   
People in this organisation can mobilize efforts to accomplish difficult and 

complex goals 
0.700  0.328 

We treat people's skills and experiences as a very important part of our 

knowledge assets 
0.653   

We have systems and venues for people to share knowledge and learn from each 

other in the company 
0.625   

We often share ideas with other people of similar interest, even if they are based 

in different areas of the company 
0.619   

We share information and knowledge with employees 0.594   
In this organisation, everyone works together very effectively 0.513 0.327  
We use information technology to facilitate communication effectively when 

face-to-face communication is not convenient 
0.475 0.305  

Family members are proud to tell others that they are part of a family business² 0.441  0.433 
People here have a sense of purpose 0.427 0.411 0.349 
The family and business differ in values² (reverse coding) 0.358   
When we need some information or certain knowledge, it is difficult to find out 

who knows about this, or where we can get this information² (reverse coding) 
   

I would be surprised if this organisation exists in 5 years (reverse coding)  0.855  
This organisation is likely to fall apart in a few years (reverse coding)  0.827  
During an economic downturn, this organisation will come out strong  0.785  
This organisation is confident about its future  0.740  
Because this organisation is likely to fail, I would never recommend that a friend 

work here (reverse coding) 
 0.677  

There is little to be gained by participating with the family business on a long-

term basis (reverse coding) 
 0.661  

This organisation has a strong vision of the future  0.612  
This organisation is far more innovative than most organizations  0.571  
This company will double in size in the next 10 years  0.509  
People in this organisation can take on any challenge  0.491 0.414 
This organisation can beat our competition 0.339 0.489 0.466 
This organisation has no hope of surviving more than a year or two (reverse 

coding) 
0.367 0.485  

Family members agree with the family business goals, plans and polices   0.796 
Family members really care about the fate of the family business   0.778 
Family members feel loyal to the family business   0.753 
Family members are willing to put in a great deal of effort beyond that normally 

expected to help the family business be successful 
  0.698 

The family has influence on the business   0.691 
I would understand and support any family decision regarding the future of the 

family business 
  0.637 

All family members share similar values   0.593 
Family members support the family business in discussions with friends, 

employees, or other family members 
 0.305 0.587 

Being involved with a family business has been a positive influence on my life 0.342  0.511 

Eigenvalues 11.766 3.491 3.030 

Percentage variance explained 17.48 16.41 15.53 

Cumulative percentage variance explained 17.48 33.89 49.42 

¹ Principle components analysis with varimax rotation converged in 5 iterations, loadings < 0.3 suppressed. 

² Items removed from subsequent analysis due to non-loading or failure to meet extraction criteria. 
3 Cronbach Alpha scores for factors can be found in Table 6.5. 
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The first factor extracted initially contained 15 items, generating an eigenvalue of 11.766 and 

explaining 17.48% of the total variance. This component closely matched Wang et al.’s 

(2009) Knowledge Sharing scale. However, two items were subsequently removed from this 

factor for failing to match the criteria of conceptual interpretability (Fabrigar et al.., 1999); 

these were, ‘Family members are proud to tell others that they are part of a family business’ 

and ‘The family and the business differ in values’. Removing these items from the factor also 

increased its respective reliability, however this is discussed later. The resulting factor of 13 

items contains many of the questions from both Wang et al. (2009) and Bohn (2010). With 

the multiple extraction criteria satisfied this scale is approved and given the more 

representative title of Knowledge Coordination.  

 

Following this, the second factor extracted from the cultural items includes 12 items and 

generates an eigenvalue of 3.491, explaining 16.41% of the total variance. The items follow 

closely Bohn’s (2010) measurement; however they also contain a considerable number of 

items from the other constructs. All criteria for factor extraction are met with this scale and it 

is subsequently approved and appropriately named Optimism Efficacy. The third and final 

factor extracted through principle components analysis loads onto a component generating 

an eigenvalue of 3.030 and explains 15.53% of total variance. Comprising nine items, these 

are made up from Klein et al. (2005); however the elements from this scale also include 

evidence of cross-loading with several items of Bohn (2010). This factor meets criteria for 

extraction and is described as Family Support. This provides evidence that the make-up of 

contextually sensitive scales by using principle components analysis of this kind means that 

the final scales found have greater theoretical and conceptual fit with what has been found in 

prior literature on the supportive and communal nature of familial influence. 

 

The second principle components analysis considers items addressed directly to the 

respondent, assessing their own perceptions of their leadership styles. These survey items 

were taken from Harris and Ogbonna’s (2001) leadership style construct, which in turn 

emanated from House (1971) and House & Dessler’s (1974) measurement of path-goal 

leadership styles. From this it is expected that three definite leadership styles should emerge; 

participative leadership; supportive leadership; and instrumental leadership. However, in the 

analysis of this study’s data two clear factor solutions emerged (Table 6.4). A third 

component with an eigenvlaue over one is found, however this does not meet all criteria for 

extraction, in particular the scree test, and is therefore disregarded. Such an adaption from 
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the original scales again supports the conducting of principle components analysis on a new 

data set regardless of how established the utilised measures are. The two factor solutions 

from the leadership items cumulatively explain 52.95% of total variance.  

 

The first factor extracted from these items loads heavily onto a component which produces 

an eigenvalue of 4.321. This first factor contains seven items and explains 29.42% of the 

total variance in the leadership construct. All criteria for extraction are met with this factor, 

also showing all items to be conceptually consistent. Therefore the seven-item factor can be 

easily interpreted as showing all items to indicate a style of participative leadership; this 

factor is accepted and titled Participative Leadership. The second and final factor emerging 

from the leadership construct loads onto a component which produces an eigenvalue of 

2.563 and explains 23.53% of the total variance. This factor contains six items and meets all 

criteria set for extraction. Of the three leadership styles considered in path-goal measurement 

upon which this construct is based, a mixture of both supportive and what Harris and 

Ogbonna (2001) term as instrumental styles are evident in this factor. However, the majority 

are conceptually considered to belong to the theory of supportive leadership (House, 1996), 

and therefore for the purposes of providing a label for this scale, Supportive Leadership 

would seem appropriate. Although it must be noted that this is not as clear to interpret as the 

first factor emerging from this analysis.   

 

Table 6.4: Principle components analysis of leadership measures 

Factor Loading¹  

Item      

Participative 

Leadership 

Supportive 

Leadership 

Before making decisions I consider what employees have to say 0.865  
I listen to employees advice on which work to advance 0.823  
I ask employees for their suggestions 0.819  
Employees decide what and how things shall be done 0.695  
I treat all organisational members as equals 0.644 0.377 
When faced with a problem I consult with all organisational members 0.600  
I take action before consulting with employees (reverse coding) 0.454  
I help people make working on their tasks more pleasant  0.777 
I schedule the work to be done  0.742 
I maintain definite standards of performance  0.729 
I explain the way tasks should be carried out  0.699 
I do little things to make things pleasant  0.658 
I look out for the personal welfare of organisational members 0.452 0.527 

Eigenvalues 4.321 2.563 

Percentage variance explained 29.42 23.53 

Cumulative percentage variance explained 29.42 52.95 

¹ Principle components analysis with varimax rotation converged in 5 iterations, loadings less than 0.3 

suppressed. 
2 Cronbach Alpha scores for factors can be found in Table 6.5. 
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The result of both principle component analyses leads to the construction of three scales for 

the organisationally cultural aspects of the survey data: Knowledge Coordination; Optimism 

Efficacy; and Family Support, and two scales for top management team leadership style: 

Participative Leadership and Supportive Leadership. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) test 

for sampling adequacy and Bartlett’s test for sphericity were conducted on both set of items. 

The KMO test found a value of 0.823 for the cultural items and 0.825 for the leadership 

items, thus well above the 0.50 which is considered acceptable in explaining any subsequent 

correlations (Norusis, 2001), and is characterised by Kaiser (1974) as being of a meritorious 

level. Bartlett’s test for sphericity also proved significant on the strength of relationships in 

both analyses (for cultural items:  2
 = 2575.043, p < 0.001; and  2

 = 532.710, p < 0.001 for 

the leadership items). Thus, both tests provide a strong indication of the adequacy of the 109 

sample size for the Principle Components Analysis conducted (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1997). 

 

In order to introduce these five newly developed measures to investigations of association 

and ultimately to hypothesis testing, it is first necessary to assess each scale for its respective 

validity and reliability. In assessing each of the construct’s reliability the common method of 

establishing the Cronbach’s α coefficient (Cronbach, 1951) is used; results of this are 

detailed in Table 6.5. As shown, the five scales ranged in coefficients, from 0.786 to 0.899. 

An acceptable Cronbach α result is considered to be around 0.70, with those reaching over 

0.80 considered good (Sekaran & Bougie, 2009; Clark & Watson, 1995; Nunnally, 1967). 

Therefore, each of the scales is clearly considered internally reliable, with most showing 

strong evidence of reliability.  

 

Validity of measurement instruments is an ongoing and, under some philosophical mantles, a 

never ending process; however, as Churchill (1979, p.70) notes, assessments of validity lie 

“at the very heart of the scientific process” and consider the clarity of the trait being 

measured. Cronbach and Meehl (1955) use their seminal work on psychological tests to 

highlight the struggle for complete validation of any measure, while Campbell and Fiske 

(1959) focus on providing a sense of validity though the internal consistency of the 

construct, to the extent that the results encourage a further examination of validity (Peter, 

1981). A number of steps were taken prior to survey administration in order to maximise the 

potential validity of the measures, this is discussed in the preceding chapters. However, with 

the development of five scales from the initial 50-item survey it is possible to determine to 

what extent the results from the principle components analyses demonstrate convergent and 

discriminant validity of the constructs. Correlational analysis is used to investigate the 
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convergent validity of each. This correlates the individual items in each construct with the 

sum of the entire scale; high correlations imply that the items are measuring the same 

concept (Table 6.5). The high range and positive direction of these correlations indicate that 

the items converge around the same trait, and therefore demonstrate convergent validity 

(Campbell & Fiske, 1959). 

 

Table 6.5: Reliability and convergent validity of scales 

Inter-item correlation¹ 

Scale 

Number of 

items Cronbach α Lowest Highest 

Cultural      

Knowledge Coordination 13 0.899 0.546 0.775 

Optimism Efficacy 12 0.894 0.569 0.833 

Family Support 9 0.869 0.622 0.820 

Leadership     

Participative Leadership 7 0.829 0.515 0.847 

Supportive Leadership 6 0.786 0.598 0.764 

¹ Range of inter-item Pearson correlation coefficients, all coefficients significant at the 0.01 level. 

 

Correlational analysis can also provide a further assessment of the discriminant validity of 

the proposed measures. Although discriminant validity may be to some extent implied by the 

use of principle component analyses to extract these reflective scales (Diamantopoulos & 

Winklhofer, 2001; Gaski, 1984) and the systematic procedures used to develop and purify 

them (DeVellis, 1991), it would strengthen validity discussions to include assessment of the 

final accepted scales. To do this, a procedure is used from Gaski and Nevin (1985), where 

dircriminant validity of the reflective scale is indicated by the correlation between two 

unrelated measurement scales being less than the Cronbach’s α of each. This method of 

determining discriminant validity has been contested in literature as involving an 

inappropriate comparison between reliability figures and correlations (Howell, 1987), and it 

must be acknowledged that this is a weaker assessment of discriminant validity than the 

completion of Campbell and Fiske’s (1959) multitrait-multimethod matrix. However, this 

critique was subsequently rebutted by Gaski (1987) who highlighted that any difference 

between the two would only be extended further by more stringent, multiple method, 

statistical procedures, and that the requirement of discriminant validation to meet Churchill’s 

(1979) criteria of a measure not correlating closely with that from which it is suppose to 

differ is clearly met. It is therefore with confidence that, in the absence of varied 

measurement types, this procedure is used in order to, at the very least, provide an indication 

of each scale’s discriminant validity; such confidence is enhanced by evidence of the 

procedure’s use and acceptance in a significant number of subsequent studies (including: 

Dwyer & Oh, 1987; Wee & Chan, 1989; Chan et al., 1990; Dant & Schul, 1992; Drea et al., 
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1993; Andaleeb & Basu, 1994; Tomkovick et al., 1996; Jayanti & Burns, 1998; Patterson & 

Smith, 2003; O’Cass & Pecotich, 2005; Ferdous & Towfique, 2008; Rajamma et al., 2009; 

Voola & O’Cass, 2010). 

 

Table 6.6: Inter-scale correlation coefficients¹ against alpha 

Cultural 

Knowledge 

Coordination  

Optimism 

Efficacy 

Family 

Support 

Knowledge Coordination 0.899 α   

Optimism Efficacy 0.491 0.894 α  

Family Support 0.457 0.444 0.869 α 

Leadership 

Participative 

Leadership  

Supportive 

Leadership   

Participative Leadership 0.829 α   

Supportive Leadership 0.247 0.786 α  

¹ All Pearson correlation coefficients significant at the 0.01 level. 

 

Table 6.6 clearly shows that no inter-scale correlation coefficient is close to being as high as 

the corresponding Cronbach’s α score. Therefore, it can be claimed that the developed scales 

do not correlate with each other to any problematic level, thus demonstrating discriminant 

validity. Overall, tests of internal consistency indicate that each scale developed is 

acceptably reliable, while scale purification methods conducted through principle component 

analyses support face validity, with results from correlation analyses providing evidence of 

both convergent and discriminant validity. It can therefore be claimed that the five scales 

developed provide a valid construct for measuring the cultural traits of: Knowledge 

Coordination; Optimism Efficacy; and Family Support, and the leadership traits of: 

Participative Leadership; and Supportive Leadership.  

 

The scales discussed and validated here will now be taken forward into analytical procedures 

examining the potential relationships and associations between them in small family firms in 

Scotland. This begins with a presentation of descriptive statistics from the sample of 109 

firms, followed by various regression analyses culminating in the exploration of a path-

analysis in order to test the hypotheses set by the current study.  

6.3 Descriptive statistics of cultural and leadership scales 

Initial exploration of the scale data is provided in the form of the mean scores for each 

construct. Each construct item was measured on seven-point Likert scales, thus the mid-point 

is four, with the extreme end of seven demonstrating strong evidence of the particular trait, 

and one showing a lack of evidence. The scales were summated and divided by the 

respective number of items; in this sense a standardised figure is used for each trait in order 
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to facilitate comparison. Carifo and Perla (2007, 2008) contend that such a procedure allows 

the data to be treated as interval data, and thus the appropriate parametric tests can be 

utilised, an assumption adopted by many in the field of statistics (Glass et al.., 1972; 

Baggaley & Hull, 1983; Maurer & Pierce, 1998; Vickers, 1999; Pell, 2005; Xu & Stone, 

2011). It can be seen in Table 6.7 that the mean score for each trait is above the mid-point of 

four, with Family Support showing the highest results on average and Participative 

Leadership showing the lowest. This may suggest a greater tendency for the sample firms to 

further the familial influence over more inclusive leadership traits, thus following theories on 

familial omnipotence over more conventional management techniques (Meek, 2010; 

Westhead & Howorth, 2007). However, relatively few inferences can be made from such 

descriptive results other than an initial review of the data and the display of reasonable 

estimates of standard deviation. 

 

Table 6.7: Descriptive statistics of scales 

Trait 

Arithmetical 

mean 

Standard 

Deviation 

Knowledge Coordination 5.78 0.85 

Optimism Efficacy 5.75 0.95 

Family Support 5.92 0.92 

Participative Leadership 4.95 1.10 

Supportive Leadership 5.63 0.88 

 

 

Tests for normality on the data do show moderate evidence of Skewness and Kurtosis. This 

is to be expected with data based initially on Likert observations and based on West et al.’s 

(1995) recommendations that univariate Skewness of H < 2 and Kurtosis of H < 7 provide no 

cause for concern, the respective results of H < 1.3 and H < 3.1 are therefore deemed 

acceptable (Wang & Ahmed, 2004). It is also acknowledged that the central limit theorem 

provides that the achievement of a sample size over 100 (n = 109) allows for normality 

assumptions of the population to be relaxed, particularly in the social science fields (Sirkin, 

2006). However, for the purposes of the complex correlation tests to follow, the central limit 

theorem is ill-equipped to provide theoretical confidence as it deals with means rather than 

variation (Cronbach, 1957). Therefore, in order to provide an extra level of confidence in the 

normality assumptions of subsequent tests, this study follows previous works of Dunlap 

(1931), Pearson (1931), Havlicek and Peterson (1976), and Leung et al.. (2000), in 

comparing the results from both Spearman’s Rank correlations and Pearson’s-product 

moment correlation coefficients to demonstrate the robustness of the parametric test to 

moderate deviations in normality. A procedure described by Norman (2010) is used to enter 
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the results of both the Spearman’s Rank and Pearson’s correlation as raw data in a simple 

regression analysis in order to gauge how well the two results match. This resulted in a 

‘goodness of fit’ measure of R
2
 = 0.921 and a regression equation of: Spearman’s rank = 

0.136 + 0.875(Pearson’s coefficient) (t
  

= 9.663, p < 0.001). Thus a significant and close 

relationship is shown between the parametric and non-parametric results. Confidence can 

therefore be taken that the data satisfies much of the criteria for proceeding with parametric 

procedures; however, due to the existence of moderate Skewness and Kurtosis the following 

results are presented with relevant caution.  

6.4 Correrational and regressional path-analyses (Hypothesis testing) 

Table 6.8 presents the results of the Pearson’s product-moment correlation analysis of all 

five scales. It can be seen that the correlations of all scales are positive and significant, with 

the exception of the relationships between Participative Leadership and Optimism Efficacy 

(r = +0.155, df = 107; p = 0.108); and Participative Leadership and Family Support (r = 

+0.153, df = 107, p = 0.112). Of conceptual interest to this study, Supportive Leadership 

demonstrates a significant and positive monotonic relationship with all three cultural scales, 

while Participative Leadership only presents evidence of a relationship with Knowledge 

Coordination. This result supports the theoretical proposition that both participative and 

supportive forms of leadership which are based on autonomous work environments and 

cultures of inclusion and participation are conducive to the development of knowledge 

sharing practices within the firm (Wenger et al.., 2002; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). The 

lack of significant correlation between Participative Leadership and Family Support can also 

be seen in the surrounding literature on the influence of family, particularly that which 

considers the constrictive effects of familial centralisation and close loci of control (Schulze 

et al., 2001; Zahra, 2005). However, the lack of evidence of a relationship between 

Participative Leadership and Optimism Efficacy may not have antecedents existing in the 

considered literature, and thus warrants further investigation, particularly as the relationship 

between Knowledge Coordination and Optimism Efficacy is both significant and 

correlationaly strong. Further, although it is noted that all correlations are positive with many 

showing significance, previous tests conducted on discriminant validity show there to be no 

concern of the problems associated with inter-collinearity. 
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Table 6.8: Pearson's product-moment correlations between scales 

 

Knowledge 

Coordination 

Optimism 

Efficacy 

Family 

Support 

Participative 

Leadership 

Supportive 

Leadership 

Knowledge Coordination -     

Optimism Efficacy 0.491
*
 -    

Family Support 0.457
*
 0.444

*
 -   

Participative Leadership 0.549
*
 0.155 0.153 -  

Supportive Leadership 0.527
*
 0.302

*
 0.410

*
 0.247

*
 - 

* Correlation significant at the 0.01 level
 

 

Although results from the Pearson’s product-movement correlation provide a clear indication 

of the relationships between variables, in order to gauge the behaviour of these scales more 

accurately and to provide sufficient data to perform a path-analysis, multiple regression 

techniques are administered. However, it has been found by Bryman and Cramer (1994) that 

application of pure regression procedures may result in the presentation of relatively 

meaningless statistical data, focusing more on mathematical findings rather than theoretical 

foundations. Thus a procedure of greater conceptual control is required if meaningful 

inferences are to be examined in order to tackle the given hypotheses (Everitt & Dunn, 

1991). The following analysis is based on the outline for effective causal analysis provided 

by Peyrot (1996). It utilises hierarchal regression analysis and culminates in the production 

of a clear path-analysis used to serve the conceptual purpose of the study aims. Hierarchal 

multiple regression techniques are used in a layered fashion, beginning with the hierarchal 

regression analysis of the most conceptually exogenous variables and working towards the 

most endogenous, thus allowing any indirect associations to emerge. Such an approach is 

advocated by Duncan (1966) for use in sociological interpretation and has been most notably 

furthered by Pedhazur & Schmelkin (1991). The use of regression-based path analysis has 

since this time also been noted in organisational studies, in part thanks to the development of 

relatively cheap and powerful statistical software packages (Stone-Romero et al., 1995; 

Austin et al., 2004). The main aim of using hierarchal regression-based path-analysis in this 

study is to provide a clearer picture of both the direct and indirect associations (Szymanski et 

al., 1993). The steps which this analysis will follow are set down by Peyrot (1996) and will 

be diagrammatically presented in order to make clear the emergence of relationships.  

 

From the conceptual model presented in preceding chapters, path-goal leadership styles are 

posited as being the independent variables, and would therefore constitute the most 

exogenous variable for the purposes of this analysis. Thus it is from the analysis of these 

variables that the procedure begins. The first direct effect which is hypothesised is on the 

influence of family; therefore the revised family influence scale, Family Support, is entered 
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into the regression model as the dependent variable, with both leadership scales included as 

independents. The results from this analysis are shown in Table 6.9. The adjusted R square 

for this layer is 0.155, which means that 15.5% of variance in Family Support is explained 

by the two leadership styles.  

 

Table 6.9: Multiple regression of the conceptual predictors of Family Support 

Layer 11, 2 B Std. Error Beta t Sig. 

Participative Leadership (PL) 0.060 0.099 0.055 0.604 0.547 

Supportive Leadership (SL) 0.626 0.144 0.396 4.340 0.000 
1 Dependant variable: Family Support 
2 Predictors: Participative Leadership, Supportive Leadership  

 

This first layer of the multiple regression analysis indicates that Supportive Leadership is 

significantly and positively related to Family Support (B = 0.626, p < 0.001). However, 

Participative Leadership did not show any significant relationship with Family Support (B = 

0.060, p = 0.547). Therefore, the first layer alone provides sufficient evidence to reject H1, 

which posits that the ‘Uptake of path-goal leadership styles is negatively related to the 

influence of family’. For the purposes of path-analysis the visual realisation of this regression 

is shown in Figure 6.1 and includes the Beta weights, correlation coefficients (in brackets), 

and error item (i.e. an indication of the amount of variance not explained by the model, 

     2
)). 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* p < 0.001 

 

Figure 6.1: First layer of path-analysis 

 

PL 

FS 

SL 

.055 (.153) 

.396 (.410)
*
 

eFS =  .920 
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The second layer in the conceptual model involves those variables influencing Knowledge 

Coordination. This scale is therefore entered into a multiple regression analysis as the 

dependant variable, with Participative Leadership, Supportive Leadership and Family 

Support entered as the independent variables in this layer. Table 6.10 shows the results from 

this analysis. The adjusted R square for this layer of the model is 0.522, which means that 

52.2% of variance in Knowledge Coordination is explained by these three variables.  

 

Table 6.10: Multiple regression of the conceptual predictors of Knowledge Coordination 

Layer 21, 2 B Std. Error Beta t Sig. 

Participative Leadership (PL) 0.623 0.101 0.431 6.182 0.000 

Supportive Leadership (SL) 0.659 0.160 0.312 4.133 0.000 

Family Support (FS) 0.352 0.099 0.263 3.553 0.001 
1 Dependant variable: Knowledge Coordination 
2 Predictors: Participative Leadership, Supportive Leadership, Family Support  

 

The multiple regression analysis here shows that all three variables are significantly and 

positively related to Knowledge Coordination. The two leadership scales seem to be fairly 

strong predictors: Supportive Leadership (B = 0.659, p < 0.001); and Participative 

Leadership (B = 0.623, p < 0.001), but Family Support also shows a significant positive 

relationship (B = 0.352, p < 0.01). Thus H2, which states, ‘Uptake of path-goal leadership 

styles is positively related to knowledge-sharing culture’, is upheld. While H4, ‘Influence of 

family is negatively related to knowledge-sharing culture’, can be rejected. These findings 

are diagrammatically demonstrated in Figure 6.2, including Beta weights, correlation 

coefficients (brackets), and error item. (Note that when the standardised Beta coefficients are 

used the relative strength of the Supportive Leadership and Participative Leadership scales 

is changed to show Participative Leadership as strongest predictor of Knowledge 

Coordination.) 
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* p < 0.001 

** p < 0.01 

 

Figure 6.2: Second layer of path-analysis 

 

Finally, the third layer of the hierarchal analysis considers the scale of Optimism Efficacy. 

Thus, this scale is entered into a multiple regression model as a dependant variable, with all 

other scales in the conceptual model considered independent. The resulting analysis provided 

an R square of 0.313, thus the four scales represent 31.3% of the variance explained in 

Optimism Efficacy.  Table 6.11 displays the results of this regression model.  

 

Table 6.11: Multiple regression of the conceptual predictors of Optimism Efficacy 

Layer 31, 2 B Std. Error Beta t Sig. 

Participative Leadership -0.190 0.146 -0.127 -1.300 0.197 

Supportive Leadership -0.019 0.214 -0.009 -0.087 0.931 

Family Support 0.364 0.130 0.264 2.792 0.006 

Knowledge Coordination 0.459 0.121 0.445 3.786 0.000 
1 Dependant variable: Optimism Efficacy 
2 Predictors: Knowledge Coordination, Family Support, Participative Leadership, Supportive Leadership. 

 

 

.312 (.527)
*
 

0.431 (.549)
* 

.263 (.457)
**
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FS 

SL 

KC 

eKC =  .691 
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Only Knowledge Coordination and Family Support are shown to be significant in the 

regression model, the scales of Participative Leadership and Supportive Leadership 

demonstrate no directly significant association with Optimism Efficacy (B = 0.190, p = 0.197 

and B = 0.019, p = 0.931 respectively). However, both Knowledge Coordination and Family 

Support have a positive and significant relationship with Optimism Efficacy (B = 0.376, p 

<0.001 and B = 0.383, p < 0.01 respectively). Therefore H3 which states that, ‘Uptake of 

path-goal leadership is positively related to organisational efficacy’, can be rejected 

outright. Also, as with the previous hypothesis concerning the influence of family, H5, 

stating, ‘Influence of family does not directl impact organisational efficacy’, is rejected as a 

positive relationship is in fact found. However, as expected a positive and significant 

relationship is found between Knowledge Coordination and the dependant variable; 

therefore, H6: ‘Greater evidence of knowledge-sharing culture in positively related to 

organisational efficacy’, is fully supported. For use in path-analysis these results are 

presented diagrammatically in Figure 6.3, again including Beta weights, correlation 

coefficients (brackets), and error item. 
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Figure 6.3: Third layer of path-analysis 
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The three layers of the path-analysis developed through multiple regression analyses together 

form the full path model of the relationships between the variables. It is through analysis of 

the full model that the remaining hypotheses are able to be tested. Figure 6.4 represents the 

full path model, a procedure of model trimming as described by Peyrot (1996) is here not 

appropriate, as those relationships not yet explored rely on indirect effects to test hypotheses 

on intervening variables and provide total effect estimations; as Peyrot (1996) states, 

trimming this model of the three relationships found not to be significant may lead to an 

underestimation of ‘whole path’ associations. However, for ease of visual interpretation, 

non-significant relationships found are not displayed in the full path diagram.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
* p < 0.001 

** p < 0.01 

 

Figure 6.4: Full path-analysis model 

 

A calculation of the three individual error items allows for an insight into the amount of 

variance in Optimism Efficacy explained by the entire model. This is calculated as follows: 

 

R
2

Full Model = 1 – (1 – eFS
2
*eKC

2
)eOE

2
 

.263 (.457)
**

 

.312 (.527)
*
 

.431 (.549)
*
 

.264 (.444)
*
 

.396 (.410)
* 

.445 (.491)
**
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Thus the R square for the entire model is 0.756, therefore it can be suggested that 75.6% of 

the variance in Optimism Efficacy is explained by the paths presented in the model. This 

figure involves both the direct effects already noted and any indirect effects. It is to these 

potentially intervening variables that the attention of this analysis now turns. It should also 

be mentioned here that further tests for multicollinearity (Grewal et al.., 2004), linearity 

(Aitken & West, 1991), and homoscedasticity (Breusch & Pagan, 1979) were conducted, 

with no concerns for validity found. 

6.5 Effects of mediation and moderation 

In order to test for the hypothesised mediating effects of Knowledge Coordination a 

mediated regression analysis is used, in a procedure initially presented by Baron and Kenny 

(1986). This essentially involves three further regression analyses; one with the potential 

mediator as the dependant variable and those considered on the exogenous side of the path as 

independents; a second with the ‘target’, most endogenous variable as the dependant 

variable, and the previous independent variables (not the potential mediator); and a third 

including all variables with the ‘target’ variable as dependent. Any change in the 

independent variables, due to the inclusion of the potential mediator, is viewed as a 

mediation effect. Results from this process are shown in Table 6.12. 

 

Table 6.12: Mediating effects of Knowledge Coordination 

Step 1 model1 
B Std. Error Sig. 

Family Support 0.352 0.099 0.001 

Participative Leadership 0.623 0.101 0.000 

Supportive Leadership 0.659 0.160 0.000 

Model fit (R2) = 0.522     

Step 2 model2    

Family Support 0.525 0.131 0.000 

Participative Leadership 0.096 0.133 0.472 

Supportive Leadership 0.284 0.210 0.180 

Model fit (R2) = 0.219    

Step 3 model3    

Family Support 0.364 0.130 0.006 

Participative Leadership -0.190 0.146 0.197 

Supportive Leadership -0.019 0.214 0.931 

Knowledge Coordination 0.459 0.121 0.000 

Model fit (R2) = 0.313    
1 Knowledge Coordination as dependant variable  
2 Optimism Efficacy as dependant variable 
3 Knowledge Coordination included as an independent variable and Optimism Efficacy as dependant variable 

 

Baron and Kenny (1986) establish that for any mediation effect to be suggested in this model 

the following three criteria must be met: the independent variables (FS; PL; and SL) must 

impact the potential mediator variable (KC) – Step 1; the independent variables must affect 
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the ‘target’ variable (OE) – Step 2; and the potential mediator must affect the ‘target’ 

variable while other variables are controlled for – Step 3. As determined in the preceding 

path-analysis Participative Leadership and Supportive Leadership are not found to be 

significantly related to Optimism Efficacy, and therefore do not meet the criteria for further 

investigation as a mediated variable. Family Support however, shows a significant 

relationship with the Knowledge Coordination in the Step 1 model; shows a significant 

relationship to Optimism Efficacy in the Step 2 model; and continues to show a significant 

relationship with Optimism Efficacy in the Step 3 model, along with Knowledge 

Coordination. Therefore, when Knowledge Coordination is controlled for, Family Support 

provides a significant, although reduced effect on Optimism Efficacy. This demonstrates all 

the conditions for partial mediation, as a fully mediated variable would no longer have this 

significant relationship with the dependant variable when the mediator is controlled for.  

 

Baron and Kenny (1986) also provide a significance test for indirect effects such as the 

mediated Family Support on Optimism Efficacy. This utilises a calculation involving the 

coefficient of the two parts of the path, denoted a and b, with their standard errors, denoted sa 

and sb respectively. The estimated size of an indirect effect is given by ab, and its standard 

error is calculated as follows: 

 

SEab =  b
2
sa

2
 + a

2
sb

2
 + sa

2
sb

2
 

 

SEab = 0.0634 

 

An interpretation of the ratio ab/SEab provides what can be used as a z statistic (z = 2.548) for 

use in confirming significance (Preacher & Hayes, 2004). Therefore, the indirect effect of 

the mediated relationship between Family Support and Optimism Efficacy is found to be 

significant (B = 0.162, p < 0.01). Thus the two mediation hypotheses set by the study can be 

tested. H7: ‘Knowledge Sharing Culture mediates the impact of the Influence of Family on 

Organisational Efficacy’. From the preceding mediated regression analysis this hypothesis is 

partially upheld, as only a partial mediation effect is found and the indirect effect of Family 

Support remains significant when knowledge sharing is controlled for. The eighth 

hypothesis, which states H8: ‘The relationship between path-goal leadership styles and 

organisational efficacy is mediated by knowledge sharing culture’, can also be tested using 

the above z statistic. As both Participative Leadership and Supportive Leadership do not 

display a direct significant relationship with Optimism Efficacy, the criteria for further 
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investigation with the Barron and Kenny (1986) test is not met. However, Zhao et al. (2010) 

posit that, instead of being troublesome to mediation analysis, this lack of direct relationship 

in fact indicates a truer form of mediation than can be established with the preceding tests. 

For instance, the only relationship provided by Participative and Supportive Leadership 

styles on Optimism Efficacy is the significant indirect relationship through Knowledge 

Coordination (B = 0.286, SE = 0.0893, z = 3.202, p < 0.001 and B = 0.303, SE = 0.1101, z = 

2.747, p < 0.01 respectively), this is what Zhao et al. (2010) refer to as indirect-only 

mediation, and suggests full consistency with the hypothesised theoretical framework. 

Therefore, from this further investigation, the mediator hypothesis in both cases of 

leadership style is fully supported (Frazier et al., 2004; Zhao et al., 2010). 

 

The remaining two hypotheses consider the moderating effects of the influence of family 

(represented in this analysis by the family support variable). Moderation analysis is based on 

the existence, or perceived existence, of interaction effects between two independent 

variables with a subsequent impact on the dependant variable (knowledge sharing culture in 

the case of hypothesis nine and optimism efficacy for hypothesis ten). The following analyses 

adhere to steps of moderation analysis established by Frazier et al.. (2004) and Barron and 

Kenny (1986). First, all variables in question are centred in order to reduce any correlation 

between the interaction effect, and also the independent and dependent variables. This then 

makes it easier to attribute any noted effect on the interaction of the variables, as opposed to 

a repetition of the main effects already discussed (Aitken & West, 1991; Jaccard & Turrisi, 

2003). Following this the two variables of interest are entered into a regression model against 

the dependant variable, then the interaction effect of the two variables of interest is entered, 

this is essentially a multiplication of the two main effects. If the r-square change at the 

inclusion of this moderator term is significant then the interaction effect is found to exist and 

is therefore worthy of further investigation.  

 

Table 6.13 and Table 6.14 show the results of the interaction effects using the path goal 

leadership styles (both participative leadership and supportive leadership) and family 

support, with the resulting effect of the interaction measured against knowledge cooperation. 

From this it is found that there is no significant interaction effect of Participative Leadership 

and Family Support (B = -0.013, r-square change = 0.002, p = 0.521) on Knowledge 

Coordination. Also, there is no significant interaction effect found with Supportive 

Leadership and Family Support (B = -0.026, r-square change = 0.012, p = 0.157). Therefore, 

hypothesis nine, which states: H9: ‘The relationship between path-goal leadership styles and 
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knowledge sharing culture is negatively moderated by the influence of family’, can be 

rejected outright as no interaction effects were found between both leadership styles and the 

influence of family, resulting in no interaction impact on knowledge sharing culture.  

 

Table 6.13: Interaction effects of Family Support and Participative Leadership (on 

Knowledge Coordination) 

 

B Std. Error r-square 

r-square 

Change Sig. 

Participative Leadership 0.754 0.128 0.301 0.301 0.000 

Family Support 0.510 0.098 0.4441 0.1431 0.000 

Participative Leadership * 

Family Support 
-0.013 0.020 0.4462 0.0022 0.521 

1Predictors: Family support; Participative Leadership. 
2Predictors: Participative Leadership * Family Support; Family Support; Participative Leadership. 
3Knowledge Coordination as dependant variable 

 

Table 6.14: Interaction effects of Family Support and Supportive Leadership (on 

Knowledge Coordination) 

 

B Std. Error r-square 

r-square 

Change Sig. 

Supportive Leadership 0.818 0.183 0.527 0.277 0.000 

Family Support 0.404 0.115 0.5901 0.0701 0.001 

Supportive Leadership * 

Family Support 
-0.026 0.018 0.6002 0.0122 0.157 

1Predictors: Family support; Supportive Leadership. 
2Predictors: Supportive Leadership * Family Support; Family Support; Supportive Leadership. 
3Knowledge Coordination as dependant variable 

 

The last hypothesis to be tested with this quantitative survey data also considers the 

moderating effects of the influence of family. However, it looks to the negative impact an 

interaction between family influence and leadership style has on the ultimate dependant 

variable of organisational efficacy. In order to test such a theoretical hypothesis, the same 

regression model is conducted as that seen with hypothesis nine; however, as opposed to 

Knowledge Coordination being placed as the dependant variable, Optimism Efficacy is 

positioned in this role. Table 6.15 and Table 6.16 display the findings of this moderation test. 

As with the results seen previously, there is no significant interaction effect found with 

Participative Leadership and Family Support (B = -0.041, r-square change = 0.022, p = 

0.086) on Optimism Efficacy. Furthermore, there is no significant impact from the interaction 

of Supportive Leadership and Family Support (B = -0.020, r-square change = 0.221, p = 

0.349). Considering these results, hypothesis ten positing: H10: ‘The relationship between 

path-goal leadership styles and organisational efficacy is negatively moderated by the 

influence of family’, can also be rejected outright. Therefore, there are no moderation effects 

found from the influence of family on the impact of leadership styles.  
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Table 6.15: Interaction effects of Family Support and Participative Leadership (on 

Optimism Efficacy) 

 

B Std. Error r-square 

r-square 

Change Sig. 

Participative Leadership 0.282 0.156 0.024 0.024 0.108 

Family Support 0.591 0.120 0.2051 0.1811 0.000 

Participative Leadership * 

Family Support 
-0.041 0.024 0.2272 0.0222 0.086 

1Predictors: Family support; Participative Leadership. 
2Predictors: Participative Leadership * Family Support; Family Support; Participative Leadership. 
4Organisational Efficacy as dependant variable 

 

Table 6.16: Interaction effects of Family Support and Supportive Leadership (on 

Optimism Efficacy) 

 

B Std. Error r-square 

r-square 

Change Sig. 

Supportive Leadership 0.283 0.209 0.091 0.091 0.001 

Family Support 0.543 0.131 0.215 0.123 0.000 

Supportive Leadership * 

Family Support 
-0.020 0.021 0.221 0.007 0.349 

1Predictors: Family support; Supportive Leadership. 
2Predictors: Supportive Leadership * Family Support; Family Support; Supportive Leadership. 
4Organisational Efficacy as dependant variable 

 

Table 6.17 shows a summary of the ten hypotheses set by this study’s research design and 

the corresponding results from hypothesis testing. This shows that of the theoretical 

hypotheses rejected, most involved the behaviours of the influence of family (a modelled 

visualisation of all hypotheses and the results from their testing is provided in Appendix 6). 

Thus suggesting that the synthetic theory of knowledge centralisation emanating from a 

strong familial presence, arising from the combination of knowledge sharing literature and 

family business literature, may be overestimated (Zahra et al.., 2004; Zahra & Filatotchev, 

2004; Eyre & Smallman, 1998). Also, the effects of leadership are seen not to behave exactly 

as the extant literature would suggest, particularly surprising is that neither supportive not 

participative leadership traits are found to directly impact organisational efficacy (Wenger et 

al., 2002; Cameron & Quinn, 1999). This discussion, along with the remaining findings of 

the path-analysis, are taken forward and considered in view of qualitative results in 

subsequent chapters.  
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Table 6.17: Hypothesis testing outcomes 

Hypothesis 

Result from        

regression analyses 

H1: Uptake of path-goal leadership styles negatively affects the 

influence of family. 

Rejected 

H2: Uptake of path-goal leadership styles is positively related 

to knowledge-sharing culture. 

Fully supported 

H3: Uptake of path-goal leadership is positively related to 

organisational efficacy. 

Rejected 

H4: Presence of the influence of family negatively impacts the 

presence of knowledge-sharing culture. 

Rejected 

H5: Presence of the influence of family does not directly impact 

organisational efficacy. 

Rejected 

H6: Greater evidence of knowledge-sharing culture is positively 

related to organisational efficacy. 

Supported 

H7: The relationship between the influence of family and 

organisational efficacy is mediated by evidence of knowledge 

sharing culture. 

Partially supported 

H8: The relationship between path-goal leadership styles and 

organisational efficacy is mediated by knowledge sharing culture. 

Fully supported 

H9: The relationship between path-goal leadership styles and 

knowledge sharing culture is negatively moderated by the influence 

of family. 

Rejected 

H10: The relationship between path-goal leadership styles and 

organisational efficacy is negatively moderated by the influence of 

family. 

Rejected 

 

6.6 Impact of demographic differences  

In order to confirm that the demographic structures of the participant firms play no role in 

the associations found in this analysis, a statistical procedure is used similar to that used to 

provide evidence of moderating variables. However, as both Firm Size and Firm Age were 

measured as nominal variables, neither could be introduced to the correlational-based path-

analysis. Therefore, in testing for any significance in these effects the established one-way 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) technique was applied (Fisher, 1925). The first demographic 

variable to be considered is size. As noted previously, the Firm Size variable is condensed 

from its original eight categories to a more evenly spread four (Micro; Fly-Micro; Bantam; 

and Small). These categories are applied to the developed variables of the theoretical 

framework in order to establish any significant effect between the four size groups. Of 

primary focus in this analysis are the three most exogenous variables (Howitt & Cramer, 

2008). The ANOVA output found no significant relationship between the means of the four 

size groups for the scales of: Participative Leadership (F3, 105 = 1.575, p = 0.200; η
2
 = 0.043); 

Supportive Leadership (F3, 105 = 1.331, p = 0.268; η
2
 = 0.037); and Family Support (F3, 105 = 
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1.368, p = 0.257, η
2
 = 0.038). For reasons of robustness, and in order to provide a 

comprehensive reporting of impact, the two more endogenous scales are also tested for the 

effects of firm size; both Knowledge Coordination and Optimism Efficacy also did not show 

any significant movement due to the effect of Firm Size (F3, 105 = 0.404, p = 0.750; η
2
 = 

0.011 and F3, 105 = 0.568, p = 0.638; η
2
 = 0.016 respectively).  

 

Further to testing for the effects of Firm Size, a similar test is conducted to establish the 

effects of Firm Age. As the frequency in this variable is found to be relatively stable, only 

the first two categories are condensed in order to provide a reasonable case number in all six 

age groups submitted to the ANOVA. As with Firm Size, this test also shows no significant 

effect of Firm Age on the scale variables: Participative Leadership (F5, 103 = 1.599, p = 

0.167; η
2
 = 0.072); Supportive Leadership (F5, 103 = 0.397, p = 0.850; η

2
 = 0.019); Family 

Support (F5, 103 = 0.660, p = 0.655; η
2
 = 0.031); Knowledge Coordination (F5, 103 = 0.271, p = 

0.928; η
2
 = 0.013); and finally Optimism Efficacy (F5, 103 = 0.846, p = 0.520; η

2
 = 0.039). 

Thus, use of ANOVA techniques show that the demographic variables of Firm Size and Firm 

Age, within this study’s sample frame, have no effect on the three cultural and two leadership 

scales developed through the preceding analyses.  

6.7 Total effect estimations of model variables 

The conducting of a hierarchal path-analysis also allows for the calculation of individual 

variable power within the model on a comparable level. The total effect of each variable on 

the dependant variable of Optimism Efficacy in made up of the direct effect, plus the power 

found for any indirect effect (ab or abc and noted earlier), in order to be comparable this is 

done using standardised coefficients (Bryman & Cramer, 1997; Baron & Kenny, 1986). 

Table 6.18 summarises the total effect found for each scale variable.  

 

Table 6.18: Total effects of individual variables on Optimism Efficacy 

Variable 

Number of paths: 

Direct, Indirect 

Total effect on 

Optimism Efficacy 

Knowledge Coordination 1, 0 0.445 

Family Support 1, 1 0.381 

Supportive Leadership 0, 3 0.290 

Participative Leadership 0, 1 0.192 

 

The theoretically expected importance of Knowledge Coordination is clearly shown here; 

however the appearance of Family Support as the second most important variable in gaining 

Optimism Efficacy seems to compete against theories of familial centralisation and ‘veil’s of 

secrecy’ leading to disenchantment across the organisation (Gedajlovic et al., 2004; Poza et 
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al., 1997, 2004). Path-goal leadership traits show expected indirect relationships; however, it 

could be suggested that the importance of Supportive Leadership over Participative 

Leadership is relatively novel. Generally, Participative Leadership traits are considered 

more effective at providing a foundation for group belongingness, seen to lead to both self 

and organisational efficacy (Lin, 2006; Kets de Vries et al.., 2006; Harris & Ogbonna, 2001). 

The dominance of Supportive Leadership as the leadership trait of import in this model is 

built around its multiple indirect effects. This includes a significant indirect effect, not 

previously hypothesised, where Family Support acts as a mediator (B = 0.228, SE = 0.0986, z 

= 2.311, p < 0.05).  

6.8 Summary 

The analysis of survey results from this study can be essentially split into two sequential 

sections. Firstly the data is reduced by use of Principle Components Analysis, from the 

original 50 Likert-items resulting in the emergence of five clear scales. These are 

subsequently renamed in order to provide greater representation of the items included in 

each. From these procedures, three cultural scales of: Family Support; Knowledge 

Coordination; and Optimism Efficacy are provided, and also two leadership trait scales of: 

Participative Leadership and Supportive Leadership. Following the appropriate criteria tests 

for reliability and construct validity, the resulting scales are taken to the second phase of this 

analysis and entered into a multiple regression-based path-analysis. In order to appropriately 

test the given hypotheses of this study, this is done in a hierarchal regression basis; in that 

the researcher first establishes the exo- or endogenous extent of each scale in accordance 

with the previously developed conceptual model, and orderly enters each scale into the 

regression accordingly. For this, the conceptual model presented earlier is referred to. Of 

most importance to the hierarchal path-analysis is that the scales of leadership style are 

considered wholly independent variables, while the scale most representing organisational 

efficacy (Optimism Efficacy) provides the ultimate dependant variable and the study’s 

performance measurement.  

 

The resulting statistical and diagrammatic representation of associations found in the data 

provides the basis for hypothesis testing and variable path construction. The most 

noteworthy point to emerge from this procedure is the theoretically unanticipated behaviour 

of the Family Support variable. Results show that this variable provides a far stronger and 

more positive effect on Optimism Efficacy than the surrounding literature on family firms 

would suggest. The impact of Knowledge Coordination on the performance variable is 
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confirmed as the most powerful effect in the model, however, unexpected is the power of 

Supportive Leadership over Participative Leadership traits. Both of these leadership traits 

were found to only impact Optimism Efficacy indirectly, mostly through the existence of 

Knowledge Coordination. Thus, a number of mediating effects of Knowledge Coordination 

are found to be significant, particularly in the relationships between the leadership traits and 

the final performance variable. Interestingly, Family Support is not found to have any 

negative moderation effect on the relationship between leadership style and both Knowledge 

Coordination and Optimism Efficacy. This is in line with accompanying results on the 

positive implication of the influence of family and is subject to further discussions in the 

chapters which follow. The effects of both Firm Size and Firm Age proved to be non-

significant, as theoretically expected in such a tightly controlled sample frame. 

Subsequently, six of the ten hypotheses are rejected in this analysis, with one from the 

remaining four partially supported.  

 

The results of this quantitative analysis of the survey data are now taken forward to be added 

to results from qualitative interview data, this way fulfilling the requirements of a valid 

mixed-method approach to the study. Implications of these results are compared and 

contrasted to those found with the qualitative data in a discussion on the meaning of the 

findings and development of any recommendations, either for further examination or for the 

behavioural practices of small family firms. Providing both forms of analysis allows the 

researcher to explore not only the associations presented here, but also the depth of meaning 

behind such results; thus representing a clearer picture of the nature of leadership style and 

knowledge sharing culture in small family firms in Scotland. The following chapter looks to 

qualitative data analysis in order to access this depth of understanding.  
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7. Qualitative Interview Findings 

It is necessary for the 26 semi-structured interviews collected as the qualitative dimension to 

this mixed-methods study to undergo rigorous and structured analytical processes in order to 

ensure that the validity and reliability of data is maximised. This process begins with what 

has been described by Clarke and Salleh (2011) as the development of semi-grounded 

methodologies, emanating primarily from the comparison and meaning orientated work of 

Strauss and Corbin (1998). A semi-grounded approach is favoured over pure grounded 

theory in this analysis as the latter would undermine the epistemologically relativist 

assumptions of this critical study by allowing only what can be categorised from the raw data 

to generate theory. Instead, the choices of methodological tools in this study are guided by 

Pidgeon (1996, p.82), who suggests a “constructionist revision of grounded theory”, which 

acknowledges the need for the researcher to approach qualitative data with a conceptual 

perspective upon which to base analysis (Charmaz, 2003). In this way the researcher allows 

the data to guide theory, without theoretical outcomes being limited by data content (Layder, 

1998). It is through such a guided analysis that social context and power dynamics can be 

interpreted, thus allowing for the sensitivities of the wider, post-modern perspective running 

through this work (Silverman & Gubrium, 2007).  

 

As a steering approach to the choices of analytical methods used to handle qualitative data, 

this perspective has many implications for the analytical processes used. In this study these 

implications are accommodated by the application of multiple levels of data analysis. This 

begins with an initial, macro-level coding frame based on the conceptual dimensions 

highlighted by the previous literature review (Charmaz, 2003). These are made up of: 

influence of family; knowledge sharing culture; and impact of leadership. Thereafter, each 

frame is individually analysed with open coding techniques to identify the dominant themes 

emanating from the data, within each of the broad categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

Common themes are established either through similarity of meaning or the appearance of 

corresponding situations (Cresswell, 2003). Furthermore, these themes are then analysed, 

and displayed in the presentation of findings, from the differing subjective perspectives of 

the participants to allow for constant comparison (Glaser & Strauss, 1967); for example: 

strategic level management; non-management employee; family member; or non-family 

member.  
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With the data coded, prepared and presented in such a way, Foucauldian discourse analysis 

techniques, although in this case admittedly limited to the consideration of isolated texts, 

allow each of the conceptual frames (influence of family; knowledge sharing culture; and 

impact of leadership) to be viewed as discursive objects (or in Foucaldian terms, discursive 

formations) within which to position subjects and examine the subsequent consequences of 

their social construction through language (Weedon, 1987; Clegg, 1989; Alvesson & 

Karreman, 2000). This is achieved by initially approaching data extracts using Willig’s 

(2008) six steps of discourse dynamics analysis to guide the presentation of isolated textual 

instances. These steps involve the establishment of: 1 - discursive constructions in the 

language; 2 - discourses used; 3 - action orientation in the use of such discourses; 4 - subject 

positions made available; and the speculative implication for both 5 - practice and 6 -

subjectivity (adapted from Parker’s (1992) wider serving 20-step approach to contextual 

discourse analysis). In this way the discourse analysis techniques applied place the work in 

what Alvesson and Karreman (2000) describe as a close-range/determination view, in that 

broader patterns of meaning can be determined beyond the close range details of the account, 

with these patterns used to provide clues to the structuring effects of discursive objects on 

the actors within the small family firm context.  

 

The chapter itself is therefore presented appropriate to the levels of analysis discussed. First, 

the influence of family is taken as a discursive object and analysed in accordance to the most 

recurring themes related to it and also considering the comparison of subjective perspectives; 

thereafter, Foucauldian Discourse Analysis techniques are applied to the interview extracts 

presented. Second, the same analytical techniques are applied to data concerning knowledge 

sharing culture; and finally, impact of leadership. At all points possible Silverman’s (2005) 

five interrelated aspects of qualitative validity (analytic induction; the constant comparative 

method; deviant-case analysis; comprehensive data treatment; and using appropriate 

tabulations to gain a sense of the breadth of the data) are demonstrated throughout the 

reporting of this analysis. Initially though, in order to provide a contextual overview of the 

interview data used, a brief descriptive analysis of the qualitative sample is provided.  

7.1 Description of interview data 

Of the 26 interviews conducted, 16 are with participants considered to be in the strategic 

level management of firm. The vast majority of these participants describe themselves as 

being either the owner or director, in the case of a limited company, of the firm (15 of the 

16); with the remaining one holding the position of HR manager. A gender split of the 16 
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management level participants shows 62.5% of the participants to be male. The remaining 10 

participants are considered both by themselves and the management element as being 

employees of the firm; split by gender this faction is made up of 70.0% female participants. 

Although gender is not a focus of this study, this finding follows the ratios of males to 

females found in related works considering the impact of gender on family management and 

entrepreneurship, particularly highlighting the often ‘hidden’ role of the female in family 

business creation (Jennings & Cohen, 1993; Dhaliwal, 1998, 2000). Such a finding therefore 

provides further support for the validity and appropriateness of the qualitative sample taken. 

A summary of these demographic details is provided in Table 7.1. 

 

Table 7.1: Employment status of participants 

 

Owner / 

Director 

Strategic Level 

Management (SLM) Employee Total 

Male 10 - 3 13 

Female2 5 1
1 

7 13 

Total 15 1 10 26 

Total (%) 57.7 4.0 38.5 100 

¹ Respondent described position as ‘HR manager’ 
2 In the presence of two separate gender interviewees the gender of the lead interviewee (i.e. organising party) is 

used 
 

Of particular interest to this study is the familial status of each respondent. As discussed in 

previous chapters, the inclusion criteria for the study stipulate that each firm must contain at 

least one blood or marital relationship within its strategic level management. In the case of 

those participants within the strategic decision making structure, the nature of this 

relationship is found to be described as being either immediate or extended in nature; where 

immediate indicates the existence of sibling, parental or marital relations (which for the 

purposes of this study includes live-in-partners), extended shows cousin relationships, and 

‘in-law’ relationships connected by another’s marriage. The participants classed as 

employees describe their family status in the firm as determined by the relationship they 

have with that of the family member in the strategic decision making structure; found to be 

classed similarly as: immediate; extended; and also including non-family related participants. 

From such classifications it is shown that the majority of all participants (73.0%) describe 

themselves as being family members of either immediate or extended nature, while the 

remaining 28.0% describe themselves as having no familial connection. The corresponding 

positional classifications related to family status in the participants’ respective firms is 

shown in Table 7.2. 
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Table 7.2: Familial relationship of participants by employment status 

 Immediate Extended Non-Family Total 

Owner / Director 14 1 - 15 
Strategic Level 

Management (SLM) - 1 - 1 

Employee 3 - 7 10 

Total  17 2 7 26 

Total (%) 65.4 7.7 26.9 100 

 

It is shown that the majority of participants (65.4%) describe themselves as being in an 

immediate familial relationship with the strategic decision making structure of the firm. Most 

of these are also classified as being either the owner or a director of the firm (14 of the 17); 

with a further two describing themselves as extended family in the strategic management 

level of employment. All of those participants declaring themselves as non-family members 

are found to be employees (not within strategic management levels) in their respective firms. 

Such demographic statistics of the qualitative sample provides an insight into the 

background and cultural context of each of the participants. For the purposes of 

transparency, a brief profile of each respondent from the interview data is provided in Table 

7.3 (full transcription data is found in Appendix 9). From this table it can be seen that the 

participants come from a range of firm sizes (between 4 and 45 employees), although this 

range remains within the limits of the study’s criteria it shows relative variety in terms of the 

organisational context of each participant, this potentially influencing the structure and 

organisational culture of the firm. Where appropriate, such issues are considered in the 

following discussions. Furthermore, there is also considerable range noted in the age of the 

firms; an age range of 3 years since founding and 121 years since founding. Although the 

impact this has on results is limited, due to the cross-sectional and relational nature of the 

research questions, it should be noted that, in particular, family member perspectives may be 

influenced by the presence or absence of multiple generations in the history of the firm. As 

with the impact of firm size this is referred to in the discussion of qualitative results as 

appropriate.  

 

Following from this review of the demographic breakdown of the qualitative sample, this 

chapter will now go on to critically analysis the qualitative findings from the collected data, 

beginning with the consideration of the influence of family.  
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Table 7.3: Demographic information of interview participants 

 

 

   

Employing firm 

demographics 

 

Coding 

Ref. Gender 

Employment 

Status 

Familial 

relationship 

Firm 

Size 

Firm 

Age 

Primary 

Industry 

Interviewee 1 010611FM M Owner/Director Immediate 5 26 Legal 

Interviewee 2 040811FM M Owner/Director Immediate 4 6 Financial 

Interviewee 3 041011FM F Owner/Director Immediate 13 18 Education 

Interviewee 4 071011FM F Owner/Director Immediate 25 38 Design 

Interviewee 5 100211FM M Owner/Director Immediate 10 13 Legal 

Interviewee 6 100811FM M Owner/Director Immediate 13 10 Travel 

Interviewee 71 
140311FM F Owner/Director Immediate 5 15 Education 

Interviewee 8 150211FM F Owner/Director Immediate 6 17 Events 

Interviewee 9 220911FM M Owner/Director Immediate 20 64 Design 

Interviewee 10 270911FM M Owner/Director Immediate 5 4 Education 

Interviewee 11 290911FM M Owner/Director Immediate 15 14 Education 

Interviewee 12 090811FM F Owner/Director Immediate 6 3 Property 

Interviewee 13 160811FM M Owner/Director Immediate 8 37 Property 

Interviewee 142 
160911FM M Owner/Director Immediate 6 4 Design 

Interviewee 153 
300811FM M Owner/Director Extended 10 79 Financial 

Interviewee 16 140911FM F SLM Extended 36 121 Design 

Interviewee 17 160911FE F Employee Immediate 6 4 Design 

Interviewee 18 060711FE F Employee Immediate 4 26 Legal 

Interviewee 19 060911FE F Employee Immediate 45 12 Education 

Interviewee 20 030311NE M Employee Non 6 17 Events 

Interviewee 21 080811NE M Employee Non 4 6 Financial 

Interviewee 22 220311NE F Employee Non 5 15 Education 

Interviewee 23 090811NE F Employee Non 20 64 Property 

Interviewee 24 160811NE F Employee Non 8 37 Property 

Interviewee 254 
160911NE M Employee Non 6 4 Design 

Interviewee 26 300811NE F Employee Non 10 79 Financial 

¹ Two interviewees of equal status but different gender present, lead interviewee gender presented 
2, 3, 4 Two interviewees of equal status present 

7.2 Influence of family 

Discussions on the influence of family develop mainly though respondent comparisons with 

their own experiences, or a priori understandings, of non-family oriented businesses. The 

following five themes emerge from analysis of data relating to the influence of family: the 

involvement of family members in the firm; the perceived benefits and drawbacks of family 

involvement; the dominance or privileged state of family members in the firm; business 

discussions taking place with external family or at external locations; and the effects of 

family involvement on staff loyalty and custom. Each of these themes is now taken in turn to 

provide an overview of the related data and to present the language used. This begins with a 

discussion on the involvement of family members in the business. 

7.2.1 Involvement of family members 

Participants mostly discuss the involvement of family members in a descriptive fashion. 

From those in the strategic management level of the firm, this tends to come in the form of 

an historical account of the development of the firm. Particularly, those participants in firms 
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with a generational history of familial involvement emphasise this history and explained 

their own position in the linage of involvement (6 of the 16 SML interviewees). As a result, 

many accounts from this perspective provide a lot of detail about previous members and the 

original founding of the company. This is typified by the following accounts: 

Excerpt 1.1: 

First of all my father set it up in 1973... I can’t remember if it was 5 or 8 years later, my oldest brother joined 

as well, so he now sticks with the accounts side. Ehm, the brother, he sets, he does the sales side of things 

now, ehm, on the magazine side. Ehm, and then I joined (2.0) about, when was it ’99, ehm, (1.8) so yeah, 

now, it’s there’s 3 of us who work now and it’s, yeah, stayed like that continuously since my father retired. 

(Interviewee 4) 

 
Excerpt 1.2: 

This is the third generation in the family, eh, (1.7) eh, father and his brother started it, ehm, the sons came 

in, including myself, and now my son is coming in, and my granddaughter, who’s still at school comes in, eh, 

when she’s got, eh, free time. So it’s, we’re actually in the fourth generation. (Interviewee 9) 

The remaining participants from the management level of the firm also display a descriptive 

manner in the discussion of family involvement. However, as opposed to noting the 

generational history, it was mostly noted how the company was formed, with half of these 

participants (5 from the remaining 10 SML interviewees) providing explicit reasons for 

introducing family members at the initial set-up. The reasons provided for the inclusion of 

family members in the founding and developing of the business range from the particular 

person being specifically qualified, their availability to provide financial support, and their 

willingness to help the founding party. The following quotes demonstrate how the reasons 

for family involvement are put across: 

Excerpt 1.3: 

I’m the owner, right, so I set the business up in 1997. However, right, I suppose from square-one, my son-in-

law, who’s a CEA, he started to do my books for me basically; because, I was the only one that was in the 

school at that time. (Interviewee 11) 

 
Excerpt 1.4: 

I set up my own business, ehm, in 1994, ehm, I am a sole trader but I do have influence from my family, as in 

my sister ehm, came on board with me to help me set it up. (Interviewee 3) 

A contrast to the detailed description of familial involvement gained from the strategic 

management level responses is found in the way in which employees discuss such a theme. 

These responses (considered by 7 of the 10 employees) appear far more ambiguous in nature, 

with casual language used in exampling the nature of family involvement. There are two 

sub-themes found in the nature of response to this issue, those from employees who are also 

family members and those from non-family employees. The first of these groups (3 of the 7 

employees) maintains a focus on the family by mostly discussing the extent to which the 
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whole family is included and the normalisation of being around the business. This faction of 

participants also notes a role ambiguity, in that many family members filled ‘do all’ 

positions in the company. This is particularly found in the following:  

Excerpt 1.5: 

It’s owned by Maureen, and her daughter, she’s employed as a teacher, her daughter is also a teacher. And 

her daughter manages one of the locations. I’m her daughter-in-law, and I put them onto the locations, and 

also take a kind of (1.1) company-wide administrative role, if you like. Ehm, and then there’s also, involved 

in more base terms, her other 2 children (1.5) are involved in it, one of them is a financial advisor and he 

does the financial side of things. And the other one’s a teacher and he does a, as sort of consultation, he’s 

involved in the family business. Everybody except, my father-in-law. ((laughs))... He’s involved in it in bits as 

well, because he’s a lawyer. He was the, on the legal side of things, eh, contracts for things like, ehm, (1.7) 

the properties, etc. (Interviewee 19) 

 

Excerpt 1.6: 

As it is a family business it is quite a relaxed title, so it can take (1.2) anything from making the teas, to 

answering the phone, to writing letters, to chasing for payments, for everyday, (1.1) you know, cleaning the 

floors, emptying the bins. (Interviewee 17) 

This ambiguous and often jovial way in which family involvement is portrayed by family 

member employees is opposed by the corresponding views of non-family employees. 

Participants from this group highlight the controlling aspects of family involvement (noted in 

4 non-family employee interviews), with ownership and direction emerging as synonymous 

with the family aspect. Excerpt 1.7 in particular notes the dominance of family involvement 

in the direction of support and advice, while Excerpt 1.8 displays a more omnipotent view of 

this.  

Excerpt 1.7: 

I mean, owned and managed and (1.2) again, sort of, mutually supportive. I think it’s probably thrown a wee 

bit off key at the moment because Harry’s still off sick and that’s you know, circumstances. But I mean he’s 

still there for advice. (Interview 23) 

 

Excerpt 1.8: 

Well, they’re the, obviously they’re the founders of the company and the owners. So, ehm, they’re the ones 

that actually, the, eh, overall control, eh, the overall situation, so, (1.2) they have the final say with, in terms 

of, ehm, how will I put it, in terms of financial. (Interviewee 21) 

 

However, there is one deviant case example of these issues, in which a non-family employee 

notes the effects of time in the relationship she had with the family element, in particular 

noting the changing nature of how control of organisational issues was firstly maintained and 

then gradually disseminated. Noted as follows: 

Excerpt 1.9: 

I wouldn’t say it was isolated but, it sort of seemed like they were the ones who knew what was going on. 

And because I’ve been here for, you know, quite a long time, relatively, actually that’s sort of changed in the 

last year or so, and I actually feel like I’m sort of ‘one of them’. (Interviewee 22) 

 

The inconsistent sentiments of time implied in this final excerpt on the involvement of 

family members are perhaps explained by the nature of the family relations in the firm itself. 
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The family element of this business is made up of three people: husband; wife; and daughter. 

However, the daughter, although an employee of the firm, lives for nine months of the year 

in Spain and is therefore physically away from the main operations of the business. This then 

presents an opportunity for a non-family employee, such as the respondent here, to develop 

into a more integrated role of the business management, which is not found in the other data; 

thus providing a potential explanation of this deviant example.  

7.2.2 Benefits and drawbacks of family involvement 

The second theme to emerge from the data considers how the participants explicitly regard 

the positive and negative elements of working in a firm with a familial aspect to it. Focusing 

again on the strategic management level in the first instance, two quite distinct discussions 

take place; one considering how participants felt their own professional life has been 

improved or made easier by the existence of a family element, and the other considering the 

difficulties that this same element causes. Each of the 16 stategic management level 

participants considers both of these areas.  

 

The advantages of family involvement emerging from the data are found to be mostly 

orientated towards aspects of interaction in the firm. For instance, the most quoted notions 

revolve around ideas of trust, reliability, and knowing the character of the person you’re 

working with (9 of the 16 SLM participants). Along similar trends many of the participants 

noted that the involvement of family meant they were able to better share an understanding 

of the nature of the work, both at home and in the workplace. In this vein, when there is a 

perceived “closeness within the family, then that’s a big... help within the company” 

(Interviewee 9). Participants are found not to elaborate on such inter-personal statements, 

with many common responses being conducted in one sentence or less. For example: 

“There’s a trust element which you might not have otherwise” (Interviewee 1); and “well I 

mean the advantages are that, eh, you’ve got somebody who actually understands what 

you’re talking about” (Interviewee 6); these examples are stated without the respondent 

feeling they have to explain further.  

 

Another benefit of family involvement noted by SLM participants is the unconditional 

business (including financial) support and flexibility of working conditions offered by family 

members. In particular, many participants feel that family members provide a level of 

agreeability with unconventional and out-of-hours employment tasks that would not 

otherwise be found in typical agency-based relationships (10 of the 16 participants mention 

such issues explicitly). The following excerpts are typical of the perceptions shown: 



Qualitative Interview Findings 168 

 

 

Excerpt 1.10: 

Aye, well, I mean in that sense my son and daughter-in-law, although they are the family members they, 

(3.4) I mean I remember a few years ago we had a cash-flow problem, so they put money in themselves, 

their own personal money. Now you wouldn’t get that from normal employee as such, so they just pumped 

some money just to tide us over for the cash flow. (Interviewee 11) 

 

Excerpt 1.11: 

You know it could be out of hours it could be, you know, the funds aren’t available, we all pull together. And 

that’s when the family aspect comes into it; I couldn’t ask Carole to give me 10 grand in order to buy a 

vehicle to make the business run effectively. But I could ask Harry, and I could ask Stacy to, to run her own 

vehicle on behalf of the company. (Interviewee 12) 

 

The commonality in response found in notions of family involvement benefits from 

management level interviewees is directly contrasted with the same participants’ view on the 

drawbacks of family involvement. A variety of examples are provided and often these are 

elaborated on with specific instances of where a particular problem has occurred. Broadly 

speaking the disadvantages found can be categorised into three groups: relational issues (for 

instance: familiarity leading to a “lack of respect” (Interviewee 1); communication of 

dissatisfaction to family members; and a feeling of being unable to air worries); bespoke 

financial concerns (for instance: due to multiple employment of the same household; anxiety 

of providing offspring with viable employment); and the separation of professional and 

family life (for instance: work problems continuing to be discussed away from the 

workplace; family issues impinging on business activities; feeling unable to retire due to 

commitment to the family; achieving the often high standards of success from previous 

family members; responsibility for the reputation of all family members). The emotion 

expressed in conveying these issues is typified by the following instances: 

 

Excerpt 1.12: 

Doesn’t matter how small or how big it is, it comes, it follows you, it comes in the office, and you get 

atmospheres and all that kind of stuff. And the problem, ehm, we’ve had to actually send my 2, 2 of them 

home, and if Harry’s had a tiff about something, or I’ve had a tiff, one of us has had to go out the ((indicates 

to door)). And that’s detrimental to the business. (Interviewee 12) 

 

Excerpt 1.13: 

There are certainly times when decisions that are taken, are taken in a different light because you are 

talking about family rather than (0.6) just employees. (Interviewee 5) 

 

Excerpt 1.14: 

[Disadvantages include] the closeness of the family and sometimes the family gets clouded as they see it. So 

it works, at, at its best it works positively, at its worst it works negatively. But you can’t divorce any of the 2 

of them, both are, they both, have, eh, have their place to pay, eh, to play if you like. (Interviewee 9) 
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One contentious point raised by SLM data participants (all of whom are classed as family 

members) is the nature of impact the involvement of family has on the communication of 

business issues. This is particularly noted when dealing with performance related issues. The 

issue is raised by 6 of the 16 management level interviewees; however, understanding of the 

impact this has varies. For instance, some of the participants note the requirement of 

diplomacy when addressing employees, dependent on relationship. This is seen clearly in the 

following: 

Excerpt 1.15: 

The biggest challenge is, if you’ve got something you’re not happy about, how are you going to go about it. 

(Interviewee 2) 

Excerpt 1.16: 

You need to be careful, what you’re saying, ehm, because at one time we had a, you know, obviously I’ve 

got a brother here and I’ve got my son-in-law here, and there was a few McTaggerts here, and all the rest of 

it. So new people you would need to say, ‘just watch who you’re talking to’, because you don’t know who’s 

related to whom. (Interviewee 16) 

Dealing with such an issue, the following manager sees a necessity in speaking more 

carefully to individual family members: 

Excerpt 1.17: 

One of the biggest ones is maybe, is maybe not being able, if it was, if I was dealing with a stranger for 

instance, or person who wasn’t family, I would, I would, I would probably would be more (2.1) aggressive, 

and not be upset about upsetting feelings, when it came to particular issues. (Interviewee 14) 

While the opposite view is shown here, where it is considered possible to be more direct with 

closer family members than with other employees: 

Excerpt 1.18: 

Disadvantages are, they’re family. So sometimes when they don’t do what they’re supposed to do, eh, 

there’s sometimes I’ve got to be quite diplomatic. Probably I’m more direct with my daughter than I am 

with my son-in-law... Right. So I sometimes shout at my daughter, whereas very occasionally I shout at my 

son-in-law. (Interviewee 11) 

Contrasting these results with that of non-managerial employees, a less complex description 

of the impact of family involvement is found. All 10 of the participants found job related 

benefits to be of high importance during reflections on their position. This came typically 

from considerations of greater flexibility in both work task and working hours and a 

perceived enhancement of pride in their work, which is strongly connected to an overall 

sense of unity. The following quote provides a typical account of the way in which all 

employee participants represented this feeling: 

Excerpt 1.19: 

I, well I think from common goal for, for a start. Ehm, and also (3.2) because of the family element, ((phone 

rings but is ignored)) that being perceived to be a good company from outside, with professionals... You 
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know that there’s very much the, the common pride that, (2.1) you want to be seen as being good... So, 

ehm, sort of from a personal satisfaction point of view that’s, you feel that you’re part and parcel of how 

things are done. (Interviewee 23) 

 

However, when discussing the benefits of work flexibility in a family influenced firm many 

of the non-family employees attribute this to the small size of the firm more than the family 

aspect (6 of the 7 non-family employees make this distinction). It also emerges from the data 

that an emotional awkwardness is often felt due to the presence of familial relations (5 of the 

7 non-family participants). This awkwardness is attributed mostly to the surfacing of 

relational disputes form the family in the workplace; demonstrated in the following: 

Excerpt 1.20: 

Int 1: it’s a slight awkwardness sometimes. Like if there’s maybe a disagreement, which isn’t a professional 

disagreement, sometimes there’s a personal disagreement, and that can be a disadvantage and effect 

what you do, but that’s about as much as you’d expect.  

Int 2: = Your just feel as if you shouldn’t be in the room. At that point. = 

Int 1: = Yeah, yeah, just sort of, be quite, keep your head down, don’t get involved. ((laughs))  

 

Excerpt 1.21: 

Sometimes, if there’s a clash between them, you know, you feel as if you can’t, it’s not happened, it’s only 

maybe once or twice, but a disagreement over how, (1.0) maybe in a particular case, or you know a 

particular type of contract or whatever, if there’s a clash between them, you feel as if you’re like, getting 

pulled in 2 directions. 

The personal disputes seen to lead to the feelings of awkwardness in non-family employees 

are also alluded to in the responses of family member employees. The overarching notion 

emerging from this group of participants is the lack of distance between the job and private 

life. This is particularly felt in the form of high expectations; what participants term as ‘guilt’ 

in taken time off from work; and the lack of ability to maintain an objectively professional 

relationship in the workplace. One family member employee whose brother and father 

jointly own the company made this particularly clear: 

Excerpt 1.22: 

Having that family relationship when you want to be professional, and maybe when you want to talk about, 

‘right, that’s me been here a year, maybe I could think about going up the ladder here’, but sometimes it’s 

not, (2.9) I don’t know, maybe you don’t want to broach that with your brother or your dad, because 

outside work they still see you as their sister and their daughter, when sometimes you think, right well, you 

know, ‘I’m, I want to go places, I want to do things, so maybe I could be looked at more seriously’... But 

there’s somethings you can say to Michael and he can go, ‘just be quiet you’, and you’ve always got that in 

the back of your mind. ‘Oh, maybe he would say that if I said I would like to take on more responsibility’, or I 

would like to drop some responsibility. (Interviewee 17) 

Such personal tensions are also evident in following quote regarding the extra pressure of 

emotional issues where the owner of the business is also this interviewee’s step-father: 
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Excerpt 1.23: 

Well, you kind, you know, you, you, it’s this whole guilt thing, with, you know, like in holidays as well, you 

know, he hates me taking, well I take holidays, but like he freaks out, we’re so busy before I go, there’s just 

his panic. (Interviewee 18) 

The main disadvantage of family involvement from an employee’s perspective appears to be 

the same for all employees. Personal tensions which can occur due to family connections are 

found to give rise to feelings of awkwardness in non-family employees, whilst also 

developing sentiments of frustration and added emotional pressure for those with family 

relations. 

7.2.3 Dominance of family members 

Many of the participants (23 of the 26) also discuss the dominance of family members in the 

strategic direction of the firm. Three quarters of the SLM participants (12 of the 16) 

explicitly frame business decision making as an exclusively familial activity. However, the 

reasons for this being the case vary greatly between participants. For instance: a clear policy 

of family providing the ‘solid foundation’ to all business activities regardless of role in the 

company; a seemingly natural ‘contracting back down’ to family management from a 

previously extended model (2 SLM participants); individual siblings being responsible for 

separate business operations; and also, an owner regard for themselves as sole decision 

maker with family providing a supportive role in this (4 SLM participants). Further to this, 6 

participants note a clear intention of developing the business to pass on to their children, 

most stating a preference giving to family members “if they’re capable” (Interviewee 2). 

The remaining 4 SLM participants actively declare there to be no dominance, or preference 

given to family members in the set-up of the firm; mostly this stance is greeted with the 

defence of attempting to maintain a ‘professional’, ‘team’–based structure over the 

involvement of family.  

 

The dominance of family involvement in decision making structures is seen in the following: 

Excerpt 1.24: 

Main decisions it would be myself, and then I would look to my sister, and my mother for support... I didn’t 

set up for family employment, ehm, that just sort of happened. Basically when I set up, ehm, my sister’s 

daughter had just started primary, and she was looking for employment. (Interviewee 3) 

 

Excerpt 1.25: 

My brother and I are the decision-makers, but probably me more a decision-maker than he is. But yes it 

tends to go to the vote really... When we were dividing up mum and dad’s stuff we went round and put a 

different coloured sticky on what we were interested in. And then if more than one person was interested in 

an item then we discussed it between us. So ((closing of door to stop external noise)) (6.1) [JC: Democratic  

then?] Yeah, you know we get, we get (2.5) although Stuart and I, even when we were tiny tiny both got on 
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really well together, and the sister that lives up the road is probably the one that we used to get on. 

(Interviewee 8) 

 

One case in particular provides evidence of reasoning behind the dominance of family 

decision making structures. This financial services firm is a long-standing family company, 

founded by a previous generation of brothers, now run by cousins (sons of the founders). 

They note an instance where a director was brought into the decision making structure who 

was non-family. This situation was not found to be conducive to effective working practices 

and in particular the cousins found that the work ethic they demanded of themselves was not 

found in the non-family individual. For instance: 

Excerpt 1.26: 

We, we took on a director that was non-family and it just didn’t work... ehm, work ethic. [JC: Okay.] 

Basically, ehm, somebody that just wanted to sit back and get a salary and didn’t want to put in the hours, 

that sort of thing, so. (Interviewee 15) 

Two cases provide deviant case material in the theme of dominance of family members in 

that they are the only two to imply a split in opinion occurring between family members, this 

not necessarily corresponding to the united efforts of the family evidenced in previous 

examples. One firm, with a husband and wife directorship, notes that the husband places 

greater priority on the involvement of family in the firm than the wife. While the second 

firm, run by two cousins, notes the continued and dominant influence of retired family 

members who were the founders of the firm, this dominance resides over the current 

directorship. Each of these case examples is shown in the following two extracts: 

Excerpt 1.27: 

 ‘I’m in charge’, my family is, it’s my family’s income. You might find that Harry thinks differently to that. 

Harry’s very much, ‘it’s about family, it’s about keeping family together, it’s about making sure that we’ve all 

got a, a role to play within the company structure’. (Interviewee 12) 

 

Excerpt 1.28: 

Disadvantages, (1.5) family can pull rank, that’s definitely, that’s a disadvantage. You know, eh, that. [JC: 

Have you seen it happen?] Oh:::, hundreds of times, I’m talking work related rank, you know, that if the, you 

know, just say there’s a schedule, your, your job is schedules Monday to be printed at 8 o’clock, and Craig 

McTaggert comes in on Friday afternoon with one of his customers and says, ‘I need this printed on Monday 

at 8 o’clock’, you’ll be knocked. Eh, so that’s a disadvantage, for the people that are, the production team 

that are trying to schedule work. Eh, because both McTaggerts and Jack McTaggert can all pull rank on any 

job. So, I think that’s an immediate disadvantage that you wouldn’t have in a normal company. Ehm. 

(Interviewee 16) 

This notion of decisional rank is also provided in the data from employees. However, it must 

be noted that only 2 of the 10 employee participants imply such an idea, this furthering 

suggestions that such thinking is deviant from the emerging theme of familial unity.  
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When discussing the level of input from family, almost all employees acknowledge the 

separation of family from structural business positions (8 from 10 employee participants). 

Non-family related employees consider such a separation in terms of a priority in decision 

making. This is discussed in terms of separate modes of working for the family element and 

those of non-family. One respondent reflected that “perhaps there is a little aura around the 

family” (Interviewee 22), which accompanies a common theme of lack of impact from the 

non-family element. The following excerpts are typical of this:  

Excerpt 1.29: 

There was sort of the family and there was everybody else, if you see what I mean, so the, they had to tell 

everything, they know what they were doing. (Interviewee 22) 

 

Excerpt 1.30: 

At some stage family takes priority ((carefully said)) [JC: Yes, that’s what it was hankering on.] Priority over, 

(2.8) over you know, what the business may require. (Interviewee 20) 

Although family member employees also note the separate and unique aspect of the family 

element in the business, this was viewed from a different perspective than that of the non-

family interviewees. The dominance of family in the business is considered a support in this 

instance, as with the findings from the management elements. Interviewee 17 reflected a 

more extreme example of the thinking demonstrated in this theme: 

Excerpt 1.31: 

I mean, I think it’s nice to know, or comforting to know that your family have set up something that could be 

there for you, for your future... I mean it’s a family business, so you’ve invested your money, your time, your 

effort, you’re not going to let some random off the street, I know they’re not random off the street, but you 

get what I mean, some person that’s not got a vested interest in the company, they’re not going to be just 

rewarded with, (1.2) here’s, you know, the same pay as me, the same title as me. (Interviewee 17) 

A further notion found from the examination of employee interviews is the thought that 

family relations display overall dominance, regardless of position in the company. This is 

noted in both discussions with family members and non-family members, with non-family 

members generally considering the entire family element as their “boss” (Interviewee 24). 

Excerpt 1.32 shows this from a family member’s perspective, and demonstrates how this 

domination of family is operationalised:  

Excerpt 1.32: 

Although I’m not in a management position I can take issues from staff who are maybe, kind of (1.3) a bit 

nervous about approaching the senior management, I can, act as a go-between and people maybe tell me 

things. (Interviewee 19) 

7.2.4 External family and business locations  

The application of family dominance is also found to emerge as a theme in discussions of 

‘other’ family members, out-with the business, and in the various locations of business 
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discussions.  Although 4 of the 16 SLM participants state a strong determination to maintain 

separation between family and business discussions (for instance, Interviewee 9 notes a fear 

of “family splits” by allowing business discussions to take place within the family context, 

while Interviewee 15 states that it was a strict policy of the firm, to keep family and business 

discussion separate), the remaining 12 interviewees either admit or actively demonstrate the 

appearance of business items in the non-business, family environment.  

 

However, 3 of these 12 interviewees present such a reality with an admission of guilt. In 

many cases interviewees note an attempted separation of their work and private lives, but 

acknowledge that this breaks down as work-based discussions infiltrate all others. This is 

typified in the following extract: 

Excerpt 1.33: 

All the time. ((laughs)) [JC: Yeah?] Yeah, ehm, all the time, ehm, (2.1) I know we shouldn’t really, we always 

say, ‘this weekend we’re not going to discuss it’, but it’s just automatic. (Interviewee 3) 

In contrast to this, responses from the largest section of management interviewees imply an 

explicit use of external family and locations as a support mechanism for the business. This 

appears in the data as an assumed benefit of having family relations connected to the 

business. Many external family members are used here as ‘sounding boards’ and ‘facilitators 

of discussion’ when more direct discussion is considered problematic. Moreover, external 

locations are noted to be used by family members for business discussions, either out of 

convenience or allowing discussions to be purposefully removed from the business context. 

A range of examples from such an approach can be seen in Extracts 1.34 to 1.36. 

Excerpt 1.34: 

Nope. No, I’ll talk to Sue about it, and then, ehm, if there’s something I want to speak to, or my dad wants to 

tell me about Sue not being happy about something, we’ll talk about that on the golf course. Covertly. 

((laughs))... And I’ll ask him how to deal with something, ‘how do I deal with that’, instead of confronting 

Sue head on. Although, it’s difficult, it’s an awkward conversation, it can be. (Interviewee 2) 

 

Excerpt 1.35: 

JC: Okay, does that happen here? 

 

KE: No, we go out to, ehm, his ((referring to father)) house. So it’s away from here you see. It’s away out 

from the environment. Sometimes we have them here, it’s not ideal, it’s, it’s better to actually get out of it, 

so that whatever’s discussed is, is out of the work environment. (Interviewee 4) 

 

Excerpt 1.36: 

Yeah, essentially it’s because when I’m in the office here working at the end of the day I want to go home to 

see my wife and do whatever else I’m doing that evening. (0.4) Don’t like discussing things like that when 

there’s staff are around so it’ll need to be out of hours. (Interviewee 5) 
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Such instances are mirrored in the responses of family-related employees. Here it is noted 

that businesses discussions are often fully integrated into the daily lives of family members. 

There is also evidence of rationalisation of such notions, which appears to allow family 

members the right to engage in business discussions regardless of position in the company. 

This is shown in the following two extracts: 

Excerpt 1.37: 

Depending on the way the situation’s going, you can see one perking up, ‘but listen you didn’t say that, you 

said this would happen’, and you know you can kind of think, on the first hand you want to say, ‘it’s nothing 

to do with you’ [mother], but then you know, you thinking, but it is, because you’ve got a vested interest, 

you know, my dad’s savings are your savings, so you have invested in it as well. She’s also invested time, you 

know, support, emotional support. I mean that’s Sunday kind of lunches are the platform for us to talk 

about where we all want to go with things. (Interviewee 17) 

 
Excerpt 1.38: 

Ehm, (2.2) it could be a mixture of two, as I said the big decisions, like the expansion were made by the 

owner herself, and she, she discussed it with the family before it was announced to the staff... Rightly or 

wrongly, but I think that’s, (1.2) yeah, I think that would be fair to say. I’m, sure it would probably be the 

same in most family businesses anyway. (Interviewee 19) 

This substantial acknowledgement of external family and location used in business 

discussion from family related participants is not echoed in non-family employees. Here, 

those employees with no familial connection are either unaware of the existence of such 

phenomena, or do not grant it the same level of importance as found in other data. This is 

noted as 6 of the 7 participants from this group make no reference to any such instances as 

those noted above. However, one respondent notes the case of an extreme example whereby 

the directors, “actually went away from the premises, they went away from the building. And 

that was, ehm, (1.0) when one of the other directors had left”. This is presented as an 

unusual situation and is only significant to the respondent due to its apparently extraordinary 

nature. It could therefore be claimed that a divide exists between family and non-family 

members in their approach, or acknowledgement of external family member and location 

use.  

7.2.5 Effects on non-family staff and custom 

The consideration of the effect the influence of family has on non-family staff, and even 

custom, emerges as a relevant theme in the data; however, it is by no means dominant in the 

thoughts of participants (only 10 of the 16 SLM participants mention such effects). Of those 

discussing such issues a general consensus is found on the positive impact from family 

influence in maintaining low levels of staff turnover. The reasons highlighted for this 

include: a level of “trustworthiness” and having a “good working relationship” (Interviewee 

2); a “loyalty” generated by the family atmosphere (Interviewee 16); and a feeling of 
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personal inclusion where: “you’re a person rather than a number... and that’s a big, a big 

plus. Especially if you’re included as part of the family, as most of the, the employees that 

have been here in the past were” (Interviewee 9).  

 

From a market facing perspective it is also found that the influence of family has an assumed 

positive impact on future and existing clients. A familial atmosphere is noted as 

demonstrating a stability and high level of service, and for many participants this is a key 

point in their marketing materials and customer service approach. However, it should also be 

noted that many SLM participants make a conscious effort to display the family situation in 

the firm, while also strenuously maintaining that this does not detract from their 

professionalism. The following extracts are typical of such notions from the interviews: 

Excerpt 1.39: 

I think it can be beneficial to the business. I think people see that as, ehm, (2.1) I think, you know, it shows 

you that you have to give the impression that you’re stable and, you know, that people get the kind of 

security in dealing with your particular company. (Interviewee 15) 

 

Excerpt 1.40: 

you want to inject that family situation. Say, ‘yeah, we’re a family; you can trust us’, etc. But then you want 

to pull back and say, ‘well, we’re professional’. So I’ve kind of switched my marketing strategy from being 

family as you said, in your opening things, to say that, ‘yeah, we’re a family business but we’re totally 

professional, and we’re focused on our, on, you know, providing the correct service’. (Interviewee 12) 

However, 4 of these 10 interviewees’ discussions on the impact of family influence on non-

family staff and custom lead to thoughts on the size of the firm, and specifically, how this 

becomes an important factor in client relationships. For example: 

Excerpt 1.41: 

Because I, I still feel, (1.9) I think you, you spoke about this, I think you share this as well, that there’s still a 

degree of kind of eh, (2.1) clients that, they like working with smaller organisations, and they see more 

security when it’s a family organisation than when it’s a, a stranger-led. (Interviewee 14) 

 
Excerpt 1.42: 

One of the things that is always clear, with reference to the agents, (2.6) it’s not so much about whether 

you’re family or not family, but are you the owner, ‘am I dealing with the owner?’. But, my experience is, 

(2.2) if I have met somebody, and I tell them that you’re speaking to the owner, that is some credibility. 

(Interviewee 11) 

As with the trend noted from SLM participants, relatively few employees identify impacts on 

non-family staff and custom as an effect of the influence of family (5 of 10). No difference is 

noted between family and non-family related interviewees here, with “atmosphere” 

(Interviewee 22) and “warmth” (Interviewee 20) of working relationship considered 

particular advantages. However, the majority of employee interviewees (4 of the 5) suggest 

that, as opposed to the influence of family impacting such a theme, that the small size of the 
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firm has greater effect. This is particularly related to the perceived flexibility and 

adaptability of small organisations; demonstrated in Extract 1.43. 

Excerpt 1.43: 

I think, again, I don’t know if that’s anything to do with a family thing, I think it’s more just to do with being 

a small company. Small companies, when it’s more reactive, because they’re smaller, they don’t have this 

big ocean liner that needs to decide it’s turning a couple of weeks ahead. (Interviewee 17) 

7.2.6 Critical analysis of discourse 

From a Foucaldian perspective, the discursive formations surrounding the object of the 

influence of family (the influence) provide insight into positioning of subjects and potential 

influences on how these subjects may feel (Hall, 2001). Firstly, however, it is necessary to 

consider how the influence is constructed through language. To start, there are at least two 

clear ways in which the influence is spoken about and constructed. Those participants with 

an immediate or extended familial relationship appear to construct the influence as a life 

omnipresence. For instance: it is considered something continuous and inescapable (‘always 

been around it’: interviewee 18); something which determines behavioural conduct and 

which often presents challenges whilst simultaneously providing support (excerpts 1.15-

1.16; excerpt 1.4); and as a presence which is rooted in the past and requires maintenance for 

the future (references to the past, excerpts 1.1-1.4; ‘keeping family together’, excerpt 1.27). 

A further notion forwarded by this distinct group of participants is that the influence is 

regarded as something abnormal, or unusual. This aspect is seen in excerpt 1.10, where the 

influence is considered in comparison to companies with ‘normal’ or ‘just’ employees. Such 

a construction of the influence appears in contrast to the ways in which language is used by 

non-family related participants. Here, the issue is built as an organisational role (role titles 

such as: owner; manager; founder; and controller, excerpts 1.7-1.8). It is constructed as 

something that acts as a resource of the company (‘good from the outside’, excerpt 1.19; 

‘more mature’ than those without it); something that sets the work environment through 

provisions of job satisfaction (excerpt 1.19) and security (excerpt 1.41). Also, it is noted here 

that the influence is constructed as something separated from the speakers. For example, 

clearly referred to as a third party (‘they’, ‘them’, ‘their’, etc, excerpts 1.21 & 1.29), and also 

seen as something which has the potential to ‘take priority’ over other aspects of the business 

(excerpt 1.30). This initial approach to how the influence is constructed provides the first 

steps to the analysis of discourse formations and satisfies Willig’s (2008) initial criteria to a 

Foucauldian overview of the data.  

 

Moving on to consider the discourses drawn upon, the separate constructions of the influence 

as a life presence and as an organisational role can be located within wider discourses used 
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by the participants. For example, family members referring to movement through 

generations and dates of conception for the firms rely on a discourse of personal history, 

while talk of ‘character’, ‘understanding’, ‘closeness’, and ‘aggression’ clearly resonates 

with a psychological discourse. Moreover, feelings of ‘atmosphere’, ‘nervousness’, and 

‘guilt’ show a clear display of an emotional discourse. Here the historical and psychological 

discourses are used as antecedents for the notions arising in the use of emotional discourse. 

Emotions are presented as the results of both psychological and historical situations. For 

example, the awkwardness felt from the uncertainty of dealing with situations involving a 

closeness of relation (excerpt 1.34), or the trust assumed in being from a family background 

(excerpt 1.40). 

 

By contrast, the construction of the influence as an organisational role relies upon traditional 

organisational discourse of roles and responsibilities known in business. In particular this 

comes in the form of governance position in the firm; for instance: ‘control’; ‘owner’; 

‘manager’; and ‘founder’ (excerpts 1.7 & 1.8). The use of professional or work-related 

discourse also provides non-family participants with an opportunity to create descriptions of 

their own situation in accordance with the influence. For example, phrases such as ‘security’, 

‘personal satisfaction’, and being strategically ‘reactive’ (excerpts 1.19, 1.41 and 1.43) are 

all commonly used in describing working conditions and employment status within any 

organisation. From this perspective organisational discourse is used to describe the separated 

element of the influence, while professional discourse is used by participants to example the 

impact this separated element has on the job role of each individual speaker. Thus, the 

reliance on differing discourses allows the same discursive object, the influence, to be read 

differently for each perspective. It is now useful to turn to why the speakers use such 

discourse and what is achieved in doing so. 

 

Examples of historical discourse are mostly offered by participant responses to issues of 

familial influence, whereas psychological discourses and their emotional results are often 

used when considering the more specific effects on working practices, such as the 

advantages/disadvantages of a family presence and choices in decision making location. 

Subsequently, the use of historical discourse could be seen as a way of emphasising the 

continuation of an established nature of the influence. This has the effect of reducing the role 

of the speaker in the creation of the discursive object, and may be used as a way of 

presenting the individual speaker as less answerable to charges from the problems associated 

with familial influence. This is also reinforced by use of psychological discourse to paint a 
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picture of an inherent nature in the organisation, for which the speaker has no responsibility 

and no choice of changing. For example, one participant speaking of the character of her 

brother states, “even when we were tiny tiny [sic] we got on really well together” 

(Interviewee 8). This suggests that it is less a choice for the two to work together in the 

business; rather it is more down to their nature, first seen in their upbringing. The resulting 

emotional discourse therefore provides effects which each speaker is powerless to remedy. 

For example, feelings of guilt associated with being away from the business (excerpt 1.22). 

The use of such discourse thus reduces individual responsibility for the influence. Historical 

discourses create an image of a larger being than the individual speaker themself. In this 

larger picture individuals are only part of a longer line of influence, while psychological 

references pass any control over to the inherent and embedded nature of things (both 

individual and wider familial psychology), thus suggesting that the resulting emotional 

factors are inevitable.  

 

The organisational and professional discourses utilised by non-family participants offer a 

different action orientation to that described above. In considering the influence as an 

organisational role is separates the speaker from the psychological elements seen in family 

members. This has the effect of reducing the influence to an agency relationship, while 

application of professional discourse allows the speaker to adopt a self serving voice in 

rationalising what the existence of the influence means directly for them and their position in 

the firm. In doing so, subsequent emotional involvement in relation to the influence is 

removed.  

 

The effects of the use of discourses noted above make available certain subject positions 

within them, particularly positioning speakers in relation to others (Hollway, 1989). For 

instance, the use of historical and psychological discourses position individual actors at the 

mercy of both historical experience and inherent nature. As such their freedom of choice and 

mobility in their situation is automatically limited. As a result of this, whoever would decide 

to withdraw from their current situation within these discourses, or attempt to change it, 

would be against the legacy of the firm and against their own nature. Therefore, a position of 

born steward or guardian of the influence becomes apparent, with even a feeling of 

martyrdom emerging as individuals within this discourse are subjected to the pressures of 

history and nature. One clear example comes from excerpt 1.27, “it’s about family, it’s about 

keeping family together, it’s about making sure that we’ve all got a role to play within the 

company structure”. The situation positions those experiencing such pressure in a very 
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specific standing, and also makes it impossible for those without such experience to gain 

access. Thus a dichotomous picture is created, or those within an unalterably bound 

relationship with the influence, and those who are not.  

 

However, a different set of positions are made available by non-family related participants. 

The use of organisational and professional discourses separates the individual speakers from 

the influence via traditional agency and employment terms. As such, they make available the 

subject positions of employer or employee. The tendency for participants to rely on the 

governance aspects of such discourses position the influence clearly in the realm of 

employer, and also provides it with a backing of authority. Thus, non-family participants use 

organisational discourse to position themselves in the role of subordinate to the authoritive 

family unit, whilst also distancing themselves from this unit through employment and agency 

terms. Figure 7.1 shows a diagrammatical representation of what can be seen from the 

analysis conducted above, with the discourses drawn upon presented in the circular 

constructions.  

 

 

 

Figure 7.1: Summary of critical discourse analysis on the influence of family 

 

The use of such discourses by both the family and non-family elements of the data therefore 

achieve specific objectives in their use; for instance, emphasising the weight of pressure felt 

from family history and individual psychology, or distancing from the influence via the use 

of organisational and professional discourse. The subject positions made available from such 

usage, as discussed above, lead to implications for practice and subjecting feeling. Although 
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everything leading to this position is drawn from the texts provided in the data, it is at best 

speculative to provide implications for practice and individuals. A caution must therefore be 

presented at this point that, although supported by the preceding analysis of discourse, the 

following statements on the implications of such discourse use should only be taken as an 

indication of potential consequences. 

 

Firstly, the historical, psychological and emotional discourses used to create the subject 

positions of a steward or guardian of the influence clearly limits the possibilities for action 

within them. For instance, from within such a subject position any choices or actions should 

be only in the best interests of the family element around them. Also, the weight of 

comparison achieved by using historical discourse suggests a continual examination of 

performance compared to predecessors. This may make it very difficult for such actors to 

achieve freedom of rationality and choice. The impression of a locked situation for these 

actors limits the extent to which they can consider others out with this group. They have 

limited choice but to continue and attempt to strengthen the influence, guided by both history 

and nature. Although it is previously argued that use of psychological and historical 

discourse reduces individual responsibility for the current state of the influence, those in this 

subject position may nevertheless feel a burden of responsibility for its continuation and in 

particular, as the discourses exist in the business context, its financially successful 

continuation.  

 

In contrast to this, non-family participants utilising organisational and professional 

discourses maintain all freedom involved in typical agency-based employment situations. 

Rationalisation of their job role and the positioning of the family as an authority figure and 

employer allow such actors the choice of this firm as their employment provider. However, 

this also serves to separate such a group from those within the familial element. This is a 

situation supported by evidence from the data. For example, “I won’t have any impact or any 

say in what they do” (Interviewee 21) and “at some stage the family take priority over what 

the business may require” (Interviewee 20). Therefore, in comparison to the burden of 

responsibility potentially felt by those in the steward/guardian positions created through 

historical and psychological discourses, the employee position granted by organisational and 

professional discourse brings with it only personal responsibility. This affords the individual 

an opportunity to be fully self-serving in their choices. However, with this may come a 

feeling of disconnection with the authoritive family element. Perhaps those in such a 

position perceive a barrier which, due to history, psychology, and in this case family, is 
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impossible to overcome. These actors may feel at the mercy of the authority of their 

employment providers to create employment terms and working conditions.  

 

This analysis, in relation to the influence of family, clearly implies considerable differences 

in the way in which individuals within small family firms perceive their relationship with the 

organisation. The following section moves on to consider how the second discursive object, 

knowledge sharing culture, is represented in the data. 

7.3 Knowledge sharing culture 

In considering knowledge sharing culture participants focus on the treatment of new ideas 

and the origin of such information. Furthering this, issues of formal and informal knowledge 

structure are also explored. In this way the data helps form a picture of the extent to which 

knowledge moves and is shared in each organisational setting. From the detailed interview 

responses four key themes emerge in this area; namely: the initiation and sharing of ideas; 

incentives for idea generation; evidence of formal and informal communication; and 

perceived boundaries to communication. The following section explores each of these 

themes in turn and provides evidence from the interview data on each finding gained. This 

analysis begins with the initiation and sharing of ideas.  

7.3.1 Initiation and sharing of ideas 

Data on the the initial forthcoming of ideas show a clear split in the opinions of SLM 

participants; exactly half (8 of the 16) speak of encouraging the development of business 

ideas from all members of staff, regardless of work position or family relationship. Although 

the remaining SLM participants also note an encouragement of ideas, they explicitly point 

out the limitations to many of those from non-management level staff, and often provide an 

explicit priority to the thoughts and inspiration of family members. The following extracts 

demonstrate both trains of thought evident in management level interviewees: 

 

The active encouragement of ideas from all areas of the firm: 

Excerpt 2.1: 

Great, it’s not my ball; every idea doesn’t need to come from me. You know, I’m not eh, (3.0) I’m not 

proprietary at all about it. If somebody comes, because obviously it’s sometimes better to get a fresh pair of 

eyes on it. So, no, that’s not an issue. (Interviewee 2) 

 

Excerpt 2.2: 

It doesn’t matter how long somebody’s been with us, if they’ve got ideas, then we’ll take those ideas and 

well all thrash around the idea. It doesn’t matter who you are you can come in and you can have a go at that 

as well. (Interviewee 4) 
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Excerpt 2.3: 

I think, well if, if, if I make all the decisions and if I’m the one who’s driving the top it tends to become very, 

very much the same thing. You know, that there’s no new ideas coming through. Whereas lots of people 

who are working in the company, they see things I won’t, or there interested in things I’m not. (Interviewee 

6) 

Limitations to ideas and priority to certain people: 

Excerpt 2.4: 

The biggest problem I find is, ehm, (3.2) with that, is people come up with ideas but don’t tend to follow 

them through. So if somebody comes up with an idea for me, if I see, if I like the idea then I would try and 

push it, if it doesn’t work (4.3) then it’s a learning curve. (Interviewee 12) 

 
Excerpt 2.5: 

But it goes through. ‘You know, we were thinking today that it would be a good idea if we could get this, or 

we could get that, or we could do something.’ and they, you know, they spontaneously put information and 

suggestions in... Yeah. I mean sometimes Stewart will turn round and say, ‘we like your ideas, shame we’ve 

got no money for them’, you know, that kind of thing. But yes, and sometimes they come back and see the 

change, sometimes they don’t... ‘you still haven’t put that mud-out up’. (Interviewee 8) 

 
Excerpt 2.6: 

They do tend to be with us for a long period of time, so they do have impact in decision making, but I would 

say, in (1.3) main decisions it would be myself, and then I would look to my sister, and my mother for 

support... generally, myself and my sister, ehm, would generally made the decisions, ehm, and it would just 

be through discussions. (Interviewee 3) 

A further element to emerge from this theme is the use of non-management staff to provide 

second opinions after an initial idea from the management and family levels has been 

implemented. This is noted where ideas or decisions are tested; one interviewee stating that 

he would “run it passed all of them” and “take on board what they say” (Interviewee 1). Or 

in the case of highlighting current difficulties with a particular decision that has been made 

in the past; for instance, with the employment of a new member of staff: “they’ve not had 

any problem coming to me or my dad and saying, “look, need to sort this out, I just can’t get 

on with this person, or she’s done this or done that” (Interviewee 5). It should be noted that 

in all cases where such evidence is demonstrated the thought of idea generation is based on 

highlighting or providing solutions to current problems, as opposed to the true initiation of 

fresh business opportunity.  

 

In contrast to the split perspectives found in the management level interviewees, the majority 

of both family and non-family employees (9 of 10 employees) found ideas to be fully 

encouraged in a completely open and receptive environment. The data provides evidence of 

an expectation from these participants that idea generation is a collective exercise and that all 

individuals in the organisation are fully consulted at all stages. This is demonstrated in the 

following excerpts: 
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Excerpt 2.7: 

So you know he’s very approachable with things like that, just as long as I’m sort of, I can know what I’m 

talking about. If I can do a bit of digging and find out then, and then sort of present it to him. Not formally, 

but just sort of say, ‘there you go’. [JC: And in general it’s welcomed, or?] Oh yeah, absolutely, yeah, no, no, 

no absol- definitely, anything that I can do to help or benefit, he’s up for. (Interviewee 18) 

 

Excerpt 2.8: 

And it’s like, yeah, I mean they’re quite willing to listen. As long as it’s not just a case of, you know, you 

having a rant and a moan. If you can go to them and say like, ‘here’s the problem and we think that could be 

the solution’, then they will listen, you know. (Interviewee 26) 

 

Excerpt 2.9: 

No it’s, it’s mostly in an open discussion. I think if I felt quite strongly about something. A, I would be 

expected (1.2) to look into it properly before I, I brought forward, I think if only to get my own thoughts 

clear I would probably type something up, (2.7) or write something up, ehm, so that, you know, ‘this is what 

I’m thinking about’, ehm, ‘how do we take if forward, I would imagine that we would do, and this is what it 

would cost’, and ‘this would be the benefit to us’. (Interviewee 23) 

One participant makes note of a qualification to this, stating that full cooperation and 

openness to ideas only occurred after a certain amount of time with the company, when 

“probably just sort of, access to decisions I think” (Interviewee 22), became more apparent 

to her. This qualification is accompanied by one deviant case from employee participants. 

Here the family-member employee notes a level of trust between family-members, implying 

that this does not necessarily exist with those outside the familial bond. This mirrors those 

notions found in half of the management level responses, that ideas and information is first 

privy only to family members and then dispersed to others. The employee articulates this in 

the following: 

Excerpt 2.10: 

SC: ...the big decisions, like the expansion were made by the owner herself, and she, she discussed it with 

the family before it was announced to the staff. So, yes, to a certain extent. But, I think that’s when things 

are a wee bit different. But she only does it because she knows that she can trust us all, you know. We don’t 

then have a responsibility of then feeding the information to staff. (1.1) We only have the responsibility of 

keeping it to ourselves, until everybody’s aware of it.  

JC: Okay, so it is, it’s that kind of first circle of = 

SC: = Yeah, I think that would be fair to say. Rightly or wrongly, but I think that’s, (1.2) yeah, I think that 

would be fair to say. I’m, sure it would probably be the same in most family businesses anyway. 

The participant in this case is immediately related to the owner of the business, with most 

social and holiday time also spent in each others’ company. This may perhaps explain the 

deviance in this case from an employee’s perspective. The participant had perhaps greater 

insight in into the treatment of ideas and information than other employees.  
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7.3.2 Incentives for idea generation  

On the discussion of information and idea generation, the topic of incentives for such 

behaviour is raised. None of the participants note any formalised incentive system in place 

for the generation of ideas and information sharing. When subsequently discussing 

motivation for staff to volunteer such thoughts, 5 of the 16 SLM participants respond with 

talk of the desire for responsibility in their employees and that many wish to further their 

own personal development by actively contributing to the business. A further 2 participants 

note a direct benefit for the employee if the company were to further its objectives, these 

participants then rationally concluded that employees would want to participate in any way 

of possible benefit to the company, including idea and knowledge generation. The responses 

of SLM participants are typified in the following extracts: 

Excerpt 2.11: 

Yes, I think there is. Ehm, particularly from Gemma’s point of view. (2.7) She’s qualified herself, of her own 

volition, as a para-legal, a conveyingson para-legal. Ehm, but I try to see that she gets more responsible 

work, which she wants. (Interviewee 1) 

 

Excerpt 2.12: 

I think for their own development. [JC: Yeah.] You know, its like if it’s their idea, to actually see it in fruition, 

is, is, fantastic. You know, as well. So, it’s, it’s driving them forward... at the end of the day if the magazine 

does well and the company does well, then it’s of only benefit to everybody within the company. 

(Interviewee 4) 

Employee participants mirror the findings above. There is no evidence of explicit or 

formalised incentives for idea generation, but most place great importance on any benefit 

gained for the business and the pride of personal development. No substantial difference was 

found between the responses of family and non-family employees. Excerpt 2.13 is typical of 

all the responses found from this group.  

Excerpt 2.13: 

JC: ...would you say there’s any incentives for you to contribute? Either explicit or in general? 

GA: No, no, no, no, no. No not at all, I think ehm, (3.1) nah, it would just be just to help. You know, if I had 

some input to make my life easier, his life easier, or, you know, make a bit more money, but no sort of, any 

kind of incentive, (1.1) no. Other than that. ((laughs)) (Interviewee 18) 

7.3.3 Formal and informal communication  

Discussions on communication produce a general dichotomy between formal and informal 

communication structures. The vast majority of SLM participants (15 of the 16) note a 

preference in the firm for informal structures and state in the main (10 from this 15) that this 

involves an open door policy to the raising of issues on an ad hoc basis. Many of these 

participants (5 of the 10) also state that the level of communicative informality leads to a 

system of one-on-one dialogues between management and staff members. However, it 
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should be noted that in most of these instances this is attributed to the small size of the firm 

as opposed to the influence of family. What follows displays a representative cross-section 

of how such notions are demonstrated.  

Excerpt 2.14: 

We do but it’s informal, it’s not formal, and we don’t tend to have the staff meetings... Yeah, I mean we 

don’t, I mean they tend to be very informal. But we’ve got an open plan office, so, (2.1) basically whatever’s 

happening people ehm, we’re aware of, ehm, pretty much. (Interviewee 6) 

 

Excerpt 2.15: 

We hold board meetings over a bowl of fish and chips and stuff like that. And, we can talk about strategy 

and decision, (1.9) you know, like we’re talking just now. Sometimes is even just shouting across the office... 

There’s no, there’s no real formality at all, any, anything that is formal in this company is general foisted on 

us, be it through lawyers or accountants. (Interviewee 14) 

 

Excerpt 2.16: 

I’d speak to them, eh, communication is, because it’s very small and we are geographically all in the one 

building close together, ehm, communication would be by direct conversation... Normally it’s one-on-one. 

(2.3) It’s a one-to-one, eh, and then possibly after that communication to the others who are involved. But 

it’d be in the first instance one-to-one. (Interviewee 1) 

However, alongside this acknowledgement of informal communication systems appear tales 

of attempted, and often failed, formality (as discussed by 4 of the 15 SLM participants 

considering communication systems). This is shown to take the form of monthly or weekly 

agenda based meetings. Often participants present such formality as being in existence over 

and above where active and continuous informal communication takes place. Also, it is 

noted that a further two participants describe such formalised systems as occurring only “if 

anything serious if going on” (Interviewee 16), in which instance the reaction would be to 

“call a management meeting” (Interviewee 11) involving only SLM organisational 

members. The unfulfilled formal ambitions demonstrated by SLM participants is 

demonstrated in the following excerpts, which also highlight the dependency on informal 

and open communication.  

Excerpt 2.17: 

Eh, well we have ehm, a, (3.4) ehm, a staff meeting once a month, well obviously with general, we chit-chat 

every day, ehm, that they can bring anything up, ehm, during the day... Ehm, and we have an element of the 

staff meeting where we can discuss ideas and, ehm, sometimes just things on my agenda then lead into 

discussion and ideas... Ehm, so in that sense there’s, there’s a couple of options, they could do it just 

generally here, at lunch time, or they could do it to the whole group during a staff meeting. (Interviewee 3) 

 

Excerpt 2.18: 

Eh, monthly, although they’ve fallen by the wayside, obviously holiday period and such like. Ehm, but yeah 

we like to have a, a monthly staff meeting... they know just to come to us and knock the door and come in 

and it’s as simple as saying, you know, ‘we are hhh. doing this process that actually, you know, if we did it 

this way then it would save us time and it would save you money’, or whatever... it’s not structured but it 

doesn’t need to be because it’s maybe things, you know, they’d be quite quick to change and that, so. 

(Interviewee 15) 



Qualitative Interview Findings 187 

 

On the issue of formal and informal communication systems, employee participants show a 

split in opinion, or perspective, between those who are family-related and those who are not. 

Family-related employees acknowledge the trend found in the SLM data of the lack of 

“actual formal meeting[s]” (Interviewee 18) and systems, while others mirror the previous 

reflections on contingency departmental and segregated meetings that are dependent on 

position or work area. This is in contrast to non-family participants, who mostly provide a 

view that formal meetings regularly take place within the firms. The following excerpts 

demonstrate this: 

Excerpt 2.19: 

sort of task allocation we might have a meeting of all of the 5 sort of day-to-day staff, we may have other 

meetings that involve, which, might be (3.1) pushing towards the more strategic of which might involve 

Fiona, Edward the uncle, myself and possibly Stewart. So, you know, there’s 2 levels, so that’s how it works. 

(Interviewee 20) 

 

Excerpt 2.20: 

I would say on the whole the staff meetings are good, you do, (2.5) I think, because they ask maybe the 

week before or whatever if anybody’s got any, you know, comments or, you do get a chance to think though 

before you actually get to the meeting. (Interviewee 26) 

However, in considering non-family employee participants, two deviant cases appear which 

reflect more closely the thought of family-related participants. These consider 

communication systems in their respective firms to be completely informal and relaxed in 

nature. Both attribute this to the existence of family in the company, however, one 

particularly mentions that formalised meetings are unnecessary due to the fact that family 

members “just do it round the breakfast table” (Interviewee 22). In providing potential 

clarity for this finding, this is the same participant who describes a timely nature in being 

accepted into decision making and sharing of ideas. It could therefore be suggested, that in 

this firm the business discussions and communication is kept strictly between family 

members, with acceptance on non-family into this ‘privileged’ group only appearing with 

time.  

7.3.4 Boundaries to communication  

Views on organisational communication systems lead to a larger theme emerging from the 

data, around the issue of boundaries to communication. Here, SLM participants are again 

split in their perceptions or opinions. The two largest opinion groupings each contain 5 of the 

14 participants considering barriers to communication. Firstly, one group establishes that 

there are no perceived barriers to communication in their firm. Phrases such as 

“opportunity” (Interviewee 4), “people are free” (Interviewee 6), and “free-flow” 

(Interviewee 9) are used to describe the way in which communication and the carriers of 
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knowledge are treated. However, this is accompanied by a second group who indicate the 

existence of an inner circle of communicative parties. Mostly these participants refer to the 

privileged status of directors or management in having access and freedom to discuss 

specific business information. This attitude is displayed in the following excerpts, which are 

typical of the responses found in this vein.  

Excerpt 2.21: 

And we made that decision, I have to say, I didn’t discuss it with the other teachers. [JC: Right.] And I will 

just say, (3.7) when we’ve got some bookings, ‘oh we’re going to have this’ and so on. So they, (2.8) they’re 

not involved in that kind of... In fact they, now you’ve made me think about it they’re not really involved in 

very much. (Interviewee 7) 

 

Excerpt 2.22: 

... the 3 directors all have individual rooms as well as there is a, a further sort of mini room like this, that 

tends to be where they, the 3 of them will meet, rather than down here [the main work floor]. (Interviewee 

16) 

 

Excerpt 2.23: 

... so that [referring to a previously discussed problem with pay] was a decision that Steven and I were only 

privy to, and we made that decision... But a little thing like that, you know, that you, there are certain things 

that shouldn’t be public knowledge. (Interviewee 13) 

A further, albeit smaller group also make implications to the impact indirect communication 

has in the daily communicative activities of the firm. 3 of the 14 SLM participants describe 

instances of indirect communication often being necessary due to the influence of family in 

the company. For example, this appears in the forms of: asking permission, for instance, 

“just through diplomacy, he may come to me to say, ‘I’m going to ask Gemma if she can do 

this or that’, ‘is that okay’.” (Interviewee 1); the use of external family members to convey 

messages (as previously noted from Interviewee 2); or generational issues, where staff 

members find one person more approachable than another, for instance, “possibly they are 

more likely to come to me, rather than my dad. (2.1)I don’t know... not necessarily because 

they see me as the soft option but I think just because I’m (0.7) more of their generation” 

(Interviewee 5).  

 

Such examples of barriers to communication are accompanied by a deviant case example 

where, a particularly reflective owner-director notes an artificial perception of barriers that 

can be created due to the level activity in the workplace. This is best demonstrated in the 

participant’s own words, where it is considered why some members of staff do not 

communicate as openly as others. 
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Excerpt 2.24: 

Sometimes they won’t because they think you’re always that busy, we are always busy, but is someone 

knocks the door we will, we’ll speak to them. I don’t think if someone’s every came to the door I’ve ever 

said, ‘I’m too busy’. You might be, but, you know, you’ll still, you’ll make the time. (Interviewee 15) 

From an employee’s perspective, the majority of participants consider there to be no barriers 

to communication in their respective firms whatsoever. The vocabulary used to describe this 

mirrors much of that used in discussing the initiation of ideas and sharing of knowledge. 

Words and phrases such as “flowing banter” (Interviewee 25) and ‘familiarity’ (Interviewee 

18) are used to establish that no barriers to any form of communication are perceived. There 

is no distinction present between family and non-family employees considering this issue. 

However, there is a smaller group of non-family employees who see this theme a little 

differently. 4 of the 7 non-family participants discuss occasional barriers to certain areas of 

business discussion. For the most part this is rationalised as inaccessibility to the more 

important decisions of the company. The following extracts highlight this.  

Excerpt 2.25: 

Erm: there has been in the past, and there probably still, (1.1) there probably still is. It’s a bit, it’s a bit grey, 

you know, it’s to do with assets that are owned out with the business. Eh (3.1) You know, [JC: Private 

dealings.] family issues ((hesitant)). (Interviewee 20) 

 

Excerpt 2.26: 

George will come into the office and just explain they’ve had a meeting and things, so without us, 

sometimes we’re not involved in the bigger stuff. But, and he just explains it in detail what’s happening, 

explains what’s going to be done, and what’s not to be done, and it just normally works. (Interviewee 24) 

7.3.5 Critical analysis of discourse 

Here the discursive object is taken to be knowledge sharing culture (knowledge sharing) 

within each organisation. Participants discuss each of the differing ways individual 

knowledge is considered and therefore a picture of knowledge sharing is created. As with the 

critical analysis of discourses surrounding the influence of family, it is first necessary to 

establish how knowledge sharing is constructed through language by the interviewees. In 

many of the excerpts presented, knowledge sharing is presented as a stage in the 

development of ideas (‘we’ll take those ideas and we’ll thrash around the idea’, excerpt 2.1), 

something that is done as part of the business practice (‘if somebody comes up with an idea 

for me I see if I like the idea, then I would try and push it’, excerpt 2.4). Therefore, 

knowledge sharing as discussed here is constructed as a business process which ideas have 

to go through before they gain certain legitimacy. For example, ideas are ‘run passed’ other 

members of the organisation with input ‘taken on board’. A further aspect to the construction 

of knowledge sharing comes when discussion turns to how this sharing takes places. In this 

context knowledge sharing is considered a relational facet of working life. For instance, it is 
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regarded as something that involves conversation (excerpt 2.16), discussion (excerpt 2.21), 

and physically meeting other people within the company (excerpt 2.15). In contrast to the 

discursive findings from the influence of family, no clear distinction is made between the 

ways in which knowledge sharing is constructed by family and non-family, both are found to 

approach this in the same manner.  

 

The construction of knowledge sharing in two different ways allows for individual analysis 

of discourse from each. Locating the idea of knowledge sharing as part of a business process 

within wider discourses used uncovers a variety of ways in which individuals speak about 

the object. For instance: notions of ‘having a go’ (excerpt 2.2); ‘it’s not my ball’ (excerpt 

2.1); or people being ‘interested in things’ (excerpt 2.3) show use of a recreational discourse 

by family member participants. While a discourse of personal development is also drawn 

upon when discussing why others would become involved in knowledge sharing; for 

instance, seeing ‘that she gets more responsible work’ (excerpt 2.11) and referring to ‘their 

own development’ (excerpt 2.12). This is in contrast to the discourses used by non-family 

participants. These contributors to the text are found to make reference to the 

‘approachability’ of others (excerpt 2.7), whilst also referring to ‘openness’ (excerpt 2.9) and 

the ‘will to listen’ and ‘help’ (excerpt 2.8, excerpt 2.13). Thus, such evidence shows a 

greater use of social discourses than seen from the family members.  

 

However, there is also commonality between the two distinct parties when referring to 

knowledge sharing processes. It is noted that when discussing roles in relation to knowledge 

sharing that the process of sharing relies on a differentiation of knowledge types. For 

instance, references to ‘awareness’ of certain aspects (excerpt 2.10), descriptions of 

separated rooms for discussions away from the wider organisation (excerpt 2.22) and 

acknowledgement of protected information from both family and non-family elements 

(excerpt 2.23, excerpts 2.25-2.26). This clearly builds a shared discourse of public/private 

knowledge, highlighting differentiation between the information provided to some and that 

which is made available to all. The four discourse uses highlighted by the preceding analyses 

(recreational, developmental, social, and public/private) are now considered in terms of the 

action orientation of their usage.  

 

Recreational discourse is mostly brought about by family members considering whether 

ideas from other parties are welcomed. Its use seeks to emphasise a theoretical openness to 

this situation and creates an image of an informal atmosphere surrounding the forthcoming 
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of individual thought. This could be seen as a way of reducing the feeling of dominance 

suggested in previous discussions on the family element. For instance, the following make 

clear that anyone, family or not, is able to contribute to idea generation: ‘I’m not proprietary 

at all about it’ (excerpt 2.1) and ‘it doesn’t matter who you are you can come in and you can 

have a go as well’ (excerpt 2.2). In contrast to this and emanating from the same group of 

participants, family members, a personal development discourse establishes the speaker as 

the provider of opportunity for those ‘allowed’ to contribute. This has the function of 

emphasising responsibility of these speakers for the maintenance of knowledge sharing; for 

example: making sure someone ‘gets more responsible work, which she wants’ (excerpt 

2.14) and ‘driving them forward’ (excerpt 2.12).  

 

On the other hand, the social discourse used by non-family members creates the impression 

of availability and willingness to contribute. Speakers drawing on such discourse build a 

contributory picture and confirm a readiness to be involved in a wider team as part of their 

role. The open social atmosphere described allows speaker to emphasise involvement in 

knowledge sharing. For example, phrases such as ‘open discussion’ (excerpt 2.9) and 

‘having a rant and a moan’ (excerpt 2.8) suggest complete involvement in a social 

arrangement as a norm. However, the shared discourse (drawn upon by both family and non-

family participants) of public/private access to knowledge sharing is in contrast used to 

establish and rationalise boundaries to certain aspects of the discursive object. This creates 

an acceptance in both parties of the levels of accessibility to certain knowledge sharing 

practices. For instance, family members purport to ‘certain things that shouldn’t be public 

knowledge’ (excerpt 2.23), while non-family members acknowledge ‘family issues’ (excerpt 

2.25) that they would not be involved in and not being ‘involved in the bigger stuff’ (excerpt 

2.26).  

 

The effects of using these discourses create some very distinct subject positions for 

individuals to take up. For instance, use of recreational discourse makes available positions 

of ‘team players’, those who ‘take part’ in a positive and often fun activity, and therefore 

also, those who do not. Simultaneously, those who draw upon recreational discourse also use 

discourses of personal development. This creates the position of provider of opportunity to 

those taking part. Thus, the family members drawing upon such discourses seek to position 

themselves as creator of the recreational platform allowing people to partake in knowledge 

sharing. In contrast to this a different set of subject positions are made available in the use of 

social discourse by non-family members. Such usage positions the speakers as an active and 
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fully integrated member of the social unit (the organisation). Also, equality is assumed in the 

use of social discourse and this therefore suggests that the positions taken up be these 

speakers are ones of equal status and import. The contribution elements of this position are 

made clear by data; for instance, ‘just to help’ (excerpt 2.13) and ‘anything I can do to help 

or benefit’ (excerpt 2.7). Thus, a selfless image is created from this position.  

 

Each of these positions, however, appear in direct contrast to those made available by use of 

private/public discourse with regard to knowledge sharing activities. Quite clearly there are 

two positions available from within such a discourse: those with access to privileged 

activities and those without. For example, one participant states that, ‘there are certain things 

that shouldn’t be public information’ (excerpt 2.23) while another suggests the unplanned 

result of this, ‘now you’ve made me think about it they’re not really involved very much’ 

(excerpt 2.21). Here the references to ‘public’ and ‘they’ are directed towards other, non-

family, elements of the organisation, who also position themselves in such a distanced way 

(excerpts 2.25-2.26). Therefore in the use of this discourse, both parties are making clear 

their own access levels and involvement in knowledge sharing activities. The following 

figure shows a summary representation of the construction, discourses used (within circles), 

and positions made available when participants discuss knowledge sharing culture. 

 

 

 

Figure 7.2: Summary of critical discourse analysis on knowledge sharing culture 
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As discussed above, the subject position available from the constructions of knowledge 

sharing as the discursive object include: team player; provider and benefiter of personal 

development; integrated social actor; and those authorised for all knowledge sharing 

activities and those not. Speculating on the subjective feelings and possibilities for action 

from each of these positions is therefore dependent on the perspective taken. For instance, 

from the position of team player it is possible for family members to feel that all in the 

organisation contribute by actively and willingly taking part in knowledge sharing activities. 

In this way, images of sports situations are called upon, where the family member 

(positioned as creator of the recreational environment via developmental discourse) expects 

willing contribution and maximum effort. Being part of a sports team means that each 

member takes responsibility for their own input while offering it up for the greater benefit of 

the collective; shown when family members speak of it ‘not being their ball’ (excerpt 2.1) 

and the encouragement to ‘come in and have a go’ (2.2). This may create expectancy in 

family members that others offer selflessly to the knowledge sharing object for the benefit of 

the team. Moreover, the position of development provider may come with it a weight of 

responsibility for the nurturing of individual efforts and desire to better. The creation of 

opportunities and potential for improvement are presented as a requirement of this position 

and therefore could be taken as a further aspect to the role of managing the organisation, a 

further worry over and above the maintenance of employment.  

 

In contrast, the position of social contributer may provide non-family speakers with an 

element of freedom in how they put forward their ‘social’ contributions; for instance, the 

‘approachability’ (excerpt 2.7), ‘willingness’ (excerpt 2.8), and ‘openness’ (excerpt 2.9) 

perceived by the non-family participants of their familial counterparts. However, with this 

may come the added problematic elements of social engagement; for example: notions of 

free-riding; expectancy of benefit from contributions; and varying definitions of equality. 

These relational elements to social contribution may mean that those in such a position 

become wary of their own contributions and enter into a comparative mindset when 

considering themselves in relation to others.  

 

The discourse of private/public, which was shared in its usage by family and non-family 

interviewees make available clear distinctions in levels of access to certain activities. From 

the more limited positions there are clear implications for action possibilities. Those in such 

positions may feel a lack of ability to contribute effectively to the greater unit. Unknown 

elements in knowledge sharing may also have negative effects of the confidence of 
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individuals to bring ideas forward as it becomes impossible to know if the idea is based on 

full knowledge or not. This potentially has the effect of individuals holding back on their 

contributions so as to avoid rejection of the idea or appearing ill-informed in the eyes of their 

employer. The following excerpt suggests this: ‘they spontaneously put information and 

suggestions in... Yeah. I mean sometimes Stewart will turn round and say, ‘we like your 

ideas, shame we’ve got no money for them’, you know, that kind of thing’ (excerpt 2.5). The 

second position created in the existence of such discourse is that of having full access to 

knowledge sharing activities. The implications for practice and subjective feelings here are 

also clear. Individuals with the awareness that they have access to full knowledge are 

provided with strength and confidence of their convictions, which is not afforded to those 

without. This may automatically create a greater legitimacy of idea and therefore provide 

such individuals with the ability to greater promote their own contributions to the knowledge 

sharing process. Thus drawing on the public/private discourse may not only create a 

distinction of access, but also differing levels of contribution strength and legitimacy. 

Therefore, this analysis of discourse surrounding knowledge sharing not only highlights the 

complexity of multiple subjective positions, but also begins to explain variation in individual 

knowledge strength within the small family firm, unmistakably connected to the following 

discursive object of power relations and leadership. 

7.4 Impact of leadership 

The final area for investigation looks into the impact leadership has in the firm, and in 

particular which leadership styles are in evidence and how would-be followers respond. 

Certain themes are found in the data which allow the analysis of leadership style and the 

reaction of followers. These are as follows: level of autonomy and influence over work; 

approaches to standards of performance; consideration of individual goals and welfare of 

staff; and the nature of the work itself. As with the two previous areas of investigation, each 

of these themes will now be taken in turn and examined in light of the data provided. This 

begins with findings on levels of autonomy and influence over work.  

7.4.1 Autonomy and influence over work 

Discussion appears in the data of how much autonomy individual organisational members 

have over their own working practices. A general perception from SLM participants shows 

desire to allow all staff to be autonomous, however this is discussed in two distinct ways. 

First, 8 of the 16 from this group describe an autonomy and responsibility provided to 

employees, under the guidance and monitoring of the higher management level. Second, a 

significant proportion (6 of the 8 remaining) portray a family-related workforce operating 
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independently of central leadership, accompanied by a detailed and task orientated 

delegation of non-family employees obtaining definite instruction for the completion of 

required tasks. The following two examples show these trains of thought and are 

representative of the voice found throughout the data.  

Excerpt 3.1: 

It’s trying to stick a balance between maturity and letting them, ehm, (3.4) be, (2.9) responsible... But 

generally you try and see, you know, you just monitor. Without being terribly, ehm, [JC: Well supervisory 

about it, or...] yeah. Yeah, looking over the shoulder all the time. Yeah. (Interviewee 1) 

 

Excerpt 3.2: 

No, no, it’s set, well it’s both. Ehm, the, the, we tend to, eh, (1.7) leave the workers to use their own 

initiative, but also direct them and guide them... They could work on their own initiative and they, they, they 

get the help from the whole, the centre I would say. (Interviewee 11) 

While the following suggest a two-tier level of autonomy in terms of family relationship; 

Excerpt 3.3: 

And now Laura’s taken over, Laura’s taken over bits of your, what you did, mainly the home-stay, she 

started very much with that, and developing that... The teachers have, have it written in their contract the 

hours they’re expected to work and what that’s covering. And that’s covering teaching, you know, the usual 

thing, teaching, preparation, writing reports. And occasional other things. (1.4) So they do have, but she 

doesn’t. (Interviewee 7) 

 

Excerpt 3.4: 

I think Stuart [brother] is a very good, ehm (0.7) he’s very good with the staff and he, erm, teaches them 

what they’ve got to do, and instructs them carefully as to how they are going to be working. (Interviewee 8) 

The views expressed by SLM participants on autonomy are also reflected and in many ways 

exemplified in data from employee participants. From those with familial connections it is 

clear that autonomy is given in the sense of daily work decisions. All three family member 

employees note that full responsibility and autonomy is not only provided but in many cases 

expected in their position at the company. Excerpts 3.5 and 3.6 show this. 

Excerpt 3.5: 

No, no, not a daily task list. I (1.1) don’t really know if there’d be a job description... yeah, it’s quite exciting 
and stressful, because it means that, you know, that the buck doesn’t always stop with him, you know, he’ll 
sort of pass it back to me. And you know like, ‘that was your responsibility’ (Interviewee 18) 

 

Excerpt 3.6: 

Individuals are encouraged to develop any particular skills that they might have. You know, for example 
some people are really into drama, where you have nursery nurses who work with the children who like to 
put on the nativity plays, and do dressing up games with them and all that. (Interviewee 19) 

Clear notions of autonomous working practices are also found from non-family related 

participants. However, a distinction is given here between the autonomy provided by the 

management of the firm in parts of the work and the full control they retain in others. This is 

displayed in varying degrees through the data. While some show a complete autonomy over 
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their own work, others show a theoretical willingness from the management to allow 

freedom, but to a limited extent in practice; while another aspect shown is the full dominance 

and ultimate authority of the management. The following examples show these themes in 

respective order.  

 

For instance, evidence of full autonomy: 

Excerpt 3.7: 

...the agreement is, I’m pretty much on my own, you know, I’m self sufficient. (Interviewee 21) 
 
Excerpt 3.8: 

You’re allowed a lot more personal freedom, but in fact you’ve got a far more, a higher amount of personal 
responsibility as well, so. (Interviewee 25) 

To ideas of a limitation to the freedom of individuals in the workplace: 

Excerpt 3.9: 

yeah, absolutely, yeah, I mean that is, I mean I’ve (2.8) produced various plans over the years for the 
business, and they’ve been, .hhhhh you know, said ‘that’s a good plan but we’ll, you know, we’ll just jog 
along’. (Interviewee 20) 

 

Excerpt 3.10: 
Internally I would say that (2.1) ultimately they will make the decisions but they will take on board any 
concerns, or, you know, any comments that are, they, they will react to anything. (Interviewee 26) 

To finally showing the full dominance of the management element: 

Excerpt 3.11: 
George doesn’t let anything slip. ((laughs))... He’s a good boss, but you know, as long as you do your work. 

(Interviewee 24) 

This evidence shows a greater consideration of the limitations to autonomy from non-family 

related participants, as those who are family-related do not cover such issues in their 

responses what-so-ever.  

7.4.2 Standards of performance 

As a potential indicator of the leadership styles undertaken in each firm, how standards of 

performance were maintained is considered by all participants. A number of differing themes 

emerge from the data. The most quoted of these refers to the employment policies of the 

respective companies and is found mostly in data of SLM participants (6 of the 16). This 

main theme suggests that standards of performance in the sample firms are maintained and 

controlled by only allowing “professional” (Interviewee 2), knowledgeable (Interviewee 5), 

and “competent” (Interviewee 16) employees to work for the firm. The following excerpts 

are typical of this most recurrent theme.  
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Excerpt 3.12: 
I think that’s down to the skill of the person that’s doing the work, rather than any particular methods that 

they use to do the work. (0.3) It’s down to the knowledge that they have, and the skills that we have in 

particular areas and legal expertise. (Interviewee 5) 

 

Excerpt 3.13: 
Professional. Well, we’re all sort of corporate background, Standard Life, and ehm, (1.2) we try and do 

things as professional, to give people a high level of service as we can. You know. (Interviewee 2) 

One participant in this vein also makes reference to the influence family has in the 

employment of appropriate persons, and notes being wary of non-family due to varying 

standards of performance. This is suggested in the following: 

Excerpt 3.14: 
I think we’ve come to realise that it’s quite difficult actually James. You know, I think... perhaps the 

standards that we’ve managed to maintain have been pretty good... I think we’ve managed to motivate [the 

employees], and they’ve been quite special people in a way. But, I wouldn’t like to continue doing this, and 

delegating responsibility like that... I’m not convinced that the people were actually, you know, working as 

hard as they perhaps should have been, sort of thing... as hard as we would have, certainly. (Interviewee 10) 

Although many participants explicitly note the lack of structured, target-based performance 

standards, a certain element (3 from the 16 SLM participants) consider the application of 

regular performance checks on staff. This is particularly found to be in the form of appraisal 

systems. From this the following is typical: 

Excerpt 3.15: 
You know we have a system in place where, you know, we have a 3 monthly system where I’ll just check up, 

sit down, ‘how have you been getting on, etc, etc.’. Deal with, ehm, any issues, problems, dramas. 

(Interviewee 12) 

Such performance-appraisals are not dealt with in a structured and documented way but are 

instead presented as “development interviews” (Interviewee 11), where issues are openly 

discussed on a one-to-one basis. This creates an impression of a support system as opposed 

to a definite and determined maintenance of standards. Further to discussion on recruitment 

of staff and appraisal mechanisms the participants from this faction of the sample also raise 

the issue of being the final point before output reaches the client of end customer. For 

instance, respondents speak of “everything initially [coming] across my desk” (Interviewee 

1) and “nothing going out the door without me checking it over first” (Interviewee 14). 

Thus, a perception of sole responsibility for performance is created from these SLM 

participants.  

 

The themes presented in the SLM data are also reflected in employee data. The employment 

of only “essentially nice people” (Interviewee 20) with “commitment” (Interviewee 23) is 

noted along with notions that the small company size reduces a need for more structured 
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controls. Also, observations and development systems are discussed in similar ways to those 

stated above, with a reliance on the management element to perform checks and ensure 

sufficient support. These points are made particularly clear in the following: 

Excerpt 3.16: 
And we, last year we had one teacher who needed sort of help, he was observed, he was a brand new 

teacher, he just got his certificate so he was observed three or four times and, you know, helped out for 

materials. (Interviewee 22) 

 

Excerpt 3.17: 
the owner knows everybody who works in the company, and is able to identify who her strong staff, 

members of staff are. On a personal level. (Interviewee 19) 

 

Excerpt 3.18: 
Michael, it’s his name on the bottom of every letter, it’s his name, you know, if this goes defunct, it’s 

Michael that’s bankrupt, it’s Michael that’s got no future in this industry. So a lot of the time he does, (2.7) 

you know, he’s the one that wants to do it, he’s the one that wants to put his name to it, he wants to take 

on board all the major projects and run with then, and know every last bit of them. (Interviewee 25) 

 

Excerpt 3.19: 
I think because we do work so closely together. I don’t think there’s the same need for like a personal 

appraisal. Ehm, because they know on a day-to-day basis, how we’re actually performing, and you know 

they [the directors] can see from like diary systems and that kind of thing. (Interviewee 26) 

It should be noted here that no distinct differentiation is found between the responses from 

family and non-family employees.  

7.4.3 Individual goals and welfare of staff 

In considering the styles of leadership employed in the firm, participants speak of why and 

how individual goals of employees are considered in their respective firms. A major element 

of the dialogues provided cover what could be described as the welfare of staff. This appears 

alongside evidenced examples of instances where the respective firms facilitate the 

achievement of goals from staff members. In this area the dominant theme emerging from 

SLM data considers the satisfaction and emotions of employees (13 of the 16 SLM 

participants). Great importance is placed on providing an environment and a platform for 

entry-level employees to gain secure employment and the opportunity to further their own 

development. However, many participants focus on the financial and conditional elements of 

the working conditions; for instance: salary levels; staff priorities in times of redundancy; 

addressing of problems; contract arrangements. This is really in contrast to the aims of the 

discussion which were to cover if individuals were able to grow and develop professionally 

in the organisation. Excerpts 3.20 to 3.22 show typical discussions in this theme.  
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Excerpt 3.20: 
I also think it (0.6) you know, Stuart and I, without blinking in 2001 both said ‘right, well turnover has 

dropped we’ll take a wage cut’. You know, we went down immediately, from, you know dropped by... I 

mean we don’t pay ourselves very much but we dropped significantly, just so that we could carry on and the 

cash flow would maintain. (Interviewee 8) 

 
Excerpt 3.21: 

So I’m now providing 4 parking permits for the office, so it’s a big, eh, you know, it’s 3 or 4 thousand pounds 

a year. Ehm, now, it would be easy for me to say, ‘well, you know, things are tight, let’s cut back on parking’. 

But why should they have to park, you know, a mile from the office when the other staff can park just 

behind the office in a municipal car park that’s free. (Interviewee 13) 

 
Excerpt 3.22: 

My view has always been, if anybody comes to me to work with me, ehm, if they want to stay the next 30 

years with me I want to ensure that they have that opportunity, in other words I got to get the business, I’ve 

got to, you know, continue to have folk coming as a, as a school or whatever else. (Interviewee 11) 

Although the issues considered above represent the dominant themes prevailing from the 

SLM data, there were also two deviant cases from this which considered the career 

development of staff, and in particular the development of individual skills. These are 

detailed and evidenced in the following: 

Excerpt 3.23: 
To be honest, they, they’re pretty much the first to come forward. You know, we’ll, we’ll look at courses... or 

we’ll say, ‘actually there’s a course being run like thins, it’d be a good idea if you went on it’... it’s just, 

everything is, it just freshening up. You may be good at your job but there’s always a better way of doing 

something. (Interviewee 4) 

 
Excerpt 3.24: 

And anyone comes to us and says I want to do a course, we’ll look at it, we’ve never said no, ehm, to anyone 

at all, but (1.4) they’ve got to be the driving force on it, you know, I don’t, I don’t want any of our time to be 

wasted chasing up, you know, course or suppliers. (Interviewee 14) 

When viewing similar themes in the responses of employee participants a different 

perspective is found. A significant element of non-family employees (4 of the 7) in 

particular, sees the opportunities for professional development as a positive element for 

working in their respective firms. This view is often projected in the context of it being of 

clear benefit to the company for staff to be involved in skills development. This is shown in 

the following: 

Excerpt 3.25: 
Yeah, I mean, I think, you know, that certainly has happened in the past. Ehm::: (2.6) Perhaps when levels of 

activity were, were greater. Eh:: so, you know, take more of a lead role on a smaller, smaller event, you 

know... there’s perhaps limited, you know, limited opportunities to say, you know, ‘you go and run this 

particular event’, but it could happen. (Interviewee 20) 
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Excerpt 3.26: 
Ehm, training courses, (2.4) it’s a case of, if we feel we do need something, and we ask, they will do their 

best, you know to try and, whether it’s through Broker Network, that we’re members of, or whether it’s 

with an actual insurer  or, you know, they will, yeah. They are, you know, pretty much, their development 

side I would say is, yep, if at all possible, yeah. You know. They’ll do it. (Interviewee 26) 

 

Excerpt 3.27: 
I mean we, in terms of teaching development, I mean we do get opportunities, we do get to go to the, em, 

to the annual conference and this sort of thing. And then there are, we do do training sessions, and then, I 

mean me as kind of senior teacher I sort of always trying to, you know, change how things are done if it’s 

not working properly or, you know, it’s suggestions that I’ve got, those’ll get sort of listened to. (Interviewee 

22) 

This train of thought is also found in the responses of family-related employees. For 

instance, in excerpt 3.28. 

Excerpt 3.28: 
Ehm, yes, the staff are encouraged to do at least 3 training courses a year, and there’s something, I don’t 

know if you’ll be familiar with it, called the, well it’s probably they’ll have it in other organisations, the CPC 

directory... They get the CPD directory and the staff can pick a couple, or if they see something else, because 

for example, I, (1.7) I’m just about to finish a course on children’s diet, nutrition and exercise. (Interviewee 

19) 

However, one deviant case example is also noted here. It comes from a family-member 

employee and notes the scenario of limited development specifically due to her status as a 

family member. This is best seen from the participant’s own perspective in the following 

passage where their own professional progression in the firm is discussed. 

Excerpt 3.29: 
They [the directors] still see you as their sister and their daughter, when sometimes you think, right well, 

you know, ‘I’m, I want to go places, I want to do things’, so maybe I could be looked at more seriously. 

(Interviewee 17) 

7.4.4 Nature of work 

A final theme to emerge relates to the nature of work in individual firms. Data from SLM 

participants are mixed and particularly varied when discussing this theme. Three of the SLM 

participants consider employee knowledge to be of predominant import due to the changing 

nature of the industry in which the business operates. The remainder (13 of the 16 SLM 

participants) show extremely varied perspectives on the nature of their work and its relation 

to leadership style. The responses include: the need for one dominant decision-maker 

therefore only considering staff for second opinions (Interviewee 1); the small size of the 

company reducing the need for formalised leadership techniques (Interviewee 2; Interviewee 

13); employees needed for support but no input expected (Interviewee 3); industry so heavily 

regulated that employee responsibility is limited (Interviewee 15); and the requirement of 

employee participation in knowledge sharing activities due to industry accreditation 
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(Interviewee 7). This vastly varied consideration of the nature of each workplace and its 

impact on leadership styles is typified by the contrast found in the following excerpts. 

Excerpt 3.30: 

It depends in their nature [employees], some of them do take that a bit further, and I know they’re going 

home and they’re thinking about how they can change things and planning and all that. Other ones, (1.3) 

they walk out the door and that’s them, the job’s forgotten about. And that’s fair enough, because as I’ve 

always said, (1.7) I don’t pay them enough to worry about work at night time and weekends. (Interviewee 3) 

 
Excerpt 3.31: 

Ehm, (2.1) if I wanted a second opinion, or wanted to speak to them or anyone else about a decision, then I 

would. Ehm, that really hasn’t changed, it’s, it’s my decision on how the business works, what direction we 

go in, advertising and so on. At the end of the day, I’m the one who signs the checks. (Interviewee 1) 

 
Excerpt 3.32: 

Perfect. Great, it’s not my ball; every idea doesn’t need to come from me. You know, I’m not eh, (3.0) I’m 

not proprietary at all about it. If somebody comes, because obviously it’s sometimes better to get a fresh 

pair of eyes on it. So, no, that’s not an issue. (Interviewee 2) 

 
Excerpt 3.33: 

It’s:: ehm, we started off trying to do these [meetings to gain ideas from staff] on a regular basis. But to 

honest, it’s quite hard to keep, to keep that going because it’s so busy. You know, you, there just never 

seems to be the right time to be able to stop production, eh, and, and have meetings. (Interviewee 16) 

The lack of commonality found in SLM data on the nature of the work and its impact on 

leadership styles is also found when considering employee responses. From this perspective, 

considered contributions to the theme include: that the management of the business has taken 

the financial risk and therefore is entitled to retain full autonomy on knowledge (Interviewee 

19); the work situation changes on a day-to-day basis, and so all employees must be 

responsive (Interviewee 24); any change in activity would only come from a governing 

industry body (Interviewee 21); and that inclusion in certain discussions is primarily based 

on the particular skills of the person (Interviewee 18). Due to the complete lack of 

commonality in response, no distinction can be made here between family and non-family 

related employees. The following two excerpts are typical in the demonstration of the 

differing employee opinion under this theme: 

Excerpt 3.34: 

Well big decisions with... with financial implications it’s always the owner that makes these decisions, 

because the outlay to expand the business in that respect was very considerable. (Interviewees 19) 

 

Excerpt 3.35: 

DS: No, because everyday is different, most days you know what’s going to happen, but everyday something 

appears and you think, ‘oh, my God’. ((laughs))... No, you don’t know what’s going to come in from a day-to-

day basis. 

JC: Do you find you can deal with most things (1.2) for yourself? 
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DS: Umhum, yeah. Deal with most everything. (Interviewee 24) 

7.4.5 Critical analysis of discourse 

Discussions pertaining to influence over work, maintenance of standards of performance and 

the consideration of individual goals are designed to relate directly to the leadership style of 

the management of each respective firm. Therefore these provide appropriate data in order to 

provide insight into leadership as a discursive object. In looking at the ways in which 

leadership is constructed as an object, participants construct it as: something that requires 

effort (‘it’s trying to strike a balance’, excerpt 3.1); something that can be described as a 

general norm (‘we tend to leave workers to their own initiative’, excerpt 3.2); something that 

involves active participation (for instance in the use of action verbs such as ‘encouraging’, 

‘developing’, ‘monitoring’, and ‘delegating’, excerpts 3.6, 3.1, and 3.14); something with a 

desired way (‘I want to ensure they have that opportunity’, excerpt 3.22); and as something 

with an impact on others. Therefore it could be claimed that the impact of leadership is 

constructed as an identifiable and comparable behavioural activity.  

 

This construction of leadership as a behavioural activity can also be located within various 

broader discourses drawn upon by the participants. For instance: ‘balance between maturity 

and letting them be responsible’ (excerpt 3.1); seeking to ‘direct and guide’ (excerpt 3.2); 

looking to teach people what they should do (excerpt 3.4); and trying to ‘ensure that they 

have opportunity’ (excerpt 3.22), quite clearly draws upon images of a parental or 

shepherding discourse. Coinciding with evidence of this discourse, participants also speak of 

accepting pay cuts to continue their employment (excerpt 3.20), providing ‘fair’ benefits 

(excerpt 3.1), and referring to the income and home life of employees (excerpt 3.30). Such 

spoken evidence relies upon terms and thought processes of social theory and so could be 

claimed to show use of a social discourse.  

 

Both of these discourse usages appear in the discussions of management level family 

members, however, acknowledgement and mirroring of the discursive language used is also 

evident from the non-management and non-family participants. For instance: recognition of 

encouragement from the management of the organisation (excerpt 3.6); being allowed 

freedom (excerpt 3.8); feeling known ‘on a personal level’ (excerpt 3.17); and gratefulness 

for opportunities granted (excerpt 3.27). This suggests that the parent/shepherd and social 

discourses are, when referring to leadership, in fact shared in their use by all in the 

organisation. That said, there is also one further discourse drawn upon specifically by non-

family participants. A comparative discourse is clearly in evidence here when these 
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individuals discuss leadership in their respective organisations. For instance: talking of 

‘more’ freedom and a higher amount of personal responsibility (excerpt 3.8); referring to the 

owner as a ‘good boos’ (excerpt 3.11); and stating ‘I don’t think there’s the same need for a 

personal appraisal’ (excerpt 3.19), relies on images of the speakers perception of the firm 

when compared and evaluated against another. Thus, although the majority of the discourses 

drawn upon when considering leadership is shared by all in the organisation, there also exists 

this element where a comparative discourse is used by one section, non-family employees, 

and not evident in another.  

 

The appearance of parental/shepherd discourse mostly comes about from discussion on how 

much control is maintained over employees’ work autonomy. Its use could therefore be seen 

as a way of highlighting a nurturing aspect to this thought. An emphasis on the caring way in 

which leadership is ‘done’ comes across by the use of this discourse, while from the 

employee side it may be seen as a way of emphasising the level of support they feel. Such 

discourse is used in combination with social discourse to present a holistic level of care and 

support in relation to the construction of leadership as a behavioural activity. From all parties 

in the organisation the use of these discourses creates an image of togetherness and 

closeness; emphasising again a unity of objective and combined contribution. This is 

especially articulated by a number of the participants. For example, ‘I’ll just check up, sit 

down, ‘how you getting on’, etc, etc, deal with any issues, problems, dramas’ (excerpt 3.15) 

and, ‘if we feel we do need something and we ask, they will do their best, you know’ 

(excerpt 3.26).  

 

The addition of a comparative discourse evident from non-family employees brings an extra 

dimension to the consideration of leadership from this group. Where there is comparison and 

evaluation in the view of the speaker there are also implications of choice in mind. This has 

the effect of presenting the situation for those engaging in such discourse as one of choice 

and free will. For instance, the implication is that an evaluation process has taken place and 

decision has led to the resulting situation from which they now speak. It could be argued that 

this attempts to introduce rationality in the discussion of non-family employees. For 

example, the statement found in excerpt 3.8, considering ‘more personal freedom... a higher 

amount of personal responsibility as well’, could be read to show a justification from the 

employee on his reasoning for being in the situation with reference to leadership.  

 

As with the two previous discursive objects of the influence of family and knowledge sharing 
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culture, the use of certain discourses on leadership make available individual subject 

positions from within them. For instance, use of parental/shepherd discourse makes quite 

clear the positions of parent figure (or shepherd) and child figures (of flock). As a result of 

this, an extra responsibility is achieved in the parent role, over and above that typically 

associated with traditional agency, employer/employee relationships. In contrast, those in the 

subject position of child gain an extra element of support and nurturing not normally 

associated with employee situations. However, this then becomes confused and less clear 

when social discourses are introduced to leadership discussions. As noted, this is a shared 

discourse evident in the speech of all organisational members. However, the subject 

positions its use makes available seem to contradict those found with parental/shepherd 

discourses. Social dimensions make available the positions of equal and responsible 

contributor to a collective unit. Thus, the skewed notions of responsibility found in one 

discourse use are contested by positions of comradeship suggested by another.  

 

On the other hand, the non-family specific element of a comparative/evaluative discourse 

makes available the clear position of rational and informed decision-maker. Those engaging 

in such discourse are showing that a process has taken place in their consciousness which is 

combined with previous knowledge on which they have based a decision on their current 

working situation. This positioning of themselves as rational actors seeks to justify and in 

some cases defend their decisions, and creates an image of individuals as people of free will 

and option. The findings discussed above are represented in Figure 7.3 with the sharing and 

usage of discourses represented within circular formations.  
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Figure 7.3: Summary of critical discourse analysis on leadership styles 

 

In the consideration of the discourses used, and the positions made available from them, 

there are clear implications for the daily practices and subjective feelings of individuals. It is 

therefore now appropriate to turn to these implications and speculate on what they may mean 

from an individual’s perspective. Firstly, the parent position from the parental/shepherd 

discourse has clear implications in day-to-day practice. For instance, the responsibility of 

this position means an extra element of thought in decision-making processes. All decisions 

made from this position must take into account the ‘dependent’ character of the child. 

Therefore, this limits the freedom of choice in this position and means this extra layer of 

consideration must be taken into account before actions are taken. Subsequently, the ‘child’ 

position from this discourse may imply a necessity for support and development opportunity 

from the parent component. The necessity suggested from the discourse may cultivate 

expectancy from those in this position. Thus, the greater responsibility felt in the ‘parent’ 

position is inversely related to that felt in the ‘child’ position. These individuals may wait to 

be supported and developed professionally as opposed to take accountability for this 

individually. 

 

In contrast, the equal and contributory positions created by social discourses allow a 

freedom on contribution and even a necessity for it. This is similar to the situation theorised 

by the use of social discourse by non-family employees when considering knowledge 

sharing culture as the discursive object. As with the effects of positioning noted in this case, 
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other problems of social inclusion become apparent from an active position, for instance, 

freeloading, return on contribution, etc (see discussion on the use social discourse when 

considering knowledge sharing culture). 

 

It could be argued that those placed in a parent position by the parental/shepherd discourse 

feel a pressure associated with responsibility for others’ well-being. Also, they may feel 

enhanced parental pride in the successful development of those in child positions. Those in 

child positions however, may feel dependant on the parental unit to provide opportunity 

(excerpt 3.22) and guidance (excerpt 3.2), and be therefore unable to achieve the same goals 

without this leadership support. From the context of a social discourse, individuals in the 

position of contributor may find a weight of pressure either from themselves or from others 

to provide input for the greater social unit. This clearly introduces a contradictory and 

complex mixture of subjective feelings as both positions require different mindsets from 

their inhabitants and the results of this provide differing views on the leadership object.   

 

With use of comparative/evaluative discourse the position of informed decision-maker 

would theoretically mean that individuals are free to make decisions based on the 

information available to them in a democratic fashion. The implications this has for 

possibilities in practice include: the ability to objectively evaluate leadership; the option of 

change; and the right to criticise. Whether these possibilities for action are taken up by the 

inhabitants of such positions clearly relies on the nature and will of the individual in 

question; nevertheless, the use of such discourse makes the possibilities available. Non-

family members engaging in a discourse of comparison/evaluation however may feel 

different to those described in social or parent/child positions. The informed decision-maker 

position made available by this discourse use puts the responsibility for the opportunity and 

development onto the individual themselves. Thus, from this position, a person considering 

themselves to act of free will and on a base of knowledge may feel  more satisfaction with 

their current situation than those acting from the other subjective positions, as the leadership 

situation becomes something with they have rationally chosen.  

7.5 Summary 

The interview data presented in this qualitative findings chapter is subjected to multiple 

levels of analysis. Data is first of all separated into a macro-level coding frame based on the 

conceptual separation of topics, as informed by surrounding literature. This macro coding 

frame therefore consists of the theoretical areas of: the influence of family; knowledge 
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sharing culture; and the impact of leadership. The separation of such areas allows for 

interview data to be designated to each of these spheres in accordance with the topics 

discussed. With the macro coding frames separating the data into three conceptual response, 

or discussion categories, a form of semi-grounded analysis (Clarke & Salleh, 2011) is 

adopted as it is then possible to apply more traditional open coding techniques, allowing the 

emergence of dominant themes in the data. 

 

From this analysis 13 individual themes are identified and analysed in terms of approach 

taken to them by research participants (five covering the influence of family; four covering 

knowledge sharing culture; and four covering the impact of leadership), the data is then 

subjected to critical discourse analysis based on Michel Foucault’s discourse theory. The 

application of such analyses allows the development from discussions on the discourses 

drawn upon by the interviewees to the speculation of implications for the day-to-day practice 

and subjective feelings of those in the various discursive positions. The construction of three 

discursive objects is established in the interview data; namely: the influence of family; 

knowledge sharing culture; and the impact of leadership. Each of these is taken separately in 

this consideration of findings. 

 

The prevalent result to appear from such an analysis is the varied way in which individual 

groups of participants consider each discursive object. For instance, the formation of the 

influence of family as a life presence by family members is directly contrasted by the way in 

which non-family members speak of familial influence as an organisational role. The use of 

contrary discourse by participants in discussing this issue makes such a separation of 

perspective clear. For instance, family members almost exclusively draw upon emotional, 

psychological and historical discourses while non-family members rely on organisational 

and professional discourse to build the discursive object. This is found to separate the non-

family members, via traditional agency situations, from the embedded and predetermined 

position of family members. Subsequently it is suggested that such a distinction leaves 

family members with feelings of personal responsibility for the continuation of familial 

influence in the firm, while non-family members from the subjective positions of employee 

or subordinate accept the authority of those within the separate family unit.  

 

However, in the consideration of the remaining two discursive objects, knowledge sharing 

culture and the impact of leadership, there is greater convergence of the discourses used by 

both types of participant. For instance, in the formation of knowledge sharing culture a 
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shared discourse of private vs. public knowledge sharing is found; while in considering the 

impact of leadership parental/shepherd and social discourses are common amongst both non-

family and family related participants. Although these two constructions show more signs of 

agreement between the two groups, there are still clear indications that each topic is thought 

of differently. For example, family members discussing knowledge sharing culture are found 

to use recreational and developmental discourses while non-family members use more of a 

social discourse. From the analysis conducted this is seen to add to the elements of 

responsibility in family members, found in the previous discussion on the influence of 

family; as they may feel responsible for the inclusion and development of all members of the 

‘team’. However, from a non-family perspective there comes the expectancy of contribution 

and judgement problems associated with equality.  

 

In comparison, the various perspectives on the way in which the impact of leadership is 

conducted show the most convergence between the two groups. However, it is the non-

family related group who demonstrate the only discourse not shared by all participants 

considering leadership. Here a comparative discourse is drawn upon that is not found in the 

family member data. From subsequent analysis this is found to make available the position 

of informed decision-maker for those individuals constructing the object in such a way. This 

is thought to afford non-family members the luxury of free choice, not associated with 

family members. Thus the separation of non-family members from family members 

continues even when all other discourses drawn upon in the object are shared. The discourse 

analyses conducted and positions made available from within the discourses used are shown 

diagrammatically for each object below. 
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Figure 7.4: Complete Summary of discourse analyses 

 

As can be seen from Figure 7.4, consideration of the influence of family is presented as 

separated constructions from the family and non-family elements, while knowledge sharing 

culture shows some elements of similarity in the way it is constructed by the two groups, and 

the impact of leadership shows quite considerable correspondence between family and non-

family discussions.  However, the appearance of discourses used exclusively by one group in 

considering each discursive object is evidence to suggest that family and non-family 

members in family firm organisations find themselves in different positions and are therefore 

subject to different feelings and possibilities for action. Thus, from a Foucauldian 

perspective, they exist in different discursive realities.  

 

The findings discussed in this qualitative analysis of interview data are now taken forward 

and added to the previous quantitative analysis of survey data. These results are compared 

and contrasted in order to gain a clearer picture of the data and the extent to which they 

explain each other. This is also accompanied by analysis of the surrounding literature, in this 

way the results from primary data analyses can be embedded in the existing research and 

positioned in such as way that they provide the most effective and necessary explorations of 
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the impact of leadership on knowledge sharing in small family firms. The following chapter 

brings these primary and secondary data elements together in a detailed discussion on the 

findings of this research. 
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8. Discussion 

The preceding analyses of quantitative and qualitative data individually consider the direct 

results found with each data type. However, the aim of this study is to provide a more 

comprehensive account of the impact of leadership on knowledge sharing in small family 

firms; individual results from singular methods are ill-equipped to achieve this. It is in this 

way that the application of a mixed method approach differentiates itself from more one-

dimensional works. Due to the concurrent gathering of both quantitative and qualitative data 

the current chapter is able to combine these analyses in order to produce a depth of 

discussion which would otherwise be unattainable. At this point in the study, findings from 

both data types are brought together to inform the themes of the discussion and to develop an 

intricate and detailed view of the main issues involved under the research aim. The data 

types are appropriately referred to throughout this discussion as: quantitative, involving the 

hypothesis testing based on survey results; and qualitative, looking at the themes arising 

from the analysis of interview data. Thus, the discussion is afforded a high level of criticality 

in its approach to comparative result evaluation. At all points the extant literature provides 

both a setting to the results and a further point of comparison to increase the study’s validity.  

 

The three main themes of this work have previously been highlighted as: the influence of 

family; knowledge sharing culture; and the impact of leadership; therefore, this discussion is 

also divided under these sections. Within each of the sections the main subthemes 

highlighted in the review of results appear, with a brief introduction to these subthemes 

provided at the outset of each section. First, the influence of family is taken as the point of 

discussion, as this is considered to encapsulate the idiosyncratic nature of the focal firms. 

Second, knowledge sharing culture is presented as a critical component in the development 

of the performance variable, organisational efficacy. Third, the impact of leadership looks at 

how leadership behaviour is affected by the presence of family in the firm. On completion of 

the discussion on each of the three themes, an overview is provided in order to summarise 

the main discussion points raised and, where possible, combine findings from between the 

themes in order to provide a more holistic picture of the nature of leadership and knowledge 

sharing in small family firms. This overview then seeks to provide a platform from which the 

final concluding chapter of this work can begin. However, first of each of the main themes of 

this work are discussed, beginning with the seemingly unique aspects of the influence of 

family.  
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8.1 The influence of family 

The influence of family represents the single most idiosyncratic feature of the organisations 

brought under this study’s gaze. Careful analysis of current research literature in the field 

finds the characteristics of the firms, in particular the development of so called ‘familiness’ 

and the management of familial influence, to be dominant issues of concern. Findings from 

this review of extant writings are now taken to provide the contextual backdrop in discussing 

the results of the original primary research presented in this volume. Such results consider 

the interaction of the influence of family with other organisational variables such as 

leadership style, knowledge culture, and organisational efficacy; whilst also allowing for the 

varied perspectives of different subjective positions available within a small family firm. 

This chapter continues by discussing the leading findings from this work and their relevance 

in accordance with the previous literature presented. These discussions are offered under the 

following themes: unification aspects of familial influence; divergence in meaning between 

individual groups; and the roles & responsibilities evident in family influenced firms. 

However, this chapter will first consider findings on the influence of family as a dominant 

force in the organisation.  

8.1.1 Family as a dominant force 

Modern thinking on the way in which the influence of family impacts an organisation has 

moved from a categorisation approach (Tagiuri & Davis, 1992), differentiating between 

individuals working with family connections and those who are not, to a universal notion of 

the influence as a reference point for all in the organisation and it’s main raison d’être 

(Habbershon, 2006; Habbershon & Williams, 1999). This more recent way of viewing 

family firms suggests the encapsulating importance of the familial element which influences 

all organisational activities. Such a view is supported by results from this work that find the 

influence of family to be more dominant in its impact on the performance variable of 

organisational efficacy than the companion independent factor of leadership styles. It is 

therefore suggested that the influence of family dominates in small family firms to the extent 

that it produces greater impact on performance than the varied styles of the leadership 

element.  

 

As detailed in the review of surrounding literature, empirical studies on how this influence of 

family impacts business performance have produced mixed results. Findings from this study 

on the direct and positive impact of the influence of family on the performance variable of 

organisational efficacy reject many establishe thoughts on the divisive and limiting effects of 

family in the organisation (proposed by Poza et al., 1997; and Basly, 2007, among others), 
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and instead imply a positivity and commitment which is enhanced by the existence of family 

input. Such a finding follows theories presented on the advantages of stewardship gained 

when organisations operate under family influence (Songini, 2006; Zahra et al., 2008). At 

first glance the direct impact this has on organisational efficacy implies that family firms 

within this study’s frame demonstrate a low level of complexity and sufficient goal 

alignment to make the application of stewardship theory, via the dominance of the influence 

of family, a successful situation. This shows the potential benefits of familial involvement, 

as discussed by Jaskiewicz & Klein (2007) and Chrisman et al. (2007a), to be more evident 

than the problematic issues of asymmetric altruism and unchecked control put forward by 

Schulze et al. (2001) and Lubatkin et al. (2007).  

 

A choice is often presented for family firms which is based on either professionalization 

(Schulze et al., 2001), involving the control and eventual removal of familial influence, or 

developing the contrasting altruistic notions of family to render more professionalised 

governance unnecessary (Songini, 2006). However, on closer inspection of the relationships 

found between family support and other organisational behaviours in this study (namely: 

path-goal leadership; knowledge sharing and organisational efficacy), support is found for 

Lubatkin et al. (2007) in showing that such a dichotomous view of these organisations may 

indeed be inappropriate. The influence of family is instead found to be encouraged by the 

application of supportive leadership styles and this in turn actively nourishing both 

knowledge sharing and organisational efficacy. This suggests that the existence of family 

influence, instead of rendering more professional management techniques ineffectual, can in 

fact be integrated as an organisational feature of valuable input. Accompanying this it is also 

found that the application of professional management techniques, for instance supportive 

leadership practices, does not necessarily mean the abandonment of familial influence. From 

qualitative interview findings this family influenced support appears to come in form of a 

social informality and closeness of relationship to the work task. Thus, in response to 

Rutherford et al. (2008, p.1105) and Chrisman et al. (2005), who raise questions on the 

“essence” of familial input, this “essence” appears to be made up of relational elements 

building on the social dynamic within the firm. 

 

Therefore calls specifically made for more socially orientated perspectives on the 

governance of such firms combining familial and managerial influences are supported by 

this work (following Meek, 2010; Shepherd & Haynie, 2009; and Steier et al., 2009). This 

confirms the inadequacies of prescribed theories of professionalised agency or purely family-
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based stewardship in their application to small family firms. The influence of family is thus 

established as an embedded element of the organisation which, contrary to blocking the 

development of professional management, works with managerial attempts to build efficacy 

and culture (Aldrich and Cliff, 2003). Consequently, the idiosyncratic nature of family firms 

is found to be maintainable along with the introduction of efficacy building managerial 

techniques. However, although the organisational behaviours of supportive leadership, 

knowledge sharing and organisational efficacy are found to be compatible with the influence 

of family, a caution must be presented with regard to the implication familial influence has 

for participative leadership.  

 

A lack of any direct relation between participative forms of leadership and familial influence 

in the findings of this study offers a qualification to the compatibility of family influence and 

organisational practices discussed above. This presents a stark comparison between how the 

supportive leadership variable cooperates with the influence of family and participative 

leadership does not. Such a finding brings with it suggestions that the productive elements of 

supportive leadership (for example, those behavioural elements provided by the leadership 

for the benefit of followers; for instance, the offering of support and instrumental task 

allocation) may be able to integrate elements of family influence, while the more receptive 

nature of participative leadership (acceptance and use of input from staff) may not. 

Qualitative findings also support such a notion. This is particularly seen in the way 

employees speak of flexibility of work tasks and hours and a common goal provided by the 

family element, whilst they do not consider what they are able to offer to leadership in 

return. Such a theme is discussed in greater depth when considering the development of 

knowledge sharing culture. However, certain parallels can be drawn here between the 

implications of these findings and discussions on the centralised control on the family 

element, particularly in small firms, by Gedajlovic et al. (2004) and Fiegener (2005). The 

isolation and control determinants of productive offerings combined with receptive 

reservations lead this finding to suggest a dominant family influence in the firm potentially 

leading to, or emanating from, risk aversion and priority of familial wealth and employment, 

as suggested by Songini (2006).  

 

Thus, it can be said that the positive and encouraging results found on the influence of 

family’s ability to integrate with other behavioural aspects of the firm present a universal 

notion for all in the organisation, while questions around the compatibility of participative 

leadership styles have implications for the ways in which these business practices are 
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administered (in particular the direction of leadership actions and the controlled outcomes). 

However, on the individual level this finding is qualified to some extent by the differing 

perspectives and opinions found within the firm. In particular, the reasoning of the positive 

effect of family influence is found to be different across varied individual viewpoints. It is to 

this issue that the current discussion now turns.  

8.1.2 Disunity of interaction 

Although the efficacy inducing effects of the influence of family are supported by both 

quantitative and qualitative findings, there is evidence of varied reasons as to why this is the 

case. For instance, qualitative findings from non-family employees on the self-efficacy 

achieved through the responsibility for their task and the flexibility of work practices are 

presented in contrast to family members’ emotional factors of shared understanding and 

trust. Therefore, although a family induced organisational-wide efficacy is found from 

quantitative analysis of the measured scale variable, qualitative investigation into the 

perceived efficacy gained from the influence of family produces individualised results 

dependant on the nature and position of the stakeholder relationship. This echoes the initial 

approaches of Tagiuri and Davis (1992) on the different individuals with stake in the family 

firm and the differing objectives and desires which drive them.  

 

Thus, although the omnipresence of family influence is noted as a point of reference and 

defining feature for all in the firm, findings on the different nature of this reference imply 

that the application of Habbershon’s (2006) unified family firm ecosystem, alongside other 

views of unified influence (for example: Holt et al., 2010; Lumpkin & Martin, 2008; 

Björnberg & Nicholson, 2007; Jaskiewwicz et al., 2005; Klein et al., 2005) may serve to 

undermine important differences in the background of individual groups. While the single-

dimension view and intersystem interdependency forwarded by Litz (2008) is not contested 

by such findings, it is suggested that a greater complexity exists between the impact of the 

family system and how this impact relates to individual organisational members. This 

complexity and the subsequent importance of subjective notions regarding individual 

perspective may to some extent provide reasoning for the mixed and often contradictory 

results of recent empirical research in the field (for instance, the contrasting results of similar 

studies by Jaskiewicz et al., 2005; Westhead & Howorth, 2006, and Yammeesri & Lodh, 

2004) where the outcome of family influence is treated as shared across all. Thus it is 

suggested that a solitary (or unified) cultural approach, regardless of its nature, is 

inappropriately applied to such firms where, in particular, family membership status of the 
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individual radically alters expectations of the influence of family and therefore underpins 

substantially different individual performance criteria.  

 

Evidence presented from qualitative data on the disunity of interaction with the influence of 

family and the benefits received may to some extent help explain quantitative results 

suggesting a lack of compatibility between participative leadership and family support. As 

noted, supportive styles of leadership are more capable of working with the influence of 

family than participative actions. Findings shown here on the different expectations of 

individual groups (seen in qualitative results to be most commonly comparable as family 

members and non-family employees, but occasionally extended to include notable 

differences from a third group of family related employees) show that non-family employees 

expect and enjoy the kind of behaviours normally associated with supportive leadership. 

Such behaviours include, attaining gradually more task responsibility, flexible working 

hours, etc. The influence of family in the firm is found to create such expectations and 

measures of gain and therefore allows supportive leadership styles to be applied and 

successfully maintained. However, there are no such expectations presented for 

corresponding participative leadership behaviours; for instance, consultation on decision 

making processes and equality of contribution. Therefore individual perspectives on the 

influence of family are found, to a certain extent, to dictate which leadership styles are able 

to effectively function. Qualitative findings from this study highlight that supportive 

leadership behaviours are more compatible with nonfamily expectations of the influence of 

family than participative behaviours. This is however contrasted with the expectations of 

family members themselves, anticipating as they do, enhanced trust effects and resolute 

support, suggesting that individuals in these groups may expect something more from the 

leadership element than supportive behaviours.  

 

These findings have shown the critical effect that individual expectations have on the impact 

and success of leadership styles, and also seek to highlight the lack of a unified notion of the 

influence of family within any one organisation. However, these differences are found to not 

only be confined to expectations of the influence of family, but also in the meaning attached 

to such a notion. It is to this aspect which this chapter now turns.  

8.1.3 Divergence of meaning 

The existence of such fundamentally different expectations between family and nonfamily 

members has been previously pointed out by Mitchell et al. (2003). However, where 

Mitchell et al.’s study considers the cognitive skills asked of non-family employees as a 
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decisive factor in behaviour, findings from this study’s qualitative data show a greater 

emphasis on the meaning attached to the family influence for each group. The use of 

contrasting discourse to denote the meaning both groups attach to the existence of family 

(referring to the influence of family as an emotional presence for family members and an 

organisational role for nonfamily) mirrors findings by Poza et al. (1997, p.511; 2004) on 

“separate realities” within the same organisation. Poza et al. (1997; 2004) suggest the 

inevitably destructive nature of this situation through growing frustration and conflict, yet 

findings here do not note such a dramatically negative turn.  

 

Combining the overall organisational efficacy inducing effects of the influence of family 

found in quantitative data with the qualitative evidence for dissimilar meaning and benefit 

attribution found between the groups of family and nonfamily, a less cynical and more 

optimistic view of these differences is formed. It may be claimed that the strong and positive 

impact the influence of family has on organisational behaviour affects at an individual level, 

and for varying reasons, particularly between family and nonfamily groups. Ling and 

Kellermans (2010) note the implications such diversity has for choices in management 

approach. However, as previously noted, the choice presented in the surrounding literature is 

one of professionalism versus family (Schulze et al., 2001; Sonfield & Lussier, 2009). 

Again, in light of the findings from this study the dichotic choice presented here appears 

inappropriate. Via the consultation of qualitative findings it is suggested that the choice for 

one, professional or family, would be unavoidably unsuitable for one of the two groups of 

family and nonfamily, thus the affected group would be unable to contribute to and benefit 

from organisational efficacy. For instance, application of purely professionalised governance 

techniques may lead to the restraint of emotional benefits in the family group, while a solely 

family-based approach would effectively alienate those nonfamily members who find 

meaning in the governing organisational role family represents and therefore impact on the 

work and task related benefits they perceive.  

 

The push to further the socially cohesive elements the introduction of a family influence can 

have over professional activities (Ensley & Pearson, 2005) may therefore pursue a goal of 

togetherness which is incompatible with the fundamentally different individuals existing 

within the firm. From the qualitative results of this study, the varied expectations of benefits 

to gain from the influence of family and the substantially different meanings attached to how 

such influence effects working behaviours show that clear separation exists at an individual 

level. However, this is not found to be at the detriment of organisational efficacy, as the 
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influence of family is in fact found to enhance this notion in a more holistic quantitative 

overview. Thus the worries of dissimilar goals under family influence, posited by Poza et al. 

(1997; 2004) among others, may overstate the damaging effects this has on performance. 

This study shows the influence of family to be able to achieve a collective organisational 

efficacy not necessarily based on cohesion of goals and meanings.   

8.1.4 Roles, responsibility and the individual 

Application of Foucauldian analytical techniques allow this study to make claims on the 

feelings and positions felt by subjective actors. From this, it becomes clear that the groups of 

family and nonfamily have unique implications for the roles that individuals play in the 

development of organisational behaviours. For instance, as noted in considering the various 

discourses relied upon by each, family members take on a steward character connected to 

emotional and psychological discourses, while nonfamily members maintain an employee or 

subordinate disposition in relation to the authority of family influence. Approaching each of 

these issues in turn, the emotional and psychologically responsible discourses taken up by 

family members follow theories from Songini (2006) and Zahra et al. (2008) on the lack of 

formality needed in the governance of family related individuals and how this makes such 

familial situations more conducive to establishing commitment in organisational members. 

This implies that for family members in the firm, stewardship approaches to governance 

which make prior assumptions on the existence of altruism and shared objectives 

(Greenwood & Empson, 2003) and acknowledge emotionally driven, collectivistic 

behaviours over individually focused, self-serving attitudes (Davis et al., 1997) may be 

appropriate. However, the organisational and professional discourses adopted by nonfamily 

members imply a lack of the self-driven commitment noted in family members and thus 

warrants discussion on the application of more traditional agency-type theories in order to 

control potential in the principal-agent relationship (Chrisman et al., 2003).  

 

As such, different individuals in family firms are found to take on different roles. This once 

again supports the findings of Songini (2006), Jaskiewicz & Klein (2007), and Schulze et al. 

(2001) on the inconclusiveness and inappropriateness of single-view governance theories in 

relation to family firms. In addition, findings on the individualistic drivers of those working 

in family firms again support the enduring implication of the Tagiuri & Davis (1992) 

stakeholder model. When viewing the qualitative data through such a lens, the positions of 

individuals generated become very different in their nature and effects. For instance, family 

members building the influence of family through historical, psychological and emotional 

discourses submit themselves to the pressure of comparison and individual responsibility for 
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the future success of the firm. In contrast, nonfamily members drawing on organisational 

roles and using professional language are seen to reduce their commitment to an economic 

and subsequently unemotional relationship. As such, these very different stakeholders, 

operating under the same conditions and organisational behaviours, build the world 

surrounding them in a fundamentally different fashion.  

 

The recurrence of the stakeholder model of family firms in this discussion would suggest 

that a layered approach to the governance of family influence firms may be needed; for 

example: a reliance on stewardship and altruism when dealing with family members and the 

application of contractual agency relationships with nonfamily. However, the encouraging 

quantitative results found on organisational efficacy via the influence of family suggest that 

these noted individual differences are not damagingly divisive. Openness and closeness also 

appear in the qualitative data as existing within family firms, regardless of difference in 

thought and perspective between members. The responsibility for others which is seemingly 

self-evident in family members, particularly those in management positions, may explain to 

some extent the use of supportive leadership styles; while the subordinate, or better said, 

employee character of nonfamily puts them in a position to accept this support, and even 

expect it. As such nonfamily members become only responsible for their own behaviours 

and performance, seeing this support as a deserved benefit of their employment situation.  

8.1.5 Summary 

The dominance of the influence of family found in this study confirms views on the systems 

perspective and encapsulating nature the inclusion of a familial element has. However, both 

quantitative and qualitative results find this dominance not, contrary to theoretical 

suggestions, to be at the expense of other inclusive organisational behaviours. Challenging 

the view that a strong influence of family renders attempts at other professional activities 

ineffectual, evidence of path-goal leadership styles, knowledge sharing, and a resulting 

organisational efficacy are all found to be achieved with familial influence. However, a 

difficulty in maintaining participative leadership styles alongside the influence from family 

is noted.  

 

That said the unity of the ‘familiness’ notion is brought into question. Although a salient 

point of reference for all in the organisation, family is approached in different ways 

dependant on the individual. In particular, it is highlighted that family and nonfamily have 

different expectations of what to gain from a family influence; family members seek 

enhanced trust and understanding, while nonfamily consider the receipt of support and other 
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work related benefits. Such differences are further highlighted when examining the meaning 

these individuals place on the familial influence. The creation of an overriding emotional 

presence and responsibility for others by family members is contrasted to the organisational 

role and authority figure perceived by nonfamily. However, although this division pulls into 

focus the divergent stakeholder relationship in family firms, it is not found to be a 

problematic as previous studies have reported. Collective organisational efficacy based on 

knowledge sharing is still achieved although these divisions are fully evident.  

8.2 Knowledge sharing culture 

According to Alvesson (2004) ambiguity and vagueness are unavoidably natural parts of any 

discussion on the development of a knowledge sharing culture. In order to circumvent the 

problems these issues can cause in the communication of findings on knowledge, only 

findings that can be evidenced in both the primary quantitative and qualitative results of this 

study and directly compared or contrasted with those found in existing literature are 

presented here. Knowledge sharing is found to be central to a substantial number of theories 

on the resource based view of the firm, and this theoretical centrality is replicated in the 

theoretical framework of this study. Subsequently, much of this treatment is focused around 

the proposed centrality of knowledge and its implications for, and relationship with, other 

organisational behaviours; including leadership styles and the influence of family. Firstly the 

discussion looks to the formation of knowledge sharing cultures as a prerequisite to 

organisational efficacy-based performance. Second, the barriers to knowledge sharing are 

considered, followed by an analysis of the direction and flow of knowledge resources. 

Finally, the discussion is completed by allowing for the desires of small family firms for 

knowledge sharing activities to be taken into account. Initially, however, it is appropriate to 

look to the impact knowledge sharing has on this study’s performance measurement.  

8.2.1 Prerequisite for performance 

Quantitative results from this study find the existence of knowledge sharing culture to have 

the greatest impact on organisational efficacy of all the behavioural variables assessed. As 

theoretically anticipated, a direct relationship found between knowledge sharing practices 

and organisational efficacy supports general theories on the positive and cohesive aspects 

knowledge sharing in organisations (Gorelick et al., 2004). However, when viewed in 

relation to qualitative data collected, this direct relationship is found to be by no means due 

to the active strive from leadership elements of the firm. For instance, both family and 

nonfamily members point to there being no formalised or structured incentive schemes for 

the sharing of information or generation of ideas. Instead, it is found that these family firms 
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rely on agreeableness and performance belief of staff to engender knowledge sharing 

practices. This therefore echoes the thoughts of Kets de Vries (2006) in highlighting the 

impact of soft organisational skills in developing such a culture, with a firm basis on 

achieving and maintaining self-efficacy in individual staff members (Lin, 2006). As 

discussed in previous sections this also brings into focus the root issue of trust as a driver and 

facilitator of knowledge sharing (Leistner, 2010; Inkpen & Tsang, 2005), without which the 

motivations of agreeableness and performance belief would not function. Therefore the 

findings of this study on small family firms support theories by Brown and Duguid (2001) on 

the importance of, and in this case reliance on, socio-procedural practices for the building of 

performance.  

 

The enhanced importance of social relationships for knowledge-based performance 

generation in these small family firms presents itself as a key concern for leadership, in this 

way following the thoughts of Kogut & Zander (1992) and Zhang et al. (2006). However, 

the warning set by Foss (1996) on the dangers of neglecting contractual approaches to 

combat opportunism and moral hazard is also presented by this seemingly heavy reliance 

only on socio-relational factors in achieving enhanced performance. It could then be said that 

the implied dependence on socially generated knowledge sharing, although considered 

essential in developing what Wenger (1998) calls ‘communities of practice’, leaves the small 

family firms at risk from the halting or even damaging elements of individual learning 

behaviours. For example, the inherently defensive positioning that some individuals may 

adopt, as discussed by Argyris and Smith (2010), and the interplay of unacknowledged and 

unintentional power politics in the flow of knowledge relationships and confining of social 

reality as spoke of by Clegg (2009) and Flyvbjerg (1998), based on the ideas of Foucault 

(1980). Such notions are found to cause a divergence between the ambitious ideas of socio-

relational knowledge sharing (Brown & Duguid, 2001) and its application in practice (Yeung 

et al., 1999). This danger is also alluded to in the findings of this study, in particular in the 

emergence of barriers to knowledge sharing found in qualitative data. 

8.2.2 Acknowledgement of barriers 

On both sides of the family/nonfamily divide an acknowledgment is found on the barriers to 

full knowledge exposure and sharing. The use of ‘public vs. private’ discourse by all 

participants regardless of demographic group shows that it is an accepted distinction and that 

‘sharing’ of knowledge is only achieved in a limited sense. Such a finding could be 

interpreted as the creation and tolerance of a dominant group, which has access to the 

coveted ‘private’ knowledge that others do not. This is anticipated in the writings of Arregle 
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et al. (2007) who view the family aspect of family firms as, rightly or wrongly, having 

privileged status in organisational behaviours, in particular with regard to knowledge and 

communication. In this way the family aspects of these small family firms’ act as what 

Argote and Ingram (2000) call the ‘administrator’ of knowledge and information. Thus, 

although the influence of family is found to be compatible with the knowledge sharing 

behaviours measured, this influence affects the nature of the knowledge relationship and is 

very much found to instil a power in the family element via the access to privileged 

information. Such a blocking of knowledge transfer is subsequently found by Starbuck 

(1992) to negatively impact the development of an all-inclusive social capital.  

 

The acknowledgement of barriers to knowledge found between certain groups in small 

family firms indicates a weakness in the development of ‘communities of practice’; however, 

even in the original literature on such socio-relational learning Wenger (1998) distinguishes 

between operational group members and outsider groups, in line with those noted here. The 

fact that this division is presented by qualitative data contributors as being obvious and 

necessary, shows a limitation to the utopian, all-embracing knowledge sharing culture 

wished by social capital theorists (Kogut & Zander, 1992; Zhang et al., 2006). It follows that 

what is accepted as knowledge into the decision making systems of these firms is therefore 

determined by the ‘privileged’ family group, whose imposition of limitations on what other 

people in the organisation can know means that they maintain dominance over any 

development in the firm. This finding brings to the fore theories presented by Minniti and 

Bygrave (2001) on the reliance of the entrepreneur on their own experience and how this can 

often lead to a path-dependency. In light of the qualitative findings from this study, the 

barriers to full knowledge presented and accepted between family and non family members 

show the family element as reliant on their own experience, learning, and intuition in order 

to direct and develop the firm; with individual judgement being used in the absence of any 

‘outside’ information.  

 

In this case, the reliance on one group of individuals in the organisation undermines the 

benefits of dynamism, flexibility and adaptability which Thorpe et al. (2006), Liao et al. 

(2003), and Meeus et al. (2001) suggest small firms are particularly situated to profit from. 

Also, these findings support Nunes et al. (2006) in suggesting that small firm management 

find it difficult to attach any added value to such notions; as the barriers are presented as 

natural, obvious, and only positive in their nature. The existence of an omniscient power 

such as the family element appears to act in the same way that Floren (2003) speaks of an 
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‘entrepreneurial’ founding figure; this entity establishes the ways in which knowledge is 

treated and which knowledge is permitted to appear in the organisational arena. Thus is can 

be claimed that the limiting of ‘outside’ ability and contribution in the small family firms 

considered here, may lead to a failure to engage in learning even if the opportunity exists 

within  the firm.  

8.2.3 Imbalance of giving and receiving 

The one directional nature of knowledge relationships, shown in the ‘public v. private’ 

discourse used by all members of the organisation, demonstrates a clear unevenness in the 

flow of knowledge. Knowledge and ideas are found to be typically brought to the fore by 

nonfamily employees, evaluated by the family element and either accepted and implemented 

or discarded, for various reasons. However, the existence of a ‘private’ body of knowledge, 

held by the family element and which the nonfamily element are aware of, shows that 

knowledge does not freely flow in the direction of family to nonfamily. It is in the finding of 

this scenario in the small family firms investigated that issues of bias in contextual formation 

appear. This is reminiscent of Clegg et al.’s (2008) discussions on the power politics of 

rationality in organisational structures. In particular the maintenance and inertness of a 

protected body of information by the family element in these organisations suggests that the 

decision-making rationale of those not privy to this information is confined. However, 

whether this result is intentional, as claimed by Bachrach and Baratz (1970) during original 

discussions on power theory, or not is unclear from the data presented. As opposed to 

seeking a control over nonfamily groups, family members discuss the holding of this 

knowledge, most of which is financial-, property-, and estate-based, in terms of 

protectionism and that only family members should be interested in such topics. Therefore, 

this finding alone supports the theories of Gedajlovic et al. (2004, p.900) and Basly (2007) 

when they speak of a “veil of secrecy” and the fear on nonfamily members diluting the 

capital of family stock.  

 

The dialogical construction of knowledge sharing is presented as a work process based on 

the relational factors of the organisational. However, the social aspects of equal contribution 

and relational unity appear only in discussions with nonfamily employees. Family members 

in the management elements of the firm focus more on the careful development of staff, and 

allowing them to take part and have input in certain aspects of the decision making process. 

This supports more the views on the objectification of individuals and the planned control of 

growth, as opposed to a free emergence (Pye, 1988). From a critical perspective this could 

potentially be viewed as a confining of reality and the instrumental dominance and control of 
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a powerful force. However, it is also found in the qualitative data presented in this study that 

those who are seemingly objectified and confined by the ‘power’ in the organisation are in 

fact aware, accepting, and even satisfied with such an arrangement. This satisfaction is 

presented as an alternative to what the situation would be were there no family element in 

the firm. Perceptions are given of a greater opportunity for development and greater 

flexibility due to the family element than they would find in other firms, some even drawing 

upon their own experience in describing this.  

 

The comfort with which the supposedly objectified, non-powerful element of the firm 

describes, in full awareness of the limitations to knowledge sharing, the power of the family 

influence questions theories on the damaging and negative effects that such social biases 

have. Instead, a mutually beneficial structure is offered in which each member individually 

attains their own gain. However, it should be maintained that in the power construction 

presented here, nonfamily employees remain an object of the knowledge which is legitimised 

by the family unit, and not the individual, autonomous contributor and social player so 

revered by theories on socio-cultural knowledge management. It is also found that this 

situation is unlikely to change for nonfamily employees. Two factors make this the case: 

one, the withholding of certain information and knowledge from the family element makes it 

impossible for any outsider to infiltrate such a social group; and two, on the whole, 

nonfamily employees appear satisfied with the situation as it is and are therefore unlikely to 

seek greater contribution or attempt to integrate further with the family element.  

 

In such a way, through the imbalance of knowledge flows in the small family firms of this 

study, the family element is presented as the group to benefit from the knowledge of others. 

However, the value of this knowledge is affected by the limited nature of the opportunities 

given, for both contribution and knowledge flow from the other direction. Although this 

automatically means the imposition of a cap on the development of fully integrated and 

dynamic socio-cultural learning organisations, the damaging effects of this and the 

disenfranchising of inhibited individuals may be overplayed. Nonfamily members are found 

not to seek integration with the more powerful family unit, and posit a satisfaction with this 

being the case. The creation of full socio-cultural knowledge sharing, as developed by 

writers such as Wenger (1998, 2010) and Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995), in small family firms 

with both family and nonfamily elements appears from this data to be a socially difficult and 

unsolicited task.  
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8.2.4 Desire for a knowledge culture 

The practice-based issues in the development of a knowledge sharing culture, discussed 

above, exemplify the many problems associated with the translation of bold visions of 

sharing into a reality of day-to-day activity. Such problems as those found are documented in 

much of the recent literature on disconnects existing during intra-organisational knowledge 

transfer and the complicated endeavour to attain some kind of practical application of the 

greater socio-cultural goal (Kotter & Keskett, 1992; Yeung et al., 1999; Cutcher-

Gerschenfeld & Ford, 2005). However, quantitative data evidence from this study implies 

the existence of knowledge sharing behaviours in small family firms (the arithmetical mean 

of 5.78 from 7-point Likert scale scores is bettered only by the 5.92 of family support). 

However, review of the qualitative data finds this to be a far more limited and complex 

matter than the figures suggest, as discussed above.  

 

Part of the reason for this divergence in findings may be in the nature of the knowledge 

sharing activities taking place. A deeper investigation of the meanings and attitudes of 

individuals in small family firm scenarios finds that knowledge sharing activities such as 

those measured by the quantitative survey employed in this study do take place. Specifically, 

face-to-face communication; use of information technology; working together; and systems 

and venues to learn from each other, are all explicitly referred to in the open discussions with 

research participants. However, the way in which this information is received or offered is 

found to differ greatly between respondent groups. For instance, the social contribution to 

the greater whole, as discussed by nonfamily members, is found to be treated as recreational 

involvement where, “you can come in and you can have a go” (Interviewee 4), by the 

receiving family member management. Also, the often immediate negative responses to the 

implementation of nonfamily generated ideas suggest a reliance on the secrecy of certain 

knowledge and evidence a defensive positioning behaviour as described by Argyris and 

Smith (2010). For example, responses such as, “we like your ideas, shame we’ve got no 

money for them” (Interviewee 8) and “that’s a good plan but... we’ll just jog along” 

(Interviewee 20) show where a nonfamily member has attempted to integrate new 

knowledge or ideas of their own into the decision making element of the firm. It can 

therefore be suggested that disconnects occur in the active transmission of the knowledge. 

The point, at which the knowledge is exchanged, usually during face-to-face communication, 

educes the perceptions of each party and it is here where the exchange is restricted or not; 

not in the existence or nonexistence of knowledge sharing behaviours.   
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A further element which must be considered in contrasting quantitative and qualitative 

results on knowledge sharing is the use of the family member managerial element to 

complete the quantitative scale. Although considered appropriate in providing a holistic view 

of the organisation, the positive scores with which this leadership element measures 

knowledge sharing activity, in contrast to the complications found in the qualitative data, 

gives some indication of the perceptions of this organisational role. The problematic 

misperceptions of management in small firms are considered by Petts et al. (1998) to include 

over-optimism and a misunderstanding of knowledge management techniques. The 

divergence of the positive scores that family management gives knowledge sharing and the 

knowledge halting effects found in the qualitative data provides evidence to this effect. 

Although knowledge sharing behaviours are found to take place, family member 

management does not appear to acknowledge the defensive positions they take up and the 

submission of an apathetic approach to knowledge sharing described by many of those 

members not in the familial group. As Keh et al. (2002) suggest such a misperception of the 

problems found in knowledge sharing in small family firms has a subsequent effect on 

opportunity recognition, particularly in ability for management to recognise opportunities 

from within their own firm. At best this can be seen as what Petts et al. (1998) consider a 

misunderstanding on the part of the family member management. However, were this 

inconsistency to signify a deeper rift between the familial leadership and organisational 

reality then problems of misalignment, and the inability to engage in functioning learning 

activities, may lead to severely damaging effects on the competitive sustainability of the firm 

(such as the strategically blinding issues considered by Zhang et al. (2006), Ghobadian & 

O’Regan (2006), and Haakonsson et al. (2008)).  

8.2.5 Summary 

Quantitative findings from this study confirm the central and critical nature of knowledge 

sharing culture in developing a collective organisational efficacy. The impact of knowledge 

sharing on the performance variable is not only found to be direct, but also mediates the 

impact of both leadership style and the influence of family. Closer examination of how this 

knowledge sharing culture is brought about in small family firms reveals a reliance on its 

naturally emergent nature and the self-motivation of all members of the firm to openly share. 

The lack of formalised, incentive driven techniques form the leadership of the organisation 

uncovers a vulnerability in such firms, which leaves the development of this important 

cultural element entirely to the naturally occurring and individualistic relationships of the 

firm. Thus the ‘soft’ relational skills of management are highlighted as being of critical 

importance in such a development.  



Discussion 227 

 

 

Part of the vulnerability of relying on solely relational and individual behaviours is shown in 

the emergence of accepted barriers to sharing between family and nonfamily members. The 

family unit is found to be the keeper and administrator of knowledge flow and usage, while 

nonfamily remain only aware of what the family unit deems acceptable for them to be aware 

of. Such a situation is found to create power biases in the development of knowledge sharing 

culture. Contrasting the quantitative and qualitative results from this study find that the 

existence of knowledge sharing behaviours in work practice fail to overcome these biases in 

perception between the family and nonfamily groups, with implications drawn on the over-

optimism of family leadership and their failure to align with the actual work practices from a 

nonfamily point of view. In this way the complexity and multidimensionality of knowledge 

sharing is uncovered, with findings on knowledge perception affecting the direction and 

nature of knowledge flow. Small family firms are found to be distinct in their socio-

relational approach to knowledge sharing, however, inherent problems and risk at the 

individual level appear as halting the full development of such a theoretical ideal.  

8.3 The impact of leadership 

One of the main focuses of this study is to assess how the application of leadership style 

functions with the influence of family in creating a performance enhancing knowledge 

sharing culture. The following discussion now looks to the primary findings of this study on 

the behaviour of leadership styles and their interaction with the other variables considered. 

As with previous discussions on the influence of family and knowledge sharing culture, this 

is presented in light of the theoretical expectations found in the surrounding leadership 

literature and applied to the context of small family firms. To begin with the discussion 

considers how leadership styles are adopted in the study’s context; looking at which styles 

are dominant and what behavioural aspects these styles demonstrate. Secondly, an 

examination of the interaction between leadership style and the influence of family 

acknowledges the idiosyncratic nature of the firms considered in this investigation; in 

particular issues of trust are highlighted as being affected by the existence of both family and 

leader-follower situations. Finally the independent perception of nonfamily in small family 

firms is treated from the viewpoint of creating collective social capital. The combination of 

these elements in this discussion therefore provides an in-depth analysis of the effect of 

leadership style on the distinctive and varied aspects at work in the small family firms.  
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8.3.1 Guidance as a form of support 

Quantitative findings from exploratory factor analyses find that, of the three path-goal 

leadership styles anticipated, the supportive and instrumental elements are largely merged. 

The resultant two styles of participative and supportive leadership (incorporating many 

elements of instrumental styles) are therefore considered distinct by research participants and 

subsequently behave differently when viewed in relation to the influence of family, 

knowledge sharing culture, and organisational efficacy. When considering this merging of 

support and instrumental functions in combination with qualitative discussions on leadership 

it can be suggested that the leadership element in participant firms regard the guidance 

aspects of instrumental styles to be part of providing a supportive environment for their 

employees. Therefore, it can be claimed that exhibiting supportive behaviours, such as, 

‘doing little things to make things pleasant’ and ‘looking out for the personal welfare of 

organisational members’ are thought to be in the same manner of direction as, ‘scheduling 

the work to be done’ and ‘maintaining standards of performance’. As found in the qualitative 

data, those leaders performing the role of a supportive and guiding body place themselves in 

the discursive position of parent/shepherd, and therefore potentially see these supportive and 

guidance functions as part of their role in this vein.  

 

Findings such as this support the view from Vecchio et al. (2008) on the sensitivity of path-

goal leadership styles to the surrounding organisational environment, and that leadership 

within small family firms takes on a different nature than what is found elsewhere. The 

responsibility for others that is felt in the leadership role is clearly shown in the parental 

discourses highlighted in qualitative data analysis. The fact that this is often portrayed in an 

emotional sense seems to impose a sense of duty on the familial leadership elements of these 

firms, where a failure to both support and guide their employees would lead to a failure in 

them as responsible and caring characters. From this analysis of qualitative findings it is 

therefore with no surprise that this form of leadership approach, bespoke for small family 

firms, is found not only to be compatible with but also actively encouraging of the influence 

of family in the firm, via a direct relationship found in the quantitative data. Thus, again, the 

professionalised approaches of path-goal leadership behaviours are, contrary to what is 

interpreted from extant literature (Songini, 2006; Schulze et al., 2001), found not to be 

mutually exclusive with the influence of family; the two notions are instead found in this 

study to have the ability to coexist and in some cases, such as supportive and instrumental 

behaviours, support one another.  
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However, a complication to such broad statements is added in the way participative 

leadership styles act and react with the influence of family. Although the hypothesised 

negative impact on the influence of family is not found, participative leadership styles are 

not considered to be as accommodating of the influence of family as their supportive 

counterparts. The lack of relationship between both variables (in contrast to the direct 

relationship found between supportive leadership and family) is perhaps explained by the 

difficulties with applying participative behaviours, seen when accessing qualitative findings. 

For instance, the clear knowledge limitations discussed in previous sections impose an 

inherent block on, or at least taint, the potential success of such participative notions as, 

‘consulting with all organisational members’ and ‘treat all organisational members as 

equals’. Thus the limitations of subgroups and privileged knowledge which are created by 

the influence of family are found to seal participative leadership styles to a fate of 

ineffectiveness in such contexts.  

 

When viewing only quantitative data results the pure mediation effect of knowledge sharing 

between both path-goal leadership styles and the performance variable of organisational 

efficacy would suggest that leadership only impacts via the proxy of knowledge sharing. 

Such a clear finding supports the broader theories of Dionne et al. (2004) and Stashevsky & 

Koslowsky (2006) on individualised and path-goal leadership’s direct effect on cohesion, 

communication, and teamwork; which are all implied in this study’s quantitative measuring 

of knowledge sharing. However, as with many of the discussions on knowledge sharing, 

closer inspection of these results in light of qualitative findings suggests that the true nature 

of this impact is far more complex. Although the uptake of leadership styles is found to 

directly support the development of knowledge sharing behaviours in the organisation, such 

as those described in the knowledge coordination factor items, the pivotal empowerment 

aspects of this (Özaralli, 2003) appear as problematic and stunted. This is evidenced where 

the influence of family in the firm is found to limit the extent to which nonfamily members 

are able to participate in decision making processes along with the automatically reductive 

effects of the child/flock position from the parental/shepherd discourses, used by all in the 

organisation. This potentially belittles the roles which non-leadership elements play in the 

overall structure of the business by restricting levels of empowerment and maintaining an 

overarching control on individual development. Thus, the impact of leadership style is 

critically affected by the influence of family on the firm. In particular, the formation of sub-

groups made up of those with reduced access level in terms of knowledge and decision-

making input limits the extent to which leadership behaviours can build collective 
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performance through knowledge sharing. For the reasons stated this can be considered 

especially problematic for those leadership styles with participative ambitions.  

8.3.2 Acknowledgement of family 

The lack of any negative moderation effects from the influence of family on the relationships 

between leadership styles and both knowledge sharing and organisational efficacy 

quantitatively show that the existence of familial influence does not significantly impact 

upon the development of these final leadership objectives. However, evidence of separately 

considered groups, found in the qualitative data, allows suggestions to be made on the ways 

in which the influence of family does alter leadership approach. For instance, the separate 

treatment of family and nonfamily members with regard to knowledge resonates with the 

differentiation of individuals in Leader-Member Exchange theory (Dansereau et al., 1975). 

For instance, it is relatively straightforward to interpret family members as being those 

particular employees with close bonds to leadership and therefore, according to Scandura et 

al. (1999), are more inclined to understand and support procedural justice issues from 

leadership decisions and contribute greater to performance objectives. Whereas, the 

treatment of and noted perceptions of nonfamily members demonstrate individuals of the 

‘out group’; where Dienesch & Liden (1986) establish the leader-follower exchanges as 

based on distributive justice of formally-based authority, with Bennet (1997) suggesting that 

followers in this exchange perform only to a point which is proportionate to their reward.  

 

This mirroring of the interactional decisions at the centre of Leader-Member Exchange 

theory presents the differentiation of family and nonfamily inclusion as a natural and 

reasonable aspect of organisational life. However, one critical element, upon which the 

dynamism of Leader-Member Exchange theory is based, appears from this study’s findings 

to be missing. Kang & Stewart (2006) and Khandekar & Sharma (2005) consider the in-

group/out-groups decisions of leaders to play an important part in organisational learning 

only when these decisions have the ability to develop resources by out-group members being 

able to grow and in due course contribute towards an in-group position. From qualitative 

findings of the limitations of certain knowledge and the continually reduced role of 

child/flock in the parental/shepherd discourse seem incompatible with this developmentally 

dynamic element of the relational theory (with the exception of one deviant case where the 

development on inclusion over time is noted). Thus, as Sonfeld and Lussier (2009) have 

previously pointed out, the unique inclusion of familial relationships alters the way in which 

theoretical leadership models relate to small family firms.  
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Quintas (2003) suggests that the success of any leadership application in the generation of 

knowledge sharing is down to the readiness and competence of the management. However, 

from findings on the responsibility felt by family management and the accepted division of 

‘public’ and ‘private’ knowledge within the firm; it would appear that there is more to 

consider in small family firm leadership role than simply will and ability. The weight of 

emotional and psychological pressure felt from management appears to place them in a 

resolute condition; with often historically pre-determined paths which they feel must be 

followed in order to preserve the nature and inimitable performance objectives of ‘their’ 

family firm. It can therefore be claimed that leadership in this scenario must take on a 

particular colour. Models of ideal leadership styles and decisional strategies are thus found to 

be incompatible with those business leaders attempting to balance the dynamism required in 

building a learning organisation and the often conservative and emotionally pressured 

demands introduced by the influence of family. The quantitative findings of a merged 

supportive and instrumental leadership along with the family influenced, statically formed 

in-group/out-group decisions of the Leader-Member Exchange evidenced in the qualitative 

data go some way to showing how this leadership approach is formed. However, this also 

has implications for other organisational aspects affected by leader-follower relationships; 

one such aspect highlighted in this study’s data is the nature of trust relationships.  

8.3.3 Skewed notions of trust 

The suggestions of a leadership style which incorporates the influence of family in its 

application have serious implications for the direction and nature of the trust relationships 

therein. Parental/shepherd discourses found in the qualitative data of all participant groups 

imply a one-directional trust of the ‘flock’ in their shepherd. Thus, nonfamily are presented 

as relying on family elements to both direct and protect them; as a shepherd would do their 

flock. However, such credulous attitudes are seen to be unreciprocated by family 

management. For instance, the ‘allowance’ of nonfamily members to take part in what is a 

normally familial domain, and the noted withholding of certain information does not inspire 

a fully open and trusting relationship. Such findings on trust are not compatible with what 

Sztompka (1999) sees as an essentially democratically driven sentiment and Kang & 

Stewart’s (2006) thoughts on the prerequisite of employee empowerment in its creation.  

 

Moreover, the emotional responsibility felt by family management, accompanied by the 

reduction of nonfamily relationships to contractual, agency-based situations implies that the 

assimilation of risk, found by Fairholm & Fairholm (1999) to be an integral part of 

interactive leader relations, is not a balanced affair in small family firms. In this sense it can 
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be claimed that family management takes the risk of accepting nonfamily into the 

organisational domain only in a limited sense as the ‘public vs. private’ discourse shows. In 

one way this may be viewed as a confirmation of the presence of strong familial structures 

showing protectionism in maintaining a distance between themselves and nonfamily 

infiltrators (as discussed by Sonfield & Lussier, 2009; Basly, 2007; Gedajlovic et al., 2004), 

thus displaying what Lewicki et al. (1998) refer to as distrust. Sztompka (1999) would 

therefore take this to be evidence that small family firms maintain a divisive and 

conservative autocratic culture. However, in light of findings on the different treatment of 

family and nonfamily groups it would appear more that different forms of trust are applied in 

each case, as opposed to one group trusted and the other not.  

 

Affect-based trust is described as being suited to family firms due to its development through 

regular and continued social interaction (Songini, 2006; Lubatkin et al., 2007; McAllister, 

1995). Although this form of trust is easy to assume in close family members, the existence 

of nonfamily members, who are found to regard family as an organisational role and 

therefore their own involvement as a relation to this role, provide an alternative view. It is 

suggested that for these relationships, a cognition-based trust, as described by Chowdhury 

(2005) to be based on performance and professional respect, is a more appropriate dimension 

to gauge. Therefore the knee-jerk responses of untrusting family elements may be 

misjudged. Findings from this study show that discourses around the separate relationships 

of family and nonfamily facilitate the existence of these two discrete forms of trust.  

 

The existence of one-directional trust as noted here places great emphasis on the role of the 

leadership element. Although it could be argued that leadership must strive to engender trust 

throughout the organisation in order to engender free flowing knowledge sharing 

(Chowdhury, 2005; Tsai, 2002; Fairholm & Fairholm, 1999), Dirks’ (2008) theory on the 

greater importance of trust in the direction of leadership, as opposed to from, is supported by 

the qualitative data presented here. For instance, although family management may not trust 

nonfamily in such a way that allows them to engage in the inner decision making structures 

of the firm, the openly social contributions considered by nonfamily show that these 

organisational members are able to overcome such perceptions to perform and share at the 

height of their ability. This suggests that issues of bias in trust do not affect the ways in 

which contributions are made.  
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8.3.4 Nonfamily independence 

Although the skewed issues of trust affect the nature of the leader-follower relationship, a 

further element contributing to the separation of family and nonfamily groups is also found 

the qualitative data findings. The maintenance of nonfamily independence is provided for in 

the use of comparative/evaluative discourse by this organisational group. As mentioned in 

previous chapters, this finding allows individual nonfamily members to appear as rational 

decision makers and masters of their own situation. Combined with the use of organisational 

roles, with which these participants view the family influence in the firm, this has the effect 

of distancing these individuals from the emotionally charged perspective of family members. 

In doing so these employees could be viewed as posing a risk to family induced 

organisational benefits by undermining the close social aspects considered to be inherent in 

family firms (Songini, 2006; Lubatkin et al., 2007). As Trevinyo-Rodriguez and Tapies 

(2006) have pointed out, individuals in organisational settings, without the cohesive benefit 

of familial bonds, are less likely to openly share information with their colleagues, who are 

often regarded in this instance as competitors. Therefore, there is potential here for a serious 

impact on the creation and facilitation of knowledge sharing and subsequently the ultimate 

goal of collective efficacy.  

 

Such a finding also provides an alternative view on the in-group/out-group nature of 

leadership interaction. Whereas issues of trust and acceptance into the ‘inner circle’ are 

considered from a leadership perspective, the evaluative distance at which nonfamily 

employees place themselves through the use of such discourse affords these individuals with 

an extra element of power in this process. The decision of fully integrating with the family 

element or not in this way remains with the employee. An objective and rational air therefore 

surrounds the nonfamily employee, which again seeks to qualify some of the theories on the 

divisive “fear” and distrust that family members hold for this element (Sonfield & Lussier, 

2009; Gedajlovic et al. 2004; Basly, 2007, p.170) and instead introduces and least in part, an 

independent decision-making ability at the hands of the employee.  

 

This finding on nonfamily employee independence is presented in stark contrast to the nature 

of family members. For family member management the pressure of familial responsibility 

and historical comparison appear to bind these individuals to both their position in the firm 

and the way in which they carry out their role. For instance, in qualitative data gathered from 

this group it is found that at all points the welfare of not only the organisational members 

must be accounted for in decision making, but also their own family, and in some case 
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extended family. Here the position of martyr to the family business cause, as discussed when 

considering the influence of family, would therefore appear as an expectation of the role. 

Thus, leadership of a more independent organisational element than that of family becomes a 

more complicated affair, requiring greater consideration than only the emotional implication 

for the family. Furthermore, an extra complication occurs when there are also family 

member employees. This group of individuals, although often found in the qualitative data to 

mirror the opinions and perception of family management, provide the leadership with the 

added pressure of familial employment, while also offering the risk associated with the 

reliance on altruistic behaviours; for example: opportunism, free riding, and overindulgence 

(Karra et al., 2006; Poza et al., 1997; Chua et al., 2009). However, this group also provide 

the potential of theoretically optimal knowledge sharing, via the close relational bonds and 

affect-based trust.  

 

It is therefore considered that the decisional independence retained by nonfamily employees 

adds an extra dimension to the considerations of family business leadership. Not only do the 

leaders of small family businesses have to consider the weighted pressure of responsibility 

and emotionality, but also they must contend with an element of the firm with a rational and 

evaluative mind, which in turn may therefore rationally choose another alternative for 

employment at any point. This complicates the issue of management, let alone strategic 

leadership, as each employee position (family of nonfamily) brings with it its own individual 

risk for the business and individual impacts on knowledge sharing in particular. The family 

leadership elements in such firms are not afforded such rationality as that found in nonfamily 

employs and must only find the best possible balance of leadership styles to satisfy these 

individual requirements whilst upholding their own emotional and legacy related 

responsibilities.  

8.3.5 Summary 

Leadership behaviours found in the analysis of quantitative data show that the three distinct 

path-goal styles of supportive, participative and instrumental, used to measure the leader 

approach, do not apply themselves in a straightforward manner when utilised in the 

assessment of small family firms. Most strikingly, supportive leadership takes on much 

instrumental behaviour, suggesting that for the top level in these firms, support and 

instrumental guidance are treated as something similar. This is further exemplified by the 

qualitative use of parental/shepherd discourses, which present the leadership role as one of 

nurturing counsel; therefore showing an apparent collaboration of path-goal leadership styles 

and the influence of family nature. However, a caution is presented here when considering 



Discussion 235 

 

the lack of relationship between participative styles and familial input. The egalitarian 

ambitions of participative leadership do not appear as cooperative with the influence of 

family as their supportive/instrumental counterparts.  

 

The impact of leadership is quantitatively felt via the creation of knowledge sharing culture; 

however, reviewed concurrently with qualitative findings, limitations to this arise, 

particularly with the elements of employee empowerment and the emergence of subgroups. 

Findings are subject to further complexity when considering how the influence of family 

effects the impact an application of leadership styles may have. Although no negative 

moderation effects are found, such as those previously hypothesised, the influence of family 

is seen to change the nature of the leadership effect. For instance, parallels are drawn 

between theories on the subsequent treatment of chosen in-groups/out-groups and the 

treatment of family and nonfamily employees. This uncovers skewed notions of trust and a 

one-directional nature in the trust relationship. However, the maintenance of independent 

rationality seen on the part of nonfamily employees suggests that such trust issues are not as 

ominous as the initially appear.  

 

Small family firms are thus found to include many diverse and often unbalanced 

relationships, presenting the leadership role with a unique challenge in terms of how to 

maintain satisfaction across the firm, all the while attempting to develop the resources 

needed to gain and preserve competitive advantage. Without the combination of both 

quantitative and qualitative data the complexities of this role would have remained unclear. 

From the findings of this study, a bespoke leadership approach integrating the influence of 

family appears to impact every aspect of the firm, from development of work tasks to the 

contractual nature of the employment relationship and the final competitive strategy of the 

business. 

8.4 Chapter summary 

The preceding discussion on findings from this mixed methods study is naturally split into 

the three most conceptually important areas of interest. Namely, these are: the influence of 

family; knowledge sharing culture; and the impact of leadership. Bringing together the 

findings of both quantitative and qualitative data presented against the extant literature in the 

field means that greater sense can be made of the interaction and relation between these 

organisational notions.  
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To begin with, this discussion focuses on the influence of family, and it is here that many 

findings inconsistent with what is hypothesised in the theoretical framework are found. 

Confirming what many others have established, the impact of family is seen to be dominant 

to all in the small family firms presented; however, this is not found to have the divisive and 

damaging effects initially hypothesised. The advantages of altruism and cohesion in family 

firms are therefore supported, while views on the mutual exclusivity of professional and 

family influence are rejected. In particular, the relational aspect of the influence of family is 

found to induce positive behaviours contributing to the creation of organisational efficacy. 

However, it is with certain complexities that this finding is offered. Divergence of meaning 

and the concrete separation of family and nonfamily members in the firm mean that there are 

very different perspectives found in terms of what the influence of family means 

individually. For this reason, the differing roles and responsibilities of each person in the 

firm is highlighted as an important factor in the building of a cohesive business culture.  

 

Secondly, the centrality and importance of knowledge sharing is confirmed through 

discussion of quantitative findings, this is especially considered in the more social and 

relational aspects of working life. However, when viewed in light of the qualitative data, 

certain limitations to this sharing are found. In particular these limitations are seen to be at 

the want of the familial influence. For instance, an acknowledgment of secrecy surrounding 

certain knowledge held only by family members is provided by all in the firm. The comfort 

with which this barrier is presented shows that it is not considered a problematic element and 

therefore explains to some extent why, regardless of these defined obstacles, knowledge 

sharing behaviours remain the greatest facilitator of organisational efficacy.  

 

Finally, the impact of leadership is approached in terms of its relevance to the small family 

firm context. Initially, the most striking aspect emerging from this discussion revolves 

around the inability for the prescribed path-goal leadership styles to be directly applied. 

Instead, it is found that a form of leadership surfaces which is more bespoke to the 

organisational context; this is found to incorporate elements of both supportive and 

instrumental styles. In light of qualitative findings this quantitative result seems appropriate, 

particularly when the use of parental/shepherd discourses position such a nurturing and 

guiding force in the management role. Thus a leadership role is offered with integrates 

elements of the influence of family in its nature. However, as with findings on both the 

influence of family and knowledge sharing, more developed discussion on the comparison of 

quantitative and qualitative data produces even greater complexity to this issue also. For 
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instance, biases of trust represent a risk to the organisational efficacy inducing effect of this 

leadership approach. To some extent this risk is controlled by the maintenance of 

independence on the part of nonfamily employees, however, this also offers other problems 

in terms of individualised leader-follower relationships, multiple personalities and 

motivations within the one, small, firm.  

 

The emotional leadership role of keeper of the family influence comes through strong in 

most aspects of this discussion, and this is presented no clearer than in its sharp contrast to 

the independent and rational character of the nonfamily employee. Small family firm 

leadership is thus painted as an inert position which has to contend with multiple 

expectations and multiple relationship types in order to satisfy all areas of the firm. A key 

way of doing this is found to be in knowledge sharing. However, as seen, this issue is 

somewhat complex due to the influence of family creating inherent limitations and 

boundaries to its all-inclusive intention. Were it not for the combination of both quantitative 

and qualitative data the intricacies of this situation would either have gone unnoticed in a 

directional and assumptive cause-and-effect model, or been lost to boundless individualised 

experience and perception. Due to the mixed approach applied, this volume can now proceed 

to consider what conclusions can be drawn from the findings and preceding discussion.   
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9. Conclusions 

Before considering the conclusions which can be drawn from the primary research described 

in this volume, is it appropriate to reiterate the key aim of this study. The main objective of 

this research is to establish how choices in leadership approach impact on organisational 

culture within small family businesses in Scotland; making particular reference to central 

theme of intra-organisational knowledge sharing activities. From this five individual research 

questions are generated, as discussed in chapter five. The questions are posited as follows: 

 

1. How and where is strategic leadership concentrated in small family firms 

operating in knowledge-intensive industries in Scotland? 

2.  

a) What relationship exists between the influence of family and the creation 

of a knowledge-sharing organisational culture? 

b) What relationship exists between path-goal leadership styles and the 

creation of a knowledge-sharing organisational culture? 

3. What is the nature of any relationship between a preference for path-goal 

leadership styles and the influence of family on business performance? 

4. How are the areas of family influence, knowledge sharing culture, and 

leadership perceived by the different stakeholder groups in small family 

firms in Scotland? 

5. What is the effect of the adoption of path-goal leadership styles on the 

creation of performance enhancing knowledge sharing culture in small 

family firms in Scotland? 

 

The current chapter explores each of these questions in relation to the primary research 

findings and the preceding discussion which places them in the context of a critical review of 

literature. Both individualised findings from the quantitative and qualitative data, and the 

combination of these analyses, are brought forward to legitimately propose answers to the 

above questions, whilst also highlighting other pivotal factors emerging from the 

investigation. As is highlighted throughout the work, methods used in this study are at all 

points critically validated, it is therefore with some confidence that the following research 

conclusions can be made.  
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9.1 Research conclusions 

The five research questions of this work emanate directly from gaps in the surrounding 

literature, particularly in dealing with the integration of three scholarly fields: the influence 

of family; knowledge sharing culture; and the impact of leadership. In light of the collection 

and analysis of primary quantitative data from the leadership element of target firms, and 

qualitative data from a variety of organisational members, a multi-input discussion uncovers 

the key themes involved in approaching each these probing questions. From the previously 

presented validation of this approach, it is made possible for this work to propose answers to 

each of the five questions. This is now offered by treating each of the questions in turn. In 

some cases several conclusions related to the research questions emerge, however, in the 

spirit of parsimony, only those directly influencing the final aim of the study and put forward 

here. The composition of research conclusions begins by considering the makeup of strategic 

leadership in small family firms in Scotland.  

9.1.1 Strategic leadership 

 

How and where is strategic leadership concentrated in small family firms 

operating in knowledge-intensive industries in Scotland? 

 

The dominance of familial influence is fully established by the responsibility found in the 

role of family-related management. Whether appropriate or not, family members in 

management positions of the firm position themselves in such a way that the weight of 

responsibility for not only strategic direction, but also provision of employment and 

development of employees, is kept solely with them. This leadership element is generally 

found to be the owner or director of the firm, and is always an immediate or extended 

member of the family referred to in influencing organisational behaviours. In most cases this 

leadership position is taken up by one individual, however, a number of the firms accessed in 

the course of this study also note the existence of two family-related leadership persons. For 

example, in gathering qualitative data, interviews were taken from individual organisations 

where both a father and son are involved in the leadership of the company; also, there is 

evidence found of brother and sister, man and wife, cousin, and purely brother relationships 

existing within these strategic leadership elements. However, at no point is inclusion in the 

responsibility weighted role of leadership seen to be placed with a nonfamily member.  

 

Strategic leadership is therefore found to be fully situated in the familial element of small 

family firms, and concentrated in one or two individuals. The power given to this role is 
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designated not only by the psychological and historical bonds to the firm felt by those in 

charge, but also by the perception of a controlling and omniscient presence by nonfamily 

employees. This appears to manifest itself in a self-prophesising way. Where nonfamily 

employees expect a controlling and dominant family influence in the strategic direction of 

the firm, this is then what the leadership position becomes. It is little wonder then that family 

firm leadership emerges to position itself in the responsibility of a parent figure, to not only 

all those in the company but also all those connected. Many of these strategic leaders depict 

an image of helplessness in their role. This echoes the idea that leadership in this vein in 

thrust upon them and that they see little option in their function. Historical and emotional 

discourses in particular are found to be used in setting a form of path-dependency in the 

make-up of the leadership roles; thus isolating the availability of such a position to only 

those who know of and can experience these feelings. This distance between the leadership 

element and the rest of the firm could be seen to cause an alienation of the leadership figure, 

where they are simultaneously seen as, and feel to be, the guardian of family involvement, 

the creator and protector of employment, and the granter of personal development; acting 

over all others in the firm. This therefore has many implications for behavioural and 

relational issues within these idiosyncratic social units. As part of such implications these 

conclusions now look to the creation and maintenance of knowledge sharing culture.  

9.1.2 Creation of knowledge sharing 

 

How is knowledge sharing culture created in small family firms? 

 

The creation of knowledge sharing culture in small family firms is considered by this study 

in two separate ways: first by its relationship with the influence of family; and second by its 

relationship with the uptake of path-goal leadership styles. Both of these issues are now 

taken in turn.  

 

What relationship exists between the influence of family and the creation of a 

knowledge-sharing organisational culture? 

 

It is a conceptually unexpected finding of this work that the influence of family 

quantitatively supports the existence of knowledge sharing behaviours. The social-based 

benefits of enhanced trust and relational closeness appear to play an important role in this. 

However, it is only in the development of these socially ‘soft’ elements that benefit is to be 

found. The crucial aspects of formalised communication channels and incentive-based 
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sharing contexts are underplayed and therefore bring the risk of under, or skewed knowledge 

development. This provides a qualification to the much quoted open and flexible cultures in 

the focal firms of this study that seek to imply a free flow of knowledge and ideas. Although 

the existence of family is not found to be as divisive as some previous studies have 

suggested, a definite impact on the nature of the knowledge culture created is seen. A 

reliance on honest and open relationships that seems to come with familial influence means 

that the creation of an organisational knowledge base is at risk from differing individual 

perspectives, shielded behaviours, and biases in knowledge evaluation. All of which leaves 

the creation of a competitively valuable knowledge resource at the hands of complex and 

often emotionally charged intra-firm relationships.  

 

Furthermore, the impact of separated positioning in family and nonfamily groups presents 

with it an acknowledgement on both sides of the barriers to complete knowledge sharing. 

These barriers point to both an intentional separation of information which can be accessed 

by all and that which can be only accessed by family members, and a seemingly 

unintentional reluctance to accept input from outside the family related group. The resulting 

imbalance in the giving and receiving of knowledge puts the control and direction of 

knowledge sharing activities firmly in the hands of the party with access to all information, 

in this case the family element. It is here that perhaps the biggest impact of the influence of 

family on knowledge sharing culture can be felt. This limits a small family firm to the 

knowledge capabilities of those granted full knowledge access; thus, learning from ‘weak 

ties’ and introducing fresh ideas are lessened. At worst this could potentially cause 

privileged family members to become bound in a locked circle of knowledge and strategic 

dogma, with alternative initiatives only brought in sparingly.  

 

Therefore, initial findings on the flexibility and communicative benefits gained from the 

influence of family are contrasted against the limitations and barriers brought about by the 

existence of separate groups. The dominance of familial power is clearly noted here, and this 

impacts on knowledge sharing behaviours in subtle but corrosive ways. As with findings on 

the makeup of the leadership element in small family firms, this power is presented as a 

necessity in the construction of a family firm. It is not so much seen as a claim to power, but 

more as a need for this power over knowledge to be used in protecting the familial 

involvement. The alternative presented in this work is for the leadership element of such 

firms to employ path-goal leadership styles to combat divisions in the workforce. Before 
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looking to how the uptake of such styles interacts with the influence of family, it is useful to 

also consider separately how these approaches relate to knowledge sharing behaviour.  

 

What relationship exists between path-goal leadership styles and the creation 

of a knowledge-sharing organisational culture? 

 

This study confirms that the uptake of path-goal leadership styles directly facilitates the 

development of a knowledge sharing culture. Both the supportive and participative 

leadership approaches found in the data appear to engender togetherness in the organisation 

along with instilling motivation in individuals to share what they know. Also, the pure 

mediation effects found by knowledge sharing in the relationship between both of these 

leadership styles and organisational efficacy implies that path-goal leadership only impacts 

on performance indirectly by creating a knowledge sharing platform from which this 

efficacy can grow. Considering the contextual setting in which these relationships are found 

and the individual characters and grouping therein, this study supports views on the ability of 

contingency approaches, and in particular path-goal leadership styles, to deal with diverse 

groups of individuals and foster a collective, even among such division. However, the key 

notions of employee empowerment detailed in the theoretical application of participative 

leadership are not able to fully blossom due to barriers of involvement and the entrenchment 

of management positions by family members. Although evidence of the cohesive qualities of 

path-goal styles is positive, there also remains this barrier to full participation which is not 

overcome by the use of such leadership styles. Therefore, path-goal leadership behaviours 

present themselves as strong builders of knowledge sharing, and subsequently organisational 

efficacy, but are found to be not strong enough to negate the divisions inherent in family firm 

groupings. This issue is critical to the research findings of this study and can be considered 

in much greater detail when these leadership approaches are viewed in relation to the 

influence of family.  

9.1.3 Leadership effect on family 

 

What is the nature of any relationship between a preference for path-goal 

leadership styles and the influence of family on business performance? 

 

The striking findings on the integration of supportive and instrumental leadership styles 

when applied to the family business setting provide insight into the relations between the 

variables of leadership and family. For instance, the creation of a force of counsel and 
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guidance which this creates can be easily seen in the parental and shepherd discourses used 

by the strategic leadership element. However, deeper complexities than this also arise. The 

clear separation of family and nonfamily groups has serious implications for the impact any 

leadership approach can have. From a small firm leadership perspective, choices on who is 

granted access to privileged information, and who is not, can essentially be reduced to 

choices in terms of who can influence the direction of the company. For the family 

leadership element this choice is simple. The responsibility felt in this role along with the 

historical expectations of family involvement can be seen to act as a driver in accepting only 

family to the ‘in group’, while all others remain outsiders. This makes ideas of trust very one 

sided and also undermines any participative goals of the leadership approach. However, the 

expected tension resulting from such division between path-goal leadership styles and a 

family influence is not found. Supportive leadership fits well with the role of family 

involvement. From this it can be suggested that family leadership views the running of the 

firm as an extension of their role in their own family system; for example, one of parenting 

responsibilities and the encouragement of individual development. The same is not found 

with participative leadership, where empowerment and inclusive ambitions are tempered by 

choices in knowledge access. But the choice presented is not as simple as participative 

leadership versus a family-based supportive leadership. The existence of two distinct groups 

complicates this matter. For instance, it could be reasonably claimed from the findings of 

this study that those considered in the ‘in group’ (family) would have the possibility of 

engaging in participative behaviours, while those in the ‘out group’ (nonfamily) respond 

more to the encouragement of support and granted development. Thus, the influence of 

family splits the way in which different parts of the organisation should be viewed from a 

leadership perspective. However, the multiple and conflicting subjective positions uncovered 

in the discourse analyses, suggest that even such complexities as this may be guilty of 

oversimplifying the matter. 

 

Although from the quantitative findings of this study supportive leadership is forwarded as 

appropriate for family firms, the intricacies of how this works with diverse and unbalanced 

relationships imply that such an approach is not suitable for all. For instance, family 

members looking to influence the direction of the business may feel patronised or even 

insulted by ideas of instrumental task guidance and supportive development. Whereas, if 

purely participative leadership behaviours were to be applied, the barriers to knowledge 

created under the influence of family would seek to frustrate nonfamily employees who, 

although able to participate due to the leadership style employed, do not have the full 
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knowledge access needed to make effectual contributions. This mismatch in leadership style 

and follower needs is therefore inevitable with the application of only one style in a family 

firm. The damaging effects of which can include estrangement, disaffection, and even 

hostility as individual needs are not met.   

 

The influence of family complicates issues of leadership approach. From the findings 

presented here it is clear that the leader of a small family firm needs to understand the 

segregation which the influence of family imposes on their would-be followers, either 

intentionally or unintentionally. At least two clear groups of follower are found under the 

influence of family, causing unique concerns for the leader on how to approach each group 

in turn. It is known from previous works that a misalignment of approach and follower needs 

can have disastrously divisive consequences; this is therefore an issue which becomes 

critical to the maintenance of collaborative knowledge sharing practices. From this the 

individual perspectives of organisational members become vitally important to leadership 

judgement. It is to this issue that these conclusions now turn. 

9.1.4 Stakeholder perceptions  

 

How are the areas of family influence, knowledge sharing culture, and 

leadership perceived by the different stakeholder groups in small family 

firms in Scotland? 

 

There are many advantages noted in the inclusion of both quantitative and qualitative data in 

this study; the foremost of which is the ability multiple and various qualitative participants 

bring in contrasting the varied perspectives evident from within the organisational context. 

The clearest separation in perspective appears in references to the influence of family. 

Forming this as an emotional and historical presence means that family members succeed in 

reducing their own influence and therefore cannot be held to account for the implications of 

such influence. Whereas, in viewing familial influence as an organisational role, nonfamily 

distance themselves from the influence of family and even place them on a podium of 

legitimate authority. As mentioned previously, in such a discourse, family members become 

sealed to their fate and inertness is found in the path dependency rooted in history and 

responsibility. In contrast to this, nonfamily maintain a temporal status and a feeling of 

contractual security in their employment situation. Thus, two extremes of perspective are 

highlighted, both of which have implications for the actions and values of the individuals.  
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The creation of knowledge sharing culture is embedded in the literature review as a resource 

which a firm can use to distinguish itself from competitors. Although by their nature cultural 

elements of the organisation are inclusive of all organisational members, there are also 

differing perspectives between family and nonfamily found here. However, it is specifically 

the activity of knowledge sharing which is approached from contradictory viewpoints. For 

instance, nonfamily are found to consider the sharing of their ideas and knowledge 

contributions as part of a wider social contribution, where they are playing a vital role in the 

development of a greater body. Whereas, directly contrasted to this, family members tend to 

view contributions from outside the inner circle of the privileged group as a recreational 

issue. Presented as a caricature it could be said that family see outside knowledge 

contributions as something which they allow to happen in order to maintain satisfaction in 

the troops. This shows two very differing perspectives on the forwarding of knowledge from 

an individual to an organisational level. Also, it reinforces the selectiveness of the central 

family group, as it is implied that knowledge emanating from this part of the firm is afforded 

a higher status than that of outsiders.  

 

Although these stark differences provide insight into how knowledge contribution is treated 

on both sides, there is also one aspect of knowledge sharing which is agreed upon by both 

parties. The existence of both a public and a private knowledge is something that is 

established clearly by family members in the firm, particularly the leadership element; but 

this is also found to be fully accepted from a nonfamily perspective. The formation and 

legitimising of this barrier provides further distance between family and nonfamily groups. 

But it also plays as significant part in the preservation of identity roles. For instance, family 

members may desire the existence of such a barrier so as to protect their privileged status in 

the strategic direction of the firm; while conversely, nonfamily members can use such a 

barrier to rationalise their distance from the strategic leadership element. It can therefore be 

concluded that both family and nonfamily individuals use this barrier to certain knowledge 

for their own identity-based ends. This therefore links strongly to the perception created of 

the strategic leadership element from within the firm.  

 

The comfort felt by all research participants in the parental aspects of small family firm 

leadership firmly places the influence of family as a dominant and guiding structure of the 

business and its decision making processes. This is shared by family and nonfamily and is 

seen to build a socially cohesive relational nature within the organisation. However, there is 

one further aspect to how nonfamily members perceive the leadership of the firm over that of 



References  246 

 

a social unit. The evaluative way in which nonfamily members build rationale for their 

positioning and the limitations of their empowerment produces a clear signal of 

independence in this group. Direct comparison with alternative employment opportunities 

allows these individuals the freedom of choice in their work situation. Such a freedom is not 

afforded to family members who are anchored to the family firm by their blood history and 

emotional pressure. Therefore, is can confidently be stated that, of the two groups (family 

and nonfamily), nonfamily members are better able to perform rational, information-based 

judgement of their situation; whereas family member judgment is either clouded by 

psychological demands other than traditional agency terms, or strictly limited to the 

continuation of the situation they are in.  

 

From such findings, this study suggests that the differences of perception found between 

family and nonfamily members in particular effects not only how both groups behave in 

organisational environment, but also how they secure their positions in the firm. The most 

visible of which is in the independence secured by nonfamily members, and the leadership 

protected by family. When these perceptual findings are integrated with accompanying 

conclusions on path-goal leadership, knowledge sharing, and the influence of family, a 

broader picture is created of how each of these elements interact. This is now addressed by 

considering the final research question posited by this study.  

9.1.5 Leadership effect on knowledge sharing 

 

What is the effect of the adoption of path-goal leadership styles on the 

creation of performance enhancing knowledge sharing culture in small 

family firms in Scotland? 

 

Path-goal leadership styles are confirmed as directly influencing the creation of a knowledge 

sharing culture, which in turn directly influences organisational efficacy. However, the 

influence of family in small family firms provides a unique flavour to the application of such 

styles. Supportive leadership styles, integrating some forms of instrumental approaches, 

appear to be the most suitable, over their participative counterparts, in accommodating the 

parental and shepherding forms of familial influence noted. It is subsequently implied that 

the uptake of supportive styles in a family influenced business is a reflection of the guardian 

position in which strategic family leadership is located, and also which nonfamily followers 

perceive of from their often child-like posture. However, the simplicity with which such a 

dichotomy of positions imagines the family firm culture only provides part of a multifaceted 
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picture. The inclusion of family in the strategic leadership element is found to create a 

separation of groups, in particular some striking differences are found between knowledge 

privileged family and independent nonfamily individuals. The barriers created by this 

division lead to many problems in the effective application of one leadership style. For 

instance, uptake of only supportive styles may temper the progress of knowledge aware 

family members looking to impact the firm’s strategic direction; while a reliance on 

participative styles would be wholly unfitting for nonfamily members whose participation 

can only go as far as their limited knowledge allows. It can therefore be concluded that the 

sole application of one form of leadership approach, contingency or otherwise, is 

inappropriate for the contextual complexities introduced by the influence of family.  

 

From these conclusions a more considered approach to leadership is proposed. The existence 

of multiple and individually developed perceptions in the one firm requires a leadership 

element sensitive to individual issues. If path-goal leadership styles are to be effective, it 

appears that they need to therefore be applied to these individual groups individually. In light 

of findings from this study it is suggested that the participative approach found would be 

most relevant to those who are granted privileged access to all knowledge of the business; 

from the data presented this is found to be family members seeking influence in strategic 

decision making structures. In contrast the supportive leader behaviours found would be 

more applicable to those seeking to gain from personal development but not necessarily 

looking to be empowered with strategic voice. This description fits the independent and 

rationally free character of the nonfamily employees. In this instance individuals are looking 

to personally gain from being contractually bound to an open and flexible organisation, such 

as a small family firm. Therefore, the diversity of individual goals becomes the biggest 

barrier to the successful deployment of path-goal leadership strategies.  

9.1.6 Overall concluding statements  

Five individual research questions addressing the final aim of this study are posited to 

establish the effect of leadership approach on knowledge sharing in small family firms. From 

this, strategic leadership is confirmed as being located in one or two family related 

individuals. The power involved in this role is established in two separate ways. One is in the 

responsibility and emotional pressure felt by these family individuals, but also playing a part 

in this power construction is the assumptive perception from nonfamily employees of an all-

powerful and controlling family presence. In turn, this family influence is found to engender 

social-based knowledge sharing benefits such as enhanced levels of trust and openness. 

However, as such family firms are seen to demonstrate a reliance on these relational aspects, 
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which renders the development of a free-flowing culture particularly vulnerable, due to the 

individual value judgements on access to knowledge that family influence brings.  

 

As a potential remedy to the problems brought about by the influence of family, path-goal 

leadership strategies are here confirmed as having a direct and positive impact on the 

creation of an inclusive and performance enhancing knowledge sharing culture. However, 

the interaction which these approaches have with the influence of family complicates the 

issue of this direct effect and brings about the need for a more considered application on the 

part of the leader. The influence of family in the firm promotes a clear separation of family 

and nonfamily groups. This division is not as damaging as first thought, but does entail 

occasionally polarised differences in perception. In particular these differences are found in 

the expectation and meaning which people, family and nonfamily, attach to the leadership of 

family influence. Because of these intra-firm differences the suitability of one leadership 

approach is brought into question. The dissimilar cultures and mindsets of these groups 

demand individualised leadership behaviours in order to tap into full follower potential. Is it 

suggested from the findings of this work that individuals with full access to the privileged 

knowledge generally offered to family members would respond more to the inclusive 

participative leadership approaches found. Whereas, and in contrast, those who are limited in 

their knowledge engagement and maintain an independent nature through their agency-based 

relationship with the firm would greater engage with the productive elements of supportive 

and instructive leadership styling; for instance, a focus on personal development and 

enhanced working practices.  

 

In conclusion, leadership issues in small family firms become a complex issue due to the 

influence of family determining the nature of the relationships found in the organisation. 

Multiple forms of engagement with this influence call for multiple forms of leadership 

approach. Therefore, in order for the performance enhancing aspects of knowledge sharing 

to be realised, the strategic leadership element of small family firms must carefully consider 

who their followers are and what it is they expect from the family which provides such 

competitive distinction. 

9.2 Recommendations and future impact  

The findings of this work carry with them many implications for both small family business 

practice and the direction of future research in the field. This section considers both of these 

areas in turn and shows where the potential impact of the analyses conducted in this volume 
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would be most beneficially felt. First, implications are provided by way of recommendations 

for those operating in small family firm leadership situations. In particular this is aimed at 

those centralised family members in the responsibility-laden role of the business leader. 

Second, potentially rich areas for further research are uncovered by the analyses of this 

work. These are highlighted and detailed concerning which research strategies would be 

most fruitful to the continued exploration of these complex business entities.  

9.2.1 Small family business practice 

The principal benefactors from the undertaking of this work are small family firms dealing 

with the problematic mix of family influence and organisational structures. There is much 

counsel to be taken in light of the research presented here. Specifically, there are three key 

recommendations to be made to small family firms. 

 

First, the influence that family involvement has on small family firm behaviour is multi-

faceted and often unintended. For example, out-of-hours discussions and business 

conversations during the family’s social events may quicken the decision-making process, 

but they also serve to isolate others and enforce centralisation of the strategic executives. 

Furthermore, the burden of responsibility often held by managerial family members is found 

to lead to reduced risk taking to the point of a conservative preservation of the status quo. 

Each of these examples has the potential to severely damage the firm’s competitive situation. 

In order to circumvent these risks small family businesses need to realise the often divisive 

and corrosive effects familial actions can have on business performance, as opposed to 

purely focusing on convenience benefits. An understanding of the pressure of familial 

responsibility may lead small family firms to alleviate this pressure by opening up 

responsible positions to others within the firm, regardless of family position. Where these 

others are nonfamily members this would also seek to reduce divisions caused by the 

distinctions of family and nonfamily members. Though some small family firm owners may 

see this as a dilution of family control, it should instead be treated as an optimisation of the 

business structure. This study has shown that nonfamily individuals are accepting of the 

authority in familial influence, however, also may look to positively contribute to the 

knowledge resource; this should therefore be encouraged and not feared.  

 

Second, in order to greater benefit from strategically advantageous knowledge assets small 

family firms must not think on the level of family influence, as this is shown to have less 

damaging impact than surrounding literature would suggest; instead, they should place 

greater emphasis on the nature of their communication structures. This work has found the 
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influence of family to lead to many informal structures acting as the regular communication 

channels in the organisation; this is initially considered a benefit for faster person-to-person 

information flow. However, upon deeper inspection of various individual perspectives such 

informality is found to skew ideas of egalitarian knowledge sharing as many nonfamily 

members are withdrawn from contribution, either through their own observation of barriers 

or a bias treatment of their offerings by family members. While communications remain 

informal such problems also remain undetected. In order for small family firms to improve 

their knowledge sharing situations it is therefore advisable for them to formalise and make 

transparent more of their communication channels. This would not only seek to reduce 

perception barriers but would also provide an effective route for the knowledge contributor 

to follow their knowledge offer and establish at which point in the formalised channel it is 

accepted or rejected as a organisational knowledge contribution. Moreover, a more 

formalised nature of communication opens up potential avenues for those whose knowledge 

contributions have not been implemented at the organisational level to receive feedback on 

the reasons for this, thus aiding in the development of future contributions and reducing 

perceptions of unworthiness or inability.  

 

Finally, the variety of stakeholders within small family firms is well documented; however, 

this study has shown how the effect of chosen leadership styles is strongly contingent on the 

situation and nature of the follower. Small family firms should therefore place great attention 

on the needs of the follower in the leader-follower relationship. Initially this may be as 

simple as recognising that immediate family, extended family, and nonfamily members will 

each have individual views on their role within the organisation. Gaining access to individual 

follower perspectives will then allow small family firm leaders to adapt their leadership 

styles accordingly. For instance, those followers seeking to further their exposure to 

decision-making processes and develop their role in the organisation should be treated with 

participative leadership styles and not blocked from this participation by perceptions of 

family status. Whereas, those seeking the security of an empathetic and facilitating boss 

would be more responsive to supportive leadership styles which perhaps highlight the 

shepherding role of the family in the business.  

9.2.2 Future research in the field 

In order for small family firm research to continue in a productive manner, this study has 

uncovered certain areas that warrant further attention in the continued understanding of this 

business group. The following four recommendations represent four of the key research 

interests which have been generated through this work. 
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First, one of the major contributions of this work is the integration of disciplines. The current 

research benefited greatly from the introduction of sociological and political theory to the 

analysis of the small family firm. From this, family firm dynamics are shown to be more 

sensitive to emotional and social forces that others in business environment, therefore the 

application of theory from fields other than business studies is advisable. In particular, the 

fields of sociology and psychology have the potential to be rewarding in their relevance to 

small family firm issues. 

 

Second, an area which this study did not cover, but which did appear as a concern in the 

qualitative data, is the evolving nature of relationships in small family firms. In the course of 

this work it is suggested that the issue of trust is found to be contingent on time. However, as 

this is a cross-sectional study there is no possibility of further investigation here. Therefore, 

future research should consider more longitudinal research on the changing nature of small 

family firm relationships, and in particular the gradual emergence of a nonfamily member to 

gain trust as a responsible actor in strategic decision-making. Such investigation may also 

connect well with the evolving nature of leadership relationships, therefore adding a further 

dimension to the tasks of a learning small family business leader.   

 

Third, the pressure of responsibility accompanying the influence of family is one of the main 

findings of this study. It is suggested that much of this responsibility comes from a historical 

and generational comparison. Future research should investigate whether there are different 

levels personal pressures on the small family firm leader depending on the generation of the 

firm. This again would benefit from the application of psychological theories in order to 

investigate the effects of this pressure on decision-making.  

 

Finally, much of the literature on small family firms at present deals with the personality of 

the owner/manager as a synonym for the entire organisation. This work has shown that for 

the true dynamics of the family firm to be uncovered, many aspects other than this should be 

taken into account. Findings from this research unearth much strategic vulnerability due to 

the influence family has on internal organisational behaviour. Therefore, a fruitful area for 

future studies is to complement the existing, externally orientated, view on strategic 

distinction of small family firms with more internally focused work on the relational 

elements of the organisation. In particular, the leader-follower relationships investigated in 

this study could be further analysed by isolating specific relational dyads and exploring the 
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differences and similarities in behaviour. This may take the form of individualised case study 

research at the level of the organisation and therefore lack in the generalisability sought from 

broader positivistic approaches. However, it is suggested that the complex behaviours of 

small family firms warrant such a detailed approach as they continue to hold much of the 

mystery and ambiguity, which this study has only begun to unravel. 

9.3 Contribution to knowledge 

The research presented in this thesis demonstrates a significant contribution to knowledge in 

two distinct ways. Firstly, the existing understanding of small family firm behaviour is 

advanced by uncovering the often implicit nature of the influence of family on internal 

knowledge sharing. This greater understanding, including the recognised potential for 

alienation of certain knowledge resources and the weighted responsibility felt by those in 

centralised family role, advances existing knowledge on the systemic and culturally 

embedded familial character of such firms by highlighting the effect this character has on 

differing stakeholder behaviours and reactions. Such knowledge is vital for those within and 

advising small family firms to understand the often unintended consequences that a reliance 

on convenient and faithful family capital can have on the development of their organisational 

knowledge resources. An understanding of these issues has the potential to aid small family 

firms in the maintenance of a reactive and sustainable competitive position based on 

knowledge, whilst also enhancing the dynamism of this significant part of the economy.  

 

Second, a contribution is made to the methodology literature in the continued development 

of mixed method research in organisational studies. The understanding gained from this 

work shows there to be certain distinct and measurable structures existing with the firm. In 

the context of this work they are identified as: the influence of family; knowledge sharing 

behaviours; evidence of leadership approach; and indicators of organisational efficacy. Such 

structural factors are quantifiable and therefore amenable certain analytical techniques. 

However, the ways in which individuals interact with, and take meaning from, these 

structural elements are independently subjective and therefore demand a more interpretive 

approach to their study. It is in the acknowledgement and identification of both forms of 

phenomena that mixed methods studies can achieve analytical power. This thesis has 

therefore shown mixed methods methodologies to be able to engage both the structural and 

discursive elements of an organisation in achieving a more comprehensive explanatory 

capacity.  
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Appendix 2: Second approach letter to late respondents 
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Appendix 3: Information sheet for participants 
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Appendix 4: Questionnaire sample 

 

 

 

This initial page is designed to deal with the inclusion/exclusion criteria and the control 

variables of firm age and size. The following pages ask the respondent to mark their initial 

response to questions on a 7-point Likert scale. 
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Appendix 4: Questionnaire sample (cont.) 
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Appendix 4: Questionnaire sample (cont.) 
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Appendix 4: Questionnaire sample (cont.) 
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Appendix 5: Raw data from questionnaire responses 
 

 

 

This data is generated from both paper and electronic versions of the questionnaire and was 

subsequently input to SPSS17 for the described data analysis of Chapter 6 (Volume One).  

Type Age
SPSS 

Code
Size

SPSS 

Code
Industry Position 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34 35 36 37 38 39 40 41 42 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50

Paper 64 7 20 5 8 1 5 3 6 6 6 6 4 4 6 6 6 6 4 6 6 6 6 3 6 5 5 3 4 5 4 6 6 6 5 3 5 3 6 6 4 4 4 5 6 6 4 3 5 5 6 4 6 5 6 4

Paper 121 7 36 7 8 6 5 3 5 7 5 6 3 4 6 6 7 4 6 7 7 6 5 2 5 5 5 4 5 4 4 4 5 5 5 3 6 3 6 6 3 5 4 5 5 7 5 4 4 7 7 4 7 5 7 4

Paper 6 4 4 2 1 4 7 7 7 1 3 6 7 6 6 6 7 6 1 4 4 6 7 1 7 7 5 1 1 3 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 1 4 7 1 5 2 3 7 7 7 1 3 6 7 5 7 6 7 4

Paper 17 6 6 2 9 3 7 3 6 6 7 6 7 5 6 5 6 4 2 6 6 5 5 2 6 6 6 1 2 4 5 5 7 6 6 2 4 1 6 7 5 4 5 5 7 7 6 1 3 5 5 7 3 6 6 3

Paper 15 6 5 2 6 4 4 4 6 6 6 7 6 6 5 6 7 7 1 7 5 7 7 1 6 7 6 1 1 4 7 7 6 5 6 1 6 1 4 7 6 6 6 7 7 7 5 1 5 6 7 6 7 7 7 6

Paper 10 4 13 4 9 1 5 4 6 3 6 3 6 6 5 6 7 7 2 6 6 6 6 2 6 5 6 2 2 6 6 5 6 6 6 2 6 2 6 5 2 6 2 6 5 4 6 3 5 5 6 6 2 4 6 5

Paper 13 5 10 3 2 2 5 2 5 5 2 7 7 7 7 4 6 3 1 7 6 7 6 2 4 5 2 1 1 4 5 6 7 3 7 1 5 1 5 6 6 6 4 5 5 7 5 5 6 5 6 6 6 6 7 4

Paper 79 7 10 3 1 3 6 6 6 6 6 7 7 6 6 6 6 6 1 6 7 6 7 4 7 7 6 2 2 5 6 6 7 6 7 1 6 1 6 7 2 6 6 6 7 7 6 6 4 7 6 7 5 7 7 6

Paper 26 7 4 2 2 4 3 4 6 6 7 5 5 5 6 6 7 6 1 2 7 7 5 2 7 6 6 1 1 4 6 6 7 7 6 2 6 1 5 7 2 5 6 5 6 7 6 2 4 7 7 7 7 7 7 6

Paper 3 2 6 2 7 3 7 5 5 5 6 7 7 6 7 6 7 5 1 6 6 7 7 7 7 4 6 3 1 6 5 6 7 7 7 1 7 1 5 7 2 5 4 6 7 7 7 2 7 7 7 7 5 6 7 7

Paper 37 7 8 3 7 2 4 4 6 7 5 7 7 7 7 7 7 6 1 5 6 7 7 3 5 6 5 1 1 5 5 5 6 5 5 1 6 1 5 7 3 6 4 5 6 7 5 1 4 6 6 6 4 6 6 3

Paper 40 7 7 3 1 4 4 1 7 1 1 7 4 7 7 7 7 1 1 7 7 7 4 1 7 4 1 1 4 4 7 7 7 7 4 4 7 4 7 7 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 4 1 7 7 4 4 4 4 7

Paper 30 7 11 3 1 3 6 3 5 5 5 7 6 5 5 7 7 7 1 6 5 6 5 6 5 5 6 2 1 5 5 6 6 6 6 1 6 1 6 5 1 5 5 5 2 5 5 1 4 5 5 5 2 5 5 5

Paper 6 4 5 2 2 4 3 4 5 7 5 7 4 6 6 4 7 7 1 7 7 7 6 2 7 5 7 1 4 4 6 6 6 7 6 4 6 1 5 6 2 5 3 4 6 6 4 2 4 4 5 4 7 7 7 6

Paper 3 3 4 2 3 4 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 1 6 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 1 7 7 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Paper 25 7 6 2 2 1 4 3 6 6 3 5 4 5 6 4 5 5 1 6 5 6 6 2 6 7 4 2 2 4 3 6 5 6 4 2 5 2 5 6 2 5 6 2 6 6 5 5 2 5 6 4 5 5 6 6

Paper 120 7 20 5 2 5 7 1 1 7 4 7 7 7 7 1 7 4 1 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 1 1 1 7 1 7 7 4 7 1 7 1 7 7 7 7 7 4 7 7 7 4 4 7 1 7 7 7 7 4

Paper 25 7 5 2 2 2 5 4 5 5 4 6 6 5 6 6 7 7 7 7 7 6 2 6 6 6 5 2 2 5 4 6 6 6 6 2 6 2 6 7 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 2 4 6 6 6 6 6 6 6

Paper 21 7 10 3 6 4 5 6 6 6 5 7 6 6 6 5 6 6 1 6 6 6 4 1 6 6 6 1 1 6 6 7 6 7 6 1 6 1 6 7 1 6 5 6 7 7 6 2 4 6 6 6 7 7 7 6

Paper 7 4 4 2 7 3 6 2 7 6 6 6 6 6 5 5 7 6 1 7 6 6 6 5 6 6 4 2 1 5 5 7 7 5 5 1 6 1 6 6 6 6 4 5 6 6 5 1 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6

Paper 30 7 4 2 2 4 4 6 5 7 7 6 3 2 4 4 6 4 1 6 5 4 5 6 6 3 3 4 4 2 4 6 6 6 5 4 3 2 4 7 3 6 6 5 6 6 4 5 1 6 4 6 6 6 6 5

Paper 150 7 4 2 2 1 6 6 6 6 6 6 5 6 6 5 6 6 1 5 5 6 6 1 6 6 6 1 1 4 5 4 6 6 5 1 6 1 6 2 6 5 5 6 2 6 6 6 1 6 6 6 5 6 6 6

Paper 6 4 4 2 3 2 7 7 7 5 5 6 7 7 7 5 7 6 1 7 7 7 7 1 6 7 6 1 1 6 6 7 7 7 7 1 6 1 7 7 2 7 7 7 7 7 7 2 4 7 6 7 4 4 7 4

Paper 14 5 4 2 3 3 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 5 5 1 7 7 7 7 2 7 7 7 1 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 1 6 7 5 6 7 7 7 7 7 1 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Paper 100 7 6 2 7 1 6 1 7 7 5 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 6 7 7 7 1 7 4 7 1 1 3 2 4 6 7 6 1 7 1 5 6 2 6 5 5 3 6 6 6 7 6 7 7 7 7 7 5

Paper 43 7 4 2 8 4 4 3 4 3 7 6 5 2 4 7 7 6 7 7 7 7 7 2 4 4 4 3 3 3 3 6 7 5 5 1 6 1 4 7 4 3 3 5 5 5 3 2 1 3 3 3 7 3 3 3

Paper 28 7 9 3 2 4 5 4 5 5 5 6 6 5 6 6 6 6 1 6 6 6 6 1 6 5 4 2 2 4 4 6 6 5 5 1 5 1 4 5 4 4 5 5 4 5 6 2 3 4 5 4 5 5 6 4

Paper 7 4 4 2 1 3 5 6 6 5 5 3 5 5 6 3 7 5 1 4 5 6 7 3 5 4 5 2 2 4 5 2 6 6 4 2 6 2 5 5 4 4 4 4 4 5 5 4 3 6 6 4 6 6 6 5

Paper 22 7 9 3 2 3 7 6 7 6 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 7 5 7 7 7 1 1 7 7 7 7 7 6 1 7 1 6 7 1 7 5 6 7 7 7 1 5 6 7 7 7 7 7 7

Paper 30 7 6 2 3 3 6 2 6 5 7 4 6 5 6 5 7 6 1 7 6 6 5 4 6 6 5 2 2 5 7 6 6 6 6 2 6 2 7 7 4 6 6 5 7 7 6 1 1 7 6 5 7 7 7 5

Paper 33 7 4 2 8 3 6 7 7 7 7 7 6 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 7 2 7 7 7 1 1 4 7 7 7 7 6 1 7 1 6 7 2 6 6 6 7 7 7 2 3 7 7 5 7 7 7 7

Paper 150 7 3 1 2 2 1 4 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 1 4 4 7 4 5 4 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 1 7 7 4 4 4 7 7

Paper 4 3 7 3 7 1 6 4 6 6 4 7 6 7 6 6 7 6 1 7 6 7 7 4 7 7 4 1 1 6 7 6 6 7 7 1 7 1 7 7 4 6 4 7 7 7 7 2 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Paper 16 6 26 6 9 3 6 3 6 7 6 6 6 6 6 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 7 1 7 6 6 1 1 6 7 6 6 7 7 1 6 1 6 7 1 7 6 7 7 7 6 1 5 6 6 6 6 7 7 7

Paper 21 7 5 2 3 6 6 6 6 6 3 4 7 3 4 4 4 3 1 3 4 4 6 4 4 5 2 2 2 6 6 4 6 4 7 1 4 1 5 7 4 4 2 4 3 5 6 5 2 6 5 7 7 4 6 2

Paper 3 3 5 2 7 3 7 4 5 4 5 4 7 7 7 7 7 6 1 6 7 7 7 3 1 7 6 1 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 1 7 7 5 6 7 7 5 7 7 2 7 7 7 7 6 6 7 7

Paper 20 6 4 2 1 6 6 3 2 6 3 4 4 6 6 6 6 5 3 3 3 6 6 6 6 6 3 5 3 5 7 6 7 5 6 5 6 3 6 7 2 6 6 6 6 6 6 2 2 6 6 2 6 6 6 6

Paper 14 5 11 3 8 3 6 5 5 7 5 7 6 6 6 6 7 7 1 7 6 7 6 2 7 6 6 1 1 6 6 6 7 6 7 1 6 1 6 6 5 6 5 6 6 6 7 1 6 6 7 7 6 6 6 6

Paper 4 3 12 4 1 5 7 5 6 7 5 7 7 7 7 6 6 6 1 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 6 1 1 7 6 7 7 6 7 1 7 1 6 7 2 6 7 6 7 7 7 1 7 6 6 7 7 7 7 7

Paper 131 7 27 6 3 3 5 3 4 6 7 7 7 6 6 3 6 4 1 7 6 6 5 6 6 6 3 1 1 6 6 7 6 3 7 1 5 1 6 7 3 6 6 1 7 7 6 5 2 7 6 7 7 6 7 6

Paper 5 3 4 2 1 4 6 4 4 6 6 6 6 5 6 3 6 4 4 5 5 5 5 3 5 6 4 2 2 5 5 4 6 3 6 3 4 2 5 6 4 5 6 6 6 6 6 5 7 6 5 5 3 4 6 6

Paper 13 5 4 2 3 4 6 5 5 4 5 6 6 5 5 5 6 6 1 7 6 6 7 2 5 7 3 2 1 6 6 7 7 6 7 1 5 1 6 6 4 5 7 6 4 6 6 7 3 6 6 5 5 6 6 2

Paper 12 5 4 2 6 2 6 1 1 7 6 7 7 5 5 1 7 1 1 5 7 7 6 1 6 7 1 1 1 5 6 7 7 1 7 1 6 1 6 7 7 6 7 6 5 7 7 3 1 7 7 7 7 6 7 4

Paper 11 5 5 2 3 1 4 7 4 7 7 7 4 6 6 7 5 7 7 4 6 6 4 4 7 6 3 6 1 4 4 4 6 5 6 2 4 2 5 5 4 4 5 4 4 4 4 4 1 6 6 4 4 4 4 3

Paper 150 7 29 6 2 5 7 1 1 4 1 7 7 7 7 1 7 1 1 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 1 1 1 7 1 7 7 1 7 1 7 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 4

Paper 60 7 17 5 2 2 6 4 5 6 6 5 5 4 4 4 4 5 3 5 4 5 6 2 6 4 4 3 2 4 4 2 5 5 5 2 4 2 6 6 3 4 4 5 5 6 5 4 4 4 5 5 4 4 5 4

Paper 2 2 4 2 5 1 6 3 6 6 6 5 5 6 6 6 6 6 1 6 6 6 6 2 6 6 6 1 1 5 6 6 7 7 7 1 6 1 6 6 2 5 6 6 6 6 6 2 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6

Paper 5 4 6 2 1 3 7 3 6 6 5 7 6 6 7 6 7 6 1 7 7 7 6 1 7 6 6 1 1 6 6 7 7 7 7 1 6 1 7 7 6 7 7 7 6 7 7 2 6 7 7 7 7 7 7 6

Paper 22 7 5 2 8 4 7 3 5 7 3 7 7 7 7 4 7 5 1 7 5 7 7 3 7 7 4 1 1 6 7 6 7 5 7 1 7 1 5 7 3 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Paper 25 7 4 2 8 4 5 4 6 6 6 7 6 6 7 4 5 5 1 7 6 7 5 5 7 7 5 2 2 4 6 6 6 6 7 1 6 1 7 7 5 7 7 7 7 7 6 3 3 6 6 6 6 7 7 4

Paper 3 2 4 2 5 4 5 4 5 6 6 6 6 6 6 7 7 5 1 6 6 7 7 1 6 7 5 6 1 5 6 6 6 6 6 1 6 1 5 6 4 6 6 6 7 7 7 1 5 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Paper 1 1 5 2 6 2 7 3 5 5 6 6 6 6 6 6 7 7 1 7 6 7 4 3 6 5 4 1 1 4 5 6 6 7 7 1 6 1 6 6 4 6 6 7 5 7 7 6 7 7 6 6 6 7 7 4

Paper 22 7 5 2 1 3 5 2 4 4 3 4 5 5 5 4 6 4 1 4 5 4 5 3 4 5 4 2 1 4 4 5 5 5 5 1 5 1 5 5 4 5 5 5 5 5 4 4 2 4 4 5 5 5 5 5

Paper 3 3 5 2 1 6 7 6 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 6 4 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 5 1 1 5 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 1 5 7 4 6 6 7 7 7 7 1 7 6 7 7 7 7 7 6

Paper 30 7 9 3 6 4 4 3 6 5 2 4 7 6 6 3 6 3 2 6 6 7 5 3 6 4 3 3 3 4 5 5 6 4 5 2 6 2 6 7 5 5 6 6 5 6 6 3 4 7 5 5 7 5 7 5

Paper 3 3 6 2 1 3 6 2 4 5 5 3 4 5 5 4 4 4 4 4 5 4 4 5 5 6 4 3 4 4 4 4 6 5 6 5 5 5 5 5 5 4 6 5 5 6 5 3 4 6 6 3 6 6 6 4

Paper 1 2 5 2 7 1 7 4 5 7 5 7 7 7 7 6 7 7 1 5 7 7 7 4 6 6 7 1 1 6 7 7 7 7 7 1 6 1 5 7 4 4 7 5 7 7 7 6 7 7 5 7 7 7 7 4

Paper 112 7 7 3 1 3 5 5 7 6 6 7 6 6 7 5 5 6 1 6 6 6 6 2 6 6 5 2 2 4 7 6 6 6 6 1 6 1 6 7 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 3 2 6 6 5 6 6 6 5

Paper 28 7 32 7 6 3 6 5 6 6 7 7 7 6 6 6 7 6 1 7 5 7 7 6 6 5 5 1 7 5 4 5 7 7 6 1 6 1 6 7 1 5 4 5 4 7 6 2 6 6 5 6 7 7 7 5

Paper 16 6 23 6 9 3 6 3 6 7 5 7 7 6 7 5 6 4 1 7 6 5 7 1 6 6 4 1 1 5 6 7 6 6 6 1 5 1 6 7 2 5 3 6 6 7 5 1 5 5 4 5 6 6 7 6

Paper 20 6 22 6 1 7 5 2 6 4 4 6 6 4 5 5 6 5 1 6 6 6 6 4 4 5 4 2 3 5 3 6 6 5 5 2 5 1 4 4 4 4 5 4 4 6 5 5 5 5 5 4 5 5 5 4

Paper 6 4 4 2 4 2 6 3 6 7 7 7 7 7 7 4 7 4 1 7 7 7 7 3 7 7 5 1 1 4 5 5 6 5 6 1 7 1 7 7 4 6 7 7 7 7 7 4 4 6 6 6 7 7 7 4

Paper 18 6 13 4 6 4 7 6 5 2 6 7 7 7 5 4 7 7 2 6 5 7 4 2 6 4 5 3 1 3 5 6 6 7 6 2 7 1 5 7 4 7 7 7 6 6 4 3 5 7 7 4 3 5 7 7

Paper 38 7 25 6 8 3 1 3 5 5 5 6 7 7 6 4 7 4 1 6 7 6 7 2 7 5 5 3 1 6 5 7 6 7 7 1 7 1 5 5 6 3 4 2 5 7 6 3 5 5 7 7 6 6 7 5

Paper 14 5 15 4 6 4 7 3 4 5 3 6 7 7 7 4 5 3 1 3 5 7 5 3 6 6 2 1 1 6 2 6 7 5 7 1 6 1 2 7 5 2 2 2 3 7 6 1 5 4 3 7 7 6 7 4

Paper 4 3 6 2 8 2 5 6 7 3 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 5 1 6 7 7 4 2 7 4 7 3 1 5 7 7 7 7 5 1 6 1 3 7 6 3 7 3 2 3 5 3 4 7 5 6 5 4 5 6

Paper 4 3 5 2 6 2 3 1 1 4 3 7 6 6 5 2 5 3 2 5 4 3 2 6 4 5 2 1 4 6 2 5 5 2 5 6 7 2 7 7 6 6 7 5 6 5 4 2 1 7 4 5 7 7 6 4

Paper 12 5 45 8 6 6 7 4 6 6 2 6 7 6 6 5 2 4 1 6 4 3 5 5 5 4 3 3 1 4 3 6 6 5 6 1 6 1 7 7 6 5 7 4 6 7 5 2 2 7 7 5 7 6 7 5

Paper 49 7 10 3 6 1 7 4 4 7 5 7 7 6 6 5 7 5 2 7 7 6 1 3 7 7 5 1 1 7 6 7 6 6 7 1 4 1 7 7 3 7 7 7 7 7 5 1 4 7 6 7 7 7 7 6

Paper 4 3 4 2 1 1 6 4 4 5 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 6 5 7 7 7 6 5 7 7 6 2 1 6 7 6 6 6 7 1 6 1 6 7 5 6 6 7 7 7 7 2 4 7 7 7 7 7 7 6

Elec 1-3 years 2 less than 3 2 3 3 4 4 4 7 7 7 4 7 7 7 7 4 4 5 7 7 7 2 7 7 7 2 3 4 7 6 7 7 7 3 5 3 7 7 3 7 7 7 7 7 7 3 4 7 7 4 7 7 7 6

Elec over 20  years 7 over 50 8 3 6 7 7 7 7 7 7 4 7 7 7 7 7 2 7 7 7 7 1 7 5 7 1 1 4 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 1 7 7 7 7 7 6 7 7 5 5 5 7 7 5 7 4 6 7

Elec over 20 years 7 20 5 9 6 5 5 6 1 2 3 7 5 5 5 5 6 1 5 5 5 5 2 5 6 5 1 1 6 4 1 5 6 6 1 5 1 6 6 3 6 4 1 6 6 6 3 5 5 6 5 2 5 5 5

Elec over 20 years 7 6 3 3 1 2 3 4 2 6 7 7 7 6 6 5 5 4 5 1 1 1 1 1 1 6 4 4 1 5 1 1 5 1 6 3 6 4 1 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 1 3 1 5 4 3 3 3 3

Elec over 20 years 7 over 50 8 8 3 7 5 5 6 5 5 7 6 5 6 5 6 6 7 6 6 7 2 7 6 6 1 1 7 6 5 6 6 7 1 6 1 3 7 2 6 2 7 6 4 6 2 7 6 6 7 7 5 6 6

Elec 1-3 years 2 less than 3 2 2 4 4 6 6 6 6 6 3 5 7 7 7 3 5 6 6 6 6 4 4 5 5 3 3 6 6 6 6 6 6 2 5 2 5 7 6 6 3 4 6 7 7 6 6 6 6 5 7 7 7 3

Elec 15-20 years 6 4 3 8 4 4 4 7 6 7 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 1 6 6 7 6 2 6 6 6 1 1 5 6 6 7 6 6 1 6 1 6 6 2 6 6 6 6 6 6 1 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6

Elec over 20 years 7 over 50 8 8 4 6 6 6 5 4 6 6 5 5 6 6 5 1 6 5 6 5 1 5 6 5 1 1 4 3 5 5 5 7 1 5 1 5 6 2 2 5 5 5 7 5 1 6 6 6 6 6 6 7 5

Elec 1-3 years 2 less than 3 3 1 3 2 3 3 1 5 1 2 4 4 3 1 5 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 5 1 1 5 6 6 3 4 4 1 2 1 4 7 4 4 4 6 4 7 4 7 7 7 6 5 6 5 7 2

Elec 3-5 years 3 less than 3 2 10 4 6 5 7 5 7 7 6 6 7 7 7 6 1 7 7 7 7 1 7 6 4 1 1 6 5 7 7 5 6 1 7 1 6 7 5 6 6 5 6 7 6 4 4 6 6 7 7 7 7 7

Elec 15-20 years 6 3 3 5 6 4 5 6 6 5 4 5 5 5 1 6 6 1 6 5 6 6 3 6 6 5 2 6 4 5 5 6 6 5 1 6 1 6 7 3 5 3 6 6 6 6 6 1 6 6 4 6 6 5 2

Elec 1-3 years 2 less than 3 2 3 1 6 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 7 5 5 5 5 2 2 5 5 6 6 6 6 2 6 2 6 6 4 6 5 6 6 6 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 4

Elec 5-10 years 4 4 3 3 1 6 5 5 6 4 7 7 6 6 5 7 5 1 6 7 6 6 2 6 6 6 1 1 5 6 7 7 6 6 1 6 2 3 6 2 6 2 6 6 7 6 2 7 7 6 7 4 6 7 6

Elec over 20 years 7 6 3 9 1 3 2 5 5 4 2 3 6 6 6 6 5 2 4 5 7 5 1 7 7 4 2 2 5 4 2 5 6 7 2 5 1 3 7 2 7 4 6 7 7 6 1 4 4 6 4 5 4 4 3

Elec 10-15 years 5 11 4 7 1 6 3 7 4 2 6 5 5 6 6 7 5 1 7 6 6 7 1 6 6 7 1 1 7 7 7 6 7 7 1 6 1 6 7 1 7 5 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 6

Elec over 20 years 7 4 4 6 4 4 3 6 2 2 2 6 7 7 6 6 5 2 4 6 6 6 2 7 6 6 2 2 4 5 2 6 6 6 2 7 6 7 2 2 7 7 7 2 2 6 6 4 7 6 6 2 2 2 5

Elec 15-20 years 6 less than 3 3 8 2 4 1 5 7 7 7 4 6 6 4 7 3 3 5 6 6 4 3 6 3 1 3 4 3 5 5 7 6 5 3 5 1 7 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 5 1 6 6 5 4 4 5 5 1

Elec over 20 years 7 15 5 9 1 2 2 2 6 2 6 2 3 4 4 4 3 6 4 4 4 3 5 4 4 3 5 6 3 4 4 3 4 4 6 4 6 4 6 5 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 1 4 4 1 6 6 6 4

Elec 10-15 years 5 10 4 6 3 7 4 7 6 6 5 7 6 7 7 7 4 1 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 4 2 1 7 5 7 7 6 7 1 7 1 7 7 4 6 6 6 7 7 6 1 6 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Elec 1-3 years 2 3 2 9 4 7 5 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 1 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 1 7 7 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Elec 3-5 years 3 less than 3 2 9 4 6 1 1 7 1 6 6 5 1 1 1 1 1 6 1 6 6 2 1 6 1 1 1 5 1 6 1 1 6 1 1 7 1 7 1 6 7 7 7 7 6 5 4 7 1 7 6 6 7 1

Elec over 20 years 7 5 3 2 2 3 3 3 7 3 7 7 5 5 4 6 6 1 7 7 7 6 1 7 5 7 1 1 4 5 7 7 7 6 1 7 1 7 7 1 6 6 7 7 7 6 1 4 5 7 7 7 7 7 6

Elec 1-3 years 2 15 5 7 4 5 3 6 6 4 6 6 6 6 5 5 6 1 6 6 7 7 2 6 6 5 1 1 4 5 6 6 6 6 1 6 1 5 6 4 5 5 6 6 6 5 1 6 7 6 6 4 5 6 6

Elec 10-15 years 5 less than 3 3 3 4 6 4 6 2 6 6 3 4 6 6 6 6 3 4 2 6 6 2 6 2 5 3 5 6 3 3 6 6 5 2 6 2 6 6 2 6 5 5 3 3 7 3 6 6 6 4 6 5 6 6

Elec over 20 years 7 10 4 5 1 7 5 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 5 1 7 7 5 7 1 7 7 5 1 1 7 7 7 7 6 7 1 5 1 6 7 1 5 7 7 7 7 7 1 4 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Elec 3-5 years 3 6 3 6 6 7 5 7 5 7 7 7 6 7 7 7 7 1 7 5 7 7 6 7 7 6 3 1 7 6 4 6 7 7 1 6 1 5 7 2 3 3 6 7 7 7 1 7 7 5 7 6 7 7 7

Elec 10-15 years 5 10 4 1 6 4 6 6 5 6 6 5 2 3 5 7 5 2 4 6 5 5 2 4 6 6 5 4 4 5 5 7 5 5 4 6 2 5 7 4 4 5 2 1 5 4 5 4 4 4 3 7 5 7 4

Elec 5-10 years 4 5 3 9 3 6 5 5 5 5 4 6 4 4 5 4 5 3 5 5 7 6 5 4 5 5 4 2 5 6 5 5 5 6 2 5 2 5 3 4 5 5 5 4 5 5 4 6 5 6 5 5 5 5 5

Elec over 20 years 7 less than 3 2 8 3 6 2 4 7 7 7 6 7 7 6 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 6 1 4 6 6 7 7 7 6 2 6 1 6 7 2 7 7 2 7 7 6 1 1 7 6 4 7 7 7 7

Elec over 20 years 7 over 50 8 8 3 5 2 5 2 6 1 6 5 5 5 3 5 1 5 4 6 4 4 6 5 6 2 1 6 6 6 5 5 5 1 6 1 6 6 4 6 6 6 6 1 6 3 4 6 6 5 6 3 1 5

Elec 1-3 years 2 less than 3 3 5 1 5 6 6 6 6 5 3 5 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 5 6 4 5 4 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 4 6 6 2 6 5 6 6 6 6 2 1 6 6 1 6 6 7 4

Elec 1-3 years 2 5 3 9 3 5 6 6 6 5 4 5 5 5 4 7 6 1 7 7 7 7 6 7 7 6 3 1 6 7 5 7 7 6 1 6 1 6 7 2 5 5 5 5 7 5 4 2 5 7 5 7 5 6 4

Elec over 20 years 7 over 50 8 9 2 7 4 5 2 5 6 6 6 6 6 5 5 1 6 6 7 7 6 6 6 4 1 1 6 5 6 6 6 7 1 5 1 5 7 6 6 6 4 5 6 5 7 4 6 6 6 7 6 7 6

Elec 3-5 years 3 5 3 9 3 4 5 5 4 5 5 3 5 5 4 6 5 2 5 4 5 3 2 6 5 5 3 3 3 6 6 7 6 6 3 6 3 6 7 3 6 3 7 6 6 5 3 5 5 6 6 6 6 7 4

Elec over 20 years 7 over 50 8 9 1 6 2 5 7 1 6 7 3 6 6 6 1 1 7 7 7 3 3 6 7 2 2 1 5 3 7 5 5 6 1 4 1 3 7 6 3 5 5 2 7 6 1 6 6 6 6 7 6 7 4

Elec over 20 years 7 31 - 40 7 1 2 7 3 7 6 5 7 7 6 7 7 7 4 1 6 7 7 7 3 7 6 5 2 1 7 6 6 7 6 7 1 6 1 5 7 2 6 6 6 6 7 6 2 4 7 7 7 7 5 7 6

Elec over 20 years 7 over 50 8 2 2 6 2 6 4 6 6 6 5 6 5 5 5 1 5 7 7 7 2 6 5 5 2 2 6 6 5 6 5 6 1 5 1 5 5 5 5 5 6 4 5 5 3 4 5 5 6 4 4 4 5

Elec over 20 years 7 17 5 9 1 5 3 5 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 1 6 6 6 5 5 6 6 5 1 1 5 5 5 5 5 5 1 5 1 4 5 2 5 3 4 5 5 6 5 4 6 6 6 6 6 7 6

Elec 5-10 years 4 6 3 7 6 7 5 5 5 6 6 6 6 6 6 7 6 1 7 7 6 6 1 7 7 6 1 1 7 5 5 7 7 7 1 7 1 7 7 5 5 6 6 6 7 6 1 6 7 6 6 6 6 6 6

Question response
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Appendix 6: Modelled results from theoretical framework and 
hypotheses 

 

 

 

 



8 

 

Appendix 6: Modelled results from theoretical framework and 
hypotheses (cont.) 
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Appendix 7: Guide to semi-structured interview questioning 
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Appendix 8: Geographical spread of interview locations  
 

 

This spread shows the range of interviews to be mostly based around the central belt area of 

Scotland, UK. However, a specific effort is made to include not only central regions but also 

more rural areas of the country. 
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Appendix 9: Transcript data of 26 qualitative interviews 

Interviewee 1 
Coding Ref: 010611FM 
Location: Edinburgh, Scotland – Company 
offices 
Date: 01.06.2011 
Time: 14:00 
Duration of interview: 36 mins 05 secs 
Interviewer: JC 
 

 
 
Interviewee: NM 
Gender: M 
Employment Status: Owner/Director 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 26 
Firm Size: 5 
Primary Industry: Legal

Transcription: 

JC: Okay, we’ll kick off and we’ll go, but like I say, if you need to get pulled away, by all means just let 
me know. [NM: Yeah, okay, yeah, fine, thanks.] Eh, first of all I’d like to ask, because it’s family 
businesses we’re interested in. [NM: Yeah.] What is the family element in the company?  

NM: .hhhh Girl next door is, ehm, a paralegal qualified, conveyingson qualified, but she’s my step-
daughter. [JC: Okay.] The ehm:: consultant assistant who’s just gone on holiday is my cousin, 
does that make it family enough? [JC: Yes, definitely.] ((laughs)) Yeah. 

JC: Is there anyone else in the company? 

NM: There’s a chap who is self-employed but works to us almost exclusively who’s a tax accountant, 
eh:::, he’s not related to us except that I’ve know him for 30 odd years. As a friend. [JC: Okay.] 
Ehm::, but, and I wife used to help with the administration, and ehm, (1.4) estate agency and so 
on. But she was asked to go back to her job at the health service she had before, where she now 
works. So she has been involved in the business but is not at the moment.  

JC: Okay, has there been anyone else in the past, or has that always been the set-up?  

NM: Eh, no, I now, I mean a secretarial, ehm, (1.5) assistant, several secretaries over the years who 
are not family connected, ehm, (2.1) that’s all.  

JC: Okay, how, it’s about the perception of the family that’s interesting, [NM: Yep.] how would you 
feel, say for example a secretary coming in to work for you, how would they view the family, as a, 
how would they perceive the family as a, as a (2.1) boss element if you like? 

NM: Yeah, they would feel, (2.4) potentially, they could feel an outsider. Ehm, and that they would 
be, you know, (1.9) of secondary importance. If there’s any kind of conflict, the family element 
would come to the fore and they would feel themselves (1.7) perhaps shut out. So I don’t know if 
it would be a, (3.1) they might have reservations about coming into work (2.8) with the family 
entity as it is.  

JC: Do you think that would be apparent before coming into work for the company? 

NM: No, possibly not. Eh, I think it probably should be made apparent to them, (1.5) they should be 
made aware of what they’re coming into. Eh, I think it’d be slightly deceptive not to. Eh, to bring 
somebody in and not let them know that we were (1.6) related, GM, myself, Rob, myself. Ehm, 
(5.7) just don’t think it’d be very fair if they came in and found out afterwards.  

JC: Why, if they did feel a bit of an outsider, why do you think that would be the case? What would 
happen to make them feel like that? 
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NM: Well, nothing necessarily. I mean they might not feel like that. It would only be if an issue arose, 
or if there was, (2.1) eh, I mean if somebody came in to work in secretarial or admin, GM’s 
already here and established, if there was a conflict between GM and the new, eh, member for 
example, there could be a, ‘oh well he’s the boss’s step-daughter’, type of, ehm, reaction. Ehm, 
I’m not saying it would happen, I would sincerely hope it wouldn’t and I’d be at pains to try and 
avoid it, (1.7) but it would be a natural thought. (1.1) I would suggest, (1.6) possibly. Depending 
on who we’re dealing with. [JC: Perhaps looking for excuses?] Sorry? [JC: Perhaps looking for 
excuses?] Yes possibly, yep, yep, yep. Yes, (3.5) yes exactly. But it could be turned; I mean it’s the 
kind of thing that could potentially be difficult. If somebody came in and they really weren’t 
coping (1.8) eh, terribly efficiently, and ehm, it was pointed out to them, they might think that 
somebody had put the needle in, (1.0) you know, so you get, it just, it’s natural human inter-
reaction, eh, between people. [JC: Sometimes they look for things that aren’t there.] Yeah, yeah. 
Just to, to excuse or explain something that’s happening, whereas the real reason may be a 
genuine incompetence, or you know. [JC: Yeah.] But it’s very difficult and it could react badly on 
us, you know, and myself, it could be awkward. Because the person is saying, you know, ‘I’m 
doing the job fine it’s just somebody’s undermining me here, it’s because you’re all family’. So 
that’s, it’s just it could be problematic, it hasn’t been, ehm, but I have to say we don’t advertise 
the fact that we are related. Ehm, [JC: In the job advertising?] to clients or to others. [JC: Oh.] 
Ehm, (2.7) you know if some body asks or if is comes out then fine, we’re not hiding it, but we 
don’t necessarily say, if somebody, a new client comes in, we don’t necessarily say  ‘it’s my step-
daughter next door, it’s my cousin through there’. [JC: Is that a decision not to?] Ehm, 
unconsciously, I find my cousin doing the same thing, he doesn’t say he and I are related. We’re 
two solicitors working in the same practice, eh, end of story, that’s as far as anybody need know. 
(2.4) The rest of it is not their business. Eh, if it comes up in conversation, we know the people 
well obviously they will know. So it’s not something that we deliberately hide. But it’s just a, (6.8) 
it’s a natural (4.2) hesitation in about announcing a connection which is not purely professional, 
in case of misinterpreted, or maybe he’s not so good but he’s there because his cousin’s got the 
business. So there might be an undermining of confidence, [JC: That’s interesting, yeah.] in the 
client. Ehm::: if it were known that we were related. Whereas it might be an assumption of the 
client that we’re here because of our abilities, whereas there might be a misconception that 
we’re here because of our relationships. [JC: That’s interesting, yeah.] (3.4) Just thinking, and 
double thinking, from a client’s point of view. [JC: Of course.] So, the client comes in here, the 
client’s here for a professional service. We’ll give them that service to the best of our ability. 
Anything else, about how the firm works or anything else, is really on the face of it nothing to do 
with the client, it doesn’t affect them. Unless there is some incident or incident or excitant that, 
you know, requires it to be explained. (   ). 

JC: That’s quite sound reasoning actually. 

NM: Well I don’t know whether, okay if you say so. Thank you. [JC: I think so, yeah.] But that’s my 
sort of perception of it.  

JC: I think, with precious companies I’ve spoke to, a lot of them, some of them don’t even realise 
that they are a family company, and others, they market themselves on being the family 
company. And I think your stance is quite interesting and quite rational as well. [NM: Right, yeah, 
well, okay.] If you like, there’s reason behind it.  Ehm, in terms of (1.2) what goes on, it’s really 
about decision making and, ehm, the communication processes, it’s interesting for this. Where 
are decisions made in the company? Is it yourself and your cousin, or is it a collective, or what 
happens when decisions are made? 

NM: It depends on the type of decision. Ehm, at the end of the day I will say that this family element, 
although my wife worked with me, ehm, 15 years ago, or there abouts, that was for a period of 
maybe eight years of so. Ehm, it’s only four years ago, or there abouts, that my step-daughter 
came in and it’s only a year and a half ago that my cousin came in. [JC: Oh, okay.] So it’s relatively 
recent, this family element. Apart from my wife working with me all these years ago. At that time 
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it was my wife, myself, and a secretary, full-time, and then we had the tax accountant, part-time, 
(1.4) ehm, so the stronger family element obviously is much more recent. And we’re still finding 
our way. As far as decisions go, it’s been my business for 26 years, so I’m used to making the 
decisions, (0.9) not all right I have to say, but I’m used to doing that. It would be ((pardons 
himself)) myself, secretary, and the part-time, ehm, (1.2) accountant taxman. So it was my 
business and nobody else had input, not necessarily because I didn’t want them to, just the way it 
was. Ehm, (2.1) if I wanted a second opinion, or wanted to speak to them or anyone else about a 
decision, then I would. Ehm, that really hasn’t changed, it’s, it’s my decision on how the business 
works, what direction we go in, advertising and so on. At the end of the day, I’m the one who 
signs the checks. (3.1) Ehm, but if it’s something to do, for example with IT, then I will consult 
GM, because she’s much more (ofau) with IT than my cousin or myself. [JC: okay.] Ehm, (1.8) my 
cousin is doing court work as well as conveyingson and general work that I do, so if it’s a court, 
ehm, (2.1) or Legal Aid question that comes up obviously I’ll consult him. But at the end of the 
day, I’m carrying the can, so I have to make the decision. [JC: Okay.] Ehm. 

JC: If you, say you made a decision that was, not critical to the company, but that changes things and 
it affected other peoples roles in the company. [NM: Right.] How would you communicate that? 

NM: I’d speak to them, eh, communication is, because it’s very small and we are geographically all in 
the one building close together, ehm, communication would be by direct conversation. [JC: Do 
you have...] It might be followed up by something if there was a formality required or a record of 
it required, then there would be obviously something in writing. But, ehm, and I have, we do 
communication by email. On occasion one’s out the office or at home (1.0) whenever, buts it’s 
generally it would be a word-to-word, face-to-face conversation.  

JC: Is that usually one-on-one, or would you have everyone together? 

NM: Normally it’s one-on-one. (2.3) It’s a one-to-one, eh, and then possibly after that 
communication to the others who are involved. But it’d be in the first instance one-to-one.  

JC: Does it happen here, in the building? [NM: Yes, yes.] Would it ever happen outside the building? 

NM: It could, but is hasn’t. And ehm, there’s something when you come into the workplace, ehm, 
the relationship is different, and it should be different. If I see my step-daughter socially, I mean 
she obviously visits, cause I’m, you know, her mother’s husband. Ehm, so you try, whether it’s 
successful or not, but you try to put business away, it doesn’t, it’s not in that environment. Ehm, 
but when we’re in here, we do very much put the social side of things away, (2.7) and it’s really, 
it’s not discussed during the day at all if there’s anything going on socially, an event. Very little 
discussion during the day, we’re in a place of work, to do work, ehm, and so there’s a sort of 
professionalism about it. And that, (3.1) it’s true of all three of us. I mean there’s, obviously 
there’s interchange, you know, when the tax accountant comes in, you know, perhaps he’ll pass a 
comment on the royal wedding or something. And we’ll talk about that just for a few minutes. 
But the general, there’s not a lot of, ehm, the family relationship does not get mixed up in the 
professional working relationships, to any great degree at all. [JC: Okay.] Ehm. 

JC: With then, (2.6) if say, (1.8) aside from specialist issues maybe where one person is more apt at 
dealing with it than another, you are making, say the majority of the main decisions. [NM: Yep.] 
How do you maintain performance standards, or do you explicitly maintain them?  

NM: Ehm, we don’t have targets, but I, eh, am a bit of a workaholic, (1.8) eh, self confessed. Ehm, 
(3.1) and I just, I know, because everything initially comes across my desk. So I know who’s 
dealing with what. And I try to monitor (1.8) what they’re doing and how far they’re getting on, if 
there’s anything holding them up, just general productivity. Ehm, ehm, (2.7) supervision if you 
like. Ehm, (3.5) which, it works to a point, there are times when I think, you know, somebody it 
being slow at producing something, there seems to be a drop in work-rate. Ehm, and, I’ll, you 
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know, not say, ‘how come it’s taking so long?’. But I might say, you know, ‘are you having 
difficulties with it?’, Or is there, you know, just (2.1) try and give them an opening if there’s any 
problem, or find out. Or just let them be aware than I’m aware that it’s not happening very 
quickly. Eh, because there are times when I know there are social distractions from the others, 
and they’re maybe not applying themselves as they might. It’s very difficult, you’re trying to have 
a mature relationship, and it’s got nothing to do with family, it’s to do with professionalism, you 
want a mature relationship with the employees, or co-workers, ehm, so that they are mature in 
there attitude (3.1) and not the school master looking down at them making sure they’re keeping 
they’re nose down. [JC: Yep.] Because you do that, as soon as you turn away their nose will come 
up. So want them to have the responsibility of, of, (1.7) ehm, you know, self-discipline. And I tell 
you, the tax accountant it the worst, ((laughs)) he’s dreadful. Diabolical. Ehm, (5.2) but  he’s not 
my boss, he’s ehm, I’m sorry I’m not his boss, he’s self-employed, he’s here to provide a service 
and do certain jobs of work, and unless there’s a deadline, you know, whenever he produces the 
work, that’s up to him. Ehm, but he really is the worst, you know, say ‘I’ll have something ready 
for you on Tuesday’ and a week on Tuesday you’re still waiting for it. Pressing, so, you know, 
ehm, so it’s very difficult. It’s trying to stick a balance between maturity and letting them, ehm, 
(3.4) be, (2.9) responsible. Ehm, and yet making sure that the stuff’s being produced on time. 
Because if clients want something, ehm, you know they don’t want to be chasing it a month from 
now, you know, so. I don’t know, does that answer the question, or am I just rambling? 

JC: Yeah, I think so, I think so. [NM: You’re asking about monitoring work, work production?] Well if 
it does happen, but it’s more a:: (3.1) when you see it, when you see problems coming up it can 
be apparent. And you would maybe drop hints, [NM: Yes, yes, yes, yes.] is that what you mean? 
That kind of like, where, that you know [NM: That I’m aware that something’s] that something’s 
shaky, maybe. [NM: Yeh, yeh, yes, exactly.] But nothing. = 

NM: = So it’s tentative, but ehm, I mean if it were, I have had it in the past on one or two occasions, 
something’s just not happening as it should. And I’ll say, ehm, ‘have you done this? Eh, I did ask 
you to do it yesterday.’ And, you know, I’ll listen to the explanation, if there is one. And then just, 
‘well could you do it this morning please?’ You know, be that, I have had that on one or two 
occasions. But generally you try and see, you know, you just monitor. Without being terribly, 
ehm, [JC: Well supervisory about it, or...] yeah. Yeah, looking over the shoulder all the time. Yeah.  

JC: When, with the, (2.8) there will be a family influence in the business, because, well it’s there. 
Ehm, I’m interested in that, you wife’s obviously not working with the business anymore. [NM: 
Yeah.] (4.6) Obviously you’ll speak with her about the business. Would she have any influence 
would you say?  

NM: Yeah, on occasion. Ehm, yeah, definitely. Does affect in that, you know, it’s paying bills. Ehm, 
(2.4) so it does affect her. But she does have her own career with the health service. Which has 
gone on. I mean she’s had promotion and so and, and taken on more and more responsibility. So 
her involvement in the business, what’s going on in the business has lessened ehm. (4.7) For, we 
have moved office several times, ‘cause we haven’t owned our offices, ehm, and that’s been a 
mixed, eh, sort of history. Success and less success. She’s very much has inputted to that, for 
example. (2.4) Ehm, she knows what’s going on in the business now, not detailed, clients details 
and so on. But she knows generally what’s going on, more I would think for her contact with her 
daughter, than with me. Ehm, I have to confess, when I get away from here I really don’t want to 
be reminded of it too much, it’s with me all the time as it always is, but I really don’t want sitting 
all weekend discussing the business problems. [JC: Pouring over things. Hm.] So I don’t encourage 
my wife, I’ll tell her if there’s something going on, or if there’s been an incident or something, you 
know, talk about that. As any people would, who know each other, and certainly as spouses. But, 
eh, we don’t talk about the business nearly as much as we talk about her work [JC: Okay.] (1.8) 
She’s got a team, a group of people that work with her and she supervises, so there’s always 
some incident, (2.1) so, you know, that comes up regularly in conversation. Rather than what’s 
here, that’s possibly a personal thing. I mean we’re talking family influence here, but into that 
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family influence it’s not as if every family business is going to react the same way (3.1) or inter-
react the same way, because you’re talking about differences in personalities. Not just the type 
of business, family orientated or non-family orientated, the actual individuals within the family 
are going to change, so you’re talking about personalities. So maybe it’s just not my way to talk a 
lot about business at home. Eh, whereas with somebody else it would be, they’d bring it home 
and lay everything out on the kitchen table as it were. And talk about everything they don’t 
know. But over the years I’ve, I talk now less about it when I’m away from it than I used to. And 
as I say, my wife’s got such a full workload herself, ehm, that we do tend to talk more about her 
work than mine. (2.7) Eh, and when my step-daughter’s around we really don’t talk about it at all. 
Ehm. 

JC: Do you find there’s benefits then from a, from the work perspective? [NM: In family?] Of there 
being family members working with family members? 

NM: There’s a trust element which you might not have otherwise. Ehm, (2.4) but it has 
disadvantages as well. So the benefits I would say are trust, and you do tend to know the 
character of the person you’re working with. Eh, whether they’re likely to fly off the handle, 
whether there gonna cope well under pressure. (1.9) Ehm, because you know them out with the 
work environment, so you know there type of person they are, socially and ehm, privately, ehm, 
so that has, (2.0) it’s beneficial, because you have knowledge which you wouldn’t necessarily 
have if it was a stranger working for you. (2.1) But there are disadvantages as well, because it can 
be a, you know, the profit hath no following in his own country, you get a certain lack of respect, 
or the familiarity can (2.6) be corrosive, whereas if you were working for someone whose a, (2.3) 
a stranger, you might be slightly reserved, cautious, until you got to know them better. [JC: Yeah, 
that’s true.] Whereas, the familiarity of family association ehm, dispenses with that. So it, it can 
work both ways, but generally I would say, (2.7) I’ve found it to be beneficial.  

JC: See when you say trust. What, what kind of trust do you mean? 

NM: Well there’s a basic trust, I mean we do not carry big amounts of cash here, but your, I mean 
there offer from Law Society every year, we renew their insurance, there’s fidelity insurance for 
employees. So I mean there are funds passing through, clients funds passing through the bank 
accounts, the way I run it, I’m the only one whose got control over that. But GM has authority to 
speak to the bank and get information from the bank, she can’t direct funding, but she can get 
information from them. (2.1) Eh, so a trust element there, because she obviously has knowledge 
of what’s going on with funding. The clients’ funding. Ehm, there’s not a lot of cash comes 
through the business, occasionally there is, ehm, you could be talking about a cash fiduciary, 
ehm, element, Ehm, (3.4) just generally, ehm, (2.1) I’ve heard of incidences in the past where 
firms have lost clients because of employees, ehm, behaviour or, or (1.3) interaction with the 
client. I know where I stand there, without having to monitor what my colleagues are saying to 
the clients. Because I know them, trust, trust them to talk to the clients, so, eh. 

JC: What, what about in terms of knowledge, and by knowledge I’ll just clarify what I mean, the, you 
said yourself you probably make most of the decisions that go on in the company. [NM: Yeah, 
yeah.] If someone else had an idea (2.4) and they say, pitched it to you, or put it to you, how is 
that treated? (2.1) What kind of happens in that situation, or has the situation ever happened? 

NM: Yeah, eh, I consider it. I mean if I have a decision I’m ever not sure about, or I just want a second 
opinion, I will run it passed all of them, (3.1) or an individual. And I will listen to what they say, 
and ehm, I’ll take on board what they say. Eh, and I’m not just saying that paying lip service to it, I 
will and have, eh, (2.7) changed my mind about how to deal with something, because somebody 
suggested something else. That maybe they would say this, maybe they’d react like that, maybe 
that’s not a good idea, maybe we should do this first. And I’ll consider it and think, yes maybe 
you’re right, (2.0) and I’ll reconsider what I thought.  
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JC: Does that come quite openly from them? = 

NM: = Yeah, absolutely. [JC: There’s no hesitation from them to say I think you’re wrong, or...] No, 
no. They’ll say, ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea’. And I suppose that’s another advantage of the 
familiarity. They can speak like that, whereas if they were, if you were a bit more aloof and they 
were a stranger, (2.1) they might be a bit nervous about speaking there mind. Ehm. But no, 
that’s, it’s very much welcomed and acted on.  

JC: Do you think they, ehm, this might not really make sense as a question with a smaller company 
like this. But do you think that they feel that there’s any benefit from them in putting forward 
ideas, putting forward suggestions, things like that? 

NM: Do you mean from a promotional point of view? Advancing there own? = 

JC: = Maybe not even promotional, just to maybe feel that they’re part of the, of the firm. 

NM: Yes, I think there is. Ehm, particularly from GM’s point of view. (2.7) She’s qualified herself, of 
her own volition, as a para-legal, a conveyingson para-legal. Ehm, but I try to see that she gets 
more responsible work, which she wants, eh, she’s not a legal secretary, she doesn’t want to be a 
legal secretary, I have to say, the way the whole thing works, she is, she does a lot of secretarial 
work because she’s producing the goods, ehm, but we also try and give her more responsible 
work as well. So she’s actually having to deal with cases, which I’ll be supervising obviously. Ehm, 
and she’ll ask if there’s a problem, if she’s not sure what to do. But if she’s putting input into the 
decision making for example, then she’s obviously going to feel more part of the whole thing. 
And that has got to be beneficial, not only for her own self-satisfaction, (1.8) ehm, but it helps me 
have confidence in her to take on more, it also involves her more in the practice, so she belongs 
and is less likely to leave if someone offers her another job. So it, it’s a kind of, you know there’s, 
[JC: It swings both ways with that.] yep. There’s a selfish element in it as well from my point of 
view, yeah, no question. But the more she can contribute, obviously the better, because the 
more productivity we have.  

JC: Do you find, this is obviously going to be a hypothetical question, but do you think that would be 
the case if she wasn’t your step-daughter? 

NM: (3.1) No, I’d, honestly, the, ehm, the relationship, the family relationship I don’t consider at all. 
Ehm, (4.3) yeah I really don’t. If there was a disciplinary problem then I would, it would be 
awkward. (1.8) Because obviously that would carry on outside the office. Ehm, yeah. Do you 
know what I mean? [JC: I see what you mean, yeah. If it was a stronger issue maybe.] That sort of 
way, if there was something went wrong and I had to discipline, then it’s gonna be very difficult 
the next time I see her socially. And that’s where there’s a downside obviously to the family 
thing. Because you carry the good with you outside the office but you also carry the negative. 
Potentially, ehm::: (4.5) I don’t know, ehm, (3.9) if it were somebody, I’d:: no, I don’t think it does 
make a big difference. The last secretary was with me 16 years, and she knew the way I worked, I 
knew the way she worked. And we, you know, we worked, together, obviously as a team. (3.2) 
Ehm, so every now and again she’s comes through and say, ‘is this right?’ and it wouldn’t be, and 
I welcome that she’s picked it up, otherwise, you know, it’s a faux pas, ehm, it means she’s on the 
ball, she’s involved, she’s interested and that’s gratifying, [JC: Yeah.] ehm, so you know, (1.7) she 
is part of the systems, just in the same way GM is. So your asking would it make a difference, no, I 
don’t think so. Not, not, not in that way.  

JC: Okay, ehm, ((looks at watch)) [NM: Sorry, am I talking too much?] No, no, I’m just conscious of 
your time, so I’m just ehm, to get through. [NM: Yeah, yeah, okay, well. You got me going.] Ehm, 
but really, I’ve went thought all the, (3.1) all the main issues I wanted to ask you about we’ve 
went through. There was one other, maybe a question about communication. [NM: Yes.] Ehm, 
there’s you, your cousin, step-daughter and then the tax advisor. [NM: Yeah, Jack.] Do you think, 
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when they communicate, would they ever communicate with each other without you? About 
business, [NM: Oh yeah.] I know they would maybe speak to each other, [NM: Thing going on.] 
but I mean business things, yeah. = 

NM: = Yeah, I mean eh, Rob will go through and talk to GM about something he’s doing. When Rob 
came in it was slightly awkward, because GM and I were working together, she was quite happy, 
she hadn’t said it, she just, she was quite happy. When I said Rob was coming in to help, part-
time, (1.8) not only with the conveyingson aspect of stuff and general work, but also with civil 
court work, which is a new venture for us, ehm, GM was not happy about it, she thought she was 
going to be working to 2 bosses. [JC: Oh, okay.] (2.1) And that dismayed her, and she said the 
working, I can’t remember how she put it, ehm, (3.9) not mechanics but eh, the, eh, (4.1) 
chemistry, the working chemistry that we had going (1.7) was a happy one. And she saw this 
disruption as being that, a disruption. (2.1) She’s not (1.9) 100% happy with it, but she’s come to 
accept it, and adjusted to it. And we’ve obviously been sensitive to it, because I spoke to Rob 
about it when he came in, and he was aware of it, ehm. (2.5) So we’ve been sensitive and it’s 
been working better as we move on, because I keep saying we are a team, and it’s not a question 
of it’s, me, and then, him, and then, you ((hypothetically addressing GM)). It (1.9) we really are 
working together as a team, and I’m not interested who’s qualified in what, it’s what they 
contribute. And if someone’s contributing something valuable to the ((phone rings but is 
ignored)) whole entity then they’re to be valued. Ehm::: sorry, I’ve forgotten your question. 

JC: Eh, just about communication, and which way = 

NM: = Oh, communication, so a lot will go through to GM and say ‘ask about this or that’, or say ‘can 
you do this, can you do that… if I do that, will you be able to do that’. And she’ll, you know we’ve 
just done leases just now for people where he’s been communicating with her. So direct 
communication there. [JC: And it happens quite openly?] Oh yeah, yeah, oh yes, yes. GM will go 
through to him and say ‘do you want this, or do you want that’, and ehm, absolutely, yeah. So 
there’s no problem. [JC: They don’t feel they always have to go to you?] No, no, no, no, I’d chase 
then away, I don’t want to be interrupted. No, no, there’s no problem with that, as far as I’m 
concerned the more they can get on together, and work together, the better. (2.1) I want to see 
them working together. And Jack, Jack and I really communicate, because Rob hasn’t really got 
any input into the finances of anything of the business. GM’s input is in a mechanical way, ‘could 
you ask the bank this, could you instruct the bank that’. And so on, so she’s not really inputting, 
ehm, in policy or anything, but Jack will speak to GM about producing this, producing that, or 
‘can we do this, can we do that’. And (2.0) he’s just a pain in the neck to her. Ehm, but he may, 
just through diplomacy, he may come to me to say, ‘I’m going to ask GM if she can do this or 
that’, ‘is that okay’. [JC: Hm, if it was a bigger job, or?] Yeah, if there was something that is gonna 
be quite onerous, then eh, I would take it to GM, or I would go with Jack, and say ‘we need to do 
this, can we organise that’, and eh, ‘if you have an hour this afternoon, if we set aside an hour, 
would you be able to deal with this’. So I would do it with Jack, (2.8) rather than direct. But 
otherwise Rob, myself, GM, will all speak together. 

JC: Okay, one, just final question, [NM: Yeah.] if you knew someone, ((phone rings again ignored)) 
[NM: That’s okay.] if you knew someone going out to work for a family company, not being part 
of the family, what would you advise them? 

NM: (2.4) Someone is going to work for a family company, but is not part of the family. (4.2) Hm, 
(7.8) it would depend what they said to me, if they said they were worried about going to work 
for a family, (2.7) ehm, because they were an outsider, then ehm, (6.3) they would have to… they 
have to try the water. So, they don’t know how much the family, in inverted commas, is going to 
be an influence, in the on-going workings of the business. (2.7) Ehm, but I would suggest it might 
be more of a problem to them, (2.1) the employee, than to the family, or it might be more of, not 
a problem, an element, it might be more of an influence on the employee rather than family. 
Family, (1.2) I mean I honestly, you’re coming here and you’re talking to me about the family 
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element, I don’t even think about it. Unless somebody says, ‘oh, is GM related to you, is GM 
your… somebody said, or GM said something, does she know you’, you know, and I’ll say, ‘oh yes 
she’s my step-daughter’. I mean not hiding it, but ehm, (2.0) but neither am I advertising it. But 
it’s, it’s more of a, of a, issue is the wrong word, ehm, it’s of more note to somebody outside than 
it is to us. I suppose we just accept it and don’t think about it, so I’d say to somebody, I think, 
going into a family business, don’t go in ehm, (3.1) eh, I’m not finding the words, eh, don’t be 
paranoid about it, don’t go in with any paranoia that your going into the middle of a family. 
You’re an employee, they’ve got places in the business, in the firm, and whatever it is, as do you. 
So, you know, you all, everybody just does their best to do their job as well as they can. And, 
ehm, whether he’s married to him, or he’s not married to her, or whatever, (2.1) ehm, really is 
irrelevant, when it’s a business. Ehm:: if you’re gonna live with a family, and you’re not family, 
that’s a different thing. [JC: That’s a different matter, yeah.] But you’re going in on a professional 
basis, so you’re going to be taking a salary, money, to provide a service. So you’re gonna provide 
a service to the best of your ability, hopefully you get promotion, provide more, eh, presumably 
so are the others in the business, eh, family or not. Ehm, (1.7) so they get, you know, try not to 
be too paranoid about it, try not to think of it as me and them. Think of it a one individual 
amongst other individuals, and try and ignore the, this family connection. Because it probably is 
not of any relevance to the day-to-day basis of the on-going running of the business. [JC: It’s not a 
strong as you think.] No, there can be, and we all know them, cases where you have a family, and 
there’s somebody who’s in the business, but who’s really a passenger. They’re only there 
because they’re related. And I mean that does happen, obviously, there’s the old nepotistic thing. 
I think it’s, it’s somewhat outdated. I don’t know whether you get that so much nowadays or not. 
(2.4) It’s a much more hard-bitten world in the, in the business world. If somebody’s not pulling 
their weight, ehm, they’re soon (1.4) noticed, and eh, either put in a corner somewhere to, you 
know, (1.1) do hack-work or something. But everybody recognises what they are. I don’t know, I 
just ah, (5.1) does that say it?  

JC: Yeah, perfect, thank you, thank you very much, I’ll stop. = 

NM: = No, not at all.  
  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Field notes: As a participant approached via a mutual contact, NM was very willing in the 

initial interview arrangement. However, when I arrived he made it clear to me that he was very 

busy and had little time, therefore may have to stop the interview short. I asked if he wished to 

re-schedule, but he said not, and that we should proceed on the day. The interview took place in 

his office, by far the largest of the room in the tenement apartment. The walls were covered in 

folders and old law books, with a very aged computer in the corner of the room, interestedly no 

where near his large desk and work area. As the interview progresses NM became visibly more 

open and fluid in his answers, it also became clear that any notion of being pushed for time had 

been neglected in the course of speaking as NM happily answered questioning and in fact would 

have been willing to continue on further. After the interview NM continued to speak of how he 

felt the family influence was not an element in his firm. But that he realised it many be an issue 

for other firms. We continued to speak for another half hour on the topic of the interview, but 

without the Dictaphone recording. Also, NM happily and respectfully answered all questions on 

the survey and also agreed for me to speak with GM, but interestingly not JG (the non-family 

member). NM also took a moment to speak of the future of the company, stating that GM was 

looking to be the person that would be in the best position to take over from him as the 

leadership element, but that this had nothing to do with the fact that they were related. As, I 

arranged the follow-up interview with GM, NM came with me, and essentially gave the ‘okay’ 

for it. GM’s reaction was interesting, in that the ferling was of acceptance as it was ‘NM’s’ time 

that it would take (as opposed to the company’s time). Doors were closed and heavy in this 

office building, 4 separate offices with 4 seemingly separate individuals. However, NM 

respected each question, and by the length of answers it is seem that he considered each one in 

detail.  
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Interviewee 2 
Coding Ref: 040811FM 
Location: Edinburgh, Scotland – Company 
offices  
Date: 04.08.2011 
Time: 10:30 
Duration of interview: 41 mins 45 secs 
Interviewer: JC 
 

 
 
Interviewee: MC 
Gender: M 
Employment Status: Owner/Director 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 4 
Firm Size: 6 
Primary Industry: Financial 

 
Transcription: 

JC: Just give me a second. (18.1) Okay, so it was through Steve MacDonald, you mentioned you were 
a family business; [company name] was a family business. Could you explain what, what the set-
up is, how is it a family business? 

MC: Well it’s me and my step-mum.  

JC: Okay.  

MC: But my step-mum’s, you know, we’re a really close family. And eh, (7.2) you know, my dad and 
Sue, my step-mum, live round the corner from me and my, my eh, (4.5) my sister Carole is there, 
her family’s, ehm, quite close. So, (3.7) my dad’s heavily involved in the background if you like. 
He’s not got a name to it, in the business, or any share in the business. But, I mean we meet 
together every weekend so it’s, for all intents and purposes it’s, it’s, it’s a very (3.2) all family 
issues. Although she’s my step-mother, we’re a very close family, you know.  

JC: Okay. 

MC: So that’s it. She, she runs the office and we’ve got myself, I write business, look after the clients, 
James McLaughlin and Neil McKie. So there’s 3 advisors, and Sue is the office manager.  

JC: Okay. The advisors, they’re non-family? 

MC: They’re non-family. Yeah. Aye.  

JC: Do they work out of here? 

MC: Yeah, they work out of here. Yeah, yeah. Well one works from home mainly, but James works, 
I’d say, yeah, he works mostly from here.  

JC: Ahm, how do you think anyone working here, that’s not in the family, how do you think they 
perceive the family, when they think of it? 

MC: Ehm, we’re not cliquey or anything. So I don’t think it’s an issue at all. Ehm, James has worked 
with me, he was in Standard Life prior to coming here, and I worked with James, and eh, (2.1) no 
it’s not a, it’s not an issue. Quite the opposite, it’s a positive because they know that we’re kind 
of trustworthy and ehm, you know, we’ve got a good working relationship with them.  

JC: Okay. Are they (1.7) close friends would you say? Have you known them for long enough to say 
that? 

MC: No, just through work. I wouldn’t say they’re close friends, we don’t socialise outside the work. 
But aye we get on, we’re fine, we get on great.  
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JC: Okay. Ahm, is it, an employer-employee relationship?  

MC: With Sue? 

JC: Well between, say the, the family, and maybe non-family members.  

MC: Well the two advisors work on a self-employed basis. Ehm, (4.6) so for pure employees, Sue is 
my employee. My step-mother is my employee. Although, say, although, she helped set up the 
business, not financially, but with blood, sweat and tears. Eh, so, yeah, aye, it’s, I’m Sue’s boss, if 
you like.  

JC: Okay. (2.4) Do you feel that everyone, or you at least attempt to have everyone treated fairly and 
equally regardless of relationship?  

MC: Oh aye, aye, totally, I mean that’s, (3.2) clearly, aye, aye, I mean we’re not, ehm, (4.3) no 
everyone’s treated the same. 100%, yeah, aye.  

JC: So, in that, in that case would you say it’s trying to push more of a business culture as opposed to 
a, a family culture? 

MC: (3.2) Neither, well, not, not neither, it’s, we’re trying to do things right, we’re trying to do things 
professionally and give our clients a level of service. And we do not promote that we’re a family 
business. Possibly we should, yeah. 

JC: Was that a conscious decision? 

MC: No, no, it wasn’t a conscious decision. No, it’s just we’ve not promoted it as a, as a, being a 
family business.  

JC: Okay. In terms of things like task allocation and, you know, who does what, when, whatever 
accounts come in, things like that. Who decides that?  

MC: It’s just chat. For, for about four years it was Sue and I, there were no advisors. So Sue and I sit 
though there ((indicating to the large front of office room with wall window facing onto the high 
street)) and chat daily, eh, about everything, anything that’s sue, eh, ‘I need to do that’, (2.4) and 
eh, but we’re, we’re going to become more task orientated now that we’re a wee bit bigger. In 
that, ‘you’ve got that specific task’, and, ‘when do you think you’ll have that done by’. We were 
just sort of chatting about that the other day.  

JC: Would you think that’s going to be formalised in any way? 

MC: Nah, well you don’t need to formalise it at the minute. You know, we’re a wee, we’re a wee, 
we’re a small business, we just give it, ‘get that done by that day’, you know, it’s, that, you know, 
not formalising it, you know, just trying to get things done. And if you say you’re going to do it, do 
it, you know.  

JC: Okay. 

MC: Actually aye, we will, we will, we’ll try, we will be formalising it, so we’ll minute, we’ll take a 
note, ‘you said you would do that by Tuesday’, and have it down. If that’s what you mean by 
formalising, you know. 

JC: Would that; is that in a way trying to maintain a level of performance? 

 MC: Probably, aye. And making it, our processes better. Whatever the task is, you know.  
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JC: Do you see that, we’re looking a family businesses, I’ve spoken to, I think it’s in excess of about 20 
now, and there’s different levels of familiness, [MC: Aye, aye.] in the business. When you think 
about that, (3.2) do, do you see that as an issue? I mean I know you mentioned at the start, ehm, 
what’s the difference between a family business and a normal business, so you see yourself as a 
family business?  

MC: Aye, Sue’s my family, aye. Aye.  

JC: Do you think it impacts on what you do? 

MC: Aye. And I’ll tell you the way it impacts. You can’t tell, you can’t give, (2.1) well there’ll be times 
when I’m pissed off with Sue, and times she’s pissed off with me. I can’t tell her. [JC: Okay.] I can’t 
tell her because there’d be a friction, she’s me step-mother. I’ve not got the relationship, you 
see, where I can shout at her and then fall back in with her. So, ehm, if there’s something I’m not 
happy with what she’s done I can’t go, like I would do with a normal employee, ‘get yourself in 
here, that can’t happen or I’m going to sack you’, that can’t happen in a, in Sue and I’s 
relationship. But the positives outweigh that, (1.4) that type of thing, you know.  

JC: So, what kind of impact do you think the positives have? 

MC: .hhh Trust. You know it’s, ehm, she’s got my best interests, our best interests at heart. She came 
in and worked for peanuts to start with, and as we’ve grown, as has her salary. And eh, she’s got 
my best interests at heart and I trust her 100%. And a great sounding-board as well. You know. 
Which is not, you know, is not unique to family businesses. But, [JC: It helps.] it helps, it can help, 
we would like to think it helps.  

JC: (2.9) So when discussing the business, you say you meet up, eh, (1.9) you meet your father every 
weekend and things like that. Do you talk about the business a lot at home?  

MC: Nope. No, I’ll talk to Sue about it, and then, ehm, if there’s something I want to speak to, or my 
dad wants to tell me about Sue not being happy about something, we’ll talk about that on the 
golf course. Covertly. ((laughs)) 

JC: Oh, I see, okay. Yeah, okay, so is he a = 

MC: = And I’ll ask him how to deal with something, ‘how do I deal with that’, instead of confronting 
Sue head on. Although, it’s difficult, it’s an awkward conversation, it can be. But we’ve not had 
many of those instances, you know.  

JC: That’s kind of like a, (1.1) a little personal insight that you can gain, ehm, to help you deal with 
things when it comes up.  

MC: Aye. Aye, yeah, aye.  

JC: So do you try and keep all business discussion here? 

MC: Yeah. Not consciously, there’s something to talk about, then we’ll talk about it at home as well. 
[JC: Okay.] But not, eh, they tend to be here.  

JC: Okay. And who’s involved in that? Say for example, you say you’ve grown quite recently. Ehm, in 
terms of speaking about that, and that’s a, you could maybe call it a strategic discussion, ‘ehm, 
okay, we’re going to expand a little bit’, who’s involved in those discussion? 

MC: Sue and I.  
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JC: Just the two of you? 

MC: Aye. Sue and I run the business. The end. And eh, talk about the best way to do things, and 
whatever, you know.  

JC: And it tends to happen right here? 

MC: Yeah, or though there. ((Indicating to front room again)).  

JC: Okay. You’ve mentioned the, the disadvantages and the main advantage being trust as well. Ahm, 
do you think people see it from outside the business, the customers, for example? Do they see, 
ah, they might not, I mean, you say you don’t market yourself as a family business, [MC: No we 
don’t.] but do they feel it, when they come in? 

MC: I think they will, aye.  

JC: As a positive or negative? 

MC: Ehm, (1.4) positive, I would think it’s a positive. That we’re, we’re, we’re here, we’re not going 
anywhere. Ehm, (2.1) I would think, I would like to think it was a positive; I’ve not got any specific 
(3.4) thoughts that I think they might have why it’s a positive. But I think it’d be positive rather 
than negative; on the ethical front as well.  

JC: I think that’s the thing you’ve just tapped into there. It’s ehm, this idea of companies, especially 
now, in the past couple of years, they can get set up and go, in, within a year even, but a lot of 
the time when it’s a family business, or there’s at least one family relationship in the business, 
you feel a bit more secure. Like, ‘okay, they’re here for the long term, because in this family 
there’s at least two people that earn their living from this company’, so they’re going to want it to 
continue. [MC: That’s right, aye.] That’s the main, certainly one of the main, the main aspects of 
family business. Ehm, (2.3) in terms of communication, in the company, when speaking to 
everyone. Do you think that’s affected at all by the family element? Or not? 

MC: Don’t know what you mean. 

JC: Okay, you’ve got the two advisors that have come through. If you perhaps maybe put yourself in 
their position, would they feel, at the extreme end, that maybe they’re left out on any discussion, 
[MC: No.] or are they fully integrated? 

MC: Because they, they’ve got their own clients. And they work under my umbrella and I’m 
responsible for them, likes the kind of, from the regulator, the FSA. But they’re running their own 
businesses within my organisation. [JC: Hm, I see.] So, and we provide office services and 
stationary and, and support. Eh, and, and (2.8) IT and PR, you know, all these things. So no, you 
know, they, they, they’re very focused on their own businesses, and they want a, they want a 
level, I’m a service provider to them. You know. 

JC: So, ordinarily when they have clients coming in, have they approached those clients then, 
themselves, and then they use these facilities to conduct their business. 

MC: Aye, yeah, they work out of here.  

JC: Okay. Okay. Ahm, I want to move on to just think about knowledge for a little while. And by 
knowledge it really could be anything that you think it is as well. Knowledge of business, 
knowledge of market, eh, knowledge of how to take things forward, how to stop doing things 
that maybe aren’t working. If, ehm, one of your advisors, one of your advisors that works with 
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you had an idea maybe, for something that could be done better, that could be changed, or 
something completely unconnected. How would that be treated? 

MC: Perfect. Great, it’s not my ball; every idea doesn’t need to come from me. You know, I’m not eh, 
(3.0) I’m not proprietary at all about it. If somebody comes, because obviously it’s sometimes 
better to get a fresh pair of eyes on it. So, no, that’s not an issue.  

JC: How, how would that happen? For example, if I’m the advisor, I’m, I’m coming into work every 
day =  

MC: = I mean an example of that would be, ehm, (3.4) when the way, ehm, the way that, our 
investment processes, that reason why, the way we set it out like that, James came in, saw it 
differently, came from a big company, ‘we do it that way, look at that letter, I liked it better’, and 
then incorporated it. So that, that would be one example of that, you know.  

JC: It happens quite quickly? 

MC: Very, aye.  

JC: Okay. Any incentives for that for them? 

MC: No, no, self-employed, direct their own business, no they’re not incentivised at all.  

JC: Would you every see, hypothetically, and at any point in the future, bringing one of them in as 
part of the business? Outright.  

MC: No, no. I would want a, I wouldn’t want a business partner. No, I just want it to be me, and Sue. 
With a share in the business. No, I don’t want a business partner.  

JC: Ehm, is that, is that the plan for the foreseeable future then, just to keep going.  

MC: Aye, well just to keep working hard build the business up, and then at some point, eh, (2.3) my 
boys are wee boys just now, at some point we’ll see what happens, I’ve not got any big grand 
plan, if we work hard then opportunities will come your way hopefully. (2.6) So I’ve not got any 
grand exit strategy. Just work hard. 

JC: Yeah, keep going as it is just now.  

MC: Yeah, I’ve got a young family, 4 kids, and, you’ve just got to keep working.  

JC: Okay. (2.1) How, how formal are things in the business? 

MC: Eh, with clients? 

JC: Eh, in general as a whole. 

MC: In general, very informal. But which, you know, I would think would be the same in any 
workplace. You’re working with your work colleagues, and (3.1) you know, very informal. And 
very, eh, (2.7) their time’s their own, they run their own business, I don’t dictate to them. Certain 
things I would dictate on, but ehm, (2.9) promoting my company and stuff, but hm, eh, but no, 
Sue and I work as a team. Eh, very informal.  

JC: What about from a client’s perspective then? 



24 

 

MC: Professional. Well, we’re all sort of corporate background, Standard Life, and ehm, (1.2) we try 
and do things as professional, to give people a high level of service as we can. You know.  

JC: Okay. Ahm, Steve McDonald was saying you were, what was the excellence award you achieved 
recently, the IIPA, was it.  

MC: Well, it’s, it’s a, it’s a qualification, yeah, the diploma in PFS it’s called. But eh, you’ve got to have 
that for next year; otherwise you won’t be able to trade. Eh, so I’ve got that out the way.  

JC: Is that, is that a new thing? 

MC: Yeah, well there’s been legislation coming out in this, in this industry, ehm, post the retail and 
distribution review. Eh, which is the end of next year, and you got to have certain letters after 
your name, and qualifications to be of a standard to trade. So we’ve got them. 

JC: Did you find that, did you find that simple enough, or was it stressful? 

MC: Well I’d, I’d done the majority of the exams at Standard Life and I had one left to do. And when 
you’re running a business and trying to study, look at it, you know it was, it was difficult. But I 
only had one to do, so I got that done, so it was fine.  

JC: Okay, just so as to tick the box. [MC: Aye. Yeah.] Okay, ehm, (2.1) things like scheduled meetings, 
do they exist in this company or is it just as an issue comes up you deal with it? 

MC: Is there’s an issue comes up we’ll eh, we’ll just talk about it. And then is we need to get the guys 
in we’ll sit round this table and say ‘right, this is what we’re going to do going forward’, you 
know. 

JC: You don’t have like a, okay, last Friday of every month, kind of thing. 

MC: No, because we meet every day, we’re just sat opposite, ehm, but as I say with the 2 guys as 
well, we, we’re eh, we’re, (2.3) if there’s something to discuss we get them in, we have a chat 
about it, you know.  

JC: What about yourself then, when you see family businesses, if you don’t market yourself as a 
family business, and you don’t even necessarily see it, see it that way, you just see it as a 
business. [MC: Aye.] What do you think of when you see people that are clearly family 
businesses, where it’s maybe 3 generations in the one business and every member of staff? Ehm, 
it could be in any industry. How do you feel when you see that? 

MC: Well, that’s typically in the construction industry, and the joiners and the plumbers, and what 
like. You see a lot of ‘sons’ on vans. Ehm, neither here nor there. [JC: No.] In that industry, in 
those industries. It doesn’t make me think, make, make me think they’re more ethical at all, if I 
see a Plumber and J & B and Sons or, you know, it doesn’t make me think they’re, ehm, (3.4) 
they’re going to make, or going to give me a good level of service. Or a bad level of service, it 
doesn’t swing either way. (1.2) In that industry. If, if you were looking at eh, in different 
industries, if you were looking at, (2.1) say it was a retailer or clothing or something, I might, you 
know, Christie & Co., on Queen Street for instance, I would say that’s a good old school company 
and, and lawyers might be a different, not that there’s many in lawyers is there, & Sons.  

JC: There’s a few actually, there is a few. [MC: Is there.] Not necessarily marketed in that way but 
once you get in and speak to them, yeah there’s a few. Eh, accountants as well, there seems to 
be quite a few of them.  
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MC: But there seem to be a lot in the building game. [JC: Yeah, yeah. The trades.] The trades as well. 
Have a lot in it, aye.  

JC: What about things like, (3.1) the, the Murdoch’s then, because that’s a family business, even 
though it’s a PLC. It’s very much a family business. [MC: Uhuh, aye.] Do you think that’s had an 
impact on them at all? The fact that it’s a family.  

MC: I don’t know, I’ve no idea. But, I wouldn’t have, you know, they’re that big, in that it’s a (1.2) the 
magic circle isn’t it, in that, he seems to promote within, he’s got his own sort of inner circle of 
people that he’s (1.7) trusting and picking within, isn’t he.  

JC: It’s just, I find it strange that of all the people that could be a successor to his business, of all the 
people he’s met, his son is picked as the successor.  

MC: Aye, that’s the, that’s your boy, I mean he must be a very capable guy for him to do that, for him 
to give him that. Ehm, (2.9) he’s going to be a capable guy, you know, you would have thought. 
But eh, (1.9) well there’s been businesses that haven’t been passed onto the boys, or ruined by 
sons and daughters. I think the business owner before he passes on his life’s work he’s got to 
have faith in that son before he does it, and not just do it because it’s his son.  

JC: See, just really one last question, just to get your thoughts on. If you’re, if a friend of yours was 
going to work for a company, and it was all family members in the company, is there anything 
you would advise them (1.6) going into it?  

MC: Aye, I mean what’s his, I mean what’s my, if it’s in a big organisation, what’s my route to the 
top, is it blocked, by nepotism. (2.1) Is it blocked by the family, or can I, can I grow here, can I get 
where I want to be, you know.  

JC: Do you think there’d be any way of finding that out?  

MC: (4.0) No, I think the way you find out is who works there, and get a feel for it. Get somebody 
inside to tell you about it. (1.7) I thought that would, I think that would be, if I was a young buck 
starting out, ‘can I’, ‘where can I go here’. Because I can’t go to where I want because there’s 
cousins or whatever in there. You know.  

JC: So do you always think the family members are going to take priority? 

MC: If they’re capable, I would think, if they’re, if they’re as capable then, you’re up against it.  

JC: It makes it difficult. Okay. That it, I’ve covered everything I wanted to cover. [MC: Okay.] That’s 
great, but again it’s just to, it’s gaining some kind of insight as to what actually goes on, ehm.  

MC: The biggest challenge is, if you’ve got something you’re not happy about, how are you going to 
go about it. In my, or with me, because we’re that small, I mean there’s 2 of us and we sit 
opposite each other. And I’m sure she’ll say the same. With me, I might have pissed her off, you 
know. But anyway. = 

JC: = You just bit your lip.  

MC: Aye, but there’s not been many, there’s not been many, I mean we work well together.  

JC: How did that start actually, was it, how did you start out with the 2 of you working together? 

MC: Well Sue, I, I was a, a Standard Life broker consultant, and then a corporate financial planning 
consultant. And then got paid off and went to work for various IFAs before setting up my own 
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business. And Sue was a Standard Life getting paid off, so I says, ‘in you come, work with me, not 
got much to go at just now’, but then, that was 6 years ago. And we just built it up from there, 
you know, so, (2.1) we’re still in there working hard, you know.  

JC: Just take the chance and go. 

MC: Aye, but it’s been ridiculously difficult, but .hhh we, we keep going and we’re still trading, you 
know.  

JC: How did the past couple of years go? 

MC: Aye, that’s what I mean, it’s been difficult staying afloat and just, eh, paying the bills, and, eh. 
But we’ve got new clients coming in (1.0) steadily, and eh, just, you’ve just got to keep working.  

JC: Is it mostly business client, or = 

MC: = No, individuals, we’ve got a mix, both individuals and businesses come to us for advice on 
savings and pensions and (3.1) protection, life cover and all this type of thing. So aye, eh, that’s 
what we do, you know.  

JC: Yeah. Excellent, thank you very much. I’ll stop that there. 

MC: No worries.  

  

  

 

Field notes:  This interview was gained from contact through Anderson Strathern Solicitors, so 

I had high hopes for it being friendly and informative. Unfortunately these were not entirely 

realised. To begin I agreed with MC that the interview would take place at 10am in the 

company offices. I turned up 10mins before the time, but he was not there. Eventually I called 

his mobile and he was at home, having a morning off. I asked to reschedule, but he insisted on 

coming to the office. I went to the cafe opposite and had a coffee, I told the woman who worked 

there I was waiting on MC, she gave me a particular chocolate bar and said that he bought this 

every day, so again I had high hopes for the interview with this in my arsenal. MC turned up in 

the cafe and we went to the office. He is a young man, I would have said early 30s, but news of 

him having 4 children made me think older. The office is split into 2 parts, the front, and high 

street facing part with large windows and entrance, and the back office where the 2 advisors, 

that he was determined not to call employees, operated their ‘own’ businesses. MC sat across 

the table and seemed very confident. Unfortunately his answers to questions were very short 

and he gave the impression of no interest what-so-ever in what we were talking about, thinking 

that it was no theme at all. I noticed before the start of the interview that he questioned the 

differentiation between family and non-family business. I left the interview very disappointed, 

however, on reflection I have found some interesting points in what he said; in particular the 

relationship with Sue, the step-mother, who he finds it difficult to bring up dissatisfied work 

related sentiments with; and also that his father plays a significant, but not named, role in the 

business. With luck I was able to secure an interview with one of the advisors, which although 

MC maintained were not employees, were clearly a strong and important part of the business, 

but not the business discussion which contained ‘only the 2 of them’. Although not long, then 

may be some strong points made in this interview.  



27 

 

Interviewee 3 
Coding Ref: 041011FM 
Location: Ardrossan, Scotland – School 
location  
Date: 04.10.2011 
Time: 09:30 
Duration of interview: 38 mins 16 secs 
Interviewer: JC 
 

 
 
Interviewee: GW 
Gender: F 
Employment Status: Owner/Director 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 18 
Firm Size: 13 
Primary Industry: Education

 
Transcription: 

JC: Oaky, so first of all the reason why I’m here in the first place is because, obviously I became 
aware that it was a family orientated business, or there was family in the business. [GW: Yes.] 
Could you just, ehm, explain what that situation is? 

GW: Eh, well basically I set up my own business, ehm, in 1994, ehm, I am a sole trader but I do have 
influence from my family, as in my sister ehm, came on board with my to help me set it up. Ehm, 
there was just myself and my sister, we have expanded now, and we’ve got sort of, eh, (2.1) 8 
employees at the moment, ehm, working with us. And my mum, ehm, is not employed in the 
business ehm, but she’s a great support, she comes into help day to day, eh, running, ehm, she 
does my books and things. My dad’s self employed and she does his, my dad’s books, [JC: Oh, 
okay.] ehm, and thinks so, eh, the financial part of it my mum is, eh, I couldn’t do without. 
((laughs)) Ehm, my sister, ehm, in the day-to-day running of it, ehm, she runs part of the centre, 
as in the 3-5, she’s the sort of main, ehm, body for that, and I’m the main body for the under 3s.  

JC: Okay, so you’ve separated it out like that. [GW: Yes.] Was your sister here from the start of the 
business? [GW: Yes. Yes, she got involved for a couple of years, ((laughs)) to help set up, and 
ehm, (1.9) hasn’t left. ((laughs))] That tends to be what happens. [GW: ((laughs)) She keeps 
saying she’s leaving and going to Tescos. ((laughs))] Ehm, things like, with, obviously yourself and 
sister and now 8, 8 employees, (1.1) do you find that, (2.2) is it, is it yourself and your sister that 
are the kind of decision makers of what’s going on? 

GW: Generally it is myself and my sister, and my mother, that are the sort of decision makers of the 
nursery. Ehm, (1.2) but each room has eh, staff in it. We do (1.8) praise wereself on, and so does 
the inspectors, of being able to keep members of staff. You know, as in we don’t have a high 
turnover of staff, ehm, we tend to be able to keep our staff, (2.0) ehm, we, the inspectors have 
picked that up, so although, ehm, we are the sort of main decision makers, because the other 
members of staff have been with us for a period of time, they have an impact in their room. Ehm, 
so they’re given their place, ehm, (1.9) likes of, a member of staff we have in our 2-3 year old, 
Lynda, has been with us for like 11 years now. You know, so ehm, and Shirley Anne in my 3-5 has 
been with us for about 4 or 5 years now. So, they do tend to be with us for a long period of time, 
so they do have impact in decision making, but I would say, in (1.3) main decisions it would be 
myself, and then I would look to my sister, and my mother for support. On main decisions, things 
that are going to impact heavily on the nursery, I’d be looking for their support and their, ehm, 
help and, ehm, ideas in, in deciding what would be best for the nursery.  

JC: In that way the, if there is a kind of difference, that when it’s an, an idea or a, a decision that 
would have a bigger change, you look to your sister and your mother, how would you say the 
non-family employees perceive the family element? What do they think of, do they see it as, oh 
the, the kind of typical, oh, the family’s the boss type of thing? 

GW: No they don’t actually, ehm, they don’t. (1.4) I think if we were a bigger business, yes. I can see 
that, ehm, posing a problem. But they, they take, because we’ve got lead roles, eh, they know 
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Carolanne, my sister is the head of 3-5, so ultimately she is the decision maker in there, and the 
members of staff in there take that on board, ehm, they are, ehm, because she works in their 
room with them, ehm, (2.3) she’ll take, their, their ideas on board as well, eh, and they have built 
up a relationship over the years, ehm, that they can go back and forward with that. But they are 
quite, well, I’ve never ((laughs)) nobody’s come back to me with any reason or any suggestion 
that they’re not happy with how the decisions are made in the nursery. (2.7) Not as yet anyway. 
((laughs)) 

JC: Do you, well I’ve spoken to quite a few different businesses just now, and eh, there seems to be 
a, a difference between some, some where the business is (1.7) they, they, see the family aspect 
as well, it just kind of happened that way, we’re purely professional, purely business, and other 
where the business is like a vehicle for the family, you know, it was kind of set up that way. What, 
what kind of = 

 

((Female member of staff enters the room and apologises for interrupting, recording muted)) 

 

GW: = Sorry about that. 

JC: That’s alright, ehm. (2.4) Ehm, yeah, yeah, so you get some family companies where they try and 
control the family because they just want to be a professional business, and others where the 
business is suppose to be, it was initially set up to be for family employment, you know, they 
wanted it to be family that was there. Ehm, whereabouts would you say that this sits? 

GW: We weren’t set up, eh, I didn’t set up for family employment, ehm, that just sort of happened. 
Basically when I set up, ehm, my sister’s daughter had just started primary, and she was looking 
for employment. Ehm, and at the time (2.3) I couldn’t afford, because I was just setting up, I 
couldn’t afford to employee a member of staff, so my sister came in ehm, and (1.8) didn’t take 
ehm, (1.9) like she just took a, whatever we could make at the time, we just split it between us. 
So, in the sense I couldn’t have employed anyone else that could do that, eh, apart from a family 
member. Ehm, obviously that built up quite quickly, and then she got an actual wage out the 
business. But at the start no, none of the 2 of us got an actual wage out the business. So it kind of 
just fell into place that way, and eh, she has been employed since, ehm, then. Obviously looking 
at myself now, I would hope that my business would then (1.6) help my children, who I’ve now 
got, ehm, 2 children, ehm, I’m looking to the future of the business for my children, ehm, not 
necessarily my sister’s children. Ehm, so the family was, eh, the nursery was set up for me, ehm, 
and just the way it’s fallen in, ehm, we’ve, we’ve managed to, like obviously managed to give her, 
managed to give my sister a job for, ehm, all these years. And my mother, (1.9) ehm, my dads 
business, ehm, just my dad getting to a certain age, he’s reduced his workload, eh, he only works 
for himself no rather than having, ehm, men working for him. So my mum’s workload for my dad 
has reduced. So she had come in to help us as our workload increased. ((laughs)) Ehm, so in the 
sense, it’s, that’s just the way it’s worked for us, ehm, we didn’t, I didn’t set up the business for, 
ehm, the purpose of family, eh, from day one. [JC: It’s just happened that way.] It’s just the way 
it’s happened, yeah. 

JC: Would you say, now that, you know you mentioned that (1.8) you’re kind of hoping to keep the 
business going, then thinking about your children coming in, is that, is that maybe developing 
into a kind of plan? 

GW: Yes. That would be my plan, ehm, I mean it’s just in the initial stages just now, it’s just in 
thought stages just now, but my plan would be that my business, possibly one of my children 
would be interested in coming in, on board and joining me and taking it forward. But I would 
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never put that on then, ehm, if would just be a case of if they are interested they come a, come 
along and join in with it. If none of the 2 of them are interested, then, ((laughs)) plan B. ((laughs)) 
Ehm, I would never put that on them, that I’m, that one of them would have to feel, ehm, that 
they had to do that. Ehm, I want them to make their own choices in life. Ehm, so it’s, (1.1) it’ll just 
need to be a watch this space type thing, until they’re at, of an age to, to make that, I mean 
they’re not, 11 and 10, ((laughs)) so they’re a long way away yet. ((laughs)) 

JC: Okay, it’s, it’s a lot of the decision making stuff that’s really interesting for, for what I’m doing 
here. Ehm, things like, as I say, task allocation, who goes where, eh, whenever somebody, eh, 
joins the company or whatever, who’s teaching what, eh, I don’t know what kind of decision, 
what age groups or whatever. [GW: Uhuh.] Eh, where do they decisions come from, who, who 
makes them and eh, where are they made? 

GW: Ehm, generally, myself and my sister, ehm, would generally made they decisions, ehm, and it 
would just be through discussions, ehm, of, well I would maybe discuss the under 3s and what’s 
working there, as in the groups of staff, ehm, and with the children and whether we needed extra 
help, and likewise she would do that for the 3-5. Ehm, and we would come to discussions, ehm, 
and eventually agree on where we were needing the extra help, eh, (2.3) obviously I, I’d make the 
decisions of how many children we’re having in, I do have the control of that. Like as in, ehm, it’s 
me that knows who, how many’s on the waiting list and things like that. Carolanne doesn’t have 
any, ehm, decision about that. Ehm, we’d then, (1.5) but if we would go over our ratios we would 
then have to look at where we’d need the extra help, ehm, and the last time we did interviews, 
ehm, the last twice we did interviews, because we don’t have that many, ((laughs)) members of 
staff. Ehm, Carolanne has interviewed them, sat alongside, I’ve been doing the interviews, but 
she’s sat alongside and I’ve explained her, her position in the company. Ehm, so as that, 2 ideas 
to bounce off, you know, once you’ve, because once you’ve had to do 5 or 6 you kind of start to 
merge all together. [JC: It all becomes the one.] Yeah, having 2 members of staff there, ehm, just 
to talk it out, you know, ‘oh, remember this one said that’, so she has a big influence in that. 
When, ehm, recruiting staff as well, ehm, (1.7) especially when it’s the 3-5 year old sections, 
which is her area in the nursery.  

JC: Right, okay. What, in that way then, what, not, not just with recruitment but in general, how 
would you say that having family here has influenced how things get done in the business? 

GW: I think I feel (2.1) more supported in having family. Ehm, because I know they’ll just not walk, 
ehm, and it’s not, (1.6) I mean it’s maybe just my family, maybe other families would be different, 
but I, (1.9) they, you have the reliability element there. Whereas other people, ehm, necessarily 
don’t have that, it’s just a job at the end of the day. They walk in at half 8 in the morning, walk 
back out at 4 o’clock, whatever, 5 o’clock at night. Ehm, and it is just a job for some of them. 
Some of them take that, eh, it depends in their nature, some of them do take that a bit further, 
and I know they’re going home and they’re thinking about how they can change things and 
planning and all that. Other ones, (1.3) they walk out the door and that’s them, the job’s 
forgotten about. And that’s fair enough, because as I’ve always said, (1.7) I don’t pay them 
enough to worry about work at night time and weekends. And I always say that, you know, I 
don’t pay them to take workload home, ehm, I don’t pay them enough for that. Ehm, and I’ve 
always been very honest with my staff in that sense, eh, but I think at the back of your mind you, 
you do always know you will always have, that, that support, well I know in the back of my mind, 
I will always have that support from, ehm, family. Ehm, and it’s not just a job to them, because 
we are quite a close family, and likes of my sister, if she walked out tomorrow she knows that the 
nursery would really suffer and, and she wouldn’t do that to me. So in that sense you, you do 
feel, I feel more supported, the fact that I’ve got family members in here. 

JC: Would you say that’s the biggest benefit of, of having family here? [GW: Yeah. Yeah.] What about 
the, the other side then, the kind of, (1.9) the, the drawbacks to it, if there is any? 
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GW: Yeah, ehm, well, 18 years down, is it 18 years, 18 years r something like that down the line. Is it 
18, yeah, 18 years down the line they’ve all been ironed out. Ehm, we, we still have, like talking 
about my self and my sister, have disagreements all the time. But we have came to an agreement 
that, she’s head of 3-5, I’m head of 0-3, and after hours she then becomes my, what she says is, 
big sister. ((laughs)) So she has that, that respect for you, ehm, within working hours, out with 
that she gets her own back. ((laughs)) And that’s just the way we’ve worked out, ehm, and I’ve 
(3.4) re…, ehm, realised that she’s the kind of main decision maker in 3-5, because she’s the one 
that’s there all the time, eh, and I’m the one that’s there with the 0-3s. so we kind of give each 
other that respect in that sense. 

JC: Do you, is that, does it create space as well, that that’s hers and then that bit’s yours? 

GW: Well, uhuh, it means that in the day-to-day running of the nursery I know that (2.1) Carolanne’s 
dealing with that. It, so it means that I don’t have it all to deal with, ehm, on the day-to-day 
obviously, because I’m still the manager and owner, I have to go in and make sure that these 
things are running, and checking up every month on children’s profiles and, ehm, doing room 
monitoring and things like that. So obviously there are elements, I can’t, I don’t just say, look 
she’s dealing with that and leave her to it. Obviously I have to be the manager as well, and come 
and make sure on the day-to-day running of it, and the paper works. 

JC: So there’s kind of checks, like performance checks, would you call them, type of thing? 

GW: Yes. Uhuh, yes. And it’s performance checks on the whole room, rather than (1.7) just her, ehm, 
obviously if something’s not been done she would be the first person I would go to. But if it’s an 
issue with something not being done, because they’ve all, they’ve all got key worker roles. Ehm, 
and if it’s a key worker, I would have, then be going to her and saying, or him, whoever, and 
saying. 

JC: Okay, ehm, aside from that, the employees element, like the non-family element, do they have a 
lot of autonomy over their own, their own job? You know, what they’re doing. 

GW: They, they do, ehm, 3-5 yes, ehm, 0-3 is more ehm, a team work, but 3-5 is very much the key 
worker role. And it’s just because of the curriculum for excellence, it’s the way the ehm, the, (2.1) 
our curriculum for over 3s works. The 0-3 is slightly different, ehm, whereas the 3-5 is unique, 
((laughs)) shall we say. Ehm, so they do have their own role, ehm roles and responsibilities. Ehm, 
and they know as a key worker what their (1.9) targets are for their children, now they work in a 
team as in, because we move, they move round the room, ehm, so they are looking for support 
from their colleagues to find observations on the children during play, but at the end of the 
month they know it’s their role to make sure that they observations have been done on they 
children, and they children are meeting their needs. So they do have their own responsibilities in 
that sense, ehm, throughout the nursery. 

JC: Okay, yeah, but they also know exactly what they’re suppose to be doing as well, it’s, it’s set out 
for them. [GW: Yes. Yeah, uhuh.] Ehm, (1.2) do you think you’ve not had a high turnover of staff, 
do you think that’s got anything to do with the, with it being family orientated? 

GW: Ehm, [JC: Or is there something else maybe.] I don’t know, (2.2) I always put it down to an 
honest, fair boss. At the end of the day. Eh, I’m always honest, they know that, ehm, I pay them 
what I can afford, ehm, which obviously is, on the, off, on the record, is above ((laughs)) the 
minimum wage. ((laughs)) Not 18 years ago. ((laughs)) Ehm, but, for the responsibility and the job 
that they have to do, the wages aren’t good, the wages are not good in nursery. Ehm, and I would 
tell anybody that. Ehm, because you are, you’re responsible for the children, ehm’s, lives, your 
responsible for taking these children forward into school, ehm, the best you possibly can. Ehm, 
and (1.3) we don’t get credit for that, as in the wages that you get. But, I’m always very honest, 
and they know that I can, I pay them what I can. They don’t see me going on 5 holidays abroad 
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every year, fancy car and all that, you know. So they’re quite aware that, and I do plough the 
money back into the business. Ehm, I take a wage like them, ehm, each week, but the rest of the 
money (2.2) goes on the requirements, ehm, a lot of nurseries about, we’ve had a few girls from 
other nurseries, eh, who don’t put the money back into the nursery, they don’t have the 
equipment, they don’t have the resources, ehm, and I, I would say that I always, I mean anything 
that they’re doing they require, they know they just need to take a note of it. And obviously if it’s 
within reason, ((laughs)) then, ehm, they, they’ll get it, ehm, it, we’re always well stocked up with 
art materials and things for the children, we’re always trying to. So I don’t know, I think that plays 
a part in it, it’s got to play a huge part in it, I would think. Ehm, and (1.8) I’m a normal boss,  
((laughs)) I’m just normal, I’m just one of the, the team, and I don’t rate myself any higher, ehm.  

JC: Are you always here, physically here, in the building? [GW: Yes. Yes.] Is your sister as well? [GW: 
Yes.] You’re just always around. 

GW: Yes, we are always, ehm, and I think that as well, ehm, I’m not a manager/owner that sits in an 
office. Ehm, sometimes, I would like to be to keep up with the paperwork. But, I’m out there on 
the floor everyday with the children, and I think the staff see the as well, they don’t see you, 
ehm, any different in that sense. Ehm, because I do what they do, I change the bottoms, I mop 
the floors, I clean the toilets, you know, ehm, things that maybe necessarily other owners or 
managers wouldn’t do, ehm, (1.6) and I think that’s when you get the divides, ehm, and you get 
the wee niggling bits going in, ‘they’re asking me to do that and they can’t do it themselves’. You 
know and you get wee niggles then, ehm, so I think that plays a part on it, I’m not sure if family’s 
(2.9) a part of that or not, I’m not really sure about that at all. Ehm, (3.3) not sure about that one. 

JC: Ehm, when, on the other side then, that’s thinking about how the family influences the business. 
The business influences the family, would you say, do you speak about the business a lot with 
your mother and sister out with here? 

GW: All the time. ((laughs)) [JC: Yeah.] Yeah, ehm, all the time, ehm, (2.1) I know we shouldn’t really, 
we always say, ‘this weekend we’re not going to discuss it’, but it’s just automatic. You do it, ehm, 
and we’re quite a tight team, so we, we tend to like, not all of us but some of us would go out for 
a night out, or, you know, we go out for dinner, ehm, and it’s difficult, it’s not as if we have a wee 
clique, there’s 4 or 5 of us go and the other 3 don’t go. Everybody’s asked and ehm, is was 
whoever can make it at time and things like that, but you always tend to get round to talk about, 
yeah, you always tend to  get round to talk about, because it’s the, (1.7) it’s the thing that you’re 
all involved in, and I think that’s like myself and my sister. Because you’re here 5 days a week, the 
nursery is your life at the end of the day. So I think that, it’s really difficult not to, not to get 
involved in that. And eh, and husband, and father ((laughs)) so I mean it is quite, ehm, (2.1) a 
tight wee business in that sense. Ehm, my dad he some and does a lot of DIY, the children call 
him Bob the builder, ((laughs)) and if we’re anything needing fixed, eh, he’ll come along with his 
blue overalls on ((laughs)) ehm, and the children call him Bod the builder and he comes in and fix 
it. So we are, quite a (1.9) tight family in that sense, ehm. 

JC: Do you find that when you’re talking about the business outwith here, when it’s you know in the 
family environment if you like, or the kind of social environment, do other family members pitch 
in to your conversation as well? 

GW: Sometimes, ehm, obviously we need to watch, because you’ve got the confidentiality of the 
children, so you have to watch what you’re talking about, ehm, you can’t name any names sort of 
thing. Ehm, and also because, we all live in the town as well. I mean me and my mum and my 
sister all live in Ardrossan as well. Ehm, so you know a lot of people out with, so you have to 
watch what you’re saying. Ehm, likes of, out next door neighbour, ehm, comes to the nursery, so 
I need to watch ehm, my husband, and watch what I’m saying. Because obviously, it’s not that I 
don’t trust him, but you’ve got the confidentiality element. [JC: It would be really easy to say, and 
things start circulating.] Very easy, oh very easy. And it’s something that I always say to all staff 
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members, and students when they come in as well, ehm, when you take students on board, 
because you don’t know who they know. I mean we’ve got children from other towns as well, 
mainly Ardrossan, Saltcoats, Stevenson, but sometimes we get them from further afield as well, 
and you don’t know who knows who, ehm, and so we always say, whatever happens in the 
nursery, I mean, the, (1.4) happy things as well, I’m not, I’m not talking about things that, you 
know, the parents should know about, and things like that, obviously we would discuss that with 
the parents. But just anything at all, just whatever happens in nursery you keep it in nursery, they 
don’t take it with, away with them. Ehm, so its, (2.1) if it’s a general thing, other family members 
would get involved with it, but if we were talking about, ehm, specifics, as in children, we 
wouldn’t do that when there was other family members there.  

JC: Okay, ahm, back kind of into the company, do you think the non-family element, the non-family 
employees, (1.7) I’m thinking about ideas, and, and how to influence in decision making, if say 
someone had an idea for, I don’t know it could be anything, it could be a different type of market, 
or how to even just changing a process and making it more efficient. Ehm, are there avenues for 
that and what generally would happen?  

GW: Eh, well we have ehm, a, (3.4) ehm, a staff meeting once a month, well obviously with general, 
we chit-chat everyday, ehm, that they can bring anything up, ehm, during the day. But obviously 
if they wanted to bring it up to the whole, ehm, team, that kind of is the nest time to do it. Ehm, I 
mean we do have, ehm, every now and again, a bit of paper will sit here ((indicating to desk)) 
with something scribbled on it. Ehm, because a member of staff wants to get other peoples 
ideas, eh, we’ve got a kitchen here and we’ve got a kitchen up the stairs, where the 3-5s are. And 
they would just scribble something on it, with an idea, just to get ideas, because obviously, ehm, 
all my staff members come in here for their, ehm, lunch, or up the stairs. And you would jot 
down what your idea is on it, and put your name beside it. That’s if they want something just 
very, off the cuff, you know. Ehm, if it’s something a wee bit more detailed we would bring it to 
the staff meeting. Ehm, and we have an element of the staff meeting where we can discuss ideas 
and, ehm, sometimes just things on my agenda then lead into discussion and ideas. Ehm, as well. 
[JC: Yeah, it’s a problem or something that you knew was coming up.] Yeah, eh, likes of just now, 
we have, we’ve just moved, ehm, we’ve, well we’ve always had or under 3s here, and our day 
care, but our 3-5 used to be down in the Civic Centre, ((building across the road)) so ehm, (1.2) I 
look to the staff members for ideas on how we should be taking that forward, ehm, so in that 
sense we have, I have had meetings to look at the whole staff for support, ehm, and ideas, and 
acceptance on change. Ehm, because that was a big element, ehm, on how, because obviously 
that comes with 40-50 children coming up here, ehm, they go between up the stairs and down 
the stairs in one of the rooms, which means it’s, it’s a bit busier here, so the other staff members 
have to be accepting of the 3-5s coming in, and the changes that that brings to the members of 
staff within, eh, and be supportive, ehm. (1.9) We’ve had a few wee issues, but they’ve been 
ironed out, they’ve been ironed out. Ehm, it just, eh, some people necessarily don’t like change, 
and you have to tae that in small steps, you know, but know we’re, we’re pretty settled. They, I 
mean the children have all come in fine, the parents have all been happy, we just, some wee, 
ehm, issues with staffing and not sure what was happening and things like that. So, there’s 
always something, ehm, I mean, you can plan, and you can plan, and you can plan but there’s 
always something that will throw it up, and you’re like, ‘oh, goodness, I never thought of that 
one’. You know, there’s always one to catch you out and keep you on your toes. Ehm, so in that 
sense there’s, there’s a couple of options, they could do it just generally here, at lunch time, or 
they could do it to the whole group during a staff meeting.  

JC: Do you find, have you ever noticed anything like, eh, staff members maybe go away and discuss 
something themselves and prepare it before bringing it to you? 

GW: Ehm, possibly, (1.9) ehm, I would say maybe more so when the 3-5 were down at the Civic 
Centre, ehm, they would come to a staff meeting and the 3 girls that were involved in that, ehm, 
my sister being one of them, would have maybe discussed at their planning meeting something, 
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and because I knew when one of them brought it to the meeting, you just know that the other 2 
know about it. You know, nothing, I mean I mean I wouldn’t say it was any bad, anything bad or 
that. But you just know that the other ones knew it. And that’s just part and parcel with teams 
working together, I would probably say that’s them working well together, that the fact that, if 
it’s something like an idea or some, (2.3) some kind of thing that was happening in their, their 
group, I would probably expect the other 2 should know about it. I’d probably be more worried if 
the other 2 hadn’t known about it. So I would say it was more, eh, more so in that sense. When 
they were in a different building, not so much now that we’re all in the same building, because 
they tend to, ehm, (1.6) speak to you about it before, they’ll maybe say to me about it, and I’ll 
just say, ‘oh, that’s a great idea bring it to the staff meeting’. So, ehm, whether they’ve spoke to 
the other colleagues then, I not sure, ehm, certainly did see that before, ehm, but I mean that’s 
just women, talking. ((laughs)) And they’re together in the same room for so many hours of the 
day, obviously they’re going to, obviously they’re going to discuss.  

JC: The staff meetings, are they quite formal? 

GW: They’re formal to a sense, I mean we have an agenda, ehm, and I work through the agenda, 
ehm, but I do allow time for discussions and feedback, and at the end I always give them, ehm, 
time, I try and keep it to a timeline, we always go over we’re timeline, ((laughs)) but that’s just a 
group of women getting together I think. ((laughs)) And chatting, so (1.4) every now and again I 
have to rein it back in, say, ‘right come on, we’ve got time, we’ve got so many parts of the 
agenda’. So we, I’d probably say it’s as formal as I ever wanted it to be.  

JC: Would you say, ehm, (2.4) are there, are there any barriers to anything? You know, any of this, I 
mean it could be anything, but ehm, just someone saying, ‘oh, no, I can only take this so far’, and 
then they’ll back down. Or, or, you know any kind of topics or subjects that are a bit, (1.7) you 
know people can’t talk about, or people wouldn’t want to talk about, or feel nervous around, 
anything like that? 

GW: N::::, (4.8) not came across anything, ehm, I think because we’re quite a close team. ((speaks 
very softly)) We tend to be able to, I mean we, obviously there’s a few of the girls had some 
tragedy in their lives, ehm, and obviously at that time you have to tread gently, ehm, but we’re 
all pretty on cue with that, and we’re quite aware of, ehm, people’s, we’re quite aware of 
people’s situations. And their family lives, and they’re all very different. Ehm, so I, I would  say 
that they are quite clued up on, ehm, what they should be saying to certain members of staff and 
what, what they have to tread gently around. Ehm, that’s the only one I kind of think of, it’s just 
like, obviously tragedy that’s kind of happened to them. [JC: So, that, kind of personal issues as 
opposed to =] = ((speaking normally again)) Uhuh, just personal, yeah, rather than ehm, business 
issues. [JC: Just, the only reason I’ve kind of got the thought in my head is, ehm, with, with 
speaking to other businesses, sometimes it’s been like, ehm, ‘oh well, she’s only got that job 
because she’s related to’, [GW: Oh, right.] ehm, and things like that, you know, some of the other 
family businesses there’s, (2.1) it’s more integrated through, it’s not been from the start it’s been 
have been brought in, you know.] Right, well, that’s, that’s a, that would be an issue, that would 
be an issue. I think because my sister was on board at the very beginning with me, ehm, so she’s, 
and we are very very different and a lot of my parents don’t know we’re sister because we are 
totally chalk and cheese, and I think that’s good in a way, because they get 2 elements of, ehm, of 
the family as well, but I think maybe if she’s come board, on board now, for no apparent reason, 
and go into the job that she’s in, running the 3-5 year olds, yeah, you would have that abound the 
other members of staff. Ehm, absolutely, I think you’re setting yourself up for a fall doing that, 
ehm, within a business. Ehm, I think just because of the way it’s flowed, I mean my mum’s always 
been in charge of the sort of financial side of the business, she’s always been a help to me with 
that. My sister and me were the ones from day one. So as we grew, ehm, the people came on 
board, we were there already. Ehm, so it’s, it’s generally, and I think that’s why you do get the 
respect and, of, not so much, ‘that’s because that’s Gillian’s sister’, ‘that’s because Gill…, 
Carolanne runs the 3-5’. You know, I mean they are obviously all aware that, ehm, that is my 
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sister, ehm, and that is my mother. But they see it as, ehm, they run that, they run that, and they 
run that part of the business. And I think because that’s been from day one, and not just 5 years 
ago, somebody popped in from the family and suddenly, ehm, (1.9) suddenly they’re having great 
influence on the business, I think that’s where you would get a bit of a problem with staff, and 
quite rightly so. ((laughs)) [JC: It’s understandable of course, yeah.] Uhuh.  

JC: Ehm, I just, I just got one more, one more question, or it’s not even, this one’s not even a 
question, it’s really just a thought. And I’ve asked this to everyone I’ve spoke to. Ehm, that if you 
had someone that you cared about, or even a relative, who was going off to work in a family 
business, not this one, ehm, another family business, but quite a, it was quite a tight family 
business, you know, there was a directorship, they were all family, there was family up in the, 
the, you know, the top management team. [GW: Yeah. Uhuh.] Ehm, in you experience from here, 
is there anything you would advise them? (1.2) Anything you would say to them? 

GW: Ehm, go in with your eyes open. ((laughs loudly)) Ehm, it’s hard work, ehm, being self-
employed, I wouldn’t never ever do it, but I would always say to, if anybody came to me, ehm, 
(2.4) not even just for the nursery, to set up a nursery, just I would, I don’t think I would set up a 
nursery from day one now. Ehm, because there’s so much legislation and changes all the time. 
Ehm, I think it would be so difficult for somebody to take on board, ehm, way back then it was a 
different, it was a different, it was a different job. Ehm, so the changes have progressed 
throughout the years, and that’s fine, I’ve dealt with that, ehm, but to start, (1.1) for anybody 
that was going to start up a business, whether it was family related or not, ehm, I would tell them 
to think very careful about it. I can’t see me doing anything else now, but (2.1) I often envy 
people that, ehm, just go away at the end of the day and, likes of staff members, I do, I do envy 
them, but I wouldn’t see it any other way, if you know what I mean. Ehm, the 2 sides to the coin, 
I mean the pros definitely outweigh the cons. Ehm, absolutely, ehm,, I’m my own boss, and ehm, 
like of when my children take ill, I have that freedom to then go to see to them, and that kind of 
thing. [JC: It’s a flexibility, yeah.] You have that flex…, sort of flexibility in there, ehm, but I mean I 
can’t say I’ve had a bad experience of it, so I couldn’t really say to somebody that was going to 
work with a family, ‘oh watch what you’re doing’, and that. I wold just tell them to go in with 
your eyes open, be honest, be truthful from day one, and it should, (1.6) that should help you 
out, you know. Ehm, because I’ve not had a bad experience of family being involved in business, 
ehm, (2.4) I couldn’t really tell them anything negative about it, you know. But, ehm, I do, I have 
heard of different businesses that are family, not just nurseries, other ones, ehm, that have, that 
are a nightmare to work in, ehm, I think it depends of people’s natures, at the end of the day. Eh, 
and I think that at the end of the day, if, (2.9) ultimately I, because I’m a sole trader, I have the 
last decision, eh, whereas if you have a family, ehm, and there’s 2 or 3 or 4 of them all at the 
same level, ehm, I think that could pose a problem. Ehm, on (1.9) the way things run out. Ehm, 
likes of my sister know at the end of the day, I do make the ultimate decision, she does influence 
it, my mother as well, ehm, but because it’s my business, and they know it’s my business, I think 
that’s how, eh, we manage okay. But had the 3 of us all been sitting at the top, (1.1) it could be a 
very different thing. ((laughs knowingly)) So, eh, it depends what the situation is with the 
business, ehm, what advice I’d be able to give them. ((laughs)) But I would always say, go in with 
your eyes open, think about it first, don’t make it, decision lightly, ehm, and be honest and 
truthful and that’s got to set you off on the right foot. [JC: Take it as it comes, see what it’s like in 
there.] Take it, uhuh, absolutely, yeah, yup, yeah.  

JC: Good. Brilliant, thank you, thank you very much. 

GW: No problem, I hope that’s okay.  
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Field notes: On phoning for an interview with this company, GW said that she did not see it as 

a family business because she was a sole trader. I asked if family worked with her and she 

explained on the phone that she set up the company with her sister who still works there. This, 

in the eyes of this research, very much made the firm a family influenced business. I went in at 

half 9 in the morning to a very busy nursery. It was situation in a new build building, which 

looked as though it was designed to be office space, but it was completely taken up by the 

nursery, with children’s painting up and down the stairs and all over the shared areas. GW was 

dressed in nursery clothing, i.e. a fleece and tracksuit trousers with the nursery logo on them, 

other staff appeared to be wearing similar. She was willing and open to talking, but did seem to 

convey an approach that she did not recognise the firm as a family business. However, going 

through many of the questions, it was clear that the family played a very strong part in the 

decision making processes and how things are organised in the firm. At the point where the 

interview was interrupted, a member of staff came in to get some water from the fridge, 

although the staff member never came fully into the kitchen, GW got up and went to the fridge 

for her. GW did seem to be trying to give the impression of a professional nursery, and I don’t 

think she really seen that the nature of the family relationships would impact on how things 

were done. The reason why there is not a second interview in this firm is because the nursery 

was full at the time of the visit, and all staff members were in charge of children, it seemed that 

only GW could be taken away from this situation. I may try again to gain an interview from a 

non-family member. 
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Interviewee 4 
Coding Ref: 071011FM 
Location: Ardrossan, Scotland – School 
location  
Date: 07.10.2011 
Time: 09:00 
Duration of interview: 35 mins 45 secs 
Interviewer: JC 
 

 
 
Interviewee: KE 
Gender: F 
Employment Status: Owner/Director 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 38 
Firm Size: 25 
Primary Industry: Design

Transcription: 

JC: Ehm, so yeah, it’s the, it’s the family element that, that we’re interested in. Just, could you just 
maybe explain what the, what the family element is in this business? 

KE:Sure, ehm, (0.7) first of all my father set it up in 1973, and used the name [company name], eh, 
and then in the, eh, it was basically publications, so it was business to business publication (1.1) 
in those days. And then in the ‘80s, I can’t remember the exact date, eh, because Royal Mail was 
doing all the postage there were vey few companies, it’s not like today, there were very few 
companies actually doing the fulfilment side. So then really what happened in the ‘80s, was he 
then started, ehm, a direct mail side to the company as well. Eh, and purely because, we had the 
publications, we needed them posted out and if we wanted any inserts, or any packaging done, 
or, and even databases set up, (1.1) there were very very few companies that actually did that, so 
we ended up having to do it ourselves. (1.6) And that still exists today, we still do that. So, he 
then retires and ehm, years before my brother, (1.1) who’s older than me, he then came into the 
business, ehm, and he then worked alongside my father, and then, (1.5) I can’t remember if it 
was 5 or 8 years later, myoldest brother joined as well, so he now sticks with the accounts side. 
Ehm, the brother, he sets, he does the sales side of things now, ehm, on the magazine side. Ehm, 
and then I joined (2.0) about, when was it ’99, ehm, (1.8) so yeah, no, it’s there’s 3 of us who 
work now and it’s, yeah, stayed like that continuously since my father retired.  

JC: And how many employees are there? 

KE: There’s approximately 25 andthat’s in total, that includes the main room, as well as sales, 
editorial staff, production, accounts. 

JC: So quite big, quite a big operation then. 

KE: Yeah, it kind of, it doesn’t seem like it, but ehm, yeah there’s a few of us. I mean we vary in staff, 
in mean we have 3 off on maternity leave at the moment, so we’ve got 3 extra staff to kind of 
cover, ehm, their maternity, and then we’ve got 1 member of staff leaving, who’s heading off 
down to London, but we have another member of staff who’s taking over that role. (1.5) So 
you’ve always got a handover period of a month to maybe a month and a half, and to be honest, 
we’ve, we try to do that, purely because it’s, it just runs much more smoothly, and they, they get 
to know the clients as well, and they get a chance to be introduced by the other sales person, or 
whichever.  

JC: So it can be quite flexible, quite fluid.  

KE: Yeah, (1.2) it has to be, it’s a small company so it’s ((laughs)). 

JC: Yeah, everyone’s got to do everything.  

KE: Yeah. Definitely.  
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JC: EH, what about, (1.2) in terms of perceptions of people, and it might technically be you know 
one-to-one sort of thing in terms of ownership of directorship, but in terms of perceptions, how 
would you say the family is perceived in the business? Is it as, the family are the boss element, or 
it’s a family company; is that a perception across the business? 

KE: I think it’s a bit of both actually. It’s, yes it’s a family, but at the same time because it’s family we, 
we, (1.8) it doesn’t matter how long somebody’s been with us, if they’ve got ideas, then we’ll 
take those ideas and well all thrash around the idea. It doesn’t matter who you are you can come 
in and you can have a go at that as well. So it is, it’s much more open, it’s much more flexible. 
And I suppose (2.2) the difference would be is, because we’re a small company and also because I 
think it’s got a lot to do with the fact it’s a family company it’s the fact that you can, ehm, (1.9) if 
somebody has an idea, or you have to implement something, you can implement something in a 
matter of minutes, and it’s done. You haven’t got all this hierarchy going on, ehm, and that, that 
can be a massive advantage. And I think in the recession it’s shown, (1.2) because a decision can 
be made, it can be made instantly and the impact of it can be seen pretty much instantly as well.  

JC: What about decisions, how, how does that happen? Who makes the decisions in the company 
and where, is there, is there a general process that happens?  

KE: Well we are, it’s the 3 of us that will make the decision. Whether, it depends what the decision is, 
if it’s ehm, (1.3) to do with the magazines and sales really Justin will make those decisions. If it’s 
to do with Web production, which links over with magazines, then it tends to be me, ehm, if it’s 
to do with accounts, that’s upstairs, that’ll be Julian.  

JC: And, but the, and any of the kind of the bigger decisions =  

KE: That will be all of us, yeah. And my father’s the Chainman, so he, we’ll have board meetings 
every month, eh, and the 4 of us will sit down and go through the decisions.  

JC: Okay, does that happen here? 

KE: No, we go out to, ehm, his ((referring to father)) house. So it’s away from here you see. It’s away 
out from the environment. Sometimes we have them here, it’s not ideal, it’s, it’s better to 
actually get out of it, so that whatever’s discussed is, is out of the work environment.  

JC: Yeah, okay. Could freshen up your head as well. 

KE: Yeah you can actually, yeah, definitely.  

JC: And then when, I know this, this is a kind of hypothetical question, but say something like a 
decision was made to change something, or go into a new market, or withdraw from a market or 
something like that, what happens after that, how is that kind of communicated?  

KE: Well basically, if a decision like that is being made, for example, we stopped Scotland’s New 
Home Buyer, ehm, this year, earlier this year. We just made the decision to pull the 
magazine.We’d already, to be honest it wasn’t a shock to any of the staff, be cause they already 
knew the position, and we’d all talked about it anyway, of ‘look, this isn’t doing as well, can we 
put, you know, can we put some ideas in that will perhaps pull it up’. And when it didn’t it was a, 
very much a decision of saying, ‘well actually, we’re going to have to pull it’. And to the staff, 
when we said to them, ‘look, we’re going to have to make this decision’, it wasn’t a surprise to 
any of them, even the person working on it. [JC: Okay.] Ehm, they knew. (2.2) [JC: They seen it 
coming.] Oh yeah. Yeah. And usually for a while, they’ve seen it coming, because they’ve know, 
eh, I think the difference is, is we’re very, (1.9) we’re very open with particular figures. You know 
if it’s a magazine the person’s working on, they [pretty much know how much a magazine’s 
making or not making. They may not know what the costs are, and what the profit margin is, but 
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they know whether a magazine is doing well or not. [JC: Yeah, yeah.] And, eh, so yeah, and it’s, so 
yeah it’s not, and it’s all discussed, so it’s not really a big surprise. [JC: It’s not like a kind of dark 
art, what works and what doesn’t.] No, not at all.  

JC: Okay, well, in terms of how, you know, things like task allocation, or specifically what people do. 
Would you say, (1.1) well what, what, what kind of style is it in, in this company. Would it be kind 
of quite autonomous in nature, the can, you know, if, if someone’s got a certain job they can get 
on with it freely as long as they do their job, or is there a more structured approach? 

KE:No, they, there’s a bit of both. They can, yes they have an incredible amount of freedom, but then 
they have to earn that freedom. So, they’ll come into the job and then we’ll say, ‘well this is the 
way we do it’, (0.9) and if they say, well actually, you know, a couple of months down the line 
they say, ‘actually there’s an easier way of doing it’, and in case that’s exactly what’s happening 
at the moment, is, (1.1) then that’s fine. We’ll go with an easier route or a better route, because 
nothing’s going to be set in stone. Ehm, but yeah, no, definitely we’ll, if they’ve got a better idea 
of how something should be done, then fair enough. [JC: You’re quite open to it.] Umhum, 
definitely.  

JC: What about things like, ehm, personal development of people? You know, if they want to (1.3) 
better themselves. 

KE: To be honest, they, they’re pretty much the first to come forward. You know, we’ll, we’ll look at 
courses, especially ehm, the PPA of Scotland, they, it’s the, ehm, Periodical Publishers 
Association, they are very very good with course, either for sales people or production people, or 
editorial. They’re very good because they’re targeted for publications. Ehm, we used to do loads, 
you know encourage people to go to the courses on Excel and Word and things like that. But to 
honest the majority of people know what they need to know, to get as far as they need within 
the job. Ehm, (1.6) and it’s more about looking at fresh approaches to do their job. You know, 
we’re not going to take them on if they’re not good at what they do, so therefore they just need 
to take, (1.7) like small, even if its just a half-day or a day, that’s the kind of information that they 
need, ehm, and it’s targeted information, and that’s really how we deal with it.  

JC: And that again, it usually comes from them prompting that? 

KE: It can do, or we’ll say, ‘actually there’s a course being run like thins, it’d be a good idea if you 
went on it’. So, I mean, there’s been 4 of them just came back last week from one. And it was 
just, ehm, (1.9) yeah it was barley, it was until 3 o’clock in the afternoon. And then they cam back 
here afterwards and said, ‘yeah it was a good course, it encouraged us to go for this, this, and 
this’. So. 

JC: Do you find that it’s, (1.7) do you find it’s good for, I know it’s good for the individual and it might 
be good for their job, do you find it’s good for the company as a whole? If you see what I mean.  

KE: Yeah, more so now. When it was Word and Excel, yeah to an extent, but, they’re not really 
targeted courses it general, here this is what you click and things, but, ehm, now that it’s thought 
the PPA, or ehm, other ones and through the, ehm, (2.1) what do you, Chamber of Commerce, 
ehm, and I suppose networking groups as well, then they are far more targeted. They may only 
be a mornings meeting, but it’s enough that, and that’s all the person actually wants, it’s an hour 
or 2, ‘right, out the office’, approach something that is very very targeted, and then they’re back 
in.  

JC: Do you think, (0.7) I think it’s the same things with going away from the office as well, it’s just 
getting out for half an hour, or half a day, and it just freshens things up, and then you go back and 
it’s = 
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KE: = And then obviously with meeting people in the same, you know, with the same interests and 
the same job focus, ehm, and you’re meeting them, and they have different approaches to 
things, and it’s just, everything is, it just freshening up. You may be good at you’re job but there’s 
always a better way of doing something. [JC: And things change, things change around you.] 
Yeah, especially at the moment. ((laughs)) 

JC: Yeah, exactly. With that then, if it’s autonomous to an extent, ehm, you know processes can 
change and then people are going off and they’re maybe learning new things about the market 
or whatever. How, how would you maintain any kind of performance consistency, or standard? 

KE: (2.1) Well the easiest way is revenue driven. Because it’s magazine based, it’s whether the 
targets are hit or not. [JC: Okay.] If they’re not hit then we actually look into it and say, ‘well why 
weren’t they hit, was it something to do with the climate within the advertising field’. Ehm, (1.3) 
you know thatis, obviously for us that’s had a big impact. But, you know it varies depending  what 
specialty you’re in as well. Because our magazines, because Homebuyers now is gone, the 4 
magazines that we have that are our own in-house ones, this excludes any contract publishing 
that we do, ehm, the sales of those will be affected because obviously there is a recession. You 
know, ehm, some of them are doing better then they’ve ever done, some of them are just hitting 
target. [JC: Really?] Yeah, I mean it, it’s bizarre, ehm, (2.9) I don’t know, it is bizarre actually. (2.6) 
Some of them we’re just like, ‘how on earth has it hit that? This issue.’, not complaining, but ehm, 
it allows, it gives us that little bit of leeway. Ehm, certainly. 

JC: Keeps things moving anyway. Yeah. What, when you mentioned targets, is that a kind of 
company target that you want to hit or, is it targets for, down to the individual? 

KE: It’s both. We, we have both. So each publication has its own revenue, and the same with the 
direct mail is has it’s own, eh, targets, budget for each year and for each publication. Whereas, 
PDM, which is the direct mail side, that will have a budget for a month. Publications are bi-
monthly and therefore they’ll have a budget bi-monthly, ehm, and then, (1.5) they also, we’ll 
know what contribution they make and what their costs should be. Now if they’re costs have 
risen and the revenue stayed the same, then we’ve got to ask them, ‘why have the cost’s gone 
up?’. And it could be that (1.9) some cost has gone onto that month and not gone onto the 
previous month, and things like that so. But we’re always looking at the figures as well as looking 
at the market. So, it’s not just, ehm, about the market, it’s, it’s looking at, ‘right, if the figures are 
consistently even, but then there’s no growth there’, then what is it that we’re doing, or what is it 
about the market that’s moving. Ehm, (1.5) you know, and then also you’ve got to look at new 
products. Ehm, and if you don’t then you’re standing still in a market that’s moving around you. 
And you, you can’t, I mean, (1.1) for the magazines we introduced sort of, this little product guide 
((hold small booklet on desk)) basis, we’re introducing other things into it all the time, we’ve got 
the websites up and running, ehm, so all that’s happened probably in the last 2 years. [JC: Right, 
okay.] Ehm, (3.1) you know. [JC: So it’s changed quite quickly then?] Yeah, very quickly, yep, 
umhum. So it’s ehm, but you have to, you have to change that quickly.  

JC: So, say you’re putting they, this kind of target element on these particular, kind of department-
wise, would you say? 

KE: Magazine-wise. [JC: Right, magazine-wise] Yeah, it’s just the only fairest way of doing it. Because 
you couldn’t do it by department because it just wouldn’t work. Ehm, but you do it by magazines, 
but we also do it on the sales stuff. So within, eh, direct, the direct mail side of it, they have a 
budget for the year, but also the sales person has their target figure that they need to hit as well. 
Ehm, and basically, because they’ll then earn the commission. And that’s how the sales are 
driven. So, but then production also has a target in a sense where they have to bring in new 
business as well. So, yes we have our own publications but we also need to have other business. 
[JC: Yeah.] So yeah, and that’s how we do it.  
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JC: Okay. What, you mentioned at the start there someone, you know people coming up with ideas, 
and you’d be quite accepting of it. What, what would typically happen if someone, particularly if 
is was someone, you know, outside the family, someone, ehm, (1.5) I don’t want to say just, just 
working, but usually just comes in does their shift and goes, things like that. = 

KE: = Sure, quite often those are the ones that come up with the ideas, because they’ve, you know 
they’ve done a lot of other things, ehm, (2.1) you know, and to be honest I think sometimes you 
become blinkered, so you have to, you have to accept that other people can come up with 
brilliant ideas, and it’s, (3.0) that’s just the way their mind works and, you know, that’s it.  

JC: And they see it everyday. 

KE: That’s it, yeah, definitely, ehm.  

JC: How, what would happen, how would it = 

KE: Usually they’ll come up and say, you know, ‘what do you think about thus idea?’, ehm, and we 
have a meeting with everybody once a week anyway. Ehm, so that tends to be a kind of 
opportune moment from them to say it. Ehm, otherwise to come to either one of the directors. 
Ehm, you know it tends to be Julian or myself, eh Justin or myself, ehm, and comes in and 
basically sort of says, you know, ‘I’ve thought about these ideas, do you think we could implement 
them into the magazines, or as a separate product, or can we have go at doing this on the web, 
how’s it going to work’. And what you might find is the whole idea is, we don’t take the whole 
idea, what we’ll do it take elements of this idea, ehm, and then they’ll sort of, (1.4) they’ll leave it 
and then just say, ‘right, okay, you work out the sales side of it, I’ll work out the logistics of how 
we’re going to do it’, and then we all kind of come back again. So it doesn’t sort of stand still, it’s, 
it’s very much, we will all discuss it and go off in our own areas and find out what the best 
solution is. And then come back to it. And the product guides were and example of that. [JC: 
Okay.] So, ehm, you know, and there’s been other areas within the magazines that we’ve tried. 
Ehm, and been successful at. There’s other ones that haven’t worked, but it’s more often that 
they have worked.  

JC: There’s that kind of initial inspiration, and then it goes off and get ironed out and starts working, 
yeah.  

KE: That’s it, yeah. Because usually ideas, they’re sort of fantastic, but you have to kind of calm them 
down and bring them together and see what’s logistically, (1.4) eh, viable.  

JC: (2.1) Would ehm, would you say there’s any kind of (1.3) barriers to people doing that? And I’m 
only saying this because of, a few of the other firms I’ve spoken to with the family element in 
particular, they’ve sometimes felt, they wanted ideas to come from outside the family element, 
but they weren’t always coming, because they felt that maybe there was a barrier for people, 
that they thought, ‘that’s not for me to say’. Have you seen any evidence of that? 

KE: I haven’t seen any, no. Ehm, (1.7) but then I, you see, I think quite often in a lot of the companies 
is that the directors all sit in their own separate rooms. Whereas here we don’t. Like, Julian will 
work with his, an assistant in accounts. I work within the whole of production; I also work within 
the sales, because I’m working, and editorial, because I work on the Web. So, I’m always up and 
down, I’m in all their meetings. [JC: Visible and around, yeah.] And Justin is the same we, we have 
a management meeting, so it brings in all the managers, ehm, but also, he also see all the sales 
team individually, and as groups as well, so. (2.1) They’ve got plenty of opportunity to come to 
us, even if they don’t want to speak to all 3 of us. [JC: Yeah.] Ehm, they’ve got plenty of 
opportunity to sort of see us individually, or whatever. But (1.8) no actually, everybody is very 
close. And even if one of them’s, ehm, I mean it, ehm, there’s been loads of cases where a 
member of staff is leaving and we’ve said, ‘well look, we can bring somebody in’, and they’ve 
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gone, ‘no, don’t bother, leave it for 6 months because this is our busiest time, it’s easier for us to 
take the job role on rather than you bringing in somebody new’. [JC: Okay.] So it, (1.5) you know 
which is really unusual. But yeah, we’re had positions open for 6 months before some, we’ve 
actually consciously gone and said, ‘right we need to get somebody in now’, because it’s 
quietened down.  

JC: Okay, I think that it’s right what you were saying about ehm, when the directors all sit inside the 
one room, because that’s intimidating, [KE: Completely.] you’re not going to chap on that door 
and walk in, you know. Yeah, I could understand that. In that way then, what, with the family 
element being as it is. What benefits would you say it brings, and I know it’s really simple to say, 
but what benefits would you say and what disadvantages would you say? 

KE:I think benefits is the communication. Ehm, you know, (2.9) they, you, you can probably, and I 
suppose because you’ve got the history with them, there’s certain things that you know, you’re, 
(3.3) you kind of treat each other on the level, but at the same time there’s sort of like, you 
know, ‘actually, you deal with that, because I’m not, that’s not my area’. [JC: Uhuh.] Ehm, but 
there’s also very much an element that if one of us if off, then the others, because it’s certainly 
more so Justin and myself, purely in the way we work, is that if he’s not there then I’ll cover him. 
And vice verse, and, and that works, yeah, and I think quite often that wouldn’t be the case, 
because your skills are very different, whereas, you know, (1.4) our skills can over, and do 
overlap, for one reason or another. Ehm, you know, but, Julian was off for a time, I was off for a 
time, so they, they’ve all be able to, without having to brings somebody else in, they’ve all been 
able to cover. [JC: Yeah, drop into different roles.] Hmm. Definitely, ehm, disadvantages can be, 
(1.2) I suppose decisions you make you think about what the impact is as a family, rather than 
sometimes what, (2.7) what the individual is. [JC: Right, okay.] And that can be, (2.0) that can be 
an absolute pain. But it can also be, ehm, (1.7) you know, it, it’s, it’s kind of, if you make, have to 
make a really hard decision whether somebody agrees with you or not, but you know it’s 
ultimately the right decision. Then if you eh, run the company (1.3) without the family you would 
make that decision and you wouldn’t have to consult anybody else. Whereas if it’s a family 
company, (1.2)when if, do you change the decision, I don’t know. Because you know what the 
impact’s going to be. [JC: Kind of trying to keep everyone happy.] It can be, yeah. And that can be 
very very difficult.  

JC: Is that when you mentioned when the kind of bigger decisions are made, you go away and then 
your father becomes involved as Chairman as well, [KE: Umhum.] have you ever found that other 
family members that aren’t involved in the business try and pitch in ideas? 

KE: They can try and get involved, but no, basically we said no. They don’t. [JC: Just a blanket no.] No 
they don’t work within the company therefore they have no say into the running of the company. 
If they chose to come in then fair enough. But, they’re not in, they don’t see it on an everyday 
basis, therefore how can they make a decision on (1.2) just what they see in front of them, they 
can’t do that. [JC: But they’ve got an opinion anyway.] Umhum.  

JC: Was that easy to do? Just say =  

KE: = Yeah, because they’ve never been involved, so therefore, ehm, they haven’t really been, you 
know they haven’t really come up and said, you know, ‘oh, this, yeah I think this should be done, 
or that should be done’. And they know what the reaction would be anyway, so they don’t 
bother, they wouldn’t bother doing it.  

JC: Is there a plan to try and keep the business being a family business? 

KE: I don’t know. I think it just, I mean, I know my father didn’t intend to initially, because it was his 
business, and if we chose to come I fair enough, but none of us were ever forced to come into it. I 
came into it much later, having done my own thing. Ehm, (1.2) Julian did the same, so it, you 



42 

 

know, it was when we chose to come into the business. Ehm, (2.3) so it was never, ever forced on 
us at all.  

JC: Okay, so that’s, I guess that’s going to be the same (2.1) kind of going forward? See what 
happens. 

KE: Yeah, I mean, even the thing is, if one of us wanted to get out ten I wouldn’t have a problem with 
somebody leaving, because that’s their choice, it’s their life. It’s still, it’s still got to be seen as a 
company, whether it’s family or not family, if somebody makes a decision to leave then, they’re 
leaving because they’ve made that decision for one reason or another, and their influences will  
be totally different (1.6) to what mine, and another director’s will be. You know, and I think 
basically, you’ve just got to respect each others res…, you know, ehm:::, decisions on things. 
Whether you agree with it or not, but, between a board meeting or whatever, then you have the 
choice to be more outspoken. You know, if you don’t agree with something then you opportunity 
is at that point to say yes or no to it. If you don’t speak up then you can’t really, (1.4) you can’t 
really then in the future come back and say well you know, I disagreed with that. Well you should 
have said that, you know. So it is, it’s, it’s very much like that.[JC: Okay.] But, you know you can, 
there’s not doubt about it, within families then you do have, ehm, (3.1) you do have big 
disagreements as well. Ehm, that’s just part and parcel of it, there’s advantages, there’s 
disadvantages, so. 

JC: Do you find that, in some businesses the business has been set up as a vehicle for family, as a 
vehicle for family employment. It doesn’t, that doesn’t seem to be the case here, but do you find 
that ehm, (2.1) when you’re, when you’re thinking about, you know, saying things, or disagreeing 
with people, do you think a lot about ‘how will this affect the family relationship’ as well? 

KE: Only if they’re big decisions. Only if they’re ones that are really sort of radically going to change 
things. Then yeah, the, the, you cannot deny that yeah. There will be, ehm, (3.1) you know rightly 
or wrongly, I don’t know. (5.2) 

JC: That’s again that kind of treading softly and trying to keep a balance, trying to keep everyone 
happy as well. = 

KE: = Yep. Yeah, no, completely. And also you’re, you’re different as well, you know within the 
families, you know, and you have to appreciate that as well. There’s not just a year between you, 
there can be a far greater difference in age, [JC: A generation.] yeah, completely. Ehm, and I think 
that, quite often that is forgotten about in family companies, you know, (2.8) and it’s, you know, 
even when you get, I think it’s as you get a bit older, then you suddenly realise, actually, that 
sibling could be retiring in a certain amount of years, whereas you’ve still got 20-odd years, or 10 
more years, or whatever. They could say, ‘actually, no, I’ve had enough’, you know and that’s, 
and you face that when it happens, you, there’s no point worrying about it or whatever, that fact 
is that, if they decide to go then they decide it. That’s it, you know. [JC: Deal with it.] Exactly, you 
know, if I decide to leave tomorrow then that’s my choice.  

JC: Going back to, eh, just for a second, going back to where ideas come from and where, how 
knowledge works [KE: Sure.] in the company and things like that, ehm, (1.2) ideas are brought 
forward, they’re looked at and then they’re kind of made realistic if you like, if they’re good 
ideas. Do you find that a lot of the, the staff maybe try and get together to come up with 
something and then put it to you, or do they tend to come just individually, as and when 
something happens? 

KE:I think individually actually, they may have discussed it, in their, you know if it’s sales and they’re 
all together so they discuss it in sales, ‘what do you think, I’ll try this’, or whatever. Ehm, (3.1) but 
no generally they actually all just come up when and, when they want to or they do it in the 
meeting when everybody’s there. It’s a, (1.8) I’ve never know anybody to kind of feel awkward 
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about it, or not been aware of it. You know, they’ve, they’ve pretty much said everything they 
need to say, or they’ll say actually, ‘can I have a word?’, and, and you know, that’s not a problem 
either.  

JC: So they can be outspoken enough. [KE: Umhum.] Is there any, any way of incentive for them to 
bring, bring things forward? Not necessarily a financial or bonus or anything like that, but a = 

KE: = I think for their own development. [JC: Yeah.] You know, its like if it’s their idea, to actually see 
it in fruition, is, is, fantastic. You know, as well. So, it’s, it’s driving them forward. [JC: And a bit of 
pride.] Umhum, definitely. I mean because even, we do these awards every year, the PPA 
awards, and they love going to them. You know, love entering them, love going to them. And you 
know, you get commended, when, last year, it became a standing joke because we actually won 
it, and of all of us there was only actually on person there, because none of use could get 
through. So they, so, ((laughs)) so he took all his friends through in Glasgow to go, so they all had 
that table to themselves. ((laughs)) [JC: And they took all the glory. ((laughs))] I mean, no, it was 
funny though, but everybody just thought it was hilarious that it ended up being like that. But 
there was no animosity or anything like that, you know, it was just they go, and they go and enjoy 
it, ehm. [JC: It’s not a competitive environment then.] No because at the end of the day if the 
magazine does well and the company does well, then it’s of only benefit to everybody within the 
company. You know, (1.9) and, they’re very much like that, they all think like that as well. Ehm, 
but then you also have the other side of it, is where you have, you have to give employees a 
certain amount more freedom than perhaps they would have in other, (2.1) ehm, environments, 
you know that, eh, we don’t breath down their necks, ‘you’ve got to do this, you’ve got to do 
that’. If somebody doesn’t perform then you’ve got to find out why they’re not performing and 
then really talk them through it, work with them through it. If they can’t be bothered then 
they’ve really got to make a decision of, is this a job they want to do, yes or no. And because you 
have that, that relationship with you, with them, quite often they’ll come to you and say, ‘oh, I’m 
really not that happy with it anymore and I’. [JC: They’ll know themselves then, yeah.] I mean 
most people who leave our company we know at least 3 to 4 months before they’re leaving. 
Because they’ve already told us they’re leaving. Or they want to leave, or they’re moving, and 
they want to make sure they get a good person to replace them. And, you know, which is, (1.9) 
before I came here I’d never heard of that.  

JC: No. No, usually it’s kind of more self-serving than that, just I’ll get out and = 

KE: = I think it gets to, well you get to a point where you’ve had enough, don’t you, and your focus is, 
‘I want out’. Ehm, (2.1) but no, it’s been odd. I think the people who have left have tended to 
leave, you know if they’ve left disgruntled or whatever, they’ve actually left within the first 6 
month. [JC: Right, they know, it as soon as they’re here.] Yep, they know it, because they can’t 
work like we work. A lot of people cannot work with a certain amount of freedom, they need 
structure, and they can’t work without that structure. But we also can’t work breathing down 
their necks every 2 minutes, you know, we have to let them, you know,(1.2) work their way 
through the clients, being able to talk to them, you know, and I couldn’t, there, there’s no way 
we would work successfully if we had somebody in completely saying, ‘you must do this, you 
must do that’, because you would lose that relationship with them. [JC: Yep, definitely.]  

JC: It, it’s strange when, yeah, people don’t always adapt to the culture that’s going on. But it’s 
nothing that’s, it’s something that’s not really thought of that much in terms of recruitment and 
interviews and things, but it should be. It should be a major focus, like, okay, you’re qualified or 
whatever, but there should definitely ‘can you work here’, ‘will you be able to get by on the way 
we do things’. Ehm, I’ve just got one last kind of thought for you, [KE: Sure.] if you like. And it’s 
really focusing on the, on the fact it’s a family business. Ehm, but, or family business in general, 
that if there was someone you cared about, or even another family member, that was going off 
to work for another business, a family business and it was a really strong family business, all the 
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directorship were family, and it was a quite traditional family firm, in your experience from here, 
is there anything you would say to them? Anything you would advise them at all? 

KE: (6.1) That’s a difficult one isn’t it. Ehm, (3.4) I think they go, I think the biggest thing you can say 
to somebody is, go into a company like that with an open mind. Completely open mind, because 
(2.1) the dynamics, you don’t have a clue what the dynamics within a family are. And they may 
be completely different to what you think they are. Because most people think, the person 
running the company is always the oldest. (2.3) It’s a load of rubbish. Quite often it’s not. But you 
go in with a reconceived idea that, yeah, it should be the oldest child should be the one running 
it, then the others follow suit and whatever. And that’s how people see the dynamics, but the 
dynamics, even with this company is not the case. The oldest one, well yes we are all 3 directors, 
but the oldest one, he likes the accounts side, so he’s stuck within that. Well, there’s all the other 
part of the company that he doesn’t get involved in, and doesn’t want to be involved in it, so, it 
leaves both myself and Justin to do that. And it works, it actually works really well, because 
that’s, that’s the best way we work, (1.9) ehm, [JC: Separate, you own bits.] that’s right, ehm. 
(2.1) But another thing would be, is yeah, keep and open mind but also, don’t ever think that 
family don’t talk, we, no matter what the dynamics are and what the, the, ehm, (1.4) the 
relationship is, they do talk, because they have to talk. (2.4)And, and, that’s what I would 
basically say to them, is always, the opportunities are fantastic because quite often they’re more 
open to new ideas and things like that. And letting somebody also expand and develop far 
further, ehm, (1.7) because they may be taken on, for example, as a admin job, but actually, if 
they show potential there are, there is potential out there that they can move, into another role 
and we’ve don’t that with our own staff. Ehm, so there may be far more opportunity to learn the 
whole job, or different aspects and move around, ehm, but go in with a completely open mind. 
(3.0) [JC: Okay, that’s most important.] Yeah, I think that would be the most important. And also, 
don’t be scared to come up with suggestions because quite often they are a lot more open, 
because they don’t have… If you go into a big company, no matter what it is, you have this 
hierarchical (2.3) sort of step-ladder that you, that’s how it works. Because it works like that, and, 
and particular people are brought in to do particular jobs. When in a family company, quite often 
that doesn’t exist, (1.9) and that, that’s the biggest difference. Quite often you can just be talking 
quite casually to, to somebody, but actually they’re the total decision-maker and the one who 
holds the budgets. (1.6) [JC: And they’re making that decision while you’re speaking to them, 
potentially.] Umhum, yeah. And that, that’s the biggest difference. They don’t have to ask any 
authority, they don’t have to go to anybody, they can actually make a decision there and then. 
(1.8) [JC: Yeah. That takes a bit of getting used to.] Umhum.  

JC: Okay. Brilliant, thank you very much.  

KE: Is that any help or? 

JC: Yeah, oh no, great. 
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Field notes: KE came into the back room of her offices to sit around the table with me. A cup 

of tea had already been made by the person who answered the door to me. She was casually 

dressed, in a fleece and jeans and was holding the previously sent questionnaire in her hands, 

she had read it and have completed most of it. Initially she was a little cagey about the questions 

I was asking her, I got the impression that she continually wanted to give the ‘right’ answers. 

But once the interview got going she opened up a little more and gave more detailed and 

rounded answers. She used a lot of example dialogue and seems to completely understand all 

that was being asked. However, at the end of the interview she did seem a little apologetic, as if 

she had not been of any interest at all. Also, after the Dictaphone had been switched off and the 

semi-structured questioning had stopped she went on for around 10 minutes telling me her 

opinions of family businesses and why people set them up. This was a little frustrating as this 

would have been good in the interview, but I got the impression that the interview was more of 

a test than a chat. I asked to speak with another employee, this was no problem, however, she 

would not accept that I wanted to speak to anyone who was not a family member, she insisted 

that I speak to the employee based in Ireland, as this was the ‘best’ person. She gave me her 

phone number and told me that she would email me with a confirmation that this was okay. I 

am still waiting to hear.  
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Interviewee 5 
Coding Ref: 100211FM 
Location: Bo’Ness, Scotland – Company 
offices 
Date: 10.02.2011 
Time: 11:00 
Duration of interview: 38 mins 28 secs 
Interviewer: JC 
 

 
 
Interviewee: SS 
Gender: M 
Employment Status: Owner/Director 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 13 
Firm Size: 10 
Primary Industry: Legal

 
Transcription: 

JC: Initially what, what we are interested in is how knowledge gets used, and by knowledge I mean 
(0.3) as a knowledge-based industry you are solicitors and estate agents it’s all based on what 
you know about the estate market and then in terms of what you know through your solicitors 
aspect as well. How many organisational members do you have? 

SS: Well obviously it’s reduced a bit in the last few years, in that there are three in this office here in 
Bo’Ness: myself a solicitor, Nick who is my property manager, and Moira my secretary. Then up in 
the other office which is in Armadale, my father is up there, eh: he’s the partner up in that office, 
he has an assistant solicitor up there, two cash room staff up there, and three administrative 
staff, secretarial/admin staff up there as well.   

JC: So that’s a slightly bigger set-up? = 

SS: = It’s a bigger office, yeah. Yeah. 

JC: The two combined, that is [company name]? 

SS: Yeah. 

JC: In terms of the company as a whole, everyone in the company, how would you say you and your 
father are perceived, within the company? Or how, actually how would you like to be perceived? 

SS: I suppose it’s a difficult question. Because it’s not just me and my dad.(0.4)  I mean we’re the two 
solicitors; we’re the partners of the firm. So technically it’s our business, we own it. But my 
mother, she’s the practice manager. She works in the cash room; she’s a:: certified law 
accountant. So she runs the, you know, (0.4) the money I suppose you would say. And my sister, 
she’s the assistance practice manager; she’s also a qualified executor, para-legal. She does a lot 
of the executory work as well. So it is really a complete family business if you want to call it that. 
My mum and dad have two children and that’s me and my sister, and they all work in [company 
name]. So, (0.4) yeah, I think it would very much be perceived as a family business, if (0.2) I mean 
although technically both my mother and my sister are employees, if for any reason neither me 
or my dad are available, they’ll go to either my mum or my sister, to ask about something or to 
get permission to do something, you know, whatever that might me. Because I think I really do 
see it as a family business, as I said even though when the two technical bosses aren’t available, 
it’s my mum and sister who, if they want to will speak to, to get permission, (0.6) or to ask about 
anything.  

JC: What would you say it’s like out-with the family, what would you say it’s like working for you? 

SS: I suppose it would be best to ask the staff. But I would like to think that the staff are pretty 
happy. Eh, (0.3) my property manager, Nick, he’s one of my best friends; we’ve known each other 
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for more than 20 years. In fact that was my best man when I got married. So, he (0.6) worked for 
an independent estate agent for a number of years, and at the time (0.3) he was getting ready to 
leave there, we were actually looking for a full-time property manager. So I spoke to him and he 
came to come and work for us. And I think he’s pretty happy working here; apart from the fact 
were friends, so that obviously makes it easier, most of the time. (0.4) Moira’s worked here for, I 
don’t know, 12 years or something, and she seems quite happy. The Staff in Armadale seem 
pretty happy as well. I mean it is quite a, (0.6) quite a friendly place to work, (0.3) sometimes that 
can come back and bite you a wee bit, because when there are disciplinary issues that need to be 
dealt with, or when their work is not quite to the standard you would hope. Sometimes it makes 
it a wee bit harder, you know, to deal with that, because it is such a generally happy, friendly 
environment. (0.7) But most of the time it works pretty well. 

JC: This may be a loaded question, it may be a difficult question, but in terms of, say something came 
up, like a disciplinary or some work wasn’t quite to standard, would people treat you differently 
because of the closeness of the relationship between you? Ideally not, but = 

SS: = I don’t think so, no. I think they’re all dealt with in the way they should be dealt with. It’s just 
more awkward for me if you want to put it that way that way. But I don’t deal with things any 
differently; it just feels a bit more awkward, because we do have that kind of general friendly 
atmosphere within the business. It’s not eh, a  (0.5) I mean I can remember when my dad (0.6) 
was in his old business, many years ago, I used to go into the office when I was younger and there 
was a very clear hierarchy, everybody referred to him as Mr. Balmore, there was no first names 
used, or anything like that. It’s completely different in here, you know. Everybody is on first name 
terms.  

JC: Is it similar here as it is in the other office? 

SS: Yeah. 

JC: So that’s changed now completely? 

SS: Yeah, I mean it was a different firm when my dad was the senior partner of another firm, and we 
set up this business, the two of us when I was sort of qualifying. The two of us set up on our own 
[JC: so it’s pulled away from that], so it pulled away from that. Yeah, I mean, he retired from his 
old practice and we set up our own business, and it was, yeah, set up on a completely different 
basis.  

JC: So this is the new business you set up, when was that? 

SS: 1998. 

JC: So, well over 10 years now. Who:: where do the decisions come from in the business, who 
primarily makes the decisions and then how are they distributed down in terms of things like task 
allocation, who works of what part of the business, what business is coming in?  

SS: (0.2) hhh there’s nothing formal, sort of structure in that respect. We’ve got two offices and both 
of the offices operate fairly independently. Other than when it comes to (0.3) cash room matters, 
where all the banking and what-not is centralised, and all the feeing and things and accounts are 
prepared up in the Armadale office. But essentially I’m down in Bo’ness, whatever work comes in 
this office I deal with. And in Armadale, whatever work comes in up there, they deal with. (1.2) 
My dad, obviously there are two lawyers up in Armadale, but there’s only one here, so that 
means whatever comes in I get. My dad deals primarily with the more complicated, sort of 
commercial stuff and his assistant up there deals with some of the more routine kind of work. So 
there’s, yeah, I suppose there’s a task allocation based on general knowledge and experience up 
in Armadale, I don’t have the luxury. So I just have to deal with everything.  
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JC: Is there an element of autonomy between you and your father, [SS: yeah] over the running of the 
business? 

SS: Yeah, the two offices are actually run quite differently.  

JC: Okay, is that because you are a different personality to your father? = 

SS: = Very much, very much. I also like to use technology as much as I can to make my work load a bit 
easier. My dad hates computers.  

JC: That older generation thing? 

SS: Yup, can’t get him to use digital dictation, he still uses a tape recorder. He doesn’t like computers; 
he’s not a fan of email. (1.0) There’s significantly more paper in his office than there is in mine. 
And as you can see there’s a lot here as it is, but I think in the legal profession, you know, it’s 
going to be a long long time before there’s ever any prospect of that becoming a paperless office. 
But compared to my dad’s office, there’s certainly an awful lot less paper down here, but that’s 
simply because I use email much more, you know, things are scanned in, they’re stored on the 
server rather than having bundles of paper everywhere.  

JC: I was amazed, I was in another legal firm, it was a legal aid firm, a couple of moths ago and paper 
work that I seen, the folders that they had was just horrendous, there didn’t seem to be much 
order either, it was just piled up, not even on shelves, it was just piled on the floor right up to the 
ceiling. It was I can imagine, pretty heavy. = 

SS: = It’ a pretty paper intensive business to be honest. However,:: it’s slowly changing. But it will b e 
a long long time before anybody ever goes paperless.  

JC: I suppose you could be dealing with clients that don’t deal with technology either. 

SS: That’s true, I mean a lot of the time, I mean there are some things that just have to be on paper, I 
mean dealing with contracts, documents, you know, (0.2) wills, I mean. They have to be printed 
off and signed; it’s as simple as that. [JC: security] So I don’t know whether we’ll every completely 
get rid of paper. But certainly I do my best to try and minimize the amount of paper that’s 
floating around. Also, when you’ve got stacks of paper it’s easier to lose things. If you’ve got 
something stored with a file name on your computer, you know you can click it and it pops up. 
[JC: search for it] So that’s why I’m... easier to find.   

JC: I was interested when you said that your father runs things in a different way to when you run 
things. How would you say performance levels are maintained in a consistent level across the 
company?  

SS: (0.9) .hhhhhh How are performance levels maintained?  

JC: Yes, if things are run differently how do you keep the quality of a certain standard? 

SS: (0.4) I think that’s down to the skill of the person that’s doing the work, rather than any particular 
methods that they use to do the work. (0.3) It’s down to the knowledge that they have, and the 
skills that we have in particular areas and legal expertise. (0.5) Just because I do a bit of work on 
the computer screen rather than doing it with a bit of paper, it’s not actually changing the end 
result. It’s more just to do with the work method rather than the end result. We both (0.3) get 
the same result at the end of the day; which is hopefully a good job for the client. I think my way 
is a bit more efficient, I think that quite often it’s a bit quicker, less labour intensive and less, you 
know, resource intensive as well, (0.3) but at the end of the day I think that we’re both doing a 
good job and the client gets what they want.  
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JC: Kind of moving away from the day-to-day running, now I know there will be bigger decisions 
make in terms of (0.4) where the company is going or what clients you should be taking on, and 
that kind of thing. And I’m not going to look into the details of that, but what happens when 
those kind of decisions need to be discussed? Where do you discuss it and in what way do you 
discuss it? 

SS: We usually discuss it out with the office to be honest. (2.4) 

JC: Any reasons for that? 

SS: (1.2) Yeah, essentially it’s because when I’m in the office here working at the end of the day I 
want to go home to see my wife and do whatever else I’m doing that evening. (0.4) Don’t like 
discussing things like that when there’s staff are around so it’ll need to be out of hours, out of 
regular business hours I like to be doing other things, but I see my mum and dad a reasonable 
amount of time out with the office anyway, (0.3) you know, and I’ve got my daughter for 
example, (0.4) obviously with my folks around they want to see their granddaughter. So you 
know, we see each other a reasonable amount out with the office and there are a couple of 
organisations that me and dad are both a member of, where we pull things together, just discuss 
offices, [JC: events and things?] yeah, chat things over then. (0.3) We see each other often 
enough that we don’t have to set a specific times for business meetings because there’s enough 
opportunities out with for us to talk strategy.  

JC: A lot of other family businesses that I have spoken, maybe not for this project but for other 
project, have seen themselves as a family business, but have only been in a family business. So 
they have not got any conceptualisation of how other businesses operate. How would you see 
the family element of this business as impacting on the actual (0.6) running of the business when 
compared to some, like... another business in the same industry who wouldn’t have that family 
element? 

SS: (1.2) Sometimes it can be a hindrance, being in a family business, (0.4) because there are 
certainly times when decisions that are taken, are taken in a different light because you are 
talking about family rather than (0.6) just employees. (1.3) There are some things that (0.4) I 
think it’s fair to say we wouldn’t do for (0.8) for a straight forward employee but that we will do 
where it’s my sister for example, or my mum, you know. (1.7) So sometimes it’s a bit more 
restrictive in that there are, (0.6) there are benefits that are provided. 

JC: The benefits I think you’ve mentioned before are maybe that informal aspect of it, you don’t 
need to set board meetings and things because you see them anyway. Any other kinds of 
benefits in terms of the competitive element of the firm? 

SS: I think clients feel it’s quite nice to have a family business rather than a big corporate 
organisation, because there is a kind of warmer feeling (0.8) within the firm. And I think the vast 
majority f our new business comes from referrals rather than any other kind of marketing out 
with that is, but through our word of mouth. So we must be doing something right, (1.2) because 
even in this sort of fairly depressed market we’re still getting our fair share of the work. And 
although there’s a far smaller pool to get the work from, you know, I think we’re still getting a 
decent chink of the work that’s going around.  

JC: What about staff? 

SS: (0.6) In what respect? 

JC: Thinking primarily, and I don’t want to try and put words in your mount, but I thinking about 
turnover, staff loyally, do you think, (0.6) a lot of the big commercial business they deal with 
quite high staff turnover because that’s the market now, that’s the way it is, there’s no job for 
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life, people are always looking for something else. Has that been an issue here, has that been the 
case here, and do you think family has anything to do with it? = 

SS: = No, I don’t think it has been. Most of our staff tend to be here long term, (0.4) as I said Moira, 
she’s been working with this business for about 12 years, in fact she worked here before I did, 
this was another firm of solicitors originally in this office here that we bought over in 2004 when 
we were looking to expand our practice and (0.3) Moira was employed by the other firm, and 
stayed on when we took over. So Moira’s been continuously employed for, you know, a long 
time. (0.5) .hhhh and in Armadale, the staff up there, the two secretaries, they’ve both been up 
there 6 / 7 years now. (3.1) We’ve recently just made a decision to let a solicitor go, and employ 
somebody else, that wasn’t her choice that was ours. But there was no issue with staff loyalty or 
her wanting to leave it was purely a decision we made based on other factors. 

JC: Is we (0.4) you and your father? 

SS: Yeah, so no we don’t have high staff turnover at all. (0.8) Most people that work here stay, I had 
to make several staff redundant a year or two ago when the housing market... I mean I had 
people employed purely to do residential conveyingson on a house purchasing-sale and as soon 
as the market crashed and the work wasn’t there anymore, if there’s no work for them to do you 
can’t keep employing them and paying them.  

JC: That must have been pretty tough. 

SS: I didn’t like doing that at all. It’s not a nice thing to do, but it was, unfortunately it was essential. 
(0.4) Because otherwise, (0.6) you know, the firm would have made a loss. You can’t pay staff to 
do things that are no longer required. 

JC: To do nothing essentially. 

SS: Yeah. 

JC: (2.1) Was that easier because it was big, it was on the news and everyone seen that there was a 
problem, especially in the housing market? Do you think they kind of understood a little bit 
more? 

SS: Yeah, I think they know it was coming to be honest. (1.1) People are not stupid, and when they’re 
sitting twiddling their thumbs all day they know that that’s not going to continue forever. I think 
we kind of held off for as long as realistically we could and in fact with hindsight we should have 
really made the move a bit quicker because it was financially quite, (0.4) quite a cost to keep the 
extra staff on that were no longer needed for as long as we did. So our accountant, you know, 
was basically telling us we should have laid them off long before we did, but it’s not something 
that we really wanted to do. I thought we’ll hang fire and just see if there is any improvement in 
the market but obviously there wasn’t so two, (0.7) two conveyingson (staff) and two secretaries 
were made redundant. 

JC: Do you think that’s a difficulty in being a family business is because you’ve got less staff turnover 
than non-family businesses and you’ve got this staff loyalty, so it does make it difficult in those 
kinds of situations?  

SS: It’s not pleasant; I don’t know that is necessarily made it any more difficult I mean I would be 
difficult anyway. (0.9) But I don’t think it made the decision any harder in all honesty, it’s just 
something that had to be done.  

JC: Thinking... this idea of knowledge and by knowledge we mean obviously you are bringing 
specialist knowledge, your father’s bringing specialist knowledge and you say that others in the 
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firm are assigned projects or given, they take in specific projects depending on the knowledge 
that they’ve got. [SS: Yep] (0.8) Are there any opportunities for ideas to come forward out with 
they’re own specific work routine? 

SS: From staff? 

JC: Yeah. 

SS: Yeah (0.6) occasionally (1.2) occasionally members of staff will come up with ideas that are really 
quite good. Sometimes it’s on administrative matters, you know, just “I think if we do it this way 
it would be better”. Sometimes we get the odd idea (0.6) from our other solicitors, there’s only 
one at the moment, but sometimes they come up with ideas about how we can do a certain 
thing, or try and develop a particular area of business. And (0.6) sometimes we do and 
sometimes we don’t.  

JC: Is it formalised at all? = 

SS: = No.  

JC: So you don’t have for example, say a monthly staff meeting of everyone in the office? 

SS: It’s ad hoc.  

JC: Kept fairly fluid? 

SS: Yeah. 

JC: Any incentives for bringing ideas forward? 

SS: Any incentives? (0.9) 

JC: Yeah. Whether explicit or otherwise. 

SS: No. 

JC: Just the benefit of them maybe having impact? 

SS: Yeah, there’s no incentive schemes or anything like that in the company. 

JC: How would you say communication then works in the company? And I mean from the 
organisational perspective to all staff. 

SS: From the top-down, or? (0.3) hhhhh 

JC: Well does it just come from the top-down or is there kind of... is communication free to come 
back and forward?  

SS: Yeah, there’s no strict hierarchy. There’s no... the only sort of provisal I would put on that is (0.4) 
holidays are approved by (0.7) my mother, the practice manager. She keeps the sort of diary for 
when people are off. So if you are looking for your requested holiday then go to my mother for 
that. But everything else is kind of on the table.  

JC: Just if something comes up, it comes up and gets spoken about. [Ss: Yep, Yeah.] And dealt with 
hopefully quickly and easily. 
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SS: Hopefully yeah. That’s the plan.  

JC: (2.4) This is a kind of last questions I guess. Do you feel staff members would communicate freely 
with themselves away from the kind of, (0.6) and I hesitate to say top tier of the company, but do 
your know what I mean, you you’re father, you’re mother and you’re sister? Do you think they 
would communicate with each other maybe some things that they might not want to 
communicate with you? 

SS: (2.1) hhhh Possibly, (3.2) I think in general the staff are quite happy to tell us about anything 
that’s bothering them, what they are thinking. Certainly in the past where we’ve had difficulties 
between (1.2) individual staff members they’ve not had any problem coming to me or my dad 
and saying, “look, need to sort this out, I just can’t get on with this person, or she’s done this or 
done that”. You know, whatever it might be. I think possibly there’s... anything that was really 
kind of difficult, possibly they are more likely to come to me, rather than my dad. (2.1) I don’t 
know... not necessarily because they see me as the soft option but I think just because I’m (0.7) 
more of they’re generation. I mean my dad’s 65, you know, most of that staff are (1.2) my two 
secretaries for example at Armadale, they’re both sort of in their 30s or so, early 40s. So they’re a 
kind of similar age to me you know. [JC: yeah, it’s easier] I guess it’s just an easier approach, they 
think I’m more understanding or I might relate to things more. Whatever it might be. I think 
although obviously it’s a partnership so as far as ownership of the business is concerned it’s 50-
50, although my dad’s the senior partner, on paper at least, you know, he’s the senior partner. 
(1.2) And so there’s maybe that kind of (0.6) not stigma, stigma would be the wrong word, but 
yeah, maybe he’s just seen as (0.4) you know (0.4) well, let’s not bother him with that, let’s speak 
to Scott, you know. 

JC: That’s a pretty nice thing though? 

SS: I suppose so. It depends whether it’s something that I want to deal with or not. Because, I say 
sometimes you get a phone call and you think “oh no...”. 

JC: What have I to expect now... what’s expected of me now? 

SS: Yep. 

JC: Okay, that’s... I mean I’ve ran through everything I’ve wanted to run through. Is there anything 
else you could say, just about (0.9) trying to gauge the reality of working in a family business. But 
also having this element that’s non-family as well? 

SS: (2.4) 

JC: Do you think it’s good or bad? = 

SS: = Oh, I think it’s very good. I really do. (2.8) I like having control over my own destiny to a certain 
degree. (0.2) I don’t think I would every have made a very good employee. (0.4) But hopefully I 
make a reasonable employer. (0.6) I like to be able to make my decision about what I do and 
don’t want to do and about how the business should be operating. Although occasionally me and 
my dad will have disagreements on certain aspects of it. (0.6) We always, you know, we always 
work things out one way or the other. And at the end of the day like any kind of business, there’s 
going to be an element of compromise, you know you can’t just get your own way all the time. = 

JC: = Who wins if there was an argument? 

SS: (9.3) hhhhh depends actually. Sometimes my mother will wade in, and then the game will be 
two-to-one, in which case I’ll just go ‘alright fair enough’. (0.9) I mean obviously although my 
mothers not got any equity stake in the business, she does have a fair amount of influence.  
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JC: There’s emotional sway? 

SS: Aye, my sister not so much, because she’s just my wee sister at the end of the day. (0.9) But my 
mother, aye, she’s got a wee bit more sway in the decision-making process. Erm.. I like working in 
a family business, (2.5) what I found when I was training ... obviously I didn’t do my training off 
dad, I did it with another firm. (0.8) When I was training I had to do an awful lot of work that was 
unappealing, (0.8) stuff that I didn’t enjoy. Going to court for example, didn’t like court work at 
all, I always kind of felt that (0.9) .hhhh it was ridiculous that I had spent however many years at 
university to get these qualifications so that I could then use all of that to get some wee ned the 
lowest possible sentence that I could, you know, that didn’t appeal to me. [JC: Quite depressing.] 
And I very quickly came to the conclusion I didn’t want to do any criminal or generally any court 
work at all. (2.2) And when I qualified and speak to me dad about it, he was actually thinking 
about kind of semi-retirement. But (0.4) he sort of changed his mind and then we agreed that we 
would sort of set up our own business. And we would just both do what we wanted to do. (0.9) 
He wasn’t particularly happy with the way that his own firm had move on, (1.2) and I was just 
starting out so it worked out well for us. It worked out well for us. (1.2) [JC: Good.] And I think 
because of the family business aspect of it, a whole load of my dads existing clients sort of came 
with him to the new firm when we set up, and that gave us really kind of leg up to begin with, we 
wouldn’t otherwise have had. And if just came up from there. (1.4) So yeah, it’s definitely been 
an advantage for us.  

JC: The name is important? = 

SS: = Yeah, the name is important. Yeah. 

JC: Brilliant. 

SS: Well I hope that helps you out.  

JC: Thank you very much.  

 

 

 

 

Field notes: SS was initially quite cagey about things and started with what sounded like 

company lines. However, after a while he visibly relaxed and seemed to become more 

reflective. He was quite uncomfortable with being asked about redundancies and also seemed to 

find it odd that I would ask where decision discussions would take place, it was obvious to him 

hat they would not take place in the office with other staff there. I always had the feeling that he 

was in control of his side of business, and made a clear distinction between himself and his 

father. Most pauses and movements came when dealing with redundancy and firing of staff. In 

general he was very thoughtful of his answers and was clearly attempting to show himself in a 

positive light.  
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Location: Leith, Scotland – Company offices 
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Interviewee: JA 
Gender: M 
Employment Status: Owner/Director 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 10 
Firm Size: 13 
Primary Industry: Travel

Transcription: 

JC: Ehm, I was actually talking with your daughter Alexa, I taught with her [JA: Yeah.] in summer 
school, she mentioned that you had a family element in the business. Could you just describe 
what that family element is? 

JA: Well I mean it’s my partner Martha, who’s living with me, so she’s also a director of the company 
as well. And eh, Joanna is working for the company. Although at the moment is not a, (1.5) 
there’s no, ehm, stake in it, but she’s an employee.  

JC: Okay, and who is Joanne? 

JA: Joanne is my other daughter. So that’s Alexa’s sister. And ehm, Martha as I say is my, ehm, (2.1) 
ehm, live-in partner. As well as partner here.  

JC: How many other employees do you have? 

JA: Eh, 12, ehm, (2.4) sorry, well, 13, one in London and 12 here.  

JC: And they’re non-family members? 

JA: Yeah. [JC: Aside from the family you mentioned.] Yeah.  

JC: Okay. In terms of the, the non-family aspect of the company, how would you say they perceive 
the, that, that family element? The, yourself, your partner and your daughter, is it a kind of 
ownership view, or is it that that’s the management, that’s the boss? 

JA: No I think it’s. (1.2) In the past we had problems with it, particularly Martha, ehm, (1.4) but 
that’s, eh, seems to have settled own now. I think the problem was that people were with the 
company prior to Martha joining, they had issues, but anybody who’s come in post (1.5) that, 
well they come into a situation that’s established, so basically as people have changed over the 
years the, the issue or the perception has become, eh, (2.1) less of a problem. You know it was 
actually, maybe 4 or 5 years ago, but at the moment we’ve one, one member of staff who goes 
back that far. And he doesn’t care, ((laughs)) basically its fine. Ahm. 

JC: So has it grown a lot since then?  

JA: Pretty, pretty much, I mean it’s kind of been very steady the last 3 years, I mean it’s gone up 
maybe 5, 10% a year, but in tourism terms that’s fairly minimal, you know. There, there tends to 
be very high growth (1.1) in the tourism business. So, it’s been fairly steady. We were, we’re 
turning over about £4 million per annum now. [JC: At the moment?] Yes, yeah, and it was sort of 
being, (2.4) maybe 5 years ago it was about 2 and a half, so it’s kind of gone up steadily.  
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JC: In terms of managing, and by that I mean man managing the company, [JA: Hmm.] when, when 
you’re looking at individuals, individual employees, is, do you see them as brining in an employee 
and then developing them within the company? Or are they coming in and then working for the 
company, doing this and then, and then perhaps going elsewhere? 

JS: No, I mean, we’ll take them on to train them, there’s very few people with the expertise in our 
business. (1.4) Ehm, what we try and do is, even people who have expertise in the business, ehm, 
won’t necessarily, ehm, be any use in our company. So they might have generic experience, 
rudimentary experience in a very similar operation, ehm, but we find it’s ehm, (1.2) we have to 
train them, takes about 3 or 4 months for them to be up and productive.  

JC: Okay, and you, you expected tem to perhaps stay on for a longer term. 

JA: Yeah, well the nature of the work is that, eh, most the people are foreign, (1.6) eh, so they tend 
to be short term, eh, period because they’re over here for, you know, 2 or 3 years and then they 
go home. So it’s very much part of the factor. I mean we have a few are settled and happy; you 
know, kind of, have a families and so on, in Edinburgh. But, eh, a lot of them are, you know, 
something happens back home say, then they’re gone.  

JC: They’ve got their own, their own agenda to work to.  

JA: Yeah.  

JC: In terms of, of having your daughter in the company as well, was that a…, in a lot of family firms 
you’ll see that the business is really a vehicle for employing the people of the family, or it can be 
the other way around, that family is just a, a helping hand for the business. [JA: Yeah.] What, 
what side of that spectrum would you say you are on? 

JA: I mean we’ve actually avoided this, I mean, I’ve deliberately not employed family members, ehm, 
basically because they can create a lot of problems. Ehm, within the company, and it, ehm, that’s 
what I was referring to. I think what happened though was, eh, the circumstances meant, eh, that 
we were very short staffed, maybe 2 months ago and eh, my daughter was available. So she 
came in but it was very much ehm, (1.7) on the same basis as everybody else, so. She’s now been 
offered a permanent contract, but initially she was given a one month contract. So it was a short 
term initially, but now, ehm, she’s proved herself to be fine. And I’m not being, ehm, (1.9) sort of 
disingenuous about that, I mean regionally there was no intention to keep her on. So, eh, it was 
very much, (0.9) you know, ehm, she had the good luck that somebody else decided to leave. And 
so that, I mean there was a vacancy.  

JC: And she’s done it for a month by then. 

JA: Yeah, yeah. So.  

JC: And, ehm, is it just he same contract, or standard contract that you gave her as well.  

JA: Yeah.  

JC: In terms of what, of the decision making in the company, eh, say, I’m not going to ask about the 
details of, of decisions obviously. But say it was a strategic decision or, looking for new suppliers 
or you’re looking to tap into some kind of new market that is opening up. Who makes those 
decisions in the company, how do they, do they play out? 

JA: Ehm, hhh (2.3) it tend sot be ehm, some discussion, ehm, amongst the sort of management (1.8) 
people, and then the ultimate decision I would make. But I’d be very much, ehm, if somebody 
comes to me with a proposition within the company, for example, ehm, a member of staff’s 
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Norwegian, and said, ‘why, why don’t I sell, ehm, in Norway’, so I said fine. You know and we paid 
for her flights and so on. And it was actually quite successful, but things like that, if people have 
ideas I’m very open to it. Ehm, so there, there’s a bit of that and then ehm, (4.2) it’s coming up 
with (3.2), I think, well if, if, if I make all the decisions and if I’m the one who’s driving the top it 
tends to become very, very much the same thing. You know, that there’s no new ideas coming 
through. Whereas lots of people who are working in the company, they see things I won’t, or 
there interested in things I’m not. And a lot of the time we can give people opportunities to do 
that. So, for example, I mean, although people might be working, doing there day to day, kind of 
booking hotels and so on, they also might get involved with sales, they might go out for dinners 
with clients, they might, well. So we’re trying to kind of make if far more interesting than, ‘that’s 
your job, that’s it’. So there’s lots of that, and we find because of that people get very, ehm, 
interested in the work.  

JC: And there’s a bit ownership in it as well. 

JA: Yeah, yeah. So they like it and ehm that pays off on the other side as well.  

JC: You mentioned that, the people in the management team. How big is that team? 

JA: Well there’s 3 mangers, if you like, including myself. And ehm, we have, eh, so there’s 3 
managers, there’s myself, Martha, but we’re directors, but then we’ve got an office manager, 
ehm, (1.7) 2, under that there’s 2 supervisors, yeah. And then everyone else. So it’s not very, 
ehm, hierarchical. And it’s very much done on the basis of people are free to, go to whoever they 
wish, you know, with any issues or whatever.  

JC: Ehm, if there’s that much autonomy in terms of ideas, people come up with ideas and then run 
with them if you like. Is there any way you try and maintain a performance standard? 

JA: Ahm, (6.8) no, not so much. I mean the way it would work it that people would have a, ehm, (3.2) 
I mean they would try and achieve whatever they set out to achieve, but I mean there’s not kind 
of eh, written, you know, ‘you have to reach sales of x for Norway’. Ehm, but a lot of it as well. It’s 
very, I mean the tourism business is a very strange business, because you can go from, you know, 
you can go and (1.4) push the market, or go and see people for 2 or 3 years to get nothing, and 
then suddenly they decide to start working with you, and then you get, you know, a huge amount 
of business. A lot of the time is, is about ehm, you know, keeping your name in front of them. So 
then if they don’t like their current supplier or whatever, or they fall out with them then they’ll 
come to you.  

JC: Yeah, you’re the first thing that pops in their head. 

JA: Yeah, yep. 

JC: An alternative. Looking maybe a bit more closely at this kind of family thing now. Ehm, (2.7) do 
you ever talk about business decisions business issues at home? I mean I know obviously it will 
come up in conversation, but how, how does that come? I mean are there ever more important 
discussed at home? 

JA: Yeah, a lot. Yeah, a lot of the time is spent talking about business. Probably too much, ehm, yeah 
it is, I mean very much. You know someone will start a discussion, you know, if there’s issues in 
the office then quite often we will talk about them at home. 

JC: Do you ever find that issues might be resolved at home in your own head, that’s maybe where 
you get the space to think it though?  
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JA: Yep, yeah. I mean I don’t tend to, (2.8) eh, it’s very much along the lines of eh, the work would 
be, ehm, (1.9) you know, it’s not specific times, so, if I feel like in the evening I mike log in and 
work for an hour, or, ehm, you know whatever. So I very much, work on that basis, and a lot of 
discussion happens as well. Particularly over staffing issues, things like that. So a lot of decisions, 
for example, whether we need to take on more people, or ehm, we have, ehm, you know issues 
with the discipline, or whatever it is. We talk about it. 

JC: I think that’s maybe the main, distinction actually, just thinking about distinctions between family 
and non-family business, I think that’s the main thing is that a family business or a business with a 
family influence, they’ll probably take it home a lot more that, than those that don’t. This is a 
really simplistic question, but, there are benefits of having that, but there will also be 
disadvantages. Could you, could you think of a few for yourself? 

JA: Well I mean the advantages are that, eh, you’ve got somebody who actually understands what 
you’re talking about. So, it’s very much the case of, ehm, eh, you know if I have to go out of an 
evening to meet a client, or to attend a function or, then obviously, you know, my partner is very 
much involved, so, you know, stands in and vice verse if she has to meet clients or whatever. So 
there’s no kind of conflict about, you know, work time or private time. Eh, the disadvantage is the 
same, because there isn’t any boundaries, so work tends to carry on and if you have a bad day at 
work you can have a bad evening. Just carrying on with, eh, the same, eh, issues rather than 
saying, ‘okay that’s it down, clear the paths, forget about it until the next day’, so from that point 
of view it’s not ideal. And it also that if, if a problem occurs, which it does do quite often at 
weekends or in the evenings then everybody’s involved, you know, at home. So it’s not a 
question about, will we make calls and sort it out, but my partner would also be involved in it, so.  

JC: I think, another advantages that there tends to me, that you’ve already mentioned, was you had 
a staff shortage is quite dramatic, but you had an issues and you needed someone to come in, 
and your daughter was able to come in. I mean that’s, that’s again something that a non-family 
orientated business might not have. You know, you’d end up with someone that doesn’t know 
the business coming in. [JA: That’s right.] Do you feel, do you feel it ehm, strengthens your 
competitive position, do you use it in marketing, do you put it across? 

JA: Ehm, (3.7) no, I mean I haven’t thought about it, and ehm, (2.4) family actually have steered, or 
sort of kept away from it. Not deliberately, it’s just ehm, is hasn’t come up. I think the reason, I 
mean we have members of staff who might be here for 3 or 4 months who don’t realise that we 
are together as a couple. So it’s very much, when we’re here it’s very professional. Yeah, you 
know, there’s no domestic rows, you know, the same with Joanna. If she makes a mistake then 
she gets a bollacking like everybody else, you know. [JC: Treat her like an employee.] Yeah, 
doesn’t matter. So, ehm, we’ve always, always gone the other, always gone the other way to kind 
of compensate. So the, there’s the feeling that people, if they have a complaint about Martha, 
they’re free to come to me to discuss it. And vice verse. So we kind of keep that very much open 
so that we don’t have a feeling that you can’t speak to us about issues that they might have. I 
mean, it doesn’t tend to be such a big thing, problem now, but certainly a few years ago we did 
have issues.  

JC: About this idea of ideas coming from staff members, which, like you said, to stop you being just 
on one track [JA: Yeah.] type situation. Is that formalised at all, or is it, is it more just as, as and 
when things come up? 

JA: Ahm, no it’s not formalised, I mean it tends to be along the idea of, or it could be along the lines 
of, if someone has particular interests, then, you know, I happy to push that. For example, you 
know, they’re very much into the internet, and web design, whatever, or they’re, (2.7) or you 
know, if they’re quite analytical, then we push them one way, if they’re very, very much involved 
in eh, (3.1) ehm, eh, a few of them like doing presentations and stuff like that, I’ll push them 
another ways. So we find, I mean what tends to happen is people come in here, they’re here for 



58 

 

maybe 3 or 4 months and they’ll be doing lots of different things, and then once they’ve done 
that, then I’ll, we would decide what they’re going to do. Mostly they would come, so they may 
be employed as operations executive, but that can cover just about anything. And we tend to say 
to people, I mean, ahm, we do take people on for specific roles, of course, but quite often, eh, we 
bring someone in and say, ‘well’, if they’re very talented, we can see potential, but we’re not 
quite sure where, and then, you know, see how it goes. And people have started off doing on 
thing and ended up doing something totally different.  

JC: It’s pretty flexible. [JA: Yeah.] Once you’re in it’s, you can move around. 

JA: Yeah, and also I mean people get bored if they’re doing the same thing constantly, and if we do 
have management positions, eh, within the office we, ehm, we try and take somebody on within 
the company. Ehm, (1.9) things like ah, working at home we, sort of, we encourage that, we kind 
of pulled back a bit because we had issues with it. But we’ve got, the whole, ehm, office is set up 
to allow people to work remotely. Which is pretty much standard now, but when I started doing 
it, it was 6 years ago, so it was kind of a new thing. Ehm, the likes of a home, or anywhere else for 
the matter. (1.9) Ehm, with the idea once again that if someone had to work from home, or 
wherever, they could do it. Ehm, so we kind of set it, you know we’re kind of looking at different 
areas, so for example, if somebody has had, we had one girl who’s been on maternity, so she’ll be 
working at home prior to actually coming back in the office. And so, it works, yeah.  

JC: Yeah, I guess that makes it easier, you can work away and then bring it back in. [JA: Yeah.] do you 
have, eh, any formalised communication systems, like, you know, say a weekly meeting, or a 
monthly meetings, staff appraisal type set up? Anything like that? 

JA: We do but it’s informal, it’s not formal, and we don’t tend to have the staff meetings. Eh, we do 
have nights out, eh, (1.6) or days out, so we do that sort of thing. But it’d be more kind of, like we 
had a day out to Ponti Crieff, which the company pays for, or we have a, a day out next month 
where we’re going to North Bewrick on a sea safari thing. You know so that kind of stuff. So we 
do that, ehm, so we do that sort of thing. 

 

((mobile phone rings and JA answers and leaves the room, recording muted)) 

 

((JA re-enters room)) 

 

JC: Ehm, yeah, the last thing we were, we were talking about was kind of formalised, 
communications systems, [JA: Oh, yeah, staff meetings.] staff meetings, things like that.  

JA: Yeah, I mean we don’t, I mean they tend to be very informal. But we’ve got an open plan office, 
so, (2.1) basically whatever’s happening people ehm, we’re aware of, ehm, pretty much.  

JC: You hear it going on. 

JA: You can hear what’s happening, what people are talking about, and the ehm, (3.0) I mean that 
works pretty well. I mean that we’re kind of in the middle of it all, so there’s no kind of separate, 
eh, separate areas for management, you know, they have their desks next to whoever. And also 
we move around, so, ehm, peoples desk, you know they might  be there for about 2 or 3 months 
but then we’ll move the set-up around, and find that’s better as well, eh, the staff people don’t 
like it particularly but is means it means that it kind of eh, stop cliques and things building up.  



59 

 

JC: Yeah, so, it’s an interesting office on 2 floors. [JA: Yeah.] Is that separated by any kind of 
department at all? 

JA: Not really, I mean it’s, the guy at the far end is, he does the website, and then next to him people 
deal with the individual reservations and then accounts. We had a couple of students, but they 
may be there today and then sitting downstairs tomorrow. So they very much take a desk 
wherever is free. And the, the way it works is that the computer system, eh, you log in from 
anywhere, so there’s no difference, the screen is exactly the same, so. Ehm, and as I say we kind 
of set that up, ehm, to work that way. Eh, just to kind of, ehm, make it very straight forward for 
our staff, eh, and if they’re, ehm, working from home, it’s exactly the same log-in.  

JC: Yeah, they can just log in and they can get to it as if they were here. [JA: Yeah.] Do you find that, 
do you find in an open plan office, ehm, (1.9) or, do the, do the staff talk about what’s going on in 
the company between each other much? 

JA: Ahm, yes, I mean there’s a lot of discussion. I mean what we try and do as well is if there, if there 
are problems, if some, somebody has an issue, then other people can help. And ehm, we’ve very 
much encouraged that. Ehm, (2.1) because there’s a lot of, eh, knowledge, but not necessarily, 
you know, with one person. So a lot of it is just eh, people talking and saying phone this person or 
try that hotel, the people are nice there, and all the rest of it. And that tends to work well, ehm, 
so yeah, it’s lots, (1.9) lots of chat, it’s good.  

JC: And I guess that’s how they find out if they want to maybe try something else as well, they see 
what other people are doing. [JA:  Sure.] Ehm, is there any, any kind of incentive, maybe not even 
explicit, but just any, any incentive whatsoever for the staff to want to get involved in other skills 
and develop other skills, or when like when, an original idea, for example, why not sell in Norway. 
Would there be incentive for them to do that? 

JA: Ehm, in terms of money. I mean we work on the basis, eh, if people are working extra hours, 
ehm, then they get paid to do that. So, for example, we put projects on ehm, the staff intranet 
and say we need somebody to plug in you know 50 leads in a database,  will take you 2 hours and 
we’ll pay £30, or whatever it is. So we do that, and then if nobody wants to do it, then we, ehm, 
we use, ehm, freelancers, (1.9) so we use ehm, a thing called people per hour. [JC: Yeah.] You’ve 
heard of it, so that’s, that’s very much, we use that a lot, for specific projects. But first of all 
everybody here is offered it, so if they say, ‘well fine I’m doing nothing this weekend, and I feel 
like I could earn an extra 100 quid’, then fine, it can be that way. Ehm, so we do that. In terms of 
bringing in business, whatever, we find quite often they get rewards from hotels and things like 
that. So for example, ehm, (1.7) the girl the brought in the Norwegians, she brought in a big 
event, they went into the Radisson and they gave her a £200 Marks and Spencer gift voucher. So 
that sort of thing. So yeah, ehm, and also they tend to be ehm, (4.2) we do it very, eh, not very 
targeted, so we, eh, we’d say ‘okay, we’ll give so-and-so and extra £300’, as a kind of bonus. But 
it’s not, we tried eh, we tried various, eh, incentive things over the years, but we’ve found they 
didn’t work, so. Eh, I don’t know, maybe, maybe it’s kind of people form different nationalities, 
they just don’t get it. They just want their salary and that’s what they get. They understand 
overtime, but the idea of working to targets doesn’t work very well, so.  

JC: So a kind of bonus table or something like that doesn’t really go down with them?  

JA: Yeah, no. I don’t know, we’ve tried it several times, but it’s never been very successful.  

JC: Do you find, are, are staff quite, free to, open to, open without kind of boundaries, they can 
speak without boundaries between each other? And I’m thinking specifically with ehm, say for 
example with your daughter working with, with the staff now. Have you noticed anything, I know 
it’s only been a short while, but any kind of, ‘oh we can’t speak about that in front of her, because 
that’ll get back to, to the boss’? 
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JA: Ehm, (2.0) I heard that, I understand it did happen initially. But I think they’ve relaxed now. Ehm, 
but I think just given the nature of the, the business, or the company, ehm, I’m not really 
bothered, in terms of I don’t, if somebody wants to criticise me they’re, they’re free to do it, an d 
they do it. So, and I don’t care basically, you know, given, if they’re right fine, if they’re wrong, I’ll, 
I’ll say they’re wrong. So it’s pretty open. Ehm, (1.9) I mean like other things, like we work on flexi 
time here so they can come and go when they want really. Ehm, they have to work their 9 hours 
or whatever, their 8 hours a day, that if they come in at 7 in the morning and go at 3, that’s okay. 
And likewise 10 till 6 or whatever. So, I mean all I say is that the office needs to be open from 8 
till 6, but how many are in, I don’t really care.  

JC: Are you here 8 till 6? 

JA: No, no I come in at 10, or nearer 10:30, depending on whichever business.  

JC: So the staff can be in here, quite, quite often without, without you being here? 

JA: Yeah, and I mean the way it works, I can tell who’s logged in, I don’t check on them, but you can 
see them popping up on the chat or whatever. (2.4) You know, so that’s the other thing we’ve 
gained, we have the internal chat things, so that can talk amongst themselves whenever. [JC: 
Right, okay.] So it’s, ehm, if they don’t want to say something (1.2) out loud they can discuss it 
that way. Although it’s always stored, ehm, so, you know, if you do need to access it you can.  

JC: Yeah, if anything critical happened you need to go back and get evidence, it’s there.  

JA: Sure.  

JC: Ehm, I’ve just one other thought, it’s not a, not even so much a question, just a thought. If you, if 
you knew someone who was, who was going to work for a, a family company, ehm, and they 
were interested in their own career progression, but they weren’t part of the family. Is there any 
advice you would give them? I mean from, from your experience from this company, being a 
family company, is there any advice you would give to them? 

JA: Well to go, if they going, if they were not a member of the family, but were going to work for a 
family company? [JC: Yeah.] (1.9) I don’t think it makes much difference to be honest, I mean in 
terms of, eh, I mean there shouldn’t do. I mean if the family, the owners, ehm, are sensible then I 
think, you know, you look for talent where it is. I mean me being in the family may not, I mean I 
certainly wasn’t going to push the idea of my children necessarily going into the business, if they 
wanted to fine, you know, I, I certainly would look at that, although as I said I’ve kind of 
discouraged that in that way. But ehm, (6.1) what advice would I give someone, (5.2) I don’t 
know, I think they’d have to look at the company as a company, you know it’s probably not he 
answer you want to hear, but ehm, [JC: As a company as opposed to a family.] Yeah, yeah. I think 
that varies, you know. We work with both, you know, on the other side, we work a lot with, a lot 
of our clients are tour operators that are actually family businesses. Ehm, (4.8) but it, it tends to, 
ehm, I mean it, it can have negative aspects to it, ehm, (1.9) but I think though as well that it’s 
becoming more common and the, the ones that are like that tend to be more stable. Within our 
industry, within the industry I’m in, just because it actually has a, a way of handing on the 
company, whereas in travel and tourism, the tendency is the company get bought over, 
swallowed up and disappears. Ehm, and that’s very much the exit strategy companies have, for 
owners, because what they say is, ‘okay, well, we can’t hand it on to anyone’, so if some of the 
big, eh, comes along and bought, offers to buy it, they take it, they go. So the company eh, 
disappears. And I’ve seen it with lots of companies that have been very good business, I’ve seen 
nothing wrong with them; very strong within their area, and very good knowledge. Ah, the get 
bought over and vanish, and then the skills go. Ehm, and it’s just kind of the nature of the 
business. They’ve got all, you get a call back in phoning, they don’t care, they’re not interested in 
tourists who do concerts of clan groups of whatever it happens to be, that might be there their 
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specialisation. But they just, they want their client list, ahm, not to give it to their competitors, 
basically.  

JC: I think that’s the thing that, part of the agenda of, not necessarily myself and the university, but 
the family business association, their agenda is furthering for the reasons of that stability and 
longevity in, in planning. You a family business may plan 25 years in the future, whereas a non-
family business might plan 5 years in the future. 

JA: Yeah, exactly.  

JC: Interesting. Well that’s, that’s really ehm, everything I wanted to go through with you. Thank you 
very much, I’ll stop that there.  

Field notes: The contact to this business came through a personal contact, and I think this was 

the only reason I managed to gain access. JA seemed very off on the phone, and made it clear 

that he felt like this was asking a lot of his time. On the day of the interview I struggled to find 

the place, in Leith, this was because it turned out to be an old church converted into offices, the 

entire building was occupied by the company, so I was impressed, if not a little intimidated 

from the start. Also JA had given me the incorrect number of the building, so I had to phone, 

but he clearly seen this as completely my fault. Going into the interview I was led through the 

office, met at the front door and taken upstairs to meet JA. It was a bit of a labyrinth, but 

eventually opened up to a very modern office space, open plan with about 7 or 8 large desks, 

with a metallic spiral staircase at the back which led up to the same on an upper level. This was 

where JA was. He led me to a meeting room type set up, however it was also home to the large 

laser printer and AC machine, which made continual noise throughout the interview. JA came 

across with a touch of arrogance which I was not really expecting, considering it was private 

contact which I had here. However, the interview ran well, with by far the most interesting parts 

being about the communication between staff and the ideas based initiatives, this seems like a 

good knowledge sharing company.  Some quotes here on this would be good. After the 

interview JA completed the paper survey, which he was not happy about. When asking for a 

second interview he was open to it, but wanted to speak to the staff first as if would be unfair 

just to put it on them. So he told me to ring back the next day, I did and he told me he had 

forgotten all about it and would put out an email that day and get straight back to me. He never. 

I called again and again he said he would chase it up, he also checked that he had my email and 

basically said, don’t call me, I’ll call you. He never. I email twice thereafter to try and chase this 

up, to no avail or reply.  
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Interviewee 7 
Coding Ref: 140311FM 
Location: Edinburgh, Scotland – School 
building  
Date: 14.03.2011 
Time: 16:00 
Duration of interview: 39 mins 01 secs 
Interviewer: JC 
 

 
Interviewee 1: JM 
Interviewee 2: IM 
Gender: F (2-M) 
Employment Status: Owner/Director 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 15 
Firm Size: 5 
Primary Industry: Education

Transcription: 

JC: Okay, ehm: first of all can I ask you what the, the set up of the business is? How many employees 
are there and in terms of the family element, what is the family element that is involved? 

IM: Family element is Jane and I, 50-50 partnership. [JC: Okay.] (0.9) Ehm: and that’s the whole 
capital structure of the organisation, a 50-50 partnership. And eh, Jane has a daughter, my step-
daughter, who is employed and ehm, works for us. She presently lives in Barcelona but she 
comes for peak seasons (0.6) and works here. [KM: She’s coming this week.] She’s coming this 
week, not so much for a peak season but for, ehm, getting prepared for, we hope, a busier 
summer. (1.2) This is our quieter period. You know.  

JC: Of course, of course. 

JM: ((addressing IM)) James said he know, he’s been a language teacher he knows a little bit how a 
language school’s run, so. = 

IM: = okay, so she’s an employee, ehm, once again, she has a boyfriend, long-standing, about 7 years 
I think, and, ehm, we have to consider the future succession of the business and whether she 
should be made a partner, but at the moment, and at my age I should be giving away a certain 
amount of equity there, it would be sensible, but until such times as we know, I don’t want a 
young Spanish man to be ((laughs)) in control of the business by accident. [JC: ((laughs)) fair 
point!] = 

JM: = ((interjecting)) no, but this is one of the big issues that we have at the moment, because [IM: 
Yeah, it’s one of the problems for a family business is succession. And you can go on about the 
employees from there on ((addressing JM))]. Okay, then I have two (1.6) teachers on contract, I 
teach full-time, I shouldn’t teach as much as I do, but I do. But that’s more from, (1.4) I like doing 
it, or I’m the teacher of last resort, or whatever. [IM: or she’s the best one ((both laugh)), if it’s a 
special client for example.] No, some people have the, have the idea I am even though it’s not 
necessarily true. So I’ve got two teachers on contract at the moment, full-time contracts, and 
then we have two-to-five other teachers, (1.7) freelance or short-term,(1.4) casual, depending on 
the season and =  

JC: = does it ramp up in summer? I’d imagine.  

JM: We got, yeah, In mean, well, see we only have a maximum of five in a class, so our biggest 
numbers in the summer, (1.8) well last summer was our biggest number ever and we had 45 [IM: 
45.] at our peak, but I mean we’re not, we don’t normally (0.7) operate at that level all the time. 
[IM: unfortunately.]  
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JC: Ehm, In terms of then, workers in the organisation, employees if you like, how do you feel that 
they would perceive you as a (0.8) partnership, as the ownership of the company, (0.9) how do 
they perceive that, or how would you like them (2.1) to perceive you, or think of you? 

IM: Oh, I think they know she’s the boss and I take excursions so I make a joke occasionally, and say 
that when I’ve got the microphone on the bus this is the only time I get a word in edge-ways. 
[FM: It is quite an interesting question.] No, she runs the school; I do financial matters, property, 
inspection, maintenance, sort of things like that.  

FM: But do you mean more as a sort of, as a unit? 

JC: I mean maybe more as a, (2.4) a boss, if you like. 

JM: I think what’s happened is that because we start, we’ve started from scratch and (0.9) we 
started very small, and so we used to have, ehm, (1.8) premises down in Stockbridge that were 
much smaller than this, and it’s, we only moved here in the last [IM: Year and a half.] Year and a 
half because we did actually (1.1) expand, we’ve got bigger eventually. [IM: Yeah, we couldn’t 
contain, I mean we were uncomfortable and even although here we still rented accommodation 
in the peak season last year, but we don’t know it that’ll happen this year, because (1.7) the 
world’s a little more uncertain.] But I mean, and so we started of it was very much, I think I was 
equal with the teachers, it has changed a little bit, (0.7) because we’ve grown a little bit in size. 
And It, there is also a difference now in that Laura, my daughter, is involved in this, because she 
wasn’t originally involved in it, she came to us about, ehm, (1.8) [IM: 2 and a half years ago.] 2 
and a half years ago. Ehm, and decided she wanted to help and be more involved. I mean she’d 
grown up saying, “oh, I’m never going to teach English and I’m never going ((laughs)) to teach in 
my mother’s school”. So, (0.9) but for whatever reason she decided to come and get involved, 
and (1.1) even she’s perceived more of a boss although she’s the same age as some of the 
teachers and she’s also, I mean she’s 28/29. [IM: 9, she’s 29.] And so she’s younger than some of 
the teachers and she’s the same age as a lot of (1.4) the teachers that we employ, but they’re all 
more frightened of her than him or me ((laughs and addresses IM)) [IM: Than they are of Jane, 
yes.] I say ‘oh Laura’s coming next week’ and they go, ‘oh’ ((showing shock)) = 

IM: = She is, she’s a tough administrator, she has a degree from Napier, a BA in Tourism and 
Languages [JC: Excellent.] and ehm, (1.8) she, she has also her certificate for teaching [JM: I think 
that’s the thing it’s probably because she, (1.1) her strengths are administration and mine are not 
[JC: Okay.] and I think that, that makes a difference how people perceive her.] Eh, I mean I’m so 
antiquated I don’t use the computer. So I depend on the younger generation to, and we, we just 
eh, I mean I done the accounts, annually until a year ago. Eh, and it got too big, I mean (0.7) 
bundles of paper and everything, [JC: I can see the paper work building up.] the old fashioned 
farmers way of doing it. I mean I was a farmer for 25 years at one stage in my career so. 

JC: I was, I’m, (0.9) I was very impressed by your website, I thought it was really good, very flashy.  

JM: Ehm, thank you, (0.7) I mean I’m always surprised when people say that because again that’s 
Laura’s input and working with somebody that we has [IM: Yeah, a specialist in that.] yep, and 
that. But again, we work with that. [JC: Very good.] [IM: Webmaster.] 

JC: Ehm, in terms of the organisational, members then, eh, you daughter’s brought in as an 
employee at the moment? [JM: mhum ((agreement))] Is she treated by you in the same way as 
other employees at the moment or would you say there is a, (0.9) a sway =  

IM: = Well she lives at home so it’s free accommodation ((all laugh)) = 

JM: = Eh, I would say probably not in the sense that because she always says, eh, (2.3) though we 
expect her to work 24 hours a day if necessary, ehm, (1.9) which I don’t ultimately expect from 
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teachers in the same way. Ehm, I mean it, (1.2) you know, she sometimes says that, you know for 
the same thing that (1.6) she sometimes does things that need to be done late at night in the 
peak season, Saturday, Sundays, but we don’t expect teachers to do that. [JC: She’s going to be 
more willing to do that than...] Well yes [IM: Yup.] I mean [JC: or the other teachers are 
contracted for their hours and that’s that.] [IM: yup.] Yeah, I mean, now she has, does she have a, 
(2.3) we had this whole thing when, we’re British Council accredited so we’ve had the British 
Council in and they’re very strict about job descriptions and so on, ehm, (1.8) and in theory, 
actually I don’t even think Laura doesn’t have one because I was saying to them, ‘well’, because 
they wanted her birth certificate to prove who she was, because I knew who she was, and I’m 
going ‘I know who she is’, you know. Ehm, (0.7) she doesn’t actually have a contract in the same 
way.  

JC: Okay, that’s funny, that was the next thing I was actually gonna go on and talk about is in terms 
of things like task allocation or job descriptions, and who does what in the company. (1.5) Are 
decisions like that explicitly made, and where are they made, who makes them?  

IM: Jane and Laura do these things together. =  

JM: = We originally, we do have written down originally because of the accreditation, not because 
when we set up the business we had this, but actually because of the British Council requiring 
this when they’ve come to do inspections we actually have, (1.9) we’ve had our description, 
((addressing IM)) you’re in charge of finance, property maintenance, talking to the bank, and this 
that and the other, but nowhere in the class room, and excursions, and you used to do home-
stay. And I was doing everything else. [IM: Yes, used to do, but that got far too big for me, 
without a computer.] And now Laura’s taken over, Laura’s taken over bits of your, what you did, 
mainly the home-stay, she started very much with that, and developing that. She also is qualified 
to teach, so she can teach but she’s more of a cover teacher, ehm, and, (2.4) but she’s taken 
things from me. But her things are not actually written down as a contract. = 

JC: = More as they’re needed, or... 

JM: Yeah, I mean [JC: ad hoc] it is. 

JC: Compared that to, compare then to (1.0) the other teachers. = 

JM: = The teachers have, have it written in their contract the hours they’re expected to work and 
what that’s covering. And that’s covering teaching, you know, the usual thing, teaching, 
preparation, writing reports. And occasional other things. (1.4) So they do have, but she doesn’t. 
[JC: They’ve got paperwork [JM: Yep, yup] to back it up basically.] 

JC: Okay, in more general terms, then, if there’s 3 in the family element that are in the firm, and then 
other non-family employees, if you like. (0.8) How would you say the family element, in your 
words, influences the running of the business? (1.1) Or would you say it does at all? 

IM: Well it’s like almost any family business; we’re prepared to work at any time of the day or night, 
and ehm. (0.9) [JM: But we do everything as the last resort, I mean, because it’s our business 
((laughs))] I mean we switch out the lights and control the bills, and ehm, the cost control is quite 
tight (1.1) in that respect and ehm. (1.3) And that’s ehm, (2.4) what one naturally does if you own 
a business. [JC: Are there any...] We don’t knock off at 5 o’clock and that’s the end of it, we can 
have our partners meeting over dinner. ((laughs)) Carry on discussing things. [JM: Yeah, I mean 
that’s the other thing.] yeah, it just goes on all the time. [JM: It spreads outside the 9-5] =  

JC: Yeah, does it, I’ve interviewed obviously a lot of other family businesses, and a lot of them 
mention, over dinner, walking the dogs I had a one point, seems to be where business meetings 
happen. Ehm, do you find it spreads to other parts of you family as well? You family or friends? 
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IM: Eh, not friends (2.4) [JM: And not really family, but that’s probably our, the set-up of our family. 
The only, we ((gesturing to IM and herself)) have a daughter who’s not really involved in the 
business, but she’s grown up with, (1.5) she was about 10 when we set up, so she’s grown up and 
she’s now 24, 25, she’s grown up with it, she’s used to help when she was 12, 13 in the school 
holidays, [IM: She washed the coffee cups] washed the coffee cups, make the coffee. Ehm, and 
she knows about the business, (1.9) but not really anybody else. [IM: She’s making mutterings 
now about getting a certificate so that she can teach when she runs out of work, [JM: But again, I 
think] she’s basically an outdoor education, well again a degree and a diploma, post-graduate 
diploma in outdoor education (2.7) and, ehm, she’s doing a stint just now with a, with an 
institutional type operation through at Ardentinnie, which ehm, (1.4) takes groups of young 
people 12-16 or there abouts. [JM: And that’s not ultimately what she wants to do, she’s looking 
at this, at there’s a connection here, and there’s a business here, maybe I’ll give her a job, [IM: 
Maybe if she’ll get a job.] but she needs to be qualified as a teacher, or maybe she’ll do activities 
you see. There is, so she may. [JC: More excursions.] And more events, kind of.] Yes, I mean not 
at the age, I’m not going to go on doing excursions forever, but I’m very happy doing it just now. 
[JM: Well she might develop something there, but that’s kind of on the (1.1) fringes on this [JC: 
Okay.] But we don’t inflict the business on anybody else, I mean ((both laugh)).] 

JC: What, (1.4) I mean there are benefits of having a family influence in a business, but there’s 
obviously disadvantages as well. Would you be aware of what they were? From your point of 
view, from this businesses point of view. The benefits of having a family influence and then the 
disadvantages.  

IM: Well you can’t really, as the thing’s set up at the moment, ehm, I mean if there is, if there are 
problems it ideally lands with Jane and I. [JM: But the benefits are, a lot of our students anyway, 
(0.7) and it may be the nature of our business, really like the idea that we are a family. And (0.5) 
there is an atmosphere that comes from it being a family business. And I’ve worked in lots of 
other schools in Edinburgh and various places, and there is something about this family 
atmosphere, and I mean the Arab boys, for example, ((both laugh)) I mean, they, they, they, 
respect you ((addressing IM)) because they know you’re older and the man and they love to 
shake hands with you and everything, and they know you’re my husband. And there’s something 
which probably you wouldn’t get in a non-family, well because of the relationships and so on. 
And that’s a positive thing. [IM: Yeah.] And I think the students perceive that as a positive thing. 
And they know that they can talk to Laura or to me, (1.1) or to you ((addressing IM)) if necessary. 
And the teachers know that as well. 

JC: And what about disadvantages? 

IM: Disadvantage is you’ve got to take the strain when there’s a financial problem or the things like 
that. You have your worries privately. (2.4) You can’t air them about. ((laughs)) =  

JM: Yeah, I mean, yes, I mean we [IM: Yeah, we’ve had our struggles in the past, but we’re hopefully 
[JM: yeah.] on a reasonable course, it’ll depend largely what happens this summer. ((laughs))] 

JC: Well it’s the same with the school I’m working with as well, they’re just waiting to see what 
happens this summer. [IM: That’s right.] They can’t really plan too much. Ehm, do you think the 
family element, your saying it kind of has this impression of, (2.4) eh, the students when they 
come in they feel it and they like it mostly. Do you think that strengthens your competitive 
position? Because there’s a lot of language schols in Edinburgh, do you think that gives you that 
little distinction? 

JM: I think at the moment it does, and it’s, (1.6) I mean the language business it goes round in circles, 
when we started we were very small, everybody, agents and everybody, was working for the 
bigger schools, the chains. They wanted all the high-tech, du du du du du. And, eh, but these 
things come full-circle, and I ehm, (1.4) I mean I think at the moment it quite a, (3.1) eh, I mean 
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but, you know, the Edinburgh school of English, I mean Martin’s was a family run business and I 
think, and I think that had the same, do you know the Edinburgh school of English, ((addressing 
JC)) [IM: Yeah, they were very successful until, (1.1) well until they sold.] Until it was taken over, 
oh yeah, they sold it to a bigger organisation. And that was always a very positive, [IM: and then 
it was re-sold again, yeah.] positive thing. And I, it depends on the people, because again, there 
are some people that like that. Yes, it’s the same when you go on holiday, we like family run 
hotels, (1.1) small family run hotels, of the beaten-track, ehm, and you’re choosing between that 
or the, you know, the chain hotel, Radission, or whatever it is. There’s that. So I don’t know, is it a 
competitive, it’s just different.  

JC: It’s a little niche, [JM: That’s it, yeah.] a little distinction that it can give you. Do you think it, ehm, 
(0.9) do you think it affects loyalty? From maybe staff, first of all. Do you tend to get the same 
teachers coming back every summer? 

JM: Ehm, [IM: Now, there is a measure of that, but then the teachers again are still, (1.6) they’re still 
inclined to ‘oh, I’m not very, I’m not feeling very well this morning, or it’s a very cold day, I don’t 
think I’ll work’, [JM: Eh:: Ahm::] they still will land you in it I’m afraid, but there you go.] But I 
mean, ehm, this is also to do with size isn’t it. That fact that we’re a small school means that 
people know that (2.6) [IM: Well we don’t have 2 or 3 back-up staff just sitting in the staffroom.] 
No, well I don’t mean that, but also that we don’t always have work. (3.1) And so this loyalty 
thing, I mean, ehm, see it from both sides [JC: Okay.] I think that, you know if we can’t offer them 
something  that, you know, that of course they need to go and go somewhere else and, you 
know, they’re looking after their own interests and there’s nothing wrong with that, I wouldn’t 
(1.1) shout that. [JC: No.] But having said that, I mean, we’ve had, our teachers we’ve had, tend 
to stay (1.6) [IM: As long as there’s work for them.] as long as there’s work for them. And they’re 
happy to stay, ehm, in fact I know a lot of them do say, they prefer working here because it’s, we 
don’t really have a staffroom, actually. Ehm, we all have coffee together with the students, we’re 
all, its very very small, whole family atmosphere; and some, okay if teachers don’t like it then 
they wouldn’t work here, and yet a lot of them do. But I don’t know if that, is it because it’s a 
family run business, or it’s just a small school.  

JC: Or if it’s just the atmosphere is there, either way [JM & IM: Yeah.] for whatever reason it’s there 
and that’s why people like it. How, (1.6) how do you deal with communication in the company? Is 
there a strategy for communication or is it [JM: You sound like the British Council guy now 
((laughs))] eh, possibly yes! [JM: ((continued laughter)) No, but I know that’s you’re not 
intending, not that any was the same that he wants though. Ehm.] In terms of say, probably 
better to put it in an example maybe, is eh, if a decision was made on introducing a new class, a 
specialist class for say business English, or something like that. If that decision was made here, 
just now, how would it then be communicated out to the staff? [JM: I just tell them.] Just tell 
them. = 

JM: = Eh, are they involved in the decision making, it that what you’re saying? [JC: Yes.] Ahm, (4.6) 
yes. [IM: Yes and no.] Yes and no. And actually what’s interesting is, eh Laura and I now tend to 
make more (2.1) decisions like this because we were looking to putting an academic English 
course for the first time (1.4) in the summer. We’ve decided hat this might be something. And we 
made that decision, I have to say, I didn’t discuss it with the other teachers. [JC: Right.] And I will 
just say, (3.7) when we’ve got some bookings, ‘oh we’re going to have this’ and so on. So they, 
(2.8) they’re not involved in that kind of... In fact they, now you’ve made me think about it 
they’re not really involved in very much. ((laughs)) I made the decision for the television 
downstairs, ehm, (4.1) [JC: and then it trickles down, they maybe see the effect of the decision.] 
Yeah. [JC: In terms of okay, we’ve got this new class we need to teach.] Yeah, yeah, or I tell them 
or I, and I say ‘well we’re having this class would you like to (2.8) be involved in it’ and so on, so 
it’s partly to do with that.  



67 

 

JC: Do you find emotions become involved? With the family being part of the business. [IM: ((shakes 
head))] No? [IM: Not really.] 

JM: Wait, what do you mean between each other, or. = 

JC: = Well I, I can only go with what I was, with speaking to previous family businesses what they’ve 
king of said the type of thing that’s happened. And, ehm, it was one, now a solicitor, he said he 
had to lay off staff, and he said it was, that became very difficult because it was a family business. 
And it wasn’t family that he was laying off, but it was because it was a family business it was a 
very tight community feeling, and it made it all the more difficult, and I don’t mean in terms of 
lay offs I just mean generally, do you think that plays a part in things?  

JM: (3.1) Not really [IM: No.] it hasn’t certainly up until now, I mean it’s not, it’s not been something 
that’s.  

IM: No, I mean I’ve been involved in large organisations and the closing down, in a plc, closing down 
a small company 2 weeks before Christmas, that brings about stress in a big way, and is ehm, a 
lot of unhappiness, and it’s a very unfortunate thing for a manager to have to do. Ehm, but, we’re 
not at that sort of stage here. Ehm, if anybody’s going to be dismissed, or put away or laid off, I 
mean eh, (2.7) they would be aware of it coming. [JC: yeah.] = 

JM: = I mean, I, no not really, I mean I very rarely have to discuss things with teachers to do with 
their behaviour, I mean I did recently and, just because some students were complaining, or 
occasionally, well it’s usually students complaining about teachers. Eh, actually, and (3.9) we 
normally just, there isn’t a problem with talking about it with the teachers, you know, just say, 
‘well, this has happened’ and what’s your side of it, and what’s their side of it and [JC: Take it 
from there.] you take it from there. (2.1) Most of the times it’s the students being, ((laughs)) a bit 
[IM: eccentric students, [JC: Yes?] which again if your dealing  as we do with, eh, mainly mature 
people, or in the lowest ages there was 18 or there abouts.] The age range is 25-55 I would say, 
or average age range, yeah. [JC: That’s your student age, yeah?] Yeah. [IM: You can get (3.4) 
maybe an experienced person resenting a younger person [JC: Yeah, yeah that can be difficult.] 
being in charge.] JM: Yeah, no people come and ((shrugs shoulders)) (3.5) [JC: They just need to 
deal with that as it comes.] Yeah, and I mean that’s the same everywhere isn’t it. [IM: But the 
majority of the students, I mean even the highest bosses that have come to improve their English 
are very happy to learn and keep chatting. (5.7) As I say, we’ve claimed to put them in an office 
environment rather than a classroom. [JM: Yeah, cause I mean this is it ((showing the current 
room)) [JC: It feels more real I think.] Yeah, I mean that the thing, it’s not, okay I mean it is a 
school, but its not really as some language schools are, I mean, [JC: No.] I’m mean it tends, the 
rooms are, and this is a, this is a positive thing; this is the way we’ve developed the business. The 
way we want it to be.  

JC: Changing tact, or changing (1.9) theme slightly. We spoke about decision making coming from 
you and  then maybe getting put down onto staff, ehm, what if, what if the staff themself came 
up with ideas, things to go forward, things to change? For example, what if the idea for having an 
academic English train came from a teacher? = 

JM: = That’s no problem, [IM: No.]  I wish they would ((laughs)). I mean, and they know they are 
open, because I always say to everybody, you know, ‘okay this is what we’re doing but, I mean, if 
you’ve got any ideas’, but [IM: eh, if they, if they can produce ideas that will produce more 
business we have to listen to them.] And I always say this, and I always say that to them.  

JC: What, eh, where would they, where would they come forward? Say for example if I was a staff 
member and I had this idea, how would I be able to put that forward, is there any way, do you 
have things like staff meetings, or is it just...? = 
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IM: = direct access to the boss. [JM: We do have.] Either through Laura, when she’s her, or direct. 
[JM: we do have staff meetings but only because the [IM: The system.] British Council say we 
should write down when we have them. It’s an open door, everybody knows that [IM: Yeah.] 
And, and I say, because we have coffee and lunch together it comes up in, [JC: Conversation.] in 
conversation, or somebody would come up, and they do. And, teachers do that but, but it’s 
directly to me or directly to Laura now.  

JC: Do you feel there’s any incentive for teachers maybe coming up with ideas, anything like that? 
Not necessarily an explicit incentive. = 

IM: Not. [JM: Now that you’ve said it, obviously not. Because it, ehm.] If something very creative 
came up, a bonus would be payable, [JM: but they don’t know that.] Provided we had profitable. 
[JM: But they don’t know that, again they don’t know that, and we’ve never [IM: Yeah, it’s not 
published, but I mean.] really thought about it like that, basically.] They would certainly be 
recognised, we’re close enough to the business to know. [JM: But that’s not explicit I have to 
say.] (2.1) It’s not written down. ((laughs)) That if you come up with a creative idea you will get a 
bonus. If it’s profitable. [JC: Then what’s a creative idea? ((rhetorically))]  = 

JM: = Eh, yes and so on. No I mean, but I mean, (1.8) yeah, they benefit (1.8) if it is something.  Of 
course they benefit. [IM: Of course.] In having more people, and I think they know that, so, 
because we know them well enough.  

JC: Do you find that they speak with each other? Say, no maybe in terms of (2.4) when there’s high 
staff members, for example in the summer, when there’s more staff. Do you find, ehm, they talk 
amongst themselves and then maybe close up when you’re around? =  

IM: = Not, not on the premises, I think they may go across to the pub occasionally after work. [JM: I 
think one of the problems is the way, because as I say we don’t have a staffroom, never had a 
staffroom, [IM: We don’t have a huge staffroom, we have a box room for the staff which is a 
kitchen as well, materials cabinets, photocopiers.] well it’s just the kitchen and materials, there 
isn’t. And that’s not, that’s just maximising the (1.7) space we have here [IM: The space for 
teaching jobs.]. Because I had the same thing with the British Council when they said, ‘well, oh, 
you need a staffroom’ I said well, you know, every room is used, and you know, we can’t really. 
Ehm, no they don’t tend to close up, but I’m sure that they, if they do go out to drink (2.1) or, 
that, they probably do talk amongst themselves but it’s not, you know, they. They don’t.] = 

JC: = It’s interesting the comparison between a small family business and then a larger firm, where 
it’s very much the boss, and it’s us and them with bosses. And it’s that dynamic that’s interesting. 
You that’s. [JM: They certainly don’t.] =  

IM: = No, the door is open any day if it’s a technical problem, or a, or a something in a classroom 
that’s not just, it can be discussed, [JM: Yeah, yeah.] to work out a system to get it sorted.  

JM: I mean I must say, nobody’s, I’ve never really had, well I can’t think of a situation where 
somebody wouldn’t come and tell me something, I mean they do come and tell me things if 
they’re unhappy about something, but they’re generally not. Not that we’re perfect, but just the 
nature of our business, and, (0.9) and that.  

JC: Eh, In terms of all the things I want to discuss, we’ve actually gone through them all. So just, one 
last thing I actually want to ask you. (1.2) The family, concentrating specifically on the fact that 
there’s a family element influencing on the business, would you, (1.0) would you recommend to 
someone to work for a family business? 

IM: Well, I will have been in family businesses, ehm, I started in 1952 when I came out the Royal Air 
Force, my father was running an animal feed manufacturer, my only concern was in agriculture. I 
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only taught as an education officer in the RAF for about 15 months teaching ((laughs)) [JM: That 
was more that 50 years ago, so he not allowed, he’s not allowed in a classroom. ((both laugh))]  
So, eh, then went, I finished my national service, I had the prospect of going to colonial admin 
service and all the things that graduates did in those days. Ehm, but the old man prevailed on me 
and said ‘oh I’ve just had an opportunity to buy the business’ of course, the previous owner, 
about the same age as him died. He was a sales manager, sales director actually, and ehm, (1.1) 
he went to the bank and bought the business. And he said, ‘I would like you to come along with 
your younger ideas’ and (2.1) the temptation, you got a company car. I fell for it. ((laughs)) I fell 
for it. So working in a family business, ehm, we had, had a lot of, quite a, I mean that had 25 
employees that business, more or less, ehm, and, eh, we looked after them. And I was younger 
and the old man was an old, and old fashioned mill manger, he said, you know, wages were 
about 1 and 6 an hour, time and a half, ((laughs)) at 1 and 6 an hour had to be calculated before 
the days of calculators, (1.1) no they had adding machines I think ((laughs)). Ehm, (1.8) [JM: But 
to answer the question.] But they looked after their staff, and we didn’t have strikes, or eh, 
amongst the mill-men, eh, no workers, and ehm, we had the odd accident and things, just from 
handling bag with old fashioned machinery, people getting their fingers chopped off and that, we 
looked after them reasonably well. [JM: I think there is, there is, there is an atmosphere, and I 
wouldn’t not recommend anybody to work for a family business, when I think about it.] No, if the 
family business is financially sound, there’s nothing wrong with working for it. ((laughs)) (1.9) 
[JM: I think it’s more to do with size, [IM: And your chances of getting up.] It’s more to do with 
size, I mean I’m aware that we have a very, very small family business, and [IM: yeah, we’re tiny, 
ehm.] therefore if you’re looking for, if your thinking about, you know, career progression for 
people, .hhhh [IM: You see I.] we haven’t really got that much, because, but then, that’s partly, 
(2.4) we don’t want to be a multi-national company, etc, etc. Or a, that much bigger a family 
business I think.] Now you see, a slightly bigger family business, and ours was considerable 
bigger, but I mean, there was worse, no commuters in those days so everybody had 5 or 6 clerks 
doing the invoices and eh, writing out the delivery lines in long-hand [JC: You needed more staff.] 
You needed more people about, the wages were quite modest, and (1.9) the sales director, ehm, 
(2.4) actually started eh, with the company and became sales director and ehm, he had the job of 
training me and, as a salesman for the first part of my career, so it was possibly for people to rise 
in the company, even although there was myself and my father. The other 2 shareholders was my 
mother and my sister, who were non-active they were just shareholders. It was only my father 
and I was the active shareholders. Eh, (2.4) but everything was split 4 ways family wise. But 
anybody else that was good at their job got promotion [JC: Okay.] and I think [JC: So there was 
opportunity there.] Yeah. The salesmen move up and they got a better car, and eh. = 

JM: = I mean there would be here if people came forward and [IM: Yeah.] (3.4) but then, yeah, but I 
think that, eh, you know certain people it, they do this for a period of their life and, you know, 
you’ve still got some of the people that, ‘it’s not a real job’. It’s a real job for me, it always has 
been [IM: Yes, it’s been a real job for Jane since she was 20 or 21 or something, 22.] Yeah, I 
mean, I’ve taught for more than 30 year always in EFL, and that, so for me it’s a proper job and 
always has been. I think there’s and element also, people, (1.1) you know some people are doing 
it because they want to do something else, or they, you know, there having a break from doing 
something and they’re doing this, so that comes into it, but that’s the nature of the business I 
think, rather than the nature of a family business. = 

IM: = Laura looks at it career really, as a potential career, but she hasn’t absolutely (2.4) committed 
200% yet, but for social and domestic arrangements. [JM: That’s from there, yeah ((quietly))] 

JC: (4.3) Brilliant, well thank you very much. I’ll stop that there. 
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Field notes: When initially entering the building it appears much more like a professionally 

arranged apartment rather than a school. Moving into the office where the interview took place, 

which doubled as a classroom, it was clear that staff, and even students were able to roam freely 

around the entire building. To begin with JM asked if I would mind that her husband joined us 

as he was interested in the topic area, IM turned out to be the other partner of the firm. 

Throughout the interview both were visibly relaxed and able to freely speak about all subjects. 

This is noted with the relative lack of pauses and breaks in speech. The only area where 

hesitation came up is when discussing the job description of the daughter, Laura. I got the 

impression that the visit from the British Council had been very recent, therefore they may have 

felt that they should be more professional and structured in nature (as are the requirements of 

the British Council). The couple regularly finished each other’s sentences, and when Ian went 

off track sometimes, JM noted and brought the conversation back round to the question at hand. 

The door was genuinely kept open throughout the interview, giving the impression that this was 

always the case. Although Ian seemed to wish that the conversation were more about ownership 

structures and business history, JM was much more open to talking about the staff and 

communication within the firm; she seemed to be dealing with the staff directly far more than 

IM, probably because she is director of teaching. A point of note is that JM appears 

considerably younger than IM. This was a very enjoyable interview, with no suspicion on the 

part of the interviewees what-so-ever.  
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Interviewee 8 
Coding Ref: 150211FM 
Location: Humbbie, Scotland – Company 
estate  
Date: 15.02.2011 
Time: 16:00 
Duration of interview: 37mins 11 secs 
Interviewer: JC 

 
Interviewee: FE 
Gender: F 
Employment Status: Owner/Director 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 17 
Firm Size: 6 
Primary Industry: Event

 
Transcription: 

JC: What aspects of family are operating within the business at the moment? 

FE: Myself and my brother (0.6) took over the business from mum and dad in 1994 and were 
partners up until 1999 when we became a limited company and we are the 2 directors, we have 
(0.3) our uncle who is the company secretary and accountant and we have our sister who has 
joined the team and works on events (0.8) more exclusively on a part-time basis, rather than full-
time like Stuart and I. 

JC: Any non-family members, you mentioned one? 

FE: There’s one non-family member, Al, who works here in the office all the time and helps out on 
events as well. And then there’s another guy who’s a part-timer, who:: works on a permanent 
part-time basis and for events we have a squad of casual staff who get called on as required for 
various events.  

JC: Okay, so quite a significant non-family element as well then? 

FE: Yeah, [JC: depending of what’s happening at the time] on a day-to-day basis no, but on an event 
basis, yes.  

JC: Thinking of the whole company, the whole organisation, how (1.1) would you like to be perceived 
from the company as a whole? 

FE: By whom? 

JC: Employees, if you take maybe the decision-making element of the company, I’m assuming there’s 
= 

FE: = My brother and I are the decision-makers, but probably me more a decision-maker than he is.  

JC: So from anyone out with that, those 2 elements, you and your brother, how would you like to be 
perceived, or how do you think you are perceived?   

FE: (laughing) Long-suffering... no, I would say that we do (0.9) I would say that we do (4.1) go 
through phases where we’re very good at doing round the table discussions about what needs to 
be done. And then when it gets into the busy season we’re not so good. Because we’ve just got 
to get on with it and get on. And I think because (1.1) Stuart and I started up the business in 94, 
Al joined in 95, Davy was with us, came on  stream in 94 too, so we’ve all been together for that 
length of time, so everybody knows (1.1) what’s expected of them and what the story is. I think 
that it’s not so much leadership it’s more team work really. And because when there’s only 5 
core team here, you don’t need a leader, you need to work together. (0.9) And that’s pretty 
much what we do although at the end of the day if I say no it’s no, or if Stuart says no, it’s no. [JC: 
Okay] And we haven’t yet had an argument.  
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JC: Well that’s good. Do you... of the other people then, of the other (0.6) employees may we call 
them, do you take into account maybe their career ambitions  or they’re goals of what they want 
to do or what they want to achieve, either in this company or out with the company? 

FE: Eh:: to be perfectly honest, no. Al, the guy next door, came to join us in 95 when I put a notice up 
in the Humbie shop (0.7) looking for somebody to come and help out part-time and he (0.6) has 
admitted that he’s wondered about moving on occasionally, but he never has and that’s his 
decision, it’s not...  I don’t see it as my (0.4) job to drive him forward; I think it’s his job to drive 
himself forward. And the other (0.7) full-time/part-timer is actually working not for very much 
money because he’d rather work than not work; and he’s been invalided out of the army. And so, 
he doesn’t have a career path that he’s going to move down anyway. And the 3 of us, (0.4) the 3 
siblings who are here are (0.5) I think not looking to do anything other than what we’re doing at 
the moment. Although my sister may move on, but only if she decides to leave the country.  

JC: Oh, I see, so really moving on then? 

FE: Yes.  

JC: Is there any... in a lot of family businesses you’ll find that the family, or the business sorry, is 
created to give employment to the family, so in that respect would there be any kind of, maybe 
not explicit, but an implicit preference to (0.4) have family members employed, or want to have 
family members employed, and want to have family members (0.7) [FE: No] be part of the 
company? 

FE: It’s nice that they are but Stuart and I were 2, and then my sister’s the only one that’s come in. 
Yeah, we really like having family members around and because of the location which is dad... 
mum and dad were farmers here and I lived in cottages at the top of the road, my brother lives in 
cottages at the top of the road. My mum and dad are now dead but my sister, not the one that 
works for us, lives half way up the road and (0.9) people now have kids aged 14, 15, 16, my 
siblings do, and so therefore now they’re wanting to work so it’s nice but, you know, it’s fine 
because up the hill, if somebody suddenly pulls out and says no can come in and work tonight on 
this event, we can phone our sister up the road and say ‘can you stand in’ or ‘can you send your 
daughter down to stand in’ or something like that, which is great. Her husband was a wood-
turner and he used to make prizes for us, for the activity events and things, and, (0.7) but just as 
much, if a friend of somebody else had been living in the house half-way up the road was happy 
to work on a part-time basis and had a job that they could do as well, I would be just as happy to 
phone them, it’s just great that it’s family that happens to live there.  

JC: So more like the idea of community rather than family? = 

FE: = I think all the staff that work here and help out here, the majority of them, the casual staff, (0.6) 
it’s there first step into working life. So, and they all live I would say within 10 minutes of here. So 
it’s great for them, it’s really great. Now, I don’t have any agency staff ever working; everybody 
comes in from the neighbouring community, to work. So yeah, and we were brought up here so 
we’ve been here for 40, (1.0) since 1960 I think actually. And, so, you know, (0.7) we belong here 
I think is what we would say. And so, yeah, it’s nice to have family working with you but I 
wouldn’t, you know, it’s not... (2.1) 

JC: A prerequisite, or... = 

FE: = No. No, not at all. 

JC: In terms of decision-making, I’m just thinking about how who does what, is arrange and how 
that’s defined, and how task are defined themselves. Where do they come from and how are the 
decisions made? 
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FE: My brother, Stuart, is outdoor so he runs the shooting ground, courts, the off-road driving, all the 
activities, that side of it, so if decisions need to be made, if we need new vehicles, new 
equipment, (0.4) new staff outside, marquees, portaloos, things like that the decision gets... not 
so much marquees, but any of the activity staff, he make s the decision on that. But we would, 
you know, (0.7) discuss it before we went ahead. At the moment we’re looking at the options of 
either buying a new marquee roof or hiring in marquees for the season, he’s going through and 
talking to the different marquee companies about it, because that’s more his thing, he puts them 
up and down when we’ve got our own one. So it kind of falls into his work remit. From my point 
of view (0.3) I work in the office, I’m office-based so if I’ve got to make a decision as to whether 
we are going to charge a client (0.5) having looked at the spreadsheet, will I bring the price down 
a bit, take the price up a bit, he’ll judge, he’ll leave that judgement to me. It’s fine, he’s says ‘you 
go with what you want to do’. So if its an office based decision it tends to be  mine, if it’s an 
outdoor activity decision it tends to be his. He will probably check with me, more than I will check 
with him, because I know what the finds are, the finances are, that sort of thing. And he knows it 
big picture but he doesn’t know it nitty-gritty and what the cash flow situation is like each month, 
and that sort of thing. 

JC: Where... actually physically, where (0.6) are those discussions had? 

FE: Well they could be here, they could be when we’re out walking the dog perhaps, (1.2) they could 
be... well I was ill for a few years... for a while, so I wasn’t allowed to drive and so he used to 
come and pick me up every morning and take me home every evening, and it was just absolutely 
brilliant and (0.7) we did quite a lot of chatting there. I now live about 8 miles away and quite 
often I can say, ‘I think we need to have a board meeting, i.e. you and I need to sit down perhaps 
with Edward the accountant’, so he’ll come over to my house and we’ll sit and, if there’s any big 
decisions that need to be made then we do it over there. 

JC: Okay, so that’s where they’re made. (1.2) In terms of the task allocation thing... obviously you’re 
kind of putting it into 2 camps, yourself and then your brother in terms of camps. And then I’m 
assuming your brother deals with events staff, how do you maintain performance standards? 

FE: Well at the beginning of the year, or the season I suppose. (0.9) When we do our first maybe, 
activity event, or something like that. We will get the staff in early or ask them to stay on late, 
depending on when the activity day is starting or not. And I will say to them ‘right we need to do 
a refresher on what we’re saying and what we’re doing. 99 times out of 100 I’ve got 2 activity 
staff of every event, and if I do that I have 1 who works it all the time, and another one who’s 
coming up the ladder. (0.9) So it’s the ones that do it all the time that need to be kept sharp, you 
know, because they can, you know, get a wee bit relaxed about making sure that people (1.2), I 
mean there’s certain things like quad bikes, they would never forget to get people to put helmets 
on, but if you’re going to be throwing a weight over a bar you can, because you get... so it’s 
things like that that they need to be sharpened-up on occasionally. And some of us go for our 
first aid training and do that. We do bar license training, (0.7) and so we try and keep that up-to-
date. But for the (0.3) casual staff coming into work it’s usually refreshers that we do at the 
beginning of the season. = 

JC: = Just before it starts getting busy, before the new season. [FE: yes] It must be quite difficult with 
a lot of casual staff? = 

FE: = It is quite difficult, but, we’ll probably have the core one come in or (1.1) you know, we’ve got 
the core ones that we use the majority of the time, and they know it, they know it inside-out 
now. And there’s probably about [thinks] (2.5) 1, 2, 3, 4... don’t know, maybe about 6 or 8 of 
them, who less need a refresher but know exactly what they’re doing. And there’s a lot also of 
sub-contracted suppliers who come in, so we could need extra shooting people who we buy in 
for the day, not like our casual staff but archery staff, (0.3) crossbow staff, (0.4) shooting, off-
road driving, because with what we’ve got here and the team based of casuals that we’ve got 
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that come and work, yeah some of them go on and do a training, like an off-road driving training 
or something like this, but that’s not really what they’re going to do with their lives. (0.6) What 
they’re going to do with their lives, you know they come from all sorts, (0.8) they can be tree 
surgeons, they can be from the bank of Scotland, they can be university (0.3) kids, they can be, 
you know, it’s really a cross-section so they’re not really... there’s not very many of them who 
want to make this a career. And there’s not really a career to be made out of it.  

JC: Just a really fun thing to do for the summer? = 

FE: = Yeah. 

JC: Looking back on the (0.9) this kind of family influence on the business, or the other way around, 
the business influencing the family as well. You say that sometimes things can get spoke about 
when you’re driving, when you’re taking the dogs a walk. With the family members who aren’t 
employed in the business, (0.8) does the business get discussed with them as well? 

FE: Erm:::: not to such depth [JC: no], but it does get discussed yeah. I think probably, mostly 
because... because there’s 4 of us children, mum and dads children, of which 3 are working here, 
and one lives next door, mum and dad, mum died in 2003 dad in 2008, so (0.7) we’ve been selling 
off bits of land, selling of a cottage and deciding (0.4) as a group, it tends to be the 4 children 
without partners who have the meeting, so the 4 of us will sit together and the partners aren’t 
there at all and we make the discussions, we have the discussions about what’s happening to the 
land or the trees or the cottages or the, you know, what we (0.3) the farm buildings, what we 
should keep, what we should sell, what we should do with what we’ve got. So all of that gets 
discussed between the 4 siblings. 

JC: You mentioned there’s not really been any major disagreements, what would you envisage 
happening if there was? 

FE: Erm:: (4.1) I think because, you know, there comes a point where... there was a strip of woodland 
that I wanted to keep and that the other 3 wanted to sell. So at the end of the day they got the 
vote, because I was out voted [JC: a voting system, okay]. So, I can that, you know, (3.7) I think it 
would be a good idea if I went off on a 3 week holiday, and they can say ‘yeah, fine’ and if they 
say ‘no’, I’d say unlucky! You know, (0.4) I’m going at the quietest time of the year; I’m only going 
for 2 weeks, I think we can cope. But they wouldn’t say that. But yes it tends to go to the vote 
really. When we were dividing up mum and dads stuff we went round and put a different 
coloured sticky on what we were interested in. And then if more than one person was interested 
in an item then we discussed it between us. So ((closing of door to stop external noise)) (6.1) [JC: 
Democratic  then?] Yeah, you know we get, we get (2.5) although Stuart and I, even when we 
were tiny tiny both got on really well together, and the sister that lives up the road is probably 
the one that we used to get on... I think she tried to make herself more of the black sheep and 
not one of the, (0.9) you know, the family so much, and she moved a bit further away for a bit 
but now she’s right back in the fold again. And it’s difficult with nieces and nephews because 
invariably you can’t love them all the same. And so, you know, (1.2) and there’s one up there that 
wanted to come working, but she’s never worked here before and the little younger one wants to 
come here and doesn’t think it’s fair that she gets to work before the other one does. You know, 
so you’ve got a bit of that going, but that’s the next generation down.  

JC: Things start getting diluted and then it becomes a problem.[FE: Hmm.. ((agreement))] Aside from, 
we mentioned marketing, pulling people in; people are attracted to family businesses. What 
advantages, disadvantages would you say there are in having a family influence in the business? 

FE: I think the family will probably go the extra mile when necessary. So, like when I... I had cancer 
twice in 2001 and once in 2006, we had (1.2) mum died the day before we had a job for 430 
people, the erm: (1.4) support that you got to keep the event going the following day to keep the 
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business going when:: (2.1) 2001 was my marriage split up, I got cancer, September the 11
th

, foot 
and mouth, the hotel which provided us with a lot of business closed, my mum got cancer, (0.8) 
and the business kept going. And that was a pretty big year to keep that going. The uncle who 
was up the road doing the accounts, you know he would come out and then, and help on events, 
the other sister would join in, you know, and then I got a brain tumour in... mum died in 2003, 
then I got a brain tumour in 2006, and dad dies in 2008, you know, so it’s been quite a decade 
really. (0.4) And if you think about running this (3.5) with people who weren’t you family, I don’t 
know whether it would still have been going as strongly as it is now. Erm.. I also think it (0.6)you 
know, Stuart and I, without blinking in 2001 both said ‘right, well turnover has dropped we’ll take 
a wage cut’. You know, we went down immediately, from, you know dropped by... I mean we 
don’t pay ourselves very much but we dropped significantly, just so that we could carry on and 
the cash flow would maintain. Whereas, ehm (1.1) I don’t... well, I mean, I don’t know because 
I’ve never worked for a company other than...one, you know (1.4), seriously, so I wouldn’t know 
whether that would actually happen, but it certainly did happen. = 

JC: = I don’t think you can expect in an economic relationship for that to happen. = 

FE: = You can’t expect. So that sort of thing, it makes a difference.  

JC: Definitely. 

FE: The strength, you know, blood is stronger than water, or whatever they say, and it is. 

JC: So all that strength, the kind of support element strength and the marketing strength , as a way 
getting people in, that’s probably why the marketing strength works is because they (0.3) see it 
as a more of a support network around as well [FE: they can], they can see it.  

FE: hm:: and I think that because we’ve lived here for such a long time we get, you know, people say 
‘oh well...’ Johstounburn House Hotel turned back into a house, people would say, you know, the 
Elworthys have been here for a long time, you know, (0.7) they’ve got a business there’re 
employing all the youth, you know, of the area, you know, don’t... don’t make them angry, don’t 
come in and try and upset them because (0.4) it’s not in your favour to do so. So belonging here 
and being here as a family has helps us enormously ‘casue people could get pissed off in the 
village at the clay-pigeon shooting going on endlessly (0.7) ehm (0.6) you know, they could 
complain about it, but, you know the family gives to the community and the community is happy 
that the family continues, you know, so [JC: a balance] it’s a balance, yeah, it’s all about, that I 
think helps as well, (0.7) and so therefore the marketing leaks out of that because people say ‘oh, 
you should go to [company name] for your wedding, or...’ = 

JC: = straight off the top of their head, it’s the first thing they think of. = 

FE: = ((agreement)) umhum. 

JC: What about staff, because you’ve got a lot of casual staff or seasonal staff, do you think their 
loyalty, or that fact that a lot of them maybe keep returning is affected because it’s a family 
orientated business? 

FE: ((agreement)) umhum. I don’t know, I think it because they enjoy what they’re doing I don’t think 
it’s necessarily family. I think Stuart is a very good, ehm (0.7) he’s very good with the staff and he, 
erm, teaches them what they’ve got to do, and instructs them carefully as to how they are going 
to be working. But he also makes it a huge amount of fun, and (0.6) there’s a lot of the staff who 
come back and say ‘God we had such a good time that summer’ and, you know, there was a guy 
who got the lead in Blackwatch, the, I don’t know if you’ve heard of it, a play called Blackwatch, 
anyway, he got the lead in it, he said ‘I really want Stewart and Davie to come and see it, because 
they were the guys that kind of turned me from being a boy into a man’. 
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JC: Brilliant.  

FE: You know it’s that sort of thing. 

JC: That’s such a nice thing to say as well. 

FE: Yeah, and it was just through teasing him mostly actually, but you know.  

JC: A lot... you see a  lot of what you hear about family business, definitely a lot of the research I’ve 
done on it, kind of...  there’s this (1.2) there’s 2... realities if you like, or there’s 2 camps, there’s 
the family or those connected to the family, or those that kind of ‘get in’ with the family, there’s 
their organisational reality, but then there’s others that maybe come for 1 season or, ehm, they 
work part-time, and they don’t really ever feel that connected, the just come in they get their 
wages and they go. Do you think that exists here? = 

FE: = eh, yeah, it does a bit for, mostly for the wedding waitressing staff. Ehm, they come in (2.3) and 
because they are at the (1.4) 17... 16,17,18 age there’s T-in-the-park and there’s parties to go to, 
and there’s that sort of thing. So, there’s a (0.9) smaller section who, ehm, (0.6) are just doing it 
for a bit of cash, and their social life is more important that working here. And, (1.1) but that is a 
very small section of them, but they are there. The core of them are usually here for, I would say, 
(0.7) about 4 years, usually.  

JC: That’s a good length of time. = 

FE: = Which is good, and they come back, you know, and we phone them all up at the beginning of 
the season and say, ‘what about this year’ and some of them say ‘well actually no I’m going 
away’ and others say ‘absolutely, yeah yeah yeah’. You know, and they’re all keen to be the first 
in at the beginning of the season. 

JC: Would any, in terms of that side of things then, if they’re coming back, they know the workings of 
the company, they know who to speak to, they know who you are. Ehm, if they ever had any 
ideas for things, I mean either improvements or more dramatic, completely new ideas,, new 
directions, is there a way for them to put those things forward, in a kind of (0.8) pseudo-official 
manner? 

FE: eh (0.9) not really. What they would do is, you know, or we very often sit down if it’s an activity 
day plus lunch, then after the guest have gone we sit down and have lunch, everybody. Or, and if 
it’s a wedding we all sit down when everybody’s gone and sit down and have something to eat, 
and so, (0.4) you know, that’s when they come out, but it’s completely non-official and say, (0.3) 
you know, ‘when we were doing the activity today...’ It’s quite as much as a sort of... what’s the 
word I’m looking for... de... = 

JC: = Debrief. = 

FE: = Debrief. But it goes through. ‘You know, we were thinking today that it would be a good idea if 
we could get this, or we could get that, or we could do something.’ and they, you know, they 
spontaneously put information and suggestions in, you know, and there was one guy who had 
been at university doing X-such and such, and he said ‘I think you need to put an eco-drain in here 
and that sort lots of the mud off’, and we say ‘yeah fair enough actually, that makes sense, yeah’. 
You know.  

JC: Was it welcomed? = 
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FE: = Of yeah. Yeah. I mean sometimes Stewart will turn round and say, ‘we like your ideas, shame 
we’ve got no money for them’, you know, that kind of thing. But yes, and sometimes they come 
back and see the change, sometimes they don’t... ‘you still haven’t put that mud-out up’. 

JC: Is there any form of incentive for doing that? = 

FE: = No. 

JC: Just the pride of maybe seeing it. 

FE: Yeah, no, if we start doing that we’ll get in a complete mess.  

JC: Get ideas coming from everywhere. 

FE: All of a sudden, ‘did you get money for that?! I better get some ideas in then.’ 

JC: Ehm.. really just the last question or the last topic to talk about is about communication in the 
company. And we spoke a bit about communication between you and your brother. How does it 
get spread across the company, if there was say a change happening, a change in strategy, or... 
anything.  

FE: Ehm... if there was, ehm, (0.4) I think we would get the key ones together, I mean certainly, ah, 
Davie, Jen, Stewart and I, will come in here and we would, and probably Edward the company 
secretary accountant chap as well, come in here an say, ‘right, this is what we’re thinking about, 
we’d like to talk it, you know...’ either we’d like to talk it though with you guys and see what your 
comments are or it’s a fait accompli if it is a fait accompli. Ehm, but we would, yeah, we’d would 
normally sit round here and do it in here. 

JC: And then? = 

FE: = And then it spreads out, so then, ehm, (0.3) when the causal staff come in and then, then you 
do a briefing with them beforehand and say ‘right just to let you know guys that we are now 
doing, dit dit dit dit dit, or we’re not going to be doing this, or, you know, this is what we’re doing 
with regard to catering or you know, we were using...’ or something like that. But little changes I 
have to say. 

JC: Hm. just keeps going. = 

FE: = Yeah, there’s a lot of our competitors who will decide, ‘oh, we’ve gotta get the indoor 
teambuilding section moved up, or we’ve gotta get this or that or the next thing, or you know, lets 
get some new equipment, or...’ And (0.6) we don’t, we tend to rent in the new equipment if we 
need it rather than buy it. We keep progressing and moving with team building ideas, and people 
are quite good at coming in with team building ideas, because they see that happen and what 
would work and how it would work, how we could improve it and that sort of thing. And, ehm, 
(0.4) and that tends to come round... this is called the table of focus, so in comes in round that. 
Ehm, ah, but (2.2) we don’t... we’ve always been that we want to be able to (0.9) do an extremely 
good job, get return business, ehm, get enough business in so that we can all get paid a 
reasonable salary. But we don’t want to be (0.4) small business of the year 2011. You know, 
where (0.7) even back in 1994 I don’t think we were wanting to be small business of the year.  
[JC: Yeah, not pushing for anything] And we’re all really really bad at marketing, nobody likes 
marketing, and (0.4) so we don’t market and it all just seems to come. 

JC: Word of mouth.  
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FE: And I don’t think we’ve got a free Saturday from Easter until the 15
th

 of October. (0.9) So it’s 
alright.  

JC: Is that your season? 

FE: Yes, out with it’s small. You know, we’ve got events Friday, Saturday, Sunday, Monday, but the 
largest group size is 10. [JC: Okay, yeah.] (0.5) So we’ve got 3 on Saturday, 1 on Friday, 3 on 
Saturday, 1 on Sunday, 1 on Monday, but they’re all quite small. But we did have 70 odd French 
in a couple of weeks ago, ehm, so, (0.6) you know then,34 from Mitsubishi at the beginning of 
March, and then another (0.3) 20 or something from Mitsubishi later on in March, so yeah, it 
starts building up again, but, you know, this is, (0.5) this is really necessary maintenance months. 

JC: I suppose because you don’t have time.  

FE: And you know, we’ve got 45 acres of park land that need to be maintained, ehm, (0.8) and during 
the year, you know, probably I think maybe about (3.9) 250... something, 200 events a year, 
depending. Ehm, and they can be 2 or they can be 300, but, ehm, (1.8) still means that the staff 
have... you know, the key staff have got to be here and ready.  

JC: Still ticking over, something’s happening, something’s going on.  

FE: ((agreement)) Hmm. 

JC: Good, perfect, (1.1) thank you very much.  

FE: Does that help? 

JC: Oh, absolutely, 100%. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Field notes: FE seemed relaxed right form the start of the interview; she was thoughtful about 

responses but also very quick to offer information and had little in the way of pausing between 

anecdotes. That said, she did seem to search for information when it was not at the fore of her 

mind, thus suggesting a desire to be accurate in what she was saying. Overall this interview was 

very relaxed and she seemed as ease with all the questions, particularly showing this when 

discussion personal issues that had effected her over the past decade. The impression of the 

business is that she is the key decision-maker, although consultation often happens informally 

between her and her siblings. She made no bones of indicating that the bigger decisions were to 

be made by and for the family only. This was particularly noted with the off-interview comment 

about selling the business in the next few years, but it was for her and her brother to decide.  
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Interviewee 9 
Coding Ref: 220911FM 
Location: Seafield, Scotland – Company 
offices  
Date: 22.09.2011 
Time: 08:30 
Duration of interview: 38 mins 29 secs 
Interviewer: JC 

 
Interviewee: JR 
Gender: M 
Employment Status: Owner/Director 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 64 
Firm Size: 20 
Primary Industry: Design

Transcription: 

JC: Perfect, ehm, first of all, really, (1.1) what, what is the, the set-up of the business, and what is the 
family element involved? 

JR: This is the third generation in the family, eh, (1.7) eh, father and his brother stated it, ehm, the 
sons came in, including myself, and now my son is coming in, and my granddaughter, who’s still 
at school comes in, eh, when she’s got, eh, free time. So it’s, we’re actually in the fourth 
generation.  

JC: Okay, okay, any, any non-family element? 

JR: There’s non-family element, yeah, yeah.  

 

((Knock on the door with a photocopy of completed survey questionnaire)) 

 

JR: That’s that, eh, form there completed for you. 

JC: Oh, terrific, thanks very much. Eh, (1.2) so how, how many employees are in the company just 
now? 

JR: Well currently as I say, eh, we’re in a, a depressed, eh, market and most of the work is with local 
authority. And, eh, we’re suffering from a squeeze so, ehm, there’s about, (1.1) direct employees, 
there’s about 15/20, eh, (2.0) indirectly there’s another 15 or 20 that are, eh, (1.5) self-employed 
but connected through the family. 

JC: They’re on like a contract basis? 

JR: Aye, well what we done is, is the family, other family members have came in, they’ve started 
their own business and they’re 100% employed by the company so there’s maybe, (1.5) eh, as I 
say about 10 or 15 employees that have a direct family link, or their families are working in here.  

JC: So would you say, like when someone says, ‘is it a family business’, is that what you would say? 

JR: Yeah, well it’s a family business that owns it. But there’s braches of the family, ehm, who have 
started up and they’re effectively supporting it with 100% employment, but under their own 
titles, and there is also, eh, family who’s, eh, family have, eh, next generations have come in and 
they’re working in the company as well. So its, it’s a big family if you like. [JC: It’s spread out.] 
Aye, but it’s all controlled under the one heading.  
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JC: Okay, ehm, in terms of, say the, the employees that you’ve got that aren’t family related, there’s 
no real connection, how would you say they perceive the family element? Is it very much a, (0.9) 
they’re the boss, they’re the, they are the business we work for them? 

JR: Well it’s basically the, the, yeah, well, yeah, they know that the family own the business and they 
work for the family. And for a lot of them it’s a conscious choice to do that.  

JC: Yeah, I mean the title of the company as well. [JR: Aye.] Ehm, (1.7) in, in terms of that kind of 
thing, looking at employees, looking at different employees, you get some family firms where 
the. The business is a vehicle for family employment, and other family firms where, well they 
maybe don’t even see themselves as a family firm even though they are. Ehm, where on that 
spectrum would you say this is? 

JR: Well initially we started that way, eh, because my fathers 2 brothers had about, eh, 5 or 6 sons 
each, and they all came in, worked in the family, left. The, the family, the, the [company name] 
family, eh, don’t like working for other people. So to develop that we went from everybody 
working within the family to each of the family moving out, doing their own thing, but being 
supported by the, the company. And eh, so there was, so there was, in some cases, eh, they are 
100% employee in the company, their company is 100% employed by myself, but to all intents 
and purposes it’s their company, but their only source of employment is our company. So, that’s 
how it’s developed over the years. Initially it was a straight family and family generations came 
in. But, as I say, it’s a [company name], ehm, family trait that, the [company name] don’t like 
working for anybody else, even when they’re [company name], so they, they tend to spread out, 
but work, and feed back into the, the main. And that’s how it’s developed. (2.3) So that’s how 
they done it over the years.  

JC: Okay, ehm, when, when there is, is non-family involved, then do you, do you take into account 
things like what they want to do in terms of, like if they come into the job and they want to 
develop into it, or something like that, or they want to develop their own thing as well. Is that 
something that would be, that would be thought of? 

JR: The, the, the, (3.0) at it’s peak we had, now, just say 5 to 8 years ago, we had maybe 100 
employees and we had non-family members as directors working away within the company. So, 
eh, it’s hand in had, excuse me a second = 

 

((Telephone rings and is answered by JR, recording muted)) 

 

JR: Ehm, so, so as I say when it was at it’s peak there, it was, we were, family members and non-
family members we were directors and non-directors, and, and workers, eh, as it’s contracted 
ehm, there are still the same, but ehm, leaning more towards the family.  

JC: Is that a conscious decision would you say? 

JR: Well, ehm, non-family members, eh, (1.2) have difficulty coming to terms with the, eh, the fact 
that, eh::, it’s a family company. They’ve got to feel that can grow within the company, and if the 
company’s contracting then they don’t see a future, and that’s how, basically, eh, the most of 
them have went away, eh, but would like to come back again. The, the family atmosphere is fine 
(0.9) in a growth situation, but in a contracting situation, obviously family comes into the, and 
they perceive the family as being the main entity, so therefore they feel squeezed, and that’s 
how it ends.  



81 

 

JC: And they’re the ones that go. It happened kind of naturally. 

JR: It comes naturally, we don’t, we don’t pressurise them to do it at all. It comes naturally, it’s just a 
natural progression. And as the family grows again, they will come back in. Eh, it’s and 
environment they like to work in, but it’s not an environment that, eh, in a, in an expanding, eh,  
economy it’s great, but in a contracting economy, eh, it’s better to work for a company, eh, 
without the family involvement. Because there’s always that fear that the family will contract 
into itself. That’s the difficulty. [JC: And that’s what happened.] 

JC: Ehm, (1.7) a lot of what we do revolves around how knowledge is dealt with in the company, how 
ideas are dealt with. In, just in terms of management style, I guess you would call it, do people in 
this company have a certain amount of autonomy over what they do, or is it set down to them? 

JR: No, no, it’s set, well it’s both. Ehm, the, the, we tend to, eh, (1.7) leave the workers to use their 
own initiative, but also direct them and guide them. Because of our, it’s because we’re so close, 
that everybody can talk to everybody else, (1.3) so ehm, it’s a two-way street. They could work 
on their own initiative and they, they, they get the help from the whole, the centre I would say.  

JC: Do you, in that way is there any kind of, ehm, performance standard that’s put in place. Any kind 
of, (1.1.) quality control type thing? 

JR: Well, in a family business, eh, everybody knows each other. So, eh, if someone is not performing, 
it’s soon, eh, highlighted right away, and action is, whatever action needs to be taken to change 
that is done. Eh, so, eh, that’s what, that’s the thing. The only problem we have, and we had, it, 
(2.3) many years ago when it was the family, when there were, you could say it was family 
members coming into the company, the ones that were less able tended to be supported by the 
family, but the, eh, (1.4) the non-family members obviously (2.1) didn’t particularly appreciate 
that. Eh, but, on a contracting, eh, company, eh, contracting economy, then the, (1.7) the family 
is, is supported throughout. [JC: Yeah, did they understand it more, then, when it was 
contracting?] Yeah, well they’ve got, the family’s always got a link, and eh, as I say, that’s the 
differentiate, that’s how you differentiate, is if you’re expanding you need to bring other people 
in, you’ve not got enough family members. And they come into that environment and are 
embraced by that environment, environment. And, and that’s how they work. Eh, when it’s a 
contracting econo…, eh, eh, economy, or a contracting company as we are at, eh, present 
moment, then they perceive it contracting into the family unit, and they feel isolated. [JC: Is that 
true, although that’s their perception, is that actually what’s happening as well?] That’s what 
happened, yeah. (2.7) [JC: So that’s the way it’s looking.] Within reason, I mean obviously, you’ve 
members and it:::’s, it’s a generality, you can’t put in down in black and white because, we’ve 
ehm, other people working in the office who are invaluable to the, the company, and they’ve 
obviously, they obviously will be kept as long as is, as they think, even though they may perceive 
thereselves to be threatened, they will be, eh, (1.3) if you like, eh, (1.0) supported to take that 
feeling of threat away. Ehm, but, but the general trend is, is as it contracts down, people look at 
the, the unit and see the family, and say, ‘I’m not family, there’s not a place’. [JC: There’s nothing 
I can do, yeah.] But you’re expanding, then they see the family as a link, they can get involved 
with, be involved with the link, and be free to expand their own, eh, avenues as well. [JC: Okay. 
That makes sense.] 

JC: Ehm, in terms of ideas coming from the company and knowledge coming from the, outside the, 
the centralised decision making unit. Is there any preference given to ideas from family members 
or non-family? 

JR: Nope, (1.0) ideas are ideas wherever they come from.  

JC: And how, how are decision made in the company? Is there a, a, a top unit if you like, that inputs 
them down? 
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JR: Well there’s a, yeah there’s a top unit that manages and runs the company. But, because it’s so 
close, and because we’re at a level that everybody can speak to each other, then it’s eh, then it’s 
blurred. (1.3) Very much so. So that the input comes in and the input goes out and there’s really 
no differential. Eh, (2.9) both function on their own right, but both are interlinked to each other. 
And, eh, they, they, they support each other, eh.  

JC: Okay, where, where do decisions happen, like if you’ve got, thinking about something, say it was 
a fresh market you wanted to try and tap into or something like that. What, what kind of process 
would happen? 

JR: Well, it would be a discussion jointly. So if we’re tendering a job, ehm, all parties would get 
involved in it, if it’s a big enough job or a big enough opportunity, I’d call everybody in and all 
parties would get involved, decision would be made, and then we’d seek to develop it.  

JC: Okay, do you have things like regular staff meetings or anything, or anything else like that? 

JR: Well, at, at the level we’re at just now, I mean I can shout through so everybody hears basically, 
there are, there are effectively very little secrets, because we’re open, eh, but at it’s peak when 
we had a lot, yeah there were regular meetings, eh, because we had different offices as well. 
That, with some of our main clients. 

JC: Do you think then it has more to do with size than it has with family? 

JR: Ehm, (2.6) as far as decision making is concerned then it really doesn’t matter. Eh, decisions are 
made, whether it’s a family or whether it’s outside the decisions will be made. Ehm, the, the, the 
frequency of the decision making and the meetings held to make the decisions depend on size. 
Eh, but the, the decisions will be made irrespective of size, they have to be. 

JC: Okay, (3.1) do you ever, as these ever done away from the business premise, away from other 
people in the business? 

JR: Sometimes. On occasion, yeah.  

JC: What ehm, what we’ve noticed in a lot of the businesses we’ve been speaking to, a lot of the 
bigger decisions tend to be made at home. Would you say that’s a fair thing to say? 

JR: Ehm, no, it, it, well, (4.2) a company, basically my fathers philosophy when he started the 
company was that the business was the business and the family was the family. They were linked, 
but, when we left the office, say for instance, we, we had a huge argument about where the 
direction we were going to go. Whenever the office door got shut, it was then the family and it 
was never taken. Ehm, and that’s been continued ehm, the next generation, myself, and my son, 
so the family is the family, outwith, and the business is the business, (1.7) obviously they’re 
linked, but the family eh, decisions, the business decisions are made wherever, there may be 
discussion, but if it’s a business discussion, the, the, the business decision will be made within the 
business. And that’s the way it runs. 

JC: Do you find, do you find that an easy thing to do? 

JR: Eh, when you’ve had 50-odd year of it, yeah, dead easy. I found it hard when I first, eh, came in, 
with father, because my father, who had started the business, he knew how he wanted it, eh, but 
over the years you, you, you saw the logic behind it. Because otherwise you’re going to split the 
family. If you took decisions out the office and then put then into the family environment, you 
end up with (1.2) family splits. And, and, that’s eh, and because there was so, so, a number, 
initially there were so many family members in the business because they all had, the other 2 
brothers had lots of sons. Until they realised that and moved away, that’s when the decisions 
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changed, they said, ‘look we’re splitting up family here for decisions’. So, then he, my father made 
a conscious decision, I made a conscious decision, my son’s doing the, done the same. When you 
walk out the office, the office, that’s it. It’s not into the family environment, and vice verse, 
although, you can’t divorce them, but, eh, as far as the, if you like, the major decisions, you, you, 
you make a major decision eh, uh, within the office, you, you may well think about it, you may 
even talk about it, but the physical decision will be made in the office, if it’s an office decision. If 
it’s a family decision it will be made in the family. (1.8) There may be discussions in either or, but, 
but that’s where the, you, you’ve got to have that split. [JC: That’s where the core of it happens.] 
Yeah. 

JC: What, what about things like, if you got, have you got substantial family members that aren’t 
technically involved in the business at all? [JR: Yeah.] (1.1) Do they ever try to get involved in the 
conversations about what’s going on with the firm?  

JR: Umhum. Yeah, well they always talk, ehm, but, but again it’s on the periphery of the business, so 
therefore it’s general, it’s general discussion rather than detailed discussion. Because obviously 
your business is your business, so you’re not going to, you’re not going to impart it to other 
members of the family that are not directly involved, eh, neither would you do it to a non-family 
member. It’s just that’s the business ethic. 

JC: Would you find it has some kind of influence on your thinking? 

JR: No. No. Business is business. As I say when family members are involved, of the family is involved, 
and the business. 

JC: Okay. (2.1) What ehm, this is a, a very, oh it’s a very simplistic question, but I can’t think of a 
better way to put it. There’s a family influence in the business, not every business has that family 
influence, what benefits would you say come from that, and also what disadvantages would you 
say come? 

JR: Well, the, the advantages and disadvantages is, is, is, eh the family, eh, (2.3) the family come, eh, 
because there’s a closeness within the family, then that’s a big, eh, help within the, the company, 
when you’re doing things. But, it’s also a disadvantage, because the closeness of the family and 
sometimes the family gets clouded as they see it. So it works, at, at its best it works positively, at 
its worst it works negatively. But you can’t divorce any of the 2 of them, both are, they both, 
have, eh, have their place to pay, eh, to play if you like. Eh:::, there’s huge advantages and there’s 
huge disadvantages, and the way really is, that you have to do within the family is to try and, eh, 
(2.6) measure them so that, the, if you like, the onward trend is upwards, eh, and you, and you 
balance between the 2. But, eh, well we are a committed family company, so obviously I think 
the family’s got a lot to be input into it. But I know for a fact that, that the family input can also, 
eh, have a negative thingway, within the company, depending on how it looks. But, because it’s 
within the company and not taking beyond that, it, it, you use the negative and positive in the 
best way possibly for the, for the company.  

JC: Yeah. See, ehm, like the support aspect that you spoke about, what, what way in that would the 
family support, would the family influence support the business? 

JR: Well basically being here. Ehm, that if, if, if there’s something needs to be done, you  know you 
can get the family members to, to, to do it. Because they have a, an interest in it. So it give you 
that support in so far as a lot of customers, it, it’s eh, how you perform for them, eh, if you’ve got 
family in there and eh, you can eh, (1.8) by the family want, you can get things done that you 
wouldn’t normally be able to get done. So the support that, that aspect of it, (1.6) eh, in a 
positive way.  

JR: Do you find it’s easier to ask things of them because they’re family? 
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JR: Well, (2.0) as, as a general rule yes. But I mean there are employees in the company that are not 
family member that you could ask; just the same as there are employees in the company that you 
wouldn’t ask. But, as a general, as a general, eh, point, yeah, it is beneficial in that respect.  

JC: Do you think as well it affects, eh, loyalty to the firm; from an employee’s perspective? They want 
to stay with the firm because it’s that family = 

JR: = Oh, well I think that definitely. Because it’s a, it’s a, ehm, you’re a person rather than a number. 
And that’s a big, a big plus. Especially if you’re included as part of the family, as most of the, the 
employees that have been here in the past were. (1.2) Eh, although they weren’t direct family 
members they were, eh, the family environment was in, they were included within the company 
aspect of it. So that was, obviously they, they recognised the family, the recognised their family, 
they recognised the benefits built into it. And gave them a sense of freedom that they wouldn’t 
get working for a major company who are, you’re basically and employee name and a number. So 
that’s the attraction.  

JC: What, eh, do you, see things like communication, there’s, there’s been a lot of talk with the other 
companies that I’ve spoke to about, sometimes when a, a family member, regardless of position 
in the company, when a family member turns up the kind of non-family employee element will 
change the way they speak, (1.0) you know the, the back will straighten out, they will try and look 
busy, type thing. Have you noticed anything like that? 

JR: That’s a, yeah, well that’s just normal, you can’t avoid that. Ehm, family members, even though 
they’re not directly linked with the business will look at, will look at eh, work that you’re doing, 
the jobs you’re working on. And comment, (1.3) and because they comment, eh, the employees 
who are non-family obviously, eh, recognise that and it’s a defensive mode. One of the main 
things you’ve got to do with the, eh, (2.3) eh, company is try and channel that. In other words, 
what, what I would necessarily do is take the information, but not necessarily act by saying, ‘oh, 
such and such in the family seen you thingway’. It would be, it would cloud the issue, because it’s 
a negative aspect to the company. So you, of course, you use the information, you wouldn’t 
necessarily hold that family member up and say, ‘look he said that’, (1.9) eh, because it’s a 
negative and, and it’s, it’s going to work against you, so. [JC: It could create an atmosphere as 
well.] the atmosphere’s there, so you tend to eh, get the information, but if you’re doing your 
thing well, you would use that and channel that to find, eh, within the company itself, if it’s a 
non-fam…, eh, company family member, eh, you would try and find the, the, the same answer 
within the company environment. So you can act on it, rather than saying, ‘well such and such in 
the family, who’s not involved in it has seen this and, and you’re at fault’. You would keep it in the 
company. Otherwise you do get the total friction.  

JC: You try and make more official, if you rule, as opposed to relying on what people say. 

JR: Yeah. 

JC: What, ehm, how do you feel that emotional issues, in the family obviously, how do you feel 
they’re, they affect business decisions? Obviously you kind of try not with this separation, but I 
think it will, probably will have an inevitable impact.  

JR: Well there’s always, there are obvious, eh, eh, emotions, in, in the family. But when it comes to 
the decision making you can weigh up those emptions and those feelings, but (1.0) it’s only a 
factor in the decision making. Ehm, for that, for that to overrule the decision making is, is in my 
opinion wrong. So therefore eh, you would recognise family feelings or family opinion, eh, just 
the same as you would recognise eh, other points in the problem you’re considering. Ehm, but 
you wouldn’t put it to the, eh:, the forefront if you like, it would just be something that you 
would consider. As part of the decision making, rather than, eh, the be all and end all, that, that if 
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the family says this then that’s the decision made. It’s not like that at all. You’ve got to, you’ve 
got to utilise it and, and, and work accordingly.  

JC: Has there ever been a thought to, to take the family out the business? 

JR: Ehm, (2.1) well as I said, eh, previously the family was, (2.5) in the, in it’s first 20-odd years was 
eh, the second generation, eh, and they all have, have moved out, either, some by their own 
do…, thing, and some by persuasion or whatever, ehm, but, ehm, (1.7) yeah we look at it all the 
time, and the, all the problems, and if it’s eh , a problem that, eh, has an effect on the family, 
yeah I would look at taking the family out if we had to do that. Or protecting the family, but as 
the only point is, as the part of the decision making rather than, eh, (1.1) to protect the family. 
Eh, I mean we would look at it to protect them, but, but, not necessarily that would be the only 
reason, the only reason we would take into consideration. The company, it runs itself. 

JC: Okay, okay. Ehm, I can just, just thinking about, you know, where ideas, ideas come from and 
knowledge comes from. I just, a kind of scenario. If a non-family member employee had an idea 
for going into another market, or like I say anything, or anything even more simple that that, just 
improving the process of something to make things faster. Ehm, how, are there avenues for that 
to be brought forward, how would they be able to sort of put it in? 

JR: Yep. Well given the environment that we’re in just now, they just come direct. [JC: Just say to 
you?] Yeah. I mean at one point years ago when we had a lot we had a suggestion scheme, but 
eh, currently the numbers are such that eh, any suggestion, any ideas from non-family members 
are basically communicated direct. [JC: They’re here anyway.] Yep, and, and, and they know that, 
that they can do that.  

JC: I seen a lot of, there’s a lot of you know, vans and cars and the likes, is this the kind of central hub 
of what’s going on? 

JR: Yep. [JC: So everything does come through here.] That was the main office over there, but we’ve 
downsized to this office and we’ve, we’ve, we’re letting our sheds. Eh, because of the bank 
pressure, the bank basically want us to re-structure all our debt, eh, so we’re restructuring it 
because, in the environment that it, 30 years ago, we needed the sheds, we don’t need them 
effectively now, so. Eh, without bank support to maintain them as they are, then we’ve got to get 
them, eh, at least, eh, covering their, their costs. So, whatever way that has to be done is what 
we’re doing, so. We’ve downsized into here, eh, if anyone likes the office fine, eh, we’d let the 
yards, eh, that would be something that we’d do. But it just takes time to turn it, turn it round. 
But it’s not the time to be expanding. [JC: No, no, just kind of sit it out, see what happens.] 

JC: Ehm, so you had a, (1.4) a kind of, was it a suggestion scheme before, and stuff like that, was 
there any, or is there now, would anyone see any incentive in pushing things forward? I don’t 
necessarily mean you know a financial thing = 

JR: = Well they would because they’re here by choice now, eh, the people that are left, eh, even non-
family members. The company is the company, so they’re, they’re here by, by choice. They want 
to work here, so they’ve got a positive outlook for the company, so they’re not going to 
negatively eh, say, ‘well it’s not my problem anymore’, they’ll be in, actively involved because 
they see the future within the company and within the family.  

JC: Would you say is there any, any barriers to communication at all? 

JR: (1,6) No. (1.4) [JC: You know, even perhaps not, not explicit barriers that have been put up, but 
just would you see why anyone might not want to say anything?] No. Everybody comes in and, 
and, and says their piece, if you like, and eh, it’s acted on if necessary and it’s eh, there’s a free 
flow, information as far as that’s concerned. It’s currently, at the present moment, when we 
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were bigger, then it had to be more formal, because there was, the people didn’t have the time, 
but now as I say everybody works together, so there’s not reason to have anything other than 
direct communication.  

JC: I suppose it needs to be a bit more structured the bigger you get as well. Just for control’s sake. 
[JR: Yeah, you’ve got to get the structure in.] Just one, one last question, or it was, it’s not even 
really a question it’s more just a thought. Ehm, I’ve asked this to everyone, (1.1) that if you had a, 
a close friends or even another family member, and they were going to work for a family 
company, not this one. It was a very strong family company, it was all family management, ehm, 
is there any advice you would give them, from your experience here? 

JR: .hhhhh (1.4) Ehm, hhh (3.6) no, not really because I’m, ehm, I’m pro family, in the company, so 
the advice I’d be giving is to go for it. Ehm, but, eh, (2.4) the, if your, if your going into another 
company, it was a different family, then you’ve got the, eh, depending on the size, you’ve got the 
perception problems that I was saying, about what other people have, that we’ve had in here. 
About how they perceive it. And eh, but, (1.8) ehm, from our own experience, with the people 
that are left, that, we’ve kept, eh, the ties, even although they’ve left the company the ties are 
still there to the family. And because of that the feedback that we’ve got is that had the, the 
situation been that we’re going in a, still going in an upward way, they wouldn’t have wanted to 
leave. Because the, the environment is, is totally different to the normal business environment, 
that they can, they can eh, eh, plug into the family atmosphere and the working conditions as a 
result of that, are a lot, if you like, freer and more open. And eh, the feedback from the people 
that, over the years that have left the company and have still got ties with it, all say the same. 
That they would be, they would go back into the family environment. The problem with the 
family environment is, eh, is getting the credibility and the support and the resources (1.1) to 
grow. Ehm, (4.1) from our particular time in the sector we’re in, is a, a low profit margin sector 
therefore, eh, it really depends on, eh, the support from the banks and others to, to grow, eh, 
that is eroded, or, or removed then the::, the sector’s vulnerable, and because it’s vulnerable, eh, 
the, out the non-family members tend to want to, eh, go for some security. And whereas if 
you’re, if you like, a non-family company, ehm, then the banks seem more prepared to support. 

JC: Do you think there’s more, or in the other way do you think there’s less legitimacy for, eh, a 
family business? In going for things like that. 

JR: I suppose, eh, yeah. The, the trouble is, eh, or not the trouble that fact is that every family 
member, or every family eh, who wants to start up a business, they’re got to start, eh, on that 
basis, and eh, and the only strength they’ve got initially is the strength of the family, and the, 
how much commitment the family is prepared to do, how much they’re prepared to give up. 
Ehm, you wouldn’t get an outsider doing that initially, ehm, maybe once the, the family’s 
established the company and they come in, yeah you get that. [JC: You get a longer terms 
relationship.] However, eh, initially, that’s only, that’s the only, eh, strength the family has to 
offer, and the virtue that they’ll, if you like, do more, work longer, work harder and that’s the 
only strength they’ve got. (2.1) But take away that support from the, the banks or whatever, the 
ability to expand eh, then it strangles the family. Depending on the sector you’re in of course. If 
you’re in an expanding sector then that’s different, but in our particular, in the construction, civil 
engineering type sector, it’s a huge factor, eh, and that’s it. And I suppose, eh, if you look at it 
from the other side of the fence, the banks, eh, are sitting there saying, ‘well, eh, families, eh, do 
contract into their shell and support themselves’, so therefore eh, the get, they give is, is 
channelled on the premise that, well they may just, eh, pack in as a family, or split up as a family 
and the whole, eh, company goes pear shaped for them, so. They’re, eh, if you like, eh, a bit 
hesitant, as opposed to a, a structured, eh, company without the family involvement. Well, eh, it 
makes life, eh, extremely difficult, eh, (1.9) eh, really. [JC: It’s another big disadvantage then.] It’s 
a disadvantage, and, and, and eh, the growth of a family company, really with the benefit, eh, I’m 
due to retire now, but with the benefit of hindsight, the growth of the family company is in the 
family’s own strength, asset, strength. Eh, (1.7) because, eh, when we come into a situation like 
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we’re in just now, a recessional situation, it’s that’s the only thing that you can rely on. Because 
you can’t rely on anybody else. Which is pretty tragic, but that’s the way it is, that’s the way it is. 
And we can’t, I don’t think we’ll be able to change that. We’re trying to but I don’t think we will. 

JC: Good, brilliant. Thanks very much. I won’t take anymore of your time.  

JR: Okay. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Field notes: In calling JR to ask for an interview he was very positive and immediately set up 

an appointment, however, when I got there he did seem completely distracted, with lots of 

papers sitting on his desk and clearly showing me that he was very busy. He had one of the 

office workers make me coffee and also photocopy the completed questionnaire, he kept a copy 

of the original and put it in a file. As with most interviews, at the beginning he answered very 

quickly with short succinct answers, but as the interview went on he became increasingly more 

willing to talk. He was a large man with the shirt and tie done up to his neck. His face was red 

and he gave off the impression that he was currently under quite a bit of stress, although he was 

preparing to retire. The office in which the interview took place were a porta-cabin across from 

a much larger building, this was explained through the interview that they had moved into the 

current location in order to make money from the larger property. JR seemed more willing to 

talk about how little support the company got, and that the current, seemingly poor situation the 

firm was in was due to the economic environment, and in particular the sector of the firm. After 

the interview was done and the recording was stopped he continued to talk about the financial 

structure of the debts the company has. Apparently the firm had bought up a number of 

properties which the banks were now encouraging them to sell. He said that the current strategy 

was to sell to family members (not all within the business) so the properties could still remain in 

the business. He seen this as another example of the support a family brings to the company. In 

this way the family are very much the business here, although JR was at pains to maintain that 

the two were separate. The most interesting point from this interview is that the business has 

retreated into the family at times of crisis, and that this was clear to others in the firm, and also 

clear to the banks. This is in no greater evidence than the selling of company property to family 

members in order to keep it in the business. A genuinely interesting interview, I got the 

impression that JR did not have a positive outlook for the future of the company, and that he 

was worried about the company not surviving the current situation, although this was never 

said. JR spoke very slowly and thoughtfully, however any silent gaps, as opposed to being silent 

were filled with stalling sounds. As noted in the interview. 



88 

 

Interviewee 10 
Coding Ref: 270911FM 
Location: Ballater, Scotland – School 
Accommodation Building 
Date: 27.09.2011 
Time: 14:30 
Duration of interview: 42 mins 03 secs 
Interviewer: JC 
 

 
 
Interviewee: AL 
Gender: M 
Employment Status: Owner/Director 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 4 
Firm Size: 5 
Primary Industry: Education

Transcription: 

JC: So, I’ll press record and see how we go. Ehm, first of all, just, just for the benefit of the recording, 
can I just clarify what it is you do here? 

AL: What do we do here, right, ehm, (1.3) well, eh, (2.3) gute Frage, well, I suppose we’re in the 
business of accommodation provision James, really, ehm, ehm, in that we’re a very flexible 
operation here, we sort of, we’ve ehm, we’ve sort of designed, we’ve renovated the place, so 
rather than being like a B&B where someone says, ‘look I’ve got a few spare rooms why don’t we 
sort of’, do it in that way. Which is almost like a sort of, like a semi-professional if you want, sort 
of hobbyist sort of way. We renovated that whole place and sort of designed the accommodation 
provision into the reconstruction of the building. And also we sort of designed a sort of training 
dimension into it as well. Which hasn’t always actually, eh, been carried out. But, we’re very sort 
of, flexibly configured. We designed out own beds for example, so that you know, they can 
assemble very quickly with a, (2.1) with a electric part drill, you know the battery operated drill, 
And you can assemble them and deconstruct them very quickly so that you can store beds into 
loft spaces that we don’t need. But when we do need them, when we have to provide say for a 
big group, we bring them down and we set them up. And we can provide groups. And we put sort 
of 2 single beds together and make a super kind size so we can offer, you know, ehm, twin, 
double, family, or group accommodation. So that way we can sort of catch any sort of business 
that’s going, it involves a lot of hard work, but, we, you know, we can actually, you know, (1.9) 
we can have higher occupancy than we might otherwise be.  

JC: Sure, yeah, you can design it accordingly. [AL: Yeah, yeah.] What’s the, the training aspect that 
you mentioned, what was that? 

AL: The training James, well, Cathy and I are actually teachers of English as a foreign language. [JC: I 
thought that, yeah.] She’s maybe mentioned that, we sometimes operation summer schools here 
fore, eh, teenagers. At the moment from Spain, we have an agent in Barcelona. So we provide, 
ehm, 2 week, ehm, activity-based English programmes for teenagers from continental Europe, 
mostly Spain. And that was always the intention, to actually, the intention was actually to be 
more of an English language school here. (2.1) But we, for one reason or another, we have 
caught, ((laughs)) sort of caught more in the provision of accommodation and we only do a 
limited amount of English language teaching, and that kind of stuff. Although the place is used as 
a training establishment, say well, last weekend for example we had the international school 
from Aberdeen, and they had, it was like a programme where the children are learning to be 
good helpers and it’s all about bonding, and they come for 2 or 3 days. And ehm, who else do we 
have, eh, (3.0) can’t think, actually that’s maybe, can’t think at the moment of any other people, 
we have sort of, a lot of groups come here for sort of reunions and get-togethers, and that sort of 
thing. We haven’t done as much training as we would have wanted to do. Perhaps with the next, 
sort of operation, it’s actually up for sale at the moment, the operation, so hopefully we might do 
more English language and that kind of stuff. We train volunteers here, we have a volunteering 
operation, I don’t know if Cathy mentioned that earlier on. [JC: No, no, I didn’t know that part.] 
We’ve also got an overseas volunteer operation for our sins, in Srilanka, Asuborne, and in south 
India, Tanavado. So we do training of those volunteers as well. You know, we train them to be 
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teachers of English as a foreign language. And we give them a cultural, a cultural awareness and 
the sort of practical implications of going t a very different location. So, we do that here as well.  

JC: A slight confession to make, is the reason why I wanted to come and speak to you in particular is, 
eh, I, I’m an English teacher by trade, that’s my, well not my trade, it is my first, my first 
incarnation was as an English teacher, so there is a, [AL: Well, well, good thing to fall back on.] 
oh, it’s what I want to do actually. Ehm. [AL: I wouldn’t discourage anyone.] Ehm, but yeah, that’s 
what (1.7) attracted my attention to here. [AL: Is that right, did you see that, you saw the link to 
the School of English?] Absolutely, yeah, absolutely, so that’s what led me, led me to you. Ehm, 
(2.6) next question is, is the family aspect, it’s kind of put forward, up as being a family business, 
being a family related business. What, what is the family aspect in the business and what else is 
in the business as well? 

AL: Well what is a family business. I suppose a family business is, I mean the basis, the sort of legal 
structure of the business is a partnership I suppose, between myself and my wife. So that does 
ground it in a, (2.3) you would hope, ((laughs)) (3.1) you know that gives it a, that gives it quite a 
sort of ehm, sort of underpinning, and a sort of eh, I’ve always thought that the family model can 
work incredibly well, you know. And I’ve always thought, I mean we haven’t really done it to 
extent of say Indians, or Srilankans, or Pakistanis, and Chinese do. But the way they operate I 
think is very successfully, you know where they draw in, you know, other members of the family 
and they can work long hours, and they have this trust between family members, and this, eh, 
you know, sort of, special kind of relationship that I think can work very well. In our case it’s 
between myself and our, my wife, and it probably does work quite well. Because, you know, we 
get on well together, we spend long hours together, you know, many many hours, mostly 
working. And we both actually quite enjoy work, and we both enjoy creating a business, you 
know, out of nothing, effectively. I suppose in this case out of a fairly derelict building and some 
ideas, and, and it was innovative in some ways, you know, it was kind of, it was a slightly different 
take on B&B. I mean it was, I mean there’s a lot more B&Bs coming on stream now that are (1.8) 
like this, you know, which are designed perhaps as an accommodation centre, you know they’re a 
little bit boutique, you know, for want of a now slightly over worn expression. But, a little 
different, with interesting features, that go the extra mile, that probably provide, I’m not totally 
convinced that the Scottish tourism product, it’s the potential is colossal, but I don’t think the 
delivery is that good. I do believe all these stories about people that come in, going to Ullapool 
and looking for something to eat and then someone say to them, ‘kitchen is just closed’, you 
know, I do believe that. And I think the Scots have got, ah, I don’t know what it is about them, but 
they’ve got, they are basically very welcoming, they’re very, ehm::, international, they’re very 
internationally minded people, but they don’t get is across. Perhaps it’s a sort of, I don’t know, a 
shyness, something like that, but it can come across as rude, I think, and off-putting. (2.9) So 
anyway, that slightly deviates I suppose off the topic. 

JC: But it’s all, so that’s what you wanted to create, was something that fought against that.  

AL: Something a little bit different, something very welcoming, something a little bit more 
professional perhaps, than is usual within accommodation provision, something where the 
building was tailor made and designed a little bit different, you know. Ehm, you know, you got 
your settees, you’ll see, we’ll give you a quick tour of the building, it’s got these big settees, you 
know, and it’s got sort of artwork from Srilanka and artefacts. And it’s a little bit, it’s different, 
you know it’s a little bit different and you know, it’s been successful. It’s been a very successful 
business. I mean, we actually, we’d hardly opened the place when we actually went back to 
Srilanka, where I was born and I rediscovered my roots, and the tsunami came along, and I, the 
attention was kind of diverted really, to Srilanka. We’ve always operated it very professionally, 
but we could have marketing it more. We set up this Vendis Volunteering operation, where we 
train speakers of English to be English teachers, effectively, and we place them in various projects 
in Srilanka and India. And that took our eyes a little bit off the ball. But it’s been very successful, 
it’s been highly successful in terms of customer satisfaction, the customer satisfaction (1.7) 
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quotient or factor has been incredibly high I would say, it’s been very high. But there’s also been 
a very strong input of a very international approach. And we both travelled a lot around the 
world, we speak English and French. We can, you know, being speakers of English we can tailor 
our language to the clients. Eh, being teachers of English, and we’re very warm, you know, as 
well. So it’s been successful, the family ting has helped though.  

JC: Yeah, I was going to ask about that next. Aside from yourself and your wife, who else is in the 
organisation? 

AL: Well who else. Not really anyone. My sons (1.9) have helped, my sons and daughters have helped 
out, to a limited extent, but to any great extent. James, not (1.0) with this business. I also hoped 
perhaps to have a business where we could draw the children in, but it hasn’t happened yet. 

JC: What about then, non-family involvement? 

AL: ehm::, non-family involvement, well, (3.1) when we go overseas, you know, for these trips, 
frequent trips to Srilanka and India, then we tend to manage to come up with someone to 
manage the place, for 2 or 3 weeks. And then we get, well who have we had, we had, we’ve had 
some people who’ve wanted to learn English, like a little German girl who was a friend of a 
friend, she wanted to learn English. We’ve have at moment, we’ve had a, recently we’ve had a 
couple of girls from Aberdeen university careers department who saw a circular saying, ((laughs)) 
‘free placement in Srilanka and India and contribution to your airfairs’, and they saw it and said, 
‘we’ll do that’, ((laguhs)) and they quickly got on the email. And we’ve had, who else, (5.1) oh, 
who else have we had, God, who else have we had managing the place when we’ve been away. 
God, I’ve had Bri…, our sons, we’ve had our sons, 2 sons, we’ve had our daughter, who else have 
we had. (3.2) We had a little return volunteer that did it. She did it.  

JC: Is it kind of just as and when necessary, you just see what the situation is and = 

AL: = Yes, we’ve found it difficult, I don’t know if we’ve really tried hard enough James, to actually 
buy in labour to help us. We have a very good ironing lady, who comes in and irons, and lives 
nearby, and we have, when we really need her help she’s there, but, we’ve found it difficult to 
get. We’ve had a few people who, you know, who helped out, but they kind of lost interest. We 
paid often more, well above the average wage, but, you know, some, they would be quite 
unreliable, you know.  

JC: What do you think made it, what do you think made it difficult to find? 

AL: To find, I don’t know, probably the welfare state, you know, I don’t know, perhaps people, you 
know, you know, (3.6) I don’t know, they were maybe on benefits and that they were only 
allowed to work a certain number of hours, or. Ehm, I don’t know, an unmotivated workforce, a 
society in decline, that’s lost interest in work. [JC: Do you think that’s ehm, linked to the, the kind 
of thought on that, that family run it and it makes it more difficult to bring in someone from 
outside the family?] It, it, might, (2.9) to the extent that perhaps a family, (4.2) perhaps set vey 
high standards, you know, within themselves, they have great expectations of each other. I 
mean, I would lean on Cathy in ways that you could never lean on an employee. And similarly her 
on me, and therefore (2.1) we drive ourselves to excesses of work and standards that it might be 
more difficult to achieve within a normal organisation where people, you know, there’s, you 
know, regulations and work hour limitations and health and safety and, you know that sort of 
stuff so it drives up, it can drive up I think, those sort of factors, (2.6) you know, those things, and 
therefore, when you bring someone in from outside, they don’t maybe manage to reach those 
standards, and you think, ‘that’s not good enough’. I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know.  
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JC: When you’ve got someone external, when you’ve got the issue of someone managing here, when 
you’ve been away, ehm, is there a, do you leave them a set, set list of guidelines, or a set list of 
tasks? 

AL: Yes, yes we do James. We have a manual, yes, ehm, we train them up, we go though the manual, 
and I mean it takes hours, I mean it takes about 5 or 6 hours, I suppose that’s not long, but it’s 
very intensive. [JC: Very detailed?] Very detailed, you know about all the, you know, about issues 
like fire alarms and, (2.9) you know, a light going off which triggers a circuit going down. As well 
as the issue of the management of the place and how to make porridge and, you know, set that 
tables, and how to take the money and to deal with the, the machine that takes the money and 
to record things and, and you know the, just the general demeanour and approach, that sort of 
thing.  

JC: Is that, you know, that’s a way of maintaining a certain performance, even though you’re not 
here, you’re = 

AL: = Well we try, but I think we’ve come to realise that it’s quite difficult actually James. You know, I 
think we’ve been, I think perhaps we’ve, (1.7) I think with us, the standards that we’ve managed 
to maintain have been pretty good. Because people have been people have been doing it for only 
a very short time, and I think we’ve managed to motivate them, and they’ve been quite special 
people in a way. But, I wouldn’t like to continue doing this, and delegating responsibility like that. 
To be honest James. The, last, yeah, yeah, (2.3) I won’t go into it too more, but we have a recent 
experience and I’m not convinced that the people were actually, you know, working as hard as 
they perhaps should have been, sort of thing. [JC: Or as hard as you would have.] As hard as we 
would have, certainly, yeah.  

JC: Okay, ehm, is that, whenever, whenever someone’s running, it’s kind of, it is this influence of 
family, and is that, the, what you just said, that maybe they weren’t working as hard as we would 
have worked, that’s common across the board. [AL: Is it, I bet it is, I bet it is.] What, part of the 
aspect that we’re looking into is, is, you know, decision making, and where ideas come from in 
the business. Ehm, especially with, eh, the things like the training element, and the, you know, 
trying to advance the English part, that’s an ideas driven, you know, industry. [AL: Yeah, yeah, 
yeah.] Would you ever have any influence in the decision making from outwith yourself and your 
wife? Is there anyone that, that has any input there? 

AL: Our own children do, which is family I suppose really James, to be honest. You know, it’s our own 
children, you know. I mean when it comes to sort of important decisions, you know like, ehm, 
(1.7) on the volunteering or ehm, (1.1) the marketing of the business say, and the eh, tools to use 
there. And, well, the choice of website developer to revamping that, or doing it. We would, yeah, 
in the first instance look to our children, yeah. Who, well I mean my own children, my own 
children are probably my best friends to be honest. I’ve got 2, (2.7) 3 sons, ((laughs)) nearly said 
2, 3 sons and a daughter, and they are, in the first instance, our first sounding board probably 
James. I mean, ehm, I would, we would certainly look to them. I respect their views, because, you 
know, well, they know me, you know, they know me, you know, they know what makes me tick. 
(2.1) Ehm, they’re quite sort of with it, you know, they’re quite sort of up to speed with things in 
the world today. They’re young, so they’ve got that sort of, up to date take on things. So, ehm, 
(3.1) I would look to them, so I would, you know, so there is that input of the family there that I 
hadn’t thought about until today, but I would, I certainly would.  

JC: In that, in that vein, do you find you speak about the business a lot out with the business setting?  

AL: No, not now, I mean, and not even in the early stages, I know that, I mean, (2.8) we’ve been in 
business sort of since ’97. Before that we had a, we had an English, we had this, we actually we 
started off teaching French to children, we’d bought up a franchise, and we were teaching, we 
were delivering after school French club, provision to primary children, that was the first thing we 
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did. We bought into a franchise Le Club Francais, which is probably still going strong. And then we 
did the English language teaching and training, we, we, we’re involved in sort of training, eh, oil 
rig crews up to a minimum level for sort of communication in the north sea oil sector. Spanish 
and Portuguese crews, it was a real little, good little number, for a few years. I use to go off on 
the supply boats, and then we designed a self-access programme with cassettes and things like 
that. ((laughs)) It was quite innovative in it’s own way. And we designed, you know, like, ehm, 
(2.3) drama, drama production for teaching elementary French to primary children, we used to 
go around and do that. So we used to do other things, and eh, and then when we came here we 
had this place to sot of set up and, and we liked the building and we we’re thinking how should 
we utilise it, and mostly it involved me and Cathy walking round the hills, and talking you know, 
and researching the walks and the hills and the outdoor activities and things like that really. And 
mostly it involved, we’ve been really, to be honest James, very much of a, (2.9) we have friends, 
you know, we’ve got friends in Srilanka, we’ve got friends here, but we tend to pour a lot of our 
energies, guess where, into the family business. You know, so we’ve really worked hard, over, 
ever since we because self employed. You know, we worked hard, because we had to work hard, 
because there’s no, there’s not the same security, although you could argue perhaps that there is 
a lot more security in being self employed in that you can just work harder to get the money in, 
you know, [JC: Work harder, earn more.] you know, harder, earn more. But you know, you would, 
you, you, you enjoy it, you’re quite motivated as well. You know, I’ve always thought that if 
you’re self employed the chances are you’re slightly more motivated than if you’re employed. So 
we haven’t had time for a network of friends perhaps. You know, so any discussion tend to be 
between ourselves (1.8) and the kids, the children, when they’re here, you know. We tend to 
talk, yeah, we tend to talk about business things, you know. Whether there’s business 
opportunities here or in Australia, or there. Or you know, we tend, we’re quite sort of business 
orientated. But we’re not obsessively driven about the money element, you know. Certainly me 
and Cathy are not, it’s the idea, which I say is a good idea, you know, of taking a seed planting it 
and nurturing it and seeing it grow and enjoying its growth and it’s not the money that drives us, 
it’s having planted the seed in, in some soil and just seeing it grow more I think, rather than [JC: 
Creative, it’s a creative art form.] it’s a creative thing, it’s a creative thing, it’s a creative thing, 
absolutely. Absolutely. In my case certainly it is, it’s not, I’m not an artist, I’m not a musician, you 
know, I enjoy taking this and that and mixing it up, and there, you know, there, you know, 
something happens, you know, nothing mind blowing, but a slightly different take on things 
perhaps. You know, just a slightly different mix, you know, and it’s something. 

JC: What, ehm, if I can I’m going to put a really simplistic question to you, obviously there businesses 
that don’t have any family influences and there and businesses that do. [AL: Yeah.] Could you 
think of benefits of they’re being a family business, and the disadvantages of there being a family 
influence?  

AL: Well, I suppose it’s all pretty obvious. I suppose the disadvantages might be that, you know, if 
you kind of fall out with, ((laughs)) if you know, you’ve got to kind of, you know, have a 
relationship which is fiery and temperamental. Well, I can’t think of, I mean, I can think of, oh, it’s 
not really disadvantages of a family business, it’s, I mean I’ve had situations for example,  we’ve 
had situations where ((laughs)) our daughter has been at home, she hasn’t been working within 
the business really, so it’s not really that, but she’s been shouting and screaming when 
someone’s arriving at the door. She’s been the sort of naughty teenager thing, you know. But 
that’s not really, but it’s just this idea that relationship can spill over, you know, into the business. 
But in our case, it’s been more benefit than, that loss. That particular thing, there’s been more 
gain from that fact that we also have the, the personal relationship as well as the, you know, legal 
relationship, that we’re legal partners, you know, within this, within this business. But as, obvious 
advantages are, I mean it would be lovely, you know, if, if for example I could, (1.9) if we could do 
something, maybe the volunteering or moving into voluntourism, or something of that sort, 
internships or something, where the children could, you know, come into it themselves. You 
know, that would be nice, and the continuity and the safe pair of hands with, you know, to carry 
it on with conviction, you know, this, this thing that you’ve sort of created, you know. Ehm, 
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pluses and minuses, other things, (4.1) ehm, eh, (2.5) I think the minuses is that you tend to 
operate too much in a bubble, you know. There’s too little outside input, you know. I mean, I’ve 
seen us, (2.1) I mean, for example last summer, just soldering away, our noses to the grindstone 
and really we should have gone out, and really gone out to get a little school leaver or someone 
in, to help us. But we were so busy and so stuck in this groove and so tired and just so, oh, (3.0) 
unable to see the wood for the trees, you know. So, it’s this lack of external input, you know, this 
lack of a refreshing take on the situation. I think we’ve realised that and we do, we’ve very much 
enjoyed working with other people. You know, like this English programme we had not last year 
but the year before, we brought in a lot of outside people here, not necessarily English teachers, 
but musicians and arts and crafts people, who provided a lot off input, new ideas, fresh ideas, 
and I think we’ve realised that it’s not healthy, you know, to work just together and that it is [JC: 
In an bubble.] good. In a bubble. But that I think can be a big disadvantage, it has been I think in 
our case.  

JC: How easy, from the other side, how easy do you think it would be for someone to come in and try 
and have ideas of their own, try and develop things for themself? Would it, from their 
perspective? [AL: And start up a business, you mean?] No, I mean if they were to come in, for 
example if you were to want to kind of bring more of an outside influence. [AL: Oh, yeah, in.] Eh, 
do you think it would be, (2.0) how do you think it would pan out, I mean do you, from their, 
from the person coming in’s perspective.  

AL: Well it would, you’d have to sort of ehm, (2.7) I suppose, provide some kind of economic return 
or, you know, like an intern ship type situation. Ehm, (2.3) you know, arrangement, whereby 
people don’t get paid but gain some kind of (1.5) benefit, you know, to their career development. 
Ehm, so I suppose an internship type thing, I’m not sure, this really, you know, would really 
stretch and develop, it would in some ways in that we separate our standards within everything 
that we do here, so it does kind of say, ‘look whatever you do, you know, aim high’, so there are 
certain sort of principles I think that an intern could benefit, but, from, but ehm, (1.9) it’s too, the 
question of being able to provide an income for another person, and, (5.0) ehm, it’s perhaps 
difficult. It might be difficult for another person to come in because you know you have this track 
record, you know, there’s, this, this, this history of working together. Is this, you know, would a 
person fill the space there, you know, would their views be valued as much as someone within 
the inner circle, you know, this tight inner circle of the family unit, if they weren’t shareholders, 
you know, directors or shareholders or something, I don’t know.  

JC: On my travels I’ve ehm, just around different business, I’ve seen a couple of different examples 
of, there’s been a directorship and it’s been, say 2 brothers, or even 2 cousins, and they’ve 
brought in a non-family director and it’s lasted less than a year, and it falls though. Can you, can 
you imagine that, you know, can you understand why that might be the case? 

AL: In our situation, yeah, ye:::::::::, (4.1) yeah, different visions as well, you know, about the future. 
Ehm, (3.5) yeah, I can, I can see that actually, yeah I can see that.  

JC: Another thing that’s spoke about a lot is, you know, what, what influence is there on the family, a 
lot of people speak of all the family values, you run the business to the family values. [AL: Yeah, 
yeah.] Is that something you would, eh, agree with? 

AL: Ehm, well it’s just really, I mean, to be honest the family is just really, in this business it’s really 
just me and my wife, mostly. [JC: Yeah.] The children as I say, (3.0) have managed it at times, 
they’ve been around when we’ve been managing it, and they’ve been a sounding board, and I 
can’t remember the question but my line of thought is that actually, (2.1) ourselves and the 
children have maybe quite different ideas, you know, to be honest, and there isn’t a, I think there 
is a sense that you deliver to a high standard, but (4.2) I don’t if the children would sort of kill 
themselves as readily as me and my wife would. To be honest. (2.7) And sacrifice their health and 
their leisure time and other things, for the sake of the business. I’m not sure if their standards 
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would be the same as ours. And I’m not sure we say, share the same ethos, (2.9) in other ways. 
For example, we, when, we, we kind of go the extra mile with clients, both within this 
accommodation business and within everything that we do, we tend to give more than our 
children would. I’m not saying that we give too much, we probably do give too much. We give 
too much of our time, we give too much of our energy, we give too much of out emotions. We 
probably (2.4) do that to a degree that the children wouldn’t do, and there would be a 
divergence, I think, I don’t know, if we, (3.2) we could hold it together, but then that might be a 
good thing. They might force us to pull back from giving so much. Because I do tend to think we 
do give too much. (2.3) I mean, Cathy spends a lot of time with the clients, perhaps too much, 
we, you know with the volunteers, they we almost sort of treat them as our own children, you 
know. Ehm, you know, it, it leads to a lot of satisfaction, and it can lead to a lot of client 
satisfaction, but (3.2) does, and it perhaps leads to a certain amount of return business, but if we 
didn’t spend quite so much time on it we could be, you know, developing other things, you know. 

JC: At the peak, at the busy seasons if you like, how many people are, are, here helping out, working, 
whether it’s volunteering or working?  

AL: God, oh, it’s really just me and Cathy to be honest James. It endurance, you know, it’s a lot of 
work. I mean it’s quite a busy place, you know, and we might go from like last weekend it was the 
International School’s 16 though there, there’s beds go up and then down, in 2 weeks time it’s 
22, a lot of beds come up, and a meal for 120 we’re providing in the Ballatar hall. And then there 
are Cathy, someone says, ‘Cathy, would you like to tell a story’, she ‘s a professional story teller as 
well, so there’s that. We’ve got the volunteering, website development for that, you know, we 
might have someone in India, in Srilanka, it’s, and then we’ve got to do quotations like today, for 
a, a 2 week summer programme with the agent in Barcelona. It’s, it’s full on. It really is full on, I 
mean it is just. (4.5) I mean I complain about it but, you know, [JC: It’s a labour of love.] I, I, I, I’ve 
always enjoyed work James, I’ve always enjoyed work, you know, and I do enjoy work, I 
sometimes wonder if there’s not other things apart from work. And I do enjoy being outdoors, 
you know, ((both laugh)) I don’t know. (3.1) I’ll need to be taken out on a stretcher, hospitalised 
for a few weeks. It’s not that bad, I mustn’t complain. I mean you see, just recently I met a, I 
mean the lady that does the ironing, she’s a care worker and she’s at her wits end with, 
management have been doing this, and decisions  out of her hands, and bad, and. You know it’s 
got a lot going for it, you know, being your own boss, you know. I don’t have, (2.9) you know, a 
boss to fight with, you know, all that kind of stuff, you know.  

JC: Okay, ehm, whenever, whenever teaching happens, I know that it’s maybe not as much as you 
would like, but when it does, is that yourself and your wife as well? 

AL: Cathy and me and usually one other teacher, or last time we had a couple of people, we had 
them kind of like half and half, we had a, we had an arts and crafts person; we’re kind of like 
activity based teaching we like. You know, we kind of, you know, we’ll the book and the grammar 
and all that kind of stuff if people want, but Cathy’s a story teller and a drama person, and I’m 
kind of like a touching, I like kind of like, teaching through making things and doing things and all 
that kind of stuff, or teaching English on-the-job, technical English, you know, even on the job. 
And so we tend to do these courses which involve the production of a drama, so everyone learns 
their roles, you know, they have their roles, very good for personal development as well, you 
know. (1.8) You know, you, we focus on the whole, it’s kind of holistic, you know. And eh, quite, 
by accident, you know, we don’t sort of go, ‘I’m going to do a holistic course now’, it just, that’s 
how it works out, and eh, you know they learn songs, they learn a Scottish dance, you know that 
kind of hold hands, hands up, leg goes. So it’s all, total physical response stuff, you know, that we 
really believe in, well, I do. And, you know they make masks and stage props. So it’s that kind of a 
thing. So we had this crafts and arts person that we brought in last time, and a musician, they’re 
not teachers of English. Although we kind of give them a basic grounding, you know, standardise 
your English, speak slowly, use gestures and body language, like we do with the volunteers. And 
so there’s 3 and a half of us usually, on it.  
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JC: Okay, yeah. There’s only one real final thing I’d like to ask. And it’s not ever so much a question, 
more just a thought. Is, with the family element in business, not necessarily this business, if 
someone you cared about, or, or even a relative, ehm, was going off to work for a family 
business, of any kind. And it was a very strong family business, all the directorship was all family. 
[AL: And that, for another family based business?] For another firm, they weren’t a family 
member. Is there any advice you would give them? From your experience in, in this family 
business, anything you’d, you’d maybe say to them to think about? 

AL: Well, God. Be very wary. ((laughs)) (2.5) Why pretend, you know, it’s like, (2.9) blood is thinker 
than water, you know. You know, peoples loyalties, you know, I mean you’ve got family loyalties, 
then you’ve got professional loyalties. I mean, they’re very strong, you know. They cut across 
other sort of things, and, you know. I would, (1.9) I would tend to (3.1) advise them to be very 
very wary of going into a relationship ((laughs)) within a family business. You know. I, and also, 
(1.3) I would tend to think about the fact that, you know, family businesses don’t, they’re too 
maybe inward looking, they’re too introverted, they’re not taking on board enough of things that 
are going on. Is it something that might just sort of, you know, do quite well and then sort of (1.7) 
decline, I would think to that as well, you know. Is it in touch enough with the rest of the world, 
you know.  

JC: But as you, as I think you mentioned, through, through the interview, it’s ehm, it’s hard to pull 
away, it’s hard to step back, and think, ‘okay, what, what are we going to do’, you know. 

AL: Yeah, it’s ehm, within the business you mean? [JC: Yeah.] You, sometimes you, it’s, it’s, I suppose 
it’s just being self employed in any way. You know, as a sole trader or anything. It’s so much 
work, there is so much work going on and you have to ware so many hats, the sometimes it’s 
very difficult to see the wood for the trees, and get a sense of perspective and direction and, and 
ehm, I don’t know if that answers the question a lot, I lost, I kind of lost track of the question 
there.  

JC: Just ehm, (1.4) well the, I suppose the initial question was what would you advise someone going 
into another family business. [AL: Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah.] But it’s that idea of, ehm, (4.2) it’s a, an 
element of entrenchment, in the, in the business, you think, and be very wary of not being part of 
the family.  

AL: Oh, (2.9) I think there probably is, you know, I think there probably is, I think there’s, (2.1) you 
know, it’s perhaps difficult for someone coming into the business, and it’s difficult for the people 
within the business perhaps to (1.9) take on board other, other people. Although, I mean for 
example with this volunteering thing, we’ve just set up a charitable trust which by law requires 
me and Cathy and an other. You know, so we have another person there, you know as a trustee, 
on the sort of board of trustees. (2.4) And that, I think, for us is, (4.2) a step away from having 
such a tight knit control over what we’re doing. I mean, ehm, [JC: It’s tough to do.] It is tough to 
do, it is tough to do. And I had the issue the other day about signatories for so…, opening up a 
bank account, signatories current, and it’s like you can’t keep them away, getting more and more 
involved, can’t keep it to ourselves, you know.  

 

((Cathy Low enter the room after Visit Scotland meeting)) 

 

CL: Well I did my grading visit quicker that you did your interview. 

AL: Ha, I’m on the last question. (2.2) But ehm, there’s just 2 things I suppose we hit on Cathy, 1 
which, which sort of stick out in my mind from the interview, 1, what are the strengths and 
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weaknesses of a family business, and would you advise one of your own children, what would 
you say to one of your own children who were perhaps going to work within a family business, as 
say a director, or a shareholder, or even an employee. Well, I think at a higher level, eh. What do 
you think are the strengths and weaknesses Cathy, of a family business? 

CL: I think, the strengths are = [AL: = Have I, have I done enough James, have I? [JC: Well, I think so 
yeah.]] I think the strengths are that people are very honest with each other there’s no secrets at 
all, ehm, and that, that comes with actually the day-to-day interaction of people working 
together as well. That could be a good thing and a bad thing I suppose. ((laughs)) But I think 
because it’s a family, people are terribly honest with each other, and if someone’s not pulling 
their weight, or they’re, they’re messing up in some way then they’ll be very quick to be told 
that. [JC: Yeah, there’s no fear in saying it to them.] Absolutely no fear in, in saying it. And, but 
there will also be a huge amount of support just to try and solve any problems, and to improve 
the performance of individuals within the family business, ehm. (2.1) I think that within a family 
people are prepared to go the extra mile that (1.1) people who are not family members probably 
wouldn’t. [JC: And you can’t necessarily ask it of them either.] Of course you can’t ask of people, 
absolutely. Absolutely James, yeah.  

JC: Brilliant, ehm, thank you so much.  

AL: Oh, that’s strange, because that’s quite similar to what I said James, isn’t it? 

JC: It is, it’s exactly the same. Yeah. 

AL: It’s strange that, I mean, something we’ve never really talked about, you know, but it’s strange 
that we should both come up. Wouldn’t you say that they were very similar (1.0) answers James? 
[JC: Very much so.] Similar views.  

JC: I’ve spoken to in total now 23 companies, and ehm, (1.3) in general, a general feeling is the same 
issues coming up. Particularly on that last aspect, what would you say to, you know, someone 
you care about going  to work for another family business, and it is that, (2.1) be wary of the fact 
that you’re not family. You know it’s, yeah, yeah, I would say so. I’ll stop there, thank you very 
much.  

AL: Oh, I’ve quite enjoyed it.  

 

  

  

 

Field notes: Upon initially turning up at this interview CL had forgotten I was coming and had 

booked a Visit Scotland visit for the same day. Speak with AL I told him I had come from 

Edinburgh. So he asked that I return in 1 hours time to do the interview with him. When I went 

back we sat in the kitchen of the large building, this was clearly designed for making large 

amounts of food for the guests. It was unclear whether the couple lived there or not, but there 

were certainly more than at home. I was very worried that the English teaching part of the B&B 

was not there, and that it had been my mistake to confuse the names of the place with an 

English School. But during the interview this fear was eliminated. AL was a funny fellow, he 

answered each question with a thoughtfulness and carefulness that other interviewees had not. 

He came across as someone who was very self aware and enjoyed thinking about things on a 

deeper level. That said, although he did note the problems that family firms existing in a bubble 

could cause, he did point out that they were the first one to be guilty of it and seen the 

difficulties of finding a way out of it. One of the most interesting parts of this interview was that 

AL took a long time to acknowledge that there were other forms of staff that worked for the 

firm. This was in no way an intention to hide the fact, it was more that he did not really see 

these other people as part of the business. After the interview AL took my email address and 

seemed genuinely interested in the ideas I had for English classes. This is what really struck me 

about this company, they had so many different things going on and other projects running, that 

it would be difficult to think of any of it as just one business. In fact this was really noted when 

they mentioned that they were selling up the current ‘operation’ in order to make way for other 

things. AL provided a great number of quotes and some more profound statements which would 

make great slides.  
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Interviewee 11 
Coding Ref: 290911FM 
Location: Edinburgh, Scotland – Café adjacent 
to city centre school building 
Date: 29.09.2011 
Time: 10:30 
Duration of interview: 57 mins 35 secs 
Interviewer: JC 

 
Interviewee: AL 
Gender: M 
Employment Status: Owner/Director 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 14 
Firm Size: 15 
Primary Industry: Education

Transcription: 

JC: Ehm, okay, the reason first of all, why, (1.2) why you are of interest it the family element. [AL: 
Yep.] In the business, [AL: Yep.] Could you maybe just explain what that family element is? 

AL: Yes, okay, (1.2) well, (2.1) I’m the owner, right, so I set the business up in 1997. However, right, I 
suppose from square-one, my son-in-law, who’s a CEA, he started to do my books for me 
basically. Because, I was the only one that was in the school at that time. And that was probably 
the case for (1.3) maybe the first 3 years of, of its existence, but David was always doing the 
books for me. And then eventually, just, you know, gradually the numbers and the business 
increased and then we started to add on bits and pieces, like translating, interpreting, and so on. 
So it got to a point where there was no way I could, I could eh, I could sustain what I was doing. 
So, to cut a long story short, I took on a partner, into the business on equal terms, and it did not 
work. (1.0) So I would never ever go into partnership with anybody, ever. 

JC: So the partner, was that a, that was a non-family member then? 

AL: A non-family member. [JC: Okay.] (1.6) He, he actually worked with me in the collage sector, 
because I’m about 25 years in the FE sector, I was deputy, I was deputy-principle eventually of 
the Central Collage and of the City of Glasgow Collage. So, he was a head of department and he 
had certain skills as far as I was concerned that could work kind of widen the portfolio of the 
business, rather than just having English. And also, I was spending a lot of time overseas trying to 
promote the school. And there was nobody back at home, basically in charge, if you like. So I 
gave this guy an opportunity of putting ‘x’ amount in and being an equal partner and he took it 
up. But then, he just, it was a disaster, I wont go into all the detail, but it was a disaster. So to try 
and get rid of him, unfortunately I had to give him part of the business, ehm, before he would 
sign, sign on the dotted-line. So I actually set up a competitor, who’s actually, who’s doing very 
well. I can’t take it away from him; he’s got all the translating, all the interpreting work for the 
Scottish Government, and all the rest of it. He took it off us by undercutting everybody. Ehm, so 
anyway, so he’s doing alright, so. (1.1) But he still thinks I cheated him. (2.0) You know, 
unfortunately he keeps living in the past, but, he doesn’t speak to me or anything, if I see him at 
all he doesn’t speak. He thinks I did him, you know, dirty and all the rest of it. Anyway. That was, 
so, and that, when that happened David was very active in knowing how to get this guy out. And 
as I say, he was more and more becoming involved. So he’s more or less, my son-in-law, is 
basically full time. He’s a director, he’s not a shareholder, he’s a director. My daughter, who’s 
married to my son-in-law, she’s also a CEA, (0.7) I was keen to get her into the business, but she 
can, she’s got 3 kids so, she only works Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, right. And she kind of 
floats back and forward between the 2 places. So, basically the kind of set-up is me, right, (1.2) 
and then we’ve David who’s a director academic, and he’s looking after the active learning side, 
although he does other things that I’ll tell you about in a minute. And there’s Alison, my 
daughter, and she’s, eh, director admin, and she’s also a shareholder. Now, (1.4) for various 
reasons she’s got 50% of the shares and I’ve got 50% of the shares. David’s a director but not a 
shareholder. I’m looking at that at the moment to try and do something different with the shares. 
Eh, because I’ve also got a son. Now the only reason I set the business up in the first place was 
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not to make it a successful thing and then sell it, it was to make is a success so that I could pass it 
on to my son and daughter. That was my whole resin D’etra of starting up a business, so I’ve got a 
son who really doesn’t have a great deal; he’s got no connection to the business at all. But, he’s 
always interested in what’s going on, so I want to try and make, eventually make him a 
shareholder in some kind of way. So at the moment then, there’s me, there’s David Orr, which 
like I say is the director of academic, there’s Alison who’s the director of admin. I’ve also got a, 
other companies, I’ve got [company name], which is a translation and interpreting company. 
David manages that. I’ve got a Lorca Spanish training centre, Alison manages that. So that’s the 
kind of structure, and I kind of just float about the place in some respects. It’s probably me, (1.3) 
I’m the one that does the development, you know the sort of, the development of the business. I 
do all the kind of, what are we going into next kind of stuff. We just bought over Hamilton school 
for example; I’ve been working on that for a couple of years, for a particular reason, or particular 
reasons. So I tend to be the one that kind of looks forward in some respects. [JC: Strategy.] Aye, 
well, we’re all involved in some kind of strategy kind of decisions, but at the end of the day I’m, in 
terms of the development of the business, other than (1.3) the two that I don’t have a great deal 
of contact at the moment with are the translation/interpreting and the Lorca. At the moment I 
tend to schools and that, I’m looking at 3 schools now. So I do all the international stuff, so I do 
all the travelling, because I like doing the travelling so why not. Given my age now, why not do it 
if you like it, not that my wife likes it right enough, but anyway, eh, I do all the international 
travelling. I used to, I used to do something like 9 trips a year, last year I dropped it to 6, this year 
I dropped it to 4. (1.7) Well this year it’s 5 actually, but I don’t count Poland, which was just 
Friday to Sunday, that’s no a trip to me, that’s a weekend. So I’ve been to China this year, eh, just 
back from Kazakhstan, eh, I’m going to China at the end of November, and I’m going to Tunisia in 
December.   

JC: Is that for eh, recruitment, student recruitment? 

AL: Well, recruitment, well, I’m, one of the things that I’m very keen to develop is the overseas 
provision. For example, like, when I started up the school all my students were Chinese, 100%. 
Now the reason for that, I’ll give you the history of it. When I was working in the collage sector, I 
put forward a, a strategy to internationalise the collage, because they had no connection what-
so-ever with international fields. So, ehm, the board of managers accepted the strategy, which 
basically set up associate collages around the world. So you could then move staff, then move 
students, you can then use their networks, they can then use out network, we could go for 
European funding, we could go for World Bank funding, and so on, so you needed networks. So 
that was my strategy, like I says, so that kind of set me off on my travels. And I was quite heavily 
involved in Russia just before the storming of the White House, I was there in the 90s. Eh, when 
that happened I just came out of there. And then I said ‘well, what other place would want 
English?’, or you know, where was there opportunities, and China was the right place, there was 
nobody out in China in those days, right. Really. I mean, ehm. So in ’95 I went to China for the 
first time. Ehm, with 2 hats on, the collage hat, because I’d already been in contact with a 
university in Dalian, and Dalian and Glasgow are twin cities. So, I went to the North East of China, 
and I then went, because I also, it was during my time in the collages I set up a private company 
called Trading International Scotland, which was 3 collages that came together under Trading 
International Scotland, so that we could pull our resources to look at the overseas market. The 
idea is that you know, you would have a Mr or Mrs. So we’d identified 3 countries, China, India, 
and South Africa, back in those days. And there was going to be a Mr or Mrs China, in one of the 
collages, or a Mr or Mrs South Africa, or Mr or Mrs, you know. So what, each collage was going to 
have a person that was going to devote, spend time developing that particular country market. 
So it was because I was in contact with China, they said to me, ‘why don’t you become Mr China 
then?’, I said, ‘fine that’s fine’, so in ’95 I went to China for the first time. At that time I was kind 
of thinking of starting up my own business or my own school, but I was kind of putting money 
away. (1.2) I reckoned I needed 10 grand, that would keep me for a year, that was me, because I 
didn’t want to go to a bank, I didn’t want to go for a loan, I didn’t, I hate business banks, I don’t 
do business banks, I hate business banks. So, 10 grand was what I wanted to save. Anyway, I 
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went to China in May ’95, was fortunate to meet somebody in Dalian, who I’m still good friends 
with, ehm, and I came back basically knowing that I was going to get at least 60 Chinese students 
coming in the next year. I knew that I have a project in Tenjing for setting up an environmental 
training centre. And I had a project in the Bank of China to try and get them to take up the 
Institute of the Bank of Scotland exams. So I came back knowing that I had a piece of action for 
everybody. You know, that I knew that I was going to get a group for each collage, the 3 collages, 
and I knew that the activities of the 3 collages were probably better to project. So I knew I was, 
everybody was going to be happy.  

JC: How long were you there for? 

AL: Eh, just, probably, (1.1) probably about 10 days or something. We only visited Beijing, Dalian, and 
Tenjing, so it was only the 3 cities we did. Actually it was the Glasgow Chamber of Commerce 
mission; they were trying to sign a memorandum agreement with Tenjing Chamber of 
Commerce. Nothing ever happened, but of course, the signed the agreement but nothing ever 
happened. Anyway, from that point, when I came back I said ‘right, I’m gonna, I’m gonna go for 
my business’, so I asked for early retirement from the collage, and the didn’t give me it. Because 
they knew what I was brining, because they knew if I had got my own business, these students, 
knowing what they were worth, they weren’t going to the collage, right. Anyway, I didn’t get it, 
so within a year I had 60 Chinese students over, a 10-year project, we ran an international 
conference over in China, I took various people out. The Bank of China withdrew 1 month before 
we were due to send people over, you know, the usual China way. So, at the end of the day, eh, 
(1.1) I had these 60 Chinese. Now I was very close to these Chinese, because I was the one that 
brought them across, I was speaking to them. So we had a group in, and the first group went to 
Brice collage, it wasn’t Central, the second group went to Motherwell collage, which was part of 
the group, and the third group went to Clydebank collage. Which was, well, because that was the 
3 collages that formed TIS. So ehm, in those days if you asked for early retirement twice they 
couldn’t refuse you, so I asked again. And so I got early retirement in December 1996, so all the 
projects and all the students were already here, or in Glasgow. I was the person that brought the 
first lot of mainland Chinese into the West of Scotland, in, in 1996. So I was the one that starts it, 
now it’s, they’re all over the place in Glasgow and all about. Anyway, ehm, so, (1.6) what was I 
going to say there, (0.6) so, because I was close to these students, they knew I was going to set 
up a school, after I left the Collage. So about 25 of them I asked if they could come and do a 
second year with me. So there right away I had 25 times course fee for a year, in my bank, plus 
my 10 grand, so I knew I was, I could at least sustain, for at least one year, you know, at least. So, 
I managed to get 2 teachers, 2 classrooms inside the collage next door to the Central, which was 
food-tech in those days. Because they didn’t have any students hardly, so I knew I was going to 
get a good deal with 2 classrooms. So that’s how I started, so I had 25 students, 2 teachers, and 2 
classrooms, and that’s how I started in August 1997. So I then, over that period I was ten going to 
China 4 times a year, spending about, ((distracts himself)) I don’t know why I didn’t go into other 
countries, but I was possessed with China, but anyway, (1.2) eh, I was still trying to get Chinese 
students to supplement what I already had. But the problem with that, at that particular time, 
was Hong Kong was going to move over and all the Visas just went like that ((signals as if up in 
the air)). So, the year before I brought say, 60 students, whenever I took over I got 6 students 
from China, so it just went boom, like that. So anyway, so, that was again a reason why I took in 
this partner, because obviously I thought, ‘Christ, I’m running out of money’. [JC: Yeah.] As it 
turned out, 3 months after I’d brought the guy in, and he put his money in, I didn’t have a 
problem. I had students coming, we’ve solved the problem, but with, so, crystal ball is a 
wonderful thing, if you could get a crystal ball it’d be great. Anyway, so that was basically how I 
started. Anyway, now, today we have, oh, we have at least 50 different nationalities studying in 
the school. Each year we probably have about 30 different nationalities at any one time. And I 
would, as I said to you, I’m very keen to try and develop, ehm, in-country provision. And (0.9) the 
China market I knew was going to change, aside from the fact, although I was in there first, I 
knew it was going to change. So I was very keen to try and run something in China, so for about 
the last 9 years I met a young lady (1.1) in China, she actually was, she actually came from Dalian, 



100 

 

then she moved into Beijing to work with me. So through her we’ve actually been running a full-
time English language programme in Beijing. Wouldn’t make me any money, but it gives me a 
credibility with the Scottish Government if or when I need it. [JC: It’s surviving as well.] Aye well, 
it’s been running 9 years, but well, it made money at the start, ehm, but since then she can get 
her own teachers and I don’t need to send teachers and all the rest of it. So it was, when I set it 
up I was sending people over, in fact she married one of my teachers. ((laughs)) So she’s married 
to one of the teachers that I sent across. (1.1) Ehm, so, but it’s still running, and as I say, I use it 
when I need to use it, but I don’t make any money from it. However. [JC: It’s a presence.] It’s a 
presence there that, that nobody else necessarily has that you can use to your benefit when 
you’re trying to make, you know,  give a credibility to whatever your talking about, you know. I 
was involved for example with the China strategy in the Scottish Government, so I was, that was, 
I gave them some advice on that, for example. So these kind of things are always helpful, you 
know, but it depends, you know. You can sit and just be an English language school, but I, (2.1) I 
want more than that, I’m trying to push that the Scottish Government, the Government 
recognise the contribution that the private English language sector is making to the Scottish 
economy, and continuing to push that at the moment, so. (1.1) And, and also, if they’d recognise 
that, one of the other things that I’m really trying to push in, is that collages get money for, well 
not so much nowadays, but they get money thrown at them to do English language for minority 
groups, refugees, asylum seekers, migrant workers, they get money thrown at them, billions at 
them. I’ve been arguing that that’s a waste of money, why don’t give out a pot of money to say 
somebody like Skills Scotland for example, and then they can put tenders out all around Scotland, 
and private sector and public sector have to tender for it. Then they could control the quality, 
they could control the output, they could control where the money is being spent wisely. 
Whereas at the moment it’s going into the big black hole, into the collages. So these are the kind 
of white charger type issues that I’m kind of rolls off, everybody says to me, ‘why do you keep 
hitting your head off a brick wall?’, I say, ‘well one day there’ll be a door there, and I’ll go through 
it’. So these are the other kind of things other than just the kind of normal, trying to get a 
business yeah, profitable. And I’m also, I’m also a member of the, (0.9) we set up an association 
called British Council Accredited English Language Providers in Scotland, it was called SELTIC, 
SELTIC,  Scottish English Language Teaching in Consortium, now it’s, that’s gone, it’s now English 
UK (Scotland), we’re now the kind of regional body of English UK. (1.3) So we, this, this has of 
now 17, 18 providers of English in Scotland, which is private population of schools, collages, and 
one university, Edinburgh University. So a lot, we formed that purely as a lobbying voice in the 
industry, and also to try and promote Scotland to learn English in. Eh, and that’s continuing to 
run. In fact we’ve just set up a meeting with the new inspection body of Education Scotland, 
which is now supposed to be looking at every private English language school, eh, for 
educational:: compliance. It’ll be absolute nonsense, but = 

JC: = Is that on top of the British Council? 

AL: Yes. Exactly, so you’re paying for British Council, you’re paying for Education Scotland, who 
nobody knows anything about, and they certainly don’t know anything about the industry. So this 
is why I’ve, fortunately I’ve contacted them through the Scottish Government and they were 
keen to come and speak to us so were hoping that by this meeting they’ll get a better feel for the 
industry, because when you read the documents that they’ve already issued it’s all collage based 
stuff, you know I knew it was going to be all collage based stuff because they must, they don’t 
know anything about the sector. You know they’re talking about, they’re kind of looking at 
student starts in September and finish in June, but that’s not how the industry works, you’re 
working with one week, two week, three week, it’s just a continue rolling, but the kind of, the 
terminology they’re using is just… Anyway I’m getting away off of what we’re talking about. 
Anyway, so, so that was how the business kind of got started, and as I say I’m the, I’m trying my 
best, so for example, I’m just back from Kazakhstan, so there’s a possibility, I was asked if some 
of the programmes we run here, in Kazakhstan, this particular school has a camp in the 
mountains, outside Almatty, would I be prepared to look at that and see whether we can send 
the teachers over, then it would run for Kazakhstan youngsters at a much cheaper price than 
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coming across. The disadvantage of course is, you’re not in an English speaking environment, you 
don’t get the culture as such, they don’t get the sight-seeing and all that. But, what they all want 
is obviously the English, the native speakers from here. So, so that’s maybe an opportunity. 
Tunisia for example, (2.1) I was a couple of years ago, before the whole thing just blew up again, 
well this is what you’re up against, you know. This is where people say to me ‘what’s your 
marketing strategy?’ and I say, ‘well, eh, what’s ,my marketing strategy, well probably, throw 
seeds all over the place and see which ones grow up’. Oh, you know talk to any marketing person 
and they’re always saying you’ve got to focus; you’ve got to select the countries and then go. I 
say, what’s the point in that, I said I’ve focused on Saudi, I’ve focused on Libya, I’ve focused on 
Tunisia, I’ve focused on Russia, and they all blew up, just like that. So the politics of the world just 
change, just like that. I mean, Libya was a rogue country, then all of a sudden it was the bees 
knees, because it, you know, then it went bumf, up again. So up till this year we got 50% of our 
income through sponsored student from Saudi and Libya, 50% of our income. Now we’ve hardly 
had any, we’ve got a few Saudis in, I think we’ve got 1 Libyan, and we’re still owed money. 
Because you know, they didn’t have, they had no money, [JC: They’re accounts were frozen.] 
yeah, and everything, so. That’s quite dramatic, so we, you know that’s one of the reasons I was 
trying to, you know, fill the gaps in some respects. Marketing strategies, I don’t  select contruies, I 
just decide where I think there could be an opportunity and I just go. So in Tunisia for example, 
this will be my second visit to there, but they’re going to pay all my expenses, my hotel, and 
they’re picking me up at the airport, so that’s quite good anyway, when that happens. (1.7) But 
they want me to do presentations, well I offer that to everybody anyway, so, I do presentations, I 
talk to students, talk to parents, talk to whoever, but they also want to talk to me about setting 
up an e-platform, e-learning, Englsih. But I’m not into that, but they don’t know that, so I’ll go 
and see what they’re talking about. [JC: Everyone seems to want that to happen.] I’m a, I’m kind 
of old fashioned, I still believe you need a teacher in front of the students, whereas, you know all 
this online stuff and all the rest of it, I mean, there are successful companies I’m sure, eh, but I’m 
still, as I say, I think I prefer a teacher in front of a class. Anyway, how did I get onto all that, oh 
aye. = 

JC: Ehm, I just,  from the start to where you are now, eh, I know it might be not as easy as all that to, 
to answer, but how many people are in the organisation just now? = 

AL: = At the moment? [JC: Yeah.] Cricky, oh, deary me, (2.1) let me think, at [company name], you 
better right this down because I can’t count in my head, eh::: at [company name] well we’ve got, 
let me think, 1, 2, 4, 5, (1.8) five probably full-time people in the office; in Glasgow School of 
English we have, (2.3) 1, 2, 3, 4, (1.1) probably about five, equivalent full-time at the school here, 
in Glasgow, in Edinburgh we’ve probably only got about 2, 2 full-timers at Edinburgh at the 
moment. In Lorca we’ve got (2.0) only 1, sorry, 2, aye 2 in Lorca full-time. And on top of that 
you’ve got all the teachers. So we’ve got teachers from Lorca, we’ve got teachers [JC: Teachers 
come and go?] Oh, well I mean, for example in the summer, I mean in this summer, we’ll have 
been running with 9 classrooms, in Glasgow, plus another 7 in another location just down the 
road, there you’ve got 9-16 teachers right away. Then I had 2 teachers in Stirling, so that was 
another 19, eh, another 2, we had 6 teachers in Edinburgh, there’s (3.1) ((calculates in head)), 
and then we’ve got teachers from Lorca, I don’t know there, we’ve probably got at least another 
6, and then, eh, (2.1) where else, we’ve got translators and interpreters, so I don’t know, there’s 
quite a lot.  

JC: Would you say the core staff is about 12 or so? 

AL: Eh, well that’s not counting me, not counting my daughter or not counting, eh, David, so these 
are just actual kind of employees as such, so. This, aye, you’ve got probably, you’ve got probably, 
5, 7, (4.2) aye, ((laughs)) maybe up to 15 or something. Some of them are a wee bit, kind of, part-
time, so I’m trying to give the kind of equivalents, the full-time equivalents; you know some of 
them are full-time.  
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JC: But they are, even though they might part-time or full-time, they are kind of permanent 
employees? 

AL: Yeah, some of the teachers are not permanent of course, because they’re on, they’re on fixed 
term contracts. I think we got 6 full-time, on full-time contract teachers, in Glasgow, so we’re at 
least 6, we can always run 6 classes right through the year. Now in Edinburgh I’m not quite sure 
what the situation is, probably 2 full-time in, in Edinburgh, so there’s probably about 8 full-time 
employees as teachers go, I think the ones, the teachers at Lorca, are not on, they’ll not be on, 
there not on permanent contacts. As I say, (1.7) the interpreters and translators are, tend to be 
self-employed anyway, they just hire them in in that way, so I’ve no idea what numbers they’ll 
be.  

JC: In terms, see things in that case then, these kind of separate operations, things like, you know, 
what work get done, task allocation, things like that how is that controlled? 

AL: Well we have a regular management meeting which involves the 3 people, the 3 directors, which 
is David Alison and myself, and also the director of studies on the academic side, so. And we’ll 
probably be bringing in the back we’ve got an office manager now; we’ve appointed an office 
manger now. [JC: Is that over in Glasgow?] That’s in Glasgow, yep. (1.6) So, Alison, who’s the 
director academic and Sheriz who’s the office manger in Glasgow will, will look after Edinburgh, 
so the 2 will do the 2 of them. Eh, so we have a, what we call a management meeting. So 
basically we’ve got task lists we’ve got a number of objectives to meet with reference to British 
Council, with reference to, because we’ve got ISO, we’ve got British Council, we’ve got IELC, all of 
these come and inspect us, so as a result of all of them, that generates it’s own kind of task list. 
(2.0) But, in the main, although it’s not strictly as formal, and that’s probably what the difference 
is between the kind of, you know, (1.2) non-family to family is that things kind of get blurred, 
anybody kinda, if something needs done we all kind of all muck in, or just kind of, ‘right you do it’ 
or even though it’s not necessarily, strictly in your job description as such. So, as I say the kind of 
general guidelines is I’m up there at the top doing what I do, David is director of academic plus he 
looks after the translating and interpreting, Alison is admin director and she looks after she looks 
after Lorca. And then that’s, is just kind of goes from there down. So that’s, the academic side 
basically, under David, you’ve got a director of studies and you have 2 senior teachers, one in 
either place, and they have the rest of the teachers. In the admin as I say in Glasgow, we’ve got, 
well we’ve 1 person admin in Edinburgh, and then we’ve got, now what did I say, we’ve got 1, 2, 
3, 3, aye 3, in Glasgow under the office manager. So you’ve got Alison, then the office manger, 
then that. But she then obviously crosses over to Edinburgh. And that’s, that’s the kind of basic, 
everything else it kind of falls in-between all of that, we just decide, you know, if it needs to be 
done we just get on with it. For example, sometimes David at the moment he’s doing all the PDS, 
because he particularly wanted to do the PDS for the 2012 stuff. [JC: What’s the PDS stuff?] 
That’s my information sheets, all the information sheets, glossary sheets, all of that kind of stuff 
for all the kind of main, for both schools and all the different kind of separate programmes. (2.5) 
So he wanted to do that, so, and I’ve been putting my tuppence-ha’penny worth in, in terms of 
getting it back forward and all the rest of it. So, so things like that, we don’t have a marketing 
person as such. Now that’s always been a great debate, we’ve have marketing people in before, 
probably for about a 3 in my period of time since we started. And that’s not really, it’s just, you 
know, (1.8) aye, we keep saying, well we need somebody to look after this, external 
communication and internal communication and make sure that everything’s alright on the 
website, and developing the social networking, and boom-de-da-boom. Because that’s another 
area I’m really keen to get into, you know, YouTube and don’t ask me anything about it, I don’t 
know anything about it, but Facebook and all that kind of stuff. I want to be able to have a 
student go on to a mobile phone and book a course. That’s what I want, and through Facebook 
and all that to generate its own, it’s own being if you like. We’ll that’s how it’s suppose to be, it’s 
not for marketing at all, but anyway. So aye, so as I say we kind of all, muck it, so that’s, that’s 
really how it gets done I suppose. 
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JC: Is there a lot of, once it’s decided you, you know, you go and deal with this, is there a lot of 
autonomy? You know, (2.1) in terms of you kind of get on and deal with it. 

AL: I would say probably, in the family type business, you got more in each individual person, like the 
director of studies, like the office manager, like the senior teachers. Albeit that somebody’s got 
to have the overall knowledge of what they’re all doing and making sure they all go in the one 
direction. I would say small business and (authority), you’ve got more opportunity, you know, to 
get on with things. I mean our, you know whereas we don’t have, to be honest we’re absolutely 
run ragged. I mean it’s ridiculous, I could work 24/7 and I would still no touch the, you know, I 
would only scratch the surface. And I know the other, okay Alison is only 3 days, but I know 
David, he works till all, God knows all, what hours and all the rest of it. Just to try and get us, you 
know, we keep talking about the day when we’re going to get on an even keel, but it never seems 
to get there. You know, so. So, that that, so we, we expected everybody to kind of, you know, we 
don’t want to be constantly looking over your shoulder to make sure that your doing it, you don’t 
want a policeman looking at you. You’ve got a job to do, you know what you’ve got to do so that 
when we dip in and check something then it’s happening, that’s for example. 

JC: Is that the way that you try and, I don’t know, (2.3) maybe maintain some kind of level of 
performance, or get consistency?  

AL: Well we do have, well aye we do have, I mean obviously we, we, ever year we go through the 
performance appraisals, or what I like to call them is (1.1) staff development interviews, but 
anyway. So we go through all of that. [JC: You have them?]Aye, we do have that. You’ve got to 
have that within ISO, or even British Council accreditation. So we do have the, the staff 
appraisals. But it’s not related to salary, it’s not related to salary by the way. (2.7) We keep that 
quite separate. Eh, but it’s all about the performance. I mean, I mean the big, the most 
important, as far as I’m concerned the most important one that I have in my mind is that, when 
we get an enquiry it must be answered within 24 hours. That a performance indicator within the 
office. (1.0) Now is doesn’t mean that you need to have said all the information to them, but 
you’ve at least responded and said at least look, I’ve said I’ll gather the information, or thanks 
very much, look I’ll get back to you within a whatever. So that. The other thing that I’m really 
really (2.9) insistent upon is that, and it pisses me off because our phone system is not right at 
the moment. When somebody calls in gets answered by a human voice = 

((Waitress asks if we are okay, recording paused)) 

 

((recording resumed)) 

= a human voice must answer that phone; I hate this press 1, press 2, press 3. [JC: How easy is that to 
keep going?]They just need to answer the bloody phone, that’s how they need to do it. Aye, and 
the problem at the moment, there’s something up with the system in Glasgow at the moment, 
they phone in and it just rings, rings, rings, rings, rings, same with if somebody’s on the phone it 
just keeps ringing it doesn’t switch to a message, and it doesn’t say, you know, the line’s busy or 
something, it just keeps ring, ring, ring, and I really need to get that sorted. (2.1) This is one of the 
other wee things to be done.  

JC: How do you find the ISO stuff? 

AL: (5.1) Another burden. ((laughs)) (1.7) The ISO as you well know is all about processes, right. (3.5) 

JC: Does it make any sense to you? 
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AL: Well in the sense that we had to go for that, when we were tendering for Scottish Government 
stuff and all that through [company name] we had to be ISO: 9001C, right, so it was really for that 
bit of the business. But then when they were in they said, well come down and do the school as 
well. So I said fine, because we’re the only institution in Scotland (1.9) that has British Council 
and ISO for English language provision. So it gives us a kind of uniqueness in some respects that 
people know about ISO. Obviously Edinburgh is also, so you’ve got 2 institutions in Scotland, 
Glasgow School of English and Edinburgh School are the only one that have got 2 accreditations. 
So in that respect it kind of lets you say we’re a wee bit unique and you can say that in your, in 
our information, our profile. Ehm, in terms of the systems, (2.9) it, it, it works well in, the 
translating and interpreting, because that’s where it was kind of set up. We’re desperately trying 
to make sure that we put the systems in the school, but it’s not as easy. And we’ve been 
desperately trying to get the consistency, get the processes, you know, getting the documents 
control, that’s the big issue for us inside the school is document control. But David was suppose 
to be taking, taking that lead on that. But he’s been sucked in because we’ve now got Hamilton 
school we’ve got a whole series of new challenges, you know, eh, trying to get it set up, the 
website, and all the paper work and all the rest of it, starting to make contact with her again. The 
Hamilton school have an agent network that we’ve got to go and make contact with a whole load 
of close family network, so they know that we’re in charge, where the school is. You know so, it’s 
just, it’s just continuous, you know, it’s continuous. And of course when I go away then the whole 
thing goes up, just blows up, because my wife and I do babysitting for my daughter, when I go 
away that’s all up, so they have to work from home, so that means that they’re not as effective 
working from home as they would be in the office. So that’s the other issues about family, eh, so, 
(0.7) it’s got it’s up and its got its downs. (2.1) But going back to ISO, yeah I think it’s appropriate 
if we can get the systems and we start to work the systems as they should be done. But eh, it 
would be helpful that we don’t need to keep reinventing the wheel all the time. So aye, I think it’s 
useful, it’s, we’ve, (1.8) how much business it’s brought in I couldn’t tell you, but it’s there 
because it’s, because it’s a unique feature that we can advertise.  

JC: What about the family element then? The, any, what’s the main benefits of having family in a 
business, and also [AL: The disadvantages.] The disadvantages, yeah. ((AL laughs)) 

AL: Well obviously the advantages are that that’s how I set the business up, with the prime purpose 
of passing it on to my children. So, that was always going to be the way it was, so it was always 
going to by, in my view anyway unless I dropped down dead, a family business. (2.0) So, there 
was never any, there was never anything, there’s never been any decision-making about whether 
it goes that way or goes that way, that was always the way it was going to be. In terms of 
advantages and disadvantages. Obviously the advantages are that it’s family, so we all work our 
socks off, ehm, in the sense of just trying to get the thing, because, they have got a vested 
interest, because they’re on, my son-in-law and or daughter-in-law, that’s there only income (1.1) 
is from the business. So if they let it go down the tubes, they’re in shit, to be quite blunt. 
((laughs)) You know. 

JC: Especially with the 2 of them being in the same business. 

AL: And they’re both in the same business, okay. So, it’s in their vested interest, so in that respect 
you, you, you don’t need to worry too much about, you know, somebody’s trying to rip you off, 
or you know, or any, the hanging the p, or not working the way they should be working, 
everybody’s dedicated to the one, the one objective which is to make profit. And as I said the 
wider issues of course are, you know you’re giving employment to people and you know. (1.9) 
My view has always been, if anybody comes to me to work with me, ehm, if they want to stay the 
next 30 years with me I want to ensure that they have that opportunity, in other words I got to 
get the business, I’ve got to, you know, continue to have folk coming as a, as a school or 
whatever else. So that’s always been my philosophy, and now also my other philosophy is that if 
somebody comes to me and does a good job for me, then I want to try and make them a 
permanent employee if they, if they so desire. And hopefully that, eh, because we’re a small 
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business, anybody coming to work for us will grow with the business hopefully, but will also be 
able to satisfy their particular aspirations of what they want to do in the future. Eh, so I’ve, I, I’ve 
got no problem somebody coming to us, spending 3 years with us, 4 years with us then moving to 
something better.  

JC: Is that why the appraisals are quite good then? 

AL: Yes, aye, I mean obviously aye. I mean that is, you’ve got to feedback to people how well they’re 
doing, or not doing. Because, I mean if you really wanted to hit somebody over the head, then 
you need, you can’t just hit them over the head without having said to them, ‘right by the way 
you’re not doing very well’. So you’ve got to have some kind of documentation or some kind of 
process that allows you to be able to say that, or say hopefully, you’re doing a great job. So 
you’ve got to have the appraisals there. 

JC: Okay, what about things like = 

AL: Disadvantages, oh aye, you said disadvantages, aye. Disadvantages are, they’re family. So 
sometimes when they don’t do what they’re suppose to do, eh, there’s sometimes I’ve got to be 
quite diplomatic. Probably I’m more direct with my daughter than I am with my son-in-law. [JC: 
That would make sense.] Right. So I sometimes shout at my daughter, whereas very occasionally I 
shout at my son-in-law. Right, now that shouldn’t be but that’s just, it’s a different relationship 
really in some respects. Your daughter’s your daughter and your son-in-law’s your son-in-law. So 
in that respect, sometimes if things have not gone the way I wanted them to go, sometimes, hhh. 
(1.5) I’ve got to (1.4) watch my timing, I’ve got to watch my tongue. Ehm, and that the 
disadvantage, whereas if, probably if it was an external employee I would be more direct than I 
am with my family members. [JC: Okay.] But that’s the kind of downside to family members. The 
other plus side by the way, in terms of, and this is another thing that goes back to the marketing 
type person in your business, I not going to be here forever, so, a decision has to be made, who’s 
going to do the international development work, who’s going to go overseas, because you need 
to do it. (2.1) When they first, when the two of them first come in to the business, ‘oh no we 
don’t need to go overseas, we don’t need to go overseas, we’ll just, oh you know, we’ll just do it 
by internet, blah, blah, blah’. Now they realise the importance of going overseas. (3.1) Whether 
the 2 of them will have the foresight that I’ve got, I doubt it very much because I’ve been in the 
business now for 40-odd years or something, so, I, I have a width of view and of looking at 
opportunities that they’ve not. But, at the end of the day everybody does it differently anyway.  
So, nobody’s the same, so, there’s not a clone me, so, therefore then, I’ve got to kind of accept 
the fact that even although they would go overseas, they’ll probably not going to be able to look 
at the opportunities. Obviously if they decide they’re, one of these 2 is going to be replacing me 
in terms of that overseas work, that’s fine. They’ve got to make that decision. It’s hard work, (2.6) 
but aye, the thing with that, well I tell you another wee story about somebody. Anyway, ehm, so, 
ehm, (3.1) the thing is that, that, (1.9) that’s the thing that needs to be decided upon. In the 
sense of keeping it in the family. Because somebody said to us, only, over the last few months 
(1.3) because I work working in Spain and I met this guy, you see, and I know this guy very well, 
he works for big kind of private school/collage down in Bournemouth. And we were kind of, I was 
saying to him ‘you know, we continually debate whether we need a marketing person I here, you 
know, an international development person in here, to start doing the blah, blah, blah, blah’. He 
said well, ‘I’ve always decided that that will not happen’. I said, ‘why’s that?’ He says, ‘because if 
you leave, you’re the one that knows all your agents, they are your business, they are the crown 
jewels. If you pass that over to somebody external they can walk away anytime from your 
business and take that stuff to whoever they go to’.  So, and that, so, you’re right, I’ve always you 
know, I’ve never quite, kind of, expressed it in those terms, but, but it was so succinct, and I 
thought, you’re bloody right, you know, why should we pass all our crown jewels over to 
somebody, who can develop it all, and then when they leave us pass it all on to somebody else. 
So, that then brings us back to, you know, who is going to, you know, keep it in the family. So 
absolutely agreed that that element of our business, which is our business, will not go to 
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somebody else. So, either one of these 2 or another family member, maybe, might be the person 
that, kind of takes over what I’m doing, which is basically the overseas stuff and all that, so. 
That’s, that’s the kind of thinking there.  

JC: So there’s more thought behind it? 

AL: Yes, you know, as I say, keeping in mind that particular comment, the agency network is your 
business. Or our business. Right. Now if you bring, I mean collages and universities do it, I mean 
another private school in Glasgow has just lost their marketing, their marketing manager to City 
of Glasgow Collage, the City of Glasgow Collage is building up an international department, so I 
know that’s, I know that lady is gone. I know that Wallace, who came from Perth collage, he’s 
now, he’s now there as the boss of International, so I now know 2 or 3 that have come from 
other institutions are now in Glasgow, and you can bet your bottom dollar they’re bringing all 
their agency networks, all their contacts into that City of Glasgow, whereas naebody, nobody can 
do that at the moment because I’m the one. And obviously this is known, because agents just 
contact the office, making bookings and all the rest of it. So, if we’re getting continual regular 
students from a particular agent, then they obviously know that agent, and if they don’t, I mean 
I’ve got, (2.3) I’ve got hundreds of agents, unfortunately, unfortunately, (1.1) I don’t get one 
student from every agent. If I did [JC: You’d be laughing.] Then I’d be laughing all the way to the 
bank, but the thing is, I’ve got all that agency network that I’ve built up, [JC: The potential is 
there.] aye, to the potential is still there. So, it’s a, and it’s a continual, you know, slog to 
continually try and develop the network, so we’re never ever going to put that outside the family 
group, that’s got to maintain, because that’s our business.  

JC: Do you think it attracts people to the business? Customers? [AL: Being a family concern?] Yeah, 
(2.9) do they know, [AL: Well.]do you make it clear to them? 

AL: Well, it’s interesting you say that, because the Hamilton school of English was very much based 
on one lady, and the kind of (1.1) homely, (2.3) cosy, relationship you can have with the students 
and the home stay providers. When we took it over we kind of tried to, or had been debating  
about how do we say that we’re now the owners but we want to still have the wee cruthy, cosy 
relationship, the family kind of thing. And we have physically said that inside the, you know, 
family atmosphere, business. So you know, so, yeah, so we are trying to do that for the Hamilton 
thing. One of the things that is always clear, with reference to the agents, (2.6) it’s not so much 
about whether you’re family or not family, but are you the owner, ‘am I dealing with the owner?’. 
Again, you know, you’ve got all these institutions that have, you know, international 
development officers who represent the collage or university or schools and all the rest of it. I’m 
not saying they don’t do a good job, because they must do, because they bring in the students. 
But, my experience is, (2.2) if I have met somebody, and I tell then that you’re speaking to the 
owner, that is some credibility. And in the sense, and what then happens, unfortunately you’ve 
got to kind of, you can’t keep everybody going, but then they, when they have bookings, they 
send then to me. Now I don’t know anything about bookings, you know, so I’ve got to write back 
to then and say, look, thanks very much for your booking, but I don’t do the processing of 
bookings, I’m going to pass it into the office, if you want a booking. (1.9) Now that, you kind of 
come away from that personal relationship, but you can’t, just can’t do anything else. But there is 
no doubt that agents like to deal with (2.3) somebody high up there, rather than somebody down 
there, if you know what I mean. So it has an advantage in that sense. Yes, [JC: Yeah, they know 
who they’re speaking to.] yes, or, well they know that somebody can make decisions. And, (2.1) I 
mean, what happens now-a-days, of course, I get these things coming in from, and I tell then it’s 
been passed on. What they all know is if they, if they send something into the office and 
something happened, there was a problem, or they’re not getting a response, what they do it 
come straight to me, because they know that I’ll then go straight to them. And something will 
happen immediately, and that happens, not a lot, but that, they know that. So again, knowing 
that, you know, the owner has the clout, if you like or the manager or whoever, the director, 
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having the clout to be able to do something immediately if they’ve got a problem, (1.9) is 
beneficial.  

JC: Yeah, that’s what they want. Well, there’s just really one more questions or one more thing I 
wanted your thoughts on, ehm, when it’s thing like (1.8) the use of knowledge, because it’s a 
knowledge intensive industry, if someone had another idea for another market that you hadn’t 
thought of, or another way of doing things, just a change in the processes or different styles of 
lessons, or anything like that. Is there channels for those ideas to travel? 

AL: Aye, well, what I’m saying is, because we’ve got a small organisation for a start, anything that’s 
new or, where the, academic side or the admin side are separate, but obviously there’s cross 
over a certain bits, but that’s, that’s the kind of 2 strands of the business. But, aye, so I mean, 
you’ve got a director of studies, you’ve got senior teachers, so, they as you asked before, they’ve 
got a lot of autonomy in the sense of developing things, or suggesting things, and yeah, 
everybody is encouraged to, you know, to do that. (2.0) Absolutely, I mean we’re not the 
fountain of all knowledge, that’s not, you know.  

JC: And would that come through in say, you know have you got like meetings for that, or would it 
just be as and when? 

AL: Yeah, well, I mean, obviously again, you’ve got the, on the academic side for example, I mean 
even the teachers, you know, they can make suggestions because we have teachers meetings 
with the director of studies, the director’s there, so in the admin side we have regular meetings, 
then you’ve got the management meetings, so that’s a wee kind of level up, so there’s loads of 
opportunities for ideas to be floated from the bottom up, or whichever you want to call it the 
bottom up, you know what I mean. So aye, so there’s plenty of avenues for that, nobody’s ever 
discouraged to bring forward ideas, instead of the cold face, now I’m not the cold face, I may 
think things are running great when they’re running rubbish, in some respects, you know what I 
mean. So no, I mean, that, everybody’s encouraged through various meetings or avenues or 
whatever, or just direct, because we’re all sitting, well, (1.7) I mean the director or ehm, (2.5) 
well, David’s maybe a wee bit more remote from the academic side, he’s up the stair because we 
don’t have seats down the stair. The office for the admin plus me, we’re all in the same office, I 
don’t have a separate office or anything like that. So the director, Alison now takes place, when 
I’m not there, when she’s now Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, so I can only go in on a Thursday 
or a Friday to my desk, because she’s at it. We just don’t have the space to have separate offices. 
So the director or myself, we’re in amongst it all, we’re in the same place as everybody else, so 
again, you hear things, if you keep your ears open you hear things, how things are going, if you 
want to talk to somebody, or if they want to talk to you about a problem or a change or 
something, it’s not a problem. So it’s not like we’ve got offices that you’ve got to go and chap the 
door and all that. No, we don’t have that, nobody’s got an office, other than David who’s up the 
stair, but he shares that with 2 other folk. But that’s only because, that’s only because we don’t 
have the space in, in Glasgow school. We’ve, (1.7) there’s an, there’s an office on the same floor 
as us in Glasgow, so at this moment in time we’re actually looking at how we can maybe buy 
where we are plus this next door, so that would give us more space. It wouldn’t give us more 
teaching space, which brings in the money. But it would give more student space and more 
admin space, which is probably what we would need, to give a kind of working environment a 
wee bit better than what it is, we’re a wee bit cramped.  

JC: Ehm, this, this last thought, I’ve asked everyone I’ve spoken to this, and it’s quite a strange one. 
But, say, it’s a hypothetical situation, say someone you cared about, or even another family 
member wanted to go and work in another family business, and it’s a really strong family 
business, all family directorship all, (1.9) you know, family at the top and they weren’t a family 
member, from your experience is there anything you would advise them, anything you would 
suggest to them? 
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AL: So they weren’t, they’re not a family, but they were being [JC: There going into that.] going into a 
family member. (2.1) So the question is, sorry? [JC: Anything you would say to them, anything 
you would advise them to think about?] Eh, how would I advise anybody that’s not a family 
member going into a family business. (4.1) Well I, in some respects going into a family business is 
an opportunity, is a good opportunity for people. Because I think that’s, well we talk about that 
kind of autonomy and the kind of, you know, the opportunity, to you know, to develop, you 
know. I think of myself, and because you might well be involved in all sorts of things, so you’re 
going to get a lot of exposure to a lot of different things, that you’re not in that particular one job 
in a big organisation. So, as far as I’m concerned, I would, my advice to anybody would be to go 
for it, to be honest. Because as I say, ehm, it gives a tremendous experience of whatever the 
business is, you know, so you get a chance obviously to, to be involved in lots of things. Even at a 
particular level you might even be getting involved in strategic issues for example, that you 
would, might never be able to get if you were just going in as an employee within a normal big 
business. So aye, my advice wold be to go for it, because as they say the opportunities within a 
family business. There is a down side of course because it’s a family business; I mean I’ll give you 
an example, my daughter was in a family business when she was younger. (3.1) Eh, nothing to do 
with me, but she was the CEA, so she was the financial director of a, a company in Glasgow which 
was jewellery and all that sort of stuff. Now the son, the old man was the kind of boss guy, eh, 
the son and the daughter-in-law, and the son and daughter-in-law were taking money out the 
business when they shouldn’t have been talking it out. And Alison was not, she was the CEA so 
she was responsible for all that. And she, she was in a, she was put in a kind of (1.1) bad situation 
in the sense that she was wanting to be loyal to the old guy because he was the man, but this guy 
was her boss in some respects because he was the director. And he was just coming in and just 
putting his hand in the till. So and a point Alison had to say, I’m, I can’t take this any more, I’m 
getting out. Because if it ever (2.1) kind of blew up that it happened, it was her that was the 
financial director so she just left.  

JC: Did she say anything? 

AL: I don’t know, it was years and years ago, she maybe said to, I think she said to the old guy at the 
time she was leaving that this was happening and it was up to him to sort it out. But, they were 
claiming all sorts of things; the wife was claiming hair dressing appointments and ((laughs)) you 
know, fees for the kids. Oh, so it was all just. 

JC: It was just the norm for them. 

AL: Aye, that was just the way they were doing it. Yeah. So that’s the kind of down side in some 
respects. The other thing too is that, you know, I suppose a family business, there’s more sort of 
chance of things going belly-up if you get things like taking more out than you need to, and when 
you need to. I mean for example, I don’t take a salary at all, (4.4) I don’t take a salary, (5.1) I live 
off my pension.  

JC: Right, so this is just hobby? 

AL: No, I get my expenditure. (5.2) So I get it that way, I don’t, I don’t have a salary. [ JC: Oh right, 
okay.] (1.9) That’s nothing, like what I would get as a salary if I wanted it. So, I get a dividend of 
course. So. But at the end of the day I, I’ve never taken it, to great consternation of my wife but I 
always, I wanted to plough, whatever I had as a salary, it’s kind of always gone back in there.  

JC: And that’s something you can’t expect of a non-family member.  

AL: No. That’s right. That’s right. (2.1) No, I would never expect it of the other family members 
either, to me, I make that decision. Because it’s me, I make that decision, but eh, you know, 
because they get their salary, and they get there allowance on expenditure as well, and the get, 
and they get a dividend as well. Well my daughter definitely, because it’s just goes into the family 
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as far as their concerned. Eh, so, and it’s tax efficient anyways, the way we do it, actually the 
dividend is paid as a salary for my son-in-law you just him a salary at a less level so his tax is at a 
less level and blah, blah, blah, blah, blah. So there’s all sorts of ways of reducing the tax. And 
that’s I suppose, another way of, you know of the advantage of the family business in the sense 
that, you know, you can be creative with the structure.  

JC: Yeah, because well, maybe a non-family member would really want, ‘no I need by salary to be set, 
I need to know what’s coming’.  

AL: Aye, well, I mean in that sense my son and daughter-in-law, although they are the family 
members they, (3.4) I mean I remember a few years ago we had a cash-flow problem, so they put 
money in themselves, their own personal money. Now you wouldn’t get that from normal 
employee as such, so they just pumped some money just to tide us over for the cash flow. So, I, 
you get that kind of commitment of you like, but they’ve never necessarily been without a, you 
know monthly salary, they always have a monthly salary. So eh, (3.1) it’s only me that’s the stupid 
one. ((laughs)) 

JC: Well listen, I’ve taken up far too much of your time.  

AL: No that’s fine, I’ve got somebody coming at half 11, so it fits.  

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Field notes: This interview took weeks to arrange due to being unable to get in touch with AL 

and being continually told that it was only up to AL to make the decision on whether I could 

come in or not, at one point I was refused his mobile number. He apparently moved around 

from office to office and was never in the one place, even within one day he was in both the 

Edinburgh and Glasgow offices (each time I had just missed him, like chasing a shadow). After 

leaving a number of messages on the phone AL eventually rung back. With a sour tone in his 

voice he asked why I had been calling, he then laughed a little (or perhaps more of a guffaw) 

and arranged a meeting for 3 weeks later. This was after telling me how busy he was and that he 

was travelling to Kazakhstan in the coming weeks. It was for this reason that I was 

apprehensive about going for the interview, one it had been 3 weeks since I had spoken to him, 

therefore there was no guarantee that he would remember our meeting, and two, I was unsure 

about the attitude of the man towards my research, surprising as he is from an FE background. 

However, upon reaching the school building he was waiting in the meeting area for me. He 

decided it would be better to go to a café as there was little room in the school building (and ex-

tenement building in the centre of Edinburgh, the kind that can only be reached by stair, with 

low ceilings and a cramped atmosphere, as discussed in the interview. We entered a café across 

the street which was empty apart from the waiting and bar staff. Once there I had had a chance 

to establish that I was in fact an English teacher and therefore knew the industry he worked in, I 

don’t know how much of a role this played, but after this it became clear that AL was willing to 

open up and speak. This is clear from the interview; in his answers appear more as monologues 

rather than succinct and direct answers to questions. He is clearly very proud of his 

achievements, and wished to talk at length of how he started the company and the troubles he 

had to overcome. Although, at many points he did refer to the company as his, I felt he still sees 

it this way. Also, on more than one occasion he mistakenly referred to his daughter as his 

daughter-in-law and his son-in-law as his son. I am unsure if this is implicit of anything or if it 

is a simple act of speaking at speed and a linguistic error. This business is explicitly a vehicle 

for the family, not in particular the question of giving the international duties (the most 

important role) to another family member who has not yet been involved. Also, the ‘advantage 

is it’s family… the disadvantage is it’s family’ section may be used nicely as a quote from the 

introduction. This was the longest interview yet and he was aware of all institutions, SFBA, etc.  
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Interviewee 12 
Coding Ref: 090811FM 
Location: Cupar, Scotland – Company offices 
Date: 09.08.2011 
Time: 09:30 
Duration of interview: 39 mins 10 secs 
Interviewer: JC 
 

 
Interviewee: SB 
Gender: F 
Employment Status: Owner/Director 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 3 
Firm Size: 6 
Primary Industry: Property

Transcription: 

SB: So what’s your MSc in? 

JC: My MSc is in Operations Management. Ehm, which is a bit, this, this is actually a bit of a diversion 
from the MSc, but ehm. 

SB: It all fits in though.  

JC: Yeah, it’s the day-to-day operations of what’s going on.  

SB: Yeah, it’s linked. Yeah, it does, definitely.  

JC: Yeah, ahm. Okay. (1.2) So first of all you just, ehm, you ran though what the kind of set-up of the 
company was. Just to iterate that so it’s clear in my, mind as well, it was, (1.0) yourself, your 
husband, your daughter’s at university just now, there’s another daughter , ehm, and she works, 
[SB: She works part-time for us, on a part-time basis.] okay, and then you have 3 employees, 3 
non-family employees.  

SB: Yep. Well 2 non-family employees, ehm, we have a lot of contractors that come in and do a lot of 
work for us, (1.1) but the actual employment is, ehm, myself, Harry, my husband, Stacy, my 
daughter, whose away at college doing an HND in business administration, ehm, Emma, who 
works part-time and does viewings. [JC: And then it’s ehm...] and then you’ve got Jackie, who’s 
my book-keeper and Carole, who’s my front of house reception, right-hand person, (1.3) knows 
everything about everything.  

JC: Okay, that kind of do all.  

SB: Yep, she catches everything.  

JC: Okay, and Muir was the... = 

SB: = Inspector.  

JC: Excellent, (2.0) alright, so in terms of, say the people that aren’t necessarily family members, how 
would you think they perceive, they obviously work for the business, how would they perceive 
the family aspect of the business when they think of it, is it from an ownership perspective, or a 
management, is it that they’re in charge, or is it just as a colleague perspective? 

SB: Colleague. We’re a team. We all, you know, my husband and I are ex-forces so because of that 
we don’t have; we have obviously a rank structure within the business. I mean myself as the 
head, then you have your management, middle-management, then you have your workers. But 
because we’re such small business, in so much as, not small in turnover but small in ehm, staff, 
we all work together effectively and we all slot in. Now, because my husband’s off sick at the 
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moment, and has been since October, we’ve had to employ Muir (1.9) to do the inspections, 
because that’s Harry’s job.  

JC: Right. 

SB: And Harry does property management and property inspection. So if he wasn’t off sick Muir 
wouldn’t have a job.  

JC: Okay, so that’s a fill-in, okay.  

SB: Same with, ehm, (2.1) it was, when Stacy fits back in, ehm, she’ll be working for Carole. Because 
she’ll then be, Carole will be the middle-management and Carole, and Stacy will slot in under and 
do the running around and all the catch-all. (1.1) So the structure’s there in as much that, you 
know, we have a rank structure, but we all work together as a team, we’re all equal.  

JC: See, that, that’s quite interesting the aspect of, your daughter will come in and work underneath, 
ehm, Carole, the non-family member. Because you find in a lot of family businesses it’s kind of 
eh, the, (2.4) the offspring if you like, go off, get educated then come in and then automatically 
go in to the kind of hierarchal. 

SB: No, I don’t believe in that, I believe that, again having been, I think, using the forces model, 
unless you know what you’re doing you’re not effective. (1.6) So, she won’t be effective, if she’s 
came in and took charge of Carole she wouldn’t be effective. But what would be effective for my 
business, is Stacy would working, working, ehm, from Carole’s command. Which means that 
Carole can pass on her experience and knowledge and Stacy will do all, you know, and she’ll 
learn. And then set up. But she, obviously, she has to prove that she’s, she’s then capable of 
doing that.  

JC: Okay. So in that way would you find that there’s no real family influence coming in, in terms of 
the structure?  

SB: Sorry? 

JC: Family influence in terms of structure. 

SB: Well yeah, because she’s my daughter.  

JC: But that hasn’t influenced where she should be going.  

SB: No because it’s my business. No because I don’t believe it should. Business acumen is down to; 
well it’s to make money isn’t it. There’s no point making money for you, for someone to come in 
and take it away and then you don’t make the money. If she can’t do her job effectively, she 
doesn’t earn, we don’t earn money.  

JC: Okay. What, in terms of things like, ehm, making decisions, the day-to-day decisions, task 
allocation, who does what, what, where what, and if, if there’s an ad hoc job comes in, it’s not 
really got a defined area, who takes it on, ehm, (1.7) who makes these decisions? On a day-to-day 
level.  

SB: .hhh (2.5) Collective really. Ultimately it’s my responsibility, but I do listen to input from, whether 
it’s, all the, all the members of the team and they, well, probably me, yeah. But that, then, but 
then, I would expect that anyway, in any business. The head of the business to take 
responsibility. But the actual base decision on a day-to-day level would probably be Carole, but 
she would come to me, or would go to Harry for eh, you know, for input on the decision.  
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JC: Just as a sounding board. 

SB: Yeah. So, yeah. Yeah.  

JC: (4.2) Would you say that, ehm, there’s a lot of autonomy in the company for workers or, is it a 
top-down approach? 

SB: Autonomous, autonomy.  

JC: It seems to be. 

SB: Yeah, yeah. Ehm, I suppose, (5.1) yeah. (2.9) It’s, it’s, they’re not, we’re not, it’s not, ‘I’m in 
charge’, my family is, it’s my family’s income. You might find that Harry thinks differently to that. 
Harry’s very much, ‘it’s about family, it’s about keeping family together, it’s about making sure 
that we’ve all got a, a role to play within the company structure’. Ehm, that, but in my opinion, 
which is probably why it works quite well is the fact that, how can somebody that doesn’t have 
any knowledge work effectively.  

JC: Yeah, yeah. Okay, so. = 

SB: = And no disrespect, you know, I’m university educated actually, I went to survey, but you know, 
I don’t believe that a university education gives you the knowledge and strength to be able to 
effectively, ehm, manage and grow a business.  

JC: It’s a specific job. 

SB: Yeah. I think it’s down to, eh, a whole lot of things. Not just family. I think the family in, in our 
business, in this business, as a letting agent, the family is so necessary to make decisions. .hhh 
Because, you know it could be out of hours it could be, you know, the funds aren’t available, we 
all pull together. And that’s when the family aspect comes into it; I couldn’t ask Carole to give me 
10 grand in order to buy a vehicle to make the business run effectively. But I could ask Harry, and 
I could ask Stacy to, to run her own vehicle on behalf of the company. Which is what we do from 
time to time.  

JC: Yeah, that’s quite interesting, that kind of, ehm, I think its termed patient capital, in that, you 
know, they’ll lend money or lend resources but they don’t necessarily expect it back straight 
away. And that’s the, that’s when the family element comes in. Particularly in times of a crisis, 
but maybe uncertainty as well, when you need that. When there are decision on, either that type 
of thing, or on the day-to-day tasks, any kind of strategic decision or just operational decisions, 
physically, where, where are they made usually? 

SB: Here. ((immediate response)) 

JC: Always here.  

SB: Yeah.  

JC: Do you ever, does the business obviously get spoke about at home, does it ever get spoke about 
in depth at home? 

SB: Yeah, every single evening. (1.7) .hhh Gets quite tiring sometimes. And you have to try and 
separate this up. But I think that in any, any way of life, ehm, again, you know, if you’re looking at 
a business, i.e. [company name], ehm, Harry and I run this business, although he’s not here, he 
still has a decision making process, but he’s not, he’s off sick at home, but if I have an issue here 
I’ll talk to him about it there. But the decision’s always made within these 4 walls because this is 
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where, you know, all the information is available in order to, to make that decision. But that’s 
changed, obviously with Harry being off sick. Because like, for example, we use GotoMyPC.com, 
so I can access CFP, which is our massively expensive software system, from home. So if I want to 
make a decision about a process then I can discuss it with Harry at home. And we can act on it 
here.  

JC: So that is, that’s happening right now.  

 

((Phone rings, JC asks SB if she wants’ to answer it, SB replies that it’s not her phone)) 

 

JC: Ehm, okay that, that’s quite useful then, ehm, even with a member off sick or, ehm, not able to 
actually physically come can still be involved in decision making quite strongly.  

SB: You have to, this is a, business is, business is organic. (1.2) You need to feed it to grow. And you 
don’t need to just feed it with resources, money and all the rest of it, you need to feed it with 
time, and being interested in what you’re doing, and being excited about it. We could go away on 
holiday and still be moving around it if necessary. We went on holiday a couple of years ago, and 
ehm, I think we were in Turkey, in Godratt, we’ve got a house over there that’s got Internet, so 
we were accessing all the facilities from, whilst on holiday and insuring that rents were paid, you 
know, if someone was called out that the call our was completed, and, if auctioned effectively. So 
it doesn’t stop. It’s a 24 hour thing, you know. It doesn’t stop. (3.1) What I feel that if you’re not 
interested in it, then, then it’s not automatic, I couldn’t do it. ((phone rang throughout SB saying 
this, but was ignored)) 

JC: About the family element, coming in, it’s quite a significant family element, but as, as we’ve 
discussed it’s not necessarily powerful in terms of, ehm, structuring the business and so on. Now 
there’s kind of 2 ways of thinking it, is the business a vehicle for the family or is it a vehicle as a 
business, ehm, how would you, eh, in your own words see how the family element influences the 
actual running of the business? What happens? 

SB: .hhh hhh (3.2) I think it’s because if, you know, as a new business the whole purpose of us 
starting a business was because we seen a niche in the market, (1.9) and (1.4) we were working 
at different ends of Scotland and it, it became, it actually became quite necessary in order to 
have a relationship in the, a family relationship. And then (2.3) the other element was, when we 
first started we obviously didn’t have a serious business model, and so I needed members of the 
family because I trusted them. So when the money, when we were away, I mean we get huge 
amounts of cash through here on a daily basis. You know, hundreds and thousands, not hundred 
thousand, but hundreds and, you know, thousands of pounds really; hundreds and hundreds of 
pounds and then thousands of pounds, sometimes. And, I mean, (1.9) for that amount of money 
coming through I need to know the person counting is counting it correctly, I need to know the 
person that’s banking it is banking is correctly. Because that’s, that, that, the information is input 
on to the very expensive software system that we’ve got, because if we didn’t then, again, the 
business would crash and burn. But, (1.3) as a result of that, and you, you know, from what 
you’re saying, or from what you’re asking, I think you need, that we needed to have the family 
and it’s the family needs the business. Now it’s a vicious circle. If the business collapses then we 
have no, (5.2) nothing. Does that, does that answer, I’m sorry I = 

JC: = No, that, it’s just about the influence of family, but I think it’s, it’s working both ways. That the 
family’s influencing the business, the business is influencing the family as well, quite strongly. 
Ehm. = 
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SB: = My daughter, my eldest daughter, her boyfriend is a result of our business.  

JC: Really. Wow, so it really is a business influence. ((both laugh)) What, quite a, I don’t know, maybe 
it’s a too simplistic question but, ehm, benefits of having family involvement in the business and, 
and disadvantages.  

SB: .hhh Ehm, the benefit is the trust element, the disadvantage is the, ehm, (6.7) gosh I can’t think 
of the word, know, ehm, (1.7) the familiarity, and if (2.9) the family falls out for whatever reason, 
as you do, have your spats and things, it can, it can enter the business. So instead of getting away 
from a spat and becoming professional when you walk in the office, you know, like leaving your, 
bird and feather is too drastic a form, but you know, if you have a bad day in the office, you go 
home, you leave your bag outside your front door, go in your front door the you don’t, you forget 
about what’s gone on that day and you become normal, you know, human. Then the morning 
when you get up and you get ready for work, you pick the bag up and then head, like, into work 
again. Whereas you can’t do that if you’re a family business. If you’ve fallen out in the evening, 
for whatever reason, with, like she wants to go out on the schwally but hasn’t got enough money 
and wants to borrow money from you, or whatever, (1.2) and that’s annoyed you. Or she’s not 
picked up her, or she’s, something’s gone wrong in the home. Doesn’t matter how small or how 
big it is, it comes, it follows you, it comes in the office, and you get atmospheres and all that kind 
of stuff. And the problem, ehm, we’ve had to actually send my 2, 2 of them home, and if Harry’s 
had a tiff about something, or I’ve had a tiff, one of us has had to go out the ((indicates to door)). 
And that’s detrimental to the business. So that’s a disadvantage is the familiarity of family really. 
Well familiarity says it all doesn’t it. And that, and that the other bonus of course is the fact that 
people know who you are. (3.2) That’s a bonus. And then of course the disadvantage of everyone 
knowing who you are is the fact they become familiar with you as well.  

JC: Yeah, when that’s not what you want in a business arrangement. Not always, yeah.  

SB: No, no. Not what you want. But you know, you want to inject that family situation. Say, ‘yeah, 
we’re a family; you can trust us’, etc. But then you want to pull back and say, ‘well, we’re 
professional’. So I’ve kind of switched my marketing strategy from being family as you said, in 
your opening things, to say that, ‘yeah, we’re a family business but we’re totally professional, and 
we’re focused on our, on, you know, providing the correct service’.  

JC: You think that’s a natural development? 

SB: It is. It has to be. (1.9) Because business, as I said, business is organic, so it grows and develops in 
different directions. It, it’s like a plant isn’t it, it’s once you’ve established roots, (3.6) I mean, 
right, okay, as, from a property, we’re a property company, so from a property point of view, if 
your foundations aren’t built on stone the property will collapse, eventually, because if it’s build 
on sand it will sink, if it’s built on water it’ll float away. You know the old Christian philosophy. 
Ehm, but then, (1.7) you need, you need to have those sort of (2.3) foundations. So family is solid. 
Because you, I’m sure you would stand with your brother or sister, mother and father against a 
storm, but then when you, when that storm’s past you’re going to help with your neighbours, 
tidy-up and clear-up, and things like that, and that’s how we, I think that’s how I would like to 
think.  

JC: That’s quite a good analogy. Especially for a property centre.  

SB: Yeah.  

JC: Yeah. What, what, I’m going to kind of switch attention now just a little bit to focus on the, the 
knowledge aspect, and the ideas. [SB: Okay.] Now, there’s quite a lot of communication going on 
between the family members, as you say, when you go home you can talk about it there, the 
AnyPC, that kind of situations, and, and obviously with your daughter going, ehm, 2, 2 years to 
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college to come back and bring that back into the business, that’s the idea. Ehm, what about, 
ehm, if it came from elsewhere, if it came from, ehm, the non-fmaily aspect. (1.7) How, if they 
had, say a fresh idea, could that be brought forward, is there any avenues for that to go? 

SB: Totally.  

JC: How would they do it? 

SB: Well just, I mean I, we, operate a policy of, well open door really. Please don’t knock on my door 
to come in and see me. There’s no formality. My, the people that work around know me. I don’t 
like using staff, the, the word staff that work for me. Because nobody works for me, what we 
work for is the business. To make the business the best, so we keep our jobs, really. You know, 
especially in this climate. So, if, if ehm, somebody was to come in to, like for example Carole or 
Jackie, ehm, would come in with an issue, with ehm, suggestions, which they always do, on a 
daily basis, weekly basis, they have an idea, we’d put it into practice. (1.7) We’ll discuss it first, 
see if it’s, you know, if it’s, (1.1) form a budget proposal and all that sort of thing. But you know, 
relatively, if it, if it’s a good idea and it works, we’re up for it.  

JC: Is there any, any kind of formalised aspect to that? You know, things like meetings or anything 
like that. 

SB: Nope. Oh yeah, yeah we have staff meeting, once a week on a Wednesday morning between 9 
and 10, and do a bit of training. Normally on this, this massively huge system that (2.6) we paid 
lots of money for that we still don’t understand after 18 months of it operating, but. And I’ve paid 
a huge amount of money out for training. The biggest problem I find is, ehm, (3.2) with that, is 
people come up with ideas but don’t tend to follow them through. So if somebody comes up with 
an idea for me, if I see, if I like the idea then I would try and push it, if it doesn’t work (4.3) then 
it’s a learning curve.  

JC: Hm, do you find that, that’s maybe a kind of attitude of, ‘I’ll come up with the idea, but then I’ll 
give it to the person that will make it work, but not taking ownership of it’, but you would want 
them to take ownership.  

SB: Hmm. ((agreement)) 

JC: Okay. Is there any either explicit or, (1.2) or just general, ehm, incentive that they might see for 
coming up with ideas, for coming up with different strategies?  

SB: No, not at all.  

JC: (3.1) So do you expect it of them? 

SB: Yeah. Absolutely. And if you don’t, if your people don’t grow with the business, what’s the point.  

JC: Do you maintain performance standards in any way? 

SB: What, do we have a, yeah we do, I have a, ehm, .hhh .hhh. (6.5) You know we have a system in 
place where, you know, we have a 3 monthly system where I’ll just check up, sit down, ‘how have 
you been getting on, etc, etc.’. Deal with, ehm, any issues, problems, dramas. That I think, in 
order, that’s the structure, but in order for a small business to flow, you can’t afford to sit down 
and take time out, switch the phones off, they go through to, well we have a, a back-up 
telephone answering service based in Aberdeen, so, but you can’t keep doing that, because 
that’s, becomes totally, non, non-constructory. It, it, you know, it’s just far too much money. So 
what we tend to do is flow with it. I don’t, you know, crazy enough, coming from, from the army 
you’d have thought I would have been very rigid and very structured in the way I think. But, I, 
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because I was university educated, I believe that that’s given me a lot, an opportunity to look at 
the structure of for the army creates, created in me, because obviously it does. You know, you go 
to it as, I went into the Army as Shelly, came out as Shelly, in the meantime I developed a huge 
personality difference, because the Army does that to you, but it doesn’t take it way when you 
leave. So yeah I am rigidly structured, but because I’m educated before I’m able to flow a bit 
better. And I prefer ideas to flow, (2.1) I prefer people to, to, (1.9) I want my business to generate 
smoothly and simply. (1.2) Without having to worry too much about, ehm, structure. (3.2) I hope 
that makes sense.  

JC: Yeah, eh, I mean you mentioned organic quite a few times. It’s the whole, kind of part of the 
philosophy, would you call that? 

SB: Yeah, that’s it, totally, yeah. 

JC: Ehm, from the other side then, that’s, that’s thinking of kind of knowledge and ideas coming from 
those out with the kind of centralised family aspect. What about the ideas coming from within 
the family aspect? How is that communicated to the business, or is everyone involved at all 
points? 

SB: I think everyone’s involved at all points, ehm, unless they’ve got a specific idea, or a specific issue 
then obviously sit down and take time out, switch the phones off, stop everything and talk. But I 
prefer, you know, this is a very simple business model, very simple. (1.9) You know, the client 
gives you a product, a property, you put that property on the market, and then the tenant comes 
along, likes the product, rents the product, pays you money each month, you then convert that 
money into the process for the landlord. It’s as simple as that. It is not complicated. Then the 
tenant has a problem with the property, they rings us, inform us, we send the tradesmen out, we 
generate a worksheet, it’s so simple. Ehm, so.  

JC: It’s quite easy to keep things flowing [SB: Yeah.] inside something that’s = 

SB: = Yeah. The only issues come up when you’ve got a property that’s a drama. (2.1) Or a tenant 
that’s a drama. So if you get something that’s a drama, or a client even that’s a drama, so one of 
the 3 dramas. We don’t, the other issue we have of course is outside influences. Ehm, eh, the 
costs, (4.2) for example Harry once said to me, ‘right, I’ve been looking at the money we’ve been 
paying to the bank’. So the fact that we’re moving millions a year, and they’re charging us 5 
pound a month for actually having an account with them, and then 28p for every transaction.  

JC: (3.4) Yeah, that doesn’t sound too good.  

SB: When actually, we’re making a lot of money for the bank, you know, so, he came up with that 
idea, then he went a researched all the different banks, came back and said, ‘right, the best 
option is Santander, it’s free business banking, very simple way of operating the website, anyone 
can do it, their security system’s on the website, brilliant, bang’. So, but that’s, he went in and did 
that himself.  

JC: Isn’t it amazing that a simple thing like that can really save you so much money in the business.  

SB: Well it saved us 500 pound a month.  

JC: That’s crazy isn’t it?  

SB: It is. Say 2 hour’s research, you know.  

JC: Ehm, (2.7) okay, do you think, ehm, still sticking on the knowledge, we’ve looked at knowledge 
from one side and then from the other side, from the family side. Ehm, do you think the, the staff 
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members, again maybe focusing on non-family if you like, will they, will they talk about ideas 
amongst each other maybe before they bring them forward to you? 

SB: Yeah, (2.0) I think so.  

JC: To kind of articulate it better. And then be able to put it forward.  

SB: Yeah, probably. What, you mean non-family members? My Team? Yeah, they talk amongst 
themselves all the time. They don’t know I’m aware of it. ((laughs)) I wouldn’t be a very good 
businesswoman if I didn’t, if I wasn’t aware what my staff and team were discussing.  

JC: (2.1) And then obviously when something maybe bubbles up to the surface, say either an idea or 
an issue of any kind, then it’s more, it’s more of a structured point to make, or say. 

SB: Umhum. But because I’ve got my finger on the pulse, I would know that it’s an issue. And I’ve 
been looking at responses to that issue, or listening to the general chit-chat and the way things 
are. And if I’m out the office, you know, which I am quite a lot of the time, (1.9) they talk, they all 
talk to me individually and I’m, you know, I suppose as a bit of a switched on cookie you find out 
what they think, put 2 and 2 together.  

JC: Figure it out, just the general feel of the place. 

SB: Umhum. ((agreement)) 

JC: Ehm, so you’ve got the, the weekly meeting. Is that the really only formalised aspect you’ve got, 
yeah, ((SB nod in agreement)) there’s a, every quarter or so, there’s a, would you call it a staff 
appraisal type thing? 

SB: Yeah. 

JC: Ehm, any other more formalised channels of communication? 

SB: Nope.  

JC: I think that’s, I mean a weekly meeting is =  

SB: = I think that’s enough, don’t you. I mean it’s only, what, 6 of us. (3.4) It’s not; there shouldn’t 
really be any need for huge meetings and departmental meetings. We’re one, we’re 2 offices, but 
one, you know, this is head office, and we have another office, you know, which we’ve grown 
into, ehm, but we, that’s where the maintenance division stay. Ehm, (1.7) but it’s all run from 
here, everything’s here. So we can all talk to each other. We’re all adults, you know, (2.0) I don’t 
do childish people.  

JC: It’s quite open door.  

SB: Yeah, totally. And if I’m not happy with something I’ll say. I don’t bubble and, and boil. If I’m not 
happy I’ll go straight up and say it, and they all know that, so they know that, they’ll obviously 
know they way that I walk up the stairs whether, I mean I know that there’s only 3 stairs, but 
they’ll know that if there’s an issue or not.  

JC: Oh, I see what you mean.  

SB: But I, but I don’t, I, you know, I, I don’t view myself as a boss, I know they call me boss, (4.1) but 
I’m, I don’t feel like a boss, (2.7) so it’s open door.  
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JC: Just one final question, it’s a bit, eh, well it’s very hypothetical. But if one of your, your daughters 
wanted to go and were offered, were offered a job in another family business somewhere, 
different market, no, no competitor element at all. Ehm, and it was a strong family business, as 
in, strong family influence on the business. (1.6) Would you give her any advice? 

SB: .hhh (1.3) Yeah, but it’s, again it’s really simple advice. And it’s along the lines of, if you do your 
job right, and if you work, if your work ethos is correct. You’ll do well. Regardless of it, if it’s 
family or not. .hhh My daughter’s boyfriend, Emma, her boyfriend is, his father’s one of the 
directors at Sidies, do you know Sidies, but you know, they’re a big family business. And her, her 
boyfriend is, does things with us as well. We don’t see it as a competition, family business, we see 
it as a, (3.2) a growth really, it’s great, you know. I’m quite a positive thinker on it, I don’t know, 
maybe I’m right or not, I’m not too sure, they way I want to see it, I want to see everybody doing 
well, but I want to see everybody doing well because they work hard, they play hard, they utilise 
their, what they’ve got to the best of their abilities. And me with it, if, if Stacy or Emma wanted to 
go and work with another company and didn’t want to have anything to do with us anymore, and 
I knew that it was a family run company, I’d be like well, go for it.  

JC: Any, any issues of maybe worrying, if they want, if they, you know, if it was in their ambitions to 
advance their career, would the family element, or would you be worried that the family element 
in business might [SB: Stop.] yeah. Or halt that.  

SB: .hhh (2.1) Possibly. It can do, we all don’t, people don’t, we all don’t think the same. Otherwise, 
you know, I know of businesses where, you know, the sons and daughters are absolutely useless 
at what they do, but it’s family, family, family and you can see the business suffering. Which, you 
know, makes me cringe, but I suppose at the end of the day, (1.7) if you’re working on a family 
element, and that’s, you know, the way, the way you feel is the way forward, (2.1) good luck 
really. But I don’t think family run businesses and family focused businesses are often very 
successful. Because you have the, I mean you look at, for example, the Royal family, that’s a 
family run business, you’re born into it, lucky you. Then you look at the horrendous mistakes that 
are made along the way. Ehm, for example, look at Prince Andrew, what he’s done recently, I 
mean he’s just completely lost every single credibility possibly known to man. ((phone starts 
ringing but is again ignored)) He’s just laughed at. Prince Edward’s stupid theatre antics, the fact 
he couldn’t pass-out as a marine officer. And there’s no respect for the family business, but the 
family business is a lot of money, and the Queen can’t retire. Because if she does retire I think 
with, you know, it would enter into; people would look at that family business and think, or 
forget it, off with their heads, so to speak. You’re not, you’re not actually representing this 
country in the way that we want you to. Because you’ve been given every opportunity, but 
you’ve not used it. Like Charles, and, I mean, Charles, in fact no that’s wrong, Charles is actually 
quite a good, he’s switched on because, you look at the Duchy of Cronwall, I mean that a, a 
massive effective business.  

JC: I quite like Charles actually, yeah.  

SB: Yeah, look at what he’s achieved; I mean he’s brought architecture and, (1.9) kind of new world, 
eh, food resources to the 20

th
, the 21

st
 century. He’s brilliant.  

JC: I think he had an agenda, and he really, he tried to push for it.  

SB: Yeah, well he’s done it, hasn’t he. You know, Duchy is a very well run business. Ehm, (2.3) 
whether or not he has much to with the day-to-day, I couldn’t tell you.  

 

((Gentleman enters room apologises, SB apologies for still being busy in room)) 
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JC: Ahm, I, I’ve covered all the, the points I’d like to cover anyway, so I’ll, I’ll let you go though. 
Unless, do you have any, I don’t know, final reflection thoughts on, on being a family business 
and, what is it about family businesses, or is there anything about family businesses that, that 
should be advanced, or should, should just be left (2.1) to their own devices? 

SB: I think possibly family, family business is a good thing, because it can, it can bring you all 
together, but it can also be quite, (1.7) it can be quite hard. I couldn’t imagine what it would be 
like, ehm, my family are circus people, and my father, my great-grandfather started off with a, a 
Waltzer in Sheffield. And his sons, my grandfather was a guy called Goldthorpe-Marshell, and he, 
he developed the business, his sons developed it, and then that, then, my, my mum’s generation 
were all (2.4) drunks and druggies in the 60s and 70s. Because that was what was available and 
the money was there to use, so it was abused. So they didn’t have the same ethos, and I was kind 
of, well it was expected, so, (3.1) it must be quite hard for people to live up to the same 
standards as their parents or their grandparents. And it must be quite difficult for people going 
into a family business, like the daughter, my daughters Stacy and Emma, if they chose, they didn’t 
really want to go into, it must be hard for them to live up to the fact, you know, that mum’s 
done, and dad are doing so well with these business, ehm, ‘how am I going to match that’. So 
why bother. I think that’s what’s happening an awful lot, but I don’t know, whether that’s a 
generational thing.  Well the riots that are happening, all between 14 and the kinds are 19 on the 
streets, it’s, it’s absolutely, I find it so hard to, I’m so confused about it all. I don’t understand 
why, you know 14 to 19, you’re beginning in life, you go out and getting jobs, but there’s no jobs 
out there. But there are. There’s a lot of work out there, if you’re prepared to go and get on with 
it. So, yeah, as a family business I think the family sometimes has a lot to live up to. And if they 
don’t meet that, the expectation, it’s a lot of pressure on someone. Which is why, you know, if 
they don’t chose to follow in my, in our footsteps, (2.1) that’s c’est la vie really. 

JC: It’s their choice.  

SB: Yeah. But then if they do, and if, and we continue to be successful. Then that’s great. That’s 
about it really, I think. For me.  

JC: Brilliant, thank you very much.  

SB: I Hope I’ve been of some service, some help. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Field notes: This interview was arranged over the phone as usual, however, after leaving a 

message with the office secretary about the nature of the research, SB actually called back, 

which was unusual. She was genuinely interested and was keen to tell me about the company 

there and then on the phone. So upon approaching on the day of the interview I had high 

expectations. The interview itself was conducted in the basement office of the building, this was 

not so much a manager’s office, as a communal office, as the printer kept going off and was 

clearly connected to all computers in the building. The TV was on in the background, this was 

at the time of the riots starting in London during the summer of 2011. Although SB came across 

as a deep person in general, I would say that this was perhaps even further influenced by the 

contextual background of the troubles; this was confirmed as she mentioned this towards the 

end of the interview. She was full open and apparently reflective throughout, on many occasions 

she paused for long breath before tackling the question asked. In general she was free flowing 

and lucid. It was also no surprise when she mentioned that she came from a forces background, 

she had the presence of a confident and strong woman. One of the most interesting points of this 

interview was the detailing of the husband who was on long-term sick at home; in particular SB 

noted a potential difference of opinion on the level of family influence on the business between 

the two. Also, it became clear that although SB noted that all decisions were made on site, the 

majority were actually made at home, with the inclusion of her long-term sick husband. Asking 

for a second interview was no problem here; this was offered and taken on the same day. 

Probably the most useful aspect is the responses to the positives and negatives of family 

influences. Trust again is highlighted, particularly in relation to money, while she noted 

familiarity, and interestingly knock-on familiarity within other non-family members, as being 

the biggest disadvantage. Probably some quotes in this element.  
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Interviewee 13 
Coding Ref: 160811FM 
Location: Elgin, Scotland – Company Offices 
Date: 16.08.2011 
Time: 14:00 
Duration of interview: 46 mins 11 secs 
Interviewer: JC 
 

 
Interviewee: GB 
Gender: M 
Employment Status: Owner/Director 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 37 
Firm Size: 8 
Primary Industry: Property

Transcription: 

JC: Okay, ehm, first of all really, could you possibly just clarify, what is the family element in the 
business, and what is the structure of the business there? 

GB: Eh, currently it’s 2, 2 brothers. Eh, originally the firm was set up by my father when he took early 
retirement from the air force, and we started it as an insurance broker, brokerage. He was in 
partnership with a friend, eh, and then they separated eh, and ran their own offices, eh, as 
insurance brokers and then about 30 years ago, ehm, my father went into estate agency, and he 
was really the first independent estate agent in, in Scotland actually, ehm. I joined the frim back 
in, eh, (1.7) 25 years ago, that’s why I opened this office, and just after I started we expanded, we 
had an aggressive expansion campaign, my brother came up and joined the business, ehm, and 
we expanded to about 6 offices. And then as my father retired we contracted back down, back to 
2. Eh, and part of the reasons possibly will be covered in some of your questions, you know, 
about family businesses and we found it difficult effectively getting managers to work as, as hard 
as the family members. So now the business is predominantly a, well it is a partnership between 
my brother and I. I have the Elgin office, he has the Forres office. But the company is, is, we have 
autonomy in each office but the profits are shared and, and we run the business as a single 
entity.  

JC: Yeah, yeah, okay, and, (1.2) so that’s only family aspect is the 2 brothers? 

GB: Eh, and my son who’s, who’s now joined the firm. He’s been with me for around 12 months.  

JC: Okay, ehm, is there a substantial non-family element then.  

GB: Eh, we have another; we have a building company which involves all members of the family as 
well. Another family company, eh, but it doesn’t really trade, it owns the commercial, owns some 
commercial, it owns some commercial premises, the, the premises that we trade from here, and 
the premises in Forres. And ehm, my father passed away about 12 months ago so it’s now just my 
mother, ehm, the 2 brothers and my sister who are partners in that family business. Eh, as I say 
that just takes in rents basically, as a landlord.   

JC: Is that, that’s not officially connected to the estate agency? 

GB: No, no they’re total, totally separated.  

JC: Totally separated, and how many ehm, how many employees do you have? 

GB: We have 8 employees. 

JC: 8 employees, and that’s including your son? 

GB: Including my son and the 2 partners.  
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JC: Okay, okay, (1.0) from the employees that aren’t family members, so not your son essentially. 
Ehm, how would you feel the family element is perceived in the business? Do they see you as a 
boss, manager, colleague? 

GB: I would say that our management style is very informal. We, (1.3) we tend to hold onto our staff 
quite well, so there’s a degree of loyalty there basically because we, we’re not a big company 
we’re not regimental in sick days, holiday, you know, they can go and have their hair done if they 
want an hour off, they just kind of give us an hour back. You know that sort of, we’re very 
flexible, eh, and ehm, (1.7) we’re very generous as well, so you know, we do, I would say we’ve 
had some really loyal, well it’s reflected by how long they stay with us basically.  

JC: Yeah, and, (2.1) do you, with, with your son joining now, that’s the past 12 months, that, that 
makes it quite interesting, is it kind of equally treated with another say, standard employee, i.e. 
not a family member? 

GB: Yes, that’s what I would, as, as I see him doing his apprenticeship, he is not treated any 
differently, as his remuneration is on the same scale as… oh in fact there’s another family 
member actually in the company, in the business, ehm, my niece. [JC: Oh, okay.] Ehm, yeah, we, 
we try to treat them as other members of staff, although the only perk they get is they do get a, 
they do get a company car. So.  

JC: Do you find it’s easy to do. Is it easy to treat them equally? 

GB: Ehm, (1.6) well I worked with my father and I would, I would say I found it quite easy to work 
with my father. I couldn’t work with my brother I don’t think. So it’s quite useful that we’re 
running separate offices and eh, ehm, as I say we have this autonomy, we don’t always think 
alike, ehm, but I don’t really get involved, eh, other than decisions that affect the whole business, 
you know, I run my office the way I want to, and he runs is office the way he wants to. That sort 
of thing. (1.3) Ehm, but no I wouldn’t say it was difficult employing, employing my son.  

JC: What, you mentioned earlier, ehm, where, when the business contracted, ehm, issues with 
maybe management, could you expand on that a little bit? 

GB: Ehm, yeah, (2.1) when the business was a lot busier than it is now, obviously the market’s very, 
very quite at eh moment, ehm, I’m thinking specifically of, ehm, 2 scenarios, we had an office in 
Buckie, ehm, which is along the coast here. And old, very old fishing town. Ehm, very moneyed, 
you know, 20 years ago, you know, it was all the big shipping, all the big shipping boats came 
down to Buckie. Ehm, but (2.1) because it was a historical Scottish town, it’s property stock 
tended to, you know, have turned over, through families, had just passed, passed down through 
families. So these, the majority of property in and around Buckie had never seen a surveyor. For 
50, 60 years. So when they came on the open market they were always riddled with woodworm, 
dry rot, wet rot, ehm, significant defects that needed effectively a retention, there was always a 
retention on any mortgage you did, ehm, when you were selling a house in Buckie. Because they 
just weren’t good quality properties. (1.7) And that was, you know, it was very difficult, very 
stressful for the manager. Who’s job, effectively was to do everything. He used to do the house 
sales, he used telecoms, he used to do the house viewings, he used to do the mortgages, the 
financial services. Ehm, and it was, [JC: The whole service.] the whole service, and eh, you know, 
nothing was easy, ehm, (1.9) and so we had a succession of mangers through in the Buckie office, 
for that reason really, just the stress levels that were associated with, eh, with selling properties 
in that area. The other scenario we had was when we expanded, ehm, to, Buckie was take over of 
an insurance broker, so it was an established office, that had problems of it’s own in so much as 
there was history with the previous owner that was, (1.9) detrimental, shall we say. Ehm, you 
know, Inverness was a new start-up and here we were directly competing with the Inverness 
solicitors’ property centre. So we’d seen us expand in this area. We’d moved through to Nairn as 
well, we have an office in Nairn, so you could see us coming along the coast and, you know, they, 



122 

 

they actually sent out an e-mail saying that any solicitor dealing with [company name] would be 
sort of struck out of there. So, we traded for about 12 months just to see what figures were like, 
we did alright but we didn’t break a profit in the first year, you never would do with that sort of 
business. Ehm, and we looked at it and we thought, ‘you know, this is going to take 5 years’, ehm, 
(1.8) ‘can we afford to sustain the loss with the other properties, with the other offices’, and at 
the time we were having the problem with Buckie, so we actually just made the decision to pull 
out of Inverness and not give it opportunity to, to, ehm, take off. Ehm, (2.4) so those were the 
situations where had we had members of the family perhaps, opening the Inverness office, they 
would have striven and wanted the opportunity to make a go of it. Because we were employing 
somebody, you know, we thought well it’s a wage, it’s a profit, you know, we’re just sinking more 
money into it, so we just pulled out. So for different reasons we just closed Buckie and the, the 
Inverness office. And then we re-let, we had a member of staff who we gave a satellite office to 
up in Tain, eh, we let him run that for 3 or 4 years and then we just gave it to him, and he set up 
on his own. Eh, took his own name, but I think he only eh, again he had a bit of a crisis, I think his 
son, eh, was killed or committed suicide, and, 2 or 3 years after he’d gone on his own. He folded 
and closed. Eh, so now we are, just, as I say Forres and Elgin, and we have, we have, we have the 
office still in Nairn which we leased out to a, funnily enough a competitor of ours, he was a, an 
estate agent and a letting agent. He’s now just contracted, he’s gone back to Inverness and he’s 
letted out to some accountants, who I think are probably going to carry on with the building 
society, but they wont do the, eh, the sales of the letting anymore. So, yeah, it’s been a sort of a 
((whistles to indicate a quick upwards motion)) and then down.  

JC: Yeah, it seems to have kind of, contracted back quite naturally. = 

GB: = It has, yeah it has, I mean it wasn’t difficult to contract back and, eh, you know all this was 
done probably 15 years ago, before property prices in Moray really boomed, so the profits that 
we were making were marginal. Because I mean we’re making more profit in 2 offices than ever 
made with 6. You know, because house prices have trebled, and so out commission obviously has 
trebled, but our costs haven’t, you know, that sort of thing. So, ehm, (1.3) we’re, we’ve actually 
been more profitable form the day we contracted back to 2 offices, than we were before. You 
know, so, (2.7) and that’s just ehm, the way things turned out.  

JC: Ahm, in terms of how the company, in fact it’s more from a company level than an office level, 
ehm, in terms of how the company makes decisions, for example, the pretty big decisions to 
contract back. But even on a more day-to-day basis, or week-to-week basis. Ehm, things like task 
allocation or, who gest what, who does what in the company. How are those decisions made? 
Where does the communication happen? 

GB: Well just, just between my brother and I. Ehm, over the phone or socially, yeah. (2.5) We make 
all our big decisions like, eh, when are we going to retire, that sort of stuff. It’s done, it’s done on 
a social meeting. You know, we, we used to have ehm, weekly, well monthly staff meetings 
between the 2 offices, you know, where we were involving the staff with how we thought the 
business would need to develop and what have you, but I felt after a while that there was, it was 
actually sparking an unhealthy competition between the 2 offices. And there was a little bit of 
rivalry going on, you know, they do their things their way we’re doing our things our way, and 
when you’re trying to uniform everything, you know people don’t like change they like to do it 
their way. So, eh, I actually out a stop to them at the end and said, ‘right well we’ll just, you know, 
(1.4) we’ll make the decisions and we’ll just enforce them and you know, and they wont 
specifically be involved in that decision making’.  

JC: Almost complete autonomy over each individual office. 

GB: Yeah, it is really yeah. Apart from large decisions, you know, that have larger capital expenditure, 
eh, like photocopying machines that sort of stuff, you know, those are sort of decisions that we’d, 
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eh, but I mean if we need to replace a computer or something like that for 5, 600 quid, I’ll just go 
and spend it, sort of, and my brother would also.  

JC: In that way, how, or, or, are performance standards maintained at all, or is there more a, I guess 
trust that each one is going to do the right thing? 

GB: Yeah, it’s more on trust, yeah. (1.9) 

JC: I mean, how often do you talk about, with your brother, do you talk about the business? 

GB: Almost everyday. Yeah. You know, or every time I meet him, you know. (1.7) Ehm, but it’s more 
about, at the moment what’s occupying our mind is, eh, how can we retire and when can we 
retire. That’s what we’re talking about, ((laughs)) and maybe we should have done last year. We 
want to go, but of course the economy has conspired against us, and we just feel that it would be 
a, it would be the wrong time for us to, you know, pull out a captain, you know, at this sort of 
time. So, particularly with Charlie, my son, being so young, he’s, you know, he hasn’t done 
enough time to really step up to the plate. And unfortunately this isn’t the sort of business that 
you can run on 2 days a week, you know because you’ve got to take account of the information 
loop, there’s so much, and you know, we manage 600 rentals, and you know, probably 100 sales. 
So, you know, when things are busy, (1.2) well you’re busy just standing still, you know, there’s 
always something to be done. But it’s the, it’s that, eh, information processing that is very 
important, you know, who’s made an offer, where is it, has the client been told, you know, 
what’s his answer, is he accepting it, does he want more, that sort of stuff. You go away for a day, 
and you’re out of it, you don’t know what’s going on, you know, so. It’s, eh, you, our first 
thoughts were, could we go to part time. Ehm, (2.2) we can have the odd day off, you know, to 
play golf and stuff like that, but you couldn’t, you couldn’t still control the business eh, without 
knowing what’s going on, so, eh, you know, we’ve, we’ve decided that if we go, you, you’ve got 
to go altogether and replace yourself. Because you can’t make the decisions because you don’t 
know what’s going on.  

JC: Is that what the plan would be to, to either bring someone in externally or something like that? 

GB: Either bring someone in externally, or, or, promote somebody up, you know.  

JC: Ahm, (1.9) it, as I, As I’ve been saying it is the family element that’s really interesting in tis thing. 
Ehm, from a family relationship perspective, obviously it’s got influence on the business, how 
much, when you compare yourself to say competitors that are maybe non-family based, how 
much influence do you think it’s got? How do you do things differently? 

GB: hhhh. hhhh (3.1) We do more I think, for our customers. Ehm, because we feel that (1.9) we’re 
providing the service on a personal basis rather than a corporate basis. Are you with me? Ehm, 
you know, so I’m not representing Your Move, or General Accident, I’m representing George 
Beck, and it’s that [company name] is, in Elgin is George Beck. Just like it’s Steven Beck through in 
Fores. It’s a far more personal, for people who deal with us don’t feel they’re dealing with 
[company name], with a big company, they’re dealing with me, me, Doreen, Charlie and, and you 
know, what’s it. So we’re not constrained by head office guidelines or, or protocols, we deal with, 
and plus, you know, I’ve always installed in my staff, this isn’t actually a property business, it’s a 
people business. You know, the house is incidental, it’s the people you’re dealing with, the sellers 
and the buyers, so it’s a very personal, (1.7) it’s almost like a service, you know, it is a service 
industry, but, you know, it’s people we’re dealing with, not property, the property’s incidental, 
you know. Ehm, so I think we give a far more personal service than, than a company does. And 
we’re perceived as, as a person, and individual rather than a corporate.  

JC: I was going to ask, do people know that it, it’s you behind the company name, in general? 
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GB: hhh. (2.3) I think in business circles they do, ehm, I’ve come across, I mean I don’t, I don’t 
introduce myself as George Beck owner of [company name], you know I go out, I, I say I’m from 
[company name], I don’t say I’m the senior, you know, senior partner or anything like that. Ehm, 
and you know, I’ve had occasions where I’ve been speaking to people who, you know, clearly 
don’t know that I own the business. Eh, think I’m an employee, ehm, (2.1) and had they known 
that I owned the company they’d have probably (1.5) perceived me slightly differently, but that’s, 
[JC: Spoken to you differently.] but that’s ego, you know, I don’t have a big enough ego to, you 
know. Ehm, the subsequently found out and their attitude funnily enough did change.  

JC: Tells you more about them than it does about you. [GB: Exactly, yeah, yeah.] Ahm, you 
mentioned before that you, you tend to hang onto staff a long time, you think that family might 
have an impact on that. Does that, does that match as well in customers, and I sort of hesitate to 
ask that question because I know it’s kind of difficult, it’s difficult to have customer loyalty in this 
kind of business I guess.  

GB: Yeah, yeah. Our, our biggest problem in out industry has been customer loyalty, to be honest. 
Basically because, ehm, you know Scotland is very (1.4) ehm, unusual in so much as solicitors 
have a monopoly on conveyancing. Okay. Ehm, down in England and Wales you can get a 
conveyancing house to do it, it doesn’t have to be a solicitor. So the problem with selling 
properties in Scotland is that the last person that anybody speaks to is their solicitors, you know. 
And we were finding that the clients were, (1.1) plus to be honest, the Scots, (2.1) and 
particularly up here in the North East are very laid back, they are very loyal, and, and certainly, 
you know, particularly the fishing communities, you know they are vey loyal. Once you’ve got 
them they will stick with you, that’s just the way they are. But it’s also indicative of the fact that 
they are not competitive in their shopping nature, they will just deal with somebody that they 
know, and like, they wont shop around, you know, they have, basically because they haven’t had 
the luxury of choice in a small community like this. And still they only have a choice of 4 agents. If 
you want to sell your house, but it never, never ceases to amaze me, and in the business 25 
years, how little thought or preparation people put into selling their biggest asset. (1.9) They will 
pick up the phone they’ll pick up the Yellow Pages or they’ll take a personal recommendation, 
they won’t research it at all. They won’t even ask for competitive tendering. They will just go with 
somebody, and that can be on a whim. [JC: It kind of means they trust very easily.] Well that’s 
right, it’s because their dad used them, (1.4) you know and, and solicitors have this phenomenal 
power of holding onto families because it’s, it’s been a generation thing. Ehm, I’ve been trying to 
break that, you know, eh, we’ve been trying to break it. We’ve, we’ve always considered that, 
you know, being in competition with solicitors is actually good for the, for the customers, 
because it’s choice, it’s a different service; it’s a different level of service. Ehm, and certainly 
we’ve seen conveyancing costs come down significantly, in the, over the last 10 years. Ehm, you 
know, you go to Aberdeen and you pay half what you pay here. Basically because there are 400 
solicitors, you know. It’s a small area, families, you know, there’s only 13 solicitors in, in the Elgin 
area, they all club together, they don’t tread on each others toes, they have a agreement where 
they don’t competitively poach each others clients. First question you’ll ever get asked when you 
go and see a solicitor here is, ‘do you have a solicitor’, because they don’t want to pinch, and 
they’ll refer them back. [JC: That’s verging on…, ehm, yeah. ((laughs))] It is yeah, ehm, (1.2) in fact 
he solicitors in Scotland were taken to ehm, the monopolies eh, commission because it was 
deemed to be an unfair advantage that 13 solicitors would club together in, and run one outlet. 
And here’s us as a small independent, we’re trying to break into it, you know. And you know, 
you’ve proved, we’ve proved that, you know, in places like Inverness, where, you know they’d 
seen us, sort of, steal a good 5

th
 of the market share here in Elgin, they thought, ‘shit we don’t 

want that’, being in Inverness so, you know, they clubbed together. I mean if we’d fought it we’d 
have probably, and, and there are now independents cropping up, you know, and they’ve got to 
be careful what they do, you know, they can’t be seen to be deliberately trying to stop, eh, 
business. Ehm, so you’ve got very loyal scots to start with, but they don’t put a lot of thought into 
who they use. You know, so, I think once you’ve got them, you tend to keep them, (2.1) our 
biggest problem was that the solicitors had such a hold. And because they sell houses as well, we 
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were getting a lot of leakage; you know they were going back to the solicitor because that was 
the last thing that they did, you know. Our job is, our job is done, you see, well before they 
actually pick up the keys. They pick up their keys from their solicitor, they get their last bill from 
their solicitor, that sort of thing. However, because we were introducing a lot of business to one 
firm of solicitors, he used to introduce them back to us, you know, and that was working well 
until he decided that he wanted to become a, a big property agent. And, we were introducing 
business and so, eh, General Accident, Your Move used to be General Accident, yeah, uh, and eh, 
(2.2) they were introducing to them as well. So you can imagine, you know, I mean, well I, I 
actually had to have a chat with one of the solicitors once when I did some personal business, I 
sold my own house, and, and he sent me a bill for the conveyancing. (1.0) Eh, I didn’t mind paying 
the outlays, but I wasn’t expecting to get a fee, per sae. So I rang him up and I said, ‘look, you 
know, I’ve got your bill, I expected to pay the, the fees, the outlays, but I didn’t expect to pay a fee 
for the conveancing, you know, in light of the fact that, you know, last year I gave you 3 quarters 
of a million pounds worth of conveyancing. You know, perhaps you’d like to go and have a look at 
it and ring me back’. And just the fact that he had to think about it, you know, I stopped 
introducing business to him. You know, because, they just don’t have the business acumen, you 
know, they, they, they have, they find it so easy for so long that ehm, eh. (3.1) So as I say, that’s 
out biggest problem, the biggest hurdle we’ve had to, to cross is the fact that we can’t do 
conveyancing, so we can be perceived as a, a one stop shop, you know. And that’s difficult.  

JC: No, I mean, as mentioned in your marketing if you like, your websites and things, that it’s a family 
business, do you push that? [GB: Yes.] Do you think people respond to that and they want to 
come, as opposed to going to the kind of generic solicitors, or? 

GB: I think there’s horses for course in any, in, in, in any market place. Eh, we certainly feel that it 
should be an advantage and we do promote is as, as, as a positive. You know. We feel that 
people like to deal with smaller companies. Eh, and particularly in, again, in this sort of sleepy 
backwater of Scotland. They don’t like being pushed, they don’t like aggressive sales, you know, 
they like to deal with people, and eh. So yeah, we push it as we feel it’s an advantage, you know.  

JC: What about, not necessarily from a marketing perspective, have you come across major 
disadvantages?  

GB: Yes, ehm, (1.2) again, (1.5) you are perceived as a small company, ehm, and up until the, lets say 
the eh, the sort of hey-day of the Internet, I mean 10 years ago before the Internet was 
predominately used for in property selling. Ehm, clients would perceive that the national 
company would give you bigger distribution. The solicitors’ property centre, because they had 
400 houses in their window, I want to be in the solicitors’ property centre because I look for my 
properties through the solicitors’ property centre. What they didn’t realise was that, you know, 
their house was hidden amongst 4, 400 other properties inside. It wasn’t in a shop window. We 
were giving them 2 high street premises in the window and they were 1 house out of 100. So 
they were, their actual presentation and marketing was better. Eh, and of course with eh advent 
of the Internet, we were the first ones on the Internet, in this area, ehm, that was when Hong 
Kong, when Hong Kong was closing down, that, we were expecting a flood of expats to come 
back to Scotland. So we were, we were enquires, well we didn’t get any enquiries from Hong 
Kong, got plenty from South America for some reason. [JC: I was going to ask if that happened.] 
Yeah, no it didn’t, it didn’t really sort of happen. Because I mean scots travel all over, I mean you 
can go anywhere in the world you’ll bump into a Scotsman. Eh, we were expecting floods of, you 
know, Scots coming back, (1.7) eh, it didn’t specifically happen, but obviously it was the advent of 
putting property on the Internet. And now of course, (2.3) I can box 20 times over my weight by 
using a good Internet site, you know, the, you know, I can get as much distribution from my small 
independent office than the solicitors’ property centre can. And in many respects, ehm, you 
know 4 or 5 years ago when the market was booming, when we had the English market coming 
up, we don’t have them now obviously because their market collapsed. But we were actually 
getting much better enquiries than the solicitors, they couldn’t find the solicitors because they 
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don’t, English people don’t think of solicitors when they think of buying houses, they think of 
estate agents. And they deal with, they deal with estate agents. So we were getting all the traffic 
from down south, ehm, so again as a small company, but it’s all about perceptions, and your 
clients have a totally different perception (1.2) to you, and they’re not always right. They want to 
go with the big company because big is beautiful. Ehm, what they don’t see is the finer aspects. 
So a lot of it is being educating, you know, and you only do that by performing, you know, and 
seeing you board sold, and 2 solicitors’ properties next door sticking, you know, ehm. So it’s been 
a long, gradual process. Ehm, but I would still say on balance, people in this area still put very 
little thought or research into choosing their agents, yeah, they just go with, you know.  

JC: What eh, what about in the, the running of the business. Decision making processes, what 
happens? Any, any disadvantages, any issues being raised because of the family element? 

GB: Eh, what from staff, or? 

JC: Eh, for staff or for, for yourself as well. 

GB: No, I don’t think so. I mean, [JC: Difficulties if you like.] yeah, (1.3) I mean, (1.2) I mean we’ve, we 
had difficulties on a personal level. But not on a business level I wouldn’t say, you know because 
we both have the same goals and ideals. Ehm, we obviously have different opinions, ahm, so at 
the end of the day, you know, I would like to think that if either of us felt strongly enough about 
something, we would be able to convince the other partner (1.3) to do it. It hasn’t cropped up, I 
can’t think of an occasion where I’ve wanted to do something where effectively my partner’s 
vetoed it, yeah. (2.1) No I can’t think of an occasion. Ehm, other than, you know, mistakes that 
we make individually, you know, expose you for a little bit of ridicule. Or, or, shall we say scrutiny 
from the other partner, you know. Ehm, (1.7) my, my burden was always photocopiers, you 
know, I signed up for some photocopiers 15 years ago on a lease, eh, and these leases were 
horrendous, you know, you ended up paying thousands of bloody pounds and, and you would 
never own the bloody machine, and you know, ehm. (1.8) So that was always, I was never 
allowed to buy any more photocopiers or do any deal. But, ehm, Steven did one recently and did 
exactly the bloody same, so now we just buy the buggers. It’s easier. ((laughs)) [JC: Yeah, if it’s 
always going to happen, there expecting you to do all this.] Exactly, Steven’s not known for ehm, 
(2.1) well, it, it’s a joke now, we have a, a financial advisor who we introduce our clients to, 
because we no longer do financial services. We used to be authorised intermediaries as well, so 
we used to mortgages and financial services, with the mortgages. You just couldn’t do everything, 
you know, renting houses, selling houses, selling mortgages, ehm, so we came out of that and we 
introduced it to a personal friend. And Steven was heard to say to a mutual client, he’d rung up 
and, ‘can you sell my house in Nairn’, and Steven said, ‘oh, we don’t go as far as Nairn’, you know 
just turned the business down flat, you know. So it’s a standing joke now that, you know, if you 
live 3 miles out of Forres don’t ask Steven to sell your house. (1.7) Little thing like that, you know. 
[JC: Do you find that memory is quite long when it’s family.] It is when it’s family, yes that’s right, 
yeah.  

JC: Ehm, (2.3) we’ve spoke about the competitive situation, thinking, a lot of what this is based on is, 
is based on knowledge use in family firms. And how sometimes knowledge can stick and other 
times it can flow quite easily. By knowledge I, I’m thinking from within the organisation, for 
example, ehm, if a staff member came up with an idea, maybe a new market to go into, or maybe 
just a way of, you know, improving things, by way of efficiency. Eh, how those kind of things are 
dealt with, so if an employee did come up with an idea, is there a route for that to happen, and 
what would, ehm, what would take place? = 

GB: = Yeah, ahm, well certainly that was the idea of the monthly meetings at one stage was to, to air, 
ehm, the, the, the differences between the two offices. And that’s really, is what caused the 
conflict, you know, became more aggressive, ehm, we, you know, we’re better than you, you 
know, we do it our way, you know, no we don’t want to do it that way. Ehm, so that, we put a 
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stop to it. Ehm, no it’s a much more subtle, subtle thing, ehm, this office has always 
predominantly generated the majority, well majority of the eh, well the majority, we used to do, 
probably 2 thirds the turnover from this office. We don’t do any of the admin. The admin and 
finance are in Fores, so there’s the trade-off. Okay. So Steven is fully on the admin side, I mean I 
know little of nothing of the finances until the end of the year. Eh, because I just have to trust 
him on that basis. Ehm, my head’s down generating the, the money. But it means my staff 
probably work at least 50% harder than in Fores. And this is a bone of contention. You know, how 
can, how can they be sitting chatting, you know, phones not ringing, and we’re busting a gut. 
Ehm, (2.9) now obviously we’ve developed systems that have to be tighter to manage eh, a 
greater amount of work, in the same time. Fores are still doing things, they don’t have that sense 
of urgency, so they’re doing things clumsily, lengthily, you know, and what have you. Ehm, so to, 
to bring some parity into the workload I gave Fores about 150 of our rental stock, just to boost 
them up a bit and give them something to do. They’ve suddenly stepped up to the mark and sort 
of, ‘fucking Hell’, you know, ‘this takes a lot of, you know, there’s a bloody tenant on the phone 
every minute saying something’s wrong with their house. We’ve got tradesmen running all over, 
we’ve got a (raise)’, so they’ve suddenly, ‘shit, you know, this takes quite a bit of management’. 
So, and they suddenly realised that their systems were not sufficient. So they have, without us 
saying, ‘you should do it this way’, we’ve said well, ‘this is how we do it, and you know, we’ve got 
so many’. And so they’ve, we’ve come in though the back door and told them how to do it. And, 
and they’ve accepted it a lot better than had we had a staff meeting and we’d had the 2, you 
know, the 2 girls saying, ‘oh, well I do this or I do that, you know, you should be doing this’, so 
you’ve got to be fairly subtle, ehm, [JC: Yeah, and exchange of the best way of doing things.] 
they’re all women as well, you know, which is really difficult, so.  

JC: Okay, that’s, yeah, no, I get that, like, you didn’t force anything on them. = 

GB: = We didn’t force anything on them, we said look you know you’re struggling, this is how we do 
it with these numbers, and so they said, ‘oh yeah, come on through’, so we’ve actually sent one 
of our girls through for a couple of days just to show them how we work our system, and eh, 
they’re now adopting, so. But ultimately, ehm, if there’s something that ehm, we can’t identify, 
ehm, a solution for, or we’ve got various, ehm, ideas from staff members. I mean at the end of 
the day, my, you know, if the girls have a problem, then I say, you know, (1.9) ‘what do you need 
to resolve it’. You know, ‘how would you like to do it. What do you need’, you know, ‘do you need 
another member of staff’, that sort of thing. So that, that’s what we’ve done in the past. Ehm, or 
if they need another computer, you know, with the, with the package on it. Ehm, eh, so they all 
come to me and say, ‘look, this is creating a problem George, you know, I can’t get this work done 
on time, I need such-and-such’, and, and we’ll resolve that like, so. It’s very very casual, James.  

JC: Is there any kind of, ehm, well I don’t necessarily mean financial incentive, but any, any incentive 
why someone would want to, to push their ideas forward if they thought it was making things 
better? 

GB: Ehm, only to make their life easier, eh, but and also, you know, I, eh, (2.5) the loyalty is there 
anyway, they want the company to do well, ehm. You know at the day they’re very front office as 
well, so I mean if they’re looking, eh, inept, or eh, unprofessional because they haven’t got 
information to had or whatever it might be, they want to resolve that for their own, their own 
good because the are the front of office people. So they’ll resolve their own problems. [JC: Make 
their life easier.] Yeah, that’s what they do, make their life easier, you know. (1.7) I mean there 
are limits to it, and sometimes those limits are (2.1) taken for grated sometimes, so you have to 
pull on the reins a little bit sometimes, you know. Ehm, and there are, and there are difficult 
occasions where, uh, I’d established for, for various reasons, which, simple, simple thing, you 
know, ah, we, we don’t have any free parking here in Elgin. Whereas in Fores it’s all free parking, 
so the staff come to work and park for nothing. My staff are travelling, (1.2) you know, to Elgin. 
So they’re, you know, on the same salary but they’re travelling half and hour, and they have to 
pay for parking here, but they’re on the same salary. (3.2) So, I’ve given them parking permits. 
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Eh, but those permits belong from £20 a month, to nearly £95 a month. (1.1) So I’m now 
providing 4 parking permits for the office, so it’s a big, eh, you know, it’s 3 or 4 thousand pounds 
a year. Ehm, now, it would be easy for me to say, ‘well, you know, things are tight, let’s cut back 
on parking’. But why should they have to park, you know, a mile from the office when the other 
staff can park just behind the office in a municipal car park that’s free. You know, things like that 
you’ve got to be careful of, you know, [JC: It’s difficult.] it is very difficult, and eh, you know, what 
we’ve had to do in the past as well is, ehm, (1.8) and I’ve never liked this and this is something 
I’ve been, ehm, going, (1.6) routing for a long time is, salary, ehm, payslips were always done in 
house. Ehm, even when my father ran the one office, ehm, he would, (1.2) they were generated 
by the accounts lady. So, you know, it wasn’t long before all the staff knew how much each, each 
of them were earning, you know. Eh, and then of course, you know, when we, eh, had the 2 
offices, and you know, the roles, we talked about the workloads, you know, I’ve generally felt 
that the workloads of, of my staff though here were, were higher than Fores. So, you know, at 
one time I was paying higher salaries. Eh, but of course they found out, and you know, that. So, 
we, what we had to do was take that out, so that was a decision that Steven and I were only privy 
to, and we made that decision, so now the payslips come from the accountant. (2.8) But a little 
thing like that, you know, that you, there are certain things that shouldn’t be public knowledge. 
And it, it, it amazed me that it ever got to that stage. But that was just, you now, that was 
because we were a small family of 3 or 4, you know, one office dealt with everything.  

JC: You can see how it got to that stage, it was just never thought of, and suddenly it’s an issue.  

GB: That’s it, that’s right yeah. [JC: Well a potential firebomb really.] Yeah.  

JC: That’s, yeah, that, you, you talk of the processes, people always underestimate their processes, 
they think, ‘oh just get on with it’, but no, you don’t realise, fix your process, you know.  

GB: Exactly, you don’t realise how, exactly. (1.9) And neither Steven of I come from a, a sales or 
management background, so you know, we haven’t had any official training. Ehm, you’re really 
just flying by the seats of your pants, the seat of your pants. And you’re just from your own 
personal people skills, eh, and so, you know, the other thing is that we don’t spend an  awful lot 
of time in the office, so we don’t see these conflicts arising, eh, and, and that’s half the battle is, 
is knowing what’s going on between your staff and, and being able to resolve, resolve it.  

JC: Do you, although you don’t, you say you don’t spend at lot of time in the office, do you come in 
the office everyday? 

 GB: Oh, yeah, I mean God, it’s yeah, it’s you know, in and out, in and out.  

JC: So you’re visible and you in? 

GB: Yes. Oh yes, yeah, definitely visible. Although they’ll probably notice that I am slacking a bit now.  
You know, because it’s quite and eh, ehm, (1.9) I doing my things, you know, I’m fitting in things 
in between appointments. You know, so, I’ll appear and then I’ll be off.  

JC: Preparing yourself for retirement.  

BG: Yes, ((both laugh)) see if I’ve got enough to keep myself busy. I know I have, I’ve got plenty.  

JC: Ehm, I’ve only really got one more question, it’s not even a question, it’s more a thought. That if 
ehm, say a friend of yours or a member of your family, ehm, didn’t, didn’t necessarily want to 
work for this company but wanted to go and work for another in different industry, but quite a 
strong family company. And they were obviously not connected to the family at all. Is there any 
advice you would give them, or anything you would say to them? 
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GB: hhhh. (2.9) Well apart from the obvious, sort of, ehm, scenario where, you know, where blood is 
thicker than, than water, effectively. Ehm, I would make them aware of the fact that if there was 
a situation where we had a father son, or a father daughter, or siblings, ehm, (1.6) things aren’t 
fair, you know, and the company owners are entitled to do what they want at the end of the day, 
you know. You know, and, and that is the difference I suppose between, ehm, (2.7) a large 
corporation and a family business is that, you know, you don’t tend to have (2.1) definitely 
defined boundaries and, and equalities between, ehm, staff levels. But then family businesses 
tend to be small don’t they, you know, once, eh, well, you know, family business can become a 
corporation, it loses it’s family identity once it becomes too big. Look at Stagecoach, you know, a 
family business, you wouldn’t call that a family business anymore, it is a corporation. You know 
and it’s got a CA, so that’s eh, [JC: It grows to a point when it becomes professionalised.] that’s 
right, yeah. It’s when I think, it’s when (1.2) the family members are no longer playing an active 
part in the business. You know, on a, on a day-to-day basis, and then be seen by other, by many 
employees, you know. If you’re, you know, the shelf stacker at the bottom, and you don’t see the 
boss on a day-to-day basis, you don’t feel like you’re working for him, or for his family. You know, 
(2.1) unless, you know, that guy walks through the shop every morning saying hello to you. That’s 
when it’s, you still got a family business. Ehm, so, you know, I think we’re still, you know, we 
don’t, we’re not a big company. Ehm, we’re both very visible, ehm, they, they know they’re 
working for us, we try and make them feel as much a part of there, you know, ehm, (1.3) we did 
have bonuses, eh, in fact we still have a bonus scheme but it’s not being achieved obviously at 
the moment, ehm, but you know, we, we, look after them, lets put it that way. And ehm, I think 
they appreciate that, you know, I mean, (3.5) the 2, we have 2 sisters funnily enough working for 
us, ehm, and they both come up from Cornwall, both have plenty of work experience, eh, 
elsewhere, you know, in their lives, and they can’t believe what a great company it is to work for, 
they just love it you know, they just love it. You know. (2.1) And I mean particularly the girl 
through in Forres who does all the accounts, she’s staggering, she’s unbelievable. She sits there 
chewing it up, but she loves it and, and you know, we take them out for Christmas and, you 
know, they’re both very very grateful. Eh, and really enjoy working because they’ve never worked 
for a, a small business with so much flexibility and eh, ehm, I was going to say, a, a sort of lax 
attitude to discipline, yeah, but, you know, you, (3.4) you don’t need to discipline them, if they’re 
not stepping out of line, you know. Eh, you know, we tell them how we expect them to behave, 
eh, and they, they do it. And you know, 90% of the time, you know, as I say there’s very few 
occasions where we’ve had eh, (2.9) I mean we haven’t, nobody’s had a disciplinary letter or 
anything like that, ehm, and that sort of thing is just dealt with, I tend to just, you know, take 
them across to the pub and have a coffee and eh, say look, you know, ‘this is what’s happened, 
this is where I think you’re wrong, this is how I’d like it to be sorted out’. But, I mean that’s, if I do 
that (3.7) once every 2 years, you know. It’s not a big problem, ehm, but yes I am aware 
conscious/unconscious of, of, of pulling out, because once I pull out, you know, obviously there’s 
got to be somebody who is, I suppose connected to me. Ehm, you know, talking about Charlie or 
some other family member to keep that continuity going with the staff. Otherwise the staff might 
feel, ‘okay, I’m not working for George anymore, I don’t like who I am working for’, you know. 
Ehm, we might lose loyalty there. So, you know, these are all sorts of things that, you know, even 
though I pull out, you know I wont pull out, because I think, you know, I, I’ll still probably get 
involved on the eh, on the maintenance side with the rentals, you know we’ve, our biggest 
problem is getting small times tradesmen to go and do some joinery jobs, small plumbing jobs, 
ehm, well you know I’m very competent at that sort of thing so, you know, I’ll probably be a, a 
general handyman. You know, and my brother and I, we have a portfolio of properties that, is 
creating our, you know, retirement income, so you know, we’ll be busy enough. (2.1) Yeah, that’s 
right. (1.7) And we’ll be involved with the staff because the company will still be managing our 
properties, orders, effectively as well, on a day-to-day basis. Ehm, you know, although we retire, 
ehm, it was the same as my father really, although he’d retired, he use to come down and make a 
nuisance of himself, you know, a couple of hours a day, sit in the corner and, eh, you know. Then 
you suddenly realise, shit, you know, I’ve lost touch with what’s happening, you know, it’s all 
moving far too quickly, so he just used to go and read his paper in the end and then, ehm, you 
know, it got less and less and less. 
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JC: I think that’s a natural process. 

GB: It is, yeah. (2.1) Letting go. I think it’s harder to let go as well. We’ve been talking about 
retirement for the last 2 years. And for some reason, you know, desperately I want to go, 
because you know, I’ve seen so many people working for too long, you know, not enjoying their 
retirement because their health’s deteriorated, not planning for it, not having enough to do, well 
the problem is I’ve got too much to fucking do. I want to, you know, I want to be doing my stuff, 
instead of, you know, work, work’s an inconvenience to my social life at the moment. (2.3) Ehm, 
But, for some reason, something’s stopping me letting go. You know. Eh, I know the company will 
survive without be because it has, it does every time I go on holiday, you know. Ehm, and those 
clients that specifically want to deal with me personally, and there’s another big problem actually 
with a, with a small family business, you are seen as (1.9) the main man, and clients want to deal 
with the main man rather than the minions. (1.7) And the girls, you know, we have, you probably 
didn’t have time to read it, we have a board up that says, ‘do you want to speak to the boss or the 
woman who knows what’s going on’. You know, and that’s, a truer word has never been said, 
because Doreen out there is the bloody oracle. You know, I ask her what’s going on, you know, 
‘what’s happening with so-and-so’. Ehm, she plans my diary, you know, she tells me where I’m 
going. You know, she sends me out in the morning, you know, an appointment book, you know, 
with what to do. ((laughs)) Ehm, and then she’ll ring me when there’s a decision to be made, you 
know. Ehm, but she still has problems with clients, you know, she’ll pick up the phone, ‘oh, I’m 
Mrs. Smith’, you know, ‘what can I do to help you’. ‘Oh is George there?’, ‘is there anything I can 
help you with?’, ‘well is George there?’ You know, and it’s, you know, he wants to say, (2.1) 
‘what’s this bill about for, for, for the plumber for my rented property’, you know, it’s stuff she 
can deal with, but they wont let them talk to them, you know. And I’ve said look you’ve got to 
empower yourself, you’ve got to bully them, you’ve got to tell well George isn’t, you know, if it 
means lying. Sorry, no, George isn’t in, I’m sure it’s something I can help with though. You know. 
Ehm, but, empower themselves to gain those clients, but that’s something that’s going to have to 
be done if I pull out.  

JC: It’s pressure on you as well.  

GB: Well, yeah. This is, you know, (3.1) I mean you cold just go away, but when you’ve spent 25 years 
of your life building this up from nothing, you know, you, you don’t want to walk away and, and 
leave it, ehm, not in safe hands. Ehm, or in the position where you feel your clients are going to 
suffer, you know. Ehm, (1.8) so you know, I mean I can do a lot myself that those clients who, I 
mean some clients are perfectly happy and realise that, you know, although I’m the boss, these 
are the girls they need to be speaking to if they want things done. Because I forget, you know, 
and , and the clients who know me best will deal with the girls because they know that I’ve got so 
much in my head that it’s no good telling me to, you know, can they, (2.9) can they, have half 
their commission off this month and half next month. They ask me it doesn’t happen, you know, 
because I’ll bloody forget 2 hours later. Speak to the girls. You know, so those, I can, eh, if I’m 
going to pull out, for those clients who are, if you like, a little bit needy and, and want to deal 
with me I will explain to them, say, ‘look, I’m thinking of retiring next year, you know, the girls are 
perfectly capable of dealing with all your enquiries, and the decision making, you know, please 
feel free to give them a ring, you know, because I wont be available’. So you know.  

JC: So they know what’s going on.  

GB: Exactly, they, they just needed primed, you know, I think, eh, but, eh. So that’s one thing that 
sort of worries me a little bit, ehm, (2.7) the other thing is, is Charlie old enough, has he done a 
long enough, eh, ehm, period of (1.7) apprenticeship, ehm, will there be, ehm, jealousies, ehm, 
created amongst the staff who’ve been here a long time if he effectively skips up the ladder, 
ehm, you know, (1.5) those are, are difficult scenarios, ehm, you know, particularly if you’ve had 
a very, ehm, (3.6) lax management, eh, sometimes they tend to forget who is the boss 



131 

 

sometimes. And eh, (2.1) so, you know, they see somebody like Charlie come up and end up ehm, 
telling them what to do, and that, that can be difficult. 

JC: Yeah, because issues come up there.  

GB: Yeah, that’s right, so. (2.1) But, that’s just something we’ll have to cross at that time.  

JC: Okay, brilliant, well, I’ll stop, I’ll stop it there.  

 

Field notes:  On calling for this interview I was passed immediately to GB, who was not in the 

office but I was given his mobile number by who I now know as Charlie, his son. On the call it 

was immediate that he wanted to speak with me, he even asked if I needed any financial 

information and a place to stay in Elgin. The long journey to Elgin meant that I had confidence 

in gaining at least 2 interviews from this company. However, when I first approached the 

building I was greeted by a sign which told me that during the hours of 13:00 and 14:00 the firm 

was closed for lunch, it was 13:45. So I wandered through the small town for 20 min prior to re-

attempting entry. Finally when I entered the office I was greeted by a very young male face who 

had just jumped over a desk to answer a phone, but before that he energetically asked who I 

was. I answered and he immediately pointed to GB, his dad. GB stood up from the front desk 

and ushered me into a small back room where he made me coffee. He proceeded to sit behind a 

large desk completely submerged in paperwork, and next to a wall with a least 300 keys 

hanging from it. During the interview GB came across as extremely proud of his achievements 

with the company, and was clearly more lucid in detailing where he had taken managerial 

decisions and where he was the party in control. He leaned back in is chair with the confidence 

that ownership brings and did not hesitate on any questions. The most interesting point form the 

interview was the clear notion that he could not leave the company until Charlie, his son, was 

able to take it over, either this or a complete hand-over to an external party. There was no 

alternative appearing in GB’s thoughts. Also interesting was the references made to GB’s 

father, the founder of the business. He seemed to compare himself a bit to this figure, 

particularly in his thoughts on retirement and never fully leaving the firm. The family influence 

here is very strong, and the fact that the firm purposefully contracted back to family relations 

tells a very clear story of trust and reliance. One of the longer interviews, mainly because of 

GB’s telling of the successful stories of his achievements in decision making and fights with 

institutional forces, however, very, very telling, and a very enjoyable interview.  



132 

 

Interviewee 14 
Coding Ref: 160911FM 
Location: Clydebank, Scotland – Company 
offices 
Date: 16.09.2011 
Time: 10:00 
Duration of interview: 46 mins 41 secs 
Interviewer: JC 
 

 
Interviewee: MG 
Interviewee 2: TG 
Gender: M (2-M) 
Employment Status: Owner/Director 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 4 
Firm Size: 6 
Primary Industry: Design

Transcription: 

 JC: Okay, first of all, the reason why I’m here at [company name] is because it, ehm, in marketing 
and on the website it is put forward as a family business, as a family firm. Could you just, ehm, for 
detail’s sake explain to me what the family element is, in the company? 

MG: Ehm, the family element is father/son ownership of the company. Ehm, and that’s a 
shareholding ownership. Ehm, and we also have (1.7) my siblings, and 2 other kids involved, of 
my dad’s in the company as well. And they perform, administration, secretarial support. (1.5) So 
really it’s father/son ownership, ehm, and there’s, you know, we’ve got other family members 
involved as well.  

TG: 2 girls.  

JC: And is that the, ehm, (1.2) is that the whole firm? 

MG: No, no, there’s a further 2 bodies full-time, and others that get called upon as and when 
required.  

JC: Non, they tend to be non-family related.  

MG: Yes, non-family related.  

JC: Okay, ehm, I’m thinking in terms of perception. Ehm, from, maybe thinking of the non-family 
employees, how do they perceive the family, when they, when they think of the family? Is it, you 
know, the family is the boss element, is it, you know quite simply just that that’s the ownership 
of the company, or, what would they think of when they think of the family? 

MG: Eh, I thinking on it, (1.0) well I think if you’re talking about how they’ve integrated into us then I 
think it’s been excellent. And we’ve, we’re probably quite fortunate that we’re all (1.3) 
likeminded individuals. Similar backgrounds, similar histories. 

TG: Well, eh, the 2, the 2 guys who are outwith the family are, eh, (1.1) professional in the 
engineering sense, eh, and they answer pretty much directly to Michael. Eh, Michael deals with 
the kind of day-to-day, or running of the company, whereas as I come in and out for certain 
specific functions. Eh, you know, I think the 2 guys, I think they certainly perceive Michael as 
being the boss. (1.8) You know, because I, I make no effort to show, not that I don’t make an 
effort, I wouldn’t want to make an effort of showing any kind of, you know, power. So it’s, or 
authority, and it’s just, it’s just pretty much left that way. And they, you know, they conduct 
themselves sensibly, professionally, and yet there’s still a, there’s an element of humour in there, 
which, which I think is a kind of lubricant to proper office, office function.  
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JC: When they, ehm, when they first came to the company for employment, was it explained to them 
that this was a, a family led company? 

MG: Yes, yup. Well one of the, one of the chaps (1.3) we’d actually, did work with in the past, we 
done work for him, in a different company he was involved in, so he knew us though the, in fact 
we done a couple of jobs with in, ( ) and (Clark William) ((place names)). So he, he, he was 
aware of the company before, before he joined us. And the second chap, ehm, (1.4) it was 
explained to him when he sat down, and we initially, it wasn’t really a formal interview it was 
more a case of, we had a need at the time, and I knew him from previous employment years and 
years ago, so we, we’ve never carried out formal interviews and we probably never will. We’re 
the type of people that, if we get on with people and they share similar mind-sets and views and 
opinions then, the chances are we will work well together.  

TG: I suppose there would never be a situation, well, I’m saying there never would be, it’s unlikely 
that the company would get that big that we would be forced down the path of multiple 
employment, without actually having prior knowledge, or sort of, you know, or being advised 
upon.  

MG: But like if our company got to that stage the chances are we would probably no longer be in 
control of it.  

JC: (2.4) What about ehm, in that case is it easier to think about how, you know, staff want to maybe 
develop themselves or what they want to do in the company, eh, when it is, the, the, the size it 
is. Is that a consideration at all, like for example if, if a staff member joined but then said, ‘I would 
quite like to develop into this area’, for their own personal development. Is that something that’s 
taken into account? 

MG: We I think, as I spoke of there, we can’t afford to take on board, ehm, somebody who wants a 
day off a week to go to uni, for instance, ehm, you’d pay £10,000 a year in fees and lose a day’s 
work. But what we do is we, we, we use a sensible head and we, we apply for ILA finding and we 
look at various routes. And there has been, Barry for instance, wants to do his C.Eng, so, I’ll be 
going in as a monitor for him, and we’ll develop him though that. It doesn’t require any extra 
time, eh, or time out the office, which is very valuable to us, but it just allows him to, meet, meet 
his own personal objectives. And anyone comes to us and says I want to do a course, we’ll look at 
it, we’ve never said no, ehm, to anyone at all, but (1.4) they’ve got to be the driving force on it, 
you know, I don’t, I don’t want any of our time to be wasted chasing up, you know, course or 
suppliers. The funding side separately, because we’re, we’d be committed to fund it to 100%, but 
minimise the impact on ourselves. 

JC: Okay, but they would be the one bringing it up, they would push it forward? 

MG: Yes, unless it was for a specific business function that was slightly different to what you were 
asking. If I, for instance, I’m just off a CDM course, for Social Design Management, and I’d put, 
ehm, probably at least put Barry through it, probably yourself will go through that ((directed at 
TG)) with the (critical wall) stuff. (1.9) But again, that’s a business need rather than someone had 
identified, something they want to do personally. [JC: Yeah, their own personal development.] 
Yeah.  

TG: See, we have to cater for, for our clients needs. You know. And if a client comes to us and says, 
for example, ‘okay, can you, you give us engineering services, could you give us architectural 
services, could you give us surveying services, could you do’, there’s quite a lot of services. You 
know, quite often they’ll come to us, on smaller works, and say, ‘there’s a menu, how much of 
that can you bite off’. You know, that may force a need in us. It did, it forced a need in me to get 
registered with Clerical Works, eh, and CDM, is what Michaels doing just now.  
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JC: If the same thing start popping up over and over again, well = 

TG: = Aye, you know we let of, we let the other guys get involved as well.  

MG: Of course it is, I mean that’s not a personal thing. That’s a, that’s been driven by the culture of 
the business. I mean, a classic example being, if someone comes to me and says they want to 
learn a new language or something like that. I mean, which isn’t, nothing to do with the business. 
Ehm, so we need to take a view on that say, are, would we be prepared to let him off for a day a 
week, or even fund it 100%, we would have to take a proactive business view on that. Ehm, but 
we’re in, because of our size and because of the guys that work with us, very rarely will we say no 
to anyone. 

TG: See, such is, such is the nature of people that we have working for us. Not only full-time, but 
part-time as well. Is that, (1.1) they wouldn’t ask stupid questions. You know, that, that might 
sound a bit kind of authoritarian. [JC: They wouldn’t come to you wanting to learn just anything.] 
But, eh, there’s none of the guys that we work with that would ask daft questions, they would 
know, if they have a certain need, and that it is of a value to us and we can either finance it, or, 
assist in some way, we’ll do it.  

JC: Do you find, well, I’ve found, ehm, speaking to firms a lot, there’s either one way or two, sorry 
there’s 2 ways of looking at it, you either think it’s a firm and the family element just happens to 
be there, it’s not, we’re a company and we operate like any other professional firm. Or, the 
business is a vehicle for family employment. (1.7) I guess that’s the extreme ends of the 
spectrum. What, what would your views on that be, for, for, [company name]? 

MG: Well actually, yeah, it’s funny because I’ve thought about that quite a bit, and I mean, we’ve 
spoken of that quite a bit. ((referring to TG)) And we set the company up in mind that, ehm, the 
business came first, but where we can help family members and serve the business purpose as 
well, then, then we do that. And we’ve been very fortunate, that we’ve, we’ve grown organically. 
(1.1) Eh, we were a, we were a part-time business in 2007, both of us were in full-time 
employment elsewhere, so we done this at nights and weekends, we ran the business, and eh, 
we won a large contract over in the east, that meant that we had to go, one of us had to go full-
time. And it just kind of snowballed from there. And then, the more work we were doing for 
ourselves, we had to bring in some admin support, and again sometimes luck just favours on you, 
my oldest sister Arleen had just had her second baby, and she was looking to return to 
employment. So it served the, like, it served the purpose in the sense that Arleen could come 
back and work for us, part-time, minimising her, eh, obligations for childcare, eh, so it was 
comfortable for the 2 of us. And again, and Dawn, Dawn’s she’s done studying at the collage just 
now, so she can fit into the business while her, whenever she can and whenever there is a need 
for her to be there. So, we’ve been, we’ve actually been very fortunate in that sense.  

JC: Yeah, yeah, it’s kind of, you, yeah, (1.4) it’s not been a plan but it, at time, when the time it was 
needed.  

TG: Well I think there’s a, there was a plan initially. I mean right, right at the beginning, ehm, I had 
this kind of thing in my mind that (1.6) I would get the thing up and rolling, Michael would, I 
mean Michael would run it because it’s engineering, you know, I mean Michael would have had 
the final say in whatever had to happen, but the train began, and I, hopefully at some point I was 
getting off to leave the 3 of them with it. Now the other 2 don’t have it, don’t have, (1.8) don’t 
have the, I would say the kind of business acumen, or the business drive, that they just are happy 
to be part of it. Without actually being functional in it, other than, you know, just an 
administration. So, I mean that in itself hasn’t worked out the way I’d seen it. I mean I’d actually 
seen the business being entirely Michaels. Ehm, obviously, I still would want some kind of, I still 
want the girls to feel safe within it. 
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JC: Is it, would you say it’s a secure job?  

MG: Ehm, d’you know, we spoke about that. As any business owner is aware that, (1.6) when you’ve, 
your employees have got to come first. You when we’re talking about secure jobs, we’re talking 
about secure monthly wages. And, yes is the answer. If anyone, if any people are at risk it’s my 
dad and I, because if anything, in June we had to go without wages just because cash flow wasn’t, 
you know, we just, we, just had a bad month, because we had, clients weren’t paying us on time. 
But, you know we made sure that everyone else was sorted first, you know. [JC: That’s where the 
hit happens, is at the top.] So as far as everyone else is, Arleen, Arleen and Dawn are secure, in 
the sense that (2.1) their return from the company isn’t huge, so it’s not a massive overhead to 
us. Whereas, you know, the wages of others are the biggest overheads to us, so we, unless we 
meet those obligations, because that, if we can’t meet those obligations the business can’t 
function, then you know, at the end of it, the jobs are secure, the incomes are secure and we’re 
secure moving forward. I mean the, what my dad said there about the business being set up as of 
the plan of mine is entirely right, and the intention is to make sure there is an ownership model 
that remains within the family. But, but, there may come a time when someone else wants to 
invest, we’ll have to look at that, where the, where the credibility is there in it. So, but only a sign 
that we’re getting bigger and better. You there’s, that’s a positive aspect of growth. Well eh, we’ll 
cross that bridge when we come, when we get to it.  

JC: Yeah, but it’s, it’s interesting that if, if, if someone wanted to say buy in or be part of the 
ownership of the company, that wasn’t family related, (1.7) how, how do you think that would 
go? Obviously it’s hypothetical, but.  

MG: Do you know, without a shadow of a doubt, (1.9) and I mean, beyond any relationships or issues 
that we’ve got, business wise, or whatever happens, it would have to be agreeable to both, to 
our existing directors, and to our existing shareholders just now. Because, (3.0) if, if we we’re to, 
if that had been the thing, because it’s so monumental it would create a rift between us in here, 
it would be pretty large if the wrong individual was brought in. Ehm, and that would transpose 
back into and outwith the business environment. And that’s something I would think both of us 
would agree quite strongly about.   

TG: Well, oh, I’m mean I’ve never actually sat and thought about up till now. But now that you 
mention it, I mean, a situation could very well arise if, I mean I’m, I’m 56 heading on 57, I would 
think within the next 10 years it might be that the company has reached that level that other 
people have; you know, whether it, whether it’s welcomed or otherwise, there might be interest 
in the company by outside agencies. And if they, they’re giving an advantage to Michael in terms 
of business, and he was happy with that, and I was expected to go, then I would, (2.7) it would be 
certainly something I’d be happy to talk about. I mean it’s not anything I would say, ‘definitely, no 
way, I’ve definitely got to stay with the business’. 

MG: Aye, but it’s got to be taken on merits at the time.  

TG: Oh, aye, it definitely has.  

JC: But there’s no barriers to it, out it that way.  

TG: It’s got to be good for the 4 of us. That’s, that’s it. If it’s good for the 4 of us, then fine.  

JC: Okay. What I want, I want to just change tack a little bit and think about the, where decisions are 
made. And I mean not necessarily strategic, big strategic decisions like that. But more, task 
allocation, what jobs are assigned where, who does what in the company. Ehm, (1.9) what kind of 
level of autonomy do people have in the firm, to kind of get on with their own thing? 
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MG: It’s, it’s quite a lot. Ehm, in terms of, (1.4) in terms of the guys, that are in there just now, 
they’ll, they’ll. We’ll win a project, we’ll get the board of the project, and in it, I’ll bring it in, more 
often than not, and I’ll present it, and we’ll have a chat about how we’re going to do it. The 
token, the same happens with bids and tenders, but, and we involve the whole team actually, it’s 
not as if, it’s not as if I’ll go away and say, ‘right we’re going to make 5,000 thingyjigs, right’. Then 
I come back in the following day as say, ‘right, away and make 5,000 thingyjigs’. You know, if 
someone came to us and said to us, ‘can you design a brand new high school’, I would have to 
say, ‘we just don’t have the resource to do that’. But before I said no, I would come in and 
challenge the guys and say, ‘is there any way we can get this, because we really want it’, and, and 
if, (1.3) and we speak honestly, so it’s not a case of them saying, ‘aye, okay right, let’s do it’, and 
then 6 months down the line we fail miserably at it. You know, we can, we talk to each other 
fairly confidently about what we can achieve and, (1.4) we minimise our own aspiration in that, 
on that basis. = 

TG: = We’re all open and honest with each other; we know the strengths and weaknesses, of each 
other. And eh, and, the 2 guys in there are, eh, (1.1) I don’t mean they’re driven by their own self-
advancement, but they’ve got a certain element of pride, you know, which is good. You know, 
and they want to, they want to be seen to be good. It just so happens they are good, but if you 
couple that up with the, you, you can sometimes get a, get a contentious vibe, where people are 
kind of, you know, ‘I’m good, and you know I’m good, so therefore I’m happily stay here’. But 
they’re a wee bit different, they want to drive with us, and as long as their moving with us, then 
whether they’re opinions are, as long as they’re not in direct conflict to ours, I don’t mind, but it’s 
better to have some kind of differing opinion. You know, I would hate to think we had a barrel of 
robots sitting in there. [MG: God, aye.]  

JC: Just doing what you told them, yeah. How, how in that way do, do you maintain any kind of 
standard? 

MC: We run by it. 

TC: Yeah, nothing goes out the door that he doesn’t see.  

MC: Ehm, I’ve got ISO:9001, and we worked very hard as a family to get that, because that wasn’t, 
that was while it was just the 3 of us, and we had to keep a check inline with that. And rightly or 
wrongly I take a bit of pride in achieving that, that’s quite selfish actually because I know how 
difficult is was to achieve. With what, what we set ourselves up to do. But in terms of quality and 
maintaining that going out the door, nothing goes out the door without me checking it over first. 
And, but again I know that I can leave the guys to do certain things up to a point, that, you know, 
if it turns out later on that they were wrong in what they done, it’s, we consider that 
fundamental basics that we would need to investigate as to why.  

TG: Aye, but it’s never, it’s never allowed to get to a stage that it could happen, and that what’s. I 
mean no matter what these guys are asked to do, a failure situation is always repairable, we 
make sure that happens in that, in that fashion.  

JC: So, (1.8) eh, about the family influence, eh, what in your mind is the biggest influence that it has? 
On the business, I’m assuming, ehm, that 2007, it was, ehm, still a part-time, it was a part-time 
company, so (1.5) having obviously experienced other firms, then what would you say is the 
influence of family here? 

MC: (4.1) Ehm, the influence of family, (2.9) I suppose it’s, I suppose it’s probably a combination of 
the family and the, the size of the company. But it’s, to say that it’s intimate is probably quite 
true, because you know we. ((indicates to TG)) 
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TG: There’s one thing that I, I mean this is more family than a family business. But I, probably tried to 
make it as simple as I could for them and allow them to make whatever (1.7) challenge, or 
whatever complaint, or you know, opinion. (2.3) I mean, I’m not saying I’ll roll over and die, you 
know, any time I’m getting challenged, but, but, I would be equally as angry if I wasn’t 
challenged. You know what I mean. And, I mean although, we’re relatively healthy that way, are 
we not? ((refeered to MG)) 

MG: Oh, aye, eh, you have to be, you have to be. But see how, the question about how the family 
influences the business, (1.9) I’m wondering, I mean, (5.3) I’m wondering how specifically it is. 
Because we’re, we work relatively autonomously ourselves, you know, I’m just trying to think 
how the, perhaps, (2.7) the family influence is probably more of a strategic one more than it is on 
a day-to-day level. Because, (2.1) we work, we’ll maybe I’m taking it for granted that the family’s 
there and I’m not thinking about it, you know, as a separate entity.  

JC: Yeah, that’s okay yeah. = 

TG: = Do you mean the input of any other members of the family, or do you mean just between us? 

JC: It could be, it was, there was, another family firms I was talking to all, every single member was 
in, every single employee was in the immediate family, but they did not consider that that, 
themselves as a family firm at all. They didn’t see it that way, so it was job, job, your job, your 
job, your job, your job. Do you think from a more traditional organisational structure and in 
communication, does it differ? 

MG: Oh, well, then the answer’s aye then. Eh, absolutely, whereas in a traditional shareholding 
arrangement more often than there’s a communication, the communication between the 2 is 
formal and structured, whereas (2.2) we hold board meetings over a bowl of fish and chips and 
stuff like that. And, we can talk about strategy and decision, (1.9) you know, like we’re talking just 
now. Sometimes is even just shouting across the office. 

TG: There’s no, there’s no real formality at all, any, anything that is formal in this company is general 
foisted on us, be it through lawyers or accountants, or =  

MG: = In fact, I’m, a classic example of being, probably one of the only formal scenarios we do, is 
Arleen calling us together for our annual meetings, for the whole team, updating the quality and 
health and safety, and stuff like that. (1.5) That’s probably the only formality we have. But we’ve 
not come across, possibly because we’ve not come across a situation that has demanded the 2 of 
us sit down with the 2 heads on and thrash something out.  

JC: Yeah, yeah, okay, that makes sense.  

TG: But the, the situation (1.8) in terms of how works comes in, the majority of work that’s coming in 
here is either on a direct tender basis, or form somebody we know. You know, so therefore the 
direct tender basis is, is a statement that we are making about ourselves. We are saying, ‘we can 
do all that, and we want 50 quid to do it’, you know, so, in that, in that respect we’re in control of 
that, and any other input for work is generally coming from somebody that’s had experience of 
our work and is saying, ‘that’s good, get these guys back in’.  

JC: Do you, when you are allying for tenders and things like that, do you, do you ever use the family 
element, so you ever promote it? 

MG: Ehm, we do actually yeah, I’m very conscious of it. And not, not only do I promote the local 
element whether it was a project with Glasgow partnership or, whether it was just something to 
set ourselves apart, like a USP. Because I, I still feel, (1.9) I think you, you spoke about this, I think 
you share this as well, that there’s still a degree of kind of eh, (2.1) clients that, they like working 
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with smaller organisations, and they see more security when it’s a family organisation than when 
it’s a, a stranger-led = 

TG: = There’s far, there’s far, there’s far less risks taken by a family company, I think. (2.3) You know 
we, eh, I, I’d hate to say that we’re fuddy-duddy or anything like that, you know, but I don’t 
particularly want to be the sharpest tack in the bag, you know, because that puts a lot of 
pressure on you, see the ability to be able to say to somebody, ‘yeah we can do it, and yes we can 
do it in the time you need it done, and we can do it for the amount of money that we agreed’, 
that, that’s nice and simple. People like simple things in business, they don’t, you know, if you 
say, ‘I can finish that next Tuesday, you’ll have a set of drawings next Thursday and we’ll go down 
to the council next Friday’, people like that.  

JC: And they can rely on that.  

MG: But on a tendering basis it’s maybe not as straight forward as that. Because you’re going 
through the price and quality, their price and quality evaluation criteria. And that evaluation 
criteria, whether it’s weighted favourably for price or quality, will dictate how I approach the 
quality submission. And if it’s higher for instance, if it was, or come in an authority we know, or a 
client that we know, then I will put the family, eh, element of the business to them. [JC: When it 
comes to that stage of being able to, you know, say that to them.] Yep, I mean, usually, any 
promotional literature we’ve got, the website for instance, we, we make a point, we don’t 
emphasis it, but you know, it’s there, and people are aware that it is a family company.  

JC: Do you think that affects, you mentioned it affects kind of, like you could call it loyalty of 
customers, type thing. But do you think it affects staff loyalty at all? 

MG: (1.4) Yes I do actually, aye, I do. Eh, you know, I don’t think it’s eh, I don’t think it’s necessarily 
the whole concept of family, I think it’s our relationship with the guys. And the fact that we can 
all, I mean, (2.6) in the previous organisation, organisation, private sector organisation that I’ve 
been in the directors all sat away in their own rooms, locked away. We’ve got very much an, an 
open office policy which in, oh, (3.7) with the exception of maybe someone with turrets  
syndrome, we, we all feel that we can just let, or blurt out anything, and it will strike up a 
conversation. You know, whether it’s work related, like I’ve got a problem here how do I solve it, 
then we trash it out together, or if it’s just a, ‘did you see the football last night’, and then we all 
sit and moan for a while. You know, that type of thing.  

JC: Would you say that’s the biggest benefit? 

MG: (4.2) The best people to answer that question would be Barry and Mick.  

JC: Yeah, what about, (1.7) what about then, disadvantages, of having the family element in the 
firm? Would you see any? 

MG: Auch, that’s a, ehm, that’s given. One of the biggest ones is maybe, is maybe not being able, if it 
was, if I was dealing with a stranger for instance, or person who wasn’t family, I would, I would, I 
would probably would be more (2.1) aggressive, and not be upset about upsetting feelings, when 
it came to particular issues.  

TG: But equally, you know, I mean, spitting out is something that we’ve, we’ve got to continue to do. 
You know, because I mean, we, it’s not been a bed of roses between Michael and I since the, 
(1.7) since the company started. 

MG: I mean that’s what, that’s, that’s very true, and I don’t imagine it’s different to anywhere else. 
But the problems all occur because we’re growing, (2.1) and it’s, it’s the growth factor that’s 
causing the problems.  
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TG: In some things, there’s outside, there’s outside influences as in, it’s just like anything else, you 
know, wives mothers, aunties, uncles, grannies, (1.6) you know everybody, everybody has an 
opinion on what this wee family company should, should be.  

MG: Although it was set up for instance, originally by the 2 of us, you know it’s now got, instead of 
having (1.6) 2 shareholders, you’ve effectively got 4, 8, 12 shareholders. All telling you, or giving 
you their opinion of what to do, and not taking that, you know, making the decision, taking away 
that information, processing it, and then saying aye or nay to it, (1.2) causes further distress for 
other people later on.  

JC: Does that, does that happen a lot? Is there a lot of business talk away from here? 

MG: EWhm, there used to be quite a lot, but ehm, not so much now.  

TG: I mean we sort of regularly have, have Sunday, Sunday lunches. And it was generally me that, 
kind of, blurted it out, eh, and just say, ‘oh, we’ll talk about that on Monday’, you know. Eh, = 

MG: = Auch, I still feel that once, one of the biggest problems is that fact that you’re turning off your 
business hat, your day-to-day hat, what pays my mortgage at the end of the month hat, to the 
family mode, that you want to be different. You don’t want to be this, you don’t need to feel, you 
don’t want to be the kind of archetypal authority, authoritarian, that you are in here, because 
you need to maintain that, because it’s all about professionalism and delivery. And you’ve got to 
be able to relax, so I was always of the opinion that it was different, you know, as far as possible, 
we, we walked out that door at, you know, 5 o’clock on a Friday night that was it till Monday. 
(1.1) Ehm, but, you know so much goes on and the, it’s difficult to do that.  

JC: Do you find that easy to do, well you’ve just said it was difficult to do that, you know, just that 
change of mode, I mean. 

MG: In fact it’s impossible, it is, it is impossible.  

TG: You go back in the, you go back in the house on a Friday night and the questions is, you know, 
‘what happened today, why did that happen’, and eh, ‘you said that was meant to happen on 
Thursday and it didn’t, why did you not do that’, it’s not like you walk in, right, bed.  

JC: And did that come, eh, or does it come still from, from people out with the company as well, but 
in the family? [MG: Yes.] [TG: Aye.] Do they, so it’s like they feel an ownership of it even though 
they’re not fully involved? 

MG: Well that’s the thing, that is, that is it to a tee. And it’s = [TG: = Well when you put it, auch, 
when you say, they feel an ownership, my company has any right to feel that, but you have a 
family pressure, so they’ve every right to say, ‘I want to know’. And they still want to know.] 
Yeah.  

JC: It’s a bit more than just a, a fleeting interest. 

TG: I’ve seen it, I mean there’s something like, if you were, if you were not involved in a family 
situation, and somebody was, you know, I’m not even saying a stranger, but a friend was asking 
me questions that I get asked, I would happily say, ‘feck off. I’m not telling you, it’s nothing to do 
with you’, but you can’t say that. 

 

((interview interrupted as MG is informed of an issue with his car, interview continues only JC and 
TG)) 
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JC: But it is, ehm, it’s difficult when, or do you think it is something to think about when there’s 
obviously family members all in the one firm, therefore they’ve all really got the one employer, if 
you like, if you look at the employer as being the company. So, (1.2) you know, ehm, a lot of the 
philosophy maybe is, were something to happen that affects a much bigger chunk of the family 
than it would if everyone had their own employment. 

TG: Well that it, yep, I mean if there was to be failure it would be drastic failure. Well, that’s just 
another reason, you know, that we can’t afford to have that type of failure. (2.1) There are, there 
are possibly heavier, (4.2) well, I was going to say punches, but that’s not the right word, but 
there’s a danger of heavier consequences of failure, if it’s a family situation. Now., I mean I 
worked for several professional companies, architects, and although it doesn’t sound correct I 
also thought to myself, if there’s any hassle here, anything that threatens me or my family, 
((snaps fingers)) I’m first out the door. (2.1) I’ve never had any worries about that. I mean in 
terms of, (1.7) I don’t demand loyalty from the boys in there, we, we seem to be getting it 
anyway. But it’s not a demand because I never gave that kind of loyalty, privy to, maybe to, ((MG 
re-joins interview)) [MG: Individuals,] maybe to 2 individuals, aye. [MG: Within the organisation, 
but not the organisation itself.] Maybe a third with Sue, maybe a third, but with Sue, she’s, both 
of us know this, she was previously an (  ) very, very helpful though, ehm, but other 
than, other than those 3, no, nothing. 

JC: (1.9) It’s interesting the, ehm, it’s interesting the thought about there’s a bigger impact on the 
family were, were things to go wrong, ehm, (1.5) is it a bigger impact on the family, and that 
sometimes means that family members, even when they’re not involved in the firm feel that they 
should be involved. 

TG: Sometimes, sometimes the lack of information, if you don’t give them the information that they 
want, you know, it’s kind of, you make it as a treat, you know. Eh, see when you feel threatened 
you start perceiving things that aren’t happening.  

MG: See that particular question though. That’s one of the things very close to my heart. Because, 
(2.1) I have a, the biggest, the biggest fear I’ve got is that for whatever reason I’ll not be able to 
pay my mortgage and I’ll lose my house, and when you’re in a family business as we are just now, 
that’s growing, you know, having gone from one individual to 5 going on 7 in cases. (3.1) And 
now, I’ve now got to think of 6 other, you know 5 other mortgages before we think of our own. 
And that is the, it’s a huge pressure to walk in on the 1

st
 of January every year. (1.1) And some 

people think it can be quite trivial, but it’s a, (1.0) there’s a certain amount of cash that has to be 
found on a monthly basis and if you don’t find that, there’re problems. And I find that  a huge 
pressure, a huge, huge pressure.  

JC: I mean that, in that way that’s the emotional aspect of it, being family, comes into it as well.  

MG: I don’t know maybe, I think that maybe it would be the same with any business owner, 
anywhere. But because it’s family, there’s, there’s 3 other, in our situation, there’s 3 other people 
who give the same kind of loyalty when it comes to there mortgage as I give to mine, but you 
know, (1.6) that you want to protect.  

JC: What, ehm, pulling away, kind of pulling away from that then, it’s more thinking, thinking about 
knowledge and ideas, and if that’s where the kind of pressure comes from and you feel that 
pressure, what (2.1) happens in terms of decision making obviously is in most cases, especially in 
small firms, it’s that the decision making comes from 1, or, or 2 individuals, and then it cascades 
down. If someone in the firm came up with an idea, for something, a market you’ve not tapped 
into or just a way of, even simpler than that, just a way to improve the process for a certain thing. 
Are there avenues for that to, to travel? 
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MG: Yep, like when an example of that, just must have been about March or April, when Mick came 
to us and said, ‘if you are out surveying properties in Falkirk, why don’t we take on board the 
Legionella testing as well’. Which would have meant, basically would have meant an extra 5 
minutes of our time in a property that we’re already in, and for that you would have a return on 
that. So, we went away and investigated and pulled together a, a proposal, and It was, yeah, 
okay, it was looking great actually. Absolutely fantastic, and that was one that we would have 
needed a wee bit of training for us as well, but we would have, it would have been worthwhile.  
So we investigated it, pulled together a proposal, took it to the client. And it just so happens that 
they’d engaged another company only 3 weeks before hand. [JC: Oh, just missed it.] Just missed 
it, but, you know, that was a good example of how, you know the guys brought something to us, 
we went away and investigated, saw that it has purpose, that it has, ehm, merit in it. And took it 
forward.  

JC: Have you seen any, eh, and I mean with the employees, do they share ideas between each other 
first of all and then maybe make it stronger between each other and then put it forward? 

TG: Ehm, no, that doesn’t happen, it’s just a, one room, we operate in one room, and everything gets 
kind of chucked in the middle.  

JC: So it’s all there, it’s more a, one individual with another and that’s it. What, ehm, communication, 
communication is open then, in the, is it an open plan office?  

MG: Which means wherever we go, we’ll maybe maintain that.  

JC: About scheduled meetings, eh, you mentioned that eh, there’s an annual meeting, is there any 
kind of way of staff meetings, or monthly or, you know, actual structured ones. 

MG: Yeah, ehm, project meetings, we try, if there’s a project that demand we report back with, then 
we do it, we sit down monthly, ehm, but I mean it’s a big, it’s like one big meeting everyday in 
there any isn’t it.  

JC: That seems to be the impression I’m getting yeah. I’ve really just got one more = 

TG: = There’s no real place to hide in there.  

MG: But we’ve got that much crap in there we could have meetings in the drawers. ((laughs))  

JC: There’s only one more question that I’d really like to ask you, or it’s not even a question it’s more 
of a thought. That if, if someone you cared about, a close friends, or yet another family member, 
was going to work for another company, a family, strong family company, ehm, all family 
directorship, all family management, and they were not a family member, is there any advice in 
your experience from this company, any advice you would give them? 

MG: As a stranger going into another family organisation. [JC: Yeah.] (5.2) Well from our family they 
wouldn’t need it because they would be strong, confident healthy individuals. [TG: Aye, they’ve 
been looked after anyways.] ((both laugh))  

TG: No, if you eh, (3.9) as long as you know what you want in a company, I mean, not only, not only 
do you have to perform your, your duties well, you have to know what want. I mean, do you 
want nothing but a salary, or do you want more than that. If you know what you’re after, then 
just have the strength to go out and getting it, properly.  

MG: Aye, manage your expectations, your, I mean there’s, (2.3) if it’s just, ehm, if it’s just a salary 
that someone’s looking for then don’t try and hide it to be anything else than that. You know, if 
it’s clear, and the jobs are getting done then everyone will be happy. But specific advice for 
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dealing with family, just, (2.6) it’s just you’ve always got to be, you always will be yourself 
anyway. Because if you try and be something you’re not then it will come through quickly. You 
know.  

TG: A sides thing never works, I feel. Well it certainly wouldn’t work in our family.  

MG: Gees no. (1.1) But eh, when we had a, we had a, Barry, when Barry came in to the company, I 
mean we already asked him if there’s, I mean there was just a couple of us on a one-on-one 
scenario, ‘how you getting on, are you still feeling happy, is there any issues that you want to 
bring up to us’, that was just because we’re, we’re pals more than anything else, but it’s just 
always a good question to ask. And I always remember Barry saying to me that, you know, he 
struggled a wee bit ehm, at first when he came in. And this put a sort of panic up me because I 
thought, ‘a fuck, you know, what if he leaves, if he leaves you know, I’m scuppered’, because 
there was a lot of work coming in. (1.8) And I was like, oh god, so real, real concern over me, and 
I thought is was something to do with us. But you know, so I was like, ‘oh, oh right, okay, do you 
want to give me a wee flavour of what’s up’. But no, it was just, it was coming down from such a 
large organisation, coming down to a small organisation that, you had a lot more responsibility, 
and I think that’s what kind of flummoxed him for the first 2 or 3 weeks, but, you know, he’s been 
here for 6 months now.  

JC: You become very visible when you start to work for a small company.  

TG: And you can’t, you can’t pass the shit down. You know. ((laughs)) 

JC: What about, there’s, there’s been talk of maybe a, (1.9) like a ceiling, a glass ceiling in family, 
family, family firms. It’s like, say if you want to, (1.2) if you want to shape your career in that firm 
then you might be only up to a certain level. 

MG: Do you know, I, I used to work with a company called Kies, Stirling of Kies, and that was, you 
know, a particular family who owned (2.0) 95% of the company, and it was very much a similar 
scenario, where perceived notion was you could only get to middle-management, and you know, 
anything above that you had to have a certain surname. Ehm, but what I think what we said 
beforehand, we’ve, we’ve got no issues with anyone at all advancing, as long as it’s to the, for the 
merit of the company. And we take a view on that based on the merits of the company, not in 
the merits of us personally. But it has to work for us all.  

TG: Aye, eh, it would never be, (1.7) you know, it would never be singularly driven. As in singularly, 
only on money, or only on introduction of a new client, or, it would, it would be the global 
package. I mean does this guy or this woman, does she fit in here. Because here I, I don’t care if 
they come in with millions, if they’re just going to come in and [MG: Disrupt everyone else.] just 
cause unnecessary shit then I’m not interested.  

JC: Has there ever been and awkwardness do you think, do, because people can often get awkward, 
especially when they know that other people have a personal relationship and they’re, they’re 
not involved in that.  

TG: I really think if there’s, if there’s ever any awkwardness in the office, generally it’s me that causes 
it. Because sometimes, I mean, (1.6) I’ve never been one for pouring my guts out. If I’ve got a 
problem then, maybe, maybe after an hour or so you realise, ‘I’ve not spoken to anybody’, and I 
tend to be shutting the drawers harder and bashing pens harder. So you know, and you say to 
yourself, ‘of shit, right, I’m out, I’m’. [MG: So you know it then.] Well I mean sometimes, well 
[MG: We all, we all do that.] The thing is, when it’s, when it’s family, you know yourself, 
((addressing MG)) do I sit and go, oh, no, no, no. [MG: Aye, but see the thing is, it’s because I take 
it for granted and it’s things that I know are a stress. So I hear ‘right okay’, and bang the phone 
goes down, and it’s not a surprise to me. Whereas Barry and Mick, might, not anymore I don’t 
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think, but originally might of thought, ‘oh shit, I need to tread carefully here’. You know so, (2.1) 
but eh, but when Barry came to me originally, it’s when we were chatting originally, and he said 
he was struggling to settle in, I thought that was a problem of that making, [JC: That was your 
instinctive reaction was to that, yeah.] that was my instinct said that, but fortunately not.] 

JC: But you’re, you’re aware at it could have been, but it just it wasn’t. 

MG: No, but it could have been a whole host of things, it could have been, [TG: It’s just that our mind 
went immediately to that point.] No that’s, as I say, it wasn’t, (1.9) contrary to belief, it wasn’t 
even a, ‘what’s he done to upset Barry’, you it’s, you know, just there’s something maybe not 
right here that we need to look at, to protect our growth. And eh, fortunately there was nothing 
behind it. [TG: Aye, because I mean, although we speak (1.6) in terms of us, we, I mean, that, that 
pair in there are, are, [MG: Then there wouldn’t be anything of us.] aye, they are fundamental in, 
in, moving us forward, and, we wouldn’t stop to let them know that. You know, I mean if either 
one of the 2 of then said, ‘right up yours, we’re off’, it would hurt, you know, there’s no question. 
[JC: That’s a big impact really.] I don’t mean it would hurt emotionally or personally or anything 
like that, but it would from the business side. And then you need to say to yourself, (2.1) ‘what, 
what have I done, or did I do anything to cause that’.] But that’s emotional. [TG: Well aye, right, 
aye, but what I mean is we’re not going to burst into tears, you would get the job sorted, you 
would find a way of getting though it. [JC: Okay.] (5.2) We’ve got around about us, the making of 
a, right good wee team, and we want it to stay that way.] We get, we get good feedback from 
clients and other professionals as well, so. 

JC: And they seem to respond to the family aspect? 

MG: Ehm, I think so aye, I think so. The, the one thing that, we were talking earlier about do we 
promote it, I think local authorities like it, possible because it’s, it’s usually an older guard that’s 
in there marking these things. (1.7) You know, it’s not a 25-year-old graduate; it’s a 60-year-old 
experienced individual, who’s working in there.  

JC: There is the thought as well then, (1.7) that a non-family orientated firm might plan 5 years in 
advance, you a 5 year plan kind of, whereas a family orientated firm, when you’ve got that extra 
pressure of maintaining wages for actually family members as well, they tend to plan at least 25 
years in the, in the future, because they want to = [MG: = I don’t know about that, I don’t know 
about that. ((laughs))] But it’s more thinking, especially if they want to pass it down. ((all laugh)) 

MG: See something that’s quite crucial though to, to, that probably set us aside to most other 
people. (1.8) You’re talking to 2 individuals here who have not put, (1.9) who were not and 
possibly still not business people. We’re professionals in our own construction disciplines, and 
we’ve tried to make a business out of that, as opposed to being businessmen who’ve bought in 
the help to do it for them. You know, so we’re, we very much roll with the punches, and it’s been 
a huge eye-opener from an administration point of view, and a tax point of view, you know, 
understanding what they are, what PAYE means to you. Because it’s no longer just about getting 
your drawings done and getting away.  

 

((interview interrupted, another issue with MG’s car)) 

 

MG: Ehm, aye, so, sorry I’ve forgot what I was going on about. [JC: Ehm, the administration side of 
things.] So administration, aye, so it’s not just a case of doing your takes and going home, you 
know, that’s a, you know, you’re taking on board at least another 2 or 3 days worth of work a 
week. In just keeping the administrative side going.  
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JC: Uhm, pulls you away from your actual job, (1.2) pulls you away from what you do. 

TG: No, but see, up until this began, I basically ran a self-employed business, by self-employed it was 
me and an other, whenever I needed help, but I mean I didn’t,  I didn’t actually employ anybody 
else, I didn’t have an office, it was just completely freelance what I done. Everything’s just 
dumped into the lap of a lawyer or an accountant. You know, I’ve been extremely lucky up to 
now, that they haven’t asked me anything. Now coming in here, and Michael’s saying, you know, 
‘you need to do that, and you need to check this, and that has to happen’, and you just think, (1.1) 
‘hhhh never done this in my life before, why do I get all this shit’, but to be, present professionally 
as a company, it’s got to be done, you know, like it or lump it, it’s just, has to be done.  

MG: And that is the phrase, that if anything we struggle with is, like it or lump it, if we don’t do it, no 
one else is going to do it for us.  

JC: The buck stops here kind of thing. 

MG: Absolutely.  

JC: Listen, I’ve taken up far too much of your time as it is, but eh, I’ll stop it there.  

 

 

 

 

Field notes: Entering this interview I was a little concerned as this was one of the appointments 

where it took a number of telephone calls, and non-call backs to actually get anything arranged. 

However, upon entering the enterprise centre, which is very modern and clearly a purpose built 

area, MG took me upstairs, showed me to a soft furnished area out with the companies actual 

work are and so a communal part of the building, he then asked if it was okay for his father to 

join, the other owner of the business. The 2 were very relaxed an thoughtful when talking, 

however MG did come across as a lot more reflective in his answers compared to the more 

restrained and on occasion proud sounding TG. It is noted that when attempting to consider the 

final question of someone moving into another family firm they struggled to see out with the 

operations of their own company. MG was casually dress whereas TG was dressed in the semi-

smart way that men of a certain age tend to be. Wearing a suit may simply be a habit for him. 

Both of the interview with family members in this firm speak of the Sunday lunches, this seems 

to be an important area for the business. Upon asking for further interviews it was MG who 

answered. Appearing to be very much the person in administrative control of the firm. At first 

he debated whether it should be Mick or Barry I speak with. But finally settled on both. And he 

sent them both out. One particular point was noted, that when I left I mentioned about the up 

coming SFBA event, MG seemed genuinely interested. This matches the thoughtfulness and the 

way in which he in particular answered many of the questions. He seemed to want to show that 

he had thought of such issues previously, and from his detailed delivery I would believe this to 

be true. Again some good comments about others’ wages coming first.  
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Interviewee 15 
Coding Ref: 160911FM 
Location: Motherwell, Scotland – Company 
offices 
Date: 30.08.2011 
Time: 14:00 
Duration of interview: 39 mins 57 secs 
Interviewer: JC 
 

 
Interviewee: KM 
Interviewee 2: GR 
Gender: M (2-M) 
Employment Status: Owner/Director 
Familial Relationship: Extended 
Firm Age: 74 
Firm Size: 10 
Primary Industry: Financial

Transcription: 

JC: That’s fine, so what I’ll do ehm, is I’ll just run though the questions as I’ve got them, and as, as 
normal I guess, if there’s anything you don’t want to answer then just, just mention that, yeah, 
that’s not a problem at all. [KM: Okay. No problem.] Ehm, so, you say it started in 1932 with you 
grandfather and his brother, [KM: Yes.] what’s the family influence on the business now? 

KM: Ehm, it, the business is myself and my cousin who are the directors. (1.3) Ehm, my uncle, ehm, 
my cousin’s dad, he retired in 2007, I think. (1.5) So it’s myself and my cousin that are now the 
directors of the company.  

JC: So it’s always, right from the grandfather starting it’s always been = 

KM: = Yep, it’s always been family, it’s always been family. Since, you know, being a partnership, and 
then since about 2004 we changed to a limited company, and eh, the directors of the company 
have always been, or sorry, (1.1) largely have been family. We, we took on a director that was 
non-family and it just didn’t work.  

JC: How, what happened? 

KM: Ehm, work ethic. [JC: Okay.] Basically, ehm, somebody that just wanted to sit back and get a 
salary and didn’t want to put in the hours, that sort of thing, so.  

JC: Ride it out. So apart form that it’s always been directors, family members in those positions.  

KM: Yep.  

JC: Okay.  

 

((Employee (KM’s daughter) comes in with coffee for both KM and JC, KM asks her to ‘say to Graham 
that James is here, because I think Graham is kicking about’, employee says, ‘okay, no problem’)) 

 

KM: Can I just say that the coffee machine just spits out coffee, so although it might look as if the 
mug’s dirty, it’s not. ((laughs)) 

JC: Okay, that’s good to know actually. ((laughs)) (2.9) Ehm, so is there any, is there any non-family 
element in the business? 
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KM: Yeah, obviously employees, ehm, who we have, ehm, let me think, there was a girl coming back 
from maternity leave on Thursday, ehm, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, about 7 employees, ehm, (1.4) 1, 2, 3, 
sorry, (7.9) it’ll be, sorry, it’ll be 8 employees, eh, my daughter Heather was in covering for 
maternity leave, eh, but we’re probably going to keep her on, ehm, and we have, of the 8 we 
have, (2.6) 4 are full-time, sorry 5 are full-time and 3 are part-time. Ehm, it’s just my daughter 
that’s, you know, that’s a family member, and then it’s the other employees, including myself 
and my daughter.  

JC: the family member outwith directorship.  

KM: Outwith directorship that’s only my daughter.  

JC: Eh, so you say that’s 7 in total.  

KM: Eh, there’s 8 employees, there’s the 2 directors and 8 employees. [JC: Okay.]  

JC: Okay, and then, ehm, they’re all non-family related, even distant or… 

KM: Nope, like I say, just my daughter, that’s it.  

JC: From, from that non-family element, how would you think, or how would you like them to be 
perceiving, ehm, the directorship of the company? Would they see it as a, (1.0) like, that’s, that’s 
the boss, we do what we’re told, that’s the colleague that we work with, or. You know, how 
would they perceive the family element, if you like? 

KM: Ehm, I think it would be quite, quite tricky, ehm, (4.3) the kind of set-up if you like, and the 
structure of the company bizarrely was that my Grandfather, (1.4) my gran, eh, my Grandmother 
and Grandfather, ehm, well, my dad is half a generation older than his sister, if you get that. So, 
my dad is 81 now and his sister is, eh, 67, thereabouts. Eh, (3.2) so, ehm, it was my dad in the 
business and then my uncle, ehm, (2.1) and we had this kind of succession of, you know, this kind 
of half generation sort of thing going on. So, I think the girls see me as, although there isn’t any 
defined lines as, between Graham and I, my cousin as to who’s managing director if you like, we 
both make joint decisions, I think the girls eh, see me as being, you know the, (1.9) the boss as it 
were. Graham, they probably have a bit more of a kind of, ehm, open rapport with, if you like. 
Ehm, they maybe push him a wee bit further than they would think they, you know, they would 
get away with, as it were. They try it with Graham because he is that bit younger, ehm. But saying 
that, Graham takes to do with a lot of the staffing issues and such like, so.  

JC: Do you think that’s the age thing, or do you think it’s ehm, being closer to the founding family, if 
you like? 

KM: Eh, it’s probably an age thing rather than the, you know, being a family thing, ehm, but it’s, you 
know, quite noticeable, quite noticeable. Ehm, you know, they’ll ask Graham things, thing they 
were trying to, sort of, get round about, eh, they’ll ask Graham before they would ask me. (2.3) 
Ehm, aye, you know, I think they see me as being set in my ways and that’s how things have to be 
done.  

JC: So he’s maybe a sounding board, you know, [KM: Possibly.] ‘what do you think would happen if 
we said this to him’. 

KM: Yeah before Kenneth knew. ((laughs)) It makes me sound like some ogre, but, eh, it’s not the 
case.  
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JC: Ehm, in terms of staff, are, is there a kind of equality amongst staff that are treated. I know your 
daughter is now in, that she’s covering for maternity leave, is there an equality or is there any 
kind of stated priority given to family members, if you like, anything like that? 

KM: Certainly not, ehm, if there is, if there has been anything ehm, it’s been un, unintentional, ehm, 
(2.7) Heather answers to, eh, a non-family member that is a, (2.6) a supervisor for, you know, the 
tasks that she, that they do downstairs. Ehm, we did have an issue (2.9) where, ehm, eh, we have 
a girl that’s slightly younger than Heather, but has been here longer, ehm, and Heather had, we 
asked Heather to go on a training course and this other girl said, ‘well, is Heather going on that 
training course, because she’s not been here as long as I have’. But it’s just the way the thing 
turned out, and it was flung on the people that were available at the time. Ehm, there was 
certainly no intention to, you know, to push something within the family. You know, through, eh, 
that. We try to, to deal with things as equally as we can.  

JC: Ehm, a lot of, a lot of what I’m looking at, and my part of this if you like, is thinking about how 
knowledge is treated within the company. Ehm, in terms of decision making, if things like, if it’s 
task allocation, assignments or if there was any changes in direction or changes in processes, how 
are those decisions made? As opposed to what decisions are made, how, how would they be 
made? 

KM: Ehm, the initial processes are ehm, (1.7) you know, eh, discussed and agreed with Graham and 
myself. Ehm, and then, (1.3) ehm, you know, if the girls come back and say something’s 
unworkable, or, you know, that it’s laborious or eh, you know duplication then we’ll look at it. 
But, you know, it’s still Graham and I that make the decisions as to how the processes that they 
need to do, they are being done.  

JC: And where, where are those decisions made, like actually physically, or geographically, are they 
always in the office that you speak about it? 

KM: Yeah. Yep, we, we’re quite strict about that. You know, we don’t really discuss business away 
from, (1.2) from the office.  

JC: I think that’s one of the things, one of the things I’ve been noticing with a lot of, of family 
businesses. It’s too easy to discuss business away from the business, because they’re together on 
other occasions, on special occasion, and sometimes it’s just, ‘oh, I need to run that by you’, and, 
‘lets do it now, we’re here now’. Do you find that ever happens, although maybe unintentionally.  

KM: Eh, I suppose Graham and I will maybe send each other a text. You know, ehm, you know 
something that’s come into our mind so that we’re prepared for, you know, meeting up the next 
day, ehm, (1.9) but I think ehm = 

 

((GR enters the room)) 

 

KM: = sorry, this is Graham, ((addressing JC)) Graham this is James. ((addressing GR)) 

GR: Hi. 

JC: Hi Graham, nice to meet you.  

KM: Ehm, we’re just talking about, you know, leadership decisions. Ehm, are they made in the office 
here, or made at home.  
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GR: In the kitchen here. ((laughs)) 

KM: Yeah, in the kitchen or the office. Sorry, Graham, the conversation is being recorded. ((pointing 
to Dictaphone)) 

JC: Not for any use though. ((both laugh)) 

KM: Eh, the, a couple of times we’ve probably phoned each other out with office hours, or, you 
know, are few and far between.  

GR: Yeah, couple of times.  

KM: The occasional text message. 

GR: Yeah, text message.  

JC: Do you find, when decisions are made, they’re, they’re then passed on to the broader 
organisation, ehm, is that done as a whole or is that done individually? 

GR: It just depends what the issue is. It could be something that’s discussed at a staff meeting, it 
could be something that’s particular to, you know, a department if you like. Although we’re a 
small business we have a commercial department and a personal department, if you like. Or it 
could be something specifically for that employee.  

JC: And then it needs to be singled out, and they’ll be brought through.  

GR: Or it could be also, we have a supervisor within that, you know, team. So, it might be something 
that we speak to her, and it’s up to her to cascade that to her, her teammates as well.  

JC: Okay, okay. Ehm, yous mentioned staff meetings, do you have a, a structure for meetings? Say 
monthly or weekly.  

KM: Eh, monthly, although they’ve fallen by the wayside, obviously holiday period and such like. 
Ehm, but yeah we like to have a, a monthly staff meeting. 

JC: That’s the idea. 

KM: That’s the idea, we have an agenda with meetings notes as well. (1.6) But, it is structured. 

JC: Do staff get the opportunity to raise issues there?  

KM: Absolutely yeah, eh, they’re asked for agenda, eh, items and such like. Yeah.  

JC: Okay, yeah. You said before if, say a decision was made for any changing of the process or 
strategy staff might say, well if it was duplication or they thought it was unworkable. Is that the 
avenue that they’d take to, to raise that?  

KM: Eh, probably, you know, wouldn’t go that far, that, you know, it’d be raised at the next staff 
meetings, they’d probably raise it at the time. Eh, and you know, (1.2) well just last week the girls 
upstairs here on the commercial team, ehm, asked if they could have a word with us just to go 
though a couple of processes that they felt were being duplicated and, ehm. You know we’re 
happy to do that, just, you know, get it dealt with, rather than saying, ‘well, could you wait till the 
next staff meeting’, which might be 2 weeks away, or 3 weeks away.  

JC: Yeah, by that time it’s taken up so much work.  
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GR: And also, it, the other, other part of that is we try and encourage people, if there’s an issue, to 
speak to us hhh. (2,1) aside because when we do change processes we’re heavily regulated with 
financial services, so it tends to be driven from new legislation, or something’s been picked up. 
Ehm, so it tends to be that we can probably tweak something that we’ve put in place, but we 
can’t really scrap it. So we try not to have too much of an open forum when, when we have, 
when it’s a compliance issue that we’ve got to make sure that we meet.  

JC: Okay, ehm, so, (1.9) you’re the 2 directors of the company. And that you’re cousins. [KM: Yes.] 
How do you find that impacts the business? 

KM: Ehm. hhhh 

JC: That fact that there is a blood relation. 

KM: I think it can be beneficial to the business. I think people see that as, ehm, (2.1) I think, you 
know, it shows you that you have to give the impression that you’re stable and, you know, that 
people get the kind of security in dealing with your particular company. As insurance brokers. I 
think people to some extent think that, ehm, (1.5) there’s the stability in the family business. 
Ehm, = 

JC: = They see you from outside then? 

KM: Yeah, I think that’s the, the, you know, the perception of our clients that ehm, (2.2) don’t get me 
wrong our clients will deal with specifically with one or the other of us. But, they’ll know that in 
the absence of one other, that the person is much the same nature. And, and you know, if 
somebody’s got a problem then he will dal with that, they wont just say, you know, ‘so-and-so’s 
out the office’, or, ‘he’s away on holiday for’ = 

GR: = 6 months was it you were away for this year? ((addressing KM)) 

KM: Yeah about that. ((both laugh)) No, you know, when Graham’s away on holiday it’s not going to 
be 2 weeks before we can deal with that, we just know that we deal with these things. Ehm, 
because, you know, we, (1.8) well we know how each other thinks and we don’t really want to be 
coming back to problems.  

GR: I don’t know if that’s because, your original question, that’s because it’s a family relationship or 
we’ve just worked together so long. I don’t know, and I think because we’ve always been in the 
family business, or for many odd years in the family, we don’t really know any difference, we 
don’t really know what the blood relation brings to it. I mean a lot of it is trust that that is just 
there really, and hopefully that developed over the years with each other.  

JC: Do you think it means anything for staff? Current staff coming in to work here? 

KM: In a family business other than? Hmm. (4.3)  

JC: You know, that fact that you, you are family, do they even notice it, is it, is it a factor? 

KM: I think that they must know that there must be limited progression (1.9) or the perception is 
anyway or limited progression. Ehm, (2.2) we wouldn’t be opposed to, hhh. you know, if the time 
was right and the person was right, you know, bringing them on board, I don’t suppose. But it 
would need to be something, a, a major eh, sea change as it were. (2.6) Eh, having been down 
that route, you know, where it didn’t really work. Hm. Ehm, but, (3.7) I don’t know, does it, do 
you think it affects the staff? ((addressing GR)) 
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GR: It is different working for a family business. We both have father who worked in the business, 
and they’ve retired, but they are both prone to come in, and chatting away and whatever. Now 
that’s different from a non-family business, you’ve got somebody come in, probably, they’re 
stopping you in the middle of your work. But you still give them the time and respect because of 
who they are. But, so probably that dynamic is a bit different, but other than that, I can’t really 
think of, that there’s any really differences to any other type of business, no.  

JC: Okay, how, how’s the staff turnover, is it a quick turnaround? 

GR: That’s pretty, pretty stable.  

KM: It’s stable, it’s stable.  

JC: See, again, speaking to a lot of companies and they, they seem to feel that, eh, that’s the family 
element, helps with that, that low turnover of staff. And it does seem to be quite common. Going 
on thinking staff members chose to stay with a family business whereas (1.7) they might not 
chose to stay with a, I don’t want to say a faceless business, but one that’s not family orientated 
anyway. Do you think that’s true? 

KM: Yeah, ehm, the employee that left quite recently ehm, (1.4) was ehm, from her, her family 
business if you like was insurance broking, ehm, but her father sold out and she came to work for 
us. And ehm, she had quite a, a different approach (2.3) from the other girls, because she knew 
what it was like and, it was just, she knew what it was like, you know, being, ehm, you know, the 
owner of the business, or that, where it was actually a family owned business. Whereas she 
certainly had a different approach to, to the work, and she would say, ‘look, I know this is going 
to cause you a problem, but, ehm, you know, do you realise such-and-such’, you know, and it 
could be a staffing issue, it could be a work related issue. Ehm, and she was quite, (1.1) sort of,  
(1.4) quite forthcoming in a lot of things that, you know, some others keep to themselves.  

JC: How did you find that? 

KM: Ehm, (3.1) well sometimes it was helpful, other times it’s was definitely no. ((both laughs)) Yeah, 
ehm, (4.3) but I, I don’t know, I think they think there’s a stability to the business, eh, with it 
being a family business.  

JC: Focusing a bit more on the, this kind of, it’s knowledge that I’m trying to focus on, the use of 
knowledge. If, if ideas came from outwith the 2 of you, which I’m sure they will. How are they 
treated, is there avenues for that, is that though the staff meetings as well? Say for example they 
came from a, a non-family member in the business, they had a, (1.2) even if it was something as 
large impact as a, a market that maybe, potentially you’ve not tapped into. Is there avenues for 
that to happen, and how would those ideas be treated? 

KM: Certainly we’re, we’re open to eh, to ideas, ehm, (1.6) with the, the development meeting, eh, 
last week with Graham and I, and eh, Steven, who, well, non-family member. Ehm, he’s got 
some, (2.3) some eh, you know development ideas that he wants to, eh, to deal with in the short 
term. Ehm, yeah, we’re very much open to that. Eh, sometimes you can be just too blinkered in 
(1.9) dealing with the business, and you sometimes need somebody to say, ‘well, why don’t you 
try this’. Ultimately Steven will want things to be signed off by us, ehm, you know, approval. = 

GR: = But even, but even in other areas that aren’t maybe as grand thrill and development, if the 
girls come to us and, they know, they know just to come to us and knock the door and come in 
and it’s as simple as saying, you know, ‘we are hhh. doing this process that actually, you know, if 
we did it this way then it would save us time and it would save you money’, or whatever. And 
that, that happens quite a lot, you know, they know just to come ask, and then we’ll maybe sit 
with them and say ‘well’, or ‘I’ll have a quick word with Kenneth’ and say, ‘they’re suggesting this, 
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what do you think’, or we tweak it slightly. But yeah, they come to us quite a lot. Especially 
downstairs with Anne Marie, who looks after the team of 3, you know, the girls quite often come 
up with ideas, because they’re the ones that are doing the general admin, the post and sorting 
and things, so they come quite often, so, it’s not structured but it doesn’t need to be because it’s 
maybe things, you know, they’d be quite quick to change and that, so.  

JC: Do you find, is there any kind of incentive, not necessarily structured again, but would, eh, if you 
put yourself in the kind of employee, ehm, role, would you think there’s any incentive for you 
putting ideas forward for improving things? 

GR: (6.4) Ehm, there’s certainly nothing in place. [JC: No.]  

KM: Ehm, there’s not financial rewards in place, but there’s, you know, in easy of working I suppose, 
ehm, we like to think that the working environment, eh, here is good, and when somebody say’s, 
you know, a change to a process would make things an awful lot, eh, easier, then yeah, we, we 
wouldn’t just dig our heels in and, and say, ‘no, we want to work another 2 hours, you know, 
doing, chasing paper’. You know, if, if it’s something that you know, benefits (1.6) then that 
would benefit us. = 

GR: = Then that would eventually benefit us. But that, that can complicate, and it can be the problem 
with compliance, they have had some ideas in the past that we have had to, ehm, you know, that 
we can’t accept, but there’s been other that, that we have. And that’s just, playing with it, 
because they’re the ones, even upstairs in commercial, they’re the ones that are dealing with the 
bulk of the paper on a, on a, a daily basis.  

JC: The paperwork’s still a big issue in this industry isn’t it? 

GR: We’ve all our communication scanned or emailed it all and everything, but we still generate an 
awful lot of paper, and awful lot of paper.  

JC: Ehm, (1.3) do you find there’s communication that goes on outwith the business between 
employees? Are they, they social amongst each other, if you like? 

KM: Ehm, [JC: From your perspective obviously.] yes, yes, there’s some more that others, yep.  

JC: Do you think they talk about the business away from here? 

KM: Oh, they’re bound to, bound to. Ehm, (3.5) and well, we know that from a situation that we had 
where, you know, 2 girls met up at toddler group or something and it was discussed, you know, 
you know, work was discussed from that. That way fed back to us, and they said, ‘eh, if you’ve got 
an issue, come and speak to us’.  

JC: That’s it isn’t it, you can be as open as, as you try to be, and you can say ‘just come, just come and 
speak to us, the door is always open’, type thing. But there’s still that, something stopping them. 

GR: Sometimes they won’t because they think you’re always that busy, we are always busy, but is 
someone knocks the door we will, we’ll speak to them. I don’t think if someone’s every came to 
the door I’ve ever said, ‘I’m too busy’. You might be, but, you know, you’ll still, you’ll make the 
time.  

JC: That’s this idea of perception, they see things and they think, ‘no, we can’, but then they’ll go 
away and they’ll stress about it somewhere else and that’s just (1.5) counterproductive.  

KM: Well, like all businesses we’ve been by recession, ehm, but we’ve managed to retain staffing 
numbers. Ehm, and we’ve just put a few measures in place and, well, we speak to people 
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individually that are thinking about it, ehm, but then, you know, well, we’d heard about this 
discussion that took place at some toddler group, or some dance class or something, eh, a couple 
of the girls. But, you know, we try to be as transparent about it as possible.  

JC: Is that quite disappointing?  

GR: (3.2) It doesn’t bother us.  

KM: Not really.  

GR: You know the personality traits of your staff. You know, you’ve been long enough with someone, 
but you’re not really disappointed, but.  

KM: (2.7) I think it becomes disappointing if it, if it persists. But I think the key, that you can address 
it. I think that’s it.  

GR: Yeah. In that particular issue we weren’t disappointed, it was other members of staff that were 
disappointed. [JC: Okay.] We were kind of prepared for what, what was, what was suggested, and 
we kind of thought that might, you know, but they were a bit shocked. But then they managed to 
resolve it within themselves so, it’s, (2.1) it’s done and done, you know. But. (4.8) 

JC: See in, just touching on this when the, when the bigger decisions are made, and that’s usually 
between the 2 of you. Is there family thought in that? Is there thought of, either succession in the 
family, or okay, how do we feed back the benefit from the business back to the family, as it’s 
come from family? Does that play a role in your decision making?  

KM: Yes, ehm, I say it quite clearly does. Ehm, if we weren’t family members, ehm, (2.7) I would be 
looking, I’m ehm, 52, Graham’s 40, ehm, I’d be looking at, you know, a kind of exit strategy for, 
you know, however many years ahead. And that would be completely different, (2.1) eh, if I was 
just an ordinary, a director of an ordinary company. Ehm, I wouldn’t want to get into the 
situation, eh, of saying at a certain date I will leave this, eh, this business, and, you know, put 
Graham into a position where he would have to find the money to buy me out. (2.0) If, if it was 
just another director then, yeah, you do that, because that’s, that’s what you do.  

JC: The rules of the game.  

KM: That’s it. Ehm, but, you know, (3.2) you don’t want to put that, that pressure on a family 
member. So, yeah, you know, the big decisions if you like, ehm, and it, it was the same with your 
dad, ((addressing GR)) your dad tried to accommodate us as much as he could when he retired. 

GR: Yeah, when he retired, yep. And he was, ehm, he was the youngest person to retire, wasn’t he? 
((addressing KM)) 65, 66 eventually.  

KM: 66. Yep.  

JC: 66, and that was the youngest? 

GR: Yeah, he said he would never work past 50, but, but you do get sucked in, because things 
happen. But what happened with my dad what was different for me, is we bought this property 
and he felt that he would work a bit longer, until this, not paid off but, you know, things had 
moved on and something else came round the corner, ‘oh, that’s only 5 years, I’ll stay on for 
that’. And, things change in a family business, ehm, the kind of things you want to, whereas 
probably most businesses you just, walk away, but, ‘I want to get back to the party thank you 
very much’, you know, I think (1.9) that’s the difference.  
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JC: It puts on a bit of, quite a bit of pressure on the decision making. Do you think, that bit of = 

KM: = It can do. [JC: Or put a weight on it.] Uhuh. Ehm, you know if you have, ehm, that market 
want, the business issue if you want, the bad days, where, the bad weeks, months, where you 
say, ‘look, hang on a second, I’ve had enough of this’. Ehm, but, (1.7) you can’t, you get the 
feeling you can’t just say, ‘right, you know, I want you to buy my shares and I’m out of here’. 
Forgetting, you know, the burden that would put on, you know, on Graham.  

JC: I think, bringing it into a really simplistic question then. And I think you’ve probably covered most 
of what you’re about to say here, but, family influence in the business, having family blood 
relations in the business, ehm, positive elements, there will be, and, and disadvantages as well. 
Can you think of examples of what you would put in both? 

KM: (2.6) In general, or in decision making? 

JC: In general I think, but I think the main impact would probably be in decision making. 

KM: Ehm, (6.7) I think I, that, that the good thing about it is that we know how each other thinks and 
we know that, (4.2) you know, we can say, ‘right, Friday, I want to take Friday off’. And we know 
fine well that that’s not going to be a case of, you know what, I would leave a pile of work, eh, 
and I’d be back on Monday. Ehm, we know that for us, maybe it’s just, you know, the way we 
work and, you know, the way, the work ethic. But we think that we need to, we need to get that 
work done, to allow us to have the day off. And, ehm, we’re never going to say to each other, ‘no 
you can’t have that, that day off’, for example. You know, simple things like that, small, eh, things 
like that. Ehm, we know that, (1.9) you know, we’re not pushing it to the limit, we’re not, there’s 
not one person saying, ‘look, I want Friday, then next week’s I want to take Friday off again, and I 
want to take Friday off again’. You know, that’s, that doesn’t happen, we usually work between 
us on things like that. Where there’s a perceived, if you like, to an advantage to one, there’s 
always, you know, there’s always a discussion about it. (2.1) And it’s usually equalled out in some 
way. Ehm, (5.2) we know (2.9) the stages, eh, that our families are at, ehm, so I know that, for 
example, you know that holiday period is important to Graham. [JC: Oh, I see what you mean, 
okay.] So, you know, if Graham says, ‘look, I’m going away, away to France for 2 weeks’, if it’s 2 
weeks or 3 weeks, it’s not really an issue. [JC: If you can see it coming up.] You see it coming up, 
and you know it’s important to have that time with, with the family. Whereas, perhaps in a, ehm, 
in (2.4) a normal business, where, you know, you can only have, in that period, you can only have 
that 2 weeks. You know, sort your holidays round about that. But, ehm, there’s general flexibility 
in these types of things. Ehm, (4.3) disadvantages, ehm, (4.7) maybe I see it more that, than you. 
((addressing GR)) Ehm, Graham, it’s Graham Robb, and Kenneth Mccarthey, it’s, it’s my name 
that over the door. [JC: Okay, right.] I think, you know, there’s maybe a, a kind of, eh, (3.2) 
burden if you like there. That eh, you know, the buck stops here. Ehm, graham maybe still feels 
that because he’s a director. But, people that don’t quite know us will always ask to speak to Mr. 
Mccarthey. You know, for any issues that are personal.  

GR: Normally they don’t realise who they’re speaking to, whereas they know it’s you because it’s 
your name on the brand. You know. Ehm, I mean the other thing is, is I think it depends on what 
age you are in a family business as well, you know, you know, when your younger you’ve got, you 
can be living in the family, living at home in the family business, and your father or your uncle or 
whoever’s director, and, it’s, it’s being able to switch that off. And ehm, and that certainly, it can, 
be an advantage, a disadvantage, because you’re not, you know, you’re not stopping work 5 
o’clock at night, as most, or 6 o’clock at night, as normal people are. And I think sometimes we 
found a wee bit when my father retired was that there was a couple of wee, we came to some 
agreements with him and we felt sometimes that the game changed slightly in his favour. And 
probably in a normal business he would have said, ‘don’t be silly, that didn’t happen’. But he was 
being fair with us in a lot of ways, so we were being fair with him, and you sometimes you don’t 
say what needs to be said, because it’s a family business, because the ramifications that, you 
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know, would leave you in the line of. So sometimes I think in a family business you can maybe 
hold back when, just maybe having, ehm, (2.3) you know, cleaning the air sometimes can be the 
better thing for the business.  But I think you can count on 2 fingers the amount of times that’s 
ever happened to us, but that possibly is a negative. [JC: It’s there.] It can be there that, you 
know.  

KM: But again, you know, we knew your, you know, how your dad would react; he knew how we 
would react. And eventually you come to a compromise.  

GR: Oh, that’s what followed it, you know, don’t get me wrong. But I’m saying, if you ask me now, 
because that’s probably, sometimes I think in a business you can be more direct. Eh, and you 
accept it as work. So as they say, in that kind of way, you don’t like it but fair enough. But when 
you start doing it with family members it becomes, ‘wait a minute’.  

KM: Aye, aye it carries on from other things.  

GR: Yeah, that’s why, I think that’s probably, ehm, could potentially be the biggest negative. But, the 
benefits outweigh that definitely. 

JC: What, one really just last, last question I’ve got. What prompted you to join up to the family 
business association? 

KM: Eh, they did an advertising, or a feature, eh, on the, in the Glasgow Herald. You know the 
Herald. Ehm, and we just thought, well, we’re a family business of, I think at that time it was 70 
years, or 75 years, so we thought, you know, we really should be, be part of that, you know. (2.1) 
Be it as a hoist or, you know, for support. Ehm, and we, we used to go to quite a number of their 
events.  

GR: It actually had a lot more initially, when Martin was setting up thought in the West, ehm, though 
Chamber of Commerce, but he seems to have spread a wee bit more, because I know there’s the 
centre over in Edinburgh. [JC: Yeah, that’s.] It’s at one of the universities, it’s.  

JC: Yeah, that’s, yeah, that’s what we’re basically working with.  

GR: Is that it, is that where you’ve come from, right. And there’s been so many things, but the things 
that they’ve ran recently, ehm, it’s not that they haven’t been relevant, it just haven’t, it clashes 
with other things that we’ve had on. So we haven’t been, I think the last thing I was at was the 
Mitchell Library. It is Queen’s, Queen University. [JC: Queen Margaret.] Queen Margaret. 

JC: I wasn’t ehm, at the Mitchell Library one. I know, I mentioned earlier, they’ve been focusing a lot 
more on, just, eh, for the past couple of months, on academia side of things, and trying to get 
involved in that. So maybe it’s just been a shift of focus from, (1.9) you know, practice, the firms, 
to trying to influence the academia, that academic side of things. Ehm, I mean there’s always 
seminars on, I think that’s the main, the main thing of Martin’s work.  

KM: Yeah, they were always, they were always very good. I remember one at the climbing centre out 
at Strantho. Ehm, it was a full day thing, eh, and there was different workshops and such like. 
That was really, eh, really helpful.  

JC: What, what’s, what’s the main things you would take away from that? 

KM: Eh, the things I remember, I mean that was, oh, (2.7) maybe 2 or 3 years ago now. Ehm, you 
were just about to go on holiday, or you’d just gone on holiday. Because I remember, (1.3) you 
couldn’t go because of that. That was, eh, succession planning was the big thing. Ehm, and 
people they spoke to, that spoke about that, ehm, the company that’s eh, (3.9) the brewers or 
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distillers that’s up (4.1) Invergordon way or something. Anyway. Ehm, well, you know, and then 
they had a keynote speech by Chris Trestle, you know, because obviously he was plunged into it, 
the family business in a very, eh, abrupt way. You know, his father was, I can’t remember if his 
father took seriously ill or whether he died, and he was sort of thrust in the family business. Ehm, 
so it was, ehm, yeah that was a quite good seminar, but eh, I haven’t been to as many. There 
used to be AGMs and the likes that we’d go to through in Stockton.  

GR: Yeah, Stockton, they’ve just held them through the post that last couple of times, just through 
the kind of Blantyre area, because we’re, I think we’re on the executive, aren’t we.  

KM: We have quite a good rapport with, ehm, Martin and Morna, ehm, we were actually looking at, 
eh, we were in discussions with them, with another chap that worked with us, eh, to develop eh, 
insurance products, specific to, eh, family business. Ehm, (4.2) in fairness, although the chap that 
worked with us was very good, ehm, he was very long winded, and they were, what could have 
been said in about 10 minutes he really took about an hour and a half, and the meetings went for 
so long and then they kind of stopped. I think they just didn’t, nobody had enough time to, to 
speak to him.  

GR: But I think partly because they were wary of cutting across some of the other, ehm, bodies out 
there. The Institue for small businessees and that type of scenario.  

JC: There’s a lot isn’t there. 

GR: Yeah , and it wasn’t any good thing we were looking at, it was a kind of management liability 
thing that really help, that we tailor to family businesses in unusual wordings. But it just, ehm, I 
think Martin came to the decision he just didn’t want to be upsetting people. Because especially 
then, it was about 3 years ago, just as they were still getting established, and, and they didn’t 
want to make eh, they were struggling to make friends as it was without upsetting somebody 
that could actually feed them people. Which was a shames because it was, these things happen, 
but. Never say never.  

JC: what ehm, on kind of, this is the things, of all the businesses I’ve been speaking to, and I’ve been 
speaking to a few, ehm, right across the country, I was up in (2.1) Elgin, ehm, earlier on, last, no 
last week actually, that was a 4 hour train ride. But, ehm, (1.7) and it’s been kind of common 
across the board, I’ve always asked this. If you had a friend or another relative, and they went to 
go and work for another company that was a really strong family business, ahm, with your 
experience in this business, is there anything that your would advise them? 

KM: (17.4) hhhhh Eh, not really. Ehm, I think I’d be happy than if it was a family business than if was 
a straight forward, ehm, commercial business.  

GR: It depends the role they were doing. If they the potential that they would be ehm, leadership, 
directors, management, I think that would be the only thing, that I think they would come to that 
conclusion that maybe there was a glass ceiling that they would never break through. And just 
maybe point that out, that they’re going to maybe have to bring something very different or 
maybe excellent to, to get to the top level. Ehm, but if that maybe wasn’t their forte then, (2.1) I 
think, it would be other than that very positive about working there.  

JC: Ehm, okay. Good, well I’ve, ran though everything I’ve wanted to, to ask of you. You know, it’s 
just about getting a snapshot about what, what the family meant for this business, and how 
much of an impact it was having. Ehm, but yeah that’s me covered everything, unless you’ve got 
any concluding thoughts. There’s is one, with all university work, although this is family business 
association as well, ehm, it is still university work, ehm, there is a form I’m going to ask you to fill 
in if that’s alright, if should take about 10 minutes. It’s just the instinctive answers, just tick the 
box on all the way down.  
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KM: No problem.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Field notes: This interview was brought about by a connection with Arthur Mullholland, KM 

emailed me saying that they would be willing to contribute to the research and a meeting was 

set up. On the phone KM mentioned that the firm was a member of the SFBA, so in this way he 

was already aware of many of the issues faced by a family firm. However, during the interview 

KM in particular took a lot of time and a lot of thought in his responses. This is clearly shown 

by the number of pauses in the speech. The building looked like an old housing building typical 

of Glasgow suburbs, this was converted in to the offices, which seemed to cover 3 floors. The 

first room I encountered where a girl, seemingly just out of her teens, asked me who I was 

looking for. This turned out to be KM’s daughter, who, on meeting KM, was asked to make 

coffee for us both. GR joined us for the interview at around 15 mins. Therefore the entire 

ownership structure was present. There are cousins but are quite different in age, as mentioned 

GR seems more relaxed and open to the staff than KM. this also came across with me. 

However, GR seemed a little belligerent on some of the questions, while KM attempted to 

answer all professionally. Throughout the pair hinted at events leading to their thought on the 

questions without ever explaining the details of the events themselves, however, enough is 

given in the dialogue that reactions and feelings are clear and actual events can be guessed at. 

The interview took place in a back of building meeting room, this felt quite far away from the 

staff, and I got the impression that it was seldom used, in favour of speaking at the work 

stations.  When asking for a second interview with a staff member there was no hesitation, and 

they went to ask a member os staff straight away. They did mention though, that they were glad 

a previous member of staff was not still with them, as she may have been a little too 

opinionated. This is the same individual mentioned in the interview. On leaving the building 

LM came back down to say goodbye and offer me use of the car park for the rest of the day. He 

interrupted a conversation the worker I was sitting with had started about an accident with her 

car in the car park. This relationship seemed very open a free flowing, my ‘get back to work’ 

jokes and jokes about eating the chocolates I gave them. This would suggest openness as 

discussed in the interviews. Probably the most interesting part of this interview came from the 

remaining I employment past retirement and the unwillingness to put undue pressure on one 

another. Also, the glass ceiling was mentioned on 2 separate occasions during this interview.  
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Interviewee 16 
Coding Ref: 140911FM 
Location: Glasgow, Scotland – Company 
building Date: 14.09.2011 
Time: 11:00 
Duration of interview: 36 mins 44 secs 
Interviewer: JC 
 

 
Interviewee: RD 
Gender: F 
Employment Status: SML 
Familial Relationship: Extended 
Firm Age: 121 
Firm Size: 36 
Primary Industry: Design

Transcription: 

JC: So, the reason why we’re interested in [company name] is because it, it promotes the family 
element, of the business. Eh, could you maybe just start by explaining what that is, what is the 
family element here? 

RD: Uhhuh. Well this is, ehm, (2.1) this company is called [company name] and the company is 
owned by the McTaggert family and has been, this s the third generation of McTaggert’s now. 
Ehm, the (1.7) director, the 2 directors involved are David McTaggert and Craig McTaggert, they 
are cousins, and they ehm, own this company. Prior their fathers, Jack and father David, they 
owned the company, then it was grandfather, who passed to his sons, who passed to their sons, 
and that’s the way it’s gone.  

JC: Okay, so it kind of went, cousins, brothers =  

RD: = No, it went father to sons, to cousins.  

JC: Okay, and that’s down the way it came. Okay, Ehm, so you’re, you’re approaching this from a 
non-family element, if you like. In not connected to = 

RD: = I’m eh, connected by marriage, my sister was married to David McTaggert senior, eh, it was a 
second marriage and she was married to David McTaggert senior, who, who died. And ehm, he 
brought be into the company, ehm, 25 years ago. So, eh, I’m, I’m not a family member but eh, I’m 
kind of = [JC: = By marriage.] By marriage, sort of yeah. [JC: It’s connected.] Yeah, it’s connected.  

JC: Okay, ehm, thinking about the, the organisation as a whole, how many employees are there.  

RD: There’s 36 now, yeah.  

JC: And, is that the only family element is in the, the kind of, (1.4) the 2 cousins? And yourself, 
connected.  

RD: No, no, there’s a few others, there’s ehm, (1.1) 1 of our sales reps is other cousin of David and 
Craig McCormiks, ehm, so that’s Colin McTaggert. And eh, ((enhanced speach)) Jack McTaggert, 
who’s the sort of elder statesmen of the company is still alive, he’s 82 now. That’s Craig’s father. 
And eh, he is still working believe it or not, eh, not everyday, but he is still, has a working eh, 
involvement in the company. (2.1) Eh, [JC: Is there any, any kind of role attached with that, or is it 
just a being round type?] No, he was, he was the sales director, and then when his brother, this is 
a bit hard, I hope you can make sense of all this eventually, that’s probably why it’s good to be all 
on the Dictaphone. Eh, Jack McTaggert and David McTaggert senior, they were brothers and they 
owned the company, and David died, eh, very suddenly, ehm, he was in his sixties. Ehm, and 
when he died (1.7) Jack McTaggert handed his shears to his son, Craig McTaggert. Which meant 
that the 2 boys, if you like, they were in there thirties took over the company, but Jack still was, 
ehm, a sales, ehm, he wasn’t sales director, he handed that role over, but still a sales rep now, if 
you like. And he has still maintained, ehm, a few customers to, to date.  
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JC: Okay, so it’s more he looks after his sales pursuits. [RD: His people, yeah that’s right.] Ehm, from 
a, a non-family element then. From just a, you know, standard employees, if you like. How would 
you say they perceive the family element? Is it a, a perception that they are the owners, of the 
business, that they’re the directors of the business, that they are the boss. Or is it more a 
colleague type set up? 

RD: I would say it’s a mixture of all these elements, eh, they’re definitely the bosses, (3.1) ehm, and 
they are definitely the owners of the business. Eh, I think because they were quite a young team, 
David and Craig were only in their thirties, and they’ve been with the company obviously since 
their twenties, there are some people that have been around all their lives, sort of thing. So 
therefore when they started they weren’t directors, they started, eh, Craig was a, was always 
sales, sales rep, and David was also production, and he worked on machines and he did, he just 
kind of worked his way up. So I think eh, for some people they are colleagues in part, but, (1.7) 
we, well you know obviously they’re the boss as well, so. Yeah, so it’s like there’s a step, a step 
removed.  

JC: Okay. Eh, (1.9) what kind of, of management is undertaken in the company, is it, ehm, is it a kind 
of factory type set up, where employees have a set role to play, and it’s, it’s very written down, 
vey structured. Or is it more open, is it more fluid? 

RD: No, it’s more fluid. It’s very much a family business. So, people multi-task all over the place. I’ve 
got about 14 hats that I wear, as does many other people. The factory, I dare say the likes of the 
printers are more structured. You know the job specific people. You know, they tend to be 
slightly more structured, but ehm, most people in this company do more than one job. Yeah, and 
it’s a fluid style of management, it’s kind of old school if you like. Yeah.  

JC: Yeah, okay. Would you say that, ehm, in that way individual goals in, in people are taken into 
account, are they, are they thought of when, (1.1) you know if roles a fluid are they thought of in 
terms of, ‘oh, do you want to go and do this, is this something that you want to do to develop 
yourself, or’, things like that. Is that something that’s thought of in the company at all? 

RD: I think probably that has happened over the years, ehm, where there’s maybe been, you know, 
somebody has left and, (3.4) you know, somebody else might have looked as if they could 
perhaps, (1.6) you know, take over that, the role or whatever, and they would be sort of 
approached then. Ehm, probably not as much now as in the past I would say, but ehm, yeah. (1.9) 
Sometimes roles get foisted upon you, you know, with, ((laughs)) eh, (2.1) but I think there is a, 
it’s a very, ehm, there a very nice sort of (1.9) culture in this company, I would say. In general.  

JC: Yeah. And that, that’s kind of what a lot of this is getting at, is the culture element, to see what, 
what shapes it, is it the family the shapes it, or is it just the business itself that shapes it.  

RD: No, it’s the family the shapes us, without a doubt. 

JC: Ehm, (1.2) do you think that, do you find that the, all the members of the organisation are treated 
equally? And I know, obviously legally, and, and officially, yes of course they are, but in lot of 
family businesses you might find that the business is a vehicle for family employment. Is that the 
case here? [RD: Nope.] Nothing like that? 

RD: I would say not. I mean we’ve had, I mean there’s been other members of the family have 
worked here and no longer work here, ehm, I would say that, eh, that’s definitely, definitely, the 
McTaggert family are committed to try and keep this company successful and going, and moving, 
and it’s very hard in the print, in the print industry now, really difficult. So this is, this is a struggle, 
eh, but they are very committed. Not for self gain, I would say in order to try and, you know, they 
don’t want to be the (1.1) generation fails, if you like, in some ways. And also, there’s a, a, 
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because it’s a family business, there’s a, there’s a kind of a feeling of family among employees, 
although sometimes you get slapped in the face with that one. But, ehm. 

JC: Is it, in, in terms of decision making, does the decision, do the decisions just come from the, the 2 
directors, the 2 cousins? Ehm, day-to-day decisions aside, I mean more strategic decisions, 
whether it’s to enter into another market or, you know, down size, up size, anything like that. Is 
that, does that some from the directors or is there a broader element involved?  

RD: Well, I, we have a third directors, who not a shareholder, he’s, ehm, accountant, he’s the 
financial director. He’s not a family member, so he’s outwith the family. Ehm, I think the, the 
major decisions are taken between the 3 of these people. Ehm, I think, you know, it’s fair to say 
that the McTaggerts are open to suggestion from other people, ehm, that they trust within the 
company. Ehm, that I think they would look at any suggestion and see whether it would be viable 
or not. (1.3) And the decisions would be made by them, always, yeah.  

JC: Are there other places where those decisions take place? Ehm, you know, is there, I mean we’re 
in here, this seems like a boardroom setting, is this where decision making would take place as 
well? 

RD: This could be one of the places, the office are actually upstairs, which I can, I could let you see if 
you like, ehm, and the, the 3 directors all have individual rooms as well as there is a, a further 
sort of mini room like this, that tends to be where they, the 3 of them will meet, rather than 
down here. Unless it’s going to be a wider meeting. So, no, up, upstairs.  

JC: So it’s kind of a, would you say that maybe initially they would meet the 3 of them, and then 
cascade, cascade out the way? 

RD: It can do, yes, uhuh, it can do.  

JC: What, what about in terms of when something is decided and it’s about task allocation, who 
does, who does what. When a task is given, is there a relative amount of autonomy in each 
person’s role? Or is it a very, written, I mean you mentioned that you, you are wearing different 
hats all the time, (2.3) but is it, (1.9) are you kind of structured in terms of told, ‘right this needs 
to be done first, then this, then this, then this’, or is there autonomy in terms of when things 
happen.  

RD: Yeah, I think we’re, we’re, you know, please are really given quite a lot of responsibility for 
getting on with their job. And to organise their own time, eh, nobody really is sitting on your 
shoulder in this company. I would say. Which sometimes is a good thing, and sometimes it’s not 
so good. Ehm, it depends on the individual’s organisational skills. But yeah there is, there’s 
fluidity in the way that, ehm, jobs are allocated, you know, for everyone, including the factory. 
Although, like you know, we have a production manager, who’s ultimately responsible for getting 
things moving. [JC: What happens on the line.] And what happens on the shop floor. Eh, he’s not 
a family member. ((laughs))  

JC: But it, it’s not like a traditional factory, kind of the 1940s factory where, ehm, the supervisor is 
standing over, making sure everything is going as fast as possible.  

RD: No, that just, that doesn’t happen here, no.  

JC: In that way, how, how would you say performance standards are maintained? 

RD: (6.4) What would I say, I, (1.4) I’m struggling a little bit with that one because, eh, we’ve got one 
department at the moment which is not performing particularly well. Eh, and, in that case, (2.7) 
ehm, I don’t know whether that would be helped by a more stricter approach, it probably would, 
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eh, in some way. But in general, I think we have a very good, a very good workforce here, who 
know what’s to be done and get on with it. Eh, so I think it works fairly well, where it breaks 
down is if, you know, we’ve got someone that’s maybe not as competent at organising their own 
work, and that’s where I’ve got a little bit of leadership as well.  

JC: Okay, yeah, I mean, I guess you want a consistency across the company, so you can’t have one 
element very strict and other elements less strict. Because it causes the company more difficulty I 
guess. Ehm, thinking again, going back on the influence of the family, (1.9) eh, has, has there 
been examples of, of, ehm, influence in decision making ides? The big changes, (  ) 
coming from outside, outside the family element?  

RD: I think, yes, I think there’s a lot of discussions go on in various places. And David McTaggert is, 
was the president of what was then the Scottish Print Employers Federation. Eh, he was 
president and before him his father was president, so ehm, David held the presidency for 3 years, 
I think that’s all they’re allowed, and then they hand over. (1.1) So he’s very in touch with what 
goes on in the Scottish print industry. Ehm, and friendly with a lot of other, you know, people 
involved. I think there’s, so there’s lots of discussions around, eh, friends made, and you know, 
acquaintances, you know that he, [JC: Network type things.] yeah, that’s right. Things can be 
picked from and, and looked at, talked about, that would get, it keeps pretty, David especially will 
keep pretty up to date, eh, on the production side of things. Craig, as I say, is sales director, so 
that’s his main, eh, focus, ehm. But yeah, I, I think, ehm, I’m trying to think of any other sort of 
people, ehm, I don’t know, (2.6) that they’ve used in that way, or are advising in that way. I can’t, 
I can’t be specific. 

JC: Would you find that from your experience, is the business spoken about quite a lot away from 
the business, you know, socially between the family as well? 

RD: Yeah, I would say so. [JC: So that’s taking up a lot of personal time if you like.] Aye, yes definitely. 
I remember when my sister, eh, well when her husband was alive, eh, their whole lives were 
business basically. You know, and any time if I visited, because obviously I was involved as well, 
or wherever, you know, you inevitably ended up talking. And I have, have to say I found that the 
same, my son-in-law works in the business, as does my brother, one of my brothers, it’s a bit 
incestuous in whole company ((said flippantly)), and I have, we have to be quite disciplined about 
that, eh, [JC: About not talking.] not talking about what’s going on, eh, I have to say, we need to 
be a bit more careful, because it’s extremely, eh, irritating for everybody else involved.  

JC: It could take up you whole life as well, it just wouldn’t stop.  

RD: It can yeah, because you could go on and on and on, because obviously when were busy, you 
don’t get a chance to talk eh, a lot during working hours, so if you’re out with, sometimes it’s a, 
it’s a, eh, (2.1) you know, you can get locked, sometimes you’re talking about it when you 
shouldn’t perhaps. 

JC: Ehm, (2.3) would you say that that happens within the non-family, or non-family connected 
employees as well, have they got their own kind of social communication, about the business, I 
know that eh, they’re probably friends outside the business. But do you find that they, or wold 
you suspect that they, obviously talk outside? 

RD: I think so yeah, I mean what I’ve heard, I tend to not to go on nights out and things like that, but 
what I hear is that, eh, you know, quite a bit of time is taken up by discussing what’s going on in 
the business. So there is that, that happens with them. 

JC: What I’ve found quite a lot, ehm, obviously speaking to quite a few businesses, with this family 
element. There’s the family element, that will have the social discussion around the business, and 
then there’s the non-family element and they’ll have their social discussions, and so you get kind 
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of 2, (1.9) it’s ends up, it can end up being like 2 cultures, in the same business. Do you think 
that’s fair? 

RD: Yes, yes. Umhuh, I can see that. Yes I would.  

JC: Ehm, in, in that way, a really simplistic question, with the family influence on the business, what 
are the benefits of that and what are the disadvantages of it? In your eyes. 

RD: That’s quite a complicated question actually. I think the positive for me, if I, and I probably can 
only speak for myself, no I don’t think I can, I can speak quite more widely than that. The 
positives are that it creates a family environment, which you wouldn’t probably have in a non-
family business, you know, but you, I think, I mean, (4.2) so therefore, there’s more of a, there’s  
more of a bond I would have said, amongst employees and even employers. I mean the 
employers, I mean David and Craig, and you know, Jack McTaggert, they have an interest in the 
families, and, of their employees, and their lives, and, and. More, I would probably, now but I 
need to qualify that, I would say probably more so, the, the last generation of McTaggerts, the, 
the Jack and David, than the, the next generation, who again are always interested, but I think 
the environment, working environment’s changes so much. It’s so pressurised, print is just like 
that ((snaps fingers three times)) everything is 100 miles an hour, so there isn’t the same time I 
would think, to, to develop these, ehm, relationships as fully. But, Jack McTaggert, senior, he if 
anybody is leaving he, takes it, he is devastated, he finds it, he takes it as a personal insult in 
almost. That somebody is leaving his company. You know, because he feels like it’s family, the 
same as if you know, anything happened to one of his employees, he would be really really 
distressed, eh, because it had happened, you know, so that kind of, eh, is that, am I answering 
your question? What, what, remind me I’m wittering on. [JC: well it was just about the benefits 
and disadvantages.] That’s the benefits I would say. It creates a family environment which is 
pleasant to work in. Disadvantages, (1.5) family can pull rank, that’s definitely, that’s a 
disadvantage. You know, eh, that. [JC: Have you seen it happen?] Oh:::, hundreds of times, I’m 
talking work related rank, you know, that if the, you know, just say there’s a schedule, your, your 
job is schedules Monday to be printed at 8 o’clock, and Craig McTaggert comes in on Friday 
afternoon with one of his customers and says, ‘I need this printed on Monday at 8 o’clock’, you’ll 
be knocked. Eh, so that’s a disadvantage, for the people that are, the production team that are 
trying to schedule work. Eh, because both McTaggerts and Jack McTaggert can all pull rank on 
any job. So, I think that’s an immediate disadvantage that you wouldn’t have in a normal 
company. Ehm.  

JC: I mean, do, do, do people know that? Is that a known element as well, that that can happen? [RD: 
Oh, yes, yeah.] What, what impact would you say it has on turnover of staff? Like, would you find, 
possibly you could say that with a family element, there’s more loyalty in staff, like you say with, 
ehm, Jack being perhaps devastated if someone wants to leave the company. Do you think that 
affects loyalty, or turnover? 

RD: .hhh (2.1) I think, this is quite difficult to answer as well, because, I think there’s not quite the 
same loyalty. There is loyalty with the people that have been with the company a long time. And 
we have got a lot of people that have been with this company, you know, you’re talking over 20 
years. I think, on the shop floor there’s probably less loyalty as I see it now than perhaps it was 
over 20 years ago. Ehm, but everybody is very consciously looking at their own situation, with 
money, wages, ehm, you know, blah blah blah. I mean we’ve been in a difficult situation in this 
company for the last 2 years. We’ve had reduced wages, we’ve had redundancies, so, I mean this 
has been a, this is a tough time, not only for this company obviously, for, well, just about every 
company. Especially in the print world, you know, so I would say people were (3.1) more, less 
loyal.  

JC: But you would say that’s a market influence rather than anything to do with the family or the 
company? 
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RD: Yeah, yeah, I would say so, yeah, I would actually.  

JC: What about ehm, communication in the company? Do you find it’s affected when, for example, 
say things were going on on the floor? Whenever a family member turn up on the floor, so thing 
change, is there a change in behaviour or attitude?  

RD: I think, eh, I would say, yeah, I would dare say there is. But would that apply to any boss. You 
know, that, you know, if anybody, kind of, I don’t say the everybody leaps to attention, you know, 
when David or Craig walk in, but you’re very conscious of them being, coming in, you know. And 
they’re quite charismatic; I mean they’re characters anyway, I mean they’re not quite, so I think 
their presence probably does change things a little, but I don’t know if that would be any 
different, to any, any other boss. No I don’t, you know, non-family environment, so.  

JC: In terms of, ehm, plans for the business, when they are getting made, is, is there a, an emotional 
element brought in, you mentioned that maybe they don’t want to be the generation where the 
business fails, and that’s completely understandable, but do you think, is there a plan for the 
future in terms of, ‘lets keep this in the family’? 

RD: I would say so, I would think the, I mean they, they both have young children, but they’re very 
young, eh, so who knows will happen with them, but Jack, I would say that they probably would, 
ehm, would like to think that their children would take over, and become the fourth generation. 
But, you know, as I say, it’s hard times so who knows.  

JC: And if they’re too young just now, then that’s, you can’t really plan.  

RD: And they’re very young, I mean they’re just children really. [JC: You don’t want to plan their lives 
fro them.] No you don’t, that’s right.  

JC: Ahm, thinking about individual knowledge, a lot of what we do is based on knowledge within the 
company. So things like, ideas for things, and it can even be just a simple process change, you 
know something to, eh, you know, make something that little bit quicker or a little bit better. 
Ahm, individual ideas coming from the floor, coming from any member of staff. Is there avenues 
for that, and how, (1.1) how would it happen, you know? 

RD: Ah, well on the, you know in every department there is, you know, there’s some kind of senior 
person. I mean out on the factory, because we have everything all on the one level now, we have 
2 managers out there. We have a production manager overall, and we have a dispatch manager. 
This is pre-press, and your studio, and we have a studio manager, so there’s like 3 managers on 
this floor. Ehm, (1.9) so any, sort of day-to-day improvements could be made by them, without 
any, you know, permission needed from eh, (1.2) the bosses, unless it involved money. ((laughs)) 
If it involved money then it would need to be passed through them. They would always talk to 
David. David, this is, David is, ehm, (2.4) his door is never closed, ehm, so therefore, and he’s 
down here a lot, eh, not at the moment because he’s off with his bloody bad back, but he is very 
hands on in the company, and so therefore and, and the managers here have all been here a long 
time, so very, quite friendly with David anyway. So, he wouldn’t be kept in the dark, but he 
wouldn’t particularly need to know about smaller things, you know, and eh, they would make 
these decisions, and just do them. [JC: And implement them and do them.] Yeah.  

JC: What about things like staff meetings and things like that? Does that, does that take place? 

RD: It’s:: ehm, we started off trying to do these on a regular basis. But to honest, it’s quite hard to 
keep, to keep that going because it’s so busy. You know, you, there just never seems to be the 
right time to be able to stop production, eh, and, and have meetings. (1.1) Eh, if anything serious 
is going on we do have, you know, we do, yeah, we do have meetings. But I would say in general 
they’re not structured, as organised as they perhaps might be, because, you know. Or I would like 
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to be, because I think, you know, they’re important, but it is also got take priorities on production 
time and loss on money and blah, you know.  

JC: This is it. This is it. Is it, does this run constantly here, or is it shifted, is there shift hours? 

RD: No we don’t work nights or weekends. Ehm, so we’re 6 in the morning ‘till 6 at night. Roughly, 
sort of thing. All the staff don’t work these hours, obviously the office works 9 to 5, ehm, but 
there’s no. But overtime can be run at weekends or in the evenings if that’s required. But, no, no 
we don’t, no a constant 24 hour shop.  

JC: Um, aye, just about the, when things, if it’s a little process change, or if it’s a bigger thing 
involving finance, then you go straight to the directors. Any kind of incentives for, for bring things 
like that forward? Not necessarily a financial bonus system or anything like that, but just, (2.1) eh, 
you know as a staff member, what, what kind of incentive would you have for, for doing that, for 
just wanting to change things? 

RD: I think it only, to see things we do in the company improve. There would be no, eh, 
unfortunately no financial recognition, and there would be no other kind of recognition, really, it 
would just be for ehm, you know, in order to see things moving, moving more smoothly, or to 
improve your department’s ehm, progress or you know, something like that. But no real 
incentives, which you know, eh, is maybe not such a good thing. But, because we, (1.9) you can 
kind of get set in your ways I think. It’s easy to do, yeah, and especially when you’ve got long 
term employees. That’s very easy to get stuck.  

JC: I mean, I suppose there is the incentive of just wanting to make you job easier. [RD: Yes, that’s 
right.] I remember once, eh, in the place I was working, I used to used to be an analyst, ehm, in 
the financial services, and I seen a way make it all a lot easier, and I realise, that would cut my 
day by 3 hours, if I cut my day by 3 hours, they might cut my working day by 3 hours, so, there’s 
that element as well. [RD: There is yeah, that’s right.] Eh, is there any barriers to communication 
in the company, can everyone talk to everyone, [RD: Yeh.] ehm for example, if, if, say it was David 
walked in, any one of the workers could go up and speak to him, yeah? [RD: Yeah, yeah.] and I, 
from what, from what you’ve been saying so far it does seem very informal, the way things are 
done. [RD: Yeah, yeah, I would say so.] (1.5) Is that a, is it a decision that was made to make it 
informal, or it just ended up that way? 

RD: I think it’s just that’s been the ethos of the company, you know, for all these years. You know 
that’s how it started and that’s how it’s continued. And I know, like David and Craig McTaggert, 
you know, (1.9) wanted to make the company a bit more, a bit slicker a bit more professional, 
more like, and, and in some ways that’s happened. But it’s not really lost the, sort of family 
element at all, you know, the sort of more relaxed approach. Which is actually what attracts most 
people to this company.  

JC: Would you say it is family versus professional, in, or would you say there can be a happy medium 
between the two of them? 

RD: hhh (1.4) I think there could be a happy medium, but it’s hard to find it. I think that’s quite hard 
to find that balance. I mean I would hate to see the (1.7) more relaxed approach, eh, end in this 
company. (1.9) I wouldn’t like to work in a more disciplined, ehm, sort of structure. But in some 
ways you do lose a bit, maybe of productivity by not having a more disciplined structure. And it’s 
quite hard to, (2.0) it’s quite hard to do both, I think.  

JC: I’ve really just, I’ve ran through all the actual, technical questions of the company. There’s one, 
just idea I’d like to put to you, and just see you reaction to it. If, if you had a close friend, or even 
a family member, who was going to work for a family company, not this one. But it was a very 
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strong family company, a strong family element, and they weren’t part of that family, from your 
experience here, is there any advice you would give them, going into that? 

RD: Hmm (10.3) I don’t know. I think I would just, eh, I think it would be the same for going to work 
for any company, family or not. You know, you go to work, you do your best, you get on with 
people, you’re straightforward and trustworthy, and if you’re proven to be that way then 
hopefully you’ll be recognised as somebody that can, ehm, (2.4) work well and be trusted. I, I 
don’t know that it would, I would give any advice, any different advice. The only thing is you, you 
would, yeah well I suppose you would. You need to be careful, what you’re saying, ehm, because 
at one time we had a, you know, obviously I’ve got a brother here and I’ve got my son-in-law 
here, and there was a few McTaggerts here, and all the rest of it. So new people you would need 
to say, ‘just watch who you’re talking to’, because you don’t know who’s related to whom. And, 
eh, I think that would be the only thing. Just be cautious. ((laughs)) 

JC: You don’t know who you’re going to end up insulting, or upsetting. 

RD: Yes, that’s right.  

JC: But you don’t think there’s any, eh, other people that have reacted to that, they’ve said, ‘oh, if 
you want a, if you want to push your career then maybe watch, there might be some kind of 
ceiling’, you know you can’t get by that certain level because the family’s there taking up those 
roles? 

RD: Well that, that is the other, I suppose I didn’t, that’s me not thinking through, that is the reality, 
the reality is that we’ve got a young directorship here, so, you know, anybody that is ambitious, 
there’s not a lot of places for them to go. So yes, that’s, if, if you’re joining a family business you 
have to, (1.7) eh, take that into account. The positions, yeah, that family is there, is holding. You 
know, and ehm, I suppose some people would even say, my position, eh, because I’m, eh, a kind 
of dying wolf here, and also sort of family, eh, is unavailable because of, ehm, you know, who I 
am, sort of thing, so. Yeah, so that’s a, a fairly good, eh, [JC: A consideration for people.] yes, I 
would say that’s quite a definitely a consideration. Yeah, I’m sorry I missed that, that’s not so 
sharp, ((laughs)) I always think I’m quite sharp but that wasn’t very sharp. 

JC: But, yeah, it’s been a, a common answer, like I say, even when I’ve spoken to, even the head of 
the family. They’ve said, yeah, ‘I would employ a non-family manager, but I would look to my 
family first, and see if there was anyone available there’. 

RD: Actually, maybe something that would help with you, in discussion with on of the directors quite 
recently, what he said, interestingly enough, because things are quite a hard struggle at the 
moment, that he actually didn’t want anymore family in this company, because if anything 
happened, then it’s not just your immediate family, its all your family that’s involved, and ehm, 
you know, they struggle and they suffer, I mean, eh, so he kind of looked at it from the other 
point of view, that, eh, the pressure, of the more family members you’ve got the more pressure 
that it is to, for their livelihood, so that was him, that was the opposite side of that. [JC: Yeah, 
definitely.] 

JC: Okay. Ehm, brilliant, thank you very much.  

RD: That it. 

JC: That’s it, ehm, yeah, I’ve been through everything, thanks.  
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Field notes: This was one of the stranger interviews done. I had high hopes for it travelling 

across, as on the phone calls, RD was very positive and said that I would not be able to speak 

with either of the two directors as they were far too busy, but that she would speak to me and 

could be helpful as she is the HR manager. She asked that I call the morning of the interview to 

check that nothing had happened that would mean she wouldn’t have time to speak with me, I 

did so and everything was fine to come in. However, when I got there the first impression I was 

given was that she had no time and would have to rush through things. What had changed in the 

last 40mins? The entire building was dedicated to [company name], with the name in bold letter 

on the front. I remember being surprised by the size of the working area, with the office and 

design area squeezed into the front end of the building. From the interview it became apparent 

that the entire operation was on this bottom floor, with only the directors’ office on the upper 

floor, much like a traditional skyscraper. The entire interview I felt like RD was trying to prove 

something to me. She cam across as very defensive and took each question somewhat like a 

challenge. For this reason I made an effort to lead her into the questions in an attempt to open 

up her answers a little. The danger is that this was led too much that it would influence the 

answers. This was particularly shown to the the case on the last question when I brought up the 

idea of a ceiling in FFs. RD was genuinely upset that she had not thought of it. The interview 

shows a very strong family influence in the business, not only are there many family members 

in employment, but also RD’s family. She did not see this until she spoke about it. It is also 

worthy of note that she continually referred to the directors and the McTaggerts, and referred to 

the family when reflecting on the history of the business. Also interesting is that Jack 

McTaggert (84) is still a presence. Upon asking for a second interview, RD refused, staging that 

there was no time to take away from production. Also, she did not like the questionnaire and 

said that she had been vague in many of the answers as she didn’t know how to approach them. 

She came across as a person that struggled to see alternatives to current situations, perhaps this 

is why, but gave some very good anecdotal insights.  
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Interviewee 17 
Coding Ref: 160911FE 
Location: Clydebank, Scotland – Company 
offices  
Date: 16.09.2011 
Time: 12:00 
Duration of interview: 35 mins 20 secs 
Interviewer: JC 

 
Interviewee: AM 
Gender: F 
Employment Status: Employee 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 4 
Firm Size: 6 
Primary Industry: Design

Transcription: 

JC: Ehm, so what, what is your, your role in the company? 

AM: Eh, it’s an admin role. Ehm, the official title is an office manager, but ehm, as it is a family 
business it is quite a relaxed title, so it can take (1.2) anything from making the teas, to answering 
the phone, to writing letters, to chasing for payments, for everyday, (1.1) you know, cleaning the 
floors, emptying the bins. So, it’s very very general, but the official title is an office manager.  

JC: What, and what’s you family relationship? 

AM: Eh, my brother Michael and my dad Tony, they run it, they’re the directors.  

JC: Ehm, (2.3) how would you say that the, the family relationship impacts on, on what, how the 
business does things? The day-to-day of the business? [AM: On how, like… well] Or does it, 
compared to say, if you compared the exact same company being without family relationships at 
all. What was the main impact, would you day? 

AM: Oh, well, my dad brings a lot of experience, whereas Michael has the educational qualifications. 
My dad brings a lot of experience, so, (1.7) you know, in a work environment they work very well 
together.  

JC: Do you think that matter that they’re obviously father and son as well? 

AM: Well sometimes, I mean it’s, you would be lying if you said that it didn’t come into the office, 
because sometimes, you know, it’s, things from the home environment do come in, so they do. 
But I mean, it’s never, there’s never been major fall-outs or, you know, (2.3) bad atmosphere or 
anything like that, but, ehm, I don’t, I mean I never, or I suppose I have worked in places that 
aren’t family environments and, I don’t know. It’s a lot more relaxed, it’s more of a, (1.9) you 
know, like I worked in shops before and if you didn’t do your job it was like, ‘tough, well you’re 
not leaving until it’s finished’, it’s not like that in a family environment. Whoever’s in the office 
wants to help you do what you’re doing, so you can all leave and half past 3 on a Friday, and. 
(1.6) So, I would say the family element is more; everyone mucks in to make it work.  

JC: Do you think, is everyone, I know that, you know, officially with employment laws and things 
everyone officially has to be treated equally, would you say there is preference given to family 
members? 

AM: No. 

JC: In some case, ehm, I spoke with Michael about this, ehm, that there’s kind of 2 types if you like, 
there’s the family company that says, ‘no family’s not an issue at all, we’re a business and we’re 
professional’, but then there’s the other type that the business is really a vehicle, just to have 
family employment. Ehm, (1.3) where would you say that this firm lies? 
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AM: Well, I mean, when Michael and my dad set this up this was nothing to do with me, and my 
qualification was in law, it was in, you know, not to be bad towards them, I didn’t want anything 
to do with it. And it’s not an industry I desire to know anything more about. And, and then, with 
the way family circumstances happen, I had 2 small children, and you know, child care, and, 
paying for child care just became such an obstacle for me that Michael had presented me with a 
role that he was willing to be 100% flexible with. That you know, it could be, work form home 
one week, then in the next week, or, you know, one day a week at home or whatever. Or he 
would round up systems that I could do work from home and then send it in and, so, hhhh (1.9) I 
mean I can see that there are a lot of, I mean I’ve got friends that their dads have set up 
companies that are specifically for them to work in, to pass on, and that’s the way that they’ve 
done it. [JC: Yeah.] So, I don’t know if that’s necessarily the way that it was here. Because I didn’t 
want anything to do with it, I know that will sound quite nasty towards them, but. [JC: It was 
never you intention to =] = You know, I’m not an engineer, I’m not an engineer, it’s not an 
industry I know anything about, or desire to know, further my education in. I, I, eh, I’m picking up 
the lingo and things like that as I go along, I’ve been here a year, so I just pick up the bits and 
bobs as I go along. [JC: But, like I say there was never the intention for you to come in and be part 
of it.] No.  

JC: Ehm, (1.9) I think that, that would be the, a big influence of the family. Do you think that would 
happen in any, another company? 

AM: Yeah, but you would need to see the family dynamics in, in what the company is. I mean if 
somebody sets up a cake making business and somebody is allergic to the ingredients, they 
obviously can not be part of it. [JC: Sure, sure.] But, I mean, I think it’s nice to know, or 
comforting to know that your family have set up something that could be there for you, for your 
future. 

JC: What do you think in terms of, ehm, how the company looks to the, the outside world if you like. 
Does it, it does use the word family in, in marketing, (1.1) is it a big deal? Do you think it does 
draw people towards the business? Or do you think it doesn’t matter? 

AM: My honest answer to that is, I don’t know, because I don’t know this industry. Ehm, but I do 
know that, ehm, from the back end of sales talks with people, people are really enthusiastic to 
know that they’ve got, ehm, a company that, you know, this company needs future jobs to 
succeed, so they know that they’re going to much in, do it right, and get a good, a good reference 
at the back of it and go. Rather than multinational companies that you know, small fish… (2.1) 
[JC: Yeah, it could drop away and it wouldn’t bother, matter to them.] Whereas, you know, 
Michael and my dad, they need the reputation to be good so that they can succeed. So, I have 
heard from the back of sales talks that they are happy, they are glad about that. Because they’ve 
got director relationships (1.3) and commitment. [JC: Do you think that comes with the family 
element, or does it come with the size element?] Ehm, it could be both. Ehm, predominantly the 
size. Because we are so small, we are happy to take on jobs of any size, to keep us afloat and 
keep us going, and keep the reputation going. (3.1) But I think the family element as well, 
because they know you’ve got a lot riding on it, so you’re not going to mess it up. Because your 
reputation, your company, your wages, and your family, what you’re passing on to your family 
could be up in smoke. [JC: All rolled into one.] Umhum.  

JC: What, and this is a really simplistic question, but I can’t think of any other way to put it really. 
What would you say the main benefit is and what would you say the main disadvantage is of the 
kind of, this family influence, by this family? 

AM: Ehm, the main benefit for me is the flexibility. Ehm, it works for me, my children are still very 
young, on is 2 the other’s 4. So, I mean thankfully it didn’t happen when I worked here, but things 
like Chicken Pox, you can be off work for a fortnight with Chicken Pox, because, you know, it’s, 
the first week is highly contagious, they’ve got to be kept away from children, the second week 
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the spots are out, you’re not allowed to be around other children when the spots are out. So 
that’s 14 days you need to be off your work. Thankfully it happened when I was on maternity 
leave, but in another company you wold never ne allowed 14, sorry 14 days off, but in a family 
business you would. (1.7) Or I could come in at night, outwith working hours and do what I had to 
do and get home.  

JC: Do you think that would have happened if you weren’t related? 

AM: What do you mean? 

JC: If you weren’t Michael’s sister. 

AM: What, I wouldn’t be working here? 

JC: No, if, if you weren’t a, if you weren’t Michaels sister and say that had happened, would it, would 
it still be the case? 

AM: I think so. I’ve never know a company to allow you that amount of time off. Yeah. [JC: Yeah, but 
here it’s =] You would need to take your holidays as far as I understand in other companies. 
Whereas, you wouldn’t want to take your holidays for something like that. ((laughs)) 

JC: No, it’s not exactly a holiday is it. 

AM: No. ((laughs)) [JC: What, ehm, =] And the disadvantage, ehm, (5.2) I don’t know, ehm, 
sometimes it can be, (6.3) how to explain it, having that family relationship when you want to be 
professional, and maybe when you want to talk about, ‘right, that’s me been here a year, maybe I 
could think about going up the ladder here’, but sometimes it’s not, (2.9) I don’t know, maybe 
you don’t want to broach that with your brother or your dad, because outside work they still see 
you as their sister and their daughter, when sometimes you think, right well, you know, ‘I’m, I 
want to go places, I want to do things, so maybe I could be looked at more seriously’. [JC: Sure, I 
think that’s a good point actually, yeah, it’s ehm, not that, not that it would perhaps it would stop 
you, but just that initial bringing it up would be a little more kind of… =] See Michael and I are 
very close, there’s 9 months in age Michael and I, we’re very close, so you know, not in the work 
environment, but there’s somethings you can say to Michael and he can go, ‘just be quiet you’, 
and you’ve always got that in the back of your mind. ‘Oh, maybe he would say that if I said I 
would like to take on more responsibility’, or I would like to drop some responsibility. [JC: That 
too, in a way professional conversations can only be so professional, the can never be wholly.] 
Umhum, yeah. But they’re not, I mean not to the extent, I would never not want to bring 
something up. Ehm, I’ve never had that obstacle yet, (1.7) but I mean, I’m, I wont deny it, I’m 
sure it will come up, and they’re be sometimes I’ll feel, ‘God I maybe don’t want to bring that up 
just yet, what if he laughs at me when I ask, if I was to ask for a wage rise, or…’. [JC: Does that 
just mean, maybe you feel the need to be a bit more tactful about it, ehm, whereas in another 
company you can, you know, at your quarterly meeting or something you can say, ‘well, let’s look 
at this’.] Yeah, ask for a review or something.  

JC: A lot of what I do, ehm, it looks at knowledge in companies, ehm, where ideas come from and 
how they get used. [AM: Okay.] Ahm, (3.1) you know, there’s, there’s a directorship in the 
company that, that, you know, we established that that’s where decisions will get made, but 
ideas for decision can come from anywhere. Would you say that’s a fair, a fair view of it, yeah? 

AM: Yup, yup, it’s just that Michael and my dad, they work in the same industry and they’ve got the 
same goals, but they both approach it from such different levels. Like Michael, I mean he does 
have experience, I mean he’s worked in this industry for a long time, but he doesn’t have as much 
as my dad. You know, my dad’s got, (2.5) kind of, 30, 40-odd years on him. So, my dad has all this 
knowledge and sometimes he doesn’t have the chance to get it out, and Michaels got all the, the 
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qualifications and Michael knows, you know Michael went and found out from the Business 
Gateway, how to run a business and how to, how to do things, how to handle it, [JC: Technical 
aspects of it, yeah.] uhuh. So they both have a different, you know Michaels got all that 
knowledge of how to keep this place ticking over everyday, but my dad’s the one that can come 
in, and you know if there’s a problem with a job my dad can fix it and get it back out the door. So 
they both have (1.9) good aspects that make it run and tick everyday. [JC: They balance each 
other out, yeah.] Umhum. 

JC: What about, ehm, ideas coming from other people, outside the 2 of them, have you seen 
examples of it, does it…? = 

AM: = Yeah, uhuh, there’s 2 boys, the ones you were speaking to before. Ehm, Barry’s relatively new, 
so I, I don’t know an awful lot about Barry, but ehm, I know he brings a lot of experience, and it’s 
an experience in a field that Michael’s not experienced in. Michael’s just, you know, kind of 
grazed over that, so Barry’s been brought in more with his technical expertise.  And then the 
other boy, Michael, ehm, he’d worked for a major rival and in that time he’d built up a lot of 
relationships, a lot of contacts. So they’ve both brought on, I mean you see them brainstorming, 
you know, I’m just sitting there like kind of watching tennis. You know, he’ll say, ‘right well we 
could approach it this way, and you know, we’ll go into the sales talk and we’ll have this way of 
approaching it’, and then you know Barry will say, ‘but I done that before’, and , you know, so 
they all do bounce off each other and, you know, Barry’s got, as far as I, I’m aware, I could be 
lying, but Barry’s not got a lot of experience, but what he does have is quite intense because he’s 
worked on major, major projects. So he does bring good points to a lot of it, [JC: Bring new 
learning to it.] whereas Mike, Michael or Mick, has got, ehm, lots of years of experience, but also 
on major projects. And, and Mick kind of managed them, whereas Barry had worked on them. So 
they, they’ve both got really good points that they bring in, and, you know, they, they’ve both 
individually brought a lot of business to the company, in the short space of time they’ve been 
here. So they do contribute, it’s not as if for a minute they sit there and they’re made to feel like 
staff, and you s…, you’re in at 9 and you leave a half past 5, it does not work like that.  

JC: There’s no kind of, ‘this is your checklist of a job’, you go thought it = 

AM: = Oh don’t get me wrong you get, you know, like, ‘Barry, make sure that project’s out the door 
by the end of the week’, and if that means doing x, y, and z to do that, then you do that. But 
there’s never, you’re not getting paid, or you don’t have a lunch hour, or you’re not leaving this 
desk until 5 o’clock until it’s done. It’s very, (2.1) it’s not like that at all.  

JC: Does it ever, because there’s family relationships, does it ever get emotional? Eh, not in terms of, 
you know, people bursting out crying or anything like that, but do, is there ever a =  

AM: = I think sometimes it can be quite, ehm, Michael and my dad can knock heads together 
sometimes and one can firmly believe you know that something is the way it is, and the other 
person can say, ‘but I know it’s not that way because I’ve seen it 150 times’. And you know, say, 
like just for talking sake, one of the things they regularly butt heads about is ehm, cavity 
insulation in walls. And you know, Michael, my dad’s the one that goes out and does the surveys 
and my dad will tick the box, yes it’s present, or no it wasn’t, and you know, Michael will come 
back and say, ‘looking at those pictures there was, or there, there isn’t’, and you know my dad will 
say, ‘but I was there and I seen it’, and you know, ‘all my experience has told me the drill holes 
means that it’s there’, and Michael will say, ‘but it can’t be, because’, you know, ‘the surface was 
untouched’. And, you know, I don’t know their lingo, but you know sometimes they can knock 
heads over that.  

JC: Yeah, yeah. Do you, is there ever any kind of (1.3) pulling rank type thing? 
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AM: Well, I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t, sometimes there is, yeah. Sometimes they’re kind of, ‘I’m 
the boss’, but never, you know, ‘I’m the boss and you’re going to get fired’. ‘I’m the boss, and you 
know, we need to do this to keep this company afloat, so that’s what has to happen’. [JC: Is that 
quite a test for Michael then?] Aye, because Michael…, I mean my dad does, with jobs, you know 
like my dad an I manage one specific project, and I wont lie, sometimes on a Friday, you know, 
you can think, ‘oh, maybe get a wee 3 o’clock finish’, and you know sometimes they’ll say, ‘but I 
want you to do this first, before you go, or before you move onto something else make sure that’s 
finished’. But, on, on, in an office environment it is Michael that’s more (1.7) pulling rank. Asking 
you to do things, and making sure they’re done and reminding you that you’ve not completed 
certain tasks.  

JC: Would you say, ehm, a lot of, a, lot of people when they talk about family, a lot of people I’ve 
spoken to, when they talk about family business they talk about this kind of ceiling for people 
joining the company, that there’s only so far you’ll get in the business if you want to advance 
your, your career or anything like that. Would you say that’s a fair, a fair thought for someone to 
have here? 

AM: Ehm, looking at an outsider, from an outsider’s point of view, probably. But, ehm, I’ve seen that 
it’s not. Ehm, I mean, (1.9) when the boy, Mick, I call him Mick, I don’t know if you’ve called h im 
Michael, Mick has come in and he is a director as well. So it’s not as if you come in at the low rack 
and you can only go so high and you won’t go any further, I mean that boy has (2.1) come in an 
excelled himself. [JC: Kind of proven the fact that it all equals out.] Umhum, in a very short space 
of time, he, he, he prove to everyone that he could handle such a large contract, and he managed 
it from, you know, interview stage to completion. And I got involved very, very rarely, to just 
submit invoices for him. He managed everything else, all the, the meetings, the aftersales, you 
know, the, he managed it all. So he’s, he’s proved that he can handle it and was rewarded for it. 
[JC: Great, so yeah, there’s proven fact that, that that’s not the case. Do you, would you 
understand why people might think there going to, not this firm but others?] Of course, yeah, I 
mean it’s a family business, so you’ve invested your money, your time, your effort, you’re not 
going to let some random off the street, I know they’re not random off the street, but you get 
what I mean, some person that’s not got a vested interest in the company, they’re not going to 
be just rewarded with, (1.2) here’s, you know, the same pay as me, the same title as me. Aye, you 
can see that some people would think that.  

JC: See, and I’ve asked everyone this question. Ehm, and it’s interesting the different reactions you 
get to it, but like if you knew someone, if there was someone close to you, say a really close 
friend or another family member, and they were going to work in another company, which was a 
very strong family company. Ehm, all family management, all family directorship, but they 
weren’t part of that family, (1.6) is there any advice from your experience here, is there any 
advice you would give them? 

AM: (6.2) I don’t know. (2.9) Just to try and keep it professional and never have your, you know your 
bitchy moments of, ‘but you gave him this and you didn’t give me that’. And just know, know 
your role before you go in. Know if there’s any chance, any scope to improve, any scope to excel 
or promotions, or. I mean because there’s always, companies must be set up now with, you 
know, like policy documents and handbooks and manuals and things like that, of where they’re 
going to go in the 5, you know, there’s, there’s plans of the next 10, 20-odd years. So, if in those 
books there is scope for it to go bigger, or, or maybe not ever up the way, along the way. Just try 
and know your place in it before you take it. [JC: Yeah, but it would be a, (1.2) would you say that 
the, the family is something extra to think about, or not?] I think it would be, uhuh, because it 
would also be in the back of your mind that maybe you wouldn’t get the best deal. If they would 
keep all the bonuses for themselves and keep all the best jobs and you would get the rubbish 
ones. And, (2.6) again, you know, why would someone outside be rewarded with the same perks 
and benefits as someone that’s invested their live savings in it. [JC: Yeah, I mean it’s maybe not 
always even a fair assumption. To make, for example in this company, but, but it is there, it’s a 
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thought going round.] Of course, yeah, yeah, you can understand that. I mean there’s much 
smaller scale businesses, you know like shops and, (4.1) I don’t know. I mean I had a family 
member years ago that had like a roll shop, that he just did, ehm, you know like rolls and 
sausages in the mornings and things, and he never opened it up to anyone, it was him, he worked 
all day, everyday. And I think, (1.7) maybe his wife or his daughter of whatever would have liked 
to know, I could help if I wanted to, or, and, nope, he didn’t want t bother anyone with it, it was 
his project, he ran with it. [JC: Yeah, I think that’s the thing as well, not wanting to bother anyone 
with it, that’s, (2.1) it’s kind of, it’s a shame, when you think on it, because he would take a lot of 
pressure off, he would have took a lot of pressure off of himself, by, by opening up a little bit. 
But, no.] No.  

JC: Ehm, brilliant, thanks very much. [AM: No more?] It’s good just to; it’s good just to gain insights. 
It’s really just, eh, it’s about the experience of how, how, family business is a kind of strange 
phenomenon in that just like no 2 families are the same, no 2 family businesses are the same. 
But, when there’s non-family businesses, they can be compared and, because there’s certain 
structures that they have. 

AM: Yep, there’s a structure, there’s a hierarchy, there’s a structure, there’s, you know, (1.8) 
unwritten respect, not, not that there isn’t in the family, but you know there’s [JC: But it’s 
different, yeah.] you go in and your boss is your boss, and you would never answer back, you 
would do as you’re told. But I suppose in a family environment it is more relaxed and you can say, 
‘don’t speak to me like that’, ‘I’ll do it when I’m ready’, kind of thing.  

JC: Is, do you think it has a big impact on, I mean, I, (2.4) say for example, trying to set up a family 
business centre, the, the family business associations, this is, it’s mirrored in other countries as 
well, it’s not just here. Do you think, in your opinion would you say there’s a point to that? 

AM: See I feel as if I’m not the best person to ask, because I don’t know this environment. So I can 
only answer it from an emotional point of view. And, (3.4) uhuh, it is, it’s [JC: It makes a 
difference.] Uhuh, I mean like a lot of office environments are, you know, suits and ties, as you 
can clearly see it’s not in our family business. ((signals to her clothes)) 

JC: But, in terms of like a lot of these centres that are getting set up, it’s about advice and how to 
advise family firms of the best thing to do and things. What’s the difference? (3.2) Like between 
this and say, things like business gateway that just, you know, do more traditional company set 
ups. Is, what is the difference between family firms and non-family? 

AM: Emotions (4.1) and you know, if there is someone there that can help you manage them. And 
your expectations of them before you get into it. (2.8) Because a lot of, thankfully not ours, but 
you hear of a lot of family businesses where the family breaks up, and then shares are sold off, or 
directorships are sold off just to spite other people. So I mean, advice on things like that, before 
you even get into it, and how to protect yourself, from that ever happening to you. Things like 
that could benefit people. 

JC: Do you think they would go though. Not, I’m not thinking, not of this firm, but = 

AM: = Some, I’d imagine some would. You know if things were so bad. (4.1) I don’t, I don’t know, 
maybe if they hadn’t invested money in it, I don’t know. But if they’ve invested hundreds of 
thousands of pounds I don’t imagine they would, but I would imagine them maybe schelling, 
selling off some shares to, you know, make some bad feeling. Or stand up and listen to me, ‘look 
at the damage I can cause if you don’t listen to me’. 

JC: Hmm. How easy do you think it would be to bring in a, another director who wasn’t a family 
member, or another, you know, actual decision make in the company that wasn’t a family 
member.  
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AM: Ahm, we’ve done it here, we’ve done it with Mick. [JC: With Mick, yeah.] Eh, you know, I, (1.5) I 
would say it’s easy, (1.9) but there are lots of questions to be answered from other members of 
staff as well. As in, ‘well, where did he come from’, ‘how do you know he’s here to sat’, you know, 
‘is he as good as he says he is’. [JC: Of course. What, another interesting point I was talking to 
with ehm, your brother and your dad, was ehm, how, when, when the business gets discussed 
outside the business, at home or something.] At Sunday lunch. ((laughs)) [JC: Ehm, do then, 
family members that aren’t part of the business, do they feel kind of, an, (1.7) an ownership of 
things, even though technically they’re not involved?] Yeah, uhuh, because you know you see my 
mum and she’s got this, you know, kind of protective arm going over my dad, or Michael, you 
know depending on the way the situation’s going, you can see one perking up, ‘but listen you 
didn’t say that, you said this would happen’, and you know you can kind of think, on the first 
hand you want to say, ‘it’s nothing to do with you’, but then you know, you thinking, but it is, 
because you’ve got a vested interest, you know, my dads savings are your savings, so you have 
invested in it as well. She’s also invested time, you know, support, emotional support. [JC: Does 
that happen often?] Ehm, [JC: Not necessarily, you know, the standing up for one another, but 
the discussions, you know.] Ehm, uhuh, yeah, uhuh, they do, because, I mean that’s Sunday kind 
of lunches are the platform for us to talk about where we all want to go with things. And we’ve 
got a younger sister, and I mean hopefully she’s at collage at the moment, doing business. And 
hopefully, it would be something she would maybe want to come on board with. And, but I mean 
if she didn’t there’s no pressure. Because, again, like myself, her, her knowledge and expertise 
won’t be in this industry. So, if she didn’t there would be no offence taken to it. But, you know, 
there would always be a job made available for her. Even if it was just answering the phones and 
making the tea. [JC: Just something to tick over, or even temporary.] Yep. Umhum. (1.1) Well she 
was brought in, the very first year Michael had taken on this, this premises, before it was just run 
from the house, ehm, when they took on the first premises he just needed someone to be here 
to answer the phone. Just from a professional point of view, so it wasn’t, you know, an empty 
line ringing out, or a mobile, or. And ehm, that was only temporary, that was only 3 or 4 weeks 
until Michael, you know, served a notice period at his other work and, you know my dad could 
get in and help.  

JC: What about, like extended family coming into the business? Aunts, uncles, cousins, things like 
that, are they = 

AM: = We don’t have a lot of them. [JC: No?] Nope. [JC: not that kind of set-up. Ehm, (3.6) like, I 
eman thinking then, maybe more hypothetically, you might see a lot of this, oh, looking over 
their shoulder going, ‘look they’ve got a business, and you know, they’re all employed in the 
business’.] Well we do, we’ve got cousins down in Jersey, and they’re, I’m very close to them, I 
think my children are the same age as theirs. And you know, you can sometimes see it from 
them, you know, kind of, ‘well, they’re doing alright for themselves up there, if they’ve got 
businesses and’. [JC: People assume that. When there’s a business, oh, that means you’re doing 
alright for yourself.] When really you want to say, ‘well not always, you know, some months it’s 
very close to the wire’. But, I mean you can’t, but that’s private information. But ehm, (1.6) yeah I 
mean, you can, sometimes you can sense they’ve got that kind of attitude and you want to say, 
‘no we’re not doing alright’, well I suppose, I’m not, we’re staying afloat, we’re doing fine, but, 
you know there’s times where (2.1) you’re sitting here till 7 o’clock at night and you’re in here at 
7 in the morning. I mean that’s, I mean I’ve got 2 young children that’s not the way I want things 
to be, but I do understand that every now and then that’s what’s needed. But, you know, they 
have a very relaxed lifestyle of 9 o’clock, finish at 4, you know, (3.1) they’ve got that beach, and 
they’ve got, everything’s all happy and sunshine and, we live in awful monsoon conditions. 
((laughs)) So, no I mean you do sometimes get that, and also from friends as well, you know, you 
tell them that you work for a family business and you get this kind of, ‘that’s not a real job’, [JC: 
Yeah, yeah.] (4.2) And that’s like. And then they’ll say, but what, ‘what else do you do’, are your 
like, ‘what do you mean what else do I do, I’m a mum and I work part-time, that’s a full-time job’. 
Yeah, so sometimes yeah I can see this kind of, ‘but that’s not a real job’.  
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JC: What, what do you think would happen if, ehm, say, say the cousin situation, and, I don’t know if 
it has ever happened and maybe it will never happen, but what if they kind of came up and said, 
‘can I get a job, we’re, we’ve been unemployed for a while can we get a job’, what do you think 
the reactions would be? 

AM: I know, I mean that wouldn’t be my decision, I don’t have any sort of superior level to make that 
decision. But I know that Michael and my dad, they would talk, they would draw up some plans 
on, (1.4) like how many jobs were coming in in the next couple of years, or I mean if it was a 
permanent job it would be in the next couple of years, or if it was just to get them out of a sticky 
time they would see what jobs they’ve got coming in in the next couple of weeks, and if it was 
something they could do, they would do it. But I mean, it wouldn’t be a mater of, your going on 
the payroll and (5.2) that’s it, you know, you don’t need to do any work. Because they would 
need to come in and work.  

JC: And, but eh, their first instinct would be, ‘lets see if we can make it happen for them’.  

AM: Umhum. Yeah, they never turn away. I mean every other week there’s a lot of, you know, ‘I’m a 
students I would love some work experience’, and I mean realistically that’s not something we 
could take on our payroll, we just can’t, it’s, there’s too many of us at the moment. So, but he 
never says no, he always says, ‘right let me look into this, let me think about it’. Because he 
remembers when he was a student, and when I was a student and you know, and we’re in very 
tough times at the moment, where, you know 300 and 400 people are going up for 1 job. So, he 
respects that, and understands it, so I’ve never heard him say point blank, ‘no’.  

JC: Hence the reason I’m here, I’ve come in today and I’ve taken up an hour and a half of the 
company’s time. You know, that, that’s, that says a lot. Ehm, is there, is there a notion of family 
first.  

AM: (3.1) From wages or work, or = 

JC: = From, no a company perspective, aye work, ehm, probably work.  

AM: hhhh (2.5) Sometimes, uhuh, because I can see Michael, it’s his name on the bottom of every 
letter, it’s his name, you know, if this goes defunct, it’s Michael that’s bankrupt, it’s Michael 
that’s got no future in this industry. So a lot of the time he does, (2.7) you know, he’s the one 
that wants to do it, he’s the one that wants to put his name to it, he wants to take on board all 
the major projects and run with then, and know every last bit of them. So that he’s always got a 
handle on every last bit of it, where it’s going, what it could go wrong in. 

JC: That’s right, he mentioned something, that nothing leaves without, nothing leaves the door 
without him going over it.  

AM: Yeah, there a quality control, umhum. And he signs off everything, and. 

JC: Umhum. And is that, is that where a family element comes in, it influences how things are do as 
well, so you think? 

AM: Sometimes, because, I mean, my dad came from working for a local authority, where it’s very 
relaxed, well, not now, I mean, he worked there, (2.3) he’s worked there for 30-odd years, you 
know, you cam in when you wanted and you left when you wanted. There was never quality 
control, or, you know, anything like that. So, ehm, (4.7) I don’t know how to finish what I’ve 
started. I can see that Michael wants to make it all, you know, cross the ‘t’s an dot eh ‘i’s and 
make it proper. And my dad does as well, but you know, there’s certain things where my dad 
would just put it down to knowledge, because he did it for so many years. [JC: Yeah, that, ‘I know 
what I’m doing’.] Yeah, so. 
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JC: You see that’s interesting, because I, I’ve always felt that I could never work with my dad, 
because even when my dad’s wrong, he’s not wrong. He’s right, you know. ((AM laughs)) Does 
that, does that happen here at all, or…? 

AM: Eh, I think sometimes, uhuh. That like, they can come to loggerheads over certain things where, 
you know my dad will play the card of, ‘I’ve worked in that industry for so many years, I know 
what I’m talking about’. You know. Whereas Michael can be like, ‘yeah but dad, see in the last 5 
years there’s been so many advancements in this field’, [JC: Definitely.] And, so sometimes there 
can be, yes. [JC: Is there ever anything like, ehm, eh, it would, I assuming it would never actually 
be put in this way, but like, ‘well, I’m your dad’?] (3.9) There has been, but not in the office, that’s 
what the Sunday lunch kind of talk is, [JC: Right, I see.] and sometimes that can happen. [JC: Yeah, 
it must be difficult.] But I mean there is, but it’s never to the extent where there’d be any falling 
out, or, you know, ‘I’m not going into work today because I, I don’t want the atmosphere’, or, ‘I 
don’t bad feeling’, or, you know, never to that extent, but sometimes there can be, you know, 
‘just respect your elders’. [JC: That’s it. Yeah.] ((laughs)) 

JC: That’s great, I will, I won’t take up any more of your time. But thank you very much. I’ve gained 
quite a bit of insight today.  

AM: I’ve probably told you way too much. ((laughs))  

JC: ((laughs)) No, it’s not that way.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Field notes: This was an interview that happened by accident. I was leaving the company after 

interviewing the owners and 2 of the employees, when the main owner came out and said that 

his sisters, the office manager interviewed her, was feeling left out as she was actually the only 

one left in the office that I had not spoken to, and if I would mind speaking to her as well. In a 

way I guess this shows that the owner wants everybody on the company to feel inclusion. 

During the interview, which ran far more like a conversation rather than a question/answer 

session, AM was vey relaxed and wanted to talk about all aspects of the company. This is noted 

when I tried to conclude the interview and she asked if that was all. She still feels a 

disconnection to the firms as she said on many occasion that she was not from that industry, but 

she was more than wiling to give very interesting insight into the home life of the owners. For 

example, the conversations and switch of power that happened over Sunday lunch. She 

completely understood that the reason she had a job with the company was due to the family 

element. She did not always fully comprehend what I was trying to ask in the interview, and this 

came across both in body language and in the nature of her answers. But interestingly she was 

willing to speak far more about the family relationships than anything else. But continually 

added the tagline of, ‘it doesn’t happen all the time’, and, ‘never in the office’, clearly an 

attempt to portray a more professional rather than family influenced atmosphere.  



175 

 

 

Interviewee 18 
Coding Ref: 060711FE 
Location: Edinburgh, Scotland – Company 
offices 
Date: 06.07.2011 
Time: 11:00 
Duration of interview: 35 mins 16 secs 
Interviewer: JC 

 
Interviewee: GA 
Gender: F 
Employment Status: Employee 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 26 
Firm Size: 4 
Primary Industry: Legal

Transcription: 

JC: Excellent, so, (1.9) obviously this, this is a family business ehm, but I gauged from the last 
interview that it’s not really (0.8) necessarily approached in that way, it’s just approached as a 
business in general, it just so happens family members are involved.  

GA: Yeah, because I’ve only been here for about 4 years, [JC: Okay.] so.  

JC: Okay, ehm, in terms of the management of the company, how would you, how would you 
perceive them as being? What kind of management do you think they use? 

GA: Eh, ((laughs)) dunno, it’s Neil. ((laughs)) Well were very small so, ehm, it’s, and it’s just been sort 
of Neil and I for the last four years. And we’ve got Rob now as part of us, but he’s only part-time 
consultant. So, I don’t really look at him as a managers, it’s sort of Neil’s business and we come in 
and sort of do it together. We’re quite sort of, not equal, but, you know, I don’t see him as sort 
of, the boss-boss. I think because he’s family. ((laughs)) 

JC: Yeah, okay. So (1.1) things like, say in some kind of task allocation, the different things you had to 
do. Who would put them in an order? Is that autonomous for you, or? 

GA: Well, pretty much, there’s certain things within the office that, you know, certain things I can’t 
do and there’s certain things he can’t do. So, you know, like (2.0) anything IT he cant do. So 
there’s certain things where it’s just assumed that we both know who does what. But then when 
it comes down to it, it is ultimately Neil who will obviously say who does what.  

JC: Do you have such a thing as a job description, or a (0.8) daily task list, if you like.  

GA: No, no, not a daily task list. I (1.1) don’t really know if there’d be a job description, because when 
I first joined Neil had a secretary for about 17 years who’d been with him, and I knew growing up 
as well. And when she left Neil said he wanted me to come on board but to do everything that 
she was doing but also to become a para-legal and help out with the legal side of stuff. So I came 
in sort at first just doing admin and kind of secretarial type stuff, and then I’ve done a couple of 
qualifications, so actually helping out with the work load as well. Not as much as I’d like to but, I 
can get bogged down with all the admin, but yeah, so it’s a kind of vague job description, so para-
legal slash secretary slash everything. (1.1) Tea/coffee maker ((laughs)). PA. 

JC: Do you think, eh, was that your ambition, was that one of your goals to be on the sort of para-
legal side of things?  

GA: Yeah, I think, well, I was sort of between, well, I was kind of, (2.4) wasn’t enjoying the job I was 
doing before, and when this came up, I hadn’t, like, being like going like, ‘yes, I want to work in 
law’ because I’d always thought it looked really boring when I’d come and helped out, and 
answered the phones and things. But, the first bit I got into was residential conveyingson, so 
that’s quite interesting, and it was 4 years ago when it was kind of booming in Edinburgh, all the 
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property market, so there was loads to do and it was, it was quite exciting so. But that’s all 
calmed down now and I’m doing, focusing on wills and trusts and executives, so I’m waiting for 
people to die now. ((laughs))  

JC: So, was it, (1.7) am just, not sure I guess, was it kind of suggested for you to go down that route? 
Or was it something that you, you put forward? =  

GA: = Oh no, no, it was kind of suggested. When Neil would ask me to come and work here, and at 
first I was, (1.5) I was kind of like, ‘oh, I don’t know if I want to come and work, just, you know, 
doing, being a secretary for my step-dad’ and stuff, and that’s when he said, ‘well you know if 
you’re interested we can, you know, if you want to learn more you can do the para-legal studies 
as well’. So, ehm, it turned out okay. ((laughs))  

JC: What, (2.4) decision-making that happens in the company, I’m thinking (1.4) in terms of maybe 
more, and this is maybe a bit of a grand title for it, but strategic decision making, you know, what 
or where the company wants to go into, you know if one market was maybe not giving what you 
wanted, moving into a different market. Where would those decisions happen, and how, how 
would they take place, what kind of... what would happen? = 

GA: Ehm, well we recently, eh, Rob joined us about a year past, (1.7) maybe a year and a bit ago 
because Neil realised that which Legal Aid, there’s not a lot of people that offer Legal Aid and Rob 
had work in Civil sort of Legal Aid kind of circles before, so eh, it was Neil’s idea, he didn’t ask me 
at all about that one. ((nervous laughs)) I, I was just told. ((laughs)) (2.0) So no, that’s definitely, 
that’s definitely his department. I mean he’ll ask advice on certain things, like advertising, and 
you know, because I’m younger and a little bit more current than he is, you know he doesn’t 
even really watch TV at home, so he’s always like asking me (1.1) my slant on whether it’d be a 
good investment to spend more on IT or, ehm, in like a website or anything like that, so. There’s 
certain things he’ll ask me about, but yeah, the main decisions are his.  

JC: Do you think the, the family element influences how the business is run? 

GA: Yeah, well, ehm, it’s always kind of, my mum used to work here ehm, when I was (1.0) a lot 
younger in High School. And then my brother has done, has help out things here before and 
things, so it’s always, I’ve never really. I used to come here every day after school and wait, ehm, 
to get a lift home and things. So I’ve always been around it. So it’s always been part of it, you 
know, it’s a big part of the family. It’s not like sort of coming in and, you know, being sort of 
intimidated by, you know, your step-dads office or anything, you know, I’d be in shuffling about 
and helping myself to stationary, ((laughs)) things like that. So it’s, yeah it’s definitely always been 
a big part of the family.  

JC: Does it get, does the business get spoke about in home life at all, or out with the, you know, here, 
actually physically here? 

GA: Yes, oh yeah, I grew up just listening to all the boring ((laughs)) stuff, so you know, I kind of felt 
like I knew the half clients before I worked here. Because you know, I know the names and then 
there’ll maybe be family friends and things as well, because, (1.4) because we’re so  small, you 
know, it’s a client, it’s a real client base of word of mouth and people who have stuck with the 
firm for years. You know, most of the clients have sort of been with Neil since the beginning, 
ehm, my friends’ families, are all, use the office. My friends will use Neil and things, so it’s eh, it’s 
quite ehm =  

JC: =So it’s always around, it’s always part of it. Is there an, do you do such things as have, you know 
in other companies you might have monthly meetings or staff appraisals, or, you know the kind 
of formal things like that? = 
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GA: = ((laughs)) No, no, never have. No I think the closest thing we get to a meeting is maybe if 
somebody brings something up and we’re all in the same room and we all have a chat about it, 
but there’s no, we never would sit down and have an actual formal meeting. Eh, no.  

JC: You just kind of, it just happens. 

GA: Yeah, a wee chat about you know, 10 past 5 when I’m trying to get out the door Neil will try and 
stand and speak to me. And I’m like, ‘I’ve got to go’ ((laughs)). 

JC: Is there, is there a plan for the direction of the company? That you know of, [GA: Ehm.] or is it 
just to keep, to keep going.  

GA: Just to try and make money, just to try and keep ourselves afloat in, in the hard times. Ehm, well, 
I doing, in the middle of my will, trust and executaries para-legal thing at the moment, so, ehm, 
you know Neil obviously always done that, but because of certain procedures, laws changing all 
the time, I’ll be, you know, the most sort of up to date with it all. And so be able to try and take 
on, well I’m already trying to, but try and take most of the workload of that, ehm, and focus on 
that which will help, you know, so of free him up, ehm, you know ‘cause (1.7) it’s, we are really 
busy with these kind of things, and then having a 3

rd
 person as wel, so, ehm, (3.1) I think there’s 

not like a, you know we’re not going to try to expand or anything like that.  No.  

JC: Do you, are you still in the part of the training for all of the para-legal side of things? = 

GA: = Yeah, well I’ve done one, the residential conveyingson one, it did that about 2 or 3 years ago, 
ehm, and that’s what I’m in the middle of the will, trusts and executaries just now. [JC: Oh, I see.] 
It’s just sort of, kind of learning at home, ongoing thing. [JC: Distance, distance learning sort of 
thing.] Yeah, with Strathclyde uni, so it’s, it’s fun.  

JC: What, do you see yourself just, eh, (0.9) working here when you’ve done that? 

GA: Oh yeah, uh huh, I mean, I don’t really know, because Neil’s, (1.8) what into his 60s now and I 
don’t really know when he’s gonna retire, so, ehm, (1.1) there’s, I haven’t got a sort of thought 
for the future. Just, you know, get myself these, and then whatever happens in the future, at 
least I’m sort of clued up and I can go elsewhere if need be, because I don’t know what’ll ever 
happen to this. [JC: What plans for you?] Yeah, because I wouldn’t be able to take anything on, 
because I’m not a solicitor, so. And I don’t want to be. ((laughs strongly))  

JC: Would you quite happily keep working here though? 

GA: Yeah, yeah, yeah. (2.4) Because it’s sort of, it’s got it’s got it’s pluses and it’s minuses, ‘cause it’s 
good, I mean working with family and everything, but also I’m working with 2 men over 60 
((laughs)) that’s my work’s chat. 

((phone rings and is answered by GA, recording muted)) 

GA: Sorry about that. 

JC: That’s fine. No worries. (3.5) Ehm, (2.4) aye, so what you were just saying, there’s benefits and 
disadvantages, that was actually what I was going to come to next. [GA: Hmm.] Ehm, but it’s 
looking at it more, instead of working with 2 men over 60, but more the family aspect. There will 
be obviously benefits and disadvantages, [GA: Yes.] what, benefits first of all, what benefits 
would you see? = 

GA: = Benefits are, you know, you kind of, you know that you’re not gonna get sort of mucked about 
by your boss. You’re not, you know, they’re not gonna just suddenly chuck you out. Well you 
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know, you’re not gonna have any sort of unexpected surprises because, especially with it being, 
you know, my step-dad who has been there since I was 2, so you know he’s like my dad. So you 
know, he’s always gonna have my best interests at heart, if you know what I mean, and he’ll 
always, you know, cut be a bit of slack. But in the same I don’t, you know, take the mickey out of 
it, out of the situation. You know I don’t, I wouldn’t come in late or phone in sick or, you know, 
that way, ehm, but if I was to, he would be, you know, he would know that I wasn’t being a wide-
o, and just say, you know. (2.4) Because it’s say, you know, because it’s so small as well, if I’m off 
I know that it really impacts on him, he’s stressed out, he can’t do half the stuff, so you know I 
would feel to guilty to just, sort of, you know, like do it, pull a sickie or, or you know just be a bit, 
ehm, a bit lax, so ehm, and also it’s, you know, you can come, you can come in and you know 
you’re not really gonna have (1.7) like any sort of issues with people, you know bitchyness and 
stuff, because if there’s ever an issue like I’ll just say it to his face, ((laughs)) you know, or. When 
it’s somebody that close in your family you can, ehm, you don’t have to sort of pussy foot around 
too much, or (1.1) ehm, worry about any of that, so those are the benefits. ((laughs)) 

JC: What about the other side then, the disadvantages of it. = 

GA: = Well, you kind, you know, you, you, it’s this whole guilt thing, with, you know, like in holidays 
as well, you know, he hates me taking, well I take holidays, but like he freaks out, we’re so busy 
before I go, there’s just his panic. It’s not just a case of, I going to take this couple of days off, you 
know, put in a holiday request form, you know I’ve got to make sure everything’s fine and, you 
know, I’m not going to leave him in it, and then I have to (1.7) I suppose that could be the same 
anywhere, but it’s just a massive guilt thing. You know, and the whole like, phoning in sick and 
everything, not that I did that a lot before anywhere else, but you know, you, you (1.1) just sort 
of ehm, you feel a lot more ties to your work than what you would if it was just a company that 
you worked for. [JC: Yeah, okay.] You know, it’s, you feel like the guilt thing I think. You’re 
connected too much.  

JC: I know, I understand that. Do, (2.1) the holidays thing, you know is that, does it work? Are you 
able to take holidays pretty much when you want? 

GA: Ah, yes, ah but the first couple of years I was kind of terrified to, and I didn’t take, I think in the 
first year I didn’t think I took all my, I didn’t take all my holidays, and I tried to roll some over and 
things like that, and take them, sort of a random day here and there, [JC: To use them up, yeah.] 
but, I kind of become a little bit hardened to it in the last couple of years and gone you know, just 
sod it, that’s my holidays and I’m taking it. ((laughs)) [JC: You just have to.] Aye, and I’ve written 
out dummies guides on how to, you work the Internet, and all the online systems, because 
everything’s going more and more online, and for people like those 2 that’s just, it’s like double 
Dutch. [JC: Yeah.] So you know, everything that they used to do, with the Law Society, anything, 
everything is online, and it scares them and they don’t know what to do and they get themselves, 
I have to sort of write a dummies guide, because it easy for younger people to, to just pick it up, 
but, not them. ((exasperated sigh)) 

JC: I know. So, (2.1) we’ve mentioned the kind of informality in that there’s no monthly meetings or, 
appraisals, or things that you might find in other more, (1.5) I don’t want to say professionalised, 
but other more structured companies, maybe. [GA: Mhum. ((agreement))] In terms of ideas and 
things like that, how are they dealt with, say for example if you had an idea for, ehm, (1.4) 
moving into a certain area that they hadn’t worked in before, or marketing, you know if you had 
a certain marketing idea to push forward. How would you, what would happen, what would 
actually happen for you to put that forward and = 

GA: = Oh I would just bring it up, and I would just say to Neil, you know this is what I think and he 
would say why do you think that, and then I would research it a bit and show him what I found 
out, or prices or, you know, if it was sort of some new advertising. Because recently w were going 
to try and advertise some properties on Gumtree, but then didn’t realise that you have to sign up 
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with Zoopla or something and pay all this money every month and, because we’re a business you 
can’t just put it on Gumtree, because we have done a couple of years ago and that was fine, but 
they’ve obviously changed everything and you know, he was really keen for us to do it, and I was 
like, well, (1.4) a- I’m not going to sit every day and post all the properties we have every single 
day again and again on Gumtree, and b- I don’t think we should pay all that money. So we 
discussed it and I sort of gave my views and things and we’ve left that one alone. ((laughs)) [JC: 
Okay.] So you know he’s very approachable with things like that, just as long as I’m sort of, I can 
know what I’m talking about. If I can do a bit of digging and find out then, and then sort of 
present it to him. Not formally, but just sort of say, ‘there you go’. [JC: And in general it’s 
welcomed, or?] Oh yeah, absolutely, yeah, no, no, no absol- definitely, anything that I can do to 
help or benefit, he’s up for.  

JC: What, (1.6) you said that the business is spoke quite a lot about in the kind of home life, and 
away from here. Is there anything important that’s discussed, as opposed to just talking about 
business, which I suppose is natural in a way? 

GA: Auch, yeah just, nothing too much because my mum and everybody goes ‘shut-up’, ((laughs)) 
‘stop talking shop’, you know, most people say that so, ehm, it was more so, I would say it was 
more so eh, when I was younger, (2.1) like my mum and my step-dad used to talk about it a lot 
and things. But now I suppose we see each other so much, you know maybe it’s brought up the 
odd time when I’m home, but it’s nothing. It’ll be more like, ‘oh, did you remember to send the 
particulars out to this person or that person’, or, ‘Mr. So-and-so phoned the other day and, you 
know, and he’s, his health is fine’, or something like that. Because we’ve ehm, we’ve got a lot of 
like older clients and things, which (2.7) like regard him as a friend, not just a solicitor, so like they 
phone him at home and things too. 

 ((phone rings and is answered by GA, recording muted)) 

GA: Sorry about that. 

JC: That’s absolutely fine. Okay? 

GA: Yeah, what were we talking about? 

JC: Sorry, ehm, oh, ehm, Oh well, (1.5) I was going to move on actually and just, ehm, chat about, I 
know we spoke about if you had an idea and took it forward, ehm, what would happen and that’s 
fine. But, would you say there’s any incentives for you to contribute? Either explicit or in general? 

GA: No, no, no, no, no. No not at all, I think ehm, (3.1) nah, it would just be just to help. You know, if 
I had some input to make my life easier, his life easier, or, you know, make a bit more money, but 
no sort of, any kind of incentive, (1.1) no. Other than that. ((laughs)) 

JC: Do find, there’s a lot of, obviously I speak to a lot of, sort of family businesses just now. Ehm, 
there’s a lot of this idea that there’s a barrier to putting ideas forward because they, a lot of 
people think they aren’t in the kind of decision-making unit. They think they might put an idea 
forward then it will disappear, (1.4) and then suddenly it will re-emerge as someone else’s idea, 
but you thought, ‘wait a minute, it was me that came up with that’. = 

GA: = Oh, no, no, no, I think, no, no if I thought of anything he would be more than happy to, yeah, 
more than happy for it to be my idea or whatever. No, no, absolutely, def-no, completely 100% 
open to it. You know, he, ‘cause I think Neil thinks of me as, like I say, like he thinks I’m this like to 
IT, to the outside world, he doesn’t really, he uses emails through there but he doesn’t use the 
Internet and things, so if ever say, ‘oh well I know if me and my friends were looking for a 
property online then we go to the SPC, I know that I’ve used the search engine for that’, and you 
know, lots of things that are very relevant to the business but he doesn’t really know much 
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about, so he would, he actively looks to me to be the sort of eyes and ears of the outside world 
for this place. So if I was to say something he would, you know, it would be gospel to him. 
Because he wouldn’t know anything better ((laughs enthusiastically)).  

JC: That’s quite good then, that’s quite, [GA: Yeah.] that’s quite, can be quite exciting as well I’d say. 

GA: (1.2) Yeah, it’s quite exciting and stressful, because it means that, you know, that the buck 
doesn’t always stop with him, you know, he’ll sort of pass it back to me. And you know like, ‘that 
was your responsibility’. [JC: Okay, mhum, not always that way exciting is it.] Yeah. That’s what 
I’m saying, it’s not, so you know, so it’s not, you know like the going on holiday thing again, you 
know if I go away nobody can do this, that and the next thing, and you know it’s this whole stress 
about that, and what happens if somebody suddenly wants to market, because (1.6) he wouldn’t, 
you know nobody else in the firm would know how to upload pictures, wouldn’t know how to get 
pictures off an email. You know, photo, very basic stuff in property marketing because (2.1) 
before I started it all used to be sort of, actual photographs on paper, and you know, you would 
put it all together and then send it to the printers and things. But now everything’s online, it’s all 
down to me, and ordering and speaking to the Registers of Scotland and stuff, it’s all down to me, 
so. (1.0) It’s good and bad.  

JC: Yeah, yeah, you can get the pressure on you as well.  

GA: Yes.  

JC: Do you think, I know this is maybe; well it is a hypothetical question. But do you think if someone 
who wasn’t connected to the family came into the firm, how do you think that, how, what would 
happen there? How do you think they would feel? 

GA: Ehm, I don’t know, it depends on what, what kind of role they would be doing. Ehm, it might be 
a bit (1.3) strange, because, you know, because we’re so close and it’s, you know such a small 
firm anyway. Ehm, but we’ve got an accountant that comes in (1.7) a couple of times a week, but 
he has been again with Neil for years, sort of intermittently. Ehm, so he feels like part of the 
family as well. ((laughs)) But, ehm, I don’t think, (2.4) it would depend on, you know, if they were 
in full-time and what job they were doing. Because, I suppose we’re quite sort of close and small 
so it could probably be, I don’t know if somebody would want to come and, you know, sort of 
work with such [JC: Hmm, that makes sense] close family. Yeah, because you know, maybe they 
wouldn’t have, or feel the same sort of freedom of speech, as what we do with each other. You 
know, tell him to f-off and things like that. ((laughs)) [JC: Okay.] So it might, ehm, (2.0) it might be 
a bit strange for them. 

JC: So, you know, you say you can speak quite openly with each other. Have you ever come across 
any boundaries to that at all? 

((Neil Muir enters the room, the first he has been seen during this interview as he was in meeting. 
He was unaware of my being in the office.)) 

NM: Oh it’s yourself, how are you? [JC: I’m very well. Nice to see you again.] Nice to see you. You’ve 
been off globe trotting and things haven’t you? 

JC: Yes, I was actually in Sicily [NM: Sicily?] last week for the big family business conference. [GA: Oh? 
Really?] [NM: Will you re-phrase that, Scilly and family business it just sounds...] Yeah, the irony 
doesn’t escape me. ((all laugh)) ((   )) 

NM: Yeah, okay, yeah, I’ll leave you to it. You got here anyway.  

JC: Very close, very close to finishing. 



181 

 

GA: Yeah, you forgot to tell me. ((addressing NM)) [NM: Sorry?] You forgot to tell me though. [NM: 
Well, I yeah, today’s been a wee bit unusual, sorry.] Because you slept in? [NM: Well there you 
go, you’ve meet each other, and you’re obviously getting on okay, just give the right answers. ((JC 
& GA laugh)) Well, alright I’ll leave you to it, I’ll pick up that phone.] Yep. [NM: All right, see you 
before you go, cheers James.] 

JC:  Aw, that was nice. ((laughs)) Ehm, oh, what were we talking about? (2.4) Oh, communication 
[GA: Uhuh.] Barriers. Have you ever come across any barriers at all? Or anything that you’ve 
thought, ‘oh, maybe it’s not my place’ or, ‘not for me to’? 

GA: Ehm, I wouldn’t think there was ever, like, (2.1) unless it was something that I don’t know, you 
know, like I wouldn’t know of it as a, like you know, something legal. [JC: Yeah.] But eh, no there’s 
nothing that I wouldn’t say to, (3.1) to Neil, no, ((laughs)) no, not really. No, I think the only 
barrier would be sometimes, you know, because you’re so familiar, (2.1) you know, I think we can 
do each other’s head in more than, you know, (1.0) sort of normal work colleagues would, and =  

((NM comes into the office again.)) 

NM: = Sorry James, just a quick question ((speaks of business, recording muted))  

((NM leaves office.)) 

GA: No, and then sometimes, ehm, you know, because you’re, (2.3) because its family and you know 
each other so well, you can kind of have more of an attitude with each other, that you wouldn’t 
get away with in, anywhere else. You know there’s some days I could kill him, and I’m sure he’s 
the same with me, you know, I, I can act like a right wee madam if I want to because I know I can 
get away with it. You know it’s like being back at home, (2.3) being like a young teenager and 
having a strop with him, so, you know, I would never dream of doing that in any other workplace 
with any other boss. But because of the familiarity that can kind of sometimes happen. ((laughs 
gently))  

JC: That kind of, just, do you feel that gives you a security as well? 

GA: Hmm, oh yeah, definitely yeah, what like, yeah there is, you know it’s like, (1.5) it’s like just, (2.1) 
you know, you’re at home almost. You know it’s like seeing your dad every day, ((laughs)) and 
that, hanging out with him. ((laughs))  

JC: Do you think, there’s a, it’s a freelance accountant? [GA: Uhuh.] And he’s not a family member at 
all? [GA: No. But he’s been around for that long; I mean I’ve known him since I was a wee girl.] 
Oh, I see, okay. [GA: So he’s been in and around the office.] So, there’s that connection. [GA: 
Yep.] Okay. Really just, okay, just a couple of, 2 last questions if you like. One, if you had a friend 
who wasn’t connected to your family at all, needed a job and for some reason there was a 
position came up here. What would you say to them? ((GA laughs)) 

GA: ((laughs)) I don’t know. ((laughs)) Welcome to the mad house! Ehm, I don’t know, one of my 
friends actually, eh, one of my best friends husband, he is a, a, (1.3) a sole practitioner as well 
and he is just started up so he’s not allowed to do security work for a lot of the big lenders. [JC: 
Okay.] So he sort of outsources that to us and even though he’s not in the office we work very 
closely with him, everyday, there’s always maybe about 4 transactions a week going on with him. 
So, the 3 of us have to work together, not in the same office. And that’s, that’s worked out fine. 
That’s been, that’s been okay. I mean because, eh, (2.1) well Neil kind of, had met him a few 
times, he didn’t know him very well, but now (1.3) we all know each other very very well. Ehm, 
and that’s a strange one as well because it’s, I see him socially almost every weekend, you know, 
boozing with him and stuff, and then, and that’s when his wife gets really annoyed with shop 
talk. ((laughs)) [JC: I can imagine that.] Poor her, especially when it’s like boring law chat. Ehm, 
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(2.5) so, yeah that’s worked out okay. That’s been not too bad. I don’t know how I’d feel about 
somebody like  being in here the whole time and just sort of = 

((phones rings and is ignored by GA, stating: I think Neil’s gonna get that.)) 

GA: = That might be a little bit awkward, just because, (3.1) yeah, the moods and attitudes that 
sometimes fly around. ((laughs)) 

JC: Yeah, okay. Would ehm, if for whatever reason you left now and went to work for a non-family 
orientated business, maybe a larger company, maybe a more structured in it’s (2.1) structure. 
Ehm, how, how would you feel? What would be the, the big things that you would either miss, or 
you, or you wouldn’t miss? 

GA: Ehm::, I would miss, ‘cause, (2.0) I would miss the not having to stress about not having to 
working in a sort of, you know, not having to stress about your colleagues, ‘cause, you know, in 
all the other jobs I have before have all always, you know, had, you know there’s bitchy women, 
or ehm, you know, a sort of a hard-to-take manager, or you know, ‘cause I working in like Arnold 
Clark before, and stuff, and that was, you know, working with lots of different colourful 
characters and worked in recruitment and things like that, with really bitchy, nasty manager, (1.8) 
women. Eh, and so, and they’d really effect you, I mean I used to sit and cry before I went to 
work at recruitment, everyday, just hating the people I worked with. Whereas now I’ve not got 
that stress, (1.1) but I also don’t, you know, you’re not sort of working with, like, young people 
you’re gonna go to the pub with, or, you know, we don’t, we don’t have a Christmas night out, 
you know, my Christmas night out is Christmas day, you know my Christmas night out is 
Christmas day when I sit and eat dinner with him. So there’s, I’d, I’d miss that kind of, not having 
to stress about workmates too, I mean I can moan about him, but I don’t get up and worry about, 
you know, (1.9) relationships with colleagues and things ‘cause that can sometimes, you know, I 
you get a bad one that can make your life Hell. [JC: Definitely.] So that, but, I would miss that 
sorry. I wouldn’t miss (4.5) working with old men. ((laughs)) You know the social aspect, you 
know, I kind of get a bit envious sometimes of friends who are you know are always like out on, 
you know, there, (2.3) there sort of doing stuff with work colleagues, and things like that. [JC: 
Yeah, sort of after work.] Yeah, and Friday, and then things like Christmas nights out and stuff, so 
I think, I’d miss that. (2.1) And sitting in a room on my own, I wouldn’t miss that. That can get a 
bit sort of wearing, but at the same time it’s got is good aspect as well, ‘cause you’re not having 
to deal with (1.4) other people, (1.2) so it’s. ((dramatically relaxing sigh)) 

JC: Good, brilliant, I ehm, I’ve been through everything I want to got through, [GA: Oh, good.] Ehm, 
unless you’ve got any other thoughts that entered your head as we were going though, that’s 
great.  

GA: No I don’t think so. Nope, I think I’ve, (3.3) no I’ve spat everything out. ((laughs)) I’ve bored you 
to death.  
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Field notes: Going in to the office the day the interview with GM was arranged, it was clear the 

NM had not told her that this was the time and day that had been set. All correspondence had 

been with NM up until this point, but GM was more than happy to sit down and talk, as NM 

was preoccupied in a meeting at the time. Although the interview took place in the reception of 

the business, this felt like a close-doored office, there sat GM’s desk with computer on it, and 

directly across 3 soft seats with a coffee-table waiting area, inclusive of a book shelf with 

mostly browsing material, seemingly designed for waiting clients. This was clearly an 

apartment building, and this was the bedroom area. NM’s office would have been the living 

room, these were the only 2 rooms I seen. The heavy doors were tough to open and completely 

sound proof. As we talked GM had to answer the phone, however after NM had discovered my 

presence the calls were then taken by him in the office next door. The light hearted nature of 

which GM talks seems to be genuine, as noticed when NM entered the room for a moment, also 

the laughter throughout our conversation seemed indicative of the relationship she had with 

NM, but interestingly not with the company as a whole. Upon leaving the office NM wanted to 

speak with me, this was only about my trip to Sicily and whether I would recommend it as a 

port destination. At no point did I see anyone other than NM or GM. Even the set-up of the 

offices was in homely manner, with the hall leading to the 4 separate offices being the main 

stairwell for the whole building, with other enterprises or apartment above or below. As with 

the first interview I had with NM, it was a struggle to leave, as the conversation seemed to 

naturally wish to continue, prompted by NM.   
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Interviewee 19 
Coding Ref: 060911FE 
Location: Edinburgh, Scotland – School 
building 
Date: 06.09.2011 
Time: 16:00 
Duration of interview: 37 mins 26 secs 
Interviewer: JC 

 
Interviewee: SC 
Gender: F 
Employment Status: Employee 
Familial Relationship: Immediate 
Firm Age: 12 
Firm Size: 45 
Primary Industry: Education

Transcription: 

SC: Right, okay, ready, I’m just sitting now. I’ve got a nice quite place to sit here.  

JC: Okay, good, okay well the first thing really is just asking, obviously the nursery is a family 
business; could you just explain what the family element is in the business? 

SC: Yes. It’s owned by, eh, (1.3) well, do you want names of people or do you want mums, well I’ll 
give you the general idea.  

JC: Yeah, just, just who the family is yeah.  

SC: It’s owned my Maureen, and her daughter, she’s employed as a teacher, her daughter is also a 
teacher. And her daughter manages one of the locations. I’m her daughter-in-law, and I put them 
onto the locations, and also take a kind of (1.1) company-wide administrative role, if you like. 
Ehm, and then there’s also, involved in more base terms, her other 2 children (1.5) are involved 
in it, one of them is a financial advisor and he does the financial side of things. And the other 
one’s a teacher and he does a, as sort of consultation, he’s involved in the family business. 
Everybody except, my father-in-law. ((laughs))  

JC: Everyone in the family except the father-in-law. 

SC: He’s involved in it in bits as well, because he’s a lawyer. He was the, on the legal side of things, 
eh, contracts for things like, ehm, (1.7) the properties, etc. He was a property lawyer, he’s 
retired, but he’s oh, he’s been involved in the contractual side of the properties.  

JC: Yeah, okay. Ehm, in terms of the company then, is, is there other non-family employees? 

SC: Yes, there are, there’s about 80 employees in total.  

JC: 80, okay, oh, so it’s, it’s quite substantial then? 

SC: It’s just grown really recently, we’ve opened a new premise on Melville Street and that’s got 
probably about, I don’t actually know, I would estimate about 35 staff. So it’s grown considerably 
in the last month or so.  

JC: Just a couple of month. And is that, that type of staff, that’s eh teaching staff, ehm, (1.2) caring 
staff. 

SC: Teaching staff, nursery nurses, nursery nurses in training, a cook, secretary and accountant.  

JC: Okay-doke. Ehm, the, the, I suppose the first question of the interview really is, how would you 
say that the, the non-family element of, of the company perceive the family? Is it that they see 
the family element as, as the boss, as the management, as the owner? Or do they see that as, as 
colleagues?  
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SC: I think there’s probably a mixture of both. Because, some, a certain point of view they might, the 
family element is the boss, she’s the owner and then the other, one of the other family members 
is the manager of one of the locations. But myself, for example, I’m not in a management 
position, but I do think that people view me as management in a way, because, (1.7) you know, 
they may, maybe not discuss things as freely if they were complaining if I happened to be there. 
That kind of thing, is that what you mean? 

JC: Yeah, that makes sense.  

SC: That kind of attitude about, well if you’re part of the family then, (1.3) it’s a, yeah, you, you’re 
just part of management.  

JC: Yeah. So do you, do you notice it, yeah? 

SC: Ehm, yea, (1.1) I do, but I’m a kind of go-between, I’m a bit of an unusual case in that I’m a kind 
of go-betweening people, because I care enough about the business that I want to know if 
there’s things that are wrong, although I’m not in a management position I can take issues from 
staff who are maybe, kind of (1.3) a bit nervous about approaching the senior management, I 
can, act as a go-between and people maybe tell me things.  

JC: Yeah, ehm, actually, I meant to clarify, how many different locations is the nursery? 

SC: We’ve got 4 now.  

JC: 4, and it’s in the Edinburgh area though? 

SC: Yes, they’re all in the centre of town. 

JC: Okay, ehm, in terms of then, how the, what happens in the day-to-day of the business. For the 
staff, are, are all the staff kind of treated equally? If you like, or is there a, a, a stated kind of aim 
for, you know, advancement of family members type thing? 

SC: No, definitely not. All our staff are treated equally, ehm, and my working conditions are identical 
to people who do the same job as me, who are not family members. Ehm, we’ve got a, (1.1) an 
equal opportunities policy for staff which ensure that, you know, that they don’t get any 
preferential treatment, whether that be holidays, time off, salary, everything is, is done equally.  

JC: Okay, so it’s quite structured that way? 

SC: Very structured, yes. Because, (1.7) well it would be unfair. Probably not legal as well, but. 
((laughs)) 

JC: Well yeah, this is it.  

SC: We really are fair, because we don’t; you know you want to break down that barrier, people 
regarding you as (1.1) different because you’re part of the family.  

JC: Okay, ehm, but I’m thinking about things like decision making as well. For example, how tasks are 
allocated. Now you say the business grew in the past month or 2 months, eh, that obviously 
came from a decision to do that. [SC: Yes.] What, who, who kind of makes these decisions, where 
do the decisions come from? 

SC: Well big decisions with. with financial implications it’s always the owner that makes these 
decisions, because the outlay to expand the business in that respect was very considerable. (1..5) 
So, she makes any decisions that will result in a cost implication.  
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JC: Would you say that’s a, coming from an individual decision? 

SC: Ehm, yes.  

JC: Eh, where, eh, then in terms of when the decision is made, how it that communicated with staff? 

SC: Ehm, there’s regular staff meetings, there’s consultations with management, ehm, there’s 
informal chat’s with the likes of myself because I can, I’m in touch with a lot of the staff. As I was 
sort of saying before. Ehm, but there’s a lot of structured meetings. Like we have meetings with 
everyone in the company together sometimes. (1.1) Not very often now that there’s so many, 
but we have sometimes big meetings like that. And when there was the announcement about 
the big expansion, they got all of the staff from the city together, and talked about it as a, a big 
team. 

JC: And is there a more kind of regular meeting as well with staff members? 

SC: Yes there is, there’s, it’s kind of, well I guess like most businesses are, there’s staff meetings in 
each location and then there management meetings, which would be the manager of each 
location meetings up together. Eh, and these all happen, I guess about once a month.  

JC: Right, okay, okay, ehm, do you find that, is, is there every any opportunity for the kind of 
feedback on the decisions, or the decisions to develop? Or does it tend to be that it’s been made 
and it’s just about communicating, communicating it to the staff? 

SC: Well it depends, because I’m thinking of the one decision as an example, and that was a decision 
I would say that had to be made by the owner. (1.3) When there are other decisions to be made, 
it’s much more inclined to be a two-way thing. And sometimes the decisions are born of a staff 
member having an idea about something. Or it being an external consultant, because we get 
inspected and reviewed. (1.3) They’ll take these decisions that are brought on, that are not the 
decision of the owner. In lot’s of circumstances. So, you know to be, to generalise about it is, 
(2.1) the decisions are not always taken by the owner. But to be specific about big decisions, as I 
say with financial im…, implications, that’s always the owner who decides.   

JC: The, the external consultant, do you know if that’s a legal requirement? 

SC: Yes, it is.  

JC: It is, okay, that’s what I was wondering.  

SC: In the nursery we get inspected by, Scottish Care Commission, they’ve changed their name or 
whatever, and HMIE because we provide pre-school education.  

JC: That makes sense, yeah. Ehm, in terms of the individuals working for the company then, and I 
mean in a, in a general sense if you like. Do you find that they have a lot of, ehm, influence over 
their own work, or are they set down kind of rigidly, what they do, to what degree do they have 
influence over their own work? 

SC: A lot of the work that we do is rigidly structured because it’s child care. And it’s legislated what 
we have to provide. As a minimum requirement. Having said that, individuals are encouraged to 
develop any particular skills that they might have. You know, for example some people are really 
into drama, where you have nursery nurses who work with the children who like to put on the 
nativity plays, and do dressing up games with them and all that. You might have other ones who 
are more into sport; you know they’ll take them outside a lot. And we can send staff on training 
courses that suit their own (1.0) personal skills.  
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JC: Oh okay, ehm, how, how does that get decided, who goes on what training course? Is there any 
system for that? 

SC: Ehm, yes, the staff are encouraged to do at least 3 training courses a year, and there’s 
something, I don’t know if you’ll be familiar with it, called the, well it’s probably they’ll have it in 
other organisations, the CPC directory. [JC: Yeah, yeah.] You know it? [JC: Yep.] They get the CPD 
directory and the staff can pick a couple, or if they see something else, because for example, I, 
(1.7) I’m just about to finish a course on children’s diet, nutrition and exercise. Which I spotted by 
looking up online, you know, what could I do? Because I’m not going to go and do child care 
qualifications because that’s not what I work as. Ehm, so, staff will go through the CPD directory 
and usually they’ll select a kind of minimum of 2, but sometimes staff will select like (1.8) 6 or 10 
different things, and you know, there’s financial limits on what you can do, and you can’t develop 
one member of staff to a far greater extent than another. But generally it’s treated quite fairly 
and every member of staff will get, kind of 2 courses per year.  

JC: Right, so, and can you say, can you say, ehm, just as an example, eh, like, ‘I want to do that, this is 
something I want to do for my career’? 

SC: Yep, yeah. We have reviews, we have staff reviews, which, oh, did we do? (1.9) Can double check 
how often, I think they’re twice a year. And at your review you are encouraged to identify your 
areas for development. Ehm, and as a result I would highlight what kind of courses would be 
suitable for you. So yeah, staff get to chose what it is that they want. There are some things that 
are mandatory, first aid training, child protection training, [JC: Sure, the health and safety kind of 
stuff, yeah.] yeah the health and safety, elementary kind of CPD for people like me. Ehm, so 
there’s some that they have to do, and there’s some courses that we have to do repeatedly. Like 
child protection, we have to update, you know, everybody has to run a course on it every 2 years.  

JC: Okay, ehm, in, in terms of that if you’ve kind of constantly got staff that are, are developing 
themselves and their skills are moving forward, is there any way in place to eh, maintain 
performance standards across the company? Particularly as it’s a bigger company now? 

SC: Well, there’s not anything like performance related pay or bonuses, but there are, (1.5) there is a  
structured format that we use for staff review and development. We have these staff, there’s 
staff development and review…, what, I can’t remember which way round it’s, word it, but they 
have, there, there’s a structured format and there’s forms to be filled in, ehm, with like key 
groups of what the staff should be achieving. Ehm, and it’s measured whether or not they are 
achieving that. It’s eh, (1.2) kind of a (2.0) small business in the respect that the manager, the 
owner knows everybody who works in the company, and is able to identify who her strong staff, 
members of staff are. On a personal level.  

JC: Do you find that’s even the case now it’s grown? 

SC: I think it’s going to get harder and harder for them. I mean it so recently changed. I think the 
bigger it gets the harder it is. (1.1) I was just talking about this earlier on, that’s what I think 
makes it a medium-sized business now, there’s not that kind of felling, that, as an owner, she 
knows everybody pretty well. Like, she knows everyone that works for her, but not their 
everyday working practices to the same extent that she would have when there were 20 of us.  

JC: Hmm, see that’s, tech…, technically, and I know that the technical definitions, they almost never 
work the actual day-to-day runnings, but, yeah, technically it’s over 50, once you get over 50 that 
means = 

SC: = well, because yeah we were discussing this at lunch time when I was arguing the point, I 
thought it was over 50, and my manager said, ‘no it’s over 100’. [JC: No.] ((laughs)) Is this still 
useful for you if we’re too many people? 
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JC: Eh, yeah, no, it is, well it’s useful that fact that it’s grown recently, it makes it interesting just to 
see, ehm, what changes, what does change if anything.  

SC: Yeah, well I wold say, I think there have been changes, certainly from the owners point of view. 
Ehm, and there’s been changes to the kind of, (1.0) just formalising the management structure 
really.  

JC: Yeah, yeah. How, eh, in terms of the management structure, and ehm, then, you know things like 
that, how do you think the, the family aspect influences that? 

SC: Ehm, I don’t think it does influence it. Because, it’s operates, eh, it’s not always operated with 
family working there. It’s kind of grown. (1.8) It was a family business in that, ((laughs)) we all had 
other jobs to start with. [JC: Right.] I worked for Standard Life for 12 years and then I started to 
get a bit involved in the business. Just as a help to my mother-in-law, and my sister-in-law who’s 
now one of the managers, is similar. And, you know you get a little bit involved in things and then 
she says, ‘why don’t you just come and work for me’. [JC: Yeah.] And you think, ‘yes, I’ll just do 
that’, so. But the structure of the business existed before the family aspect if you like. It didn’t 
start as, you know, like 3 or 4 of us as the family saying, ‘let’s start a business’. It started as one 
person starting a business. [JC: Oaky.] That’s maybe like a different way than some family 
businesses start up.  

JC: Yeah, I was going to say, I suppose that makes a difference then, if it had a professional before, 
then the family was introduced to it.  

SC: Yes. Yeah. I think it does. I think it’s helpful in a way that stops people from eh, hhhh. (1.9) felling, 
well a. if you’re on the family side it stops you from feeling that you’re entitled to anything 
different from any other member of staff. And it gives the staff on the other side the confidence 
that, you know, it’s a fair company to work for.  

JC: Do you find there is, is the business discussed a lot outside of the place of work. Is it discussed a 
lot in the family from a social side?  

SC: Yes. ((laughs)) [JC: Yeah?] Yes, which drives everyone mental. (1.6) Sometimes even when we’re 
on holiday, I did say one day, ‘do you realise it’s 2 o’clock on the 1

st
 of January’, 2am ((laughs)), I 

said, ‘I’m not talking about next week, when I go back to work’. [JC: Oh no.] Yeah, definitely. 

JC: So do you find, is there anything, anything discussed in those scenarios when you’re discussing it 
socially, is, do you that’s where, are big things discussed, or does it tend to be just a kind of, you 
know a way to vent?  

SC: Ehm, (2.2) it could be a mixture of 2, as I said the big decisions, like the expansion were made by 
the owner herself, and she, she discussed it with the family before it was announced to the staff. 
So, yes, to a certain extent. But, I think that’s when things are a wee bit different. But she only 
does it because she knows that she can trust us all, you know. We don’t then have a 
responsibility of then feeding the information to staff. (1.1) We only have the responsibility of 
keeping it to ourselves, until everybody’s aware of it.  

JC: Okay, so it is, it’s that kind of first circle of = 

SC: = Yeah, I think that would be fair to say. Rightly or wrongly, but I think that’s, (1.2) yeah, I think 
that would be fair to say. I’m, sure it would probably be the same in most family businesses 
anyway.  



189 

 

JC: Would you say, ahm, this is a rally simplistic question, but I can’t think of a better way to phrase 
it. Ehm, could, could you mention what you think the benefits of having that, that family element 
in the business are, and also the, the disadvantages? 

SC: Okay, yeah, it’s a good question actually. Ehm, right the benefits are, (2.6) you feel very secure in 
your job. Ehm, you feel (1.4) that there is a higher level of trust as an employee, between the 
employee and the manger. Because the manager is, my mother-in-law. You know, and as I say 
(1.8) there isn’t any actions that lead to that feeling, because I’m not, as a member of staff 
treated any differently to the others. But there are, there is definitely an element of trust that 
being a close family, that we have. Ehm, other benefits would be, (3.8) that, eh, it’s hard to know 
sometimes if the benefits are as a member of staff it’s definitely because of being family, because 
for example I worked as the secretary for a while, and I didn’t like, enjoy it particularly. And (1.9) I 
was offered a job as a cook instead. [JC: That’s quite a difference.] It’s a massive difference, but I 
love cooking, so. ((laughs)) Ehm, it’s difficult to know from my point of view, would that have 
happened had I been somebody else. [JC: Yeah.] Ehm, I don’t know anybody else in the company 
(1.8) who would have wanted that change, because I only came in, as I say, to kind of help out in 
the family business. I didn’t really matter to me in what respect. I didn’t want to do child care, 
but running a business has still got some of the same, you know, the same (1.2) roles no matter 
what the business is. [JC: Yeah, of course.] The disadvantages are, hhh ehm, there’s maybe higher 
expectations of you as a member of staff. To set a good example to everybody else. Eh, that 
you’re expected to work (1.2) overtime, weekends, holidays, that kind of thing. Not work as in 
turn up and be at work, but like I was just saying, we’re away on holiday, and I go a holiday with 
them and we can be just sitting in the pub and suddenly you know, the boss wants to, this is kind 
of strong, ((laughs)) but to deal with whatever. And that’s a disadvantage definitely. Ehm, the 
other disadvantage, there are quite a few drawbacks, I do enjoy it, but there are drawbacks, that, 
like, if there’s, (1.8) well, we kind of have got passed this, but I know that it’s happened in the 
past and it will happen again. When there’s problems at work, there’s disagreements, 
professionally, it can sometimes, can be hard to separate that when you’re then socialising 
together. [JC: Sure.] If you fall out on a Friday afternoon about something at work, and then you 
go for Sunday lunch, but everyone’s still a bit, you know, cheesed about it. That’s definitely a 
disadvantage. Ehm, but as I say it only, (1.4) it depends on the interpersonal relationships, I don’t 
really have that with the boss so much, but I might have it with my sister-in-law for example. [JC: 
Right okay.] So there, that’s the, it is a disadvantage, but on the other hand you also, one of the 
advantages, I’m sorry I’m jumping about aren’t I, [JC: That’s alright.] but eh, one of the 
advantages is the, sort of, really strong support network. (1.2) That comes because people love 
you as well as respect you as a college. So if there’s any personal problems going on, as a 
member of the family, because (1.1) you’ve got colleagues that know you and love you, they can 
be more supportive. As a colleague, that they might be if they weren’t a member of your family. 
If fact, yeah, that’s a definite, and that benefit kind of out-weighs a lot of the other ones to be 
honest.  

JC: See when you were mentioning about the, the expectation, that kind of expectation to, eh, might 
not put in more work but to be constantly thinking of it. Where does that expectation come 
from, does it come from the, the family, or does it come from other members of staff? 

SC: From the family, [JC: Yeah.] Uhuh. 

JC: Just that that’s when you’re, when you’re in the social arena of the family that’s kind of = 

SC: = Yeah. It doesn’t happen all the time, I am quite good at sort of, ehm, ‘I don’t really want to talk 
about work outside of work’, so we don’t do it so much now. But certainly at the beginning there 
was a lot of work chat.  

JC: I think it’s a natural thing, if that’s what everyone does then = 
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SC: = Yeah definitely, because other people do it, you know you go home talk about how was your 
day. (1.3) I mean the funny thing is for me, if I go home and moan about the boss, I’m moaning 
about, to my husband about his mother. ((laughs)) So that doesn’t go down very well.  

JC: It does, it puts a strange dynamic on things.  

SC: ((continues laughing)) So I don’t do it.  

JC: What, from a, a, the non-family members’ perspective, do you think they, they notice, is there 
any impact on them that there is this family element? 

SC: Ehm, it’s hard to say. I think, yeah, that they do. Ehm, because as I say, I think people can be a bit 
careful about what they say, whereas you know like, they would maybe, (1.3) you notice it on 
nights out because people come out with things if they’ve had a few drinks, that would normally 
try and keep secret from you. So you do notice that, but I think as well that, hhh (4.2) it’s, it’s a 
nice place to work here, I really like it, and as a member of the family I’m proud of the, the 
company, and they’ve tried really hard to make it a nice place to work, and try to, you know, help 
other people to feel pride in their work. And I think part of that comes from it being a family 
business, if I was still working for Standard Life, to be honest, a big corporation like that, a lot of 
people just don’t care. You know, what the public’s perception is of the company, how the 
employees feel, you know how productive they are, that kind of thing. But as a family business, I, 
I really care about that, and so do the other members of the family. And I think that the influence 
of that passes on to other people.  

JC: Do you think, are these, these kind of, I guess they’re emotional effects, are they, are they taken 
into account when, you know, looking back at when decisions are made and things like that? Do 
they, do they take it into account that people do feel more emotion towards the business? 

SC: Ehm, I think things like the communications is (1.2) tailored to that effect. For example, having 
like one big meeting with all the staff. Kind of, the practicalities of it are not that easy. You know, 
to cater for, you know, 60 people all at once in one meeting, ehm. (2.9) That is doesn’t, it’s not 
difficult, it’s not easy to try and put that together, but that’s the way it’s approached because we 
want everybody to feel, feel part of the team and equal, and get drinks provided, and food 
provided and that kind of thing. So, yeah, the emotional factor comes into it because, I think, and 
it is one of the key things about having a family business, is that kind of sense of pride in the 
business, (1.5) and the owner wants the members of staff to feel that.  

JC: Okay, that’s, yeah, and I think that is, as you mentioned the communications are the strongest 
part of that, is being able to say to them, they are welcome and they’re invited in the business. 
[SC: Yeah.] Ehm, turning, turning attention just a little bit, ehm, (1.9) I thinking about ideas, and 
thinking about knowledge and how you use the knowledge of employees, there’s a lot, a lot ehm, 
in kind of business theory if you like about how knowledge of employees is used. Ehm, bring it 
down to kind of specifics like, a, say an individual idea, say a non-family staff member had an 
individual idea of something that could improve the business. Are there avenues for that to be 
brought forward, and what, what typically what would happen if hat was the situation? 

SC: Well, people are actually quite encouraged to do that kind of thing. Ehm, I’m trying to think of an 
example of... (1.3) But we have staff meetings as I said, round about once a month. And the 
management team, (1.5) well there’s somebody representative of the management team 
because the mangers of the location would be there. And then kind of feed in when they have 
the management meetings. Ehm, but, there’s encouragement to do that sort of thing, for 
example, you know, we’re talking about training courses, there’s so many training courses out 
there, we can’t go to them all, so somebody goes on a training course about (0.9) expressive arts 
and how children express themselves when they paint, the kind of thing, for example. They’re 



191 

 

then encouraged to come back and present what they’ve learned to the rest of the staff. (2.7) In 
that respect I think, does that count for = 

JC: = Yeah, how, how would that happen though? How would they present it to the rest of the staff? 

SC: They done that at one of the staff meetings. [JC: Right, okay.] And it could be simple as just 
saying, ‘I went to a training course and this is what we covered, ehm, it was really interesting, this 
is what I’m going to be doing with the children  now, if anybody else wants to do it, ask me’. (2.1) 
Ehm. But there’s other things, certainly, like when there’s problems, people are likely to raise 
problems, that’s just a rule, that’s the nature of thing, [JC: The nature of people, yeah.] so if 
somebody’s got a problem with something at work, they’re always, I mean not encouraged, is eh, 
an understatement, it’s insisted upon that they come up with suggested solutions to the 
problem. So in that respect their ideas are taken in. There’s no point in coming and saying, ‘I 
don’t like the way that we’re doing the registration process, it doesn’t work’, (1.9) it would then 
be a case of saying, ‘well how do you reckon it would work’, and in the respect you’re taking in 
like staff ideas. And integrating them into sort of improvement in the company.  

JC: Are there kind of incentives in place, I don’t, I don’t necessarily mean, you know, a financial 
reward or anything like that, but what, from a, an employees perspective, what incentives would 
you have for, for bringing anything forward? 

SC: Ehm, I just got distracted, I think it’s somebody’s mobile phone going off in a hand bag. Ehm, 
incentives, (4.2) ehm, (3.7) I don’t know, I don’t know that there are. That sounds a terrible thing 
to say. That there aren’t incentives. 

JC: But it does happen, so, that, you know, you do have staff coming forward with ideas. [SC: Yeah, 
yeah, we do.] What, what do you think prompts them to do that? 

SC: Well the incentives that get, the only example that I can think of off the top of my head is, 
because we get inspected quite regularly, it’s the kind of feeling of pride when you get a good 
inspection. Because we’re an excellent nursery. And we got, you know, top marks in our last 
inspection. And I think that kind of feeling of pride that everyone has, and with it being a 
relatively small business, you’re not part of a faceless corporation where, you know, things can 
plod along quite happily if you don’t show up for a month. Everybody’s got a valuable 
contribution to make. So when we do well everybody’s part of that, ehm, (1.6) funnily enough I’m 
just developing a staff wellbeing policy at the moment, and these are all the things that I’m 
looking at just now. (2.3) Ehm, but otherwise incentives, I mean, not specific incentives, like task 
based things, but there are, we have social nights, where the drink and the food will all be paid 
for. Ehm, that kind of thing. We have had a few things a year really. (2.7) That we have kind of 
social things like that.  

JC: Okay, so it’s quite a, auch, I mean, is it like a community atmosphere would you say, like a kind of, 
if someone does something well, or something good then it’s more that everyone benefits, 
everyone kind of feels that? 

SC: Yeah. I would say so. I would say so, and that happened just this morning, because something, 
there was something happened and I said, ‘oh it’s really nice to hear’, that, you know, other 
people are pleased to see other succeed. Because it’s something’s that’s not a very British trait 
unfortunately, I don’t think.  

JC: It’s not the, it’s definitely not the norm, anyway.  

SC: So people do like to see other ones do really well.  
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JC: Do you think, see, ehm, when there is this kind of people pushing thing forward that they want to 
have changed, or, or something like that, ehm, do you find that they talk about it amongst 
themselves first of all and then bring it forward?  

SC: Yes. (2.5) Definitely.  

JC: Yeah, they kind of bring a decision, or a recommendation if you like, they bring that forward as a 
group, as a team? 

SC: Hmm, I don’t think they necessarily bring it up as a group, but I think people like to feel that their 
opinion’s valid before they bring it out in public. So they would definitely discuss it with their 
friend. And people have formed quite close friendship I find, in the different locations, the staff 
that work together for a while, socialise together a lot and do discuss work things. I mean there 
obviously has to be complete confidentiality, because we work with children, so there’s less 
opportunity to go home and talk about your job with your friends and your family. [JC: Yeah, I 
never thought of that, yeah.] They can’t discuss things like with the business if it’s anything to do 
with the children. So people have formed quite strong friendships and I think that’s maybe one of 
the reasons. Because they’re open to discuss things with each other.  

JC: There is, everyone can speak open and freely, there’s no, you wouldn’t see of any, any barriers to 
people communicating with each other in the business? 

SC: Ehm, (3.1) not necessarily barriers, I think the only barriers, I think the only barriers in them are, 
you know, people’s own personality traits. And that, which is going to happen no matter what 
you do. There’ll be people that are less inclined to put their opinion forward. But generally 
speaking it’s, it’s a forum where people can freely speak.  

JC: I’ve only really got one more question for you, well it’s not really a questions it’s more just a, a 
something to get your thoughts on. Ehm, (1.7) obviously you’re working for a family business, say 
you had a, close friend and ehm, and they wanted to go, or another family member actually, and 
they wanted to go and work for a family business, not this one, and it was a very string family 
business, so it was all the family in the management, it was all, all decisions were family 
orientated first. Yeah. Is there, and they weren’t a family member. Is there anything you would 
advise them, in your experience? 

SC: ((laughs)) Ehm, (6.8) to keep the business and personal things as separate as possible. I would 
say, because to be able to freely speak (3.2) in the business it has to be then left at the door. For 
us, I mean that’s the thing that we’ve got past in our family. Now that we’ve all been, because 
we’ve all been working together for about 6 years now. Ehm, so yeah, I would say to keep the 
business and personal issues separate, that would be one piece of advice. Ehm, and (4.2) yeah, 
to, to make sure, like on a personal level I would say, to make sure that you make time for 
yourself personally, away from the family. Away from the business. Make time with friends that 
have nothing to do with it. Because it’s quite easy to, (1.9) that can become your entire life. (2.1) 
If you work with the family, and you socialise with them, and you go on holiday with them. It 
becomes all consuming, and I think that’s when people would get resentful of it. A bad feeling of 
it. You can try (2.1) and keep work and personal life quite separate.  

JC: Okaydoke, great, there’s actually one question I forgot to ask you at the beginning, it’s just how 
long has the company been in existence? 

SC: Ehm, 12 years.  

JC: (2.6) That’s brilliant, honestly, thank you very much. [SC: Not at all.] That’s it I’ve ran through 
everything. Like I say it was just to see what kind of happens in the day-to-day of the business.  
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SC: It’s quite interesting to talk about it, it something I’ve never done actually is sit down and talk 
about it for half an hour, what it’s like working for a family business.  

JC: Sometimes you’re too busy getting on with things that you don’t actually stop to see what you 
think.  

SC: Well it will be interesting to hear what comes from your research.  

JC: Brilliant, thank you very very much.  

SC: If there’s anything else, I’m more than happy to help, I find this sort of stuff fascinating. Will you 
let me know, like what it’s going to be, when it’s going to get published?  

JC: Yeah, no, I’ll keep you informed, like I say we’re quite closely linked with the Family Business 
Association as well, so ehm, occasionally they, ehm, they’re based in Glasgow, but occasionally 
they come through to Edinburgh and they put on events at the university and stuff, so I’ll mail, I’ll 
drop you an email anytime that happens as well. 

SC: Yeah, could I give you the email address of the location that I work at? 

JC: Yeah of course yeah. 

 

((email details taken)) 

 

SC: Well good luck with it all. Nice speaking to you. 

JC: Oh, thank you very much. Goodbye.  

  

Field notes: The first thing that has to be noted on this interview is that between booking the 

interview and actually conducting it the company grew by around 30 staff, as discussed, this 

takes it over the 5o mark. But I continued with the interview as this literally had happened in the 

week of the interview. The owner was on holiday at the time so SC is her daughter-in-law and 

was really willing to help. She did however make a point of calling mother-in-law to clear that it 

was okay for her to represent the company. The interview took a number of phone calls to 

arrange, but at no point did it feel like it was not going to happen. From the interview she does 

not consider herself in the management team; however she was left in charge of the business 

while the mother-in-law was away, and on call the company all staff members passed me on to 

her as opposed to anyone else. So she is obviously a trusted member, and seen as the ‘boss’ in 

the absence of any official management perspective, add to this that fact that she, a cook, is 

writing the company’s staff-wellbeing documents. She was very open and probably the most 

genuinely interested of all the interviewees. She was sharp and reflective and sounded as though 

she had some form of business acumen, the Standard Life background was not surprising from 

the way she spoke. Probably the most interesting parts of this interview are the trust aspects 

brought forward. Without it being explicit she felt a greater connection to the firm due to 

family. Maybe some good quotes here for that. I did note on this one that almost all of the firms 

state that all employees are treated equally, but very few actually demonstrate this in the 

interviews. Perhaps the wording of ‘equality’ has influenced this here. A solid interview here, 

and this is the one I was most happy with in terms of questioning.  
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Interviewee 20 
Coding Ref: 030311NE 
Location: Humbbie, Scotland – Company 
estate  
Date: 03.03.2011 
Time: 11:00 
Duration of interview: 39 mins 14 secs 
Interviewer: JC 

 
Interviewee: AB 
Gender: M 
Employment Status: Employee 
Familial Relationship: Non 
Firm Age: 17 
Firm Size: 6 
Primary Industry: Events

Transcription: 

AB: Now answer machine in on, and it’s silent. =  

JC: = Okay, perfect. Thank you. Okay, so (7.8) I asked ehm (1.2) I asked Fiona next door in what way 
she would like to be perceived in the company, by those that aren’t (0.8) in the family, and she 
told me. Ehm (1.4) Being a non-family member in the company, how do you perceive (0.8) the 
family element? 

AB: ((laughs)) In terms of how I describe Fiona when it comes to it (0.7) is eh... you know, she’s the 
Chief Executive if you like. I mean we don’t really have, have titles, so (1.2) you know the family 
are the, ((quieter more serious)) are the decision makers, but we are a very small (1.4) small 
company, we discuss most things. 

JC: But if there’s a decision to be made = 

AB: = If there’s a decision to be made then, you know, there’s usually a collective discussion. I mean 
I, as I said this is quite a funny business, I mean I:::: I’ve been here an awful long time and do the 
accounts, you know, have the financial information, I’m not a checked signatory, but (0.5) I you 
know, decide, or take a view when some of the bills are paid, so you I’m very close to the 
decisions, the decision-making (0.7) process. = 

JC: = and there’s no (1.3) do you feel there’s ever any kind of ceiling as to the information that you 
get? 

AB: Erm: there has been in the past, and there probably still, (1.1) there probably still is. It’s a bit, it’s 
a bit grey, you know, it’s to do with assets that are owned out with the business. Eh (3.1) You 
know, [JC: Private dealings.] family issues ((hesitant)).  

JC: So, in that respects then, from your perspective, would you say that everyone in the organisation 
is treated equally, essentially, regardless of family or non-family? 

AB: (7.4) No, I mean family comes, (3.7) family comes first, but perhaps that’s not been in (5.2) in 
terms of the day-to-day operation of the business, but in terms of how, you know, the whole, 
which is family and business, go forward. If you, if you (1.9) you know.  

JC: Okay, but in terms of, say it was your individual goals like what you wanted to achieve in the 
business, or any other non-family member, do you think they are taken into account? (2.6) Or do 
you think they are pushing for, or that the business is pushing for this idea of employment for the 
family and furtherment for the family? 

AB: (4.1) Eh, (11.2) I’m just trying to think how best to, how best to describe it. (7.1) You know, I 
think it comes to, you know, trying to work out what the (3.7) what the aspirations are of the, of 
the (2.9) family members, you know, of this particular business (1.2) are. So, you know, I know 
you’re covered by confidentiality, but you know (3.1) there’s a young, there’s a business history is 
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that the parents started off this business, Fiona maybe explained this, eh:: parents started the 
business Fiona are her brother took over the business when they were ready to retire. Cranked 
the business up (3.6) by:: like Topsy, without a plan as such. The business just grew, provided a 
good service, etc, etc. Eh:: for various reasons Fiona’s health, market conditions, (2.1) the 
business has contracted, peoples aspirations have, you know, in terms of, you know, whether the 
business is something they want to develop long term or, eh:: you know, just keep going, I think 
we’ve now reached the stage where, you know, we are, a::: small company with limited, (1.4) 
limited aspirations in terms of development, we don’t want, probably don’t want to be here for 
15-20 years, sell the business, so we’re, (1.2) you know, we’re a business that has a life. (2.3) 
Which probably has a maximum life of, eh you know, however long the directors want, (1.7) you 
know, want to be running, running the business. Because (3.6) the existence of the business is 
intertwined with ownership of land. Which is owned by more than, or people have an interest in 
it further than the 2 family members who are running the, running the company. So it’s [JC: It 
makes it quite tricky] it’s very, you know, it’s very tricky and in terms of, you know, a family 
business that is, (4.1) you know, works in a factory, runs out of a factory or runs out of a shop, 
eh:: (2.1) you can be building up an asset that has, that has worth, (1.9) you know, you could see 
a sort of a progression all over the place, but you can see a progression building up, so that the 
business asset is, (2.3) it could be the pension plan, you know, you sell that when you get to 65. 
We’ve got a situation where, the business asset is land and buildings, [JC: Yeah it does make it a 
bit more complicated.] And, you know, so you can’t, (3.6) you know, you can’t sort of build up 
something (2.1) that can’t be sold on without impacting on the sort of wider family, which is, you 
know, eh: (2.7) the premises that we’re in, the land that we use for our activities. So, (6.2) I’m not 
quite sure what your question was, but it just means that at some stage family takes priority 
((carefully said)) [JC: Yes, that’s what it was hankering on.] Priority over, (2.8) over you know, 
what the business may require.  

JC: How long have you been here? 

AB: 15 years. [JC: 15?] ((laughs)) I think ((looking at year charts on the wall)) [JC: Yes, I just caught the 
wall, seen the years, it’s quite a good system.]. Yeah. 

JC: So, when decisions are made, we spoke of like when decisions are made and you maybe could be 
involved in the decision you tend to have a collective, kind of meeting, who, (1.2) where does the 
final say lie with things like task allocation, who does what, who deals with what, where the 
autonomy goes with certain things? = 

AB: = Phw::: We’re sort of quite a collective, you know, at, we will decide what requires to be done a 
who will do it, and sometimes, you know, I will do it, sometimes (1.0) Fiona will do it, in terms of 
she and I sharing the responsibilities in, for administration, for sales, (2.3) quoting, that sort of 
thing. Certain business development issues I may take on (1.2) board or she may take on (1.3) 
board. Issues that (3.4) you know are, (2.4) you know (3.1) critical to the company Fiona will 
normally do because that’s her position, you know. 

JC: Would you volunteer for, for something? Would you, if you were having the discussion likes of 
this, something needs to be done. [AB: Oh, yeah.] Then you would say ‘okay I can do that 
because’... whatever reason that is. 

AB: Yeah, absolutely, yeah, I mean that is, I mean I’ve (2.8) produced various plans over the years for 
the business, and they’ve been, .hhhhh you know, said ‘that’s a good plan but we’ll, you know, 
we’ll just jog along’. 

JC: Where, actually physically, where do these discussions take place? 

AB: In the premises. 
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JC: In the office? 

AB: Yeah. 

JC: And everyone’s involved? 

AB: Ehm::: Myself, Stewart, co-directors, Fiona, and another co who is the (2.6) ehm:: (2.3) company 
secretary, so we sometimes have decisions, discussions there are sometimes other meetings that 
will involve the other 2 members of staff, Jen who’s part-time, who’s also in the family but not a 
director, eh:: and there’s another part-time guy who works outside with, with Stewart, so here in 
terms of what needs to be done, eh: decisions eh:: and sort of task allocation we might have a 
meeting of all of the 5 sort of day-to-day staff, we may have other meetings that involve, which, 
might be (3.1) pushing towards the more strategic of which might involve Fiona, Edward the 
uncle, myself and possibly Stewart. So, you know, there’s 2 levels, so that’s how it works.  

JC: See, it’s obviously, the project’s looking at the side of the family, and it’s the family element the 
family influence on the business, and that’s what differentiates family businesses from other 
forms of businesses, ehm (4.0) what’s you instinctive answer in terms of say how does having a 
family element involved influence the running of the business? 

AB: Eh:: what I (5.2) what I say to lots of people and to (2.1) Fiona and Stewart is, (3.3) given the 
background I have you should never really work for a family business, because, ((laughs)) because 
of what I said earlier, you know. That the family, you know, if push, when push comes to shove 
it’s the family loyalty that tends to override the decision (1.8) making process. Eh:: because (1.9) 
you, (2.8) there’s not sort of, (1.9) in this particular business there’s perhaps not a, you know, 
there’s not a clear objective in terms of an end, and end-game. You know, wrap the business up, 
sell it on, it’s just a case of, you know, we’ve got quite a, you know, this is a life-style business, 
(1.7) you know, it’s fun, that’s why I’m still here. Plus if an event goes well, you know, you get a 
great buzz.  

JC: Do you think people in the surrounding area, or people that know the company have a warmth 
towards the company because of the family element? The reason I’m saying that is because it 
was something that Fiona mentioned, probably feel there’s a connection? 

AB: (1.7) Yes, I mean I think people are, or some people are quite, you know, interested to know how 
we’re doing, you know, that we’re here, there are opportunities for the few, you know, young 
kids in the area to be, you know, our casual, our casual staff. Which is great cash in hand, my kids 
have done it, you know, when, before they went, you know, disappeared, they’re friends have 
helped us out in the past, they’ve had good fun and they’ve earned some, some money. So yeah, 
I mean there is, there is a warmth, but you know, we’re, ehm (2.1) you know, (obviously) there’s 
a couple of signs directing folk to here, we’re not a pay-and-play venue, you know, we’re private 
by appointment only venue, so you know, we’re not right in the top, I think, of peoples minds, 
because they’re not (0.9) coming to do things here (0.9) themselves very often. But, people know 
about us and like us. I think there is a warmth, and there’s a warmth because, Fiona’s family have 
been here, not forever and a day, but 150 years ((laughs)). 

JC: They’re a kind of solid part of the community. 

AB: Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

JC: Do you think, not do you think actually, in 15 years then you must have seen some advantages of 
being in a family business and some disadvantages or issues. [AB: Ya ((laughs))] How, (2.1) or 
what are the main advantages [AB: well the main...] or what would you consider an advantage? 
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AB: The main advantage for me working with this business is, (2.1) I suppose is partially the family 
nature of it, but also the (1.4) size of the business. It allowed me (2.1) a lot of flexibility when the 
kids were still at school and I was involved in transporting kids, so you know, working in a, you 
know, initially Fiona and I worked out of this office together, you know. With one computer, you 
know, so, you know, we moved round, you know, when the music started I would do some stuff 
on the computer and she would be on the phone, then, you know. [JC: move.] So, so flexibility is 
very very important, it’s one of the reasons for staying here. (3.7) The nature of my involvement 
and working relationship with Fiona, you know, although not a decision maker, you know, you 
know, very open, (2.1) you know, (2.8) despite certain limitations very open exchange of 
information so, you know, so I can say (3.1) anything, anything I like, so, so ,so that, you know, 
that’s, you know, positive. The negative is that, at some stage, you know, if I, (1.6) you know, 
trying to think, how do we develop (3.2) the business ehm:: as a group, there will be a ceiling 
where, you know, I have to say, well, you know, this is what I think you should do, but, you know, 
eh:::, you know, I can’t say we’ll do this. ((quietly, carefully)) [JC: This is what’s happening] Yeah, 
so that’s (2.8) you know.  

JC: Do you think, about the openness you were talking about, do you think that’s come with time, or 
has that always been the case the whole 15 years? 

AB: (4.3) I think it’s pretty much always been there. I mean the nature of, you know the nature of 
what I, (2.6) what I, you know, (2.1) hopefully offer to the business. (3.9) You know I was sort of 
between jobs, doing a bit of consultancy, answered an ad in the shop for someone to come in 
and answer the phones, help Fiona out, because there was a big series of events where a client, 
(3.4) so I came in initially to answer the phones. And by the end of the first week I was, you know, 
I was pulling together with the spreadsheet for the VAT return. So, you know, (2.7) eh::, you 
know, so from day one, you know, it has been pretty (2.9), you know, it has been pretty open, 
you know, so I never felt, (1.9) you know, excluded. 

JC: That’s quite nice I suppose. I mean it’s quite nice if you want that. Whereas if you want to be the 
one just answering the phones [AB: Yeah.] then that could become a bit too much pressure 
maybe.  

AB: Yep, (3.1) yep. That’s just the way, what I was doing at the time, what I could do here and what 
was needed. 

JC: I know that there’s not maybe a lot of competition in the area in terms of events management in 
the same field. Obviously there’s competition in terms of what, people come here for an event 
they might choose to do something completely different as well, especially with the city being 
here. Do you think the family element, (1.7) strengthens of weakens this kind of competitive 
element of the business, from a business strategy perspective? If you like. 

AB: Eh::: Well it comes back to aspirations essentially. I mean we’ve talked (4.1) on many occasions 
about, you know, my weakness; Fiona’s weakness is going out cold-calling, sales. We’ve talked a 
bit often about, about that. And (7.1) we’re recognising that, (3.1) you know, for parts of our 
market, our competition is based throughout Scotland, the travel companies that we deal with 
can take people to us, or they can take people to Perthshire, they can take, you know, you know, 
so there’s a lot of competition. Our, eh::: so there’s a weakness in terms of, (2.1) you know, our 
willingness to, you know, say we want to ramp the business up, which means, going out to sell, 
develop new products, you know, i.e. we’re, with a limited aspiration, constrained by, (1.9) you 
know, the family, you know, (2.1) we’ll just (3.1) go and we’ll see, go on as before and we’ll let 
the business grow, diversify by happenstance, we’ve moved from (1.2) cooperate  clients, serving 
by the hotel which used to be in the middle of our land existed, that was the reason why the 
business started. We’ve developed by word-of-mouth and reputation a service to the travel 
market, eh:: increasing competition we’ve found in that field, and budgets being, you know, 
severely restricted at the moment, fortunately we’ve developed a line in weddings down in the 
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barn. So, you know, that, but that’s (1.9) it’s not really developed, you know, [JC: By design.] by a 
plan, by a design, it’s just they’ve come along and (4.1) [JC: we can do it.] we’ve been okay. Staff 
have moved on, you know, when we had more staff, staff have moved on and not been replaced 
rather than, you know, (3.7) at one point we were I think 6 permanent employees. You know, 
they came in as we grow, but they’ve moved on and not been replaced, so, we came back 
without need for much intervention.  

JC: If you’re doing different things all the time, and I (4.6) hesitate to say haphazard but in a kind of 
organic way [AB: yeah, I think that’s a better way of putting it.]. What, how, is there any 
performance measurement, or ways of keeping performance standards?  

AB: Eh:: (12.3) Yeah, I mean I think we all, (7.3) I think the , (2.5) you know, the standard comes from, 
eh:: (4.7) I think it comes from Fiona’s lead really, I mean we want to do the, you know, we wan 
to do the best job we can, eh:: (3.1) whatever it is, you know whether it’s, you know, a simple 
sub-contract arrangement, or whether it’s a wedding or whether its an activity event where, 
where we have a more, you know, a much more hands on role. We just have a sort of, a 
philosophy, you know, that we are essentially nice people, we want to give our guests a good 
time, we don’t want staff, again whether they’re causal, one-off staff going around with their 
face tripping themselves, so, you know, in terms of the performance standard, whatever we do, 
we want our guests to be leaving, waving to us, remembering us, saying that they had a good, a 
good time, and meaning it. So, you know, that’s what we, that’s what we’re always striving to 
achieve rather than some sort of tick-box measure. [JC: yeah, exactly.] You know, it’s a feel, [JC: 
Probably in this industry that wouldn’t do much good, you know, tick-boxing, too much 
bureaucracy.] Yeah. 

JC: Eh. Ideas for things, you know it’s, you know I’m interested in this aspect of knowledge in the 
company and how it moves and how it gets used. So ideas for things, whether it be just, not 
necessarily strategy but individual events, you know, ‘I’ve got an idea that we can do for this 
event’ or anything like that. Do they move freely, or how [AB: Yeah] how do they move? Say for 
example you had an (2.7) idea for specific, a wedding that was coming up, and it was to make it 
more interesting or = 

AB: = Yeah, yeah, how we do things, any of us throw in and if we, you know, if it’s a slightly different 
way of setting something up or, err:: (1.2) how we run the event or how we time it then 
someone’s gonna say, why not do it this way and even if it’s not the way we’ve always done it, 
you know, if if, you know, we as a group think it will work, you know, then we’ll give it a go. You 
know, we’re not high-bound. It may well be that Fiona or her brother will say, ‘no we’ve always 
done it this way so.’ But, you know. 

JC: Would the same got for the (2.1) the casual staff? 

AB: Probably, (3.7) probably not, but the likelihood it that they would chip away, you know f they’re 
regular casual staff and they’ve got a good idea  they would, they would chip away at, you know, 
whether it’s Stuart or Davie or Jen, you know, so over a period if they convinced them then, you 
know, you know, the more regular employee, or the full-time or the part-time employee would, 
(1.9) you know, well ‘Joe Bloggs is saying why not do it, do it this way’. We used to set up the 
Quad course (1.9) one way, and then for a big event we had a sub-contractor in and I think in 
discussion the sub-contractors must have said, ‘why not do this?’, you know it was a long time 
ago (1.2) in terms of start-finish line on the circuit. So, (2.8) we’ve done that forever and a day, so 
that’s an example, here somebody showed us a suggestion to a different way of doing 
something. [JC: That’s what it takes.] You know, it’s quite a simple thing really. (2.3) Yep. 

JC: Would you say, ehm: (3.7) just as a general feel, including casual staff, the whole organisation at 
any point, I know you ramp up in the summer and then down in the winter, but say at its highest 
point, do people speak freely? (2.8) Is there a communication amongst everyone? 
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AB: Y::::::: yes, you know it depends, it depends on the number, it depends on the experience, it 
depends on the event, so I think, you know, yes there’s reasonably good communication, but 
there’s a, (2.7) you know, for a big event there may be a lot of first timers that just have to take 
the lead from another casual employee. But, you know, we do the things of pairing people up, 
teaming eh:: people, you know, people in an activity event, it could be a, you know a function 
kind of, you know, (3.6) so there is, you know, opportunity for everyone to, (3.7) you know, (1.9) 
to ask questions approach people, you know, that sort of thing, but at some stage and I’m 
probably, (4.1) you know, the most guilty, at some stage you’ve got to say to people on a 3 hour 
event, (2.1) you know, ‘don’t ask any questions, this is what we want you to do, get on and do it. 
Because, you know, this group of people will be away from us in 3 hours, eh, there’re already 
here, you know, just do it’. [JC: Get on with it, yeah.] 

JC: Are there any formal structures in terms of communication? (1.2) Is there things like, (2.1) maybe 
not for yourself if you’ve been here 15 years, but for maybe the casual staff or other staff, any 
kind of development programme, something that’s set out in a structured format? 

AB: No, I mean it’s, (3.7) I mean we try to make it clear on a particular event who the event manager 
is, you know, so the event manager will do the briefing, (4.1) you know, and you know if there 
are questions during the event, you know, you come to me or to Fiona, whoever has conducted 
the briefing . If there are technical issues then, (2.1) about an event, then you know people will 
know that it’s Stuart or his colleague Davie that will deal with that particular issue, if it’s first aid 
issues, you know, and it’s a big event, you know. So there are aspects like that, you know, that we 
do cover in a briefing, you know, but it’s not, you know, here’s the sheet go and [JC: Go and 
memorise it.] go and memorise it and you’ll be asked questions later, we don’t work like that, 
(3.1) except on the very biggest events and then we do produce a sheet, which the casual staff 
sometimes read, sometimes don’t. 

JC: If, just as a, and this may go off on a tangent but it’s interesting. Say casual staff and they were 
really interested in getting involved with events management, and they really wanted to try their 
hand at managing an event, you know one of the smaller events or something, would they be 
able to, or would they be able to become involved? 

AB: Eh::: (4.1) Yeah, I mean, I think, you know, that certainly has happened in the past. Ehm::: (2.6) 
Perhaps when levels of activity were, were greater. Eh:: so, you know, take more of a lead role on 
a smaller, smaller event, you know I think the way we are at the moment that’s unlikely to, to, to 
happen, (2.5) just because I don’t think the opportunities will be there. Ehm (7.4) you know, but 
you know, given, (3.1) given the nature of casual staff, you know, some are here today and gone, 
gone, gone ((stutter)) tomorrow, you know, there’s perhaps limited, you know, limited 
opportunities to say, you know, ‘you go and run this particular event’, but it could happen, [JC: 
But it’s open.] It’s open.  

JC: In terms of all the questions or set kind of themes I wanted to cover, we’ve been through 
everything, there’s one final thing I wanted to ask or just hear your opinion on. Ehm: (2.6) would 
you advise anyone to work with a family company? 

AB: ((laughs)) Well I’ve sort of really covered that so, which is slightly tongue-in-cheek. Ehm, yes as 
an employee there’s no reason why not, to work for a::: (3.1) a family, a family company. But I 
think, you know, (8.3) you have to go in, I think with you’re, (3.2) with your eyes open. And it may 
well depend at what, at what level you’re joining a company, I mean what size of company it is, 
eh:: because, you know, (5.8) you know, what you’re aspirations are, you know, are you just 
wanting to get a job to see you though, or are you wanting to influence the business, you know, if 
you’re up towards, you know, director or, you know, if you’re involved in the managing, or, you 
know, the decision making process to some degree. (3.5) I mean, (4.8) I’ve got a background of 
having worked for the Scottish development agency, so, you know, I have, (2.9) you know, (3.7) 
before this 15 years here, I’ve seen family business, awareness of family businesses that, you 



200 

 

know, dad takes it on, granddad takes it, ((corrected speech)) granddad starts it, dad carries it on, 
and then you know, the son ends up taking it to the next stage which is, you know, 
administration and insolvency because he’s (3.1) you know, incompetent. (6.3) You know, so 
there’s many reasons why a family business might have problems. You know, not recognising the 
lack of capability of the final decision maker, whether that’s a generational thing or [JC: It can be.] 
it can be. Eh:::: and then, you know, if you go to work for a family business and your thinking ‘well 
this is a job for 20 years’, well just check out the, you know, what the aspirations are (2.4) of the 
owners, because, you know, (2.6) they might not match your own aspirations, they might sell out 
or just close the business.  

JC: There’s a, I think it a Chinese philosophy, that says it can only every last 3 generations [AB: right], 
then that’s not like nobodies faults it just get diluted so much that it only ever lasts 3 generations 
and then that’s when it will go, (3.1) it will go into administration or it will go bust. 

AB: Yeah. 

JC: It’s quite interesting because then you see so many case studies and so many instances of that 
actually happening , you wonder why, but it just runs out. [AB: Yeah, yep, yep] Out of steam. 

AB: Yeah, I mean, I think, I think that’s so. I mean you see it round here in eh:: (3.5) farming circles, 
you know classic family, family business, and you know it gets to the just maybe, you know, (2.7) 
is probably is, maybe 2 families that are probably 3

rd
, 3

rd
 generation (4.1) and you know, both you 

know, once it came down to it, 2, you know, 2 sons who are gonna take the business on then, 
you know, there’s a conflict of, of (3.1) ability, and there’s a big asset, so do you split the asset or 
does you know, or does one son carry on with the family firm, while another other son, you 
know, who still wants to be a farmer, has to go elsewhere. [JC: It’s difficult.] Because there’s a 
conflict, not in ability, but you know, just in who’s going to be (weedeted). It’s like the Archers. 
((laughs)). So that’ll be interesting to (3.7) see how your, what you gonna come up with.  

JC: Yes, well thank you very much.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

Field notes: AB sat very comfortably in his office with a log fire behind him. He seemed very 

happy to be speaking about his time in the company, however, it was noted that he, in a jokey 

way, mentioned the confidentiality of the interview. In fact this happened 3 times, before, 

during and after. The amount of time he tries to confirm by using “you know”, a if it would be 

obvious to me what he meant is interesting, also interesting is the care he takes when speaking 

about the family, but heightened confident when discussing the business, noted in particular 

with the amount of breaks is speech during these periods. AB appeared to feel that he was fully 

embedded in the decision-making process of the company, however, when discussion the 

future, his feeling of helplessness to the desires of the family element were clear. He is proud of 

the fact that he has been with the company 15 years, but the distinction between him and the 

family is clear.  
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Interviewee 21 
Coding Ref: 080811NE 
Location: Edinburgh, Scotland – Company 
offices 
Date: 08.08.2011 
Time: 09:40 
Duration of interview: 29 mins 15 secs 
Interviewer: JC 

 
Interviewee: NM 
Gender: M 
Employment Status: Employee 
Familial Relationship: Non 
Firm Age: 6 
Firm Size: 4 
Primary Industry: Financial

Transcription: 

JC: Oakie doke, ehm, first of all is, you’re working with [company name], how do you perceive the, 

the running of that company? When you think of say Max or his step-mother, how do you, how 

do you think of them, are they the managers of the organisation, or, or, (1.5) yeah, in your own 

words, how would you perceive them? 

NM: Well, they’re the, obviously they’re the founders of the company and the owners. So, ehm, 

they’re the ones that actually, the, eh, overall control, eh, the overall situation, so, (1.2) they 

have the final say with, in terms of, ehm, how will I put it, in terms of financial, you know, they 

will look after all the, ehm, (1.1) the compliance and the, the commissions, that’s what they look 

after. But the agreement is, I’m pretty much on my own, you know, I’m self sufficient, I don’t 

have to rely on any business coming from them James. So, ehm, so that works, about, to answer, 

I wouldn’t see them as a, it’s like a franchise really, I’m looking at him as the main conductor in 

this. Like checking regularly, he’s not picky.  

JC: Okay, well, say if there was any, any changes that they wanted to make to their side of the 

business, do they, do they communicate that with you at all? Is there any, like = 

NM: = Yeah, they would do.  

JC: How, how would that happen? 

NM: (1.6) Well, we’re in there, ever week we would meet up. You know, have a, have a meeting in 

the office. For, for Max to give any changes. See, because we’re highly regulated for the, for the 

mortgages, all the changes would probably come from the, the FSA. Pulling it back in, or the, 

ehm, from internal compliance, ehm, (2.1) officers. So, anything that is to be changed would, 

would have to be implemented pretty much as quickly as possible, ehm, any other changes that, 

you know, it depends in all, if, it’s, not so much help but identifying needs to the clients to give 

them the most appropriate mortgage to, to fit in with their requirements. So, the way, the way 

that I sell a mortgage is really the way that, the best I find it’s, well, the best for me and the best 

for my client.  

JC: Yeah, so it’s quite, it’s quite individual then, everything is individual down to you as opposed to, 

you know, how the, how [company name] work? 

NM: Well obviously they’ve got the, there is a close process to follow. Procedures in place to follow, 

but in terms of, ehm, I mean we get, we get audit days and we get monitored, observed 

regularly. So, you know, ehm, that’s us basically, I mean, when you’re on your own, you’re on 
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your on and that’s it. Obviously the, the working with a family, ehm, or working as a franchise, I 

think you, I, mentioned working relations is a good way to put it, as well, it’s that you’ve always 

got their backing, you know. Ehm, but you really have to stick to their, if they say to do it that 

way, you really have to do it that way.  

JC: Do they do anything in the way of monitoring that? So they monitor at all what, what it is that 

you do through their business? 

NM: (1.0) Well, yeah. Obviously they’ve got, ehm, procedures to follow in terms of, ehm, (1.3) how 

we go about, you know, ehm, (1.5) I mean for likes of a mortgage there’s, you know, there’s eh, 

there’s documents that have to be issued, eh, to, to keep the buyer James, so yes, there is 

procedures in place to follow, and that’s, that’s followed up checks, and anyway, at the end of 

the day, (2.1) if I’m giving advice and, eh, getting paid for it then Max is, Max and Sue are wholly 

responsible for that advice because they’re, they’re technically, you know, authorising me to act 

on behalf of the company. So, they, they wont officially pay me, eh, when we do work we get 

paid in cashels, right, they wouldn’t pay me until a file is 100% correct.  

JC: Right, right, I see, so there is still that kind of overarching, (1.2) you’re doing it, I don’t want to say 

you’re doing it in their name basically, but they are attached to whatever you do? 

NM: Yeah, exactly. It’s like working with the Halifax brand or the HSBC, you’re effectively on your 

own. They can’t monitor you every day, every hour. But they given you the advice to, the 

guidelines to follow, if you don’t follow them, it’s, you know, (2.3) it’s, they’ll guide you so, as 

much as they can, but if you don’t then, you’re not going to get crucified for it, but it’s going to, 

you know, you don’t get remedial work to say, ‘well, you forgot to maybe get a passport for this 

one, you know, that’s fine, it’s not happening every time, but, next time we’ll maybe give it, we’ll 

maybe check, you know’, every style of passport took too long. 

JC: Hm, so it’s just a, to keep it in check more, it’s not like a kind of control, some kind of control over 

what’s going on. 

NM: I mean you can’t check every file, because I mean it’s ends up quite a lot.  

JC: Yeah, yeah. What, in terms of it being a, the family aspect, it being Max and his step-mother, do 

you think that plays any influence at all on what goes on?  

NM: In terms of, influence on what? 

JC: Ehm, influence on just how things are run.  

NM: Well I don’t really, I don’t know a lot. I mean, I’m a sole trader so I work for myself. So, I, (1.3) I 

wont have any impact or any say in what they do. In what they pay themselves or, how they, if 

they want to expand, or if they want to bring in more advisors. That’s nothing to do with us, I just 

work for myself. I’m agreed that I just work on my own, I just get on with it. Obviously if they, if, 

you know, eh, we meet regularly to discuss, ehm, (2.4) any issues, any, you know, we do have to 

meet regularly. But the over running of it is run by [company name] themselves so I don’t have 

any impact. I’m, I’m not a shareholder or anything.  
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JC: Right okay, okay I see. What, what, in that case what if you wanted to expand what you were 

doing, or you wanted to make some significant, maybe strategic changes to what you were doing, 

how easy would that be, working under the [company name] banner? 

NM: Ehm, I mean to make a, to make a big difference to the company, well, I can’t really go any 

further because, we’ve agreed a commission split that, they, and you wouldn’t get anything that 

is much better than that. The only way for me to move forward would be to, to leave the 

company and to set up myself directly in opposition.  

JC: Right, okay, so you’d need to expand literally for yourself as opposed to expand the business 

within. 

NM: Yeah, I mean I, I couldn’t really, the only way I could make a difference and maybe develop the 

business would be to bring in more, (1.6) more clients for myself. Again, it’s controlling these 

clients, you know, if I was getting, (1.1) if it was becoming really, really busy you’d probably have 

to, you know, have to recruit somebody to work with me. You know a salary. And that’s 

expensive, in this current climate, then, you know, and really, you don’t want to be having (1.8) 

massive overheads, you just want to be covering your costs. 

JC: No, that, that could be seen as a bit of a luxury that, that’s maybe not needed just now. = 

NM: = Well, if you’re losing all, if your losing any money per month, you know, you’ve also got the, 

the issue of looking at, like Max will be looking over his shoulder and spending more time with 

that, you’re losing the amount of time you have, you know, furthering the business, because your 

having to look over, you know, what that person’s doing, is it right, is it wrong, having to train 

them. But possibly [company name] would train them up, to achieve their standard, but. It’s a 

very much personal service,  when we, when we do a mortgage, and we do also like a pension 

and things, ehm, it’s like, it’s like servicing a car, the mechanic wold tick off the boxes in the box, 

but then say I’ve serviced it and then say to you James, ‘right go and do a report on that car’, 

you’d say, well, you know, ‘what would I say’, it’s just, you know, you’re quicker and better just, 

you know, doing it yourself quickly. 

JC: Yeah, yeah, just getting on with it. Do you, when you’re speaking with clients, when you’re trying 

to get maybe potential clients in, do you explain, eh, the situation at [company name]? Do you 

explain, you know, what, you’re working under the banner of them maybe, and that = 

NM: = Yeah, you have to do that. It’s a disclosure issue. You’ve got to be up front from the start with 

these clients, you know, they’ve got to know what they’re buying off you. So they can’t come 

back again. You know, you have to explain your status, if you’re independent or if you’re, if 

you’re not, if you’re tied to certain, you know some brokers you’ll find that they’re tied to a set 

thing, you know to certain lenders. So, you have to, put, you have to give your status right at the 

initial start so that they know exactly where they are.  

JC: Do you ever mention to any one that it’s a, a family business, a family, a family enterprise that 

you’re with? 

NM: Ehm, it’s not really any of their business. No, I mean if they ask about it, you know, what is the 

backing of [company name], then you can really, you can give them a bit of history. If it’s 

somebody you know then yeah, I mean you tend to find that if you’re doing this business a lot of 
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your clients are friends of family, word of mouth, so there tends to be that personal, you know, 

(1.2) that more sort of personal touch that, eh, so you can tell them that, you know, they might 

ask, who, who owns it, you know, and you’ll hear that I know of them, or I don’t know them. You 

know. But that’s really not, you know, you can tell them that, about, you know, you can tell them 

about the company, to then go on to say it’s a family owned business, it’s not really, what, you 

know, eh, (2.1) making the person, you know, making the final decision to want to go with you.  

JC: Oh, I see right, it’s not the defining factor of, of what’s going on.  

NM: It’s actually irrelevant.  

JC: Yeah. Okay. What, in terms of, you know, your, your ideas, and your plans, see if you seen 

something that [company name] were doing and you maybe thought it could be done differently, 

is there any, any way that you could maybe put that forward? Say if you had a fresh idea for 

something, or moving into a different market, or a slightly different market. Is that an option that 

would be available? 

NM: It would be in the sense that, you know, that, if [company name] think that it would take them 

to the next level or bring some kind of business then, I would, I would expect that they would, 

that they would listen to it. (1.7) But technically, I mean technically Max is a competitor of mine, 

because he’s doing mortgages as well.  

JC: See that, that’s quite interesting, yeah actually, that, that, okay you’re working, ehm, under their 

banner, but you are competing with them. Does it, has there ever been, is there ever any kind of 

tension because of that, or any, any kind of situations happen? 

NM: There’s not, there’s no tension or anything like that. It’s a massive market, ehm, mortgages, but 

ehm, we tend to find agreement, you know. It’s relaxed. Max is, ehm, he’ll do mortgages and, 

you know, if, if he’s going on holiday he would say, ‘could you look after this client’, and you know 

it’s very much relaxed and there’s no, there’s no tension, there’s no, ehm, aggravation or 

anything that would. But (1.1) I dare say, if we’re both doing the same, if clients were shopping 

around, ehm, they may think, in a complete coincidental way, you know, it’s never happened, but 

they might come across Max, and see me the following day. And I would say that Max would 

probably say, ‘look, we’re working for the same company, just use Neil’. (2.3) Because it works, 

you know if I get referred, eh, you know, and they wanted to do pensions and investments, I 

would probably, in most case pass it on to Max anyway. So it works both ways. But technically we 

are competitors, ehm, (2.1) I would be thinking Max would be maybe, you know, thinking of 

ideas to build the mortgage business, you know, thinking of ideas, thinking of strategies to (1.4) 

benefit me.  

JC: So it is like you’re technically competing, but not really. You’re helping out each other at points as 

well. 

NM: Well I’m helping Max out, you know, because he’s obviously earning off me. And I’m earning off 

Max. But ehm, the more that more that I do the more he gets. So his incentive really should be to 

try and push on, but at the same time you can only do so much per day.  

JC: Yeah. How long have you worked, eh, with Max? 
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NM: Eh, 2 years (2.5) since May, so it’ll be 2 years, 2 or 3 months.  

JC: Good good. Ahm, even though, if it came to it, this is completely hypothetical situation, but if it 

came to it that they wanted to maybe expand the business, would you, would you be quite happy 

to kind of go along with them?  

NM: Yes.  

JC: Yeah. Keep moving forward.  

NM: Yeah, that’ll not impact on me, because if he brought in 5 or 6 advisors then (1.9) that’ll have no 

impact because I don’t rely on them for any admin support, any telephone support. I feel like, 

initially I worked at, ehm, in the office ehm, (2.4) I was there employed for about 10 years, so I 

was constantly stuck to the 9 to 5, 9 to 5, but the job that we do and the level of business that we 

bring in, you don’t have to be sitting at a desk 9 to 5. As long as your phone’s on catching the 

business and calls, ehm, I know I missed your calls, but, ehm, you know, you can get back to 

clients. And you find that most clients want to, you know, bring that, that they would prefer to be 

seen at a time that suits them, you know post to working hours because they’re under pressure 

at work as well.  

JC: Yeah definitely, and that’s, it was possible with a, I was at the office on, on Wednesday, with a 

smaller office like that it doesn’t take a lot to just quickly open it up. If you had to, you know, 

have a face-to-face meeting with someone.  

NM: Well that’s it, it’s available to use for a quick half hour, I’ve got the keys for that, so I can use 

that office at any time. Ehm, (1.1) but a lot of clients ehm, you know, they’ll say to me what 

appointment suits me, because it can balance with my home life with children as well, so you 

know, I can take the kids to school and, you know, suit myself, you know, I control my own diary, 

is what I want to say.  

JC: Yeah, that’s ideal, ideal. What ehm, (1.3) and thinking about eh, plans for the business maybe, if 

something, if something came up and you maybe, you could become a more integral part of the 

business, a more critical part of the business. Would it be something that would interest you? 

NM: If it meant more cash, yes. 

JC: (2.1) And if it became less of a agent of [company name], but more a, a part of [company name], 

like say a partner or, or something like that? 

NM: Ehm, (2.4) it depends, I mean it’s obviously you’ve to look at the risks. You there, it’s the 2 of 

them, if you see what they’ve been doing that’s quite a big move to make. Whereas, it’s maybe 

an option to do it myself, you know, other than specialising, I’d maybe be looking at specialising 

with other mortgage brokers in the area.  

JC: Right, yeah, like building some kind of conglomerate group.  

NM: Yeah.  
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JC: Okay, just, just one kind of last questions or last area that I’d like to talk about. I was just the idea 

of formality and professionalism. Ehm, and now obviously I spoke with Max on Wednesday and 

he said, oh, obviously with financial services it’s deadly important that you need to have a 

professional face for the business. But ehm, but behind that face, the day-to-day activities when 

it’s just eh, the, the workers in the office, what kind of level of formality is there? 

NM: (2.7) You mean away from the more professional, the shirt and tie, to the day-to-day? 

JC: Yeah, away from the client face. 

NM: What would we do, how do we operate, how do we work? 

JC: Yeah.  

NM: Ehm, (3.1) it’s, it’s, it’s a good point actually, because you’re always having to, I mean obviously 

you, you’re advising, in my case, in Max’s case, Max is in pensions, but I’m doing mortgages, so, 

ehm, throughout the years both of our jobs is client based, so you’re, you’re eh, out in the public, 

open to exposure to anything really. I suppose it’s like footballers and things, you know, you’re 

out and about, you’re seen. 

JC: Everything’s getting seen, yeah.  

NM: so if you out, you know, for example, say you’re maybe out networking, you’re socialising it’s 

important to, you know, although you’re professional you’re, ehm, at the same time you want to 

basically be sensible and just, you know, have a bit of common sense about it and not get, and 

not have too many drinks that you fall about, you know, in the centre of town, because a client 

might see you and say, ‘oh, I’m not going back to him’. So you have to watch what you do. 

Football matches and things, you know, you have to watch, you know, language and things. 

Because you don’t want to be caught, you know, saying a bad word, because a client could see 

you, because they’ll spot you before you spot them. 

JC: Yeah, exactly, and I think that’s an important points as well. Although = 

NM: = You know, I’ve got children, you know, and it’s just trying to get that, to put that message 

forward, that you know, I am serious about things, I not going to go, you know, shopping with 

kids, you know, running about and things, you know, it gives a bad impression, so, you’re always, 

it’s a good question actually because, I do think of that. Because you want to be, because you 

arrive at a client’s house probably with a (2.3) professional, present, you know, (2.8) a 

presentation, that, you know, you’ve got a shirt and tie on, although it’s mainly open collar thing. 

You try and accommodate to dress how they want you to dress, you know. (1.9) Because they, 

you know, sometimes you might go to a clients house in the middle of Niddire, shirt and tie is, 

you know, not going to sell it, they could be intimidated by that, so.  

JC: You’re putting up a barrier, yeah.  

NM: It’s just, you know, adjusting to that. But I would say that, you know, getting back, to answer the 

question properly, that you’re always wary of, you know, you’re always to look over your 

shoulder and keep your option, you know, be aware of who’s about, because, although your not 

giving professional advice at all times, it’s just about getting a fine balance at the same time.  
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JC: Well this is yeah, and if someone see’s you once and has an opinion of you, it’s very hard to, to 

change that.  

NM: Yeah, and believe me, it happens. You will see clients and they’ll say, ‘oh, I saw you in the street 

that day’, and you forgot about that. (1.7) Because you know James there’s a line and a path that 

you have to argue, because there’s always 2 side to everybody and they’ve always got that little 

edge that will open, you know. But we’re not all perfect, we try and be, but, it could be mostly at 

times that we don’t get caught out or anything. But you’ll find that, in general you find, ehm, 

(2.1) act as sensible as possible and, you know, be as professional as possible. 

JC: Yeah, this is it. You’ve got to live your life as well though. What does, I mean, that’s fairly free 

willed, you know, and working with clients, as I put it, I mean I know you worked with, eh, or I 

know, was it Max that worked with Standard Life before, where there’s maybe rules on that type 

of thing. I’m assuming there’s no rules on anything like that, working under [company name]? 

NM: It’s, it’s, yeah, there’s no rules in place, you know. Yeah, there’s nothing to say that, you know, 

you’ve got to, you know, just be professional and just (1.6) act your age and be, you know, be 

mature.  

JC: Yeah, yeah. Exactly, exactly. 

NM: You know, you don’t want to go away and get arrested for something and, you know, ehm, have 

an impact you know, on your, your, ehm, capability to give advice, you know, so you’ve got to be 

very careful.  

JC: Yeah, yeah. Okay. In terms of just ehm, a very quick last question if you don’t mind, in terms of 

the direction of [company name], ehm, would you say, would you say they’re open to ideas and 

open to things, or do you think they’ve got a plan of what they, of where they want to go? 

NM: Oh, they’re open to ideas, like, they’ll expand, Max is very very careful as to who he actually 

recruits, I respect that. He wouldn’t recruit somebody that he doesn’t know. Eh, he’s recruited 

myself, he’s also got James, you know James? 

JC: Yes, yeah. 

NM: Well he used to work with James. Max knew me for, ehm, years gone by. So, he knew that I’d 

been in a company 10 years, he’d had a look at my sales figures, so he knew what was coming on 

board. I wasn’t just somebody coming in, you know, he looked at my client base, he checked my 

connections out, it was vetted properly, so you know, he knew what was coming on board. But, 

(2.1) eh, what was the question again? 

JC: Oh, it’s just eh, if there was a plan for [company name] do you think the plan would just come 

directly from say Max or his step-mother, but would they be open to ideas?  

NM: It would come directly from them, they would be open, but that wouldn’t be me, I’ve not got a 

share of have shares in the business. For example, can’t say if take anybody on, I can’t say what 

they pay themselves, you know. I can’t say what he does. You know, he’s the overall boss just 

now. I’m not sure what they, what they’re split is, that’s personal, I don’t dare get involved in 



208 

 

that. But, (1.7) I just get on with it, you know, and, I think as you asked at the start, I really work 

for myself, I just use, really using them for, you know, trading. With full respect.  

JC: But you’ve got your own, it’s basically, your own, your own set up, just under their name.  

NM: Yep, that’s it.  

JC: What, ehm, (6.2) sorry, ehm, I think that was pretty much me covered everything, thanks very 

much. What, what you were saying there though was, was very interesting, that they, Max will 

only really think about brining someone in that he knows well and that he trusts, ehm, do you 

think, I mean, there will maybe come a point where you’d have to, say, I don’t know, you could 

term it, take a punt on someone, if he didn’t know them so well, but he needed someone. What, 

do you think that’s a major thing for him, and for [company name] as well, is to always have 

people that you know well and that, that you know their background? 

NM: Well there was someone, I don’t know if he told you, that was someone he took on about a year 

ago, ehm, it didn’t work out, I don’t know what happened, but ehm, she was ehm, came into the 

company, worked from home, never really met her, but you used to see emails, she would copy 

in obviously the whole office, employees, or, what do you want to call them, members of staff 

that, [JC: Yeah, everyone that’s around, yeah.] after a certain time of not getting emails I asked 

what happened to this certain person, he said, ‘oh, she left’, so it never really affected my job 

there and what I was doing. I don’t know what happened there. But, ehm, I don’t, I mean Max 

has obviously got his eh, ultimate aim, his objectives, what he wants to, what he wants to aim 

for, so. Eh, if he wants to expand then obviously, we have to look at this crop, more work 

involved, more risk. But, I think overall he likes to keep it, and keep the company going, it’s 

making money, and ehm, (1.1) I know it’s that if you take a risk on somebody is it worth it. You 

know, at the end of the day is it worth (1.0) the likes of 20 or 30 grand in a year, what’s it going to 

give you, what kind of life skill. So, I thinks that’s, (2.3) I can’t really comment on that, but Max 

probably could answer that question.  

JC: Yeah, it just, it’s interesting that it seems you, you knew him well before joining the company, 

and was James the same, yeah? 

NM: Yeah, James worked with Max at Standard Life.  

JC: Yeah, that’s right he mentioned that last week, yeah.  

NM: Whereas I was, I was 10 years employed with tele-mortgages, so I was, I was there, and, but you 

know, being the likes of us, he would always ask, ‘what you doing’, you know, he knows that I 

know my stuff, because I’ve got mortgages and that’s it so. But ehm, (3.2) he’ll do pensions and 

investments, but he’ll also handle mortgages at the same time.  

JC: No, perfect, I think, I think that’s the key point.  

NM: and so if you’re looking of a mortgage don’t go to Max, come to me James. ((both laugh)) 

JC: You know what, I’ll bare that in mind definitely. Listen, I won’t take up any more of your time, I 

know I’ve probably taken too much already.  
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NM: You know, if you need any help or contacts in the industry just let me know and I’m sure the 

guys will speak to you. 

JC: Listen that’s great. Thank you very much, I appreciate, especially as you’re busy this morning as 

well.  

NM: No I’m just going with the children, it’s actually quite a good day, because they’re off to their 

Granny’s at 11 and I’m going to pop off to see a client and just then dealing with administration.  

JC: The catch-up work, yeah.  

NM: Yep. That’s it. Alright. 

JC: Perfect, have a good day then. 

NM: Goodbye.  

JC: Thanks very much, goodbye.  

 

 

 

 

Field notes:After the interview with MC I was in two minds about this one. I though it could 

either be just the same disappointing responses as MC, or it could provided me with some 

reasoning as to why MC was the way he was. Neither turned out to the be the case. This took a 

while to set up as NM made it clear that he was very busy and did not have a lot of time, but in 

the end a last minute availability from his part meant that I got the interview shortly after the 

one with MC. As can be seen in the interview NM was determined to speak more of the 

industry than of the organisation behaviours of the firm. This came across very clearly in the 

way he continually referred to himself as self-employed and only working under the banner of 

[company name]. However, there were also moments of inconsistency here, where he did see 

himself as a worker under MC. Questions on the family elements were mostly passed off as 

being none of his business, this struck me as odd considering that NM operates as if an 

employee of the firm. Also, NM continually spoke of how little influence he had on the 

direction of the company, giving the impression that he would only offer anything over and 

above his commission payments if there was something definite in return for him. This appears 

to be a pure agency relationship. When digging a little deeper it came to light that MC knew all 

employees in the firm very well before taking them on. This seems to be a trend in his 

workings, and would be in line with him keeping a tight group over which he feels control. 

However, the non-family elements of the firm are kept at a distance due to the commission 

relationship and the self-employed status. In terms of the interview, NM spoke very very 

quickly and it was by far the most difficult interview to transcribe, however, my initial 

disappointment was relieved when the points about the family knowledge being family business 

and the employment of only close connection came to light. This makes the situation in this 

firm far more interesting than on first glance.  
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Interviewee 22 
Coding Ref: 220311NE 
Location: Edinburgh, Scotland – School 
building  
Date: 22.03.2011 
Time: 15:30 
Duration of interview: 35 mins 24 secs 
Interviewer: JC 

 
Interviewee: LW 
Gender: F 
Employment Status: Employee 
Familial Relationship: Non 
Firm Age: 15 
Firm Size: 5 
Primary Industry: Education

Transcription: 

JC: Okay, perfect, ehm, how long have you been working in this business?  

LW: Eh, I’ve been here (0.8) about three and a half years.  

JC: Okay, so quite a substantial time then? = 

LW: = Yeah, certainly in the industry it’s quite a long time in one place. 

JC: Ehm, you’re aware that it is a family business [LW: Oh yeah, yeah.] and there’s relationships 
here? 

LW: Oh yeah, right from the beginning, it was ‘this is a family business’. (1.8) So, yeah. 

JC: How do you perceive the family element of the business, what do you think of, what’s your view 
on them when you think about that family aspect? 

LW: Ehm:::, hmm, interesting, (4.5) I think probably for the fist, (1.8) probably couple of years, ehm, I 
was sort of, there was sort of the family and there was everybody else, if you see what I mean, so 
the, they had to tell everything, they know what they were doing, and and you know, Laurie did 
this, and Jane did this, and Ian did this. And it was, ehm, not, (6.1) I wouldn’t say it was isolated 
but, it sort of seemed like they were the ones who knew what was going on. And because I’ve 
been here for, you know, quite a long time, relatively, actually that’s sort of changed in the last 
year or so, and I actually feel like I’m sort of ‘one of them’. If you like, yeah, yeah. So although 
kind of all along it been, it’s a family business, ehm, (2.3) and that’s kind of, that’s, that’s actually 
also how it’s sold to the students as well, it’s that this is a family business. Ehm, I’ve probably only 
really felt part of the family if you like for sort of about a year or so. (1.8) Yeah. 

JC: What, what changed? 

LW: Not sure, I think it was, ehm, hmm, (4.2) don’t know. Don’t know. It’s probably just sort of, 
access to decisions I think. [JC: That’s interesting.] Yeah, yeah, so beyond the sort of academic 
things, so beyond work if you like. Yeah, so into things like, the building, ehm, other aspect of the 
line = 

JC: = You mean kind of strategic kind of decisions [LW: Yeah, yeah.] or getting to that kind of thing 
anyway. [LW: Ye, Yep. Yeah if you like.] The thing, aside of things like employment contracts and 
employments rights, [LW: hmm.] do you think everyone’s treated equally in the business? 

LW: .hhh Well I think, hmm, (2.4) given the, given the industry that we’re in it’s quite a sort of 
notoriously sort of a, (3.1) transient workforce. Like, people always come and go, and that’s kind 
of, you know, people come for 6 months and that’s... If somebody stays for longer than that then 
it’s sort of unusual. Ehm, ehm, and, and, so here the way it works, that we have people we’d like 
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to keep, ehm, because they’re the right kind of teacher, if you like, but most people don’t get a 
permanent contract, or in fact a contract of any sort of specified duration, but there are 2 of us 
that have got contracts, rather than (2.6) from one year to the next. [JC: Continuous, yeah.] And 
then everyone else is on sort of a, if you like an open thing, so when there’s, [JC: casual.] yeah, 
when there’s work there’s work. And then the two of us, we’re here all the time regardless of 
which work there is. 

JC: Do you think things like maybe, I don’t know, maybe your individual goals, or any ambitions that 
you want to do, within the company or out-with the company, career-wise ambitions, are they 
taken into account? 

LW: Um, yeah they’re pretty good actually. Um, (2.7) I mean we, in terms of teaching development, I 
mean we do get opportunities, we do get to go to the, em, to the annual conference and this sort 
of thing. And then there are, we do do training sessions, and then, I mean me as kind of senior 
teacher I sort of always trying to, you know, change how things are done if it’s not working 
properly or, you know, it’s suggestions that I’ve got, those’ll get sort of listened to and it’s 
basically that ‘yeah, go on have a go, see how it goes’. And as far a sort of outside work is 
concerned; they’ve actually been really good, because I’m studying, in my own time I’m doing an 
Open University degree. And so that’s fine, and it’s never been any problem for me to say, ‘right 
look I need a week in June’. It’s a busy time of year, but they’re actually okay for me to go and do 
that, because I need to go and do my practical week, or my field work, [JC: Other things.] that 
sort of thing. Yeah, no that’s not been a problem.  

JC: Ehm, in terms of things like task allocation, or you know, who’s assigned to do what. For example, 
there was talk of a kind of specialised academic English class, in terms of who would be assigned 
to that, who would do that. Where, those are decision that are maybe made, where are they 
made, who makes them, to your knowledge.  

LW: Ehm, (3.9) when it comes to things like, I mean for example the academic English programme, 
that’s sort of Jane and I together. I think Jane usually has an idea of what she wants to do with it. 
Ehm, but then I’m usually the teacher, ((laughs)) if you like. And if I’m not it’s because I’m doing 
something else that I can’t be moved from, and I mean we usually do talk through, so who’s 
gonna do what and who’s responsible for what materials, and this kind of thing. And if it’s 
somebody else who’s doing it, well, then one of us needs to sort of actually basically plan out the 
course and do that so. In that case, the academic stuff, that’s quite closely done between us. = 

JC: = If you, for example, if you were say, say it was decided ‘okay can you take care of the academic’, 
this is just as an example, ‘can you take care of the academic English course’, would you have a 
level of autonomy in terms of how that’s developed and planned? 

LW: Umhm.. (agreement) Yeah. 

JC: Would it be, ‘can you go and do that?’? 

LW: Yep, exactly, it would be, ‘you know what we’ve got, if there’s anything else you need, then it’s 
okay’, exactly. 

JC: Where, physically, where do those discussions take place? 

LW: Ehmm. (2.9) Wherever we are I think, I mean it quite often upstairs in the office, but that’s 
usually because I go and kind of visit at the end of the day. Ehm, check so, you know, what’s 
going on, is there anything I need to know for tomorrow, next week, whatever. And that kind of 
thing tends to come up then. Uhm, (1.9) and that, probably, I mean, that’s the sort of 
administrative room, so this sort of stuff happens. But ehm, yeah, you know, wherever we are, 
usually it’s away from everybody else, but you know, wherever.  
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JC: (6.1) In term of standards of performance, I know there’s a core of, is it five, [LW: Hmm.] core of 
five staff, and then you get a lot of casual in the summer, it ramps up. How are standards of 
performance maintained? Is there any system in place, is there...? = 

LW: = Yeah, well we have, obviously there’s sort of the, there’s interviews for employing people in 
the first place. But when it comes to the summer you can’t always be picky. Because you just 
need staff. So, ehm, Jane and I between us, ehm, (2.3) do observations. So tough out the 
summer, so any new teacher is observed within the first, what was it, we tried to do it in two 
weeks, the first two weeks last year, but I mean is doesn’t always work out. But we did try to 
observe everybody, and then anybody that needed more guidance or whatever was actually, was 
given that. And we, last year we had one teacher who needed sort of help, he was observed, he 
was a brand new teacher, he just got his certificate so he was observed three or four times and, 
you know, helped out for materials. [JC: And it’s Jane and yourself that usually do that?] Yep, yep, 
yep. And people, that, you know, if they want to watch somebody else’s class they can, but 
people... teachers are kind of kings in their own kingdom, you know shut the door and leave me 
alone.  

JC: That is what it’s like isn’t it? [LW: Yeah.] Just shut the door and, ‘how dare you interfere with what 
I’m doing in my class..’ 

LW: Exactly, exactly. No I mean I’m a bit weird actually. I quite like leaving my door open. Just 
because I’ve got nothing to hide, you know. But yeah, the vast majority of teachers are a bit 
funny about being observed so, ehm, (3.1) so we just basically do it as a sort of, ‘you knew, we 
gotta do it’. Tough.  

JC: Part of the course, if you’re working for us. [LW: Yep.] Ehm, back to thinking about the family 
element, because that is the main crux of it. [LW: Sure.] Ehm, do you see an influence, coming 
from the family? I mean from the family on the running of the business. I don’t know, obviously I 
don’t know about your experience out with this company, but (1.9) do you see it, do you feel it? 

LW: I mean I worked for a number of different schools. Ehm, I worked for one that is kind of a big 
international concern, another one in London which was run by the owners, although it wasn’t a 
family business. And this is definitely different. Ehm. Mostly, really just in the atmosphere of the 
place. I think everybody, all the teachers end up being like, Jane’s there mum. It sort of seems to 
work that way. And certainly it’s different from the, the sort of the international one that I 
worked for which was... actually no the other one as well, which was owned and run by three 
partners. There was a lot more kind of focus on the money aspect of it. Whereas this is, you 
know, we say things like, of well we need some more of those students whoa re doing 30 hours 
because it helsp with the pay, but no, you know it’s not really. It’s less businessy if you see what I 
mean. Much more, okay, all right, we’ve gotta do these lessons, and what’s the best way of 
dealing with them, rather than, eh, we’ve only got this much money so we can only afford this 
many teachers. [JC: Okay.] So kind of dealing with the students I suppose, rather than the money.  

JC: Do you ever feel that, (4.3) a lot of the times with family businesses that I’ve been speaking to 
and just looking into as well, ehm, the goals of the family come ahead of thinking about the 
actual business itself and keeping the business running. Is that something you would say is a fair 
comment? 

LW: (2.4) I’m not sure, simply because we don’t see much of Iain at school. So  I don’t know what 
discussions they have at home. Although I do know that they ((laughs)) they obviously have 
family discussions. So I mean (2.8) I don’t know how far that goes. So I don’t know, you know, is 
there an underlying ehm, strategy here, I’m not aware of one.  

JC: You’ve never got the impression, or nothing’s ever lead you to think that they do, no? 
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LW: Mmm ((negative)) No, and you know there’s things like, ‘oh God Iain’, and, ‘Iain’s gonna moan 
about the money’. But that’s always just an, ‘oh God yeah, whatever’. ((laughs)) It’s just Iain.  

JC: Okay, yeah, so it’s more personally, in more individual personality. 

LW: Exactly, exactly, oh God Laura’s coming next week, we better tidy up. Yeah, it’s much more that 
rather than anything else. Yeah. 

JC: What, do you see benefits for this being a family company? 

LW: In terms of an employee, or as... =  

JC: = In terms of, not as an employee straight away, but from the company aspect first of all.  

LW: Ehm, (2.8) yeah because I don’t know how it would work if it wasn’t a family company. I mean, 
that’s, I mean I suppose in some ways being a family company means that sort of, the family 
members can almost kind of exploit each other a bit, you know. Instead of, you know well, Laura 
well Laura will do this because she’s sort of ((laughs)) because she’s their daughter. You know, so 
she’ll, so I think perhaps people will, the family members anyway I think will probably do more 
than they would if it wasn’t a family company. Ehm, and (2.1) yeah, I just, I can’t see how it would 
work if it wasn’t, ehm, because, them being related, well they know each other inside-out, so 
they know what they can ask each other to do, and they know what the other one’s gonna be 
thinking, so [JC: Saves a lot of time as well, save a lot of worrying.] Yeah, exactly. So yeah we’ll do 
this because of this, and one of them will ‘say well we’ll try this’, and then it’ll be ‘oh yeah’, well 
that’s good. So perhaps more, perhaps more honest with each other, you could say things 
perhaps you wouldn’t say if you were just colleagues. [JC: Yeah.] Yeah, so. 

JC: And what about from your perspective then, as a non-family member? 

LW: Ehm. 

JC: In terms of, well let’s think about benefits first of all. 

LW: Yeah, ehm, (3.4) I don’t... it’s actually, it’s very secure. (2.1) You know that it will get sorted out if 
there’s a problem. It’s like well, it’ll be fine ((laughs)). Ehm, I mean in terms of my own job 
security, I don’t know, I think it’s probably alright. But, you know just as, as far atmosphere goes 
it’s, as I said, it’s alright. [JC: Feels okay.] Yeah.  

JC: On the flip side then, what about disadvantages?  

LW: Ehm, (6.1) I might think about, if I’ve got a particular problem or a question, I’d choose which 
one of them I would talk to. [JC: That’s fair.] Yeah, so that, so, (3.2) so Laura for certain things, 
Jane for other things. Ehm, as I say, don’t really see Iain very much. But, but, but the two of them, 
yeah, you sort of, okay, right, yeah I should see Jane about that because she’s more likely to have 
an answer, or (3.5) be more diplomatic, or whatever. So it doesn’t actually. I don’t no, that’s a 
good thing. Because you can go to people and, ehm:: 

JC: Yeah, that feels like a good thing, but I don’t know, have you ever come across any, (2.3) maybe 
problems is too strong, but something that maybe, it would have been simpler were in not family 
members involved? 

LW: Hmm. (1.9) I, I think I perhaps, I feel a bit more guilty about things, because it’s a family 
business, ((laughs)) so guilty about being away, [JC: That’s understandable.] For example, yeah, I 
mean you know if it’s the big cooperation place I worked for in London I’d have absolutely no 



214 

 

guilt whatsoever about having the day off because I was feeling crap. Whereas here I would, I 
would be in, so just, yeah, (1.3) just wouldn’t do it.  

JC: That’s interesting. Eh, would you say that’s a disadvantage? = 

LW: = Sometimes, yes, yeah definitely. Ehm, and I mean things like, we’ve been, because of like the 
way that we work we tend not to have many back holidays off, because the students don’t know 
it’s a bank holiday so they want lessons, so you know. That’s fair enough. And I think I would be 
more likely to take the micky if it was a, a big company. But then I would, I actually wouldn’t dare 
here. ((laughs)) [JC: Hmm.. Chance your arm. Kind of thing.] Yeah. No I wouldn’t do that here.  

JC: With the students and with, ehm, you know, the way the company sort of puts itself out, 
marketing if you like, but maybe that’s too, too strong. Ehm, do you think the family element 
strengthens or weakens the competitive position , compared to, as you’ve had experience with 
other schools? 

LW: Humph... It’s a completely different market here anyway, so I’m not su... I’m not sure that its 
comparable in terms of the group students that we have it’s not a good comparison. But I mean, 
the, I’ve done a lot of business English as well, I’ve taught in London and Germany doing 
business, for one-2-ones or whatever, em, (4.2) I actually think it actually works out about the 
same. I don’t think there’s any advantage or disadvantage. Certainly for business I don’t think it 
makes a difference, because they just want a small group. Ehm. 

JC: Relying on, as language schools do, this kind of repeat business, they come year after year, do 
they come back? 

LW: Mhm.. ((agreement)) 

JC: Do you think they come back for any reason other than, they just like the school? 

LW: It tends to be they come back because they like it here. ((laughs)) Yeah, they, (2.3) whether or 
not they learned anything I think is irrelevant, it’s the whether or not they’ve enjoyed 
themselves. The atmosphere of the place tends to do that. We’ve had people who’ve been to a 
number of schools and they’ve said, ‘oh no I’m coming back here because I like it here. Cause 
everybody’s nice’. Because we all... and part of the ethos of the place is that everybody hangs out 
together, which at times can be a bit oough.. ((exaggerated annoyance)) but you know, [JC: 
That’s right, with the staff room, yes.] that big front room, there’s no, if you like, there’s no staff 
tearoom. We’re all in there, there’s no lunch room. That’s it for everybody, and that, ehm, and 
and although when staff first arrive that’s like, ‘ugh, we have to eat our lunch with the students’ 
((exaggerated  belligerence)), actually, you completely get used to it, it’s fine. 

JC: You’ve got an older clientele here than maybe other language schools, so that makes a 
difference.  

LW: Yeah, and that’s possibly because of the fact that we sell to small groups, teenagers tend to 
want to just go in big groups and all be together and disappear, you know. [JC: they’re here for 
fun.] Yeah. 

JC: What about, because that’s the kind of (1.8) loyalty of the students if you like, they come back 
here, and they want to come back here. [LW: Hmm.] Do you think there’s loyalty in staff? 

LW: To a certain extent, yes. Erm.. (2.7) We quite often get staff, you know, staff from last year or 
whatever popping in, whether or not that’s because they want work, you know, obviously there 
is an element of that. But then if they didn’t want to work here they wouldn’t come in again. So. 
Ehm, but then, you know, just going back to the industry, everybody changes all the time, so 
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ehm, people I think are likely to stay here if they can, but you know, we’ve got people that have 
gone off to Jewel Esk and various other places, Stevenson as well. [JC: The colleges.] Yeah, so... 

JC: I was going to say, there are lots of language schools in Edinburgh for teachers to go and teach in, 
so, I think to go back to a place is quite something, it says something.  

LW: Yeah it is. Yeah, we’ve got, I mean when we do get people quite often because, I mean Jane’s 
been in Edinburgh for ages, so she knows people. And so we get, I mean we’ve got teachers that 
sort of come from other schools because they are friends of Jane and have come here. Ehm, sort 
of a bit of a joke that it’s a Donkey sanctuary, but it’s, yeah. I think people would, if they could 
stay they’re happy to stay. I think. Yeah. 

JC: Well thinking about the communication aspect then, how does it work, ehm, if you had 
something that you needed to say, you know about a work issue, you know it was something that 
was semi-serious. How would you go about doing that, how would that work? 

LW: Uhm, I think that would probably be, it would come up in my afternoon visit upstairs. Ehm, and 
say, you know, there’s this thing, and what have you. [JC: Can we have a chat.] Yeah, could we 
have a chat, yeah. 

JC: Is there any, anything formalised? 

LW: No, nope not really. 

JC: No, yeah I don’t know, monthly meetings, kind of, or anything like that.  

KW: No, and I think that’s probably, sort of, another consequence of it being a sort of family thing, is 
that they don’t do, we don’t do meetings particularly right, because they just do it round the 
breakfast table. Eh, and then here, sort of people generally know what’s going on, because 
there’s not that many staff so, you know, you can talk to people quite easily. In the summer we 
do have meetings. Just because we’ve got so many teachers, and we’re quite often divided 
between two buildings, we often rent another building at the end of the street during the 
summer. [JC: only during the summer.] Yeah, so the meetings in the summer would be more the 
thing, but that’s really just to keep the teachers up to speed with what’s going on. Ehm, as far as 
sort of management meetings go, (1.7) no.  

JC: Are you aware much about the planning of the business in terms of maybe a longer term plan for 
what’s happening? 

LW: Not really, I don’t know if there is one. [JC: Yeah.] I don’t know if there is one.  

JC: Would you want to be? 

LW: I dunno, (2.1) see, because things get up and down so much, and you don’t know, never really 
know, I mean you know the, you know when I first came to work for [company name] we were in 
a little building down the hill, ehm, we’ve moved up here, ehm, (1.3) so we’ve expanded. We 
used to, you know, when we had nine students we were full. You know, we can, we can do I think 
25 or 30 in this building now, you know, so it’s grown. So there’s obviously some kind of plan, 
they wouldn’t have bought a building if there wasn’t a plan ((laughs)), I mean I’m just working on 
the basis that were just, you know, we’re just sort of quietly expanding and see it, but I don’t, I’m 
not aware of any specific targets or anything.  

JC: Do you think, ehm, I mean I’m, I’ve... yeah, I’m not sure if there was actually a plan or not, I can’t 
actually remember. But do you think if there was, it would be a plan for the family or a plan for 
the business, like keeping it separate? Or would it be very much intertwined? = 
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LW: = I don’t think there is much separation. ((laughs)) [JC: Well that’s interesting.] Yeah. No I don’t 
think there’s much. Ehm, (5.4) and I put that down to personality actually, because Jane is school, 
school, school. [JC: Okay, yeah.] Yeah, so even when she’s not here, when she’s at home, you 
know, she thinks about school. You know, she has her two weeks holiday every year and then she 
doesn’t think about school. 50 weeks a year she thinks about school. ((JC & LW laugh)) Ehm, I 
know, ehm, that’s not necessarily a good thing because it does mean sometimes that we don’t 
know what she’s decided. ((laughs)) [JC: That’s true.] Uh, it’s in her head. So I know it’s in her 
head and it’ll be fine, but I don’t always know... it openly [JC: Opener, opener, more open.] 

JC: If you had ideas though, if you had, not a plan, but if you thought about, I don’t know a certain 
curriculum design, [LW: Umhum...] or something like that. Are there ways that you can bring that 
forward and how would you? 

LW: I think I would, uhm, (3.6) again I say well I’ve got to do this or, I’ve been thinking about this, or 
you know, this needs doing, so how about doing it this way. But I don’t, I wouldn’t feel any sort of 
hesitation at all about suggesting something. Ehm.  

JC: Would that be similar in terms of your kind of after work chat? When you...  

LW: Yep, yeah, I think so, ehm, (2.2) I mean... [JC: Has it happened?] Uhm, yeah It has, I mean 
occasionally it comes from Jane’s end, saying we need to do this what do you think. Ehm, so 
we’ve sort of between us come up with something. Ehm, and there’s, there have been other 
times when I’ve got a specific course (variable) that I know I’ve got to do, and I’ve said well okay, I 
don’t want to do it that way, I’d rather think of some other way of doing it, and it would be, ‘oh 
okay, go ahead’. You know. ‘Let us know if you need any help’. ((laughs)) 

JC: So it’s well received? 

LW: Yeah, yeah.  

JC: Is there any incentive for doing that? I don’t necessarily mean financial, I mean just in general 
[LW: ((laughs)) at your own interest! Really, yeah] Yeah. 

LW: Oh yeah, I, God nobody’s a TEFOL teacher for financial gain, you do it for your own interest. 
Ehm, which is usually why I do things like, ‘I’m bored of this’, I’m gonna think of a new way of 
doing it. 

JC: Keep it interesting, see what happens, [LW: Yeah, yeh.] see if it works or not. [LW: Exactly. Test 
it.]  

JC: Ehm, in terms of the non, focused on the non-family element. Probably better to think of this 
when there’s more casual staff, because then there’s a more substantial non-family element. 
[LW: Yeah.] Ehm, (1.3) is there communication just between the non-family members? [LW: 
Ehm...] Maybe more like an example of a situation would be chatting about certain curriculum 
that they’re working to or, or whatever, the way the classes have been divided up, maybe a point 
for contention, a bone of contention for people. [LW: Yep.] And they’ll moan about it, and then 
as soon as a family member walks in it’s (2.1) it’s silence, or no everything’s fine. 

LW: Eh:: I’m not sure, it depends if they’ve been here before, because people who’ve been here 
before tend to know that they can say it, (1.7) people who are new might not necessarily know. 
Ehm, but then they quite often don’t, they don’t know who they can’t talk in front of, do you 
know what I mean, they, sort of they think the family is ‘can’t talk in front of them’. But then they 
don’t realise that you know, I’m kind of a wing of that, Neil is a wing of that. And actually it works 
out actually okay, because they say things and it means I can go in and go, ‘well what about this’. 
And they go, ‘oh, okay’. And actually it can reassure them, you know, so that’s ‘okay, so go on. 
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Give it a go’, you know, or, on the other hand I could damp it down a bit and go, ‘oh, not really’. 
You know, so I think perhaps there is a little aura around the family, but it’s not [JC: Hm, that’s a 
nice way of putting it actually.] Yeah, but it’s not, (4.7) they don’t want to, you know, (3.2) but it’s 
not, ‘don’t go there’. It’s much more... and just they way that any casual staff do, you know, you 
just sort of chat about things and you know, bit more... (2.9) But we usually, if were divided 
between two buildings we try to sort of divide ourselves as well so there’s always somebody 
around to, to kind of to pick up on things and deal with things. Rather than, you know, last year 
we had the building along the road, rather than that building, you know, become as sort of a... 
((laughs)). Well it was called the Annex, but rather than it becoming a semi-autonomous state we 
actually kind of mixed people up and things. Really, (2.7) just to keep everybody in the loop, and 
belonging to here, if you see what I mean. [JC: Yeah, a kind of community.] Exactly.  

JC: Do you think, with more casual staff in the summer they might be more open, if they had any 
gripes, with you as opposed to, ehm, (1.0) Laura for example? 

LW: Possibly. [JC: Yeah?] Possibly, eh, (2.7) and they don’t seem to have any, certainly last year, they 
don’t seem to have and qualms about moaning in front of me. ((laughs)) So, yeah, no that was 
okay. (2.7) And they kind of knew who I was, because, you know they, I get introduced as sort of 
senior teacher, or whatever, and they know who I am, but they don’t seem to bother about me 
being so, [JC: That’s quite good.] it is quite good actually. [JC: You don’t want boundaries to 
things, and you don’t want people sort of feeling that they can’t say if something’s not right.] No, 
exactly, exactly. And they see me, because they know that I, and I think they see me as teacher 
rather than manager, you know, I’m in the same boat as them if you like. That’s quite nice, but 
you know we wouldn’t want them to feel that they couldn’t talk to Jane or Laura, it’s just that 
sometimes, (1.2) there is perhaps an impression that Jane and Laura are rushing around and 
awful lot, doing stuff. And, perhaps they wouldn’t have time. [JC: Almost as a busyness aspect 
maybe as opposed to anything else like who they are.] Yeah, yeah.  

JC: Eh::: Believe it or not, that is me, I have run through the themes that I wanted to. There’s one 
final thing that I just wanted to ask, or see your opinion of. Eh, (2.1) if a friend of your came to 
you and said, ‘I’ve been offered a job’, [LW: uh huh.] And it’s a very strong family business that 
they’ve been offered a job with. What would you say to them? (3.1) If they ask for your advice on 
whether to take it or not. 

LW: Ehm:::: I would say definitely go for it. ((laughs)) [JC: Yeah?] Yeah. Ehm, (1.9) I think it’s gonna 
depend on how big the business is, I mean because this is tiny. Really. Ehm, but yeah definitely go 
for it, because its, well I’ve no intention of leaving until I have to ((laughs)). Yeah, no, no it’s good, 
there’s no, ehm, (3.1) hmm, how to put it, it’s professional, but it’s that there’s an aspect of, I 
don’t know just friendliness perhaps, that, yeah, you wouldn’t get (1.0) in a non-family business.  

JC: A lot of people seem to focus on the informality of it, [LW: Um Hum, yeah.] is that fair to say? 

LW: (3.4) I think so, although I’m not, from a students’ point of view I don’t think that’s necessarily 
the same. [JC: Okay.] I think the students are kind of, ‘oh, scary!’ ((laughs)). Ehm, but I think that’s 
actually possibly cultivated a little bit by Jane and Laura, they, appearing cross so the students go, 
‘ohm...’ ((laughs)) [JC: Sometimes you have to, that’s the thing.] But, yeah, distance don’t you. 
But, ehm, yeah, from the staff point of view, we know that we get on there and, the door is open, 
[JC: walk in.] the door is open, so you know, it’s, you know, (1.2) don’t feel constrained.  

JC: Perfect, okay. Well thank you very much. 

LW: No problem. ((laughs)) 
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Field notes: LW was a very open and friendly person; she had absolutely no hesitation in 

speaking about most things to do with the business. Also, it was noted that after questions she 

often took a good deal of time to consider her responses. The interview took place in a 

classroom of the school. This was really the only way it could be done as all the rooms were 

classrooms, with the exception of the communal area for both staff and students breaks. A point 

to note here is that when I first entered the school I was placed in this room to wait on Jane, 

while another teacher was planning her lessons on a computer in open view to all other staff and 

also students. During the interview LW seemed very keen to clarify that she was considered a 

senior teacher, at point comparing herself to a wing of the family. Arrogance would be far too 

strong a phrase, but she did make an effort to appear comfortable and completely at home 

within the business and also talking about it. The openness of this company is noted. However, 

with it being in an apartment style building this could influence just how integrated people can 

be, although all rooms are open, some may be considered out of bounds to those not knowing 

better. This may be connected to the time it has taken LW to feel that she has integrated fully 

with the family. The company has also notably grown the recent years, thus the introduction to 

staff such as LW to the inner circle of the firm may have been seen as a necessity. But the 

autonomy and the empowerment in this company feel genuine, with some strong examples 

coming from LW. More professionalised systems appear to have come in to play when an 

expansion of the physical building in necessary in the summer months, at other times of the year 

formalisation is not only, not needed, but seems to be proactively avoided. In this case the 

layout, style and open atmosphere of the building cannot be overstated. Doors left open as a 

matter of course and the room when planning and materials are left out and worked on in front 

of others creates a strong culture of openness. However, as seen in the interview, breakfast table 

discussion, and not knowing what was going on in the family’s head fostered a wait and see, or 

acceptance nature in staff. 
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Interviewee 23 
Coding Ref: 090811NE 
Location: Cupar, Scotland – Business Office 
Date: 09.08.2011 
Time: 11:30 
Duration of interview: 29 mins 39 secs 
Interviewer: JC 
 

 
Interviewee: CW 
Gender: F 
Employment Status: Employee 
Familial Relationship: Non 
Firm Age: 64 
Firm Size: 20 
Primary Industry: Property

Transcription: 

JC: Ehm, what we’re doing is we’re kind of collecting a base of what’s going on in family businesses 
across Scotland. So it’s the, the, about the day-to-day things, about what actually it means to be 
in a family business, or does it mean anything at all, is it just like any other business. [CW: Yeah, 
yeah.] Ehm, so I’ll run though a few questions, eh, if you (1.6) either don’t want to answer, or you 
don’t think you can answer that’s fine, eh, but apart from that it’s just whatever you think.  

CW: Okay.  

JC: Ehm, first of all, you’re aware obviously that there is a family element in the business? 

CW: Yes, very much so.  

JC: How would you perceive the family element? Would you see them as a boss element, a 
management element, or is it more as a colleague? 

CW: Well it’s both really, I mean, owned and managed and (1.2) again, sort of, mutually supportive. I 
think it’s probably thrown a wee bit off key at the moment because Harry’s still off sick and that’s 
you know, circumstances. But I mean he’s still there for advice, (1.5) ehm, whenever we need it, 
or sometimes, ehm, (1.2) I think with our contractors, because Harry’s not here just now it’s 
looked at like a, get like a, you know a, say they’ll just, whereas ehm, that’s sometimes where we 
need to give 2 chances and then get Harry just to phone them and say, well, you know, he still 
really is on board with all that. And that’s sometimes all we need to get things sushied up a wee 
bit. But (1.0) no, I, I think all round it is balanced on both sides in the business. (1.8) Shelly’s from, 
from the landlord’s, ehm, perspective, and Harry’s from the maintenance and things, things like 
that. So it’s okay, yeah. 

JC: How do you feel about, ehm, if you’ve got any kind of plans for what you want to do. You know, 
with this business or just in general, ehm, or any individual, or even personal goals, you know, do 
you think they’re taken into account? 

CW: Yeah, very much so. Ehm, because we’re such a small working team, I mean, (2.1) it’s mutually 
beneficial for us to be grasping opportunities or looking at better ways of working. Ehm, and, 
again, I, relatively new to the private sector in this, it was more in social rented housing I was in 
before, so I have some things that are very very procedural in my background. Ehm, however, I 
mean, principles in the tenants of law are still exactly the same, but we must be much more 
reactive and responsive and proactive, ehm, because there’s such a small core of us that I have to 
see to all the different bits of the business. So, ehm, I think that’s really quite healthy, and it also 
means (1.9) I’m looking out for my own wages coming in as well, there’s not a central 
government body that’s giving us money, so, ehm, if I can see a way that’s (1.7) more cost 
effective, or you know, just through buying things from tradesmen or, or whatever, there is a 
better way for us to go, I can quite easily put forward, ‘what about if we just try this out’, and it’s 
taken on board (0.9) easily enough.  
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JC: Okay, you find that quite easy to do then? 

CW: Yeah, yeah, yeah.  

JC: Ehm, things like, ehm, like when ideas, I don’t know, if we’re talking maybe strategy type thing, 
where the company’s going, if it’s maybe going in a different direction, a different market. Ehm, 
(1.7) if, if that is spoken about, when, how is it spoken about, when, when and where? 

CW: Ehm, (1.2) normally if that’s spoken about, often, things will come up on a ping, by the way, or a 
query coming in. And we’ll discuss how we would move forward on that. However, I mean, more 
realistically, depending on, ((laughs)) apart from the mayhem that you hear, which is normally 
how it is in the mornings, we usually get a sort of lull in the afternoon, so there’s a chance that 
we can all sit down and discuss. Or, when, you know, if there’s something really quite important 
on the go, or a change in how we’re going to be moving forward, we have a call-centre that picks 
up our, our calls. So, what we can do is just contact them and say, ‘well we’re going to be off the 
park for the next 2 hours’, and so we’ve actually got the forum then to sit and see how we’re 
going to take things forward.  

JC: That’s quite useful then isn’t it. 

CW: Yeah, it is. It’s, I’ve got a twitch when the phone still rings, but ehm, (1.3) but, well technically 
we’re able to do that. So, that, that works quite well.  

JC: Ehm, things like, like task allocation, when jobs come in and the like, do you kind of know 
instinctively what, what you would be responsible for dealing with? 

CW: Yeah. Yeah.  

JC: Is there ever any ambiguity in that, every anything that comes in where you think, ‘oh, I don’t 
know if this should be me’, or ‘should I pass it on to someone else’, or? 

CW: Well there’s not far to pass really, I’m as low as you can go. So, ehm, (1.4) no really, if there was 
something that came in that was out, we, we have a couple at the moment that, (2.3) what 
should have been straight forward case, in terms of jobs, are just so not. And the more we 
uncover, ehm, that, you know the more that you find. Ehm, so that’s really been a case of 
gathering up the different pieces of information, getting, ehm, professionalised to go out and 
have a look and see where we need to go with it, and then sitting down and allocating between, 
(2.1) you know, the, really between Shelly and I, on how we take things forward and how we’re 
going to get this all project managed, basically. Ehm, because some of that have effectively been 
pre-fabs, when it should have just been a changed tenancy. So, ehm, that’s worked and we’ve 
managed it well. 

JC: And that’s usually between you, and, and Shelly? [CW: Umhum.] Does it happen here? Actually 
physically here? [CW: Yes, yes.] Is it ever over the phone or anything like that? 

CW: Yep, phone, email, text, I mean, again depending on the nature of the business. It’s often when, 
whoever has the eyes that are out there, ehm, because, there’s somethings, you know, that 
you’re only getting peoples accounts, ‘my heating’s broken down’, well, ((laughs)) ‘have you got 
gas, have you got this, have you got’, you know. Again, so it is, (2.1) how we’ve had a problem 
reported can be very different when, whoever’s eyes it is goes out and sees what the, the real 
deal is. Again, depending on the priority of that, it will either be, you’re take a report and bring it 
back, or, ‘this needs sorted right now, on the phone’, or Shelly will, will phone me and then I can 
get in touch with the contractors and arrange things and get things sorted out.  

JC: Do you find it happens at all hours, or… 
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CW: Ehm, (3.1) not to me. Ehm, if the call centre have had a problem, the call centre have the 
authority out-of-hours, ehm, to prioritise and to contact our contractors. They’re a housing 
background call centre. [JC: Oh, okay.] Ehm, so, they have the authority to contact our out-of-
hours contractors. If however there’s any difficulty in getting in touch with them, then they 
would contact Shelly directly, or, or phone, yeah.  

JC: (2.7) Ehm, kind of, pulling it back to look at the family element again, in, in your words or from 
your perspective, how do you see the family aspect influencing the business? Or does it at all?  

CW: I, well I think from common goal for, for a start. Ehm, and also (3.2) because of the family 
element, ((phone rings but is ignored)) that being perceived to be a good company from outside, 
with professionals, with our contractors. Ehm, and again with our, our tenants and the landlords. 
You know the, they’re, it’s ownership where it’s, you know, it’s used in ehm, (1.6) a lot of other 
business, ehm, perspectives, for, for getting your staff on board and everything else. So, I think 
it’s probably that ownership as opposed to the, ‘I’ve got money shares’, or whatever. You know 
that there’s very much the, the common pride that, (2.1) you want to be seen as being good and 
a, a lot of the new landlords particularly comes through word-of-mouth, so because again that is 
our, our income stream and our bread and butter. That’s really important (1.1) that, that facet of 
the business is actually one of the, the sort of, key stones that, that it’s built on.  

JC: That kind of reputation. 

CW: Absolutely. Yeah. 

JC: What, this is a really simplistic question, but I think it’s, it’s interesting, (1.9) what benefits do you 
find of the company having a family influence, and what disadvantages do you find? 

CW: (3.9) I think, (2.7) from an employee point of view, I think the benefit is that (1.8) you can have a 
lot more input on direction, or just a change in how, how, how we do things. As opposed to 
writing a report, sorting out a pilot study, you know, going up, up, up, which can take months. It’s 
like big business, it’s like Titanic, it’s a huge ship to turn, isn’t it. Whereas this, basically we could 
say, ‘oh,(1.6) I’ve seen this, that could be an opportunity. What if we try.’ Yeah, okay right’, you 
start that 5 minutes later and see how it goes, so, ehm, sort of from a personal satisfaction point 
of view that’s, you feel that you’re part and parcel of how things are done. Ehm, (1.1) I think also 
that, by being attached to the business, for example, if I was wanting work done by one of our 
contractors then I would get priority in my stuff getting carried out on a personal basis. However, 
ehm, (4.1) I get, I suppose if, (2.9) eh, the negative that’s possibly, but I can’t say that I’ve come 
across it, would, be if they were going a route that I, I really thought, well, (2.9) that’s wrong for 
me. (3.0) Then you’re on a hiding to nothing really, aren’t you.  

JC: Yeah, you’re stuck to it.  

CW: Yeah, but as I say, I really haven’t been in that position, so it’s, it’s all hypothetical.  

JC: Yeah, absolutely. (1.7) Do you think, ah, I think you actually covered this earlier, you mentioned it 
already, but from a marketing perspective, as in to the, the clients, or even just the public, 
potential clients. Are they attracted to it being a family business?  

CW: I think they are, yes. Uhhum. And that, again, more specifically because Shelly and Harry have 
such close forces relationships, we get a lot of ehm, people especially from Leukers (Air Force 
Base) ehm, because of the forces background. And again, were, we give ehm, better rates, ehm, 
if, if it’s forces people bring posted abroad. Yeah.  
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JC: What, ehm, (1.6) what about family from a staff level, so you think staff are, like yourself, are 
more willing to work with a family business? Do you think it’s a particular type of, of work, 
compared to maybe just purely professionalised business? 

CW: I think that, (3.4) again, because it’s very small and close knit, ehm, there’s, eh, commitment to 
making sure that we’re on speed that, you know, that we’re really moving forward. I’m the, I, I 
come in early ever morning, I like to pretend in the mornings that I’m going to be organised. But, 
[JC: That soon goes.] yeah, it soon goes out the window the minute 9 o’clock hits, right. But I do 
come in, make piles, lists, and ‘I’m going to do this today’, and then ((makes sweeping motion 
with hand)). But, ehm, again it’s, it’s because we are small, and a, a small team. And it’s 
important that we’re up, we’re ready, we’re on the go. It doesn’t matter what’s going on, that 
we’re there for both out tenants and our landlords. Or just our punters, which is effectively 
people coming in off the street. Ehm, (1.7) I, I think the, (2.3) the smallness actually helps with 
that, I can’t see that it’s specifically because it’s family. I think it’s because it’s a small team, that 
there are designated areas of work, but it, because we’re a small team they overlap, and it’s, like 
Jack will pick up the phone for me just now, but she’s really in to do the account, but because I’m 
off the park, she’ll pick up on the things that I should be doing. So, you know, that, that is about 
smallness as opposed to family composition, I think.  

JC: About, you know one of the, a similar aspect to that, if there’s something you needed to talk  out, 
or if there was a, an idea you had. (1.8) Ehm, is it ever formalised at all, or is it always just in the 
kind of open discussion way? 

CW: No it’s, it’s mostly in an open discussion. I think if I felt quite strongly about something. A, I 
would be expected (1.2) to look into it properly before I, I brought forward, I think if only to get 
my own thoughts clear I would probably type something up, (2.7) or write something up, ehm, so 
that, you know, ‘this is what I’m thinking about’, ehm, ‘how do we take if forward, I would 
imagine that we would do, and this is what it would cost’, and ‘this would be the benefit to us’.  

JC: So you, articulate it quite a lot, before you, ehm, = 

CW: = I like to get things clear in my head before I just go out and fly the flag.  

JC: And what, when ideas are brought forward, ehm, to, it would be to Shelly or to Harry, ehm, is 
there a general acceptance of them? 

CW: Well sometimes you’ve to, to argue your case, ehm, but in the main, if it makes either practical 
time, or cost effectiveness, or as a possible route for us to, to bring new business in, yes I would 
say. We can try it once, if it doesn’t work, we’ve no great loss. You know, ((phones rings, again 
ignored)) it’s not as if we’re changing huge systems. If they, we give a try, and that, it would be 
the same, ehm, bringing in new contractors. You know, we’ll give them a wee test on something 
that will not matter too much if it doesn’t work out, but ehm, it’s the only way that we’ll find out 
if, if we can be more, ehm, responsive, as, as, (1.6) because with just a small team of contractors, 
if you’ve got one going up to Dundee and an emergency down here, what do you do, ‘oh, but 
he’ll not be there until a week on Wednesday’, you know. So, that one’s taken on quite easily.  

JC: Do you think, is there, is there any kind of incentive for you to try and think of, if there was a 
cheaper contractor or a better contractor, or eh, any of these good ideas, is there any incentive 
for you putting them forward? 

CW: (4.7) Only from the point of view that the better the business, then (1.9) eventually I, I could put 
forward why my personal remuneration could be, you know, changed. At the moment, like every 
other small business, it’s tight, we struggle, you know, and we have to chase to make sure that 
our, our money all comes in. Ehm, if I can think of better, quicker, more cost effective ways of 
working at front line, then that obviously is going to impact on how well we do. So, yeah, I mean 
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it’s all tied in, it’s all quite mutual if, if you like. Ehm, but, yes, that, that’s there and there abouts. 
Although it’s not a commission based thing or, or anything like that. But it’s quite openly spoken 
about, that, you know, should we pull it in order then there’s definitely room for review.  

JC: Do you find, thinking of, of you as a non-family member, do you speak with the other non-family 
members, and then, then maybe think about, ‘okay, we’ll put something that we want to say to 
them’, as in Shelly and Harry? 

CW: Not been in that situation and there were, were sort of difficult times earlier on with another 
staff, non-family member here, ehm, who wasn’t what they said on the tin. And ehm, were 
swinging it, (3.7) and it, it was difficult, (2.9) but Shelly was quite receptive, there’s got the be the 
balance between clipeing, ((Scots dialect for informing authority of misdemeanour)) if you like, 
however it got the stage that it was problematic as far as [company name] was concerned and 
we knew things were happen that, or we knew things weren’t happening that should have been. 
Ehm, and Shelly was really receptive and proactive once it was brought to her attention.  

JC: Was it a difficult thing to bring up? 

CW: (2.9) It is rather, because, eh, how do you say that somebody’s not doing their job. Or they’re, 
(1.7) basically they’re rubbish at their job, which is the actual fact. Ehm, but that was the way it 
was, but again, eventually we had to evidence that. But, it was only after we’d spoken about it 
(2.1) in a less formal manner with Shelly, that we actually went about doing the evidence, so that, 
that was dealt with.  

JC:  Oh, so you spoke about it first, and then thought, okay we’ll have a look, yeah.  

CW: And then it was worse than what, it wasn’t money stuff, but it was, eh = 

JC: = No, but it was a, it was an issue. 

CW: It was an issue and it meant that we weren’t doing what was part of our contractual obligation.  

JC: So that’s quite serious then. 

CW: It is serious.  

JC: Ehm, just the, about communication, do you think, do you find that it’s fully open, is, is 
everything spoke about at any point as soon as it comes up, or, or do you find there’s any 
boundaries or, or initial barriers to communication at all? 

CW: No, to be honest now I would say it’s, that, it comes, that, (2.2) just as and when it comes up, 
ehm, again, because we’re so, so small and because things can go kaboom so easily, ehm, (1.5) 
you’ve got to deal and tackle with it just as and when it comes up.  

 

((Shelly enters the room to retrieve print-out, apologises quietly and leaves)) 

 

JC: Ehm, you have a, a scheduled meeting every week.  

CW: On a Wednesday morning. Yeah. 

JC: Is that; is that the avenue that would be the place to maybe bring up ideas and issues? 
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CW: Yeah, technically, but I mean more to the point that ends up being more a scheduling meeting, 
and looking at what we’ve got at.  

JC: All the specifics and the way to do it.  

CW: Yeah, or, you know, how, what area you going to be working in this week. So I can swap late 
nights in for x, y, z. Ehm, (2.5) on the other, either ideas or things that are problematic, (1.7) 
that’s just as and when it happens. Either, ‘we need to talk about this right now because it’s’, 
((makes exploding gesture and noise)) or, you know, if there’s a lull it’s a, ‘what would you think 
about’, or, ‘how would you do this’, oh, there’s loads of, ‘how do other people do it’, quite frankly.  

JC: And if you can see how other people do it then it can inform your best way forward. 

CW: Well, yeah, well either best way or, ‘no, we don’t like the way that they’re doing it, we like the 
way that we’re doing it’. So, but it’s a good measure.  

JC: Ahm, do you, do you ever communicate informally with the, the family aspect. Do you; is there 
any kind of social non, non-professional aspect to it? 

CW: On a Friday night at the pub after work. But, ehm, no, not at the moment, no.  

JC: One, one kind of last question, or well, just idea, if you like. If you knew someone that was going 
off to, to work in a family business, and it was a very strong family business, the family element 
was really pushed on the business. [CE: Umhum.] With your experience is there any advice that 
you would give to them?  

CW: I think it’s got to be down to each individual, to be, I mean I used to work in hotels for a long 
time, which are usually (1.7) family, many generational families. And again, (2.6) doesn’t matter 
whether it’s the business or the family, some of them are strong and fair and everything, you 
know, (1.2) forward going, and other ones are disastrous. And, you know, that they still work 
together as a business but you can get caught in the middle of loads of crossfire, ehm, and I’ve 
been there. So, quite frankly, no, unless I knew who they were that they were going to work for, 
because I don’t think that there’s a pattern or, you know, a, a model (1.6) that’s the one that, 
that’s how it is for the Glogs, ((fictional family name)) and you know, I, I, really wouldn’t feel that 
I’m…, next door is a family business, in the Vet, that’s 3 generations, eh, not the Vet the pet shop, 
there’s 3 generations in there. And on the face of it they might be lovely, but I don’t work for 
them so I don’t know what that dynamic is.  

JC: Okay, okay. Ehm, that’s really everything that I, that I wanted to. 

CW: Good-o, thank you.  

JC: So, thank you very much, I’ll stop that there. Sorry to pull you away. 
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Field notes: this was the second interview directly after speaking with the owner of the 

business. CW was brought down to the same room where I had spoken with the owner, I had 

not moved, and in this way it felt a little as if she had been brought in for a specific reason. I 

attempted to dispel the apprehension caused by this with an explanation of the work. CW came 

across as a clearly clued up person, she hinted at more substantial experience in the public 

sector and with other family firms in the hospitality sector. This was also evident from her 

speech, in which business terms and general awareness were made clear. CW sat hunched over 

in with hand folded on her lap and her chair remaining I the middle of the room as opposed to 

under a desk. This has been noted in a number of the employee interviews, perhaps hinting at a 

defensive pose, or apprehension in being asked about their employment. However, during the 

interview she was lucid and answered each question in slow and reflective speech. However, on 

occasion where other had taken a moment to digest the question being asked, she started talking 

immediately. The lack of negative points made become clear during the course of the interview. 

The most interesting point to come up were in the existence of a male family member (husband 

and business partner) who was on long term sick but carried more weight when dealing with the 

contractors than anyone else, and also the re-emergence of a previously noted issue where 

participants look to other firms as family businesses and may be able to see issues there, but not 

in their own. Also, a good example given of when they had to deal with an ineffective member 

of staff, and the openness of the discussion here. However, the lack of detail provided in the 

answers limited the depth of data here. 
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Interviewee 24 
Coding Ref: 160811NE 
Location: Elgin, Scotland – Company Offices 
Date: 16.08.2011 
Time: 15:00 
Duration of interview: 16 mins 17 secs 
Interviewer: JC 
 

 
Interviewee: DS 
Gender: F 
Employment Status: Employee 
Familial Relationship: Non 
Firm Age: 37 
Firm Size: 8 
Primary Industry: Property

Transcription: 

JC: Ehm, (1.4) yeah, ehm, so obviously you’re aware that the company is a family business, yeah? 

DS: Yes, yes.  

JC: How long have you worked actually? 

DS: It’ll be 11 and a half years. Umhum, yep. 

JC: Eh, (0.9) how do you perceive the family element in the business? What do you think of, is it a 
boss element, a manager element, a colleague? 

DS: Ehm, definitely a boss element, yes. Yep. (1.0) A friendly boss though, ((laughs)) very 
approachable, but still, still you think of him as your boss. Definitely.  

JC: Ehm, see thing likes ehm, maybe you own goals (1.1) or what you want to do with your job, and 
then things you’ve wanted to do in the job, do you think they’re quite well received in the 
business? 

DS: Yes, yeah, very well. We do have meetings from time-to-time and discuss a lot of ideas and 
things, yeah. And if they’re good ideas you get to follow them through. Uhum. Yes.  

JC: And when you do follow them through, do you have ownership of that idea, do you take it 
forward, or = 

DS: = No, no, it just stays within the, the company, yeah. Yeah. 

JC: Okay, so it’s, (1.7) I don’t know, just from an example perspective, say you had an idea to, to 
improve a process or something, or just a way of doing something, ehm, (1.0) would you then get 
to implement the idea and think about how to actually make it, or would someone take is away 
from you and then carry on? 

DS: Yeah, no, no, we get to do the whole lot, if we have an idea we have a wee trial, see if it works, 
and if it does then we use it, and we’ve got an office in Forres, who you know, if it’s a good idea 
that works then we give them the idea as well, (0.7) and they use it.  

JC: Yeah, I was having a chat with George about, there was, it was basically their paperwork 
processes, their admin processes, there was an issue, and they’ve took on the ideas of how you 
were doing it here. [DS: Yeah, umhum.] Was that yourself? 

DS: That was eh, (1.5) well it was Alison that used to work with me before she left, we both sorted 
out the files and kind of organised, and we just keep them running. I always think I’m a bit bossy 
to work with, but the guy said, ‘no, it would just fall apart’, you need to kind of be structured and 
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say to people, you know, if they’re not filing something right, or following the process they get a 
row because they have to, or else it just goes pear-shaped.  

JC: See in ehm, your kind of day-to-day work when you come in, do you kind of know what’s 
happening, is it kind of  put down on you what’s going to happen? 

DS: No, because everyday is different, most days you know what’s going to happen, but everyday 
something appears and you think, ‘oh, my God’. ((laughs)) Because we run, we look after about 
400 rentals in this office alone, and a lot of distillery properties. So, (1.1) everyday is different.  

JC: You don’t know what’s coming up? 

DS:  No, you don’t know what’s going to come in from a day-to-day basis. 

JC: Do you find you can deal with most things (1.2) for yourself? 

DS: Umhum, yeah. Deal with most everything.  

JC: George was mentioning that sometimes people will come into the company and they want to 
speak to George, is that an issue? 

DS: We try and help as much as we can with some people they just want to speak to him. But even 
when they speak to him, he’ll ask myself or Tracey, or even Charlie his son, because he doesn’t, 
he’s out the office so much he doesn’t sometimes (1.3) know what’s been happening until he 
comes in. So when they come to speak to him, he kind of loses track and asks us anyway. 
((whispers this aspect)) ((laughs)) 

JC: But that’s quite frustrating actually.  

DS: Yeah, umhum. You just get used to it.  

JC: Yeah, you’d have to I guess. 

DS: Yeah. 

JC: Do you see a lot of, with the family element, the 2 brothers, do you see a lot of that influence on 
the way the business is run? Compared to say, if there wasn’t a family element, if it was just 2 
employers. 

DS: Yes, I think, ehm, (2.1) I think because it is family run it is their business. I mean George will work 
until 7 sometimes 8 ‘clock, and gets phone calls during the night or the weekend for emergences, 
and I think if it wasn’t your business you’d be, I don’t think you’d be as, you know, good hearted 
to go out to emergences and things. Whereas, because it’s family run, that they’re more keen to 
kind of, you know, (1.2) keep like being helpful and do as much as they can for clients.  

JC: Do you think, does that impact on you at all? 

DS: No, no, [JC: You think is just the same as if you’d have been in =] = George has helped me a lot 
over the years and I help his company as well, so it’s well balanced. [JC: And that’s because of the 
family element?] Yeah, (2.1) I would say so, it’s more personal. You know, umhum. 

JC: Do you see any disadvantages coming from it, not necessarily it being George or anyone else, but 
just from there being that family situation? 
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DS: No, I don’t think there’s any disadvantage, I thinks it’s quite a close knit, quite a cosy family kind 
of, (1.6) you know we go out for quite a lot of meals and things, we get taken out ever birthday, 
and Christmas we go out, and it’s really fine. It’s really nice, umhum. 

JC: Ehm, see from a, well these are pretty much the same questions I was asking George, ehm, from 
a client perspective, are they drawn to the fact that it’s family, or do you think it’s more = 

DS: = I think they like it, because ehm, you get clients where, they have known George for years and 
years, or even Stephen, and they keep coming back. Because they’ll maybe rent something, or 
they’ll buy something, and they’ll maybe sell the property they’ve bought from them, so, it 
definitely helps. It saves you having new faces over and over again. [JC: That sort of long term 
relationship.] They like a face that they can recognise (1.1) and trust as well, umhum. 

JC: Exactly, ehm, (1.0) see when decisions are made, and they’re made form the, the kind of 
management level, coming from George, how, how does that get communicated? Like, you know 
when ehm, when I say bigger decisions I don’t have any specific examples I’m afraid, but just 
when it is a bigger, eh, decision in terms of maybe in the strategy of the company or the markets 
he wants to try and go into next, or come out of next, [DS: Umhum.] how does that get passed on 
to you? 

DS: George will come into the office and just explain they’ve had a meeting and things, so without 
us, sometimes we’re not involved in the bigger stuff. But, and he just explains it in detail what’s 
happening, explains what’s going to be done, and what’s not to be done, and it just normally 
works, and if it doesn’t work we’ll say to him, ‘look this isn’t really working this way’, and (2.1) 
just work together. 

JC: Do you find that there’s ehm, do you find that that happens, a lot of decisions are made, because 
there’s 2 offices, do you find decisions are made away from the offices and then brought into the 
offices? 

DS: Sometimes. Sometimes, (1.9) yeah. Like new websites, we don’t get much input, we’ve just had a 
new one, but it’s a good one, so it’s working. The last one wasn’t a good one, so it was just trial 
and error. [JC: Right, it’s quite a specialist skill, the website, as well.] Yeah, umhum. 

JC: What ehm, (1.0) what about things like, (0.7) I now that it’s maybe, with it being a kind of 
informal atmosphere, there’s maybe nothing set like a performance evaluation that you might 
get in other companies, is there any kind of other way that you feel the performance is kind of 
maintained? 

DS: George doesn’t let anything slip. ((laughs)) He’s a bit more strict than Stephen at our Forres 
office. He’s a good boss,  but you know, as long as you do your work. If things do slip he will pull 
you up and say to you, ‘look I’ve noticed this isn’t getting done good enough’, or if we’re losing a 
lot of keys, that we don’t really lose, but if you have plumbers have them out and don’t have 
them back, he’s onto it so, (1.7) yeah, he keeps an eye on everything.  

JC: Just that kind of = [DS: = Try and balance it all.] Yeah, just able to kind of watch over everything, I 
don’t mean necessarily do everything, but just know what’s being done, kind of thing. 

DS: Yeah, umhum.  

JC:  Do you think, do you feel that, ehm, staff are able to, kind of openly talk [DS: Oh yeah.] and 
communicate with, with George as well. [DS: Yeah, definitely.] There’s no barriers at all. [DS: No, 
no, there’s no barriers. (1.3) He gets told straight if we’re not happy.  ((laughs)) No, he’s very 
good.] He’s out the office quite a lot, is that, that okay?  
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DS: Yeah, we just phone him on his mobile, and if we don’t get him he phones back. And 9 times out 
of 10 he’s near the office so you know in most cases he’ll just pop in. Yeah, no, he’s very good. 
And then failing that if it’s a real emergency and we can’t get hold of George, Stephen’s always 
available, there’s always one of the bosses. [JC: Oh, okay.]   They’re both out boss, you see, 
although we work in the Elgin office, I class George and Steven as my boss.  

JC: Right, so you can phone Steven as well, that’s another option? 

DS: Oh, yeah, Steven’s helped me out a lot, you know, if I needed a, (1.8) you know, the company 
card for things, Steven’s done it for me in the past. [JC: Oh, I didn’t realise that.] Umhum, it’s 
always back-up. 

JC: Okay. Eh, I’ve really just got one more question, and it’s exactly the same question I asked 
George, so it would be interesting to hear. Ehm, if you had a friend, right, or someone you cared 
about, a relative, (1.5) and they were going to work in a family company, no this one, right, it was 
quite a strong family company, you know, the whole company was based around the family, but 
they were obviously not a part of the family. Is there any advice you would give them? As, as 
you’ve got experience in a family business, anything you would say? 

DS: I would just say to work with them, but if you’ve any new ideas approach them with it. Because, I 
mean, they will listen. Hopefully is it’s a good run family business they will listen, if it’s anything 
like this one they should work quite good with them. Yeah.  

JC: Would you see, I’ve spoken to quite a few people and a lot of times they’ve mentioned, ‘uhm, 
maybe if you’ve got career ambitions then it might not be’, you know? 

DS: I don’t know because I mean George has paid for a good course, a European driving licence 
course for me as well, so you know the bosses do help you a lot, yeah definitely. 

JC: Oh that’s good, so I mean you don’t see that as much here? 

DS: Nope. No, no, there’s been a few girls sworked here and got good experience and then they’ve 
maybe went on to something, you know that they can, if they want to take on more, like being a 
manager or something, then they can do that. Whereas we don’t really want to be, we’re quite 
happy, Tracy my colleague and I, we’re just happy being secretaries and just work away. Umhum. 
It works really good. 

JC: Alright, great. Listen, thank you very much, pleasure to meet you.  

DS: That’s okay. 

JC: I’ll stop that there.  
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Field notes: This interview is by far the shortest that was done throughout the research. Not 

because of any time restrictions, but because the interviewee was very quick and closed in her 

answers. It was particularly noted that the responses were all positive in nature, with no notion 

of any negative element, or at least being unwilling to air these. I felt that DS was perhaps under 

the impression that the management of the company was in some way being assessed, and so 

was at pains to give the impression that she was completely happy with everything that 

happened in the firm and would not want to work anywhere else. Visibly, DS remained fairly 

uptight and adopted a sitting position I would more expect to see were I a client approaching the 

front desk, which she manned. The clear indication from this interview is that decisions are 

made from the family element of the firms and then brought in. Although DS spoke of being 

happy with this situation, an apologetic air came across here when she mentioned that on 

occasion when things did not go according to the plan of the management then the staff would 

put this to them. At one point during the interview Georges son entered the room, a small office 

room at the back of the business floor (Clearly GB’s office), in order to file some paperwork. 

He entered the room with the confidence of ownership, and perhaps a touch on enlightenment. 

It made me wonder if DS would have done this were I interviewing him, or someone else. 

Perhaps coincidently, no one entered the room while I was interviewing George.    
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Interviewee 25 
Coding Ref: 160911NE 
Location: Clydebank, Scotland – Company 
offices 
Date: 16.09.2011 
Time: 11:00 
Duration of interview: 24 mins 28 secs 
Interviewer: JC 
 

 
Interviewee: MC 
Interviewee 2: BM 
Gender: M (2-M) 
Employment Status: Employee 
Familial Relationship: Non 
Firm Age: 4 
Firm Size: 6 
Primary Industry: Design

Transcription: 

JC: Obviously you’re aware that [company name] is a family concern. Ehm, how, how do you 
perceive the family? How would, what do you think of when you think of them, do you see them 
as ownership, do you see them as bosses, or is it more as colleagues? 

BM: Ehm, I would say it’s as colleagues to be honest. 

MR: I as well, but there is, (1.1) we know that there’s a boundary line, [BM: Yeah.] that is something 
needs done it gets done, or it’s like having a family environment, there’s usually 2 or 3 members 
of the same family, and sometimes more, ehm, and that allows you, it makes it a bit more 
relaxed, as if you’ve been taken into part of their family, whilst assisting through the heavens, but 
you also know that there’s a distinct level of hierarchy, that Michael is the boss, and although 
Tony is, (1.4) ehm, he’s asked for something today to get done, it gets done, even over Michael, 
just because he’s his father. Although it should be the other way around. (1.1) You know, so 
that’s probably. 

BM: See, eh, it may be slightly different for me, because myself and Tony’s ehm, (1.6) disciplines 
don’t really interact that often, whereas myself and Michael do. You know, we are the 2 people, 
or Michael is certainly the person that I work closest with, eh, in the company. 

JC: So you’ve got far more interaction with Michael. [BM: Professionally, yeah.] What ehm, just to 
clarify, sorry, ((clears throat)) just to clarify, ehm, the family element is, is Michael and Tony, 
that’s the father/son, and that’s the directorship as well. Ehm = 

MR: = Arleen’s the administrator, office manager, stroke thing. [JC: And ehm, what was the family 
relationship there?] Eh, brother sister, and Tony’s daughter. And then on occasion their youngest 
sister or daughter comes in as well. [JC: And that’s kind of a part-time, temp.]  

BM: It’s just a couple of days a month just helping out with general admin, eh, tasks. 

JC: Do you, ehm, this is basically just the same, the same things I was asking ehm, Michael, it’s, do 
you feel that being non-family members, are your, eh, I don’t know any individual goals or 
anything you want to do with your work in terms of personal development or anything like that, 
is that taking into account? Is it something that’s thought about in the company? 

BM: Ehm, (1.1) I think so from my point of view, it’s maybe difficult for me to gauge, ehm, (1.9) 
where, (2.0) where the company see me going down 5 years, because I’ve only been here for 3 
months, coming on for 4. Ehm, but you know, I was sort of brought in, certainly at this stage in a 
defined role, to do a defined job within the company. And, you know, what happens in the 
future, well that’s for the future I suppose.   

JC: Do you see, I mean is it something that’s quite open, as well, to talk about? 
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BM: Ehm, yeah. I think due to the relaxed atmosphere it is, if you’re, if there’s something needs 
addressed it gets discussed, flippantly even, it just, it discussed, ehm, if you like, (1.3) in a kind of 
straight down the middle fashion, but ehm, aye it’s discussed in that relaxed manner. An informal 
manner.  

MR: I think because it is Michael, and, ehm, really the only person that both of us deal with on a 
technical basis is Michael. So he’s brought us in for specific tasks. I’m in to run a certain project; 
Barry was brought in to assist with the building services side. Tony, (1.6) does in a separate area, 
that isn’t us, which I interact with on occasion, but I think with that in mind, and with regular 
discussions with Michael as to where he wants us to go within the business, and also there’s a 
kick back for personal development, there’s where we can think about if there’s training needed, 
or, then that’s obviously got to be discussed, with it being a small business it’s always got to have 
the cost implications, and you need to think about your role in the business. In think both of us 
have both worked in large environments, when you’ve got large teams, large budgets, and things 
like that are usually taken for granted. So. Which, that, although it’s not as easily accessible, it’s 
actually easier to discuss it. 

BM: Certainly you know, you definitely feel as if you’re consulted, (1.7) you’re certainly consulted on 
eh, where your own area of the business is going, you know, whereas in a larger company, you 
know, certainly like, eh, Michael headed up a team in his previous, eh, companies, but I certainly 
didn’t, you know, you just come in an got on with your work and that was it, you know, you 
weren’t, well, you certainly weren’t consulted on any, (1.9) eh, any business decision, far too, far 
too far down the pecking order for that.  

JC: Would you say you’ve got a, a kind of, of autonomy over what happens, like when you come into 
work in the day, you kind of get on with it.  

BM: Yeah, absolutely, yep.  

JC: There’s no set, you know like in maybe the larger companies, you have very set, very structured 
roles.  

BM: Well that (1.3) is the one major difference I’ve found since coming here, is that. (2.6) And, in my 
previous company, which, which was a large company within it’s field, but not a large company 
by any manner of means, but they employed 200 to 250 members staff nationwide. Ehm, (2.1) 
you can argue, you always felt as if there was somebody always watching over your shoulder 
type thing. Eh, and watching what you were doing, and there was always somebody ready to 
(1.7) stick their oar in, saying, you know, you not doing that right, or I can, I can do that better. 
Which isn’t always a bad thing, but you kind of get, eh, (1.3) sick of it eventually.  As well, you 
know, I’m not, I’m not incompetent. But ehm, whereas, I say, in here, you get on with it.  

JC: So you think that’s got anything to do with the family aspect? 

MR: I think it’s maybe just more to do with a smaller business than the family. [BM: Yeah, I think it’s 
to do with the size as well.] You’re allowed a lot more personal freedom, but in fact you’ve got a 
far more, a higher amount of personal responsibility as well, so. Whereas before you could rely 
on a team behind you, or somebody to tell you what to do, whereas you’ve got to deal with that 
yourself. Ehm. But certainly it’s easier to talk about things. With it being just a small family 
business, it would have been, it would have been harder to influence, but with a smaller family 
business, I think it’s a sort of warmer atmosphere. Rather than anything else. [BM: I think so, I 
think so.] 

JC: How are things like, ehm, when it is decision making in the company, ehm, whether it’s like, what 
markets to try and tap into or anything like that, ehm, (1.1) how, how does that happen? In your 
eyes? 
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MR: My own experience, if there’s markets I want to go with, I’ll just discuss it with Michael, ehm, 
and at that point he would then, have other discussion with him and Tony, just like any board of 
directors, the 2 of them, (1.2) albeit father and son, they make that decision. I’ll make the idea, 
then generally it’s =  

JC: = So the idea can be fed into them, then = 

BM: = yea, we as of for me, I was brought in really because, well due to the markets that they were 
trying to, to break into. But with the, ehm, proviso that, ehm, you know, you can bring any 
personal relationship, personal leads, professional relationships that you’ve built up over your 
career so far, but the use that, to, (1.8) eh, to allow the company to break into new markets that 
they’ll, you know, you have that autonomy to go and do something.  

JC: That was the reason you were here?  That was the reason you were brought on? [MR: Yeah. Well, 
one of them.] What, what about disadvantages, do you see any disadvantages of the fact there is, 
it does seem to be quite a strong family element, with the majority of employees being related.  

MR: The only small disadvantage, which isn’t really any more, it’s a slight awkwardness sometimes. 
Like if there’s maybe a disagreement, which isn’t a professional disagreement, sometimes there’s 
a personal disagreement, and that can be a disadvantage and effect what you do, but that’s 
about as much as you’d expect.  

BM: I would go along with that to be honest, that’s the only disadvantage that I would see. 

JC: I mean do you feel it, is it an awareness of = 

BM: = It doesn’t really need to fell, it doesn’t, it doesn’t get transferred onto you, I mean what, you 
know, whenever. = 

MR: = Your just feel as if you shouldn’t be in the room. At that point. = 

BM: = Yeah, yeah, just sort of, be quite, keep your head down, don’t get involved. ((laughs))  

JC: What, ehm, about, things, like, like turnover of staff and things like that, in a lot of family 
companies the turnover of staff tends to be an awful lot lower, would you have any reasons as to 
why that might be? 

MR: (2.7) I think, again, I don’t know if that’s anything to do with a family thing, I think it’s more just 
to do with being a small company. Small companies, when it’s more reactive, because they’re 
smaller, they don’t have this big ocean liner that needs to decide it’s turning a couple of weeks 
ahead. And if something needs done we can bring somebody in, and general it’s a well thought 
decision because that, it’s so small, because they’re so small business they decided that they 
bore it our as much as they can themselves, before it gets to the point of we need to bring 
somebody in, by that point hopefully the market set up and aligned to the needs that’s taken in, 
in terms of wages that they’re paying.  

JC: Yeah, yeah, and that’s more so than the actual family side of it. [MR: Aye.] Ehm, (1.1) do you ever 
feel, thinking again about decisions, not necessarily big decision, you know, just the day-to-day 
things. Is, is the business family orientated in term of decisions made for the benefit of the 
family? Would you say? 

MR: I think decisions are made for the benefit of the business rather than the family. [MR: The 
business, aye.] I mean, I don’t think that comes in; I don’t think decisions are made for the 
benefit of the family. But if they do benefit the family then it’s because, it’s of benefit to the 
business, first and foremost.  
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BM: I that through there they’ve got quite a good, up/muck, sort of personal relationship balance 
going, where they keep it, if there’s any persons business, family it would be taken away, ehm, 
rather than done in the office, certainly for, there’s a better atmosphere towards, whereas, (9.1) 
I’ve got quite a young family myself, and that’s appreciated more by the firm, than if, I worked in 
a bigger establishment before and you’re just seen as a figure, and employee, something that 
goes away and does a function. Whereas their more parental, because it is a family environment, 
you know, they’re a bit more sympathetic to, ‘my daughters not well’, or something like that, so I, 
I find that is a benefit.  

JC: Okay, ehm, you well, mentioned that what would happen is maybe you would out in an idea 
forward and, thinking about the knowledge thing, the ideas things as well. You would put the 
idea forward it then gets fed into, you know, Tony and, ehm, Michael, and they’ve got it, and 
then it’s a decision will come based on that. Do you see any incentives for yourself, for doing 
that? 

MR: Ehm, I’d say, well, I don’t know what Barry’s thing is. But I think there’s more to do with being in 
a small business again, there’s more of an incentive in that there may well be a kick back on it. 
You know, if that market’s secure and I can certainly secure some sort of percentage on that 
market. I think that’s probably a similar idea as well, you can ask.  

BM: Yeah, that’s what I would say, like, I think, if you, if you’re able to, to bring business into the 
company then, (1.9) yeah that’ll be looked favourably upon. By those concerned, whether you’re 
a member for the family or not.  

JC: And you’ve got that autonomy over it as well? [BM: Yeah.] If can be your, you can take pride in it. 
[BM: Yeah.] In your eyes, eh, I spoken with, I’ve seen your office as well, it is, there’s nothing 
really that can’t be spoken about in the office. Are there any limits, any barriers? 

MR: No, ehm, no there’s usually quite good flowing banter, ehm, it sometimes shuts up if Arleen’s in, 
but generally if it’s me, Michael, Tony and Barry, it’s, you know, the banter’s flowing, there’s not 
really any boundaries as to where you wan tot go with your conversation, even on and off topic 
business wise, it’s doesn’t, [BM: Yeah.] you get a good ribbing with each other. (2.3) You would 
just shout it out, it’s only just, probably etiquette that we don’t speak about certain things in 
front of women; it’s a bit smutty for them.  

JC: Yeah, but that’s what you would do anyway.  

MR: Exactly.  

JC: Ehm, just one more, one more point, I asked the same question to Michael and Tony, it’s kind of a 
bit obscure, but if you knew someone, or one of your family members was going to work for a 
family company, and it was a really strong family company, the whole directorship was family, 
everyone, everyone in the management was all family, and they were going to work there and 
they were not a member of the family. In your experience from here, is there any advice you 
would give to them? Anything you’d say to them going in? 

BM: Ehm, (1.3) I would, (2.2) I would just, I would say to them to eh, (4.5) ensure that, you know 
they were given some level of autonomy, with, ehm, within the business, you know. Well, every 
business is different, you know, they might be, they might be a bigger family business that they 
were going into, but like I say if I could keep it to a family business about this size that they were 
going into then, (1.9) yeah, I’ve been given a level of autonomy within here, and I would, I would 
say the same to them. Make sure that, ehm, that (3.2) you’re not just, ehm, that you’re not just 
nodding your head all the time. You know. (2.1) Have an opinion.  
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JC: Do you see that there’s any, is there kind of ceiling on it, like, ah, some people have spoke about, 
ehm, well I’d say to them don’t, don’t go into a strong family business if you want a career in that 
company, you know, you want to go forward and break into the directorship. Is that, does that 
exist at all? 

MR: Not really, not that seen. [BM: Not for me.] The previous company I worked for, it was a small 
family company that grew, all that, it was the father and 2 sons, and the cousins are all the 
directors, ehm, and as I went into the business, actually after a year I became a director, with one 
of the other heads of teams, so, ah, there’s always scope for it, if a business grows, if it doesn’t 
stay this size then you’ve got to expect, you not going to, if you’ve in at a reasonably early stage 
then, if the business grows there’s not reason why you can’t grow into new positions to take on 
roles that would allow them to step back. I mean I think that’s always the plan about family 
businesses, that you grow it to a certain level and then you can step back, and get people in that 
you trust to run it, but also keep your finger in the pie so, (1.9) that’s from personal experience, I, 
I was part of my dad’s family business. I grew up with a family business, so I’m aware of the 
dynamics of how they work. Likes of, that they can be great, but they can also be frustrating, 
more for the family members within, because the roles get tight, but then, there’s always a, 
everybody thinks it’s 50/50, but it’s generally the father that rules the, rules the roost. I wouldn’t 
think that would be going on with Michael and Tony, because Michael’s more the figurehead sort 
of thing, whereas Tony’s more a sit back, semi-retired type role. But no in a business there’s 
always options, it’s up to you to create them. Eh, certainly in this instance, but if is growing, that 
that wouldn’t be a bad option, maybe even to grow the business, and grow avenues and grow 
markets, then there’s no reason why you can’t grow all these things in a family business.  

JC: That was, that was pretty much everything I’ve gone through with you.  

MR: see that, see that, I know of, my pal works for a large family business, Reigart Construction, have 
you tried speaking to them? 

JC: Ehm, no.  

MR: That is a great example of a multi-million pound company, eh, and it’s about 4 or 5 brother that 
are all directors.  

JC: Oh, okay, what was the name again? 

MR: Reigart construction. And there’s great, they’ve got loads of, they’re based in Drumcavel Quarry, 
but they’ve got a real family ethos, where they’re in from 6 in the morning until 10 at night. And 
the guy, one of the main guys is called Terry; he’s got a few other companies. That was basically a 
small demolition company, and now they do a full waste recycling facility where they get schools 
in, and they actually cater to, there’s custom parts where they’ve got walk-ways for you to 
actually go in and watch them do all their recycling. But it’s a complete family business, [JC: Still.] 
still, and it’s only run by the family, they’re the main honchos, the head honchos, but they 
employ, yeah, plenty of people.  

JC: And how would you spell the name of it? 

MR: REIGART, but that’s not a plug, that just that I think that would be a really really good example, 
to try and get into; I think they were pretty, pretty open to things like that. 

JC: Okay, I’ll look into it and see if they’re, see if they’re willing. That’s great, thanks very much. 
Brilliant, eh, I’ll let you get back to it.  
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Field notes: In the same break out area as where the discussion with MG and TG took place. I 

would say that this interview would have been better if I was able to speak to Mr and BM 

separately. The reason for this interview being so short is simply that they answered all 

questions quickly and succinctly, However, analysis of the answers may result in only positive 

responses, as in one of the other employee interview conducted. They both spoke very quickly 

and often over each other. However one ting was clear in the discussion. BM, having been only 

with the company for 3 months, was much quieter that MR, who clearly had more confidence in 

talking about MG and TG. He also demonstrated that he had experience of other family 

businesses, but seemed to regard this company as aside from them. Perhaps the most interesting 

part is the acknowledgment that it can get awkward when personal issues come into the 

businesses. However, in terms of knowledge sharing, it seems to be fully open, with a sharing of 

knowledge and development of ideas seen as the norm. Also interesting it that MR suggested 

that if TG was to make any request at any point then it would be given priority, over MG, due to 

the father relationship. Again both were very casually dressed and very laid back in their 

attitude and open in discussion. At one point MR’s phone went, and although not answered he 

did check it, this could be an indication of what is indeed a very relaxed atmosphere. After all of 

the interview in this firm I went in to the office, it was a small area, perhaps only designed to 

hold 3 people, but there were 5 desks set up. I was not clear where MG sat, and as he emerged 

from the pile of paper and drawing instruments to greet me to say goodbye, I could not 

approach him due to the amount crammed in the room, but had to wait for him to come to me. 

All were indeed within spitting distance of each other, and all were very casually dressed, with 

the exception of TG, who wore a casual shirt with tie. This was a very amenable company, and 

MG did say at the end of the morning, that it sometimes just depends what kind of day the 

person is having, whether they will agree to these sort of things or not. But that he always 

looked to help where he could, the interviews back this up. 
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Interviewee 26 
Coding Ref: 300811NE 
Location: Motherwell, Scotland – Company 
offices  
Date: 30.08.2011 
Time: 15:00 
Duration of interview: 31 mins 57 secs 
Interviewer: JC 

 
Interviewee: LW 
Gender: F 
Employment Status: Employee 
Familial Relationship: Non 
Firm Age: 79 
Firm Size: 10 
Primary Industry: Financial

Transcription: 

JC: Excellent, (1.2( so ehm, you’re obviously aware it is a family business, ehm, (0.9) it’s been clear to you. 
How would you say, in your words do you perceive the family element of the business? Do you see 
them as boss, colleague, owner, how do you see it? 

LW: Eh, (2.1) I’d say first of all boss, (1.2) director, boss and then colleague. Ehm, (3.1) I would definitely say 
ehm, (1.4) that the family side of things comes across, you know, and it’s very very important. Ehm, the 
fact that it is a family business, that it’s still run by, like members of the original family, ehm, I think (2.7) 
everyone to my mind takes a lot of pride in that. You know, that fact that it is, you know, it’s still that 
way. Ehm, I don’t know if that makes sense. Just thinking about on a day-to-day basis, it is, it’s pretty 
important I would say, yeah. Ehm, as far a Graham and Kenneth are concerned, yeah, they are, 
obviously bosses and they’re given that position, but they’re colleagues as well, we do work side-by-
side with them and all, so yeah. Mhum.  

JC: You need to get on with them, so. 

LW: Yeah, exactly, yeah.  

JC: How long have you worked for them? 

LW: Eh, it’ll be 3 years come November. Yeah, I work in a lot of variety, like (1.6) national brokers, ehm, and 
other companies. I worked for a smaller family business about 15 years ago, and then went to a 
national, and then went back the way again, so I do, yeah so I’ve been like all kinds of, ehm, businesses, 
so I know the differences it makes. [JC: Oh that’s good.] Yeah, yep.  

JC: Ehm, see things like your own individual goals, or anything you want to kind of achieve in your work and 
in what you do, or even in terms of (1.5) achieve in terms of the job itself, you know, you want to iron 
out any kinks of what you do, [LW: Mhum.] how, are those taken into account, how are they taken into 
account, and do you find it an easy thing to do? 

LW: As far as (2.1) the directors are concerned? [JC: Yeah.] Yeah. Ehm, I would say yeah, very 
approachable, ehm, (3.1) and they will always make time, ehm, you know, if there are any issues 
anything that you need help with, or anything, yeah, very much so, yeah. Does that answer that one, 
yeah? 

JC: Well, really the question would revolve round (2.3) the fact that that’s the case, do you think family’s to 
do with that, or do you think that would be the case? 

LW: Ehm, (3.5) I think the family element, (4.1) it comes into play. Because it’s like they’re the end of the 
line as far as the business is concerned. You know, and it’s like, it’s everything is ultimately down to 
them, any issues, whether it’s personal issues within the company, business issues, anything with the 
clients. That, I think, (2.1) having come from bigger companies, there always seems to be somebody, 
you know, like further up the ladder. Like maybe your direct manager really wouldn’t be as concerned, 
or as interested in getting problems sorted out. Whereas with it being a family business it does have a 
direct impact, do you know where I’m, if that makes sense. ((laughs)) [JC: It does, you can see  that 
there’s no one =] = Yeah, you can actually see it, you know. Where as in a larger company it’s like, ‘oh 
right, okay, right  he might be my boss, but he’s got a boss’, and it just goes further down the line, you 
know, that it’s like that way, yeah he might be interested, but ultimately there’s always somebody 
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behind him that could sort it out. You know, that, whereas here I think it’s like because the 2 directors 
are it you know, they are the business, you know they’re the directors that it’s down to them basically. 
The buck stops with them. Is that the, the line, yeah?  

JC: Yeah, yeah, exactly yeah. Ehm, so if the buck is stopping with them it obviously means that that’s where 
the majority of decisions are coming from as well. [LW: Mmm.] Do you, do you see that, I mean, or, well 
how, in your opinion are decisions made in the company? 

LW: Ehm, (1.1) I think internally, whenever it comes to, like, because of the nature of the business, when it 
comes to the markets that we use of the deals that we have on the go, that’s made by the 2 directors, 
you know, anything that has like a (0.8) major business effect, or business impact on us. Internally I 
would say that (2.1) ultimately they will make the decisions but they will take on board any concerns, 
or, you know, any comments that are, they, they will react to anything. You know, like, we had a 
meeting last week, because, ehm, the other account handler and myself, were concerned just about 
thing to do with the business and the way some cases were being handled and things, and we sat down 
and had a meeting with them, you know. And already this has started to happen as a result of that, 
within a week. You know so. I would say that, (1.7) ehm, yeah, uhum, yeah. [JC: Who instigated the 
meeting?] We did. ((laughs)) We did. [JC: Good.] I know. That’s why I was joking about the P45. 
Whenever we asked for the meeting, Kenneth just said, ‘so will it be’, the other account handler Debbie 
had said ehm, (2.7) jokingly, that is was for us both to hand in our resignation at the same time, you 
know, and he said, ‘right, that’s fine, I’ll have you P45s waiting for you’, you know, so. Ehm, we’ve got 
that kind of relationship, you know, that we do joke, you know. But ehm, (1.7) but no it was us, and it 
was fine. And it was like at the time when we asked for the meeting I think, you know, so yeah. They do 
listen to us, yep. 

JC: Ehm, do you have, do you have any perception of a kind of, a way that performance standards are 
maintained? I know that’s kind of, it sounds a bit rigid when I mean performance standards, but just 
how in general, how the performance across the company be maintained? 

LW: Ehm, (3.2) do you mean how do they monitor it, or? [JC: Eh, in general, is it monitored, or, do you feel 
it is?] Yeah. Yeah it is. I wouldn’t say it’s the act-, (2.0) your own personal performance and appraisals 
and ehm, I think because we do work so closely together. I don’t think there’s the same need for like a 
personal appraisal. Ehm, because they know on a day-to-day basis, how we’re actually performing, and 
you know they can see from like diary systems and that kind of thing. So personally. Ehm, (1.6) as far as 
the compliance side of the business, it’s very closely monitored, ehm, as far as like documents and, you 
know, what’s actually going out the door kind of thing. [JC: Okay, like kind of client facing stuff.] Yeah, 
that, yeah, you know, like because we work within, like, FSA guidelines for everything, ehm, that is 
closely monitored, I would say pretty much daily. Or weekly. They run reports to check, you know like, 
‘why hasn’t this appeared’, you know, ‘this document should be in and out the door’ or ‘that’s come in 
but it hasn’t gone out the door’, you know that, something as basic as that. Ehm, and as I say, I think 
because they are (2.4) open, and we can go and chap the door at any time, and say ‘I need to speak to 
you, about this, or that, or whatever.’ I think it takes away the need for like a personal appraisal, you 
know like our own performance, if that makes sense. You know like the work side is like closely 
monitored, but personally, you know, how we’re dealing with things, and how we’re coping, ehm, it’s 
(1.9) I think, because like I say we can speak to them at any time. [JC: Kind of more informally done.] 
Yeah, uhum, rather than that sit-down once every 6 months or once a year, and you know, ‘you’re not 
doing this you’re doing that’, you know.  

JC: Exactly. What if ehm, (1.4) and I don’t know about yourself, but if anyone wanted to (1.1) try something 
else in the job, you know. Switch roles or, or look into developing, you know, ‘can you send me on this 
or that training programme’, I’m not sure if in financial services there’s a lot of that or not, [LW: Yeah, 
yeah.] but (2.7) is there avenues for that to take place? [LW: Yeah.] Is that a possibility in the company? 

LW: Yeah, eh, my colleague Debbie, recently done, that’s the girls that’s off today, she had ehm, (1.2) she 
ran a scheme earlier in the year, it was for a mail shot for smaller packages and thing like that, for, to 
try and bring in new business. [JC: Okay yeah.] And she went to them, you know laid out, ‘here’s how 
we can do it, these are the costs involved’, and you know, a couple of meetings and yeah it was put in 
place, and she was allowed, you know, run with it, you know, that was ehm, February/March time, that 
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ran, so yeah, they are open to things. Ehm, training courses, (2.4) it’s a case of, if we feel we do need 
something, and we ask, they will do their best, you know to try and, whether it’s through Broker 
Network, that we’re members of, or whether it’s with an actual insurer  or, you know, they will, yeah. 
They are, you know, pretty much, their development side I would say is, yep, if at all possible, yeah. You 
know. They’ll do it.  

JC: Again, as with the other questions, do you think that that’s impacted by the fact that it’s a family 
business at all? 

LW: Hmm. ((agreement)) [JC: You think so?] Yeah, I do. I think they take a lot of pride in the level of 
professionalism that we have. And that means a lot them as well. And that, (1.2) it can only be help by 
us, you know, having the correct training and development and everything like that, you know, so ehm, 
it all, it’s all kind of hand-in-hand, you know, yeah. I would say so, yeah.  

JC: Okay, good. Ehm, how much influence do you think that fact that there’s a blood relation in the 
company with the 2 cousins, how much influence do you think it has on the business in general?  

LW: Ehm, (2.0) they’re very different people. You know, obviously different upbringings and you know, oh, 
different age groups as well. Ehm, (1.7) I would say, (3.1) ugh, it probably sounds corny, but I think, it’s 
like the business means more, to, well obviously to them. But it, speaking from a personal viewpoint, it 
means more to me, you know. It’s like ehm, because you know that it’s like everyone’s livelihood, it’s 
not like being part of a big corporation, you know, where it’s like, ‘oh God, this has happened’, or, 
‘we’ve lost that client’, or whatever, you know. Whereas here, it’s, (1.7) no I don’t mean to take it 
personally, but I think you take a lot more pride, because you know that it has an impact. We’re a small 
business that, you know, ehm. Does that make sense? [JC: Yeah, I think so.] It’s really hard to, ehm, 
(2.1) I think it does. Yeah, I think it does in my opinion. Yeah. Yep. 

JC: Ehm, do you ever find, and I’ve spoke to a lot of family businesses, do you ever find that the kind of 
decisions of the business are being made away from the business and then brought in? Or do you find 
they’re always made in the business? 

LW: Ehm, do you mean as far as them having meetings and deciding things, that type of thing? [JC: Could 
be, yeah.] Ehm, (0.9) well it’s only happened once that I know of, when they actually went away from 
the premises, they went away from the building. And that was, ehm, (1.0) when one of the other 
directors had left. Not a family members, ehm, he went off-site to have that meeting, you know, came 
back and announced it and everybody fell off their chairs in shock I think, you know. ((laughs)) And 
that’s, and that in 3 years that’s the only time I’m aware of, you know, it’s like the rest of the time, it’s 
like, they’re here or, you know whenever the voice-mails get put on that their in a meeting, not to, or 
even at that, you know, they would still, you know, if you had to go in and get them for anything, you 
know. Like, but that’s the only time that. But, as far as, (2.0) no, I think they’re always, they’re pretty 
much always here, you know, unless it’s clients and things that they’re dealing with. I know, yeah. 

JC: Okay, what, what, if, just again going on the family influence bit, because that’s kind of what’s 
important to this. [LW: Yeah, that’s what it’s about.] Ahm, really simplistic, ehm, advantages of it being 
family and disadvantages, how would you see it? 

LW: .hhhh. Advantages are (4.2) from a personal view point, I think you take an awful lot more pride in 
your work. Ehm, because going back to, you know the impact that it has on everyone that’s here. Ehm, 
(2.1) and I think as far as my relationship with them, (1.7) it’s, and I know it’s getting really corny, but I 
really have never had better bosses. I really haven’t. And I think that’s a lot of because of the way they 
are as well, you know, that they take a lot of pride in the business. Ehm, disadvantages, (0.8) 
disadvantages, (1.1) sometimes, if there’s a clash between them, you know, you feel as if you can’t, it’s 
not happened, it’s only maybe once or twice, but a disagreement over how, (1.0) maybe in a particular 
case, or you know a particular type of contract or whatever, if there’s a clash between them, you feel as 
if you’re like, getting pulled in 2 directions, [JC: Oh yeah, okay.] does that makes sense? You know, if it’s 
like, one recons that that clients should be told something, the other one says, ‘no well, they didn’t 
really need to be told that’, it can be a bit, kind of like. But that’s the case whenever you get them to sit 
in the same room, and say, ‘right, okay, can we get this sorted out’, you know, that’s the only thing. [JC: 
Do you find yourself choosing sides kind of thing?] Well, (1.9) I think it’s because they have different 
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attitudes, attitudes as to what is, you know, what should be given priority. [JC: Sure.] You know, that it’s 
that, but ehm, disadvantages other than that. (1.5) I mean, personally speaking, I mean, because they 
are so family orientated, even me with my own family, you know, that ehm, (2.1) well they’re 
absolutely, they’re great to work for, they really are, you know, they really are.  

JC: What, kind of, would you think in terms of clients, would you think being a family business means 
anything? What, something that, ehm, actually was said before, (0.9) just when we were chatting 
before you came it was, ehm, people come in and they want to speak to Mr. Mccarthey. Because that’s 
the name on the door. [LW: Yeah, that’s the name on the front of it, yep.] From a clients perspective do 
you think that’s a, do they want to be going to a family business? Or not? 

LW: Eh::, the vast majority I would say yeah, that it does mean something to them. Going even on the 
numbers of clients that have maybe gone away, for whatever reason, no I wouldn’t say it’s service, it, 
just now on the last couple years it’s been through premium more than anything because the way 
things have been. But the number that have gone away and come back the following year, because 
they don’t get the level of service, and I think that really does stem from being a really decent family 
business. [JC: Sure.] You know, I think that’s got a lot to do with it, and, ehm, I think the majority of 
clients that I deal with, I tend to be like commercial and corporate. Ehm, (1.8) even though we’re a 
smaller business, they know that they’ll get the level of service and they know who they’re coming on 
the phone to, you know they’ve got our direct numbers, they’ve got the directors direct numbers. You 
know, and they know that they’ll always get one of us. You know, so yeah, I think it is important to the 
vast, any clients that I have, they I deal with, yeah, I would say it’s important, yeah.  

JC: What, as opposed to clients then, what about staff? Do you think it makes a difference to, obviously 
with yourself, you’ve been family then non-family, then family. So you’ve kind of know what you 
wanted to work for. In general though, in the wider scheme.   

LW: Ehm:, Yeah, I think it makes a difference, speak for me personally, and having had some like kind of 
conversations with other ehm, colleagues, it definitely makes a difference. Ehm, the other colleagues 
(2.1) have worked in, I trying to think, I’m trying to think where else the other girls have worked. Ehm, 
(3.4) ones worked for a national, another one’s worked for, yeah, I they’ve all worked in like kind of 
corporate ehm, places, you know like, they big ones. Ehm, (2.4) and I do think it matters and it is 
important, yep, and they realise, you know, well they can tell the difference obviously, you know. I 
think it’s a case of it’s not until you come to a smaller company, and you realise, (1.6) you know, like 
just how you were treated in the bigger one, you know, you really. Okay the rules and regulations are 
there for a reason, but you know, the flexibility and the, I think it’s just opportunity to take pride in your 
work and see the impact, you know, in what you’re actually achieving. You know, that, that’s the 
difference. Whereas whenever you’re in a national, or in, you know, one of the bigger companies, 
you’re just a number, ultimately, you know. ((laughs)) [JC: You’re doing the same job that somebody 
else will be doing.] Exactly, somebody, somebody else would walk in and do it the following day. 
Whereas here it’s not quite the case, you know.  

JC: What about ehm, if you, you, I think we’ve tapped on this earlier, but just to go into it again. If you had 
an idea, if you seen that the process of your job wasn’t the way it could be, you know, and I could 
potentially be better. [LW: Yep.] What, what happens if you then want to take that forward and change 
it, what do you do, what actually goes on? 

LW: Ehm:, well, I’m trying to think of processes and things. (3.4) First of all it would be a case of, flagging 
up, that was actually part of the meeting last week, eh, it was just one of the things that came up, that 
we weren’t happy with this particular process. Ehm, and it was a case of flanking up, look, ‘this is what’s 
happening, as a result these are the problems that we’re coming up against, our end, and if we do this, 
this, and this’, we came up with the suggestions, and they could see, you know, like why, you know like, 
where the problems were, ehm, (1.5) and came up with it. And it’s like, yeah, I mean they’re quite 
willing to listen. As long as it’s not just a case of, you know, you having a rant and a moan. If you can go 
to them and say like, ‘here’s the problem and we think that could be the solution’, then they will listen, 
you know. [JC: Yeah, it’s the same as everything I suppose, you need to go in with, like, having thought 
about it first, rather than just going =] = Having thought it out yeah, I think probably the day we asked 
for the meeting we were having a rant, and we hadn’t actually thought things through. ((laughs)) But 
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that was like the following week, you know, so. ((laughs)) [JC: Yeah, like suddenly you realise right, we 
better have a plan.] I think they came in the day after, because I think the 2 of them had been out in 
meetings or something, and ehm, Debbie and I thought, ‘right okay, we need to speak to them, need to 
get this sorted out’. You know, so, and she’s like, ‘right okay, you email them, email the 2 of them and 
ask’. And the 2 of them came in within about 10 minutes of getting the email and they’re like, we’re just 
next door, and they put their heads round the door, you know, and it was like, Debbie’s like, ‘don’t 
come in, we’ll speak about it at the meeting’, and it was like, ‘right, okay we’ll wait until then’, but by 
the time we got it, we’d sat and we’d thought everything through and here’s what we can do. But they 
will, they’ll sit and listen to us, you know. I know. 

JC: Do you think, is there any incentive. Well, what was the incentive for you to put forward your ideas to 
try and change things? 

LW: Eh, ughh, (3.1) this sounds silly, but it was, (1.7) we weren’t happy that it was to do with, ehm, 
particular types of policies and the documents that were getting issued to clients, the letters, and ehm, 
(1.1) we didn’t feel that they had been checked thoroughly enough. [JC: Okay.] Ehm, and ultimately it’s 
W. H. & R. Mccarthey at the top of that letter, ehm, so we felt as if more could be done before it got to 
the stage of sending the documents out, (0.7) and the impact on that if you count the number of cases 
that were involved, it meant that the documents were, they were right first time. A client wasn’t having 
to call back, so we could say, look, you know, if we do extra processes here, it will reduce the number of 
call-backs. It should hopefully lessen the amount of business that’s being lost, because there’s a lot of 
documents we felt were just being fired out without the premiums being checked or re-broked or 
whatever, because they had smaller premiums. Ehm, and we could say, look, these will be the benefits, 
you know that, ehm, so hopefully. And that’s ultimately what it’s down to, keep the clients and try and 
grow income, you know, and obviously services standards and everything as well, but it was a 
combination of those things. So hopefully it’ll work. ((laughs)) [JC: What do you =] = Maybe the next 
time you come back we’ll all be sitting pulling our hair out, ‘that was a terrible idea’, [JC: Yeah, that’s 
the worst thing we’ve done. ((laughs))] and ‘whose idea was this’.  

JC: Ehm, do you find that the, the staff that aren’t family members, ehm, so not the directors and not Ken’s 
daughter who’s working here just now. [LW: Yeah.] Ehm, are they quite open to, it sound like they’re 
quite open to speak with each other okay, and with each other about business as well, okay. Do you 
feel there’s anything stopping you, do you feels there’s anything like, ‘oh, we better not talk about that’, 
that kind of scenario?  

LW: No, (2.3) no, no. I’ve never felt that, no. [JC: Do you know what I mean, that kind of, I don’t know kind 
of =] No, that you go so far and then it’s, ‘I shouldn’t say that’, or, [JC: Yeah, exactly, yeah.] hm:: no, I 
mean I think that you, well anywhere that there’s a bunch of women working together, you know, 
((laughs)) but it tends to be more the personal things, you know, there’re issues with, they get titel-
tatel, but you get that anywhere. But I wouldn’t, (1.6) as far as the business is concerned, I think  
everybody’s really quite open. You know, I think that, yeah, unless I’m missing something. ((laughs)) 

JC: There are scheduled meetings though, and things? [LW: Yeah.] I think it was once a month, apart from 
holiday times and things. [LW: Yeah, that’s when everything goes absolutely crazy.] But that, and that 
happens, yeah, that’s okay? [LW: Yeah, yep, yep.] Okay, (1.8) do you think that’s the best way to go 
about things, or can you see anything better? 

LW: .hhhh. (3.4) A combination of (1.9) both I would say. I would say, although the person who did have 
the strongest personality is no longer here, that there were times whenever you felt as if the meeting 
was kind of getting taken over, no by Graham and Kenneth, but by this particular person, and going in 
the direction that they wanted to. You know, and it was like, (1.8) that was who was prepared to shout 
the loudest so that was who was heard. But that person’s no longer here and things have changed, 
even in the space of a few weeks. Ehm, (1.4) and I think that’s part of the reason why we could have 
that meeting last week and be very very open with Graham and Kenneth, and say, ‘look, here’s what we 
think’ and, ‘what do you think’, you know. I think that, if the other person had still been here, I don’t 
think that would have happened, you know, they were a very strong personality. You know, which kind 
of overshadowed things a wee bit. [JC: It’s funny one person can change a whole dynamic, isn’t it.] Tell 
me about it, I know. But no, I would say on the whole the staff meetings are good, you do, (2.5) I think, 



242 

 

because they ask maybe the week before or whatever if anybody’s got any, you know, comments or, 
you do get a chance to think though before you actually get to the meeting. It’s not just that they spring 
it on you. You know, so your asked to put forward any points or things as well. [JC: That’s it, you know 
what’s coming up, so you can go and think.] Yeah, yeah. Exactly, you know, and you’ve got time to 
think, right there was something about, you know, whatever, whether it’s a process or something in the 
system, so, you know, so it’s good from that point of view. And everybody, kind of like, you battle it out 
with everybody, ‘but that’s why you shouldn’t be doing that’ and ‘that’s why you should be doing this’. 
You know so, [JC: And that’s why the meetings are there, so.] Aye, that’s what they’re for, exactly. And I 
think because of the layout of the building, (1.1) I mean I can be upstairs like all day, everyday, you 
know, and not actually know what’s going on downstairs, so I think from that point of view the 
meeting’s good, definitely.  

JC: Ehm, I’ve just got one, one last, it’s not even a question it’s more a thought if you like. And it’s, it’s 
trying, although use obviously your experience in other operations as well. But, not thinking of this 
company at all, if you had a close friend or even a relative that was going off to work for a new, in a new 
job for new company, and it was a strong family business, but they weren’t part of the family. [LW: 
Right, right.] With your experience is there anything you would advise, advise of them, or advise to 
them, sorry?  

LW: hhhhh. (3.2) I think you need to be (1.9) open minded, and take to people as you find them. Ehm, (2.4) 
and be prepared to be flexible, ((laughs)) you know, because, what you might start out doing, is like no 
what you might always end up doing. You know, it’s a fact, because it is a small company and you need 
to be able to adapt to like different roles and ehm, (1.1) just the different demands that can be made of 
you from one day to the next, ehm, (2.1) I would never put anybody off, having worked for, worked for 
a national broker, I actually worked for Scottish Power for 2 years, ehm, (2.0) and I would never put 
anybody off working for a family business. And I definitely wouldn’t, just from my own personal 
experience, no definitely wouldn’t. I definitely, the pro definitely outweigh the cons. ((laughs)) Yep. 

JC: Brilliant, well that’s [LW: Is that okay?] That’s, yeah, I’ve been through everything, thanks very much. 
[LW: Sorry if I talk too much.] ((both laugh)) No that’s perfect. [LW: No, it’s just being out on the spot, 
it’s like, ohhh ((flustered noises))] But that’s what makes you think. [LW: I know, I know, that’s true.] 
Ehm, yeah thanks very much. ]LW: Okay, brilliant, no problem.] I’ll stop that there.  
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Field notes: When asking to speak with an employee it was an immediate yes without 

hesitation. However, both had said that they were glad that one of the previous employees was 

not still with that company, as she may have had a few choice words to say. This situation was 

also referred to during this interview. LW herself was very positive about the management of 

the company, but was also very able to reflect on the family aspect due to her experience in 

other family firms. She was very chatty and open to answer all questions with thought and 

reflection. The only hesitation notices in her was when she felt that praise of the company 

owners was corny, and didn’t really want to lavish too much adoration on to them, perhaps 

more an indication that she is of West of Scotland in her sensibilities than anything else. The 

room was on the second floor of the building and it seemed to be very split up, with the usual 

old heavy apartment doors building a sound proof environment. The lower lever of the offices 

was more open plan, with 3 or 4 desks seemingly manned by whoever was around. 

Interestingly, as I was leaving I spoke with another lady manning one of the ‘reception’ desks. 

As I was waiting to say goodbye and thank you to KM she began to tell me at length about an 

incident with her car in the car park, all the time she was continuing to answer the phone 

intermittently. I told her at one point that I would not disturb her and was happy to sit and wait, 

but she maintained the conversation as if we had known each other a while. Then KM actually 

phoned, and the other side of the conversation said, ‘yes he’s still here, he was just waiting to 

say good bye, do you want to come down’. A moment later KM appeared, the lady I was 

speaking with then continued to tell KM that she was updating me on the vehicle situation from 

the car park. KM made a polite movement as if he had heard this story several times, but 

listened to the end and then turned to me to offer a place in the car park and to say goodbye. The 

building had a bright atmosphere, with not much in the way of paperwork, etc. Although this 

may have been elsewhere in the building.  
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Appendix 10: Developmental works 
 

A version of the following work was presented at both the IFERA Conference 2011, Sicily and as 

an invited speaker at the ESRC Seminar Series: Strategic thinking in second generation family 

firms. Other publications based on elements of this thesis are presented below. 

Cunningham, J., Seaman, C., McGuire, D. (2011) Towards a model for understanding the 

relationship between a knowledge sharing culture and business performance in small 

family firms. Research paper presentation: 11th Annual IFERA World Family Business 

Research Conference, Italy. 

Cunningham, J., Seaman, C., McGuire, D. (2011) Knowledge sharing under the influence of 

family – Implications for relational behaviour in family firms. In: ESRC Seminar Series: 

Strategic thinking in second generation family firms. Invited speaker at Seminar 5: 

Making the most of absorptive capacity in family business. 

Cunningham, J., Seaman, C., McGuire, D. (2010) If history has taught us anything – The 

economic benefits of family firms. Paper presentation in: Ph.D. Association & Graduate 

School fifth annual PhD Conference: Real World Research. 25
th
 November 2010. Queen 

Margaret University, Edinburgh. 

Cunningham, J., Seaman, C. (2009) Keeping it in the family... Knowledge sharing in small 

family firms. Poster presentation in: Graduate School Conference. 25th November 2009. 

Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh. 

 

TOWARDS A MODEL FOR UNDERSTANDING THE 

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN A KNOWLEDGE SHARING 

CULTURE AND BUSINESS PERFORMANCE IN SMALL 

FAMILY FIRMS 
 

James Cunningham, Dr. Claire Seaman & Dr. David McGuire 
School of Arts, Social Sciences and Management 

Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh 

EH21 6UU, Scotland 

Phone: +44 131 474 0000 

Email: jcunningham@qmu.ac.uk 
 

Abstract: The relationship between knowledge sharing and business performance 

represents a central issue affecting the development of small family firms. This paper 

presents a conceptual model and nine propositions combining theories on the relational 

issues of small family firms with more established literature on effective knowledge 

sharing behaviour. Implicit HR practices such as participation, personal motivation and 

informal communication systems are found to be critical in building strong, effective 

knowledge sharing cultures in small family firms. 

 
Keywords: Family firms, knowledge, organisational culture, communication. 

 
Introduction 
Family firms, defined here as those firms containing at least one blood or marital 

mailto:jcunningham@qmu.ac.uk
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relationship or declaring intention/history of familial succession (Institute for Family 

Business, 2010), are important because of the unique performance benefits, and indeed 

detriments brought about specifically from the influence of family. Small family firms 

provide vital sources of wealth and employment for the UK economy (Poutziouris et al, 

2006); but particularly within the regional areas where they operate (Westhead & 

Cowling, 1997; Reid et al, 1999). Such notions have been furthered by economic 

analysis of growth in recent years. For instance, the size of the UK Small to Medium- 

Sized  Enterprise  (SME)  sector  has  increased  by  36.03%  in  the  past  14  years 

(Department for Business Enterprise & Regulatory Reform, 2009); with 74% of these 

firms considered family businesses, as defined by the Institute for Family Business 

(2008). Moreover, it has been found that those firms influenced by a familial presence 

are often not primarily orientated towards financial gain and in fact consider issues of 

long-term impact on the surrounding environment and society more than „traditional‟ 

economic-based firms (Miller & Besser, 2000; Uhlaner et al, 2004; Voss et al, 2005; 

Gómez-Mejía et al, 2007; Pearson et al, 2008; Tokarczyk et al, 2007). 

 
Knowledge sharing, understood by this paper as the conversion of individually held 

knowledge or know-how to organisational assets of use in strategic decision-making 

and planning (Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009), is key because such capabilities are found 

to translate directly into how well that firm can deploy their knowledge resources in 

order to generate value and further business objectives (Dutta et al, 2005). To date 

consideration of knowledge sharing cultures within small family firms has been 

underrepresented in the academic literature as research in the area of knowledge 

management and organisational culture has predominantly focused on larger firms 

(Wong & Aspinwall, 2004). Alongside this, much of the recent growth of work around 

the family business phenomenon has remained firmly based on issues of future 

succession and ownership structure (Molly et al, 2010; De Massis et al, 2008; Chittoor 

& Das, 2007; Brun de Pontet et al, 2007; Bjuggren & Palmberg, 2010; Block, 2010; 

Parrish, 2009) compounding the gap in current knowledge which this paper begins to 

address. 

 
This paper seeks to develop theories of the family firm further by focusing on the 

internal behaviours and working practices of those firms currently operating under 

familial influence. In particular human resource practices are highlighted as being 

especially affected by the influence of family, with subsequent effect on intra- 

organisational knowledge-sharing. Two distinct facets are here drawn upon in the study 

of family firms. The first is the influence of family in the operations of the business 

function; in particular considering communication structures and decision making 

processes (Astrachan et al, 2002). The second facet is the relationship between 

knowledge sharing and business performance, which represents a central issue affecting 

the development of small family firms (Argote & Ingram, 2000; Khandekar & Sharma, 

2005) but where research has not been prolific. 

 
Presented here are a model and nine propositions for optimising knowledge-sharing 

within small family firms. First, the paper examines the idiosyncratic cultures of small 

family firms, identifying barriers and obstacles to communication and learning. Second, 

the paper investigates current theory on the performance advantages of effective 

knowledge-sharing   practices,   with   particular   focus   on   the   application   of   such 

behaviours in small firms. From this a conceptual model and nine propositions are 

derived from the literature which recognises the distinctive character of small family 

firms and synthesises relevant theory on knowledge sharing in firms. Finally the paper 
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offers some suggestions and recommendations for improving knowledge sharing in 

small family firms and future direction of family firm research in the area. 

 
Theories of the small family firm 
Family  business  researchers  often  point  to  the  unique  and  sometimes  peculiar 
organisational qualities inherent in many family firms as a means of gaining sustainable 

competitive advantage over non-family-based rivals (Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004; Heck 

et al, 2006; Karra et al, 2006; Nordquist & Melin, 2002). Although scholars and 

practitioners continually fail to reach a consensus over what constitutes a family firm 

(Poutziouris et al, 2006), many studies attempt to set definitive boundaries on how such 

organisations can be viewed (Morley, 1997; Pérez de Lema and Durendez, 2007; Smith, 

2007). The lack of precise definition perhaps explains why there is comparatively little 

empirical research on the topic, particularly when compared to non-family firms (Klein 

et al, 2005). Despite such variation in theoretical approach, it is generally acknowledged 

by researchers that it is specifically the aspects of familial involvement that sets such 

firms  aside  from  other  commercially  orientated  organisations  (Trevinyo-Rodriguez, 

2009). 

 
A  number  of  factors  are  discussed  when  comparing  family-based  firms  with  non- 

family-based contemporaries; the main academic focus being on the potential for 

idiosyncratic uniqueness within small family firms, fostering a sustainable competitive 

advantage over those unable to achieve such individuality (Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004; 

Heck et al, 2006; Karra et al, 2006; Nordquist & Melin, 2002). Sonfield & Lussier 

(2009) suggest that the extra commitment and intimate relationships of a family firm 

lead to synergetic governance advantages and the development of a firm specific tacit 

knowledge.  This  view  is  supported  by  Eddleston  et  al  (2008)  who  pay  particular 

attention to the role of reciprocal altruism as a socially motivated resource, furthering 

human capital as the most important resource to a family firm; following that of Aldrich 

and Cliff (2003), who propose a family embeddedness perspective in the consideration 

of entrepreneurial activity. Viewing the family firm as inextricably linked to the social 

structures developed through familial relations raises questions of identity and role 

expectation (Shepherd & Haynie, 2009). Although family firms are considered to 

emanate from substantially different social structures than those of nonfamily firms 

(Steier et al, 2009), it is important to note that the effect of this on business structure 

and operations can vary (Westhead & Howorth, 2007). 

 
The role of trust within family firms is considered a defining characteristic, seen to 

negate the need for formality in organisational structure and therefore lower traditional 

agency costs (Habbershon, 2007). However this view has been qualified by Steier 

(2001), who notes the contribution trust in family firms can have on competitive 

advantage, while also considering the potential for constrictive or binding relationships, 

in some instances working to diminish organisational trust as a whole. Sundaramurthy 

(2008) considers trust to be initially embedded in family firms, aiding the development 

of unique competitive advantage, but also notes its changing nature over time as 

interpersonal trust diminishes and occasionally turns into conflict. Thus the frequent 

interactions emanating from kinship or commonality of experience seen to facilitate 

strong trust links in family firms can in fact evolve to hinder open relationships as the 

business  becomes  more  complex  and  familiarity  and  trust  dilutes  (Sundaramurthy, 

2008; Zahra, 2010). Such a staged evolutionary view of trust relationships in family 

firms is supported by Ermisch & Gambetta (2010) who use a behavioural study to note 

that strong family ties in particular can inhibit relationships with „strangers‟ and limit 

the ability of family firms to deal with and benefit from the experience of those not in 
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the trusted circle; this is contrasted to a more involving and outward orientated culture 

exhibited where weaker family ties are in evidence. 

 
In SMEs the knowledge management and decision-making processes are “typically 

concentrated in a few key persons” (Valkokari & Helander, 2007, p.602). Therefore it 

can be implied that the most pivotal role in an SME‟s strategic development is that of 

the owner-manager, with the vision, direction and essentially the overall competitive 

advantage sought by an SME being “directly related to the characteristics of the 

decision-maker” (Hutchinson et al, 2006, p.29; Gedajlovic et al, 2004). Owing to the 

aforementioned unique characteristics of family firms, in particular familial ownership 

characteristics, Basly (2007, p.155) implies that the family SME can be a “closed, 

hermetic and rigid organisation”, in contrast to the flexibility benefits perceived by 

Gray (2006). It has been noted that this need for autonomy is also fundamental in the 

career aspirations of many family SME owners (Gray, 2006), tied in with lifestyle 

aspirations and dreams of legacy succession (Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006). 

Keeping full control over the business‟s dealings can often lead to the creation of a “veil 

of secrecy”, accompanying a family firm‟s informal governance structure (Gedajlovic et 

al, 2004, p.900). Gedajlovic et al (2004) consider this to have a positive influence in 

dynamic environments as it enhances the element of strategic surprise and can often 

lead to greater speed of response due to less rigorous decision-making structures. In 

contrast to this however, when the firm is operating in less dynamic but more complex 

environments, where strong leadership is required, the decisional independence in many 

family SME governance structures, and a fear of the “capitalistic involvement of non- 

family management”, can create rigid structures and an over reliance on a small number 

of individuals (Basly, 2007, p.170). 

 

Zahra & Filatotchev (2004) highlight the significance of organisational culture in the 

strategic development and sustainability of family firms, particularly noted when 

compared to non-family businesses. The study provides empirical evidence to support 

the theory that intangible resources and organisational culture (for instance, the four key 

cultural dimensions of, “group culture”, “external orientation”, “decentralisation”, 

and “long-term orientation” (Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004, p.320)) are inherently linked 

to the development of an entrepreneurial environment open to opportunity recognition 

(Zahra, 2005; Hutchinson et al, 2006; Canavale, 2001). Supporting previously noted 

studies on the autonomy of ownership, this study highlights that knowledge of most 

value in family firms is often kept by a single person, or very limited amount of people 

(Zahra et al, 2007). Such an unchallenged consolidation of power and control can work 

to counter the benefits gained from unique „familiness‟ and lead to an over-dependence 

on the organisational leader (Gedajlovic et al, 2004), prompting insinuations that family 

firms may fail to learn, even when presented with a opportunity to do so (Zahra et al, 

2007; Gedajlovic et al, 2004). This is supported by an empirical analysis conducted by 

Poza et al (2004), who found CEOs to be generally unaware of the concerns and 

attitudes of both other family members and non-family members. Thus leading to 

suggestions that for a family firm to develop from the initial founder-entrepreneurial 

stage “professional management and less family involvement” is needed to combat 

knowledge centralisation (Johannisson, 2002). 

 
Knowledge-sharing as a means of competitive advantage 
Due to a comparative lack of organisational resources, such as human and physical 
capital, it can be argued that SMEs are particularly sensitive to both  external and 

internal changes in environment (Martínez-Costa & Jiménez-Jiménez, 2009; Conner & 
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Prahalad,  1996).  As  a  result  the  intangible  uniqueness  of  knowledge-based  assets 

become of high priority in the quest for sustainable advantage (Gottschalk & Karlsen, 

2009). Research conducted on the resource-based perspective of the firm greatly 

acknowledges that the essence of such consideration lies with organisational knowledge 

(Zahra & Filatotchev, 2004; Habbershon & Williams 1999; Cabrera-Suárez et al, 2001; 

Habbershon et al, 2003). The notion of organisational learning adds to the 

competitiveness of a firm through the “implementation of knowledge management 

practices”   (Martínez-Costa   &  Jiménez-Jiménez,   2009,   p.114).   Thus   it   can   be 

confidently stated that knowledge is a basic source of competitive advantage (Conner & 

Prahalad, 1996) and that the ability to manage this knowledge directly contributes to 

organisational performance (Heo & Yoo, 2002), noted in particular via an increasing 

absorptive capacity in firms with a knock-on effect on innovation capability (Liao et al, 
2006). As part of the knowledge management tools utilised by organisations, knowledge 

sharing  is  considered  by  Davenport  &  Prusak  (2000)  as  the  vital  ingredient  to 

knowledge management practices; a view supported by Dyer & McDonough (2001) 

who imply that the absence of a sharing culture represents the greatest obstacle to 

knowledge resource utilisation, therefore directly impacting the firms ability to achieve 

its full performance capacity. 

 
In an optimum sharing environment a cyclic dynamic between individual knowledge 

providers and recipients exists, to the point where all participants “benefit from the 

larger body of knowledge, and contribute the derived knowledge back into it”. (Deng, 

2008, p.177). It is suggested in the knowledge management literature that the 

comparatively flat structure and lessened bureaucratic procedure of small firms, relative 

to larger counterparts (Bannock, 2005), provide such firms with the ability to create and 

maintain a sharing culture (Szulanski et al, 2004; Robertson & Swan, 2004). However, 

Bock et al (2005) highlight that although knowledge may exist in individuals, this does 

not necessarily imply that it is effectively shared and utilised throughout the firm. In 

fact knowledge sharing “still appears to be the exception rather than the rule” (Bock 

et al, 2005, p.88), with motivational factors in the organisation‟s social and cultural 

environments cited as being key for ownership to overcome the natural guardedness of 

individuals (Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006; Martínez-Costa & Jiménez-Jiménez, 

2009; Lin, 2007). Lin (2006) found empirical evidence supporting the impact individual 

motivation factors have on knowledge sharing attitudes and intentions, with particularly 

significant results shown in the notions of reciprocal benefits, self-efficacy, and the 

relatively simplistic enjoyment gained from helping others. 

 
Yang and Chen (2005) identify three dimensions to the sharing of knowledge: the 

organisational level, with cooperative and collaborative attitudes, structural supports 

from management, deep social interaction, and advanced technological support; the 

individual level, in terms of personal motivation and prior experience of knowledge 

attainment; and the knowledge level, which examines embeddedness of knowledge and 

its articulation. Kets de Vries et al (2006) provide further support for the importance of 

„soft‟ skills in organisational knowledge sharing, with particular reference to 

communication and job climate, citing the greatest impact on willingness to share as 

coming from agreeableness and performance belief, echoing the self-efficacy impact 

forwarded by Lin (2006). Inkpen and Tsang (2005) point to trust as being key in the 

willingness and intent of knowledge communication; without which all transfer of skills 

and information would be hampered. 

 
Acknowledging the strong impact of the social surroundings of entrepreneurs, Rae 

(2005) places entrepreneurial activity firmly within a social construct of personal and 
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social emergence; contextual learning; and „negotiated enterprise‟, highlighting the role 

of  participation  networks  and  temporal  dynamism.  Via  in-depth  case  studies  of  a 

number of successful start-ups, Rae & Carswell (2001) develop an understanding that, 

amongst other variables, the realisation of goals is particularly supported by learning 

relationships with others and managing of work tasks through people. Honig (2001) also 

found this to be true when comparing entrepreneurs with intrapreneurs in larger firms, 

considering entrepreneurs to favour more flexible, people-based learning strategies 

where networks of contemporaries can be explored and utilised. McAdam and Reid 

(2001) support this finding, noting the rejection of mechanistic knowledge management 

structures in many SMEs in favour of more informal socially-based approaches. This 

distinction between the relational elements of small firms from more „traditional‟ larger 

counterparts implies that SMEs benefit greater from more bespoke systems of 

governance and management. Löfstedt (2001) found this to be particularly the case 

when considering competency development, characterised by the writer as the 

encouragement of creativity and participation from all in the firm. Coinciding with this 

train of thought are Minguzzi and Passaro (2001) who identify the problems of social 

homogeneity in halting innovation, thus implying that including a broader array of 

actors and experiences in the learning process will benefit the organisation in terms of 

market  competitiveness.  However,  the  importance  of  informal  learning  cultures  in 

SMEs (Anderson & Boocock, 2002) requires an extrinsic perspective from individual 

owner-managers. Floren (2003) found this to be particularly problematic due to the 

solitary   assumptions   of   entrepreneurial   behaviour   and   a   heightened   sense   of 

omniscience. 

 
It is therefore considered that family firms have a unique advantage over their non- 

family counterparts. The existence of altruism, particularly in the early stages of 

enterprise  development,  implies  that  both  knowledge  and  objectives  should  be 

effectively aligned between owners and other members of the firm (Chua et al, 2009; 

Karra et al, 2006). Therefore an element of internal trust eases the intra-firm transfer of 

knowledge,  particularly  between  family  members  (Trevinyo-Rodriguez  &  Tapies, 

2006). However, much of the family firm literature suggests a centralisation of 

knowledge (Kay & Heck, 2004; Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2006), causing problems in 

bureaucratic styles of management, as noted by Dupuy (2004): 

 
“Centralization results from an imbalance between the centre which is supposed to 

decide everything although it is caught up in endless petty decisions and lacks the 

information to do so, and an outer sphere which is all the more free and 

uncontrolled as a result of having to apply the inapplicable rules established by the 

under-informed centre”. (Dupuy, 2004, p.43) 

 
This problem in particular appears to be evident in the case of family influenced firms. 

Specifically, Poza et al’s (2004) notion of „separate realities‟ between the top level of 

management and everyone else in the firm, reflects the issue on an under-informed 

centre, which in turn echoes views of the problem of pluralism in organisational culture 

(Clegg et al, 2008; Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). This is considered by Dupuy (2004) 

who goes on to put blame on a lack of knowledge communication for effecting a 

withdrawal from „reality‟ by individual groups and subsequent effects of conservatism 

and opposition to progress, again unintentionally mirroring ideas resonant in much of 

the family business literature (for example: Johannisson, 2002; Zahra & Filatotchev, 

2004; Karra et al, 2006; Habbershon, 2006; Kay & Heck, 2004; Basly, 2007). 
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Team-based  structures  with  a  flat,  networked  base  built  on  communication  of 

knowledge and collaboration of people are poised as solutions to the problems of 

bureaucratic  organisations  are  (Handzic  &  Zhou,  2005).  This  is  supported  by Tell 

(2000), who sees knowledge acquisition as dependant on the number and intensity of 

network ties around the knowledge source, with these ties providing the metaphorical 

„space‟ for dialogue generating questioning of basic assumptions, opening learning, and 

subsequent creation of new knowledge. Found to be essential is the building an open, 

responsive and trusting environment within the firm in order to overcome the barriers 

which the natural default of bureaucratic organisational structure put between the firm 

and their external environment (Dupuy, 2004; Handzic & Zhou, 2005; Zollo & Winter, 

2002). 

 
Zahra & Filatotchev (2004, p.892) state that the sharing of knowledge, particularly tacit 

knowledge, is best achieved through “strong personal and stable relationships that are 

rooted in trust”. Ideas on the theory of social learning suggest that closely held groups, 

such as families, with elements of trust and kinship foster a culture with greater learning 

opportunity than groups without such bonds (Flinn, 1997). This gives rise to the notion 

that a family firm‟s inherent characteristics and social network can “foster frequent 

informal discussions to expedite the transfer of experiences and knowledge” (Zahra et 

al, 2007, p.1071). However, as families grow and spread it cannot be assumed that these 

notions will hold. For example, there may not be a history of social interaction with 

cousins, etc, therefore reducing opportunity for communication based on trust, values 

and beliefs (Ensley & Pearson, 2005). Moreover, previously noted problems with 

autonomy (Eyre & Smallman, 1998; Gedajlovic et al, 2004) and nepotism (Ensley & 

Pearson, 2005) have led to the emergence of theories on a family induced „group think‟ 

scenario; altogether implying that familial social connections cannot simply be relied 

upon to ensure fully developed knowledge sharing. 

 

The question of whether the familial aspects of a firm hamper or facilitate the sharing of 

knowledge is important as this can affect the way in which all organisational decisions 

and strategic capabilities are viewed. Despite the importance of knowledge in today‟s 

organisational environment, very little is known about how firms gain, maintain and 

distribute this knowledge, with even less known about how family firms manage such 

notions (Zahra et al, 2007). Suggestions by Spicer & Sadler-Smith (2006) that systems 

and processes require a formal architecture in order to be aligned with the freedom of 

information and knowledge seem to contradict the more informal, social aspects implied 

by other works (Songini, 2006; Lubatkin et al, 2007); therefore a contradiction appears 

in much of the literature base. For this reason a detailed and testable model for effective 

knowledge sharing in small family firms offers a useful development in the understanding 

of family business dynamics. The model presented in this paper seeks to combine the 

pertinent theory from the family firm literature on knowledge usage with the detailed and 

often well established theories of knowledge-sharing behaviour. 

 
Model and propositions for optimising knowledge sharing in small family firms 
The model and propositions incorporate theories of the family firms and small business, 
whilst applying current thinking on the drivers of knowledge sharing. Thus they help 

provide a theoretical framework for the encouragement and optimisation of knowledge- 

sharing in small family firms. 

 
Many studies have noted the influence of family in family businesses as being a critical 

factor  in  their  competitive  differentiation  (Heck  et  al,  2006;  Karra  et  al,  2006). 
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Mirroring notions of the holistic impact the existence of familial relations in business 

can have, as discussed by Habbershon (2006), this paper adopts the stance of Klein et al 

(2005), in that familial influence emerges via three distinct dimensions: power, through 

the extent to which family members occupy management and governance positions; 

experience; relating to succession and the number of family members involved in 

business operations; and culture, referring to the extent values originating from the 

family inform business values and goals. More specifically the frequent interactions of 

family members are seen to foster a culture and history of trusting relationships in the 

firm, considered to negate traditional agency costs, and further a collective perspective 

(Sorenson et al, 2010; Habbershon, 2007; Eddleston & Kellermanns, 2007). It has been 

noted that in order to maximise the impact that trust plays in creating competitive 

distinction, this key aspect must be extended to family and non-family members of the 

firm alike (Davis et al, 2010; Eddleston, et al, 2010). Such an extended trust base 

through prolonged socialisation and reciprocal relationships is considered in established 

theories of knowledge sharing to be a prerequisite for the acceptance and respect for 

others contribution (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Therefore is can be proposed that: 

 
Proposition 1:        The   influence   of   family   is   positively   related   enhanced 

interpersonal trust levels within the organisation. 

 
Proposition 2:        Enhanced trust levels extended across the entire organisation 

contribute to the acceptance of ideas and knowledge from 

outside the centralised decision-makers. 

 
Proposition 3:        Enhanced intra-organisational levels of trust foster an informal 

approach to structure and HR practices. 
 
HR practices are naturally affected by enhanced trust levels across the organisation, 

along with openness from the strategic decision-makers in a family firm. Although 

small family firms are found to discard orthodox human resource activities in favour of 

more personal and individualistic forms of organisational behaviour (Wyer et al, 2000; 

Thorpe et al, 2006), certain themes from organisational development theory manifest 

themselves in particular ways. For instance, the opportunity for the entire firm to 

participate in the contributing of knowledge to the firm is now considered in integral 

part of building organisational capacity (Bartunek et al, 2008; Thorpe et al, 2006; Seo et 

al, 2004). The sense of informality in HR practices of small family firms would initially 

appear conducive to a participative culture, however, the centralisation on decision- 

making and control typically found in such firms often acts as a barrier (Valkokari & 

Helander, 2007). A focus on increased openness to new knowledge, in particular from 

individual owner-managers, would therefore seek to overcome the barriers to 

participation felt by many in family firms (Poza et al, 2004). In the absence of explicit 

human   resource   mechanisms,   beliefs   from   organisational   members   that   their 

performance in terms of knowledge-sharing will be treated positively and have potential 

to influence planning and decision-making in the firm need strengthened, such scenarios 

fostering self-worth and sharing norms with the organisation (Chiu et al, 2006; Bock et 

al, 2005). On a subjective level from the individual, an openness from the central 

decision-makers in family firms to gain and use knowledge via whole firm participation 

aids in the development of self-efficacy, which in turn leads to greater effort in the 

pursuit of knowledge-sharing contributions (DeNoble, 2007; Gist, 1987). From such 

theories on knowledge-sharing is can be noted: 
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Proposition 4:        Increased openness to new knowledge in small family firms is 

positively related to participation in knowledge-sharing 

practices. 

 
Proposition 5:        Increased  openness  to new knowledge in  small family firms 

increases individual belief in performance capability. 
 
Frequency of contact in familial relationships and the informality of their nature are key 

components of the culture created in business organisations under this particular type of 

influence (Hall & Nordqvist, 2008). Hubler (2009, p.258) notes the process by which a 

family develops a “family point of view”, via regular and periodic family meetings. 

However, such a view on organisational communication fails to take into account those 

organisational members not included in such meetings, thus further notions of „separate 

realities‟ depending on proximity to the familial core (Poza et al, 2004). The many calls 

for professionalization of family firms to deal with such an issue tend to compare 

structured and planned communication systems with the informality and spontaneity of 

„familiness‟ (Chua et al, 2009; Habbershon, 2007; Karra et al, 2006; Schulze et al, 

2001), and therefore are often considered to seek the dilution of familial influence as an 

answer to communication problems (Songini, 2006). Aside from destruction of 

distinction from non-family counterparts, this process also removes ambiguity from the 

communication process, in doing so the potential for interaction and new input is also 

negatively affected (Ktambwe & Taylor, 2006). The nature of human interaction is non- 

linear and therefore a communicational theory on the organisation must take into 

ambiguities and lucidity in movement (Cooren, 2006). From this perspective is would 

appear that informality in familial communication systems should remain, however the 

greatest opportunity for growth and development is created via the inclusion of a wider 

base of contributors. Thus the following can be stated: 

 
Proposition 6:        Informality in HR practices positively impacts communications 

systems in small family firms. 

 

Proposition 7a:      Enhanced participation from all members of the organisation 

increases communication between all firm members. 

 
Participation in decision-making and planning has been found to be directly related to 

the  individual  desire  to  share  knowledge  (Lin,  2007).  Alongside  the  self-efficacy 

benefits of enhanced trust (Quigley et al, 2007) and a greater culture of knowledge- 

sharing activity (Park et al, 2004), personal motivation to contribute knowledge to the 

firm is strengthened. Such motivation is found by Gagné (2009) to be best realised 

when it is autonomous in nature, citing economic exchange as a mediator between the 

intrinsic motivations to share and subsequent intentions. Rewards contributing to 

effective exchange of knowledge are therefore greater attributed to non-economic 

measures, such as autonomy of the idea, discretion in its application and the awareness 

of its impact (Yeung et al, 1999). Hence: 

 
Proposition 7b:      Enhanced participation throughout the firm is positively related 

to personal motivation to share knowledge. 

 
Proposition 8:        Beliefs on the impact of performance are positively related to 

personal motivation to share. 
 

Greater collaboration of people through a participative communication system based on 

informal practices and frequent interaction, therefore build broad, flat and fluid 
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infrastructure  for  knowledge-sharing  culture  within  small  family firms  (Handzic  & 

Zhou, 2005; Dupuy, 2004). Aligned with greater motivational factors influencing 

individual willingness to share emanating from beliefs of performance impact and 

participative  norms,  a  functioning  and  inclusive  knowledge-sharing  mechanism  is 

created (Lin, 2006; Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Tapies, 2006; Martínez-Costa & Jiménez- 

Jiménez, 2009; Lin, 2007). Therefore a final proposal can be stated: 

 
Proposition 9:        The  combination  of  functioning  and  fluid  communication 

systems and personal motivation to share is positively related 

knowledge-sharing behaviour. 

 
The theoretical proposals detailed in this paper can be conceptualised and place in 

relative perspective in the flow diagram below: 

 
Figure 1: Model of knowledge-sharing within small family firms 

 

 

 

This paper will now discuss the application of the proposed model and its implications 

for family firms and continued research on the field. 

 
Discussion 
A number of tools can be used by firms to enhance implicit HR practices, for example, 
frequent organisational meetings, formal and informal discussions, internal memo 

systems (Zhara et al, 2007). Although there are a number of set managerial and 

administrative techniques in existence which can aid firms in the mechanisms of 

knowledge management among other quality-based notions (for example, EQFM and 

ISO:9000), many of these are considered too complicated for smaller firms and may 

force owner-mangers to move down administrative routes they are uncomfortable with 

and unwilling to commit to (Hutchinson & Quintas, 2008). On top off this, „knowledge‟ 

in the business world is often associated with information technologies, archives, etc. 

and therefore disregarded by firms with fewer resources as expensive and unnecessary 

luxuries. Therefore, the psychological transition of the owner-management to a 

knowledge management perspective often goes unconsidered in small firms (Holm & 

Poulfelt, 2003). Qualifying this view, Hutchinson & Quintas (2008) note that smaller 

firms may well undertake knowledge management techniques, however fail to recognise 

them as being knowledge management; for instance, informal practices such as after- 

hours meetings, or socially-based work related discussions. It is in this sense that the 
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model presented aids small family firm managers in approaching communication 

systems and human resource practices in a fashion that enhances the sharing of 

knowledge resources. This is achieved via the exploitation of the relational advantages 

of familial influence, as opposed to the constrictive behaviours noted by many studies, 

for instance, issues of knowledge and decision-making centralisation. 

 
The lack of fit between SMEs and orthodox human resource development activities, 

highlighted  by  informal  systems  of  communication  and  the  paternalistic  nature  of 

owner-managers, brings issues of perception to the fore (Penn et al, 1998). In particular 

the perceptions of mangers are seen as problematic. Petts et al (1998) found over- 

optimism,   a   misunderstanding   of   knowledge   management   techniques,   and   the 

precedence given to external knowledge (i.e. from the markets) over knowledge from 

within the firm, as being the most common misperceptions. This view is supported by 

Keh et al (2002) who acknowledge all such problems, while showing the influence they 

can have on the recognition of opportunities. Problems in activating typical knowledge 

management mechanisms in small firms mean that „ideal‟ models of learning 

organisations do not suit (Wyer et al, 2000), instead Thorpe et al (2006) suggest that it 

is personal and intimate forms of knowledge, such are those advanced by the model 

presented here, that are of most use to SMEs; with the owner-manager being the key in 

engaging with the existing knowledge in surrounding individuals. In order to achieve 

this  Wyer,  Mason,  and  Theodorakopoulos  (2000)  make  reference  to  psychological 

theory from the 1950s, in particular that of Personal Constructs Theory (Kelly, 1963), 

where behaviour is anticipated by experience, and expectations are the main driving 

force of individual decision-making and choice (Bannister & Fransella, 1986). This is 

supported by findings from Minniti and Bygrave (2001) who suggest that entrepreneurs 

become locked in a path-dependency due to the over-reliance of their own prior 

experience; thus supporting the inclusion of new knowledge openness as a critical factor 

in the knowledge sharing model. The central element of participation helps this model 

encourage family firm owner-managers to move beyond the inherent limitations and 

confines of their own experience and skills. In this way small family firm decision- 

making develops a holistic and cooperative nature as opposed to being reliant on 

individualistic intuition. 

 

In  addition,  Ward  (2004,  p.176)  found  successful  entrepreneurs  to  move  beyond 

existing knowledge and develop “conceptual combination”, leading to calls from 

(Thorpe et al, 2006) for entrepreneurs to appreciate the confines of their own personal 

construct and allow other judgements and attitudes to contribute to decision-making. 

This backs notions by Choueke and Armstrong (1998) on the use of action learning and 

the greater involvement of others, rather than attempting to imitate the pre-learnt 

knowledge of individuals, an entrepreneur should learn for themselves through 

endeavour, or indeed distribute decision-making power within the firm to others; with 

such empowerment making the firm more responsive to environmental changes via the 

broader base of actionable knowledge (Humphreys et al, 2005). The variety presented 

by such flexibility and interaction of differing perspectives are found to be influenced 

greatly by the group factors of challenge, team activity and empowerment (Mehra & 

Dhawan, 2003); thus providing a further advantage to be gained from firms‟ active 

engagement with the presented model. Keogh (1999) suggested that the human resource 

planning involved in optimising such concepts are an indicator of intellectual property, 

yet also notes the problems small firms have in maintain such knowledge assets, 

particularly noting a high attrition rate of skilled staff. This problem led Bessant et al 

(2000) to argue that SMEs should focus more on the development of dynamic 
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capabilities in the organisation and  use of knowledge assets, instead  of relying on 

current resources firms should continually look to change and adapt. In agreement Liao 

et al (2003) find that strengthened capabilities of external knowledge acquisition and 

internal knowledge dissemination directly impact the responsiveness of SMEs to 

turbulent environments. Norms of participation and communication appear at the core 

of the model presented by this paper, the creation of such cultures seeks to achieve a 

balance in the utilisation and dissemination of knowledge from the individual, while 

building the resource towards an organisational level and thus reducing the impact on 

the greater knowledge asset should the knowledge provider subsequently leave the firm. 

 
The result of such thought is that in small firms communal interaction is vital in order to 

expose the routines of decision making elements to alternative ways of thinking (Thorpe 

et al, 2006). A focus on the nurture of personal motivation of individual firm members 

to share and impart their own knowledge and know-how allows firms to gain and 

develop intellectual capital from both temporary and long-standing employees. 

Moreover, this also contributes to building organisational self-efficacy, which can be 

directly linked to competitive performance. Thus, relational ties and social 

communication create a lucidity of knowledge vital to resource constricted small firms 

perhaps less able to acquire knowledge of commercial value from external sources 

(Meeus et al, 2001); however, to achieve this firms must adequately share, capture and 

disseminate all forms of knowledge on a continual basis (Singh et al, 2008), a process 

which many small firms managers have been found to have difficulty attaching added 

value to (Nunes et al, 2006). 

 
Conclusion 
In developing research that looks at knowledge sharing practices amongst family firms, 
the current paper draws upon a number of areas of recent literature and pulls together 

these diverse strands to propose an initial conceptual model and propositions as the 

basis for future research and discussion. 

 
In part, the motivation for this research lies in both the perceived value of family firms 

and their status as the most common form of business within Scotland and indeed many 

countries.  The  model  and  propositions  presented  seeks,  therefore,  to  maintain  and 

develop the organisational enhancement qualities of a familial influence in business; for 

instance, greater levels of trust in intra-firm relationships and the benefits of informality 

in organisational structure and communications systems. Alongside this the introduction 

of  theories  of  effective  knowledge-sharing  practices  attempts  to  dispel,  or  at  least 

control the problematic effects of family influence, in particular issues of accentuated 

centralisation and immobility of knowledge assets. In doing so the role of openness to 

new knowledge from the strategic decision-making element of the firm becomes of 

primary importance in impacting the implicit HR behaviours of informal information 

flows, enhancing participation from firm members in decision-making and planning, 

whilst also building a greater belief from participants that the knowledge they contribute 

can and will effect performance. 

 
In conclusion, this paper proposes that the subsequent effect on personal motivation of 

individuals to create and develop ideas and suggestions will combine with enhanced 

communication channels to build strong and effective knowledge-sharing behaviour in 

small family firms. To strengthen the conceptual model and propositions put forward by 

this paper, empirical testing of the proposed relationships is required. Preliminary 

empirical investigation should involve the assessment of various positions within family 

firm situations, for instance, those in ownership positions, management positions, and 
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family/nonfamily employees. For this to be achievable, the operationalisation of each 

variable in the model must be considered, for instance the measurement of openness to 

knew knowledge coming from the decision-making element, whereas personal 

motivation would be more appropriately measured from those employees not already 

embedded in the decision-making process. Due to the heterogeneous and often 

ambiguous nature of such variables it would be more appropriate to initially adopt 

qualitative investigatory techniques, thus informing the measurement criteria of each 

variable, ensuring any further deductive investigation utilises relevant instrumentation 

for reliable and valid variable measurement. 

 
Of specific interest is the application of this model to those firms with a combination of 

strong and weak family ties, perhaps also containing a significant non-family element. It 

is anticipated that strengths in the key determinant areas of organisation-wide trust 

relationships and a clear openness to the acceptance and usage of new knowledge will 

lead to the most effective knowledge-sharing behaviours; the eventual use of clear and 

structured hypothetico-deductive analysis will therefore help in the development of such 

a theory. The model is presented as a starting point in the application of boarder 

knowledge management theories to small family firm situations. Taken as part of a 

movement  towards the  understanding of the intricacies  and  dynamics  within  small 

family firms, this paper will ideally contribute to a greater body of literature covering 

specific organisational development issues, aiming for best practice within this critical 

and idiosyncratic organisational sector. 
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