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A B S T R A C T

Despite that family businesses are a group of heterogeneous companies with different levels of family in-
volvement in the business, research has given little attention to these important contingencies when discussing
family business environmental social performance. Building on the socioemotional wealth (SEW) framework and
using qualitative comparative analysis, we explore optimal configurations of governance antecedents that can
catalyze the environmental social performance of family firms across Anglo-Saxon and non-Anglo-Saxon
countries. Findings reveal two governance configurations that, regardless of the institutional setting, can cata-
lyze the environmental social performance of family firms: 1) the combination of 100% family ownership, first
generation leadership, high family presence on the board, and low family involvement in management; and 2)
the combination of 100% family ownership, first generation leadership, high family involvement in manage-
ment, and the presence of outside directors on the board. Specific configurations for non-Anglo-Saxon countries
are also identified. Theoretical and practical implications are discussed.

1. Introduction

Increased toxic emissions, climate change, nutrition security, and
the provision of healthcare to an increasing worldwide population are
few examples of the social challenges that the global world is facing
(World Economic Forum, 2016). Given their dominant worldwide
presence (Porta, Lopez-de-Silanes, & Shleifer, 1999) and their sub-
stantial contribution to the world economy (Morck & Yeung, 2003),
family firms are perhaps the most influential organizational form with
the potential to assist governments and social welfare institutions to
address the social challenges that the world is facing (Van Gils, Dibrell,
Neubaum, & Craig, 2014).

In this context, research around the role of the family as an internal
stakeholder capable of affecting the firm’s environmental social per-
formance (e.g. Aragón Amonarriz & Iturrioz Landart, 2016; Dyer &
Whetten,2006; Kim, Fairclough, & Dibrell, 2016; Zellweger & Nason,
2008) has increased over the last decade (Vazquez, 2016). Yet, com-
parative research on family versus non-family firms’ environmental
social performance has produced competing arguments and mixed re-
sults (e.g. Berrone, Cruz, Gomez-Mejia, & Larraza-Kintana, 2010;
Campopiano, De Massis, & Chirico, 2014; Cennamo, Berrone, Cruz, &
Gomez-Mejia, 2012; Cruz et al., 2014; Feliu & Botero, 2016; Morck &

Yeung, 2004; Uhlaner, van Goor-Balk, & Masurel, 2004). As nicely
expressed by Le Breton-Miller and Miller (2016, p. 1, 2) “for every story
of a well-run and socially responsible family firm, there also exist tales
of incompetence, family feuds, opportunism and even corporate mal-
feasance”. The salience of competing arguments and contradictory
evidence suggests that family businesses are a group of heterogeneous
companies and that they may sometimes, but not always, be socially
performant.

Studies have emphasized different sources for family business het-
erogeneity such as the founder’s involvement (Bingham, Dyer, Smith, &
Adams, 2011), the generational ownership stage (Déniz & Suárez,
2005), family values (Marques, Presas, & Simon, 2014), and the per-
sonal characteristics of managers (Niehm, Swinney, & Miller, 2008). To
the best of our knowledge, research has yet to consider how the com-
bination of different levels of family involvement in the company can
jointly shape the environmental social performance of family firms.
This is surprising given recent evidence that shows that different
combinations of family business governance contingencies can act in
complementarity yielding different family business outcomes (Déniz &
Suárez, 2005; Garcia-Castro & Aguilera, 2014; Samara & Berbegal-
Mirabent, 2017). For example, qualitative evidence suggests that ab-
solute family ownership of the business, when combined with high

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfbs.2017.11.004

⁎ Corresponding author at: Olayan School of Business, American University of Beirut, Beirut, Lebanon.
E-mail addresses: georges.samara@esade.edu (G. Samara), dj00@aub.edu.lb (D. Jamali), vicenta.sierra@esade.edu (V. Sierra), mariajose.parada@esade.edu (M.J. Parada).

Journal of Family Business Strategy 9 (2018) 33–43

Available online 02 December 2017
1877-8585/ © 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

T

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/18778585
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/jfbs
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfbs.2017.11.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfbs.2017.11.004
mailto:georges.samara@esade.edu
mailto:dj00@aub.edu.lb
mailto:vicenta.sierra@esade.edu
mailto:mariajose.parada@esade.edu
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfbs.2017.11.004
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.jfbs.2017.11.004&domain=pdf


family involvement in management, can lead the family to have higher
identification with the business and higher commitment to socially
responsible practices (Marques et al., 2014). To address this important
gap in the literature, we build on several firm governance contingencies
(i.e. family involvement in ownership, family involvement in manage-
ment, and board composition) introduced by Le Breton-Miller and
Miller (2016) to explore the following question: What are the optimal
governance configurations that can drive forward family business en-
vironmental social performance?

To that aim, we will first ground our analysis in the theoretical
views of Socioemotional Wealth (SEW) (Gómez-Mejía, Haynes, Núñez-
Nickel, Jacobson, & Moyano-Fuentes, 2007). Given that the main re-
ference point that family firms use to make decisions is the preservation
of their SEW (e.g. Berrone, Cruz, & Gomez-Mejia, 2012; Gómez-Mejía
et al., 2007) we focus on environmental social performance as it relates
to a strong family identification with the business (Marques et al., 2014;
Sharma & Sharma, 2011), to the family reputation (Cennamo et al.,
2012), and to the desire to keep the family dynasty and reign over the
business across generations (Binz, Ferguson, Pieper, & Astrachan, 2017;
Kim et al., 2016). Furthermore, building on the work of Kellermanns,
Eddleston and Zellweger (2012), we consider SEW as a double-edged
sword that, depending on the combination of several governance con-
tingencies, can either foster or constrain the ability of family businesses
to increase their social performance. Second, we will use fuzzy set
qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA) on survey data provided by
the Successful Transgenerational Entrepreneurship Project (STEP) to
explore different configurations of governance structures that can cat-
alyze family business environmental social performance. The STEP
database offers rich information about companies embedded in 35
different countries. This gives the opportunity to explore family busi-
ness governance orientations across different legal systems (i.e. Anglo-
Saxon V.S. non-Anglo-Saxon countries) and assess implications for en-
vironmental social performance.

In so doing, we make four important contributions to the scant lit-
erature on this important topic. First, exploring different configurations
of family business governance contingencies allows a better under-
standing of the mutual dependence factors in management and own-
ership along with governance choices that lead to better family firm
environmental social performance (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2016;
Nordqvist, Sharma, & Chirico, 2014). Second, we contribute to the
debate on when and how SEW increases the environmental social
performance of family firms (Berrone et al., 2012; Cennamo et al.,
2012; Cruz et al., 2014; Kellermanns et al., 2012); thereby reconciling
previous competing arguments and conflicting evidence found in the
literature. Third, by exploring how different levels of family involve-
ment in the business combine within varying configurations to affect
the firm’s social performance, we heed calls for examining the interplay
between different governance contingencies affecting the environ-
mental social performance of family firms (Marques et al., 2014; Van
Gils et al., 2014) across different legal settings and systems (Le Breton-
Miller & Miller, 2016). Fourth, this research alerts family business
owners, advisors, and policy makers to the relevant combination of
governance antecedents that can catalyze the environmental social
performance of their firms.

2. Environmental social performance of family firms

Social performance is broadly defined as “a business organization’s
configuration of principles of social responsibility, processes of social
responsiveness, and policies, programs and observable outcomes as
they relate to the firm’s societal relationships” (Wood, 1991, p. 693).

Social performance constitutes a holistic model that comprises legal,
ethical, and discretionary social actions that aim to increase the benefits
that the organization offers to its environment and to reduce and alle-
viate the harms resulting from the firḿs activities (Wood, 2010). Cor-
porate social responsibility and firm philanthropy constitute a subset of

the holistic social performance model as they specifically relate to the
voluntary actions taken by the company to improve the social state and
wellbeing of its stakeholders (Bowen, 1953; Freeman, 1984; Mackey,
Mackey, & Barney, 2007; McWilliams & Siegel, 2001).

In this paper, we focus on environmental social performance which
is mostly used in the literature to investigate family firms’ social per-
formance (e.g. Berrone et al., 2010; Bingham et al., 2011; Craig &
Dibrell, 2006; Cruz et al., 2014; Marques et al., 2014; Neubaum,
Dibrell, & Craig, 2012); allowing comparability and continuity with
previous research. Environmental social performance is defined as the
firm’s commitment to meeting and exceeding societal expectations with
respect to concerns about the environment in which the firm operates
(Judge & Douglas, 1998). Environmental social performance refers to
commitment to socially responsible behavior towards the environment
at large; including the natural environment in which the company is
embedded, and the development of services and products through
transparent and responsible procedures (Cruz et al., 2014).

If SEW is the main reference point that explains the family business
attitude towards its environment (Berrone et al., 2010; Cruz et al.,
2014; Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007; Kellermanns et al., 2012), then the
environmental social performance of family firms can be highly con-
tingent upon whether the bright or the dark side of SEW is prevalent
(Kellermanns et al., 2012). Decision makers can practice self-serving
behavior placing family needs above all other stakeholder claims (e.g.
Cruz et al., 2014; Kellermanns et al., 2012), which outlines a potentially
dark side of SEW. Alternatively, decision makers can be concerned with
the long-term reputation of the business and with preserving a healthy
and prosperous environment in which the firm will continue to thrive
(e.g. Berrone et al., 2010; Marques et al., 2014). This is the bright side
of SEW. In the following, we outline the main elements of the SEW
perspective (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007) and we summarize arguments
related to how different governance contingencies can shape the cir-
cumstances under which SEW can foster or restrict the willingness and
ability of family firms to increase their environmental social perfor-
mance.

3. Socioemotional wealth

Derived from the behavioral agency model (Wiseman & Gomez-
Mejia, 1998), SEW represents “the stock of affect-related value that the
family has invested in the firm” (Berrone et al., 2010, p. 82; Gómez-
Mejía et al., 2007). Its main premise is that family members manage the
business in a way to preserve and increase the social and economic
benefits that the family gains from its involvement in the firm. As such,
family decision makers may put the firḿs financial success at risk to
preserve and/or increase their SEW (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007).

Berrone et al. (2012) decompose SEW into five dimensions: a desire
for family influence and control, a close identification with the busi-
ness, binding social ties, an emotional attachment to the firm, and a
desire for renewal of family bonds through dynastic succession. In the
early stages of its development, SEW has been considered as a pro-social
stimulus that increases family firms social performance (Berrone et al.,
2010, 2012; Cennamo et al., 2012). Recent works, however, show that
SEW can be considered as a double-edged sword that can either reveal
its bright or dark side (Cruz et al., 2014; Kellermanns et al., 2012; Kim
et al., 2016). For example, due to the desire to preserve a good family
image, family firms are less likely to greenwash and more likely to
follow through on their proclaimed environmental commitments (Kim
et al., 2016). At the same time, due to their concern with preserving the
business financial stability and a sense of financial responsibility for
preserving family wealth across generations, family firms are less likely
to invest in the protection of the environment; considering investments
in environmental sustainability as a net cost (Kim et al., 2016).

In the following, we draw on different governance contingencies
that can act as a driver for the prevalence of the bright side of SEW and
that can mitigate the consequences of its dark side.
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4. Governance contingencies

As previously argued, central to the SEW perspective is that family
firms strive to pursue non-economic family-centered goals (Berrone
et al., 2012; Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007). Chrisman et al. (2012) show
that the percentage of family involvement in ownership and manage-
ment of the firm is positively associated to the desire of the family to
pursue non-economic goals. At the same time, research shows that there
might be eight different configurations of family involvement in own-
ership, management, and direction of the business (Garcia-Castro &
Casasola, 2011), and that the combination of these contingencies may
yield different family business outcomes (Garcia-Castro & Aguilera,
2014; Samara & Berbegal-Mirabent, 2017). In other words, each vari-
able by itself can produce a “questionable” positive or negative net
effect on the firḿs environmental social performance. Research shows
that the effect of a specific contingency (e.g. absolute family ownership
of the business) can change when combined with another contingency
(e.g. high family involvement in management) (Garcia-Castro &
Aguilera, 2014; Marques et al., 2014; Samara & Berbegal-Mirabent,
2017). Building on these findings, we discuss competing arguments
reflecting the bright and the dark side of different family business
governance structures that, in turn, can foster or restrain the ability of
family firms to increase their environmental social performance.

4.1. Absolute family ownership: the bright and the dark side

4.1.1. The bright side
When the family owns 100% of the business, the likelihood that

controlling owners will desire to transfer the business legacy to future
generations will be high (Bingham et al., 2011; Campopiano et al.,
2014). Moreover, absolute family ownership implies that the family’s
reputation will be closely associated to that of the firm (Bingham et al.,
2011; Campopiano et al., 2014; Dyer & Whetten, 2006; Lähdesmäki,
2012). Consequently, the family’s desire for inter-generational succes-
sion and for preserving a good family image will likely increase the
firḿs social performance. For example, when the 100% family owned
firm increases its environmental social performance, this will further
bolster the good reputation of the family itself and can amplify the
chances of the family to transfer a well-reputed and long-term oriented
business to future generations (Dyer & Whetten, 2006; Sharma &
Sharma,2011). Moreover, if the family shares business ownership with
outsiders, this can distance the firm from family values, can decrease
the association between the family reputation and the business re-
putation, and can catalyze a short-term orientation and a desire for
short-term financial profits (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2016). Further-
more, the presence of institutional investors can be associated with a
desire for short-term gains and for self-interested behavior (Wiklund,
2006) and can create a principal–principal conflict of interest between
family owners and outsiders (Anderson & Reeb, 2004), which impedes
effective decision making and limits available funds to invest in en-
vironmental friendly activities. Consequently, absolute family owner-
ship can increase the family firm environmental social performance
(Campopiano et al., 2014; Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2016).

4.1.2. The dark side
At the same time, when the family owns 100% of business equity, it

will have absolute power to pursue its non-economic family centered
goals (Chrisman, Chua, Pearson, & Barnett, 2012). Employment of fa-
mily employees regardless of meritocratic considerations (Chrisman,
Memili, & Misra, 2014; Kidwell, Kellermanns, & Eddleston, 2012) and
preserving financial resources within family hands at the expense of
investments in the welfare of the environment (Kim et al., 2016) be-
come easier to achieve. In other words, absolute family ownership
grants the family the power and the legitimacy to do whatever it takes
to preserve its control over business resources. For example, Neubaum
et al. (2012) suggest that family ownership may free controlling owners

from pressures to be responsive to stakeholders’ environmental de-
mands. Moreover, recent evidence indicates that institutional investors
can be dedicated owners that care about the long-term strategy of the
company (Connelly, Tihanyi, Certo, & Hitt, 2010). Dedicated institu-
tional owners usually hold their equity stake for a longer period in a
smaller number of firms (Porter, 1992); which makes them concerned
with the long-term welfare of the environment in which the company
operates. Hence, absolute family ownership of the business may de-
crease the incentives and limit the opportunities for family businesses
to increase their environmental social performance.

4.2. High family involvement in management: the bright and the dark side

4.2.1. The bright side
When family involvement in management is high, this will further

strengthen the close emotional and reputational association that family
employees have with the business, leading them to be more sensitive to
the reputation of their firm (Bingham et al., 2011). High family in-
volvement in management indicates that the family has sufficient
power to influence the firm’s social performance (Le Breton-Miller &
Miller, 2016; Sharma & Sharma,2011). Hence, family managers will
have the willingness (i.e. emotional and reputational incentives) and
the ability (i.e. managerial power) (De Massis, Kotlar, Chua, &
Chrisman, 2014) to lead the firm towards increasing its environmental
social performance (Sharma & Sharma, 2011). Moreover, the presence
of non-family executives can be associated with self-serving, short-term,
rent seeking behaviors. Due to their ineligibility for succession, non-
family executives may be tempted towards short-term financially
driven priorities (Bingham et al., 2011; Le Breton-Miller & Miller,
2016), neglecting the needs of the natural environment in which the
business operates (James, 1999; Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2016).
Consequently, high family involvement in management can increase
the family business environmental social performance.

4.2.2. The dark side
However, another view associates high family involvement in

management with the presence of asymmetric family altruism (e.g.
Kellermanns et al., 2012; Schulze, Lubatkin, Dino, & Buchholtz, 2001;
Schulze, Lubatkin, & Dino, 2003). This behavior may lead family
members to act opportunistically where each family member involved
in the business seeks to achieve her/his own self-interest and/or his/her
nuclear family interests (especially when later generations become in-
volved in the business); leading to increased conflicts and competing
needs and claims in the family firm (Chirico & Bau, 2014). As more
generations become involved in the business, struggles over influence
and control can create relationship conflicts between family members
who have equal power to pursue divergent goals (Chirico & Bau, 2014)
and who will likely disagree on how and where resources should be
invested (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2016). Consequently, these beha-
viors can restrict the ability of family businesses to pursue activities that
promote the welfare of the social environment in which they operate
(Campopiano et al., 2014; Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2016). In sum,
high family involvement in management can indicate a lack of pro-
fessionalism and can create distractions coming from intra-family
conflict, which will eventually lead to a decrease in resources available
to increase the environmental social performance of family firms (Le
Breton-Miller & Miller, 2016).

4.3. Presence of outside directors on the board: the bright and the dark side

Outside directors respond to either affiliates or independent direc-
tors. The main difference between them is that affiliates are people who
have had a previous relationship with the family or the business.
Independent directors, however, are people who have had no previous
relationship with the family or the business. Instead, their association
with the business begins with their directorship. Shareholders usually
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appoint independent directors on the board for their objectivity and
impartial views, which allow them to provide a monitoring role, and
service and advice to the company (Anderson & Reeb, 2004; Bammens,
Voordeckers, & Van Gils, 2011). Research shows that independent di-
rectors can act as a linking mechanism between the organization and its
environment and can increase the business concern with answering the
needs of other stakeholders (Gabrielsson & Huse, 2005).

4.3.1. The bright side
Family firms are not always prone to make family control a priority

and can appoint outside directors for their monitoring and advisory
role. In this regard, Lane, Astrachan, Keyt and McMillan (2006), p.154)
argue: “independence is a mindset of disinterest that cannot be pre-
dicted by the lack of prior relationships of the parties involved”. Out-
side directors, regardless of whether they are affiliates or independent
directors, can have an independent mind-set (Lane et al., 2006), can
monitor self-serving behavior, and can contribute to the firm’s knowl-
edge about opportunities where it can increase its environmental social
performance (Bammens et al., 2011; Hillman & Dalziel, 2003; Le
Breton-Miller & Miller, 2016). However, the presence of outside di-
rectors alone without any family presence on the board may divorce
business owners from the realities facing their company. This under-
mines efficient allocations of resources and limits the family business
ability to increase its environmental social performance (Le Breton-
Miller & Miller, 2016). Therefore, a mix of family and outside board
members will be most efficient to increase the environmental social
performance of family firms (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2016).

4.3.2. The dark side
Cuadrado-Ballesteros, Rodríguez-Ariza and García-Sánchez (2015)

argue that family controlling owners are highly concerned with pre-
serving their influence and control over business decisions. Conse-
quently, family controlling owners will appoint outside directors on the
board based on their family ties and personal connections; making the
board dominated by affiliates and family members. Hence, family
ownership reduces or even eliminates the board independence making
it coerced to comply with family desires. This leads all outside directors
to be less independent, and reduces the board́s ability to monitor the
management team and to offer idiosyncratic service and advice for the
company (Chen & Jaggi, 2001; Cuadrado-Ballesteros et al., 2015). In
turn, a less independent board limits the capabilities (e.g. monitoring
self-interest of family decision makers; reducing the principal–principal
conflict of interest) and resources (e.g. additional service and advice
that independent directors can bring) available in the family firm to
increase its environmental social performance.

4.3.3. Proposition
Based on the competing arguments outlined above, we use a con-

figurational approach to examine the following proposition:

The presence or absence of different levels of family involvement in
ownership and management, and board composition combine into spe-
cific configurations leading to high family business environmental social
performance.

We move the discussion forward by exploring how the combination
of the presence and/or absence of the previously outlined governance
contingencies can, in complementarity, increase family firms’ en-
vironmental social performance. We do so by leveraging on the di-
versity of nationalities of companies present in the STEP project,
therefore accounting for the legal system in which the companies are
operating. We differentiate between Anglo-Saxon and non-Anglo-Saxon
countries as they have been identified to be “two contrasting ideal-type
national models of corporate governance” (García-Castro, Aguilera, &
Ariño, 2013, p.3). Anglo-Saxon countries (e.g. U.K., Australia, and the
U.S.A) have a relatively strong shareholder value orientation, a deep
stock market capitalization, a focus on the protection of outside

investors, and usually link managers’ compensation to firm profitability
(Porta et al., 1999). Non-Anglo-Saxon countries (e.g. Spain, Greece,
Germany, Mexico), by contrast, have a long-term stakeholder welfare
orientation, have a smaller percentage of companies that have their
total stock in free float, and are less likely to link managers’ compen-
sation to firm profitability (García-Castro et al., 2013). In the closing
sections, we show how the results coming from the configurational
approach can be used to discuss under what conditions SEW is likely to
reveal its bright side and increase the environmental social performance
of family firms.

5. Methodology

5.1. Sample description

We use the STEP survey data for our empirical analysis. The STEP
project was founded in 2005 by six leading schools with the aim to
study how family businesses transmit entrepreneurial behavior
throughout generations. Nowadays, the project includes more than 40
academic institutions around the world.

The STEP survey data were collected during the period of
September 2013 to February 2015 by universities located in North
America, Latin America, Asia, and Europe. The STEP database offers
rich information about family firms located in 35 countries. The survey
adopts a multi-respondent methodology by which two members of the
same participating family have been asked to complete the same
survey. Professional translators have translated the survey into 13
languages. The survey was then sent by email to 4162 eligible partici-
pants. Out of the 4162 participants, 1344 completed the survey, re-
sulting in a response rate of 32.2%. Moreover, 382 companies suc-
cessfully had two respondents of the same family firm completing the
survey; resulting in 764 total respondents. Out of the 382 companies,
we included in our analysis 146 family firms where respondents in-
dicated that the family firm has a board of directors and where both
respondents provided full information about their perception of the
family business environmental social performance. Table 1 shows the
countries included in the study.

To address potential selection bias problems, we have compared the
sample of full responses to the sample that did not provide full in-
formation about our variables of interest. We performed non-response
bias tests comparing the year founded, the location, and the perceived
environmental social performance of family firms. We found no statis-
tically significant differences in the responses of the two groups, cor-
roborating that non-response bias cannot be considered a problem in

Table 1
Countries included in the study.

Country Number of companies aAnglo-Saxon Country

Belgium 1 No
Canada 5 Yes
Chile 9 No
Colombia 9 No
France 3 No
Germany 1 No
Hong Kong 8 No
Ireland 10 Yes
Italy 11 No
Mexico 2 No
Peru 3 No
Puerto Rico 1 No
Spain 16 No
Sweden 13 No
Switzerland 9 No
U.K. 4 Yes
U.S.A. 39 Yes
Venezuela 2 No

a Total Anglo-Saxon countries: 58. Total non-Anglo-Saxon countries: 88.
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this study.

5.2. Measures

The outcome variable is the environmental social performance of
family firms. Following Judge and Douglas (1998), the STEP survey
measures environmental social performance of family firms using a 5-
point Likert scale across four items: Complying with environmental
regulations, Limiting environmental impact beyond compliance, Pre-
venting and mitigating environmental crisis, and Educating employees
and public about the environment. Participants were asked to rate their
primary company performance to that of their closest competitors over
the last 3 years. Answer choices range from “Much worse” to “Much
better”. We then added individual scores across the four items to
compute an overall environment social performance score. We com-
puted the final environmental social performance score in two ways: 1)
as the mean of the overall rating provided by the two respondents of the
same company and 2) by keeping the score of the respondent that had
more work experience in the company (in cases where the two re-
spondents had similar work experience or where data about the work
experience was missing, we selected the respondent that had the higher
work position in the company).

Consistent with the previous argumentation, we use three causal
conditions as antecedents for higher environmental social performance.
The first is family ownership, measured as the percentage of total equity
owned by the same family. The second is family involvement in man-
agement, measured as the proportion of family members involved in
the total top management team. The third is the presence of outside
directors on the board, measured as the proportion of outside directors
to total board members. We complement these causal conditions with
two important control variables that may affect our results: The gen-
eration of the management team (first versus later generations) and the
legal system in which the company operates (Anglo-Saxon versus non-
Anglo-Saxon countries). Table 2 shows descriptive statistics of the
causal and the control variables used.

5.3. Analytical technique

Because the purpose of this study is to explore the combination of
governance antecedents that affect the firms’ environmental social
performance, we use fsQCA as our analytical technique. FsQCA is an
increasingly popular method in management (e.g. Bell, Filatotchev, &
Aguilera, 2014; Fiss, 2007, 2011) and in family business research (e.g.
Garcia-Castro & Aguilera, 2014; Garcia-Castro & Casasola,2011; Kraus,
Mensching, Calabrò, Cheng, & Filser, 2016; Samara & Berbegal-
Mirabent, 2017) that allows to investigate different combinations of
causal conditions leading to a certain outcome (Ragin, 2008).

FsQCA uses Boolean algebra to compare cases in relation to a spe-
cific outcome (i.e. the dependent variable). Accordingly, fsQCA offers
different advantages over traditional statistical regression analysis.

First, by assuming asymmetrical relationships among variables, fsQCA
is able to overcome limitations coming from linearity and com-
plementarity of associations between variables. In other words, rather
than assuming each causal condition as analytically distinct, fsQCA
assumes causal complexity and allows to investigate the effect of the
combination of different antecedent causal conditions (either their
presence or absence) on the outcome (Longest & Vaisey, 2008; Roig-
Tierno, Huarng, & Ribeiro-Soriano, 2016). For example, rather than
examining whether high family involvement in management produces a
net effect on the social performance of family firms while controlling
for family involvement in ownership and board composition, fsQCA
examines how these variables combine within configurations to affect
the social performance of family firms. Second, fsQCA is based on
equifinality; meaning that it allows to have more than one combination
of antecedent causal conditions that explain the outcome (Fiss, 2007).
In other words, equifinality acknowledges the possibility of existence of
heterogeneous pathways to achieve the same outcome (i.e. high en-
vironmental social performance). Relatedly, the configurational ap-
proach may be more robust than regression based models, as it is not
sensitive to outliers. Rather, the configurational approach identifies
outliers and displays their coverage and consistency values as part of
the equifinality of solutions (Pappas, Giannakos, & Sampson, 2016).
Last, fsQCA is not sensitive to sample size and is able to perform well
with large and small samples (Fiss, 2011).

Although the configurational analysis provides several advantages,
it has also some limitations that we acknowledge. First, using fuzzy
methods does not enable researchers to isolate the effect of a unique
variable on a certain outcome. However, because the aim of the re-
search is to identify the combination of optimal levels of family in-
volvement in the business leading to increased environmental social
performance, the unique effects of a variable do not fall under the main
objectives of this paper. Perhaps the most important limitation is that
fsQCA does not test for the validity and reliability of the variables of
interest. Therefore, following the recommendation of Pappas et al.
(2016), we first test the construct validity of the measure of environ-
mental social performance. Using XLSTAT software, we perform con-
firmatory factor analysis (maximum likelihood estimation) with Ken-
dall correlation analysis as a basis to conduct the maximum likelihood
procedure (because the data is ordinal with a restricted range of cate-
gories) to test the construct validity of the environmental social per-
formance. Table 3 shows summary statistics about the underlying
variables forming the environmental social performance construct.

Table 4 shows that the correlations between all variables are sta-
tistically significant. Table 5 shows the results of the Kaiser-Meyer-
Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy (.71). This indicates that
common variance is not a major problem and that our data is suitable to
perform confirmatory factor analysis.

Table 6 shows the result of the goodness of fit test. As the p-value of
the Chi-square test is higher than 0.05, this indicates that we cannot
reject the hypothesis that one factor is enough to describe the data. The
risk to reject this hypothesis while it is true is 11.09%. Therefore, we
conclude that the environmental social performance shows acceptable
scores for construct validity.

After determining the validity of the environmental social perfor-
mance construct, we move forward to discuss its reliability. Regarding
internal reliability, this construct shows acceptable scores with a
Cronbach’s Alfa of 0.75. The inter-rater reliability of this measure was
0.68. Because the inter-rater reliability is relatively low, we consider in
our analysis the score of the respondent that has the higher work ex-
perience in the company.

FsQCA requires expressing variables into sets and sub-sets according
to their degree of membership to a specific condition. Developed by
Ragin (2008), the fsQCA software allows to transform values into crisp
and fuzzy terms and to conduct the empirical analysis. Scores in crisp
sets are operationalized as dummy variables that take the value of “1”
(presence of the variable) or “0” (absence of the variable). Scores in

Table 2
Descriptive statistics of the causal variables and control variables explored .

N Range Minimum Maximum Mean

Totalfamowna 146 75 25 100 94.16
Percnonfboardb 146 1 0 1 0.33
Percentfammgmtc 146 1 0 1 0.52
Anglcrspd 146 1 0 1 0.39
Secondgenmane 146 1 0 1 0.22
Valid N (listwise) 146

a Total family ownership of the business.
b Percentage of non-family members on the family business board.
c Percentage of family members in the top management team.
d Anglo-Saxon countries.
e Second V.S. later generation management team.

G. Samara et al. Journal of Family Business Strategy 9 (2018) 33–43

37



fuzzy sets range from “1” (full membership) to “0” (full non-member-
ship). Cut-off points allow calibrating all values into membership va-
lues. Table 7 shows and explains the way variables have been cali-
brated.

After calibrating values, the building and analysis of the truth table
constitutes the next step. The table has as many rows as logically pos-
sible combinations of conditions (Fiss, 2011). FsQCA uses Boolean al-
gebra to compute the commonalities among the configurations that
lead to the outcome. With fsQCA the Quine-McCluskey algorithm per-
forms the logical reduction of statements (Fiss, 2007). Two parameters
indicate the goodness of fit of the final solution: coverage and con-
sistency. Coverage expresses the empirical relevance of the solution
found and is analogous to the effect size in statistical hypothesis testing,
while consistency quantifies the extent to which cases sharing similar
conditions present the same outcome and is analogous to significance
metrics in statistical hypothesis testing (Kraus et al., 2016; Woodside &
Zhang, 2012).

6. Results

Because fsQCA assumes causal complexity and asymmetrical re-
lationships, the first step is to analyze whether the absence or presence
of each causal condition is, by itself, necessary to produce the outcome
(Meyer, Tsui, & Hinings, 1993). A condition is considered as necessary
when its consistency value is equal to, or exceeds 0.9 (Schneider &
Wagemann, 2010). Table 8 displays the consistency and coverage va-
lues for all antecedent causal conditions related to environmental social
performance. Since the highest consistency value among all causal
conditions is 0.73, this means that none of the variables alone can be
considered as a necessary condition to produce the outcome.

Table 9 displays the results of the intermediate solution for en-
vironmental social performance, as recommended by Ragin’s (2009).
Using the notation introduced by Ragin and Fiss (2008), black circles
(●) denote the presence of a condition, white circles (○) represent its
absence, and blank cells indicate that the condition is not binding in
that particular configuration.

Table 3
Descriptive statistics of the variables constituting environmental social performance.

Variable Observations Obs. with missing data Obs. without missing data Minimum Maximum Mean Std. deviation

Complyenva 146 146 1.00 5.00 3.67 0.94
Limitenvimpb 146 146 2.00 5.00 3.77 0.82
Mitigatenvcrisic 146 146 2.00 5.00 3.56 0.74
Enveducationd 146 146 2.00 5.00 3.53 0.78

a Complying with environmental regulations.
b Limiting environmental impact beyond compliance.
c Preventing and mitigating environmental crisis.
d Educating employees and public about the environment.

Table 4
Correlation between variables.

Correlation matrix (Kendall):

Variables complyenv limitenvimp mitigatenvcrisi enveducation

Complyenv 1 0.22 0.15 0.21
Limitenvimp 0.22 1 0.66 0.59
Mitigatenvcrisi 0.15 0.66 1 0.76
Enveducation 0.21 0.59 0.76 1

Table 5
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy.

Complyenv 0.72
Limitenvimp 0.80
Mitigatenvcrisi 0.65
Enveducation 0.70
KMO 0.71

Table 6
Goodness of fit test.

Chi-square (Observed value) 4.40
Chi-square (Critical value) 5.99
DF 2.00
p-value 0.11
Alpha 0.05

Table 7
Variable definition and calibration values.

Condition Description Membership threshold

Full non-membership Crossover point Full membership

Environmental social performancea The overall score for environmental social performance 10.5 (.01) 14 (.50) 18 (.95)
Family ownershipb Percentage of the business equity held by the family group (100%

= 1;< 100%= 0)
0 1

Family involvement in the top management
teama

Calculated as the ratio of family top managers to the total top
management team

.11 (.01) .46 (.50) 1 (.95)

Presence of mix of outside directors and family
directorsc

Percentage of presence of outside directors’ relative to total board
seats

0 (.01) .3 (.50) .6 (.80)

Anglo-Saxon countriesb Anglo-Saxon V.S. non-Anglo-Saxon countries 0 1
First generation managersb Whether the top management team includes first generation

managers or later generations
0 1

a To maximize our ability of differentiating between the most socially performant companies, observations falling in the percentile-95 are considered to represent full set membership.
Percentile-0.01 is the threshold value for indicating full non-membership. The crossover point is defined by the median (0.50).

b Variables expressed in crisp-set terms. We operationalized family ownership as a crisp set as 73,28% of the companies had 100% family ownership and 26.72% had less than 100%
family ownership.

c We choose 0.80 instead of 0.95 as the threshold for full membership as it enables us to account for the mix between outside directors and family members on the board (0.60) rather
than measuring a board dominated by outsiders.
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We found five causal combinations for high environmental social
performance, therefore validating the initial proposition that different
combinations of governance contingencies can increase the family
business environmental social performance. Table 9 shows that the
solution consistency is 0.82 which is above the solution consistency cut-
off and which meets the recommendation of Ragin (2008). The solution
consistency indicates that these different causal conditions are suffi-
cient for the family firm to show high environmental social perfor-
mance. Moreover, the solution coverage equals 0.39, which indicates
that the extracted causal recipes explain an acceptable proportion of
variation in environmental social performance of family firms and is
similar or higher than coverage values found in previous research (e.g.
García-Castro et al., 2013; Garcia-Castro & Aguilera, 2014; Kraus et al.,
2016).

Two further robustness checks were performed. We first replaced
absolute family ownership by 90% family ownership or higher. Second,
we changed the calibration of the presence of outside directors to
capture a higher involvement of outside members on the board. As can
be seen in Tables 10 and 11, the majority of configurations that show
acceptable coverage and consistency scores are congruent with the
main configurations found in Table 9. Moreover, when we replace
100% family ownership by 90% ownership, the overall solution cov-
erage drops to 0.30. We therefore conclude that the outcome is better
modelled when considering family firms that desire to keep business
ownership exclusively within family hands.

7. Discussion

We started this paper by highlighting that competing arguments and
conflicting results are associated with the comparison of family and
non-family firms’ environmental social performance. Accordingly,

because family businesses are a group of heterogeneous companies, we
set to explore optimal combinations of governance antecedents that can
catalyze the family firm environmental social performance. Specifically,
our empirical findings show that different levels of family involvement
in ownership and management, and the board composition combine
into configurations to increase the family firm environmental social
performance. Therefore, we make theoretical and practical contribu-
tions to this important topic by identifying specific boundary conditions
under which SEW reveals its bright side and increases the family
business social performance.

We identify five different causal paths that lead to increased family
firm environmental social performance. The first two causal paths apply
to all family businesses and the last three causal recipes apply specifi-
cally to non-Anglo-Saxon countries. Configuration #1 indicates that
SEW reveals its bright side when the family owns 100% of the business,
when first generation managers are still involved in the management
team, when the board is dominated by family members, and when there
is high involvement of non-family executives in the management team.
The presence of non-family executives in the management team in-
dicates that the familýs concern with preserving its influence and
control is tempered by a desire for professionalism. In other words, the
desire to preserve SEW does not manifest itself in random employment
and privileged treatment of family members regardless of meritocratic
principles. First generation family business leaders have a close iden-
tification with the business and are more likely concerned with trans-
ferring a long-term oriented well-reputed business to future genera-
tions. This leads them to apply meritocratic criteria when deciding
whom to appoint on the management team. Under these circumstances,
family members may be better suited to sit on the family business board
than outside directors (Samara & Arenas, 2017). Family directors that
are primarily concerned with business long-term survival may have a
better understanding of family dynamics (García-Ramos & García-
Olalla, 2011) which facilitates decision making on the board and in-
creases the capability of the family business to increase its social per-
formance (Samara & Berbegal-Mirabent, 2017).

However, as configuration #2 suggests, when first generation family
members tend to employ exclusively family members in the manage-
ment team, SEW can reveal its dark side if essential control mechanisms
are absent. While recent works indicate that increased family involve-
ment in ownership and management leads the family firm to increase
its social performance (Dyer & Whetten, 2006; Marques et al., 2014),
we find that family firms are only able to do so when a mix of outside
directors and family members are present on the board. To be able to
capitalize on the bright side of high family involvement in ownership
and management while reducing its dark side, the presence of outside
members on the board becomes essential. Outside board members can
offer external and objective points of view and can link their personal
connections and ties to the family business. In turn, impartial views can
help mitigate intra-family conflict of interest and the additional ties

Table 8
Analysis of necessary conditions for high environmental social performance.

Conditions testeda Consistency Coverage

family ownership 0.73 0.49
∼family ownership 0.27 0.57
proportion of family managers in the top management

team
0.60 0.58

∼ proportion of family managers in the top
management team

0.66 0.70

Mix between outside directors and family directors on
the board

0.67 0.66

∼ Mix between outside directors and family directors
on the board

0.52 0.55

First generation managers in the management team 0.50 0.52
∼ First generation managers in the management team 0.50 0.49
Anglo-Saxon Countries 0.37 0.48
∼ Anglo-Saxon Countries 0.63 0.53

a The symbol (∼) represents the negation of the characteristic.

Table 9
Antecedent governance contingencies for high environmental social performance.

Configuration no. Antecedent conditions Raw
Coverage

Unique
Coverage

Consistency

Family
ownership

Family involvement in
Management

Outside directors
on board

First generation
managers

Anglo-Saxon
Countries

1 ● ○ ○ ● 0.08 0.05 0.92
2 ● ● ● ● 0.07 0.01 0.79
3 ● ● ○ 0.24 0.11 0.80
4 ○ ● ○ 0.16 0.08 0.81
5 ○ ● ● ○ 0.03 0.01 0.87

Solution coverage: 0.39.
Solution consistency: 0.82.
Frequency Cutoff: 1.00.
Consistency Cut-off: 0.75.
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brought into the business can counterweight the loss of social capital
that results from the absence of non-family executives on the man-
agement team. In addition, outside directors can bring diversity into the
board and can increase the family firm’s knowledge about opportunities
for increasing its social engagement and social performance (Le Breton-
Miller & Miller, 2016). This finding is therefore congruent with the
results of Bingham et al. (2011), who found partial support for the
thesis that increased family involvement in management is associated
with better environmental social performance. In fact, increased family
involvement in management can lead to an increase in social perfor-
mance depending on the presence of other relevant governance con-
tingencies such as having outside directors on the board (Le Breton-
Miller & Miller, 2016), and absolute family ownership (Marques et al.,
2014).

While these findings apply to both Anglo-Saxon and non-Anglo-
Saxon countries, results also reveal three recipes that are specific to
non-Anglo-Saxon countries. As previously argued, non-Anglo-Saxon
countries have a general tendency to have a long-term stakeholder
welfare orientation and to be less concerned about linking managerial
compensation to firm profitability. Under these circumstances, when a
management team dominated by family members is combined with the
presence of a mix of outside and family directors on the board, the
family business will be able to capitalize on the bright side of high fa-
mily involvement in management. The close emotional and reputa-
tional association of family managers with the business and the ability
of outside directors to mitigate intra-family conflict of interest and to
provide additional advice on social issues, jointly lead to an increase in
the family firm environmental social performance regardless of the
level of family ownership of the business and the generation leading the
family business.

Similarly, as shown in configuration #4 the family firm can increase
its environmental social performance when the family shares business
ownership with outsiders and when outside board members are present

to mitigate the conflict of interest that may arise between family owners
and outsiders. In non-Anglo-Saxon countries, a smaller percentage of
companies have their total stock in free float. In these countries outside
investors are more likely to be dedicated owners that care about the
long-term welfare of the environment in which the company operates.
Therefore, the presence of dedicated owners can bind the freedom that
absolute family ownership grants to pursue solely family-centered goals
and can increase the diversity of opinions in shareholder meetings.
When this circumstance is combined with the presence of outside board
members that mitigate any conflict of interest that may arise between
dedicated outside investors and family owners, the family business can
increase its environmental social performance regardless of the top
management team composition and the generation leading the busi-
ness.

Finally, the last configuration displayed very low coverage value
(0.03). This means that it represents a very small number of potential
cases. This finding is intriguing as it indicates that in non-Anglo-Saxon
countries, shared business ownership between family members and
outsiders and a top management team dominated by first generation
family members are sufficient conditions to increase the family firm’s
environmental social performance regardless of the board composition.
This might be explained by the willingness and ability of first genera-
tion managers to perform independent director roles. Due to their long-
term association with the business, their seniority, and their power
(both in the family and the business), first generation family members
can mitigate intra-family conflicts that may arise in the management
team, and may be able to capitalize on the diversity of shareholders to
increase the opportunities and resources that the family business can
use to invest in environmental friendly activities. However, due to the
very low coverage found, future research must more deeply assess the
plausibility of this finding.

To sum up, among family firms, there is no “one size fit all” recipe to
achieve increased levels of environmental social performance. Our

Table 10
Robustness check by replacing absolute family ownership with 90% family ownership.

Configuration no. Antecedent conditions Raw
Coverage

Unique
Coverage

Consistency

Family ownership
90%

Family involvement in
Management

Outside directors
on board

First generation
managers

Anglo-Saxon
Countries

1 ● ○ ○ ● 0.81 0.07 0.93
2 ● ● ● ● ● 0.02 0.01 0.80
3 ● ● ○ ○ 0.17 0.12 0.80
4 ○ ○ ● ● ○ 0.02 0.01 1.00
5 ○ ● ● ● ○ 0.03 0.01 0.87

Solution coverage: 0.30.
Solution consistency: 0.85.
Frequency Cutoff: 1.00.
Consistency Cut-off: 0.80.

Table 11
Robustness check by changing the calibration of outside board directors.

Configuration no. Antecedent conditions Raw
Coverage

Unique
Coverage

Consistency

Family
ownership

Family involvement in
Management

Outside directors
on board

First generation
managers

Anglo-Saxon
Countries

1 ● ○ ○ ● 0.09 0.04 0.92
2 ○ ○ ● ○ 0.14 0.04 0.83
3 ● ● ○ 0.24 0.13 0.82
4 ○ ● ○ 0.15 0.01 0.85
5 ○ ● ● ○ 0.03 0.01 0.87
6 ● ● ● ● 0.03 0.02 0.78

Solution coverage: 0.44.
Solution consistency: 0.83.
Frequency Cutoff: 1.00.
Consistency Cut-off: 0.75.
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results suggest several boundary conditions within which SEW reveals
its bright side and increases the social performance of family firms.
Given the importance of environmental social performance of family
firms to address the social challenges that the world is facing (World
Economic Forum, 2016) and to increase overall family business per-
formance (Neubaum et al., 2012), we outline below the important
implications of our findings for SEW theory and for practitioners.

8. Implications for SEW theory

This research empirically validates Kellermanns et al’s (2012) con-
ceptual claim that SEW may sometimes, but not always, lead to
proactive stakeholder engagement. While we only focused on proactive
engagement towards the environment, this study reveals several
boundary conditions within which SEW is able to reveal its bright side
while reducing its dark side. Findings indicate that when the desire for
family influence and control (reflected by 100% business ownership
and a board dominated by family members) is tempered by a desire for
professionalism (presence of non-family members in the management
team), the family business is able to leverage the bright side of SEW.
Similarly, the potential dark side of SEW that can manifest itself by an
“us-against-them”mentality and by increasing intra-family struggles for
power (Gordon & Nicholson, 2008) can be mitigated when outside di-
rectors are present on the board. The presence of outside directors,
regardless of whether they are affiliates or independents, may con-
tribute with external point of views regarding business and family is-
sues and may enrich the social capital of the board while mitigating
intra-family conflicts. Our findings also indicate that the consequences
of the desire to preserve SEW might be context dependent. Specifically,
in non-Anglo-Saxon countries, where there is a general tendency to
have a strong stakeholder welfare orientation, the domination of family
members in the management team and shared business ownership be-
tween the family and institutional owners might lead SEW to reveal its
bright side, conditional on the presence of outside directors on the
board. This suggests that future research using the SEW perspective
must make careful consideration of contextual institutional factors
when discussing its positive or negative valence (Kellermanns et al.,
2012).

9. Implications for practice

Our results suggest for family controlling owners and advisors that,
when the family owns 100% of the business and when family in-
volvement in management is high, the presence of a mix of outside
directors and family members on the board is essential to increase en-
vironmental social performance. However, when first generation family
members are still involved in the business and when decision makers
are not inclined to make family control a priority regardless of mer-
itocratic considerations (i.e. in the presence of a professionalized
management team), family members may be better suited to sit on the
family business board to increase the family business social perfor-
mance. Moreover, our results provide specific recommendations for
family businesses embedded in non-Anglo-Saxon countries. To be able
to gain benefits from family employment, family firms that encourage
family participation in the management team must appoint outside
directors on the board to counterweight the loss of social capital that
results from the absence of non-family executives and to mitigate the
possibility of intra-family conflict of interest. Similarly, to be able to
reap benefits out of shared business ownership between family mem-
bers and outsiders, family controlling owners must encourage the ap-
pointment of outsiders on the board.

10. Limitations and avenues for future research

This exploratory study presents findings that provide several op-
portunities for future research to increase existing knowledge of the

drivers of the environmental social performance of family firms. First,
the study only focused on family involvement in ownership and man-
agement and on board composition as antecedents leading SEW to in-
crease the environmental social performance of family firms. Although
these governance contingencies are the most argued for and the most
studied in the literature (e.g. Berrone et al., 2010; Campopiano et al.,
2014; Charbel, Elie, & Georges, 2013; Cruz et al., 2014; Dyer &
Whetten, 2006; Sharma & Sharma, 2011; Wiklund, 2006), it would be
interesting to include other governance contingencies that may affect
family business behavior. For example, implicit in our analysis is that
high family involvement in management is associated with the presence
of a family CEO. Unfortunately, the STEP data does not provide in-
formation about this variable. Future research can explicitly include
whether the family business CEO is a family member. In fact, the
average tenure of family CEOs can be three to five times greater than
that of non-family CEOs. This may lead family CEOs to have incentives
to increase the social performance of the firm, as they will be able to
gain long-term reputational benefits out of environmental friendly ac-
tivities (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2016). Alternatively, the expectation
of long tenures can make family CEOs entrenched in their positions
displaying conservative behavior and discouraging the employment of
new qualified non-family blood (Henderson, Miller, & Hambrick,
2006).

Moreover, it would be equally interesting to study how the presence
of women in management would act in complementarity with other
governance contingencies to affect the firm social strategies. While
some literature emphasized the invisibility of women in family firms by
having their opinions strongly influenced by family leaders (Martinez
Jimenez, 2009); recent evidence suggests that the presence of women
can positively influence the community satisfaction with socially re-
sponsible activities undertaken by the family firm (Del Mar Alonso-
Almeida, Perramon, & Bagur-Femenias, 2017; Peake, Cooper,
Fitzgerald, & Muske, 2014; Rodriguez-Ariza, Cuadrado-Bassesteros, &
Martinez-Ferrero, 2017).

In addition, although our results indicate two general configurations
for all family businesses and specific configurations for family busi-
nesses in Non-Anglo Saxon countries, the configurational approach
could not identify specific configurations that apply to Anglo-Saxon
countries. As a remedy, future research can replicate this study ex-
clusively in Anglo-Saxon countries which will increase existing
knowledge on other combinations of governance contingencies that can
affect the environmental social performance of family firms.

Last, other family related variables can be used to explore drivers
for increased family business environmental social performance. Family
values, parenting, and the educational experiences of the family man-
agement team can be important variables that may affect the family
firm social practices and are worth according systematic consideration
in future scholarship (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 2016; Marques et al.,
2014; Sharma & Sharma, 2011).
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