
BACKGROUND: WOMEN, FAMILY
BUSINESS AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP

There are several reasons why understanding
more about women leaders of family con-

trolled businesses (FCBs) can help our under-
standing of family business in general. First,
contrary to common perceptions of family busi-
nesses as slow-moving and lacking in innovation,
they are increasingly being recognised as the

source of many new entrepreneurs (Craig &
Lindsay 2002; Craig et al. 2006; Dibrell & Craig
2006). In addition, Habbershon & Williams
(1999) and Miller & Le Breton-Miller (2005)
argue that successful family firm owners and
managers typically leverage various forms of fami-
ly-based relatedness, or ‘familiness’, for competi-
tive advantage. Given that FCB women are more
likely than in the past – and more likely than
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ABSTRACT
In an earlier study (Moores & Barrett 2002) we found successful CEOs had learned leadership of
family controlled businesses (FCBs) in a series of distinct learning phases. Because that study’s sam-
ple did not include many women, our present study focuses on women in FCBs to better under-
stand how they exercise leadership and entrepreneurship in the family firm context. Case study
analysis of an international sample of women FCB leaders, using frameworks which avoid essen-
tialist assumptions about women’s and men’s approach to leadership, suggests there are some charac-
teristic ways women leaders learn FCB leadership and entrepreneurship roles. We have tentatively
labelled them stumbling into the spotlight, building your own stage, directing the spotlight
elsewhere, and coping with shadows. Some interviewees had failed to attain leadership; we
labelled their journey becoming invisible. This paper uses Eisenhardt’s (1989) framework to elab-
orate on the stumbling into the spotlight and coping with shadows journeys and what can be
learned from them.
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non-family firms in the present – to achieve lead-
ership of their firms (Dugan et al. 2008; Evans
2005; Mass Mutual Financial Group 2007; Nel-
son & Levesque 2007), it is important to under-
stand how all members of FCBs, including
women, contribute to FCBs’ entrepreneurial
activities. However investigating women’s experi-
ences in FCB leadership roles is complex, not
least because researchers define FCBs and entre-
preneurship in many different ways. Debates
about how gender roles are acquired, the influ-
ence of national culture on women’s entrepre-
neurial profile, and conflicting philosophical
approaches to men’s and women’s different posi-
tion in business and society also present particu-
lar challenges. These issues are discussed briefly
below.

Varying definitions of FCBs
Westhead & Cowling (1998:34) summarize the
many definitions of FCBs used in previous
research. As they demonstrate, the scale of family
firm activity in a developed economy is highly
sensitive to the FCB definition selected, some-
thing that policy makers, practitioners and
researchers need to keep in mind if they are to
avoid confusing ‘demographic sample’ differences
with ‘real’ differences when comparing family
and non-family firms. Litz (1995) has reduced
the definitional complexity by grouping FCB
definitions into two complementary approaches:
a structure-based, ‘components of involvement’
approach and an intention-based, or ‘essence’
approach. The components of involvement
approach consider elements of family involve-
ment such as the proportion of equity the family
holds. The intention-based approach is based on
the values and preferences of the family firm’s
members towards family-based relatedness. While
components of involvement are usually easy to
measure, the variety of possible measures makes
comparing research findings difficult. The inten-
tion-based approach allows FCB members’ per-
ceptions of what a family business is to become
the starting point for investigating FCBs’ distinc-

tiveness. Since we aim to build theory about what
the FCB context means for its women leaders,
such an approach has obvious advantages. West-
head and Cowling (1998:50) recommend that
researchers choosing only one FCB definition
choose the following: (a) more than 50% of ordi-
nary voting shares are owned by members of the
largest single family group related by blood or
marriage; and (b) the company is perceived by
the Chief Executive, Managing Director or
Chairman to be a family business. The firms we
chose for this study conform to this definition.

Varying concepts of entrepreneurship
Another problem, as Bull and Willard (1993)
have noted, is that we lack a unifying economic
theory of entrepreneurship. Similar difficulties
arise with theories of leadership. What we do
know about entrepreneurship, according to
Ogbor (2000), is derived from Schumpeter’s the-
ories of ‘creative destruction’, the theories of
enterprise creation provided by Collins and
Moore (1964), and Knight’s (1921) theory of
risk. These theories all point to opportunity
recognition and innovation as the defining fea-
tures of entrepreneurial action. Accordingly, fol-
lowing Chrisman and Sharma (1999: 18), for our
purposes ‘entrepreneurship’ includes both creat-
ing a new organization in response to an oppor-
tunity, and instigating innovation within an
existing organization.

Gender differences
There is considerable debate about why women’s
position in business and society differs from that
of men. The social learning approach to gender
roles (e.g. Bussey & Bandura 1984) holds that
differences result from cumulative experience.
Social agents such as parents, teachers and peers
shape children’s gender-specific behaviours by
reinforcing gender-appropriate behaviours and
punishing gender-inappropriate behaviours.
Other researchers such as Best & Williams (1997)
argue that social learning alone cannot explain
children’s behaviours which do not simply imitate
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people around them. Proponents of cognitive
development theory (e.g. Ruble 1987; Semin &
Zwier 1997) argue that children progress through
stages of understanding in acquiring gender
knowledge, which shapes their subsequent experi-
ences. Semin & Zwier (1997) have found cogni-
tion to be effective in explaining work-related
gender differences which appear in many differ-
ent societies.

The influence of national culture on
women’s entrepreneurial profile
Cognitive development theory has been extended
to studies of entrepreneurship, with cognition
proposed as the intermediate variable in the asso-
ciation between national culture and entrepre-
neurial orientation (Busenitz & Lau 1996;
Mitchell et al. 2002). Hofstede’s (1980; 1998)
cultural constructs, including masculinity, have
been taken up in many empirical studies of
national differences in entrepreneurship. Hofst-
ede (1980:190) defines masculinity as ‘assertive-
ness interests’ such as earnings or advancement,
contrasting it with femininity, or ‘interest in rela-
tionships, cooperation, and atmosphere’.
Research findings (e.g. McGrath et al. 1992;
Makino & Neupert 2000; Mueller & Thomas
2000) associate high masculinity at the national
level with higher measures of entrepreneurship,
and high gender differentiation with women hav-
ing a lower entrepreneurial profile. Problems arise
because of the definitional issues of entrepreneur-
ship mentioned earlier, and because research sam-
ples have been skewed towards men, obscuring
possible differences between men’s and women’s
responses to the cultural environment.

Conflicting philosophical assumptions
Closely linked to these debates, researchers have
used different, sometimes conflicting philosophi-
cal assumptions when exploring gender issues in
management and leadership. One approach, social
feminism, holds that women and men have differ-
ent experiential backgrounds and therefore differ-
ent – but equally valid – ways of thinking and

learning for entrepreneurship (Fischer et al. 1993).
An alternative approach, liberal feminism, assumes
that gender difference has resulted in inequality
and that one or both genders need to change their
behaviours (Greer & Greene 2003; Hurley 1999).
Liberal feminism underpins many previous studies
of the ‘glass ceiling’ in FCBs (e.g. Cole 1997;
Dumas 1989, 1990, 1992; Hollander & Bukowitz
1990; Iannarelli 1993; Lyman 1988; Salganicoff
1990; Sexton & Bowman-Upton 1990; Vera &
Dean 2005). Ahl (2004) argues that social femi-
nism and liberal feminism both wrongly assume
that women and men are essentially different, and
that researchers should direct more attention to
contextual factors influencing men’s and women’s
differing entrepreneurial profiles. The present
study takes up Ahl’s suggestion (2004).

The value of a case approach and
gender neutral frameworks
These controversies and the relatively unexplored
nature of women’s entrepreneurship in FCBs sug-
gest a case study approach. Case studies help
researchers looking at new topic areas to build
theories that are novel and testable (Eisenhardt
1989). They are also an excellent way to study a
subject’s ‘lived experience’ (Silverman 1985; Yin
1984). To avoid problems of gender essentialism,
we were careful to choose gender-neutral analyti-
cal tools, that is, models of learning, familiness,
and business roles which assume neither that
women’s experiences are similar to nor different
from those of men. The three frameworks we
used are explained briefly below.

PHASES OF FAMILY BUSINESS LEARNING
In an earlier study (Moores & Barrett 2002) we
found that successful CEOs in FCBs had learnt
leadership in four phases: L1 learning business, L2
learning our business, L3 learning to lead our busi-
ness, and L4 learning to let go our business. Each
learning phase involved dealing with a specific
paradox arising from the nexus of ‘family’ and
‘business’. Learning business (L1) requires the
potential heir to leave the family firm to learn
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functional business techniques and the personal
discipline needed for business. While crucial for
the future of the FCB, the heir’s departure is nev-
ertheless a threat to its continuity as a family firm.
The pathway through the paradox is simple: leave
anyway. Learning our business (L2) means learn-
ing the special qualities of the family business,
while ‘continuing the firm differently’ in the
interests of its development. The pathway
through this paradox is to keep the firm’s philoso-
phies rather than the details, and to know the
market value of being a family business. Learning
to lead our business (L3) means acquiring a ‘heli-
copter view’ of the firm and its life cycle stage, so
as to plan for its future. Its paradox comes from
the need to formalise the firm as it grows, yet
maintain its informal qualities of ‘familiness’. We
found no single pathway through this paradox:
every leader had to forge an individual path.
Learning to let go our business (L4) requires CEOs
to ‘lead for leaving’: to anticipate the firm’s needs
once they have stepped down, to plan a produc-
tive non-leadership role for themselves, and to
manage family members’ varied ambitions with
respect to the firm’s future. The pathway through
this paradox is to develop a timeline for retire-
ment, create management development systems,
and to stick to the plan.

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE
Since the crucial work of Lave, Wenger and Orr
on communities of practice (e.g. Lave 1988; Lave
& Wenger 1991; Orr 1996), scholars have
explored the vital contribution they make to
organizations. They have been argued to be the
source of organizational learning which supports
innovation (Brown & Duguid 1991), repositories
of disciplinary knowledge (Orr 1996), and modes
of governance both within and among organiza-
tions (Grandori 2001). There are also resem-
blances between how communities of practice
promote organizational learning and the ways the

familiness1 qualities of family business promote
competitive advantage. For example Wenger
(2000) argues that healthy learning communities
need learning energy, trust and self-awareness.
These dimensions are enhanced by attention to
three specific ‘modes of belonging’: engagement
(working together to solve problems), imagina-
tion (sharing a vision of the future), and align-
ment (sharing a purpose). Yet an excess of
familiness (‘constrictive’ familiness) may actually
harm the firm (Chrisman, Chua & Steier 2005).
Again, links between managing communities of
practice and FCBs are apparent. For example, an
FCB’s capacity to learn (its learning energy) suf-
fers if it employs family members when it needs
external expertise. The way a founder imagines
the future of the firm may overlook junior family
members’ hopes, leading to a failure of trust at
succession. An FCB’s self-awareness – the way its
conscious or unconscious idea of itself is reflected
in its practices – may undermine its success if
members’ sense of shared purpose becomes too
entrenched. For example, an FCB’s practices may
reflect its members’ shared dedication to product
quality, but this focus may lead them to overlook
the need for marketing to head off a competitor.
Given these practical resemblances between com-
munities of practice and FCBs, we looked to see
whether a particular mode of belonging dominat-
ed our interviewees’ approach to learning in the
FCB.

FAMILY BUSINESS: WOMEN’S ROLES
In her study of Brazilian FCBs, Curimbaba
(2002) distinguished three typical roles for
daughters (‘heiresses’) in family firms: Invisibles,
Anchors and Professionals. The Invisible family
business woman is typically part of a large nuclear
family with many sons. This means the daughters
are not included in management succession
plans. ‘Invisibles’ have difficulty identifying with
managers or entrepreneurs, regarding the FCB as
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a stock of accumulated wealth that they should
not be prevented from enjoying. Their invisibility
encourages them to leave the FCB and come
back as they wish. Anchors come from families
with predominantly female offspring, with few
men in any generation. With great visibility
inside the FCB, they became essential for its con-
tinuity, despite passing through phases that tend
to reduce their significance. They readily adopt
the company’s spirit but occasionally become
confused between their own objectives and those
of the company. Professionals work in mature
family companies with complex ownership struc-
tures, where a reasonable number – but not a
majority – of men also work. They typically join
the family company when they can make a par-
ticular contribution to it, often to resolve a family
conflict, but after that no-one pushes their careers
further. In their belief that the concept of merit is
universal, valid and clear, they always try to sepa-
rate family from business, which sometimes leads
them to fall foul of others’ political tactics.

A new role: Entrepreneur
Curimbaba identified that some movements
between roles are more explicit and likely to be
recognized as entailing an aspiration towards
leadership, such as the movement from being an
Invisible to a Professional or an Anchor. Other
moves are subtle and occur discreetly over time.
While acknowledging that some movements
between roles are directed towards leadership,
Curimbaba did not focus on women who start
new ventures, or who act entrepreneurially in an
existing FCB. This is because her project was
focussed on issues of birth order on women of
the second generation or later working in FCBs.
However, according to our intention-based defi-
nition of an FCB, new, first generation ventures
may equally be classed as family firms if the
founder sees them as such. To encompass the
experiences of women who start new ventures
they see as family firms, or who act entrepre-
neurially in an existing FCB, we posit the new
role of Entrepreneur.

METHOD
Our research uses Eisenhardt’s (1989) eight-step
case method. To link these steps with the conven-
tional presentation of a research paper, we deal
with the first four steps: ‘getting started’, ‘select-
ing cases’, ‘crafting instruments and protocols’,
and ‘entering the field’, under Method. ‘Analysing
data’ appears under Analysis, ‘shaping proposi-
tions’ and ‘enfolding literature’ comprise the
Results section, and the remaining step, ‘reaching
closure’, appears in Conclusions, Implications
and Further Research. Since our analysis also
involves comparing results with previous findings,
some literature is also ‘enfolded’ in earlier stages.

Step 1: Getting started
This phase defines the broad research question
and possible constructs (Eisenhardt, 1989: 536).
Whetten (1989) takes a similarly broad approach,
arguing that the essential ingredients of a value-
added theoretical contribution are explicit treat-
ments of Who, What, Where, When and, most
importantly, Why and How questions. Our
research agenda asks what entrepreneurial and
leadership roles women play in FCBs, and how
women acquire the skills for FCB leadership.
Eisenhardt (1989:536) also insists on the need to
maintain ‘a clean theoretical slate’ at this stage. As
discussed earlier, an important way we do this is
to use gender-neutral analytical tools.

Step 2: Selecting cases
We approached potential participants at FCB
conferences, and via business and other networks.
We sought out FCB founders and CEOs whom
we expected to exemplify the phenomena under
investigation: leadership and entrepreneurship.
We also included ‘stretch’ or ‘limiting’ cases: FCB
women who were neither founders nor CEOs but
whom others – other FCB leaders – perceived to
be leaders and entrepreneurs. Including CEOs
who had succeeded to leadership after an older
generation family member had stepped down
enabled us to include the traditional focus on
FCB succession. Finally, to see whether and how
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issues for women’s leadership in FCBs might
transcend boundaries of national culture, the
sample included participants from diverse nation-
al backgrounds including North America, Hong
Kong, the Middle East, France and Australia. A
snapshot of our sample, categorised by
founder/non-founder, and CEO/non-CEO status
of the participants, appears in Table 1.

TABLE 1: PARTICIPANTS BY FOUNDER/NON-FOUNDER
AND CEO/NON-CEO STATUS

Non-CEOs CEOs

Founders Brenda, Jane, Elle
Miriam, Deborah Nancy, Hannah
Non-founders Felicity, Sue, Robyn, Ingrid

Gloria, Cass

We gathered case data from 16 women and
found after analysing 13 cases that we had
reached data saturation – that is, a point when no
new patterns or themes were emerging. The 13
participants were drawn from 12 FCBs: two
third-generation firms (Sue, Felicity), four sec-
ond-generation firms (Gloria, Ingrid, Robyn/
Deborah, and Hannah), and six first-generation
firms (Brenda, Cass, Ellen, Jane, Miriam, and
Nancy). Five FCBs employed more than 100
people (Brenda, Robyn/Deborah, Sue, Cass, and
Ingrid), two employed between 20 and 100 peo-
ple (Felicity, Gloria), with the remainder employ-
ing fewer than 20 people. The two non-CEO
founders have both been succeeded by a family
member, one of whom, Robyn, is part of the
sample. Participants who were current CEOs of
businesses they had founded included women
with a family business background and women
without a family business background.

Step 3: Crafting protocols and 
Step 4: Entering the field
Participants were interviewed at their workplace,
their home or some other private venue. We

asked each interviewee simply to tell us her story,
how she had got to where she was. In that way we
avoided ‘priming’ the participant in one thematic
direction or another. Consistent with Eisenhardt’s
‘clean theoretical slate’, our aim during the inter-
views was to understand each participant’s experi-
ence of her place in her FCB. The interviews,
each of which lasted from 1.5–3 hours, were
recorded then transcribed and entered into the
NVivo program, a software tool for analysing
qualitative data.

ANALYSIS

Step 5: Analysing data

We coded each participant’s story first according
to the issues she raised, then according to factors
thought to influence women’s propensity to exer-
cise entrepreneurial and leadership roles in FCBs,
such as having a family business background. We
also analysed the data using the learning three
frameworks explained in the previous section.
This allowed us to group the cases and develop
general research propositions according to the
thematic similarities and differences that recurred
within and between cases.

RESULTS

Step 6: Shaping propositions2

Our analysis suggested four ways women move
onto the FCB leadership stage:
1. Stumbling into the spotlight
2. Building your own stage
3. Directing the spotlight elsewhere
4. Coping with shadows

Stumbling into the spotlight concerns the experi-
ences of women who unexpectedly find them-
selves leading the family business, whether
through the founder’s death, or because the inter-
viewee felt starting a firm was the only way to
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meet a particular need in society. Building your
own stage considers women who have an FCB
background but are either prevented from leading
the original FCB or prefer to create their own
firm. Directing the spotlight elsewhere groups inter-
viewees who lead the family firm precisely by not
appearing to do so. Coping with shadows describes
FCB women who deal with the legacy of an earli-
er leader. A fifth relationship with the family
business stage also emerged, reflecting the experi-
ences of women who recognized that, despite ear-
lier hopes, they had never really attained
leadership, having lost the battle or given up the
struggle. We labelled this experience ‘Becoming
invisible’. We now examine closely two broadly
contrasting routes to leadership: Stumbling into
the spotlight (Brenda and Deborah), and Coping
with shadows (Ingrid and Robyn). The resem-
blances and contrasts within and between these
two sets of cases suggest answers to some of our
research questions.

STUMBLING INTO THE SPOTLIGHT

Brenda

Brenda succeeded to the leadership of the family
motor dealership when her husband died sudden-
ly. Because she had no business background,
training or experience, both Brenda and her hus-
band had seen her purely as a ‘support person’.
Learning to lead the FCB after his death was
short, sharp and difficult. Brenda felt she had
stumbled inadvertently into a blinding spotlight
where her mistakes would be obvious. Her ‘audi-
ence’ was hostile: she experienced overt discrimi-
nation from men in business and ostracism from
their wives. Even her friends told her to ‘just go
and get some nice little job somewhere’. She
knew the business needed debt reduction and
growth, but had little idea how to achieve this.
Brenda’s solution was to build on her female skills
as a housewife where, as she says, ‘You become a
bit of an economist’. She also asked the staff for
their ideas, a radical approach in the motor
industry in the 1970s:

Brenda: I had debts to pay and wages to meet,
the overheads were high. I had the opportuni-
ty of encouraging them [the staff ] to get a big-
ger bottom line and discussing, how can we do
it? Where can we cut corners?

Her major strategy for ensuring the firm sur-
vived was to simply build equity in the business
faster than other dealerships:

Brenda: I was paying the debts back quicker
than I had to. And I was taking the profits and
putting them into debt reduction and growth.
I thought to myself, well, this is great because
that property has got to grow into something
that’s worthwhile. If I wanted to grow, I had a
better chance of getting another loan. So, it
worked.

Nevertheless it was a long time before Brenda
felt she had the full confidence of other firm
members and her firm’s network organization. In
fact, Brenda recalls that she never felt she could
say, ‘I don’t need to worry about these bastards
anymore. I’m on top of this’.

Brenda is one of only two participants in the
study to have completed the generational suc-
cession process. She had a clear idea about
which of her children would be best suited to
running the firm and stuck to this, managing
the ‘inevitable jealousies’ with his siblings. She
was equally resolute about exercising her pre-
rogative to make a transfer decision based on
the market value of the firm. She has truly
retired from the business, something many FCB
founders never achieve. However, Brenda con-
tinues her involvement in the business as a kind
of ambassador for it, a positive means by which
a departing leader can manage the exit process
(Sonnenfeld 1988).

Deborah
Deborah founded a home-care business when she
was a first-time mother. It now operates nation-
wide. Like Brenda, she had never planned to
open a business:
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Deborah: I had a six-week-old baby, I wasn’t
about to start a business. It [the idea for the
home-care service] just grabbed me and said
this is what has to be done, you have to do it.

While Deborah strongly believes there is a
need for a home-care service, at first she did not
recognise it as a business opportunity. She tried
every other way she could think of to get the
service started and only started the business when
her husband told her she was the only person
who could do it. Brenda’s friends had been
scathing about the idea of her running a business
and Deborah’s friends were equally sceptical.
Again like Brenda, Deborah’s direct business
experience had been limited to a support role in
her husband’s firm. Her father and uncles had
also run a business, but Deborah mainly recalls
her father’s lack of attention to planning and the
problems this created. As a result, Deborah has
made planning a mainstay of her management
philosophy.

Nevertheless Deborah is amazed the firm has
grown enough to continue after her departure
and only gradually realizes she needs to deal with
succession systematically. She eventually settles
on her third daughter, Robyn, after trying out
each of her daughters in the firm and encourag-
ing those whose performance does not match her
‘familiness’ values to leave. We see this played out
in the clash with her second daughter:

Deborah: She [Deborah’s second daughter] and
I are temperamentally different and after two
years she said, ‘You know what I’d do? Sack
the lot of the staff. You and I could run this
show on our own.’ And I said, ‘Well, that’s not
really the way to run a business.’ She said,
‘Well, I can’t stand it. You mollycoddle them,
you look after them.’ She said, ‘I’d sack the
lot.’ So I thought, this is not going to work. So
I said to her, ‘You cannot do that, you can’t
have that attitude in front of the staff.’ So we
agreed to disagree and she went off to do her
thing….

Robyn, by contrast, accepts her mother’s
approach to business, including her so-called
‘mollycoddling’ management style – which might
be called developing familiness. She continues
Deborah’s approach, but just a little differently to
allow time to expand the firm and work on its
strategic direction:

Robyn: I’ve made lots of changes in the last
twelve months, significant changes in opera-
tions. But that wasn’t because I felt that Debo-
rah was doing anything incorrectly or wrongly.
But in the time I had I was able to observe and
I was trying to think of how we could become
more profitable. I’ve got additional staff, put
on an operations manager and a chief financial
lass who have taken a lot of my other work
which I was doing prior to Deborah’s step-
down as CEO.

Deborah is the only other participant to have
completed generational succession. While she
tried out each of her daughters as a possible suc-
cessor, she had never created a precise timetable
for the handover. In fact, 17 years passed between
when Robyn entered the firm and when she took
over its leadership, and in that time Robyn never
once asked Deborah when she would step down
or even discussed whether she might eventually
lead the firm. While in other cases such a pro-
longed silence about succession would indicate
difficulties, with Deborah and Robyn it demon-
strates an unusual level of trust.

COPING WITH SHADOWS

Ingrid

Ingrid is the second generation CEO of a large
agricultural machinery and real estate business in
the United States. Despite her title, she seemed to
be still on trial as leader. Her journey to her cur-
rent position had taken many years, with fre-
quent exits and re-entries to the FCB. Unlike
Brenda and Deborah, Ingrid recalls spending
time on her father’s business premises as a child
where she fell in love with the firm’s product:
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farm machinery. But she also associates this time
with seeing little of her father:

Ingrid: In the mornings he was still sleeping
when we went to school and in the evenings
he wouldn’t come home until after we were in
bed. Sometimes we saw him on the weekends.
Sometimes he’d drop us off at a rock pit and
let us play for a while. We didn’t have much
interaction.

Ingrid’s parents divorced when she was 11.
Since then her family has experienced major con-
flict, alcohol and drug abuse, and serious illness
for more than 40 years. Ingrid attributes the con-
flict to her father who, in her view, was ‘brilliant
in the business sense, but very destructive when it
came to people and family relationships’. At first
the family conflict made Ingrid determined not to
enter the family business. She dropped out of her
university course in her computer systems, only
completing her studies years later after several exits
from the FCB. She gets a job in the hotel industry,
which she finds exciting and a quick way forward:

Ingrid: I worked my way up in the hotel busi-
ness. I was having fun and loving it. I went
from a front desk clerk to a front desk assistant
manager and was responsible for training the
front desk cashiers and clerks. I then became a
night auditor, then I was in charge of payroll.
Then I was promoted to personnel payroll
[…] We had about 700 employees.

Later, Ingrid’s father, whose combative nature
meant he was fast running out of potential suc-
cessors, offered her large financial incentives
before she would even consider joining the firm.
Her eventual decision to do so reignites conflicts
between other family members, and all of them
have to dodge their father’s attempts to make
them compete with each other for rewards such
as a higher paid role. He also randomly selects
individuals as scapegoats:

Ingrid: We called it ‘being in the slot’. You
could tell who was in the slot because that per-

son couldn’t breathe right. If my dad said he
wanted XYZ and you showed up with XYZ,
he was mad because you didn’t bring ABC and
why didn’t you know to bring ABC.

Even carrying the family name creates problems:

Ingrid: …I would walk into rooms and conver-
sations would stop. I couldn’t really form friend-
ships with anybody because they were all afraid
that I was going to run and tell Dad things.

It also means Ingrid has few opportunities to
talk with others to find out how the firm works.
Ironically, the network distributor organization of
which Ingrid’s firm is a part, prefers family-run
firms because it believes their continuity and con-
tribution to their local communities add to their
market value. When Ingrid gains the dealer net-
work’s support to lead the FCB’s farm’s machin-
ery division, she adopts a ‘stewardship’ mindset:
‘just overseeing the firm for the next generation’,
as a way of reducing personal stress. The unhealthy
ways family and business are entwined mean that
for Ingrid, creating ‘familiness’ means reducing
the distractions of family mixed with business
deliberations:

Ingrid: The first thing I am working on is sepa-
rating the family from the business and put-
ting a structure in place that allows the family
to do its job, which is a very different job than
what the business has to do.

However the strain of doing this reduces
Ingrid’s confidence as a leader and delays her
efforts to determine the business’s long-term
direction. This situation is only now starting to
change, but it is too early to judge whether her
plans will bring results.

Robyn
Robyn presents similarities but also some impor-
tant differences from Ingrid in how she copes
with the founder’s shadow. Like Ingrid, Robyn
was at first reluctant to enter the family business,
not for negative reasons, but because she had
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already spent so much time there. As Deborah
relates it:

Deborah: She [Robyn] said, ‘I am going to be
the only one of your daughters that is not
involved in the business.’ So I said, ‘Great,
who cares’. I mean, I didn’t care. I wasn’t
building an empire. […] I was doing it on my
own. If my kids were interested that was fine.
If they weren’t interested that was fine too.

Robyn’s mother says she had to encourage her
daughter’s belief in herself, but Robyn disagrees,
saying that even when she left school she knew
she was ‘good with people and at managing
things’. Rather than starting university and risk-
ing failure, like Ingrid she begins working in the
hotel business. This reinforces her confidence as a
manager and starts her thinking along entrepre-
neurial lines:

Robyn: I enjoyed the various aspects of the
hotel but I also realized that I could see holes
in the staffing issues and things like that and
thought I should run my own hotel. You know
maybe get a little B& B and do it myself the
way I think it should be done.

Later, during what she thought would be a tem-
porary stint in her mother’s firm, Robyn learned
the business thoroughly. She took time to listen to
the staff and work with them to solve problems:

Robyn: And I would go and sit with them and
I would talk to them about their procedures.
There were things that they were doing that
were going round in circles. And I thought if
they could cut out a few procedures but yet get
the information that they needed…

In contrast to the fraught communication pat-
terns of Ingrid’s family, Deborah and Robyn are
almost eerily close. They each know what the other
is thinking, finish each other’s sentences, and create
a level of familiness which encompasses staff as well
as family members. While Robyn spends 17 years
in her mother’s shadow, she enjoys a smooth
entrance onto centre stage, with Deborah handing

over the CEO role in a formal ceremony. Ingrid, in
contrast, had to deal with her FCB’s politics and
manage her own ambivalence about leading.

Step 7: Enfolding the literature
Answers to our research questions, summarized
as: ‘What entrepreneurial and leadership roles do
women play in FCBs and how do they learn
them?’ begin to appear when we compare these
two routes to leadership. Our three analytical
frameworks reveal the contrasts and occasional
similarities between them.

FAMILY BUSINESS LEARNING PHASES

Compressed Learning

Brenda’s and Deborah’s learning phases are com-
pressed and carried out in a different order from
the L1�L4 sequence we found typical for men.
Having stumbled into the leadership spotlight
without an outside learning phase (L1), Brenda
and Deborah are improvisers rather than method
actors who have rehearsed their roles. In L2, learn-
ing our business, both create the distinctive cul-
tures of their firms as they go along, making them
staff-centred, a startling innovation in the eyes of
some observers. Leading our business (L3) means
achieving firm legitimacy, which Zimmerman &
Zeitz (2002:414) define as a ‘social judgment of
acceptance, appropriateness, and desirability’. It is
a vital resource for new ventures because it helps
overcome the ‘liability of newness’ (Stinchcombe
1965) which sinks so many not-yet-profitable
ventures. Formal qualifications, accreditations, tes-
timonials and so on help new firms present them-
selves as legitimate players in the market. Neither
Brenda nor Deborah has these credentials, and
their gender also detracts from their legitimacy as
firm leaders. So they are under unusually strong
pressure to make their firms profitable.

Extended learning
Learning in the shadow of a founder is a lengthy
affair by comparison with stumbling into the
spotlight. Ingrid and Robyn both enter the FCB
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reluctantly, uncertain what to do with their lives.
They have gained early experience outside the
FCB (L1), but then some aspects of their learning
diverge. Ingrid joins the FCB almost against her
better judgement; she says now that dropping her
business studies had been a way of postponing the
moment even further. Robyn however sees her
mother’s firm as a refuge where she can find her
life goals; she discovers them in improving the
firm’s operations and strategies. Both Ingrid and
Robyn ‘continue their firms differently’ (L2).
However, working out how to manage differently
and persuade family members to ‘hear reality’ is
virtually Ingrid’s entire task, whereas Robyn
quickly gets to work on the leadership and entre-
preneurial tasks of expansion and system develop-
ment (L3). Ingrid sees her leadership role (L3)
primarily as one of stewardship. The conditions of
stewardship typically include high levels of family
identification with the enterprise, shared and
aligned values between the family and the busi-
ness, and an orientation toward the long-term suc-
cess of the firm (Corbetta & Salvato 2004; Davis
et al. 1997). Ingrid’s version of stewardship sug-
gests she will orient herself towards long-term suc-
cess of the firm but is reluctant to identify herself
too much with the enterprise at a personal level.

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

Building learning communities

Neither Brenda nor Deborah does much learning
in a pre-existing learning community; both had
been simply ‘support people’ in their husband’s
firms. Later, learning from other business learning
communities (e.g. through ‘boundary crossing’
(Wenger 2000)), is impossible because of the scep-
ticism and direct opposition they encounter as
business women. Even now their rapid, unplanned
introduction to the FCB means they lack a ‘learn-
ing trajectory’ (Wenger 2000:241). Brenda and
Deborah build their own learning communities,
but differ in their preferred ‘mode of belonging’.
Brenda favours engagement: doing things with her
staff and encouraging them to share responsibility

with her. The staff decide who should be part of
their community – they even carry out any sack-
ings. This is typical of the ‘boundedness of engage-
ment’, that is, how the community defines actions
as competent (Wenger 1999:175). Deborah on
the other hand favours imagination. The scepti-
cism she encounters from her friends and the neg-
ative business role models in her family reinforce
her business idea, build her vision of the firm, and
shape her management philosophy.

Managing older learning communities
Robyn and Ingrid also select contrasting modes of
belonging, partly in response to their firms’ histo-
ries. Robyn leads a strong learning community,
which she had already helped create through
engagement: sharing and solving problems with
other staff. In contrast, Ingrid often mentions her
FCB’s ‘unhealthy dynamic’. Against a background
of lawsuits, secret deals, even embezzlement by
firm members, it has been extraordinarily difficult
for members to carry out the work of engagement:
working together to decide how the firm should
function. Shared interactions have given rise to
strange, negative forms of self-awareness such as
‘being in the slot’: family-speak for being a scape-
goat. Because members lack experience in working
together, Ingrid focuses instead on imagination:
devising vision and mission statements with which
the firm can present a new idea of itself to its
members and outside stakeholders. However,
members’ inexperience with working together also
means activities that develop the learning commu-
nity are not widely distributed: Ingrid alone is
doing the work of thought leader, networker, the
person who documents the practice, and so on
(Wenger 1999; 2000).

EVOLVING ROLES

From invisible to anchor to
entrepreneur

Brenda and Deborah both run first generation
firms which they see as FCBs ‘by intent’. This
means neither is an ‘heiress’: Curimbaba’s term
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for women managers – not leaders – in FCBs
started by a forebear. Neither had ever expected
to lead a business; in that sense both were origi-
nally Invisibles. But even then Brenda took calcu-
lated risks: she rather than her husband
negotiated the bank loan with which they started
the dealership. Her husband’s death makes her an
Anchor, but she soon develops an entrepreneurial
role, moving the firm towards profitability. Debo-
rah also started her own firm despite being slow
to recognise her business opportunity, and was
always its Anchor, defining her personal goals in
terms of the firm and unconcerned whether any-
one else would join her. She develops the firm to
fit her vision, but remains reluctant to acknowl-
edge its growth. This may be a way of coping
with being ‘condemned to success’ and tied to the
business: both common problems for Anchors.

From professional to entrepreneur
Ingrid and Robyn initially exemplify Curimbaba’s
Professional role. Both have worked outside the
family firm and could do so again if necessary.
However, on entering the FCB Ingrid struggles
with its political side – a typical and exhausting
problem for Professionals – she tries to separate
family from business, attempting to solve busi-
ness problems which have developed from multi-
ple family conflicts. Both Ingrid and Robyn are
Entrepreneurs, aiming both to renew and expand
their firms, but Ingrid’s plans are still in the early,
untested stages. Robyn, in contrast, began
expanding the firm while her mother was still in
charge. Unexpectedly perhaps, given Profession-
als’ supposed independence and awareness of
their value on the external employment market,
they do not necessarily fare better than Anchors
or Invisibles in achieving FCB leadership.

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS AND
FURTHER RESEARCH

Step 8: Reaching closure

Our analysis yields some propositions which other
researchers may wish to test further. First, our

findings suggest that both new and established
family enterprises demand leadership and entre-
preneurial input. However while women may be
more likely than in the past to assume FCB lead-
ership roles, they are less often being systematical-
ly groomed for leadership. Their learning phases
were often disordered or disrupted. In our entire
sample, only Robyn followed the four phases of
learning in the steady L1�L4 sequence which our
earlier study (Moores & Barrett 2002) found was
typical for men. However, bearing in mind the
comments of Westhead & Cowling (1998) on the
effects of FCB definitions, this finding may be
influenced in part by the broad, intention-based
definition of family business we have used in this
study. FCBs defined according to a different, nar-
rower configuration of family involvement factors
may yield a different picture of women’s inclusion
in succession practices.

Second, we posit that FCBs which project that
a ‘learning presence’ engenders successful journeys
to leadership, however long they take. However
the source of the learning presence varies. Robyn’s
experience of coping with a founder’s shadow sug-
gests that the major source of learning may be an
individual, such as the incumbent CEO, but
Ingrid’s experience was that the incumbent CEO
hindered her learning. The ‘learning presence’
may also be located within a team or even the firm
as a whole. Lacking positive role models else-
where, Brenda and Deborah used their entire
firms as learning tools. A similar variability may
characterize learning at the level of the FCB. As
Birdthistle & Fleming (2005) point out, FCBs
have an inherent disposition to be learning organi-
zations, but our analysis indicates FCBs do not all
learn in the same way. Brenda’s and Robyn’s choice
of engagement, or shared problem-solving, to pro-
mote learning in the firm continues the tradition
they had established earlier. However because in
Deborah’s and Ingrid’s firms there is no such tradi-
tion, imagination is a better choice. Brenda and
Robyn plunge into problem-sharing; Deborah
and Ingrid first create a personal vision of the
firm’s future which they try to persuade others to
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implement. Further research could look at the
aspects of FCBs’ history which serve as
antecedents and consequences for the dominance
of a particular mode of learning.

Third, our findings also accord with the grow-
ing conviction in the research community that
there are more useful and valid research tasks
than trying to identify inherently ‘male’ or
‘female’ approaches to leadership and entrepre-
neurship. Brenda, Deborah, Ingrid and Robyn all
tried to create more communal relationships
within their FCBs. In fact some regarded this as
evidence of the female qualities of their manage-
ment style. Nevertheless Brenda and Deborah,
who were the only participants to have handed
over leadership to a successor, did so using
approaches no different from those used by the
male FCB leaders in our previous study (see
Moores & Barrett 2002). Their approach to suc-
cession, which places the longevity of the com-
munity above individual interests, also suggests
there is a need to investigate how leadership and
entrepreneurship play out within organizational
communities – not just how these roles present
themselves as the personal dramas of individuals.

Fourth, our findings suggest a new avenue for
exploring the role of national culture in women’s
entrepreneurship. Elsewhere in the study we
found that FCB women from the Middle East
(Lebanon, Egypt) where gender roles are highly
differentiated and where women have traditional-
ly been less likely to act entrepreneurially (Met-
calfe 2006; 2007) were nevertheless among those
who ‘built their own stages’; that is, started their
own firms separately from the original FCB. It
may be that FCBs in high gender differentiation
countries, which usually have low levels of female
entrepreneurship, create learning experiences
which FCB women may use to start new, separate
firms. This is an issue which large-scale studies
could explore.

Finally, the ‘familiness’ of the FCB presents
some special pressures for women – and many
women in our sample are developing special solu-
tions. These solutions may not be limited to

women-led firms. This is not to suggest that the
strategies women develop are always or even usu-
ally better than men’s – but simply that a wide
range of ideas does help to yield good results.
Understanding women’s responses to the con-
straints, demands and possibilities of FCBs
promises many absorbing dramas to come.
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