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Abstract
This article contributes to the understanding of why some management experiences of non-family CEOs
(NF-CEOs) in privately owned family firms (POFFs) are successful, while others are not. It uses the flexible
pattern-matching technique to examine seven case studies of POFFs with different experiences in recruit-
ing NF-CEOs. Drawing on human capital specificity and heterogeneity, as well as socio-emotional wealth
perspectives, our analysis suggests that NF-CEOs and owning families must invest time to gain knowl-
edge of each other. Consequently, longer minimum tenures are required compared to non-FFs, making the
alignment of NF-CEO and successor life cycles crucial for success. A cooperative and long-term-oriented
personality of NF-CEOs is also relevant to fit the context of family businesses. This article is the first to
adapt the specificity of human capital theory to the study of NF-CEOs.
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Introduction
In the process of professionalizing family firms (FFs), the decision to appoint or replace a chief exec-
utive officer (CEO) is one of the most critical and far-reaching corporate decisions, with significant
implications for long-term firm performance (Calabrò, Minichilli, Amore & Brogi, 2018; Cirillo,
Romano & Pennacchio, 2015; Deng & Liu, 2024; Luan, Chen, Huang & Wang, 2018; van Helvert-
beugels, Nordqvist & Flören, 2020; Visintin, Pittino & Minichilli, 2017; Waldkirch, Nordqvist &
Melin, 2018). While FFs often prefer to appoint family members as CEOs due to their desire for
control and involvement (Aparicio, Basco, Iturralde &Maseda, 2017; Berrone, Cruz &Gomez-Mejia,
2012; Gomez-Mejia, Cruz, Berrone&DeCastro, 2011;Miller, Le Breton-Miller & Lester, 2011, 2013),
this is not always feasible. The limited availability of capable and willing family members may compel
FFs to appoint non-family CEOs (NF-CEOs) (Tabor, Chrisman, Madison & Vardaman, 2018). The
above literature acknowledges that this may occur, for example, when the firm requires leadership
skills that surpass those available within the family, or when the designated family leader lacks the
interest or readiness to assume the role. Additionally, the absence of a successor or the unprepared-
ness of potential successors can also necessitate the appointment of an NF-CEO (De Massis, Chua &
Chrisman, 2008; Waldkirch et al., 2018).

The recruitment of NF-CEOs in FFs does not always lead to successful outcomes (Chrisman,
Memili & Misra, 2014). The benefits and challenges associated with employing NF-CEOs – and non-
family managers more broadly—have been extensively reviewed in recent years (Hiebl & Li, 2020;
Tabor et al., 2018; Waldkirch, 2020). Scholars have contributed to this growing body of research
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by exploring both professional and psychological dimensions of NF-CEO appointments through
diverse theoretical lenses. These include socioemotional wealth (SEW) theory (Berrone et al., 2012;
Gómez-Mejía, Haynes, Núñez-Nickel, Jacobson & Moyano-Fuentes, 2007), agency theory (Cruz,
Gómez-Mejia & Becerra, 2010; Schulze, Lubatkin, Dino & Buchholtz, 2001), psychological owner-
ship (Huybrechts, Voordeckers & Lybaert, 2013), stewardship theory (Blumentritt, Keyt &Astrachan,
2007; Y.-M. Chen, Liu, Yang & Chen, 2016; Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2005), upper echelons the-
ory (D’Allura, 2019; Skorodziyevskiy, Chandler, Chrisman, Daspit & Petrenko, 2024; Wong & Chen,
2018), social exchange theory (Waldkirch et al., 2018), and cultural competence (Blumentritt et al.,
2007; Hall & Nordqvist, 2008), among others.

However, the existing literature provides only partial explanations for the success or failure of non-
family NF-CEOs on FFs. Several scholars have acknowledged persistent research gaps and theoretical
inconsistencies that contribute to divergent interpretations of NF-CEO outcomes (Skorodziyevskiy
et al., 2024; Tabor et al., 2018; Waldkirch, 2020). For example, while some studies suggest that
altruistic motivations may drive non-family managers to join FFs (Bernhard & O’Driscoll, 2011),
others emphasize agency-related concerns, including the risk of a reduced candidate pool due to
perceived conflicts of interest or limited autonomy (Chrisman et al., 2014). These mixed findings
underscore the need for further research to identify the key factors that contribute to successful
NF-CEO appointments.

Moreover, the appointment of NF-CEOs has become increasingly common over the past decade,
reflecting a broader shift toward professionalization and modernization in family-owned businesses
(PWC, 2025). Yet, despite this trend, challenges remain. Recent research on Taiwanese FFs found
that NF-CEOs faced significantly higher dismissal rates than family CEOs (Shen, Gu (Cecilia), & Lu,
2024). This discrepancy further highlights the complexity of managing NF-CEO appointments and
the importance of aligning leadership choices with family expectations and firm dynamics.

While several studies have examined NF-CEOs in FFs, many of them have focused on firms listed
on stock exchanges or those with ownership stakes held by external (non-family) investors. However,
the heterogeneity of FFs (Cheng, Cummins & Lin, 2017; Tabor et al., 2018; Waldkirch, 2020) has
led scholars to call for more research specifically targeting POFFs to better understand the unique
challenges and opportunities associated with employing NF-CEOs in these contexts. Such research
can help clarify the complex factors that influence how well a CEO’s profile aligns with the specific
needs of these firms.

To deepen understanding of this subject, both (Tabor et al., 2018) and (Hiebl & Li, 2020) rec-
ommend conducting qualitative research, which can yield insights not readily captured through
quantitative measures. In line with this recommendation, we adopt flexible pattern matching as a
qualitative research tool particularly well-suited for exploration and theory development (Bouncken,
Ratzmann&Kraus, 2021).Thismethod builds on existing theoretical approaches(Cecilia), while also
enabling the empirical analysis necessary to refine and expand existing theories (N. Sinkovics, 2018;
R. R. Sinkovics, Penz & Ghauri, 2008).

This article applies thismethod to the analysis of seven case studies of POFFs located in Spain, each
with varying experiences in employing NF-CEOs. Drawing on qualitative micro-level data collected
through interviews with both family and non-family executives and CEOs, this article explores the
particularities that appear to play a decisive role in the success of NF-CEOs in POFFs. The analysis
is informed by theoretical perspectives that highlight the specificity of human capital in FFs and the
heterogeneity of workers.

This article advances the understanding of why someNF-CEOs in POFFs succeed—where success
is defined as whether the non-family CEO fulfils the expectations of the owner family—while others
do not. It reveals that success depends, in part, on theNF-CEO’s specific investment in understanding
the owning family, which, in turn, requires longer minimum tenures to become effective. The study
highlights the importance of aligning the career life cycles of NF-CEOs with those of potential fam-
ily successors, identifying this alignment as a critical condition for successful appointments. It also
shows that a cooperative and long-term-oriented personality is essential for NF-CEOs to integrate
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effectively within the context of family businesses. Moreover, as far as we know, this is the first study
to apply the theory of specific human capital to the context of NF-CEOs, enriching it with insights
from the perspective of human resource heterogeneity. By combining these theoretical lenses, the arti-
cle not only provides a foundation for future research but also opens new directions for examining
the dynamics of NF-CEO tenures in POFFs.

The structure of this article is as follows: Section 2 contains the literature review, Section 3 intro-
duces the dataknow and the methodology used, Section 4 presents the results, Section 5 includes a
discussion of these results, and Section 6 concludes.

Literature review
Socioemotional wealth (SEW) and NF-CEOs
Primary sources characterizing FFs are the family-centered, non-economic goals these firms pursue,
and the SEW that the achievement of these goals produces (Chua, Chrisman & De Massis, 2015).
According to the SEW approach, family owners frame problems in terms of assessing how actions
will affect socioemotional endowment (Chua et al., 2015; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011).

Hiring an NF-CEO in a POFF can significantly influence the five dimensions of socioemotional
wealth (SEW) identified by (Berrone et al., 2012). First, control and influence of familymembers over
strategic decisions often diminishwhen a non-family executive is brought in.While thismay enhance
managerial professionalism, it can also generate tension if family owners perceive a loss of authority
(Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011). Second, identification of the familywith the firmmayweaken, as the firm’s
public image and internal culture become more closely associated with the NF-CEO rather than the
family legacy (Zellweger, Eddleston & Kellermanns, 2010). Third, binding social ties, which refer to
the emotional connections and trust between family and non-familymembers, may either strengthen
or deteriorate. A well-integrated NF-CEO can foster inclusivity and broaden the organizational sense
of belonging, but a misaligned leader may alienate long-standing employees and family stakeholders
(Cruz et al., 2010).

Fourth, the emotional attachment of the family to the firm can be strained if the NF-CEO pur-
sues strategies that diverge from the founding vision or disrupt symbolic traditions. However, such
changes may also professionalize the firm and ensure its long-term viability (Chua, Chrisman &
Sharma, 2003). Lastly, the renewal of family bonds through dynastic succession can be delayed
or reconsidered when an NF-CEO is in place. While this may allow for smoother transitions and
better-prepared successors, it may also signal a shift away from intergenerational continuity (Le
Breton–Miller, Miller & Steier, 2004). Overall, the impact of hiring an NF-CEO depends largely on
how well their leadership aligns with the family’s SEW priorities and their ability to integrate into the
firm’s unique socioemotional basis.

Human capital specificity
Different perspectives on human capital have been employed in research on CEOs in FFs. For exam-
ple, (Ahrens, Landmann & Woywode, 2015) develop a ‘human capital score’ using proxy indicators
such as general and industry-specific experience, as well as business education and skills, and show
that FFs often prefer family successors, especially male. (Blanco-Mazagatos, de Quevedo-puente &
Delgado-García, 2018) focus on human resource (HR) practices, including skill-enhancing mech-
anisms and motivational strategies, highlighting that later-generation FFs are more likely to adopt
professional HR practices. (Llanos-Contreras, Baier-Fuentes &González-Serrano, 2022) analyse how
SEW, family human capital, and family social capital influence organizational social capital in small
family firms. The study highlights the central role of family involvement and informal structures,
which can pose challenges for hiring non-family CEOs. Additionally, with a focus on NF-CEOs,
(Waldkirch et al., 2018) link the affective dimension of interpersonal relationships to NF-CEO
retention and turnover.

https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10025 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10025


4 Anna Arbussà et al.

Building on and extending these contributions, we adopt the classical definition of human capital
theory proposed by (G. S. Becker, 1964), which views individual workers as possessing a set of skills or
abilities that can be improved or accumulated through education and on-the-job training—hereafter
referred to as knowledge acquisition, in line with its primary purpose. According to this theory,
worker productivity is directly related to the level of accumulated skills. Two forms of knowledge
acquisition are distinguished: general and firm-specific. General knowledge acquisition enhances an
individual’s productivity across multiple firms, including the one providing the training. In contrast,
firm-specific knowledge acquisition increases productivity only within the current firm, offering no
transferability to other organizations. It is widely accepted that new employees require an invest-
ment in firm-specific knowledge before reaching full productivity.Human capital theory suggests that
such investments generate mutual incentives—through shared costs and benefits—for the employer
and employee to maintain the employment relationship, thereby influencing the minimum efficient
tenure (G. Becker, 1975; Hashimoto, 1981).

(Madanoglu, Memili & De Massis, 2020) point out that asset specificity in FFs is expected to
be higher than in NFFs. This is largely due to the recognized influence of the owner family on
the business, often exerted through a complex combination of economic, cultural, social, and emo-
tional dimensions (Sharma, 2004). Such influence fosters the development of tacit and highly specific
knowledge that is difficult to codify and transfer (Sirmon & Hitt, 2003). In POFFs, NF-CEOs must
therefore invest in acquiring knowledge not only about the firm but also about the owning family.
This dual investment increases the cost of adaptation and necessitates longer minimum tenures for
NF-CEO contracts compared to those in NFFs, to justify the greater time required for integration.

However, achieving these longer tenures can be complicated by the life-cycle dynamics of both the
NF-CEO and the family. For instance, if successors are nearing readiness to take over the business,
NF-CEO candidates may hesitate to accept the position due to concerns over limited tenure (Cheng,
Chen & Dai, 2013; Fang, Randolph, Memili & Jj, 2016; Sonfield & Lussier, 2009; Xu, Hitt & Dai,
2020). In such scenarios, the developmental stage of the successor influences the expectations and
strategic role of the NF-CEO, particularly in firms that intend to pass ownership and control to the
next generation. Conversely, we could argue that NF-CEO candidates approaching retirement may
lack sufficient time to absorb the complex knowledge required for success in a POFF, thereby limiting
their suitability for the role.

We could also anticipate that the required investment in firm-specific knowledge is likely lower
when NF-CEOs are promoted internally. In these cases, the individual is already embedded within
the firm—the firm-specific investment costs have already been borne—and may only require further
development of general managerial competencies at the CEO level. Nonetheless, even internally pro-
moted NF-CEOs may need to gain access to firm knowledge that is exclusive to top-level leadership,
particularly concerning the family dimension and strategic vision.

Human capital heterogeneity
The compatibility between a non-family CEO (NF-CEO) and the family firm (FF) context is shaped
by a multidimensional set of factors, including the executive’s personality traits, professional back-
ground, leadership style, and, crucially, their degree of familiarity with the owning family and its
values. Beyond technical expertise or managerial acumen, relational and emotional intelligence
appears pivotal in navigating the idiosyncrasies of family-owned firms (Hall & Nordqvist, 2008).

Such attributes may be particularly important in the context of POFFs, where the family’s identity
is deeply embedded in the firm’s culture and decision-making processes. The ability of NF-CEOs
to decode informal communication patterns, understand unspoken priorities, and adapt to a firm’s
socio-emotional wealth (SEW) orientation can foster trust and facilitate alignment with both the
family and the broader organization.

Furthermore, some authors (Dezsö & Ross, 2012; Heyden, Fourné, Koene, Werkman & Ansari,
2017) acknowledge the heterogeneity of the externalmanagerial talent pool. PotentialNF-CEOsdiffer
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not only in their technical qualifications but also in their cognitive styles, interpersonal capabilities,
and time orientation. For example, executives who are long-term oriented, possess high levels of
emotional intelligence, and exhibit a cooperative or stewardship-oriented disposition may be better
aligned with the values and governance style of FFs.

This perspective challenges the assumption that all NF-CEOs approach FFs with the samemotiva-
tions or expectations. Instead, it suggests that successful integration into a POFF requires a deliberate
selection process—on both sides—that accounts for these deeper personality and relational charac-
teristics. To our knowledge, the heterogeneity of the pool of NF-CEOs in terms of motivations and
expectations has not yet been considered in the extant literature on FFs.

Methodology
Method selection: This article uses the flexible pattern matching approach. Flexible pattern matching
is a qualitative research approach that involves the iterative matching between theoretical patterns
derived from the literature and observed patterns emerging from the empirical data (N. Sinkovics,
2018). The use of a priori patterns provides a rationale for data collection and analysis. At the same
time, these a priori patterns can be reviewed and modified iteratively to allow for the exploration and
emergence of new empirical patterns from the data (Bouncken et al., 2021). The construction of this
article is also phenomenon-driven: Its motivation originates from the growing importance of NF-
CEOs in POFFs and the insufficient extant theory in the FF domain to explain the success and failure
of employing these executives. Qualitative studies can provide insights that help explain underlying
mechanisms and processes (Eisenhardt, 1989; Muhic & Bengtsson, 2021; Yin, 2009).

The flexible pattern-matching approach can be superior to other qualitative research methods,
like grounded theory, when research begins with a tentative theoretical framework but expects that
empirical data may require its refinement. This approach allows theory to guide the research with-
out constraining interpretation, making it ideal for dynamic and evolving phenomena (N. Sinkovics,
2018; R. R. Sinkovics et al., 2008), as is the case with POFFs hiring NF-CEOs. It also preserves the
contextual depth of qualitative inquiry while enabling structured comparisons across cases, offer-
ing a balance between interpretive richness and analytical clarity (Eisenhardt, 1989). These strengths
make flexible pattern-matching particularly suitable for studying complex social processes where
both theory development and contextual sensitivity are essential.

Case selection: Multiple cases (7) with diverse profiles in terms of experiences in the employment
of NF-CEOs were selected, aiming to produce replicated or alternative explanations concerning the
employment of these executives. The sample included firms with successful experiences, firms with
unsuccessful experiences, and firms with both. Using flexible pattern matching, seven cases can be
considered a sufficient sample because the analysis is theory-informed, and the cases are purposefully
selected and analysed in depth (N. Sinkovics, 2018).

The firms selected were distributed across different economic activities, with four in manufactur-
ing and three in services. They were all located in the north-east region of Spain (Catalonia). The
selected firms were medium and large (European Union, 2020) and were privately owned by a family.
Catalonia provides a particularly relevant context, given its significant contribution to Spain’s GDP.
FFs—primarily POFFs—form the backbone of the Catalan economy, representing 89% of private
enterprises, generating 57% of Gross Added Value, and accounting for 76% of private sector employ-
ment (Álvarez Gómez, Gallizo Larraz & Marquès Gou, 2017). Table 1 contains the descriptive data
of the seven firms studied.

Data collection and data analysis: The data were collected via in-depth face-to-face interviews to
gain detailed accounts of the experiences under study.Theminimumnumber of interviewees for each
firmwas two, one of whomwas a leader from the owning family and the other the current or a former
NF-CEO. Additional interviewees included other non-family managers, former NF-CEOs, and/or
members of the younger generation of the owning family. Participants were interviewed separately
over multiple visits to the firm premises. Each interview NF-CEOs,lasted between 1 and 2 hours.

https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10025 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10025


6
A
nna

A
rbussà

etal.

Table 1. Description of family firms and interviewees

CASE 1 CASE 2 CASE 3 CASE 4 CASE 5 CASE 6 CASE 7

Industry Food and
beverage
distribution

Food
manufacturing

Food
manufacturing

Industrial
machinery

Construction Construction Transport

Year founded 1963 1964 1917 1954 1984 1981 1971

Employees (2021) 990 380 350 380 74 98 559

Turnover Mil. Euro
(2021)

223 51 77 112 9.4 18.2 104

Family generation 2 2 3 3 4 3 3

Current CEO Family CEO NF-CEO NF-CEO NF-CEO Family CEO NF-CEO Family CEO

NextGen status Young.
Undefined
succession

Inexistent.
Young family
owners

Young.
Undefined
succession

Defined
succession in
governance

Recently
appointed
F-CEO

Defined
succession in
ownership and
governance.

Recently
appointed
F-CEO

Number of hired
NF-CEOs

1 1 2 4 1 1 2

Successful NF-CEO No Yes Yes/Yes 3 No/1 Yes No Yes No

Interviewee 1 Current F-CEO Family owner Family owner Designated
successor

Family owner Family owner Family owner 1

Interviewee 2 Former NF-CEO Family owner Current NF-CEO Current NF-CEO Current F-CEO Designated
successor

Family owner 2

Interviewee 3 Current NF
manager

Current NF-CEO Former NF-CEO Former NF-CEO Former NF-CEO Current NF-CEO Former NF-CEO

Other sources of information

Direct Observation 2 HQ visits Benchmarking
meetings

Benchmarking
meetings

2 HQ visits,
bench. Meetings

2 HQ visits 3 HQ visits 3 HQ visits

Web 2022 2022 2022 2022 2022 2022 2022

Annual report Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Other sources Press interviews Press interviews Anniversary
book

Public corporate
presentations

Anniversary
book

Company
analysis by
consultant 2020

Public corporate
presentations

Note: F: Family, CEO: Chief Executive Officer, NF: Nonfamily, HQ: Headquarters.
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There were two experienced interviewers per interviewee, and interviews were recorded to enhance
accuracy.

The interviews were conducted in three rounds betweenMarch 2021 andDecember 2021 to adapt
the initial themes to the observed empirical patterns. The first round of interviews was directed at
family owners, and the themes addressed were related to reasons for hiring (professionalization) and
not hiring NF-CEOs (relating to the SEW dimensions). The interviewees were also asked about the
success/failure of their firms’ experiences in hiring NF-CEOs andwhat they thought were the reasons
for these successes/failures.

After the first round of interviews with FF owners, two researchers independently coded the inter-
view transcriptions (Excel and NVivo R1 were used at this stage). Their initial coding schemes were
then compared, discussed, and, with input from a third researcher, consensus was reached, resulting
in an initial unified coding structure. As anticipated, the reasons why the firms hired NF-CEOs were
related to professionalization and capacity issues (for instance, successors not being ready), while the
reasons why the firms preferred not to hire NF-CEOs were related to some of the SEW dimensions.
Besides the original themes considered, trust issues in corporate decision-making appeared as amain
motive for firing anNF-CEO. Considering the gaps that emerged in the ongoing analysis, the original
topics were reviewed and extended to cover risk-taking in strategic corporate decisions and life-cycle
data. The questions asked in the second round of interviews covered both the initial and the added
topics, this time addressed to the NF-CEOs. Subsequent coding and analysis of the transcribed con-
versations with the NF-CEOs brought to light the themes relating to their professional background
and personal profile, adding accounts of the advantages and obstacles for NF-CEOs in terms of work-
ing in FFs, and of the fit of their profiles (heterogeneity of human capital) in this respect. A round
of follow-up interviews with family owners took place to cover the themes added to the original list.
Archival data (related press and online publications) were also used in some instances of the analysis.
Table 2 presents a summary of the refined coding structure resulting from the iterative process of
interviewing and coding.

Findings
Table 2 contains the coded data that arose from the transcribed interviews.The first column is related
to professionalization and the reasonswhyPOFFs hireNF-CEOs.The following columns contain data
on the SEWdimensions of the POFFs, as proposed by (Berrone et al., 2012), and are related to reasons
why POFFs may prefer not to hire NF-CEOs. These columns are followed by others with information
on investments in specific human capital and the professional and personal profiles of NF-CEOs. The
last column signals whether the experience was successful or not.

Reasons for hiring and for not hiring an NF-CEO
Among the reasons for hiringNF-CEOswas the need to professionalize themanagement of the POFF
when it grew and the owners’ lack of capability to continue managing it: ‘The firm hired its first NF-
CEO seeking professionalisation,…, as my father lacked the capacity for managerial positions’ (Case
1, current F-CEO), and ‘We realised that there were many issues about which we had no knowl-
edge, and that we needed qualified people inside the firm’ (Case 7, family owner 1, former F-CEO).
Additional reasons were successors being too young: ‘When I joined the firm, the owner’s son and
daughter were kids. So in this case family succession was not an option’ (Case 3, current NF-CEO); the
family leader having other, sometime entrepreneurial, interests: ‘I wanted a change, to have time for
me to rest, teach at the university, write a book… so I promoted the Head of the Sales Department to
CEO’ (Case 5, family owner – former F-CEO); and the family being too complex to agree on a family
CEO: ‘In the next 5 years, the 3rd generation will be managing the firm: 16 cousins…’ (Case 4, current
NF-CEO).
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Table 2. Data structure

Investment in specific human capital NF-CEO personal and professional profiles

Internal
promo-
tion of
NF-CEO,
or pre-
vious
knowl-
edge
of the
NF-CEO

Additional
family
investment
in knowing
the NF-CEO

Additional
NF-CEO
invest-
ment in
knowing
the firm &
family?

Agency problems-
trust issues

NF-CEO
psycho-
logical
ownership

Life
cycle
mis-
match
between
NF-CEO
and suc-
cession
(limited
expected
tenure)

NF-CEO is
expected
to prepare
family
successors

NF-CEO
back-
ground in
MNCs

NF-CEO
profes-
sional
experience
in FFs

Personality:
Cooperative
rather than
competitive

NF-CEO
seeks
long term
project
rather than
focus on
the short
term

NF-CEO
was/is a
success? Success

CASE 1 No No No Yes, lack of trust No No No Yes No No No No

NF-CEO 1

CASE 2 Yes No No No. Whole career in
the FF. Shared
culture, trust, local
environment

Yes No Yes No No Yes Yes Yes

NF-CEO1

CASE 3 Yes Yes Yes No, but it took years
to built trust, reduce
information
asymmetries about
profile, values, goals

No No No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

NF-CEO1

NF-CEO2 No Yes. 7 years
in lower
mgm’t
positions to
built trust

Yes Yes

CASE 4 Current NF-CEO is a
former member of
board. Initially had to
focus on short term
because firm survival
was threatened

NF-CEO 1 No Low No No Yes No Yes Yes No Not clearly No

NF-CEO 2 No Low Yes No Yes No Yes No No Not clearly No

NF-CEO 3 No Low No No Yes No Yes No No Not clearly No

NF-CEO4 Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes

(Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued.)

Investment in specific human capital NF-CEO personal and professional profiles

Internal
promo-
tion of
NF-CEO,
or pre-
vious
knowl-
edge
of the
NF-CEO

Additional
family
investment
in knowing
the NF-CEO

Additional
NF-CEO
invest-
ment in
knowing
the firm &
family?

Agency problems-
trust issues

NF-CEO
psycho-
logical
ownership

Life
cycle
mis-
match
between
NF-CEO
and suc-
cession
(limited
expected
tenure)

NF-CEO is
expected
to prepare
family
successors

NF-CEO
back-
ground in
MNCs

NF-CEO
profes-
sional
experience
in FFs

Personality:
Cooperative
rather than
competitive

NF-CEO
seeks
long term
project
rather than
focus on
the short
term

NF-CEO
was/is a
success? Success

CASE 5 Yes Low Low Yes, had been in the
firm for 10 years..but
the owner had
doubts

Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Too risky No

NF-CEO 1

CASE 6 Yes Yes Yes Whole career in firm.
Full trust. Zero
asymmetries

Yes Yes No No No Yes Yes Yes

NF-CEO 1

CASE 7 No No No Yes, new unkown NF-CEO No Yes No Yes No Yes No No

NF-CEO 1

NF-CEO 2 Yes Low Low Low No Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes No
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Table 2. (Continued)

Professionalization reasons for hiring a NF-CEO SEW reasons for not hiring a NF-CEO

New
capa-
bilities
are
needed

Successors
are too
young or
unavailable

Family CEO
has new
interests
(entrepreneurial,
diversi-
fication,
…)

Family is too
complex to
agree on a
family CEO

Family
involvement
is highly
valued

Limited
decision
rights/control
over strategic
decisions
is prefered
(risk taking
control)

Identification of
family members
with the firm is
highly important
(commitment)

Binding
social ties
are highly
important

Emotional
attachement
of family
members
to the firm
is highly
important

Family long
term focus,
continuity
is highly
important
(goals/strate-
gic
orientation)

Successor as future
CEO is highly
important (renewal
of family bonds)

CASE 1 Yes Yes No No Yes Yes No Yes.
Nowadays
seen as a
liability

Yes.
Liability
in some
instances

Middle Not necessarily

NF-CEO 1

CASE 2 Not initial
owners but
yes second
owning
family

Not before.
Maybe now
with new
generation

Not so much for
the 1st
generation and
not clear for the
2nd

No No Yes Not so clear. The 1st
generation bought
the firm where he
was NF-CEO for long
years, and soon died.

NF-CEO1 No No Yes No

CASE 3 Low Yes Yes No Yes,
incum-
bent.
Unknown
for the
next gen-
eration

Yes Not yet

NF-CEO1 Yes Yes Yes No

NF-CEO2 Yes Yes Yes No

CASE 4 Family
shift from
manage-
ment to
gover-
nance

Yes Yes No Varying
among
family
members

Yes No

NF-CEO 1 Yes No No Yes

NF-CEO 2 Yes No Yes Yes

NF-CEO 3 Yes No Yes Yes

NF-CEO4 Yes No Yes Yes

(Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued.)

Professionalization reasons for hiring a NF-CEO SEW reasons for not hiring a NF-CEO

New
capa-
bilities
are
needed

Successors
are too
young or
unavailable

Family CEO
has new
interests
(entrepreneurial,
diversi-
fication,
…)

Family is too
complex to
agree on a
family CEO

Family
involvement
is highly
valued

Limited
decision
rights/control
over strategic
decisions
is prefered
(risk taking
control)

Identification of
family members
with the firm is
highly important
(commitment)

Binding
social ties
are highly
important

Emotional
attachement
of family
members
to the firm
is highly
important

Family long
term focus,
continuity
is highly
important
(goals/strate-
gic
orientation)

Successor as future
CEO is highly
important (renewal
of family bonds)

CASE 5 Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes, current F-CEO

NF-CEO 1

CASE 6 No Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes for 2nd
generation. Not
so important for
3rd gen.

Yes Yes Yes Successor in governance
is important. Not
necessarily in
management

NF-CEO 1

CASE 7 Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Not clear
at that
stage

NF-CEO 1

NF-CEO 2 Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes, current CEO
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However, when there are capable and willing candidates in the family, a family CEO tends to be
preferred. For instance, an interviewee declared, that ‘the basic model is that the owner runs the firm.
An NF-CEO is second best, for when no family member is available’ (Case 3, current NF-CEO). This
preference can be related to the SEW dimension (1), control and influence of family members over
strategic decisions ‘NF-CEOs must give explanations for the decisions they make. Strategic decisions
must be agreed on’ (Case 3, current NF-CEO). A common managerial practice was family owners
monitoring the NF-CEO closely and limiting their decision rights (‘…The family must feel con-
sulted over these decisions,’ Case 4, designated successor). There was one case where these controls
did not apply (‘Mine is a very unusual case…I had almost full decision rights and monitoring was
very weak. The owner considered that he could no longer make decisions since he no longer knew
the operations…’ (Case 2, current NF-CEO).

With regards to the SEW dimension (2), identification of the family with the firm, some relevant
quotes were, for example: ‘Formy dad, the firm is his life project’ (Case 2, family successor) and ‘I lived
in a family where there wasn’t a lunch or dinner that we didn’t talk about the firm. My dad was from
a generation for whom life was work and work was life’ (Case 6, owner) And, in the case of the SEW
dimension (3), related to binding social ties, interesting quotes were, for instance: ‘My father told me,
“We are 300 people in this firm.Multiply this by 3members per family, and you’ll have the number of
people depending on you!”’ (Case 1, current F-CEO); and ‘During the COVID-19 pandemic, we did
not want to lose the relationship with the employees, and we kept the jobs open ..,’ and ‘..right now, if
I had to shut down the firm, I would do anything to help my employees’ (Case 6, family owner).

In turn, the SEW dimension (4), emotional attachment that can be related to a sense of legacy,
is visible, for instance, in ‘Legacy is also important, we cannot betray it’ (Case 3, family owner) and
‘There are values that were instilled in me by my dad; now I know that I have to apply and transmit
these values’ (Case 6, family owner). Finally, for the SEW dimension (5), renewal of family bonds to
the firm through dynastic succession, example quotes are: ‘I feel it is my duty to give continuity to
the firm’ (Case 4, current NF-CEO) and ‘My dad had planned that my brother would enter the firm
and continue the business, but he wasn’t interested, so I stepped in…and now it’s been a nice surprise
that my son is interested and joined in…’ (Case 6, family owner) and ‘My dad never said whether I
had to work in the firm or not, but it was something that had always been taken for granted’ (Case 6,
successor).

Investment in specific human capital
Successful NF-CEOs
Adouble investment by theNF-CEO in knowing both the firmand the family, and the family knowing
the NF-CEO, characterize the successful experiences analysed: ‘… I became external advisor to this
FF. After two years of the firm’s bad results, I got offered the position of NF-CEO.Themain advantage
was that I already knew the family and the former board of managers and the firm… I know all the
members of the family’ (Case 4, current NF-CEO).This NF-CEO is now 54 years old and training the
future president of the board of directors, as family members are banned from being CEOs. On the
side of the owner family, the successor declared that ‘a good NF-CEO is someone who is aware that
they will have to spend a good portion of their time managing the owner family and making them
part of the decisions.’ Meanwhile, in Case 3, the NF-CEO declared that ‘the owner and I didn’t know
each other, but our personalities and values fitted. I entered the firm aiming at the CEO position,
going through a 7-year period of getting to know the firm… after all, you will be deciding on the
family heritage. The process cannot be done in 1 year. It is all based on trust.’ This NF-CEO is now
58 years old and has been in the firm for 11 years. The family leader has a 23-year-old son, who is not
a fit for a managerial position, and a 21-year-old daughter who has since attended some meetings at
the firm. In Case 2, the current NF-CEO explained that ‘I’ve been in the firm for 33 years… I started
as Head of Human Resources and went through different sections of the firm until, very informally
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and gradually, becoming the CEO (about 15 years ago),’ and ‘…I see previous acquaintance, personal
relationships and aligned values as crucial.’

Life-cycle considerations also play a part in successful NF-CEO experiences. The age of the NF-
CEO facilitates their readiness to teach the designated successors rather than perceiving them as a
threat. For instance, the current NF-CEO of Case 4 declared that ‘this is a long-term project. I am
committed to the continuity of the firm and currently training the family successor,’ and the NF-
CEO in Case 2 explained that ‘…it was a relief that there were successors; this is what motivates us,
to know that the firm has a future…. I am now training the successors.’ In Case 6, life-cycle issues
were sorted out in the following manner: ‘My son joined the firm a few years ago, but the first years
at the firm were not good… and having an NF-CEO was a problem. What I (family leader) decided
was that he (the successor) should develop a side-project… a business that was his project and that
he could develop in a manner that matched his personality.’

Unsuccessful NF-CEOs
Most unsuccessful experiences appear to have been due to conflicts arising over NF-CEOs making
strategic decisions, a lack of trust, or other family members preferring to pass the baton to their off-
spring rather than to an NF-CEO. Two examples of the first and second issues could be the following:
‘The NF-CEO took too many decisions concerning details of the investment being made in a new
factory on his own. That angered my father, who didn’t trust him from then onwards. He felt that the
NF-CEO had values that didn’t fit…The NF-CEO he should have sought consensus’ (Case 1, current
F-CEO), and ‘We hired three NF-CEOs with an MNC (multinational) profile … They made deci-
sions without consensus, which the family allowed, but the tension was growing underneath. Then,
there was a loss of trust when things went wrong’ (Case 4, designated successor). And two examples
of family members preferring to pass the baton to their offspring rather than to an NF-CEO could be
the Case 5 and 7: ‘The first three years were fine but afterwards I had the feeling that something was
going wrong…maybe I should have fired him right away. But one day I talked to my daughter, and
she decided to join the firm as Head of Operations, and two years later we fired the NF-CEO and she
took over’ (Case 5, family owner) and ‘The guy who used to be the NF-CEO left a year after I joined
the firm… the three sibling owners had power stakes, and that was a bit distressing… Later on, we
tried internal promotion. The Financial Director was promoted to CEO, but she suffered a lot and
left.. The current CEO, daughter and niece of the owners, entered the firm the same year. Everyone is
happy now’ (Case 7, NF-manager).

Professional background and personal profile of the NF-CEOs
The professional background of the NF-CEOs varied across the cases studied. In most instances,
previous experience at MNCs was sought. For instance, in Case 1, the current family CEO explained
that ‘I would rather hire an NF-CEO with experience in MNCs, signalling a higher professional level,
than use internal promotion…But you must be careful with the candidates coming from MNCs. We
decide on new recruits by their profile, andmany are pure reds, and they are too aggressive, too short-
term focused.’ However, in Case 4, the family successor said, that ‘we have had four NF-CEOs. We
hire executives from MNCs, although in some cases experience in FFs is preferred,’ and in Case 3,
the current NF-CEO explained that ‘I have always worked in FFs. 20 years at the same firm before
joining the current one. I like the FF model.’

The personality of NF-CEOs is also relevant: a cooperative, long-term-focused personality seems
to fit in FFs. To this effect, in Case 3, the current NF-CEO declared that ‘we hire according to per-
sonality, someone that can fit in in the firm, and the firm can provide the training. We want people
that look for stability, people that are not too aggressive’; and in Case 4, the current NF-CEO stated
that ‘after a career at MNCs, I retired in my 50s. I didn’t want to go back to MNCs. The style was
too aggressive, people were too ambitious, positions were too demanding,’ and the family successor
at the same firm explained that ‘we hired NF-CEOs with an MNC profile. The difference in cultures
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was seen as an advantage to bring about change, but it didn’t work. Profiles that are too aggressive do
not work in FFs. This was the main reason for the “failure” of the three former NF-CEOs’.

On the side of the CEO, issues relating to their life cycle are mentioned as the reasons for wanting
to work in POFFs. For example, in Case 3, the current NF-CEOs declared that ‘I value the long-term
orientation, the project; and I also value knowing the owner’; and in Case 2, the successor explained
that ‘we have been hiring people that have grown tired of working at MNCs, that are looking for
something more personal, want to get more emotionally involved.’ Lastly, in Case 6, the NF-CEO
said that ‘.…I am involved in the firm project even without being part of the family because I’ve been
here for many years, and it is my life project. I am aligned with the values of the place where I am
working.’

Family offspring becoming ready or almost ready to take the baton also coincided in some
instances with the firing of an NF-CEO, although no explicit relationship to this effect was acknowl-
edged by the interviewees.

Discussion
Consistent with SEW preferences, the interviewees explicitly declared their preference for a family
CEO when there is a capable and willing candidate. With regards to the reasons for hiring NF-CEOs,
the interviewees mentioned the need to professionalise the firm and the owner lacking the capability
to do so, the successors being too young, the family leader having other, sometimes entrepreneurial,
interests, and family complexity. These motives for hiring NF-CEOs are in accordance with the
findings in the literature (Hiebl & Li, 2020).

With regards to the reasons for not hiring an NF-CEO, the SEWmotives have been found relevant
in all cases. The opportunistic (agency) behaviour of NF-CEOs has been signalled as the most com-
mon cause for firing NF-CEOs. Lack of trust on the part of the owner family concerning decisions
taken by the NF-CEOs was mentioned in Case 1, Case 4, Case 5, and Case 7. In all these cases, risk-
taking by theNF-CEOswas judged as excessive by the owner family, and theCEOswere fired allegedly
due to a breach of trust. In other cases, the FFs had limited the NF-CEOs’ decision-making rights on
corporate investment decisions to reduce agency problems, thus enhancing monitoring mechanisms
and preserving SEW (Case 3, Case 4, Case 5, Case 6, and Case 7). In this regard, the results coincide
with (Cater & Schwab, 2008; Gurd & Thomas, 2012; Miller, Le Breton-Miller, Minichilli, Corbetta &
Pittino, 2014).

Prior to hiring an NF-CEO, POFFs invest in getting to know the NF-CEO candidate to reduce
information asymmetries. Ameans to do this is by promoting internally (Case 5, Case 6), hiring social
acquaintances (Case 1, Case 2, Case 4), and/or delaying the full tasks/decision rights corresponding
to the CEO position (Case 3).The long tenures of someNF-CEOs (Case 2, Case 3) also contributed to
developing psychological ownership and favoured stewardship behaviour: These managers consid-
ered themselves as having been more risk-averse than the family owners. In this regard, our results
concur with (Hall & Nordqvist, 2008), who find that close relationships with owner families help
non-family managers perform better as they are more likely to display stewardship behaviour (Zhu,
Chen, Li & Zhou, 2013).

Importantly, the NF-CEO candidates must invest time in getting to know the family, given that
its SEW characteristics influence the management of the POFF. This double investment in getting to
know each other—the family and the firm on one side, and the NF-CEO on the other side—relates
to the specificity of human capital (G. Becker, 1975). During this initial period of the professional
relationship, productivity is lowered due to a lack of knowledge about the firm and the family on one
side, and a lack of knowledge and trust on the other side. Gaining knowledge about the family leads
to longer required minimum tenures for NF-CEOs to offset the initial costs of hiring an NF-CEO in
FFs in comparison to hiring a CEO in NFFs (see Figure 1).

Given the high cost and time required for this dual investment, the short- and medium-term ben-
efits of appointing a non-family CEO are comparatively lower than those associated with hiring a
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Figure 1. CEO and NF-CEO value and cost in FFS and NFFS.

CEO in a non-family firm, ceteris paribus. This results in a negative impact during the initial stages
of the tenure. However, extended tenures contribute to strategic stability, better alignment of incen-
tives, and ultimately enhance the returns on shared human capital investment (Hashimoto, 1981), as
well as facilitating psychological ownership (Huybrechts et al., 2013). In contrast, shorter tenures—
more prevalent in non-FFs (Cruz et al., 2010)—may lead to inefficient separations, such as premature
dismissals (Hashimoto, 1981). However, longer tenures may also come with trade-offs, such as an
overdependence on or entrenchment of NF-CEOs (Antounian et al., 2021).

When there are potential successors and they are ready to take over, albeit not explicitly acknowl-
edged by the participants, the NF-CEO may be dismissed and replaced by the family successor (Case
5, Case 7). Anticipation of this potential threat may discourage candidates from becoming NF-CEOs
(as in (Fang et al., 2016)—. At the same time, older NF-CEOs are more likely to agree to training
the family successors (Case 2, Case 3, Case 4). The matching of the required minimum tenures with
the NF-CEOs and family life cycles determines the feasibility of successfully employing NF-CEOs
(Case 4, Case 3, Case 2, Case 6). This necessary condition for successfully hiring an NF-CEO is one
of the main contributions of the article. While previous literature has already found that CEOs in FFs
have longer tenures than CEOs in NFFs (e.g., Tsai, Hung, Kuo & Kuo, 2006), arguably due to longer
tenures of CEOs belonging to the owning family (e.g., Hiebl & Li, 2020), our findings suggest the need
for a longer tenure of NF-CEOs in FFs due to the longer-term investment in specific human capital
required to know both the family and the firm. To the best of our knowledge, no previous work has
applied the theory on the specificity of human capital to the literature on POFFs.

Some professional and personal profiles of managers are more suited to the NF-CEO post: man-
agers who accept limits on decision rights, are interested in being part of a project (long-term
oriented), and have a cooperative personality, which goes hand in hand with the long-term focus.
A means to identify this profile is to hire candidates who have previous professional experiences in
FFs (Case 3). In this line, (Hiebl, 2015) finds that non-family managers with previous experience in
FFs are more valuable to FFs as they know which methods work well in this context. Alternatively,
professional experience in MNCs can signal candidates’ professional capabilities (Case 1, Case 4).
MNC professionals, willing with age to change to a more project-oriented and cooperative environ-
ment, can be valuable managers (Case 4). In this respect, also showing up in the cases studied was the
less aggressivemanagement style that characterizes FFmanagement in comparison toMNCmanage-
ment, which is in accordance with the long- versus short-term view of the organizations. Overall, the
most common NF-CEO profile encountered in our analyses was that of a professional with previous
experience inMNCs. Among this group, themost successful experiences correspond to theNF-CEOs
who, sometimes with age, value the emotional attachment and the long—term focus in FFs, organi-
zationsprefer some degree of cooperation to competition, and whoinvest in knowing the family. Our
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findings are in accordance with (Blumentritt et al., 2007) and (Chrisman, Chua, DeMassis, Frattini &
Wright, 2015), who highlight the importance of a similar cultural background to that of the owner
family.

On the other hand, these results differ from a strand of the literature that acknowledges a ceiling
on the degree of decision-making power that characterizes NF-CEOs in FFs, considering it a limita-
tion that will diminish the pool of candidates (and hence the quality) from which the FF will be able
to recruit managers (Chrisman et al., 2014; Chua, Chrisman & Bergiel, 2009). By introducing het-
erogeneity of managers, the right approach to hiring NF-CEOs becomes that of a matching issue: an
NF-CEO manager who accepts limits on decision rights and is long-term oriented and cooperative
may lead to superior outcomes (depending on the environment) than those achieved by competi-
tive NF-CEOs. Although heterogeneity of NF-CEOs has previously been explored in the literature
(Waldkirch, 2020), this article makes a contribution by highlighting the adequacy of matching a
specific profile of NF-CEOs with the specific needs of POFFs.

Our results highlight the importance of specific human capital investment in the hiring process
within FF settings. In the case of NF-CEOs, this investment extends beyond acquiring firm-specific
knowledge to include an in-depth understanding of the owner family. Additionally, agency-related
concerns on the part of the firm suggest the need for proactive efforts to reduce information
asymmetries—particularly regarding the NF-CEO’s formal competencies and cultural fit, both with
the organization and the family. This dual investment in specific human capital—organizational and
familial—necessitates longer minimum tenures to yield effective outcomes. The alignment of these
tenures with both the NF-CEO’s professional trajectory and the family’s life cycle plays a critical role
in determining the success of such appointments. Furthermore, personal attributes such as long-term
orientation, willingness to accept limited decision-making authority, and a cooperative disposition
facilitate a smoother integration of professional executives into POFFs.

Conclusions
This study investigates the experiences of seven POFFs in hiring NF-CEOs, examining the reasons
for hiring and not hiring them, as well as the professional and personal profiles of these NF-CEOs.
By obtaining detailed qualitative information on the cases analysed, this article contributes to the
understanding of why some management experiences of NF-CEOs in POFFs are successful, while
others are not.

While the reasons for hiring and for not hiring NF-CEOs encountered in this study are basically
in agreement with results that are widely recognized in the literature, other findings highlight the
timing conditions that make possible the double investment in specific human capital—knowing the
firm and the family—that characterizes management in FFs. due to this longer double investment,
the minimum efficient tenure for an NF-CEO is longer in POFFs than in NFFs. In this vein, since
the availability of successors can be seen by potential candidates as a threat to becoming NF-CEOs,
appropriate matching of the life cycles of NF-CEOs and the successors is a requisite for success.

Moreover, while there is already interesting work on the professional and personality profiles of
NF-CEOs, recent literature reviews call for more research in this line. To this effect, this article con-
tributes to the literature by highlighting the suitability of accounting for the heterogeneity of NF-CEO
candidates when seeking a match with the specificities of POFFs.

For families considering the appointment of anNF-CEO, our findings suggest strategies to address
trust issues and potential opportunism. Selection is key: internal candidates, those previously known,
or those with prior experience in FFs help reduce information asymmetries. Attention should also be
given to the candidate’s cooperative personality and career stage. Beyond selection, managing the
relationship is essential—gradually increasing decision rights while reducing monitoring systems
can foster trust. Maintaining psychological ownership through deep, ongoing communication is also
critical. Together, these strategies support a smoother integration of the NF-CEO and increase the
likelihood of success.
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While this article makes several contributions, it is not without limitations, which are mainly
related to our findings being contingent upon the sample selected. The fact that the firms in the study
are in the same region eases the comparison among them, but at the same time, this may limit the
validity of the results since the culture and regulations of a given region may influence the behaviour
of the firms. To this effect, more research is needed that extends the current research to other cultural
and regulatory environments. Second, and as with other multi-case studies, while the strength of this
study lies in the richness of the data that can be obtained at the individual level, for obvious reasons,
the findings have no statistical validity. The sample size constraints the findings to be explorative, and
research with larger samples is required for their furthervalidation.

Finally, and despite these limitations, our article is valuable for addressing a critical issue, especially
relevant for the survival and success of FF. These firms often struggle in searching for a fit between
internal, family, and external, non-familyThese CEO candidates. We find this fit when aligning per-
sonal attributes, life cycles, and contextual familiarity between NF-CEOs and family firm owners,
considering them all key to fostering sustainable leadership and long-term success in POFFs.

Acknowledgements. The authors have received support from the Chair of Family Business at the University of Girona and
from the Catalan Government Research Grant 2021SGR01589. Open Access funding was provided based on an agreement
between Universitat de Girona and Cambridge University Press.

References
Ahrens, J.-P., Landmann, A., & Woywode, M. (2015). Gender preferences in the CEO successions of family firms: Family

characteristics and human capital of the successor. Journal of Family Business Strategy, 6(2), 86–103. doi:10.1016/j.jfbs.
2015.02.002

Álvarez Gómez, F., Gallizo Larraz, J. L., & Marquès Gou, P. (2017). L’empresa familiar a Catalunya. Associació Catalana de
l’Empresa Familiar. Accessed May 15, 2025, https://www.udg.edu/ca/portals/57/Empresa%20Familiar/Investigaci%C3%
B3/EmpFamiCatalunyaWeb.pdf

Antounian, C., Dah, M. A., & Harakeh, M. (2021). Excessive managerial entrenchment, corporate governance, and firm
performance. Research in International Business and Finance, 56, 101392. doi:10.1016/j.ribaf.2021.101392

Aparicio, G., Basco, R., Iturralde, T., & Maseda, A. (2017). An exploratory study of firm goals in the context of family firms:
An institutional logics perspective. Journal of Family Business Strategy, 8(3), 157–169. doi:10.1016/j.jfbs.2017.08.002

Becker, G. (1975). Human Capital: A Theoretical and Empirical Analysis, with Special Reference to Education (2nd ed.). New
York: National Bureau of Economic Research.

Becker, G. S. (1964). Human Capital: A Theoretical and Empirical Analysis with Special Reference to Education (1st ed.). New
York: NBER.

Bernhard, F., & O’Driscoll, M. P. (2011). Psychological Ownership in Small Family-Owned Businesses: Leadership Style and
Nonfamily-Employees’ Work Attitudes and Behaviors. Group & Organization Management, 36(3), 345–384. doi:10.1177/
1059601111402684

Berrone, P., Cruz, C., & Gomez-Mejia, L. R. (2012). Socioemotional Wealth in Family Firms. Family Business Review, 25(3),
258–279. doi:10.1177/0894486511435355

Blanco-Mazagatos, V., de Quevedo-puente, E., & Delgado-García, J. B. (2018). Human resource practices and organizational
human capital in the family firm: The effect of generational stage. Journal of Business Research, 84, 337–348. doi:10.1016/j.
jbusres.2017.09.017

Blumentritt, T. P., Keyt, A. D., & Astrachan, J. H. (2007). Creating an Environment for Successful Nonfamily CEOs: An
Exploratory Study of Good Principals. Family Business Review, 20(4), 321–335. doi:10.1111/j.1741-6248.2007.00102.x

Bouncken, R. B., Ratzmann, M., & Kraus, S. (2021). Anti-aging: How innovation is shaped by firm age and mutual knowledge
creation in an alliance. Journal of Business Research, 137, 422–429. doi:10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.08.056

Calabrò, A., Minichilli, A., Amore,M. D., & Brogi, M. (2018).The courage to choose! Primogeniture and leadership succession
in family firms. Strategic Management Journal, 39(7), 2014–2035. doi:10.1002/smj.2760

Cater, J., & Schwab, A. (2008). Turnaround Strategies in Established Small Family Firms. Family Business Review, 21(1), 31–50.
doi:10.1111/j.1741-6248.2007.00113.x

Chen, Y.-M., Liu, -H.-H., Yang, Y.-K., & Chen, W.-H. (2016). CEO succession in family firms: Stewardship perspective in the
pre-succession context. Journal of Business Research, 69(11), 5111–5116. doi:10.1016/j.jbusres.2016.04.089

Cheng, J., Cummins, J. D., & Lin, T. (2017). Organizational Form, Ownership Structure, and CEO Turnover: Evidence From
the Property–Casualty Insurance Industry. Journal of Risk and Insurance, 84(1), 95–126. doi:10.1111/jori.12083

Cheng, X., Chen, Q., & Dai, Z. (2013). Family ownership and CEO turnovers. Contemporary Accounting Research, 30(3),
1166–1190. doi:10.1111/j.1911-3846.2012.01185.x

https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10025 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfbs.2015.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfbs.2015.02.002
https://www.udg.edu/ca/portals/57/Empresa%2520Familiar/Investigaci%25C3%25B3/EmpFamiCatalunyaWeb.pdf
https://www.udg.edu/ca/portals/57/Empresa%2520Familiar/Investigaci%25C3%25B3/EmpFamiCatalunyaWeb.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ribaf.2021.101392
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfbs.2017.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1177/1059601111402684
https://doi.org/10.1177/1059601111402684
https://doi.org/10.1177/0894486511435355
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2017.09.017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2017.09.017
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-6248.2007.00102.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.08.056
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2760
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-6248.2007.00113.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2016.04.089
https://doi.org/10.1111/jori.12083
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1911-3846.2012.01185.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10025


18 Anna Arbussà et al.

Chrisman, J. J., Chua, J. H., De Massis, A., Frattini, F., & Wright, M. (2015). The Ability and Willingness Paradox in Family
Firm Innovation. Journal of Product Innovation Management, 32(3), 310–318. doi:10.1111/jpim.12207

Chrisman, J. J., Memili, E., & Misra, K. (2014). Nonfamily managers, family firms, and the winner’s curse: The influence of
noneconomic goals and bounded rationality. Entrepreneurship: Theory and Practice, 38(5), 1103–1127. doi:10.1111/etap.
12014

Chua, J. H., Chrisman, J. J., & Bergiel, E. B. (2009). An Agency Theoretic Analysis of the Professionalized Family Firm.
Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 33(2), 355–372. doi:10.1111/j.1540-6520.2009.00294.x

Chua, J. H., Chrisman, J. J., & De Massis, A. (2015). A Closer Look at Socioemotional Wealth: Its Flows, Stocks, and Prospects
for Moving Forward. Entrepreneurship: Theory and Practice, 39(2), 173–182. doi:10.1111/etap.12155

Chua, J. H., Chrisman, J. J., & Sharma, P. (2003). Succession and Nonsuccession Concerns of Family Firms and Agency
Relationship with Nonfamily Managers. Family Business Review, 16(2), 89–107. doi:10.1111/j.1741-6248.2003.00089.x

Cirillo, A., Romano, M., & Pennacchio, L. (2015). All the power in two hands: The role of CEOs in family IPOs. European
Management Journal, 33(5), 392–406. doi:10.1016/j.emj.2015.06.003

Cruz, C. C., Gómez-Mejia, L. R., & Becerra, M. (2010). Perceptions of Benevolence and the Design of Agency Contracts:
CEO-TMT Relationships in Family Firms. Academy of Management Journal, 53(1), 69–89. doi:10.5465/amj.2010.48036975

D’Allura, G. M. (2019). The leading role of the top management team in understanding family firms: Past research and future
directions. Journal of Family Business Strategy, 10(2), 87–104. doi:10.1016/j.jfbs.2018.12.001

DeMassis, A., Chua, J. H., & Chrisman, J. J. (2008). Factors Preventing Intra-Family Succession. Family Business Review, 21(2),
183–199. doi:10.1111/j.1741-6248.2008.00118.x

Deng, L., & Liu, K. (2024). Intergenerational succession and opportunistic behavior of non-family executives: Evidence from
China. Review of Managerial Science. doi:10.1007/s11846-024-00827-0

Dezsö, C. L., & Ross, D. G. (2012). Does female representation in top management improve firm performance? A panel data
investigation. Strategic Management Journal, 33(9), 1072–1089. doi:10.1002/smj.1955

Eisenhardt, K.M. (1989). BuildingTheories fromCase StudyResearch.TheAcademy ofManagement Review, 14(4), 532. doi:10.
2307/258557

European Union. (2020).User guide to the SMEDefinition. Accessed May 7, 2025, https://ec.europa.eu/docsroom/documents/
42921/attachments/1/translations/en/renditions/native

Fang, H. C., Randolph, R. V., Memili, E., & Jj, C. (2016). Does Size Matter? The Moderating Effects of Firm Size on
the Employment of Nonfamily Managers in Privately Held Family SMEs. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 40(5),
1017–1039. doi:10.1111/etap.12156

Gomez-Mejia, L. R., Cruz, C., Berrone, P., & De Castro, J. (2011). The Bind that Ties: Socioemotional Wealth Preservation in
Family Firms. The Academy of Management Annals, 5(1), 653–707. doi:10.1080/19416520.2011.593320

Gómez-Mejía, L. R., Haynes, K. T., Núñez-Nickel, M., Jacobson, K. J. L., & Moyano-Fuentes, J. (2007). Socioemotional Wealth
and Business Risks in Family-controlled Firms: Evidence from Spanish Olive Oil Mills. Administrative Science Quarterly,
52(1), 106–137. doi:10.2189/asqu.52.1.106

Gurd, B., & Thomas, J. (2012). Family business management. International Journal of Entrepreneurial Behavior & Research,
18(3), 286–304. doi:10.1108/13552551211227684

Hall, A., & Nordqvist, M. (2008). ProfessionalManagement in Family Businesses: Toward an Extended Understanding. Family
Business Review, 21(1), 51–69. doi:10.1111/j.1741-6248.2007.00109.x

Hashimoto, M. (1981). Firm-Specific Human Capital as a Shared Investment.TheAmerican Economic Review, 71(3), 475–482.
Accessed May 7, 2025, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1802794

Heyden, M. L. M., Fourné, S. P. L., Koene, B. A. S., Werkman, R., & Ansari, S. (Shaz). (2017). Rethinking ‘Top‐Down’ and
‘Bottom‐Up’ Roles of Top and Middle Managers in Organizational Change: Implications for Employee Support. Journal of
Management Studies, 54(7), 961–985. doi:10.1111/joms.12258

Hiebl, M. R. W. (2015). Agency and stewardship attitudes of chief financial officers in private companies. Qualitative Research
in Financial Markets, 7(1), 4–23. doi:10.1108/QRFM-12-2012-0032

Hiebl, M. R. W., & Li, Z. (2020). Non-family managers in family firms: Review, integrative framework and future research
agenda. In Review of Managerial Science (vol 14), pp. 763–807. Berlin Heidelberg: Springer. doi:10.1007/s11846-018-
0308-x

Huybrechts, J., Voordeckers, W., & Lybaert, N. (2013). Entrepreneurial Risk Taking of Private Family Firms. Family Business
Review, 26(2), 161–179. doi:10.1177/0894486512469252

Le Breton–Miller, I., Miller, D., & Steier, L. P. (2004). Toward an Integrative Model of Effective FOB Succession.
Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 28(4), 305–328. doi:10.1111/j.1540-6520.2004.00047.x

Llanos-Contreras, O., Baier-Fuentes, H., & González-Serrano, M. H. (2022). Direct and indirect effects of SEWi, family
human capital and social capital on organizational social capital in small family firms. International Entrepreneurship and
Management Journal, 18(4), 1403–1418. doi:10.1007/s11365-020-00725-3

Luan, C.-J., Chen, -Y.-Y., Huang, H.-Y., & Wang, K.-S. (2018). CEO succession decision in family businesses – A corporate
governance perspective. Asia Pacific Management Review, 23(2), 130–136. doi:10.1016/j.apmrv.2017.03.003

Madanoglu, M., Memili, E., & De Massis, A. (2020). Home-based family firms, spousal ownership and business exit: A
transaction cost perspective. Small Business Economics, 54(4), 991–1006. doi:10.1007/s11187-018-00131-8

https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10025 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/jpim.12207
https://doi.org/10.1111/etap.12014
https://doi.org/10.1111/etap.12014
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6520.2009.00294.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/etap.12155
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-6248.2003.00089.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2015.06.003
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2010.48036975
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfbs.2018.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-6248.2008.00118.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11846-024-00827-0
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.1955
https://doi.org/10.2307/258557
https://doi.org/10.2307/258557
https://ec.europa.eu/docsroom/documents/42921/attachments/1/translations/en/renditions/native
https://ec.europa.eu/docsroom/documents/42921/attachments/1/translations/en/renditions/native
https://doi.org/10.1111/etap.12156
https://doi.org/10.1080/19416520.2011.593320
https://doi.org/10.2189/asqu.52.1.106
https://doi.org/10.1108/13552551211227684
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-6248.2007.00109.x
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1802794
https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12258
https://doi.org/10.1108/QRFM-12-2012-0032
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11846-018-0308-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11846-018-0308-x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0894486512469252
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6520.2004.00047.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11365-020-00725-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apmrv.2017.03.003
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11187-018-00131-8
https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10025


Journal of Management & Organization 19

Miller, D., Breton-Miller, I. le, & Lester, R. H. (2013). Family Firm Governance, Strategic Conformity, and Performance:
Institutional vs. Strategic Perspectives. Organization Science, 24(1), 189–209. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1110.0728

Miller, D., & Le Breton-Miller, I. (2005). Managing for the Long Run: Lessons in Competitive Advantage from Great Family
Businesses. Boston: Harvard Business School Press.

Miller, D., Le Breton-Miller, I., & Lester, R. H. (2011). Family and Lone Founder Ownership and Strategic Behaviour: Social
Context, Identity, and Institutional Logics. Journal of Management Studies, 48(1), 1–25. doi:10.1111/j.1467-6486.2009.
00896.x

Miller, D., Le Breton-Miller, I., Minichilli, A., Corbetta, G., & Pittino, D. (2014). When do Non-Family CEOs Outperform in
Family Firms? Agency and Behavioural Agency Perspectives. Journal of Management Studies, 51(4), 547–572. doi:10.1111/
joms.12076

Muhic, M., & Bengtsson, L. (2021). Dynamic capabilities triggered by cloud sourcing: A stage-based model of business model
innovation. Review of Managerial Science, 15(1), 33–54. doi:10.1007/s11846-019-00372-1

PWC. (2025). PwC’s 28th Annual Global CEO Survey: Reinvention on the edge of tomorrow. Accessed May 15, 2025, https://
www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-survey/2025/28th-ceo-survey.pdf

Schulze, W. S., Lubatkin, M. H., Dino, R. N., & Buchholtz, A. K. (2001). Agency Relationships in Family Firms: Theory and
Evidence. Organization Science, 12(2), 99–116. doi:10.1287/orsc.12.2.99.10114

Sharma, P. (2004). An Overview of the Field of Family Business Studies: Current Status and Directions for the Future. Family
Business Review, 17(1), 1–36. doi:10.1111/j.1741-6248.2004.00001.x

Shen,W., Gu (Cecilia), Q., & Lu, L.-H. (2024). Do FamilyOwnersHoldNonfamilyCEOsMoreAccountableThanFamilyCEOs
for Firm Performance? A Dynamic Perspective. Family Business Review, 37(3), 347–369. doi:10.1177/08944865241273370

Sinkovics, N. (2018). Pattern matching in qualitative analysis. In C. Cassell, A. Cunliffe & G. Grandy (Eds. ), The SAGE
Handbook of Qualitative Business and Management Research Methods (pp. 468-484). Thousand Oaks, US: SAGE.

Sinkovics, R. R., Penz, E., & Ghauri, P. N. (2008). Enhancing the Trustworthiness of Qualitative Research in International
Business. Management International Review, 48(6), 689–714. doi:10.1007/s11575-008-0103-z

Sirmon, D. G., & Hitt, M. A. (2003). Managing Resources: Linking Unique Resources, Management, and Wealth Creation in
Family Firms. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 27(4), 339–358. doi:10.1111/1540-8520.t01-1-00013

Skorodziyevskiy, V., Chandler, J. A., Chrisman, J. J., Daspit, J. J., & Petrenko, O. V. (2024). The family business CEO: A review
of insights and opportunities for advancement. Journal of Small Business Management, 62(6), 2965–3015. doi:10.1080/
00472778.2023.2284912

Sonfield, M. C., & Lussier, R. N. (2009). Gender in family business ownership and management: A six‐country analysis.
International Journal of Gender and Entrepreneurship, 1(2), 96–117. doi:10.1108/17566260910969661

Tabor, W., Chrisman, J. J., Madison, K., & Vardaman, J. M. (2018). Nonfamily Members in Family Firms: A Review and Future
Research Agenda. Family Business Review, 31(1), 54–79. doi:10.1177/0894486517734683

Tsai, W.-H., Hung, J.-H., Kuo, Y.-C., & Kuo, L. (2006). CEO Tenure in Taiwanese Family and Nonfamily Firms: An Agency
Theory Perspective. Family Business Review, 19(1), 11–28. doi:10.1111/j.1741-6248.2006.00057.x

van Helvert-beugels, J., Nordqvist, M., & Flören, R. (2020). Managing tensions as paradox in CEO succession: The case of
nonfamily CEO in a family firm. International Small Business Journal: Researching Entrepreneurship, 38(3), 211–242. doi:10.
1177/0266242619898609

Visintin, F., Pittino, D., & Minichilli, A. (2017). Financial performance and non‐family CEO turnover in private family firms
under different conditions of ownership and governance. Corporate Governance: An International Review, 25(5), 312–337.
doi:10.1111/corg.12201

Waldkirch, M. (2020). Non-family CEOs in family firms: Spotting gaps and challenging assumptions for a future research
agenda. Journal of Family Business Strategy, 11(1), 100305. doi:10.1016/j.jfbs.2019.100305

Waldkirch, M., Nordqvist, M., & Melin, L. (2018). CEO turnover in family firms: How social exchange relationships influence
whether a non-family CEO stays or leaves. Human Resource Management Review, 28(1), 56–67. doi:10.1016/j.hrmr.2017.
05.006

Wong, Y., & Chen, L. (2018). Does the origin of a succession CEO matter in the market value of innovation? Disentangling the
origin of internal CEOs. Canadian Journal of Administrative Sciences/Revue Canadienne Des Sciences de l’Administration,
35(1), 136–145. doi:10.1002/cjas.1396

Xu, K., Hitt, M. A., &Dai, L. (2020). International diversification of family-dominant firms: Integrating socioemotional wealth
and behavioral theory of the firm. Journal of World Business, 55(3). doi:10.1016/j.jwb.2019.101071

Yin, R. K. (2009). Case Study Research: Design and Methods (4th ed.). Los Angeles, California: Sage Publications, London.
Zellweger, T. M., Eddleston, K. A., & Kellermanns, F. W. (2010). Exploring the concept of familiness: Introducing family firm

identity. Journal of Family Business Strategy, 1(1), 54–63. doi:10.1016/j.jfbs.2009.12.003
Zhu, H., Chen, C. C., Li, X., & Zhou, Y. (2013). From personal relationship to psychological ownership: The importance of

manager-owner relationship closeness in family businesses. Management and Organization Review, 9(2), 295–318. doi:10.
1111/more.12001

https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10025 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1110.0728
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2009.00896.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2009.00896.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12076
https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12076
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11846-019-00372-1
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-survey/2025/28th-ceo-survey.pdf
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-survey/2025/28th-ceo-survey.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.12.2.99.10114
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-6248.2004.00001.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/08944865241273370
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11575-008-0103-z
https://doi.org/10.1111/1540-8520.t01-1-00013
https://doi.org/10.1080/00472778.2023.2284912
https://doi.org/10.1080/00472778.2023.2284912
https://doi.org/10.1108/17566260910969661
https://doi.org/10.1177/0894486517734683
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-6248.2006.00057.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0266242619898609
https://doi.org/10.1177/0266242619898609
https://doi.org/10.1111/corg.12201
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfbs.2019.100305
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hrmr.2017.05.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hrmr.2017.05.006
https://doi.org/10.1002/cjas.1396
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2019.101071
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfbs.2009.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1111/more.12001
https://doi.org/10.1111/more.12001
https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10025


20 Anna Arbussà et al.

AnnaArbussà, PhD, is an associate professor in the Department of Business Organization, Management, and Product Design
at the Universitat de Girona (Spain). Her research interests include family business, technology management, and innovation
management. Recently, she has also participated in local projects on family business and the adoption of new technologies.

PilarMarques, PhD, is an associate professor in the Department of Business Organization, Management, and Product Design
at the Universitat de Girona (Spain). She currently serves as the director of the Chamber of Commerce Chair of Family
Business at the same university. Her ongoing research endeavours revolve around family businesses, particularly emphasizing
transgenerational dynamics and innovation.

Andrea Bikfalvi, PhD, is a “Serra Húnter” associate professor in the Department of Business Administration and Product
Design at the Universitat de Girona (Spain). A teacher of strategic management and Innovation management and deputy
director of the Chamber of Commerce Chair of Family Business, her main research interests are in strategy, entrepreneurship,
and holistic approaches to Innovation in all types of organizations.

Cite this article:Arbussà, A.,Marques, P., andBikfalvi, A. (2025). Non-family CEOs in privately owned family firms: Searching
for fit. Journal of Management & Organization, 1–20. https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10025

https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10025 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10025
https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10025

	Non-family CEOs in privately owned family firms: Searching for fit
	Introduction
	Literature review
	Socioemotional wealth (SEW) and NF-CEOs
	Human capital specificity
	Human capital heterogeneity

	Methodology
	Findings
	Reasons for hiring and for not hiring an NF-CEO
	Investment in specific human capital
	Successful NF-CEOs
	Unsuccessful NF-CEOs
	Professional background and personal profile of the NF-CEOs


	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	References


