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firm-specific network content act as key mechanisms link-
ing family firm networks to performance outcomes.

Plain English Summary  According to our review 
of the literature, the social capital that comes from net-
works of family relationships is both a key advantage 
and a potential disadvantage of family firms. The rela-
tionships among family members enable the develop-
ment and sharing of experiential knowledge, strengthen 
communications and trust, and provide access to human, 
physical, and financial resources. However, when taken 
to excess, these relationships can deny family members 
in the firm access to external knowledge and resources 
as well as lead to entrenchment and narrow strategic 
thinking. In this review, we discuss how these aspects 
of social networks and social capital influence entrepre-
neurial activities, firm governance and strategy, organi-
zational decision-making, and firm growth.
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1  Introduction

A significant body of family business research empha-
sizes the importance of family social connections as a 
distinctive resource possessed by family firms (Baù 

Abstract  Although studies of social networks in fam-
ily businesses have proliferated into a sizable literature, 
the research remains fragmented into disparate strands 
that lack theoretical coherence. By applying an inductive 
coding process to 69 articles published in 29 high-impact 
journals from 1988 to 2020, this review summarizes, 
synthesizes, and highlights the contributions of social 
network studies to family business research. Drawing on 
these results, the review specifically identifies prevail-
ing themes in the literature and outlines a platform for 
future research. Furthermore, this paper discusses the 
most important theoretical mechanisms underpinning the 
connection between heterogeneous family and non-fam-
ily network ties and family firm outcomes. Overall, it is 
observed that network structure, social capital, and family 
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et  al., 2019; Herrero, 2018; Zellweger et  al., 2019). 
Indeed, social network studies have proliferated in 
the family business literature over the last decade (e.g., 
Cabrera-Suárez et al., 2018; DellaPosta, 2017; Mani & 
Durand, 2019). This body of work offers diverse and 
significant contributions to the family business literature 
by discussing how social networks, the webs of relation-
ships and interactions inside and outside of organiza-
tions (Borgatti & Halgin, 2011), extend knowledge on 
topics such as how the structure of family firm networks 
foster family-specific goals (Seaman et  al., 2017), the 
ways that entrepreneurs rely on family network ties dif-
ferently across cultures (Foley & O’Connor, 2013), and 
how family firms can collectively influence regional 
economic development (Basco, 2015).

Family business studies have also linked network 
structure, or the attributes of a firm’s internal and 
external networks, to a wide array of family busi-
ness outcomes including firm startup (Arregle et al., 
2015), nepotism in succession (Liu et  al., 2015), 
and non-family employee turnover (Vardaman et al., 
2018). As the variety of these topics suggests, the lit-
erature has developed in a disparate and somewhat 
idiosyncratic fashion across multiple subject areas 
within the family business domain, and often with 
limited coherence. The findings within topic areas 
also often lack clarity. For example, research high-
lights that family firms enjoy an advantage due to 
dense and closed network structures (e.g., Mahmood 
et al., 2011; Salvato & Melin, 2008; Wiseman et al., 
2012), but there is also evidence that family firms can 
experience performance advantages when family net-
work structures are fragmented because distant, weak 
ties provide vital resources for family firms and aid in 
international expansion efforts (e.g., Jack, 2005; Kon-
tinen and Ojala, 2011; Seaman et al., 2017).

Although these somewhat opaque findings may be 
at least partially driven by family firm heterogeneity 
(Jaskiewicz & Dyer, 2017), the uneven growth in social 
network studies across topic areas, lack of unity in 
theoretical perspectives, and persistent tensions within 
the literature demonstrate the need to bring structure 
and coherence to explain the observed heterogene-
ity in this developing body of research. A review and 
synthesis of this literature is both timely and impor-
tant. Thus, the purpose of this paper is to review social 
network research on family firms. A comprehensive 
search identified 69 articles in the literature from 1988 
to 2020. Drawing on a systematic inductive coding 

procedure, we present a summary of the prevailing 
themes, synthesize research on focal topics, discuss the 
theoretical take-aways from the review, and construct a 
platform for new theoretical advances.

This review contributes to the family business lit-
erature research in at least three ways. First, in sys-
tematically synthesizing the literature into meaning-
ful categories, we provide clarity on what is (and is 
not) known about the ways social networks influence 
family firm outcomes. For example, our review sug-
gests family firms in developing countries vary in 
their dependence on family ties based on firm goals 
and resources, but more information is needed to clar-
ify the boundaries of these relationships. Second, in 
parsing the literature, we arrive at a set of take-aways 
that inform not only the topic areas within family 
business research but also the underlying theoretical 
perspectives that guide research. Third, we identify 
future research directions that emerge from synthesiz-
ing the findings. Taken together, the review’s contri-
butions provide clarity and guidance on the theoreti-
cal and empirical divergence present in the literature.

2 � Methods

Systematic literature reviews are useful tools for cap-
turing themes and trends in literature. To provide a 
clear understanding of emerging research themes, 
we utilized an inductive, content-based evaluation 
of existing literature (Jones et  al., 2011; Mochkab-
adi & Volkmann, 2020; Tabor et  al., 2018). Follow-
ing recommendations put forth in prior work (Braun 
& Clarke, 2006; Tabor et  al., 2018; Tranfield et  al., 
2003), we defined relevant search terms pertaining to 
both family firms and social networks. Specifically, 
we chose search terms that conceptually represented 
social networks, network brokerage, and network 
access to resources. We drew our family firm-specific 
search terms based on established keywords most 
commonly used in prior reviews of the family business 
literature (e.g., Daspit et  al., 2016; Feliu & Botero, 
2016; Goel & Jones, 2016; Madison et al., 2016). Our 
final list of keywords included the following: networks, 
social networks, network ties, centrality, structural 
holes, closeness centrality, network density, network 
closure, network brokerage, and betweenness central-
ity in conjunction with family business, family enter-
prise, succession, family social capital, and family 
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firm. To ensure the quality of the research included in 
the review, we limited our searches to abstracts and 
titles of peer-reviewed academic journals.

2.1 � Data collection

Following previous work, we performed a keyword 
search in the Ebscohost database among the 34 most 
influential management journals publishing fam-
ily business research identified by Chrisman et  al. 
(2008), which yielded 20 articles. The websites of 
these 34 journals were also searched manually, pro-
viding 15 additional articles. Although they were not 
included in the initial list, we manually searched in 
Journal of Family Business Strategy and Journal of 
Family Business Management due to their growing 
influence in the field of family business. This yielded 
11 further articles. In addition, we manually searched 
Social Networks owing to its topical focus on network 
studies, yielding one additional article. We then fol-
lowed Daspit et al. (2016) and Tabor et al. (2018) and 
used our keywords to search titles and abstracts in the 
Ebscohost Business Source Complete database; this 
search identified another 18 relevant articles. Finally, 
using a snowball sampling approach, we reviewed a 
sample of the reference sections of the fifteen most 
cited articles (representing roughly twenty percent) 
in our review for additional studies on networks and 
family firms. This final search produced four addi-
tional manuscripts, resulting in a sample of 69 articles 
drawn from 29 journals. The earliest article appear-
ing in 1988 provides us confidence in our review as 
it was published two years following the founding of 
the Family Firm Institute, which marked an increased 
salience of family business scholarship.

2.2 � Data synthesis

To identify underlying themes in family business 
social network research, we used a three-step induc-
tive coding process (Tabor et  al., 2018). The first 
step in this process involved reading each article and 
using an open coding process. Codes at this stage 
included independent and dependent variables, level 
and method of analysis, key findings, operationali-
zation of network ties, theoretical underpinnings of 
the study, research purpose, and other factors (see 
Appendix  1). Following this round of open coding, 
we further distilled the codes into emergent themes 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Through this process, we 
created 11  s-order themes: minority entrepreneur-
ship, economic development, family involvement and 
entrepreneurship, founder and top management group 
networks, family firm network structures, governance, 
knowledge competencies, financial decisions, organi-
zational operations, succession, and expansion.

Finally, we examined the emergent themes from 
the literature identified in step 2 and more deeply 
refined their core meaning. Specifically, we consoli-
dated these 11 themes into four aggregate themes of 
entrepreneurial activities, governance and strategy, 
organizational decision-making, and firm growth, as 
shown in Fig.  1. Although we present our findings 
by describing the 11  s-order themes, our review is 
structured around the inductively identified aggre-
gate themes that represent the underlying concepts in 
the literature. The results indicate literature that has 
yielded considerable insight into internal and external 
family firm relationships but has lacked the coherence 
needed to develop an integrated understanding of 
the influence of social networks in family firms. The 
results that follow provide the feedstock for unifica-
tion and synthesis of the literature.

3 � Results

Of the 69 articles we identified, 71% have been pub-
lished in either family business or entrepreneurship 
journals (see Fig.  2), and 61% have been published 
in the last 10 years (see Fig. 3), with the overall rate 
of publication of studies of social networks in family 
businesses increasing. As Table 1 shows, 23.2% of the 
articles are based on qualitative methods (e.g., unstruc-
tured interviews, case studies), and another 24.6% is 
composed of theoretical work. Quantitative research 
constitutes 49.3% of the studies, and mixed meth-
ods studies account for 2.9% of the literature. In total, 
46.4% of the articles examine how networks affect 
family firm social capital; kinship ties, tie strength, and 
centrality are also among the most researched charac-
teristics of family business networks (see Table 2).

3.1 � Entrepreneurial activities

The role of family networks in entrepreneurship is 
well established (Aldrich & Cliff, 2003). Nascent 
entrepreneurs draw on kinship ties for social and 
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financial capital (Greve & Salaff, 2003). Family tie 
multiplexity, referring to the concurrent overlap of 
multiple different kinds of ties (e.g., overlap of fam-
ily, business, and friendship relationships), is usu-
ally specified from startup (Chua et  al., 2004), as 
many family firms are created with intergenerational 

intentions. However, our analysis reveals a complex 
relationship among family ties, network resources, 
and entrepreneurial success. Family network studies 
of entrepreneurial activities converge on three themes: 
minority entrepreneurship, economic development, 
and family involvement and entrepreneurship.

Fig. 1   Structure of the 
family firm social network 
literature
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3.1.1 � Minority entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurs who are women and/or members of 
minority racial or ethnic groups face unique challenges 
(Peredo & Chrisman, 2006). This literature explores how 
members of these groups distinctively leverage family 
and community networks to increase otherwise limited 
access to social capital and affective (i.e., emotional) 

support. Female entrepreneurs’ networks are character-
ized by higher embeddedness and proportions of kin-
ship ties (Burt, 2019; Greve & Salaff, 2003). Due to the 
difficulties experienced in building cultural legitimacy 
and external stakeholder support (Deng, 2015) and the 
intense network embeddedness that accompanies family 
tie multiplexity, female entrepreneurs may experience 
performance limitations caused by over-embeddedness 

Fig. 2   Distribution of 
articles by journal topic

Fig. 3   Distribution of 
family firm social network 
articles by year
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in family networks (Collins & Low, 2010). These effects 
may be exacerbated by the challenges that women face 
disengaging from family networks (Lyman, 1988), 
oftentimes caused by gender-based divisions of family 
labor (Collins & Low, 2010).

Despite similar evidence that minority ethnic entre-
preneurs are limited by sociocultural influences in their 
ability to access diverse sources of social capital via 
networks (Foley & O’Connor, 2013), our review also 
shows that minority entrepreneurs leverage closed 
network structures, defined as networks with many 
dense and interconnected ties, into sources of entre-
preneurial advantage. Although closed network struc-
tures can limit access to novel sources of social capital, 
resources, and information (Granovetter, 1973), cohe-
sive network structures provide unique opportunities 
for minority entrepreneurs to leverage bonding capi-
tal and limited bridging structures to occupy network 
brokerage roles, thereby accessing and controlling 

external sources of social capital in their networks 
(Carney, 2007). For example, entrepreneurs embedded 
in minority ethnic community networks gain unique 
resources through high network centrality of family 
firm members; in turn, highly central family members 
can exploit high network closure (i.e., networks char-
acterized by extreme interconnectedness such that 
all actors are involved with each other) by displaying 
conformance to community standards of trust, norms, 
and obligations. Once this network structure is in 
place, entrepreneurs can broker business relationships 
to build competitive advantages (Wong et  al., 1992). 
However, specific mediators of the influence of fam-
ily and community networks on to the entrepreneurial 
outcomes of minority entrepreneurs are likely to vary 
across ethnic, cultural, and geographic contexts (Foley 
& O’Connor, 2013).

3.1.2 � Economic development

Studies in the economic development theme apply 
network perspectives to entrepreneurial concepts 
of trust, legitimacy, community embeddedness, use 
of social capital, and kinship in unstable and devel-
oping economic contexts. Our review suggests 

Table 1   Methods applied

Bold entries indicate that specific methodological approaches 
falling within this category may be listed below
* Percentages may add up to greater than the total due to multi-
ple studies within each article

Method Total (%)

Theoretical analysis – no empirical studies 23.2
Mixed methods 2.9
Quantitative 49.3
OLS regression 17.4*
Panel regression 13.0
Logistic regression 5.8
Descriptive statistics 4.4
Logit models 2.9
Network mapping 2.9
Hierarchal linear modeling 2.9
Z-tests 1.4
Joint count analysis 1.4
Hierarchal Poisson regression 1.4
MANOVA 1.4
Simulation modeling 1.4
Generalized estimated equations 1.4
Structural equation modeling 1.4
Qualitative 24.6
Case studies 13.0
Interviews 10.1
Ethnography 1.4

Table 2   Network characteristics researched

* Numbers add up to greater than the total due to multiple char-
acteristics studied within each article

Network characteristic Number of 
articles

Percent of 
articles

Social capital 32* 46.4*
Strong/weak ties 15 21.7
Centrality 12 17.4
Kinship ties 12 17.4
Embeddedness 11 15.9
Structural holes/brokerage 7 10.1
Homophily/heterogeneity 7 10.1
Tie content 7 10.1
Diffusion/constraint 6 8.7
Closure 5 7.2
Community ties 5 7.2
Cohesion 4 5.8
Density 4 5.8
Simmelian ties 3 4.3
Multiplexity 2 2.9
Clustering 2 2.9
Network size 2 2.9
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entrepreneurs in developing or corrupt economies 
may rely on the stability of community ties over com-
paratively unstable and risky family ties. For exam-
ple, entrepreneurs in developing regions of China and 
Africa leverage network ties with government offi-
cials and community leaders instead of family mem-
bers to signal legitimacy and attain sources of exter-
nal social capital through bridging ties (Acquaah, 
2011a, 2011b, 2012; Shi et al., 2015). Alternatively, 
other entrepreneurs in less developed economic 
regions may increase their reliance on trust-laden 
family and community networks to help their firms 
innovate and grow, placing a decreased importance 
on firm legitimacy and access to external social capi-
tal (Khavul et  al., 2009; Yu et  al., 2013). Further-
more, economically disadvantaged entrepreneurs who 
rely on family network ties can increase access to 
human and financial capital as well as reduce transac-
tion costs through the use of shared tacit knowledge 
(Dyer & Mortensen, 2005). These strategies may be 
particularly salient for disenfranchised entrepreneurs 
in less developed or hostile economic contexts.

Research also explores the processes through 
which networks of family firms impact regional eco-
nomic development. Basco (2015) introduces the 
concept of regional familiness, defined as the positive 
economic externalities – such as the firm-level shar-
ing of community-specific knowledge or productive 
means – created by the interlinking of family firms 
in firm-level community networks. Regional famili-
ness creates a competitive advantage for family firms 
within the network of firms through shared goals and 
resources as well as overall community advancement 
via economic externalities, suggesting that networks 
of family firms may uniquely contribute to regional 
economic development, especially in tightly formed 
communities. Empirical research supports this asser-
tion, finding that both family-embedded entrepreneurs 
and small family firms realize increased advantage 
over non-family ventures from embeddedness in com-
munity networks (Baù et al., 2019) and the introduc-
tion of novel technologies (Venkatesh et al., 2017).

A contrasting body of research finds that high lev-
els of familial network ties and family tie multiplexity 
can also have negative repercussions. For example, 
startups in informal economic environments may face 
higher costs of resource accumulation when entre-
preneurial networks are based on strong family ties 
and shared familial identity (Khayesi et  al., 2014). 

Interestingly, new ventures in these contexts can 
experience greater growth by using external rather 
than internal social ties and by diversifying ownership 
beyond extended family control. In these contexts, 
extended family members often pose agency threats 
to firm profit, thus requiring extensive monitoring 
costs to prevent appropriation (Khavul et  al., 2009). 
Thus, in developing environments where an extended 
clan-type mentality “stretches the limits of existing 
understandings of family business” (Smith, 2009, p. 
1243), entrepreneurs may reduce the risk of resource 
appropriation by decreasing the role of family in 
the startup’s network (Daspit & Long, 2014). This 
research suggests both a positive and negative side 
to the use of kinship ties in entrepreneurship, which 
can facilitate legitimacy and provide critical internal 
social capital in risk-laden developing economies as 
well as create agency problems and lead to risks of 
appropriation. These conflicting findings indicate the 
possibility of unidentified moderating effects.

3.1.3 � Family involvement and entrepreneurship

The effect of family involvement in entrepreneurship 
is assessed on a number of outcomes, including the 
scope of startup activities, individual entrepreneur-
ship, opportunity recognition, venture growth, rev-
enue, mode of entry, and sources of support. Research 
shows the importance of close family ties during nas-
cent entrepreneurship (Edelman et  al., 2016; Jack, 
2005), supplementing network assumptions that dis-
tant, weak social ties provide most novel information 
and resources (Granovetter, 1973). Instead, startup 
often results from intentional construction of bridging 
and bonding ties by altruistic and experienced fam-
ily members such as parents (Edelman et  al., 2016). 
In addition to providing affective support to startups 
(Kuhn et al., 2017), close family networks also provide 
instrumental (i.e., business-related advice) support 
(Jack, 2005) via intermediary ties with well-connected 
individuals (Gorji et al., 2019). Thus, family members 
in entrepreneurial networks are likely to act as bridges 
to sources of valuable external social capital.

However, in spite of findings that family ties are 
useful through all stages of entrepreneurship (Greve & 
Salaff, 2003), the relationship between family ties and 
startup performance may be more complex. Despite 
instrumentality in firm nascency, high proportions of 
family ties in entrepreneurs’ networks frequently limit 
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firm expansion (Jack, 2005), suggesting that kinship 
ties must be abated as ventures develop to mitigate 
performance losses. For example, one study suggests 
that family ties may produce higher venture growth 
when used as external sources of social capital rather 
than exclusively as internal sources of social capital 
(Anderson et  al., 2005). Thus, although family ties 
introduce valuable sources of external social capi-
tal to nascent firms, the bridging capital provided by 
family network ties may be most efficiently utilized in 
growing ventures by professional, non-family manag-
ers rather than family employees. To this end, Arregle 
et al. (2015) find a curvilinear effect of instrumental, 
affective, and resource family ties on startup perfor-
mance, and Renzulli et  al. (2000) find evidence of 
a direct longitudinal relationship between the pro-
portion of network kinship ties and the likelihood 
of startup failure. These studies not only contribute 
to knowledge on how social capital is developed in 
nascent family firms through family social networks 
(Burt, 2000) but also suggest entrepreneurial reliance 
on family network ties has both benefits and costs.

3.2 � Governance and strategy

This aggregate theme considers how family firm 
network structures impact decisions related to top 
management, strategy, and governance. Social net-
work studies of family businesses therein expand 
knowledge on founder roles and highlight the manner 
in which network structures influence strategy and 
governance. The studies within this theme converge 
around topics of founder and top management team 
(TMT) networks, family firm network structure, and 
family firm governance.

3.2.1 � Founder and top management group networks

Studies in this theme examine the effects of founder 
centrality and TMT closure on outcomes including 
performance and synergistic family firm goal formu-
lation and attainment. Founder centrality, defined as 
the founder’s level of network betweenness (i.e., net-
work structure facilitating the power to control the 
firm’s agenda), closeness (i.e., number of direct ties 
to firm members), and connectivity (i.e., network 
structure facilitating influence on top firm members; 
Kelly et al., 2000), has been examined. While founder 
centrality is believed to contribute to unity in TMT 

perceptions concerning strategic goals, visions, and 
firm cultures (Athanassiou et  al., 2002), empirical 
research suggests high founder centrality may also be 
related to founder entrenchment and TMT fragmen-
tation (Kelly et al., 2008), negatively impacting firm 
performance. These results are augmented by find-
ings that very high levels of family social capital can 
cause family firm members to become over-embed-
ded in family networks, resulting in highly closed 
and dense network structures with minimal access to 
novel sources of external social capital (Herrero & 
Hughes, 2019).

3.2.2 � Family firm network structure

Studies on family firm network structures are largely 
exploratory and seek to understand the antecedents 
and consequences of unique family firm network 
structures by examining the effects of tie-level con-
tent, structure, multiplexity, and redundancy as well 
as network-level heterogeneity, boundaries, and 
modularity. Despite the promising nature of these 
studies, the research remains conflicted, indicating 
a need for extensive future research. Overall, studies 
suggest that network-level structures in family firms 
are often characterized by high density and closure, 
featuring highly multiplex ties characterized by sup-
port and trust (Lyman, 1988). These structural fac-
tors may contribute to the formation of family firm-
specific organizational and family social capital 
(Arregle et  al., 2007). However, other research sug-
gests that family firms may experience a performance 
advantage via fragmented network structures char-
acterized by non-redundant ties, enabling individual 
family firm members to occupy unique network struc-
tural holes, which occur when a network actor con-
nects what would otherwise be two disparate groups. 
Such positions increase the actor’s brokerage power 
and access to novel information and resources (Burt, 
1992; Seaman et  al., 2017). Hence, it is likely that 
family firms should leverage both patterns of net-
work structures to most effectively develop and utilize 
social capital through the network.

Despite the ambiguity of these findings, theoreti-
cal work suggests that the unique interactions among 
family, social, and business networks play a critical 
role in the formation of heterogeneous network struc-
tures and content among family firms (Seaman et al., 
2017) because family firm decision-makers are likely 
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to be influenced by specific network structural config-
urations and the extent and manner of overlap of each 
sub-network (Seaman et  al., 2014). In other words, 
the logics inherent in family, friendship, business, and 
resource networks integrate to influence the structure 
and content of the overall inter- and intra-family firm 
network, suggesting a process of family firm network 
development that lends credence to findings of high 
heterogeneity among family firm networks.

3.2.3 � Governance

Family business network studies examining firm gov-
ernance build mostly on agency theory (Jensen & 
Meckling, 1976) and the behavioral agency model 
(Wiseman & Gomez-Mejia, 1998) to describe the 
interactions of family businesses’ networks and gov-
ernance decisions. Overall, these studies suggest that 
network-level structures, such as the extent of firm 
closure and density, interact with family embedded-
ness and involvement in the firm, leading to prob-
lematic governance decisions which affect firm per-
formance, communication, employee relations, and 
partnership development. Distelberg and Blow (2011) 
map communication interdependencies among fam-
ily, ownership, and management networks, showing 
that both excessively rigid or diffuse inter-network 
boundaries are associated with detrimental effects on 
firm performance. Similarly, family firms with high 
levels of family embeddedness commonly occupy 
peripheral positions in inter-firm networks, limiting 
bridging ties to other businesses and access to exter-
nal social capital (Mani & Durand, 2019).

Social network studies have also examined the 
tension between stewardship and agency perspec-
tives in the family firm literature (Chrisman, 2019; 
Davis et  al., 1997). Family firm network structure 
influences the level and accessibility of network-
embedded social capital, forming the context in 
which family firm-specific principal-agent rela-
tions take place. Theorizing suggests that high lev-
els of tie density within family firm networks may 
increase information flows, thereby decreasing prin-
cipal-agent information asymmetry, opportunistic 
behavior, and the necessity of formal monitoring 
(Wiseman et al., 2012). Alternatively, research also 
suggests that the relative levels of owner embed-
dedness in family versus business networks may 
be associated with agentic family-serving resource 

appropriation rather than stewardship of overall 
firm well-being and general stakeholder needs (Le 
Breton-Miller & Miller, 2009). Firm-level research 
likewise suggests that family firms may rely on 
interlocking networks of boards of directors to 
minimize agency problems associated with family 
governance and improve overall firm performance 
(Lester & Cannella, 2006). Although the integration 
of agency and network perspectives remains lim-
ited, these preliminary developments suggest that 
social influences may strongly impact the nature of 
principal-agent relations in family firms.

3.3 � Organizational decision‑making

A third aggregate theme emerging from the litera-
ture encompasses network processes and mecha-
nisms that influence decision-making in estab-
lished family firms. Overall, this research suggests 
that network-level characteristics such as the size, 
structure, and content of family firm networks inter-
act to affect the competencies, decisions, goals, 
and behaviors of family firms. This body of stud-
ies examines how unique family firm capabilities 
and behaviors are formed through social networks. 
Second-order themes related to organizational deci-
sion-making focus on topics related to knowledge 
competencies, financial decisions, and organiza-
tional operations.

3.3.1 � Knowledge competencies

The literature notes that family relationships play an 
important role in the knowledge capabilities of fam-
ily firms (Chirico & Salvato, 2008; Zahra et al., 2007). 
Established family firms leverage networks to gener-
ate specific competencies, capabilities, and resources. 
This body of research explores how family firms 
access and generate network-embedded social capi-
tal to enhance performance and knowledge. Many of 
these studies expand on work exploring the competi-
tive advantage afforded to family firms through unique 
resources and attributes (Habbershon & Williams, 
1999; Sirmon & Hitt, 2003). Specifically, the con-
cept of family capital is presented as a specific form 
of social capital fostered via family ties. Because fam-
ily ties are characterized by very strong, close, lasting 
bonds, family networks are likely to be differentiated 
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from non-family networks by high network-level clo-
sure, density, and embeddedness which, in turn, gen-
erate observance of social norms, trust, and general-
ized exchange behaviors (Hoffman et al., 2006). Thus, 
family capital conceptually captures the mechanism 
through which strength of communication, norms 
and obligations, and trust create firm advantage via 
increased reliance on tacit knowledge. Related theo-
retical work suggests that the network positioning of 
family firms allows them to engage in more system-
atic innovation practices than non-family firms. Spe-
cifically, the practice of personalism allows them to 
build close (rather than distant) ties to stakeholders, 
facilitating advantageous knowledge structures and 
exchange of tacit knowledge (Patel & Fiet, 2011).

Other research indicates that network-level vari-
ables such as closure and density and individual 
positioning may influence the development of family 
firm core competencies. For example, family firms 
embedded in dense, informal regional inter-firm net-
works may face limitations in the capacity to extract 
and utilize tacit and explicit knowledge based on 
structural network positioning, even in networks rich 
in social capital and information (Gurrieri, 2008). 
Empirical results indicate that the positive effect of 
a firm’s collaborative network orientation on per-
formance increases with the concentration of family 
ownership, suggesting that closely held family firms 
can realize increased benefit through network ties and 
partnerships (Spriggs et al., 2013). Alternatively, the 
increased performance advantage that family firms 
receive through network collaboration may be a result 
of the high levels of network closure and trust that is 
common in family firms (Feranita et al., 2017).

3.3.2 � Financial decisions

Although limited in scope, the literature supports a 
connection between family firm networks and finan-
cial decisions. As the proportion of kinship ties in the 
entrepreneur’s network increases, firm founders are 
more likely to distribute ownership shares equally to 
all members of the startup helper network, regard-
less of individual business contributions (Kotha & 
George, 2012). This finding suggests the presence of 
family altruism in firm nascency. Studies of estab-
lished family firms indicate that decisions concern-
ing initial public offerings (IPO) in family firms can 
be driven by network considerations, as IPOs can 

facilitate larger, more visible, and legitimate net-
works through which family firms can develop bridg-
ing ties to sources of novel, external social capital. 
In turn, social and informational resources embed-
ded in enhanced post-IPO networks can be leveraged 
by family firms to support major changes associ-
ated with professionalization, succession, or founder 
exit (Ravasi & Marchisio, 2003). In the same vein, 
research supports a connection between decisions on 
the compensation of chief executive officers (CEOs) 
and firm network expansion, suggesting that fam-
ily firm CEOs may be chosen, in part, based on the 
potential external network ties that they bring to the 
family firm (Young & Tsai, 2008). Despite this, there 
is some evidence of a negative relationship between a 
family member CEO’s network and firm investment 
opportunities (Romano et al., 2020). These empirical 
studies suggest that family firms often frame financial 
decisions around needs for enhanced network access 
to social capital and resources.

3.3.3 � Organizational operations

Social network studies have led to novel insights about 
family business operations. Overall, studies suggest 
that network-level structure affects relationships with 
organizational affiliates, research and development 
(R&D), non-family employee relations, and profes-
sionalization initiatives. These firm-level studies indi-
cate that family firms may experience performance 
advantages due to the unique content and structure of 
their network ties. For example, the high number of 
strong community network ties common among fam-
ily firms has been found to positively influence perfor-
mance though the effect of an intentionally projected 
family firm image (Zellweger et  al., 2012a, 2012b). 
Furthermore, firm R&D capability increases with fam-
ily firm centrality in business-group affiliate networks, 
and network density and content moderate this effect 
such that family firms embedded in dense networks of 
buyer–supplier relationships may realize greater R&D 
capabilities (Mahmood et  al., 2011). Thus, empirical 
work further supports a unique effect of the dense net-
work structure characteristic of family firms on their 
ability to extract social capital from networks. In sup-
port of this, empirical work shows that family involve-
ment in the firm positively moderates the inverted 
U-shape relationship of geographically proximal net-
work ties and R&D effectiveness (Pucci et al., 2020).
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Research also supports this mechanism at the indi-
vidual level. For example, Vardaman et  al. (2018) 
find that non-family employee centrality in fam-
ily and non-family employee networks increases 
organizational identification, thereby decreasing 
non-family employee turnover. In doing so, they 
explain the social mechanisms underpinning non-
family employee turnover and bifurcation bias in 
family firms (Verbeke & Kano, 2012). Individual-
level research further suggests that employees rely on 
informal employee discussion networks to facilitate 
sensemaking during organizational changes associ-
ated with professionalization (Fletcher, 2002). Thus, 
affective responses of individuals to family firm 
operations seem to be affected by informal social 
networks. Overall, studies reveal that heterogeneous 
family firm network structures are influential at both 
the firm and individual levels.

3.4 � Firm growth

The final aggregate theme emerging from the social 
network literature on family firms deals with firm 
growth and highlights the importance of intergenera-
tional network transfer through succession and how 
network mechanisms facilitate recognition of growth 
opportunities.

3.4.1 � Succession

The intention for transgenerational succession is a 
defining characteristic of family firms (Chua et  al., 
1999; Zellweger et  al., 2012a, 2012b), and succes-
sion is one of the most researched topics in family 
business studies (Daspit et al., 2016). Social network 
studies examining succession offer critical insights. 
Many of these studies explore mechanisms through 
which founder and firm networks are transferred 
intergenerationally from incumbent to successor. 
Although many studies are exploratory or qualitative, 
results suggest that family firm networks are changed 
through the succession process. For example, weak, 
distant ties of the incumbent may be difficult to pass 
on to the successor during intergenerational firm net-
work transfer, suggesting that family firms are likely 
to lose bridging ties as a result of succession (Steier, 
2001). However, the high network closure and density 
of family firms are expected to support the transfer of 

vital intra-firm networks from incumbent to succes-
sor via high trust and continued intergenerational reli-
ance on tacit knowledge. Thus, network transfer from 
founder to a successor is expected to be supported by 
family firm network structures, ensuring continued 
access to social capital, and facilitating ongoing value 
creation and strategic adaptability (Salvato & Melin, 
2008).

Research has also examined how networks are 
likely to impact succession processes. Cabrera-Suárez 
et al. (2018) suggest that the transfer of tacit knowl-
edge and ties to social capital from incumbent to suc-
cessor occurs within a knowledge network of internal 
and external stakeholders. Inherent in this evolution 
from a dyadic view of knowledge transfer to a net-
work view is that the success of the network transfer, 
and succession, depends upon the specific structure 
and content of the overall knowledge network. These 
implications are supported by empirical findings sug-
gesting that the transfer of ties to network-embedded 
social capital from incumbent to successor is likely to 
fail when the transfer is not supported by a majority 
of firm stakeholders (Schell et al., 2018). For exam-
ple, family firms in some social contexts face contin-
ued difficulties in father-daughter succession due to 
a lack of support from external network ties, despite 
strong support from members of the internal network 
(Deng, 2015). Overall, research suggests that the 
process of transferring ties to social capital and tacit 
knowledge from incumbent to successor is embedded 
in social contexts and contingent upon both intra- and 
inter-firm network support.

3.4.2 � Expansion

Studies examining the effects of social networks on 
family firm expansion explore interactions between 
network structures and family involvement in diver-
sification (Chen & Jaw, 2013) and globalization 
(Kontinen & Ojala, 2011; Zain & Kassim, 2012). 
Network-level cohesion among members of the firm’s 
dominant coalition is positively related to diversifica-
tion, but this effect is mitigated as the proportion of 
family members in the TMT increases (Chen & Jaw, 
2013). Theoretical work also suggests that family-
owned small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 
are likely to face disadvantages in global expan-
sion due to high network closure, which may limit 
access to external sources of information related to 
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international markets (Kontinen & Ojala, 2011). As 
a result, family firms may be more dependent on 
foreign network partners when internationalizing 
(Zain & Kassim, 2012). Indeed, Steier et  al. (2009) 
suggest that unique characteristics of family firm 
social embeddedness, defined broadly, may lower 
long-term firm performance and constrain innovative 
expansion.

4 � Discussion

The knowledge garnered through this systematic 
review and synthesis of the literature offers key theo-
retical take-aways regarding the role of social networks 
in family firms. Specifically, the review suggests that 
network structure, social capital, and network content 
serve as three key mechanisms influencing family firm 
outcomes via heterogeneous family and non-family 
network ties. All social networks can be characterized 
by structure, embedded social capital, and embedded 
content of resources or knowledge (Borgatti & Haglin, 
2011). However, the heterogeneity associated with fam-
ily, community, and intra-family firm ties undergird the 
ways in which these three key mechanisms uniquely 
lead to family firm outcomes.

It should also be noted that these key mechanisms 
likely interact to influence the relationship between 
heterogenous family and non-family ties and out-
comes. For example, research has shown that the 
relationship between similar network structures and 
individual performance varies among networks with 
different content such as friendship versus advice 
(Ibarra & Andrews, 1993). Therefore, it is likely that 
the unique confluence of familial (e.g., brother-sister 
ties, parent–child ties) and organizational network 
content (e.g., advice, communication) in family 
firms will affect network structure. In turn, network 
structures resulting from overlapping tie content 
may impact the future development of certain ties 
and outcomes. Although our discussion centers on 
how each mechanism theoretically links heterog-
enous family firm ties to outcomes, future research 
should endeavor to explain the interdependence 
among network structure, content, and social capi-
tal and the processes through which they interact to 
influence outcomes.

4.1 � Network structure

Network structure refers to the ways in which ties are 
organized in the network. Although network structure 
varies by firm, family firm networks are commonly char-
acterized by high levels of density, closure, tie multiplex-
ity, and embeddedness brought about by intense and 
enduring close familial bonds. These structures affect 
both governance and decision-making outcomes. For 
example, network closure within the family firm con-
tributes to the development of family and organizational 
social capital (Arregle et  al., 2007). Density of family 
firm networks supports knowledge acquisition and devel-
opment via information flow (Wiseman et  al., 2012), 
R&D capabilities (Mahmood et al., 2011), and intergen-
erational information transfer (Salvato & Melin, 2008). 
Furthermore, network closure strengthens family com-
munication, norms and obligations, and trust, thereby 
facilitating increased use of tacit, synergistic knowledge 
(Gurrieri, 2008) and enhancing the extent to which fam-
ily firms reap performance advantage through inter-
firm collaborations (Feranita et al., 2017). Despite these 
apparent benefits, these common family firm network 
structures may also contribute to governance problems. 
Excessive family embeddedness in firm networks can 
exacerbate principal-principal agency problems (Le Bre-
ton-Miller & Miller, 2009). Similarly, excessive founder 
embeddedness in the dominant coalition can result in 
TMT disunity and limited strategic vision, negatively 
affecting overall firm performance (Kelly et al., 2008).

Thus, network structures common among family 
firms can both enhance or impede performance. While 
dense, closed networks facilitate rapid and efficient 
sharing of information, encourage exchange reciproca-
tion though strong familial norms, and facilitate trust 
among family employees, these structures also limit 
the acquisition of novel information and resources from 
distal sources. Consequently, family firms are likely 
to create greater value from available information, 
but they may be limited in their ability to acquire new 
knowledge. Furthermore, family firms with very high 
levels of multiplexity, density, and closure risk family 
entrenchment and a lack of strategic vision. Therefore, 
current research points to both a light and dark side of 
family firm network structures, indicating a complex 
relationship between close-knit familial structures, 
information flows, and firm performance.
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4.2 � Social capital

Social capital is defined as “the sum of the actual and 
potential resources embedded within, available through, 
and derived from the network of relationships possessed 
by an individual or social unit” (Nahapiet & Goshal, 
1998, p. 243). Social capital can be captured in both 
the nature of a tie between two actors and the resources 
afforded by the tie and is theorized to have three dimen-
sions: structural, relational, and cognitive. Family firms 
rely on unique sources of social capital from family and 
community networks. The social capital available to 
family firms via their networks will depend on the mul-
tiple rationales inherent in overlapping family, friend-
ship, and business ties (Seaman et al., 2014). Due to the 
heterogeneity of these ties and the varying structural 
attributes associated with them, family firms often have 
multiple types of social capital, including family capital 
(Hoffman et al., 2006), family social capital, and organ-
izational social capital (Arregle et al., 2007).

Different types of social capital are associated with 
different types of ties. For example, family social capi-
tal is defined as “internal ‘bonding’ type social capital 
that derives from relationships among family mem-
bers inside the family firm” (Herrero & Hughes, 2019, 
p. 1); family social capital is theorized to exist along-
side and influence the creation of organizational social 
capital (Arregle et al., 2007). Similarly, family capital 
is defined as a “special form of social capital, one that 
is limited to family relationships” (Hoffman et  al., 
2006, p. 136). Family and social capital have much in 
common: They are both theorized to provide closure, 
enhance channels of communication, and provide a 
competitive advantage to the firm. Unlike social capi-
tal, however, family capital is less vulnerable to shift-
ing social structures and requires minimal purposeful 
development because it is built through enduring fam-
ily, rather than fluctuating professional, network ties.

Theories of family capital and family social capi-
tal have been used to explain how the strong bonds of 
familial relationships serve to produce a unique com-
petitive advantage in family firms. Entrepreneurs who 
rely on family ties are able to reduce transaction costs 
via reliance on norms, trust, and tacit knowledge 
(Dyer & Mortensen, 2005), and the presence of fam-
ily social capital within the entrepreneur’s network 
can positively affect the scope of startup activities 
(Edelman et  al., 2016). Family firm-specific social 
capital can also form as a community-level resource 

(Lester & Cannella, 2006), and networks of fam-
ily firms can foster shared social capital that creates 
a competitive advantage for all family firms within a 
specific region (Basco, 2015).

Despite the advantages that strong internal ties and 
bonding capital afford to family firms, overreliance on 
family firm-specific forms of internal social capital may 
serve as a disadvantage (Herrero & Hughes, 2019); 
bridging and bonding forms of social capital exhibit 
both advantages and disadvantages for family firms. 
Although reliance on family bonding capital tends to 
insulate family firms from external threats, it also serves 
to limit innovativeness and long-term success (Arregle 
et al., 2007; Renzulli et al., 2000; Zellweger et al., 2019). 
Thus, family firms – particularly minority-owned family 
firms (Carney, 2007; Foley & O’Connor, 2013) – must 
balance internal bonding capital with external bridging 
capital to ensure that they continue to reap advantages 
from family firm-specific social capital.

4.3 � Network content

Network content refers to specific bundles of resources 
and knowledge carried through the network via social 
ties. The most important types of network content among 
family firms include tacit knowledge, synergistic family 
firm resources, emotional support, and trust. The unique 
characteristics of these ties encourage the cultivation of 
unique network content. For example, family firm-spe-
cific social capital (e.g., family capital) is theorized to be 
a resource embedded in the network ties of family firms 
that, in turn, afford family firms an advantage (Hoffman 
et  al., 2006). Similarly, practicing personalism in rela-
tionships with external stakeholders allows family firms 
to develop strong ties that facilitate the receipt of tacit 
knowledge (Patel & Fiet, 2011). In turn, the high levels 
of trust inherent in family ties facilitate the transfer of 
tacit knowledge within family networks and across gen-
erations. In turn, these unique types of network content 
generate competitive advantages in family firms.

Specifically, family firm-specific network content, 
such as tacit knowledge and trust, encourages competi-
tive advantage by increasing knowledge competencies, 
thereby encouraging startup-stage growth, abating 
governance problems, and bolstering intergenerational 
longevity. For example, entrepreneurs who rely on kin-
ship ties through startup gain access to resources of 
trust and tacit knowledge as well as increased emo-
tional support; in turn, emotional support from family 
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members may enhance the extent to which resources 
inherent in kinship ties can be utilized to achieve ven-
ture growth (Edelman et al., 2016; Jack et  al., 2010). 
Furthermore, the ease of information exchange in fam-
ily firm networks, facilitated by high trust and syner-
gistic resources such as family capital, serve to reduce 
information asymmetry, thereby mitigating potential 
agency problems and monitoring costs (Wiseman 
et  al., 2012). Familial trust ties also facilitate family 
firm longevity both through collaborative innovation 
with external network partners (Feranita et  al., 2017) 
and succession (Cabrera-Suárez et al., 2018).

However, family firm-specific network content can 
also bring about firm disadvantage. Entrepreneurs may 
receive an excessive level of emotional support from 
kinship ties, which can, in turn, limit venture growth, 
especially in more established startups (Arregle et al., 
2015). Furthermore, family firms who rely extensively 
on interpersonal, familial trust ties may experience 
increased startup costs (Shi et  al., 2015). However, 
these negative effects depend on the presence and 
levels of other family firm-specific network content 
(e.g., relative levels of trust and tacit knowledge) and 
characteristics such as firm size and age. Due to the 
role that family firm-specific network content plays in 
knowledge acquisition and dissemination, one likely 
explanation for these apparent disadvantages may be 
found in the shifting information needs of develop-
ing family firms. For example, the knowledge needs 
of early-stage startups may be more easily met via 
highly idiosyncratic family knowledge; as firms grow, 
however, overreliance on close, trust-laden ties may 
limit expansion and access to novel knowledge. Future 
research should examine the presence of network and 
firm-level moderators in these processes.

5 � Future research

Collectively, the literature discussed here offers path-
ways for future research. In general, the review brings 
the importance of boundary conditions to the fore. 
Review findings demonstrate that the density, clo-
sure, multiplexity, and embeddedness of family firm 
networks play a role in family firm outcomes, but 
the effects may be curvilinear or influenced by mod-
eration. An important challenge going forward is to 
investigate the potential curvilinear effects of network 
density, closure, multiplexity, and embeddedness 

and identify contextual moderators of the relation-
ship between network structure and firm outcomes. 
In addition to these general avenues for future study, 
other more specific research directions emerged from 
the themes we identified. We detail these poten-
tial areas of investigation in the section that follows. 
These future research directions are summarized in 
Table 3, along with contributions to family business 
theory and the proposed key mechanisms of network 
structure, content, and social capital.

5.1 � Entrepreneurial activities

Because family plays a critical role in nascent firms 
(Aldrich & Cliff, 2003), startups of minority entrepre-
neurs (Wong et al., 1992), and economic development 
(Basco, 2015), additional research is needed to align 
mixed findings on the effects of kinship networks on 
entrepreneurship. Future research in this area should 
consider the heterogeneity of family firm networks, as 
studies that generalize on the role of kinship ties are 
limited by variation in the notion of “family” across 
cultural contexts. Conceptual ambiguity in the litera-
ture also results from variations among findings across 
multicultural contexts. For example, network studies of 
economic development suggest family ties affect startup 
activities in different ways in West African (Acquaah, 
2011b), East African (Khavul et al., 2009), Chinese (Yu 
et al., 2013), Indian (Venkatesh et al., 2017), and urban 
and rural contexts (Baù et  al., 2019). Future research 
should seek to establish commonalities in the role of 
family networks in different cultural contexts, building 
toward a common understanding of family networks 
in economic development. For example, future studies 
might examine how family network structure, content, 
and governance are likely to vary among different eth-
nic groups. Furthermore, studies should examine why 
and how specific minority groups may rely more on 
external bridging versus internal familial bonding ties 
in different stages of entrepreneurship. Finally, because 
extant studies suggest that female entrepreneurs may 
leverage kinship networks differently than male coun-
terparts (Burt, 2019), future studies should seek to 
understand how women use existing family networks 
and how they establish external networks in the process 
of starting new ventures. Research should also work 
toward a female network perspective of entrepreneur-
ship in order to further understanding of heterogeneity 
among female-led startups.
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Additional research is also needed to clarify the 
role of kinship ties through different stages of entre-
preneurship (Arregle et  al., 2015; Greve & Salaff, 
2003). For example, studies suggesting that kinship 
ties are most productive in startups when kept outside 
the formal boundaries of the firm (Anderson et  al., 
2005) present interesting avenues for future research. 
Future studies should explore the specific economic 
and non-economic benefits and costs of embedded-
ness of family and firm networks during firm nas-
cency and growth. For example, a future study may 
compare varied nascent family firm network struc-
tures in efforts to understand how different levels and 
configurations of family involvement structurally pro-
duce performance gains or losses. The insights gained 
through such work would offer greater knowledge of 
the earliest origins of family firm-specific capabili-
ties, thus offering richer insight into intentions and 
types of family involvement through firm nascency. 
Such research may further contribute to understand-
ing how changing levels of family involvement 
through firm nascency and development affect later 
family ownership and management structures. On the 
other hand, there seems to be relatively scant atten-
tion paid to how social networks in family firms affect 
corporate venturing activities. For example, how does 
the composition of the ownership and/or management 
network influence the kinds of venturing activities 
(e.g., related versus unrelated) family firms pursue? 
Likewise, it would be interesting to know if and how 
family networks influence the ways in which corpo-
rate venturing activities are pursued. For example, do 
network structures promote or preclude top-down or 
bottom-up initiatives?

Finally, future research should continue to explore 
how firm-level networks of family businesses encour-
age regional economic growth and wealth creation. 
Prior research has recognized the unique role that 
family firms play in regional economic development 
(Basco, 2015), especially in disadvantaged areas 
(Peredo & Chrisman, 2006; Ring et al., 2010), as well 
as the unique linkages among family firms and the 
communities in which they are embedded (Zellweger 
et  al., 2012a, b). However, more research is needed 
to understand how family firms share information, 
resources, and human and financial capital through 
regional community-embedded networks. For exam-
ple, future studies might examine how purposeful 
versus necessity-driven networks of family firms lead 

to varied network structures, with ultimate effects 
on regional economic development. Furthermore, 
research might examine how network structures of 
family firm-community embeddedness create perfor-
mance advantages for regionally embedded family 
firms.

5.2 � Governance and strategy

Although network studies exploring issues related 
to strategy and governance in family firms are lim-
ited, existing work suggests important avenues for 
future research. For example, future studies might 
compare how founder centrality and network-level 
firm density interact to affect firm performance. 
Similarly, family firm communication, advice, and 
friendship networks should be used to understand 
how individual outcomes are shaped within family 
firms. A social network approach could also shed 
light on the development and weighting of soci-
oemotional wealth (SEW) – the family firm’s affec-
tive endowment of non-economic wealth (Debicki 
et  al., 2016; Gómez-Mejía et  al., 2007) – across 
different forms and stages of family ownership and 
management (Gersick et  al., 1997). Future stud-
ies might also examine how network structures are 
related to the proportional weighting of financial 
versus family-centered non-economic (FCNE) goals 
(Chrisman et  al., 2012), thereby offering insight 
into how family firm goal formation may be socially 
influenced.

Empirical work should follow Wiseman et  al.’s 
(2012) suggestion that family firm social networks 
may act as institutional contexts in which agency 
relations are formed. Family business research-
ers continue to debate the nature of agency versus 
stewardship perspectives in family firms (Chrisman, 
2019; Madison et  al., 2016; Neckebrouck et  al., 
2018) and the effects of these perspectives on prin-
cipal-agent and principal-principal agency prob-
lems. Social network theorizing and analyses are 
likely to offer novel insights by exploring charac-
teristics of family firm networks that foster or miti-
gate agency problems. To this end, future research 
should increase knowledge on how the structural 
characteristics of family firms (e.g., increased 
embeddedness, greater density and closure, high tie 
multiplexity) can support solutions to agency issues 
(e.g., imperfect monitoring).
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Finally, future research should examine family 
firm governance from other perspectives common in 
the family business literature. For example, research 
should examine how the network structures and social 
embeddedness of family firms influence the impor-
tance of different stakeholder groups, thereby enrich-
ing the application of stakeholder theory (Mitchell 
et  al., 1997, 2011) to the study of family firms. Fur-
thermore, work is needed on how family firms’ internal 
and external networks contribute to governance deci-
sions related to transaction cost economizing (Geda-
jlovic & Carney, 2010; Williamson, 1989). Finally, in 
order to enrich the knowledge of the resource-based 
view (Habbershon & Williams, 1999; Habbershon 
et al., 2003) in family firms, future research is needed 
on the network structures and content that facilitate or 
impede unique family firm resource bundling and lev-
eraging (Sirmon & Hitt, 2003).

5.3 � Organizational decision‑making

Studying the decision-making outcomes of estab-
lished family firms through a social network perspec-
tive offers the opportunity to re-examine existing 
knowledge of family firm phenomena such as SEW 
(Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007), bifurcation bias (Verbeke 
& Kano, 2012), distinctive familiness (Chrisman et al., 
2005), and altruism (Eddleston & Kellermanns, 2007; 
Schulze et al., 2001) from a perspective examining the 
unique social effects of the interplay among the family, 
business, and employee systems. While limited studies 
have begun to engage in this endeavor (Fletcher, 2002; 
Mahmood et al., 2011; Vardaman et al., 2018), much 
work remains to be done. Given the heightened social 
embeddedness and tie multiplexity of family firm 
members, social network effects on organizational out-
comes may be amplified in family firms.

The future application of a social network lens 
in studies of familial altruism (Schulze et  al., 2001) 
and SEW (Gómez-Mejía et  al., 2007) is particularly 
salient. A preference for altruism toward firm family 
members has been defined as a determinant charac-
teristic of family business (Schulze et al., 2001) and 
a leading cause of principal-principal agency prob-
lems in family governance. Because familial altru-
ism is based on parent–child relationships, there is 
an opportunity to examine how heterogeneity among 
social structures may exacerbate or mitigate altruism 
problems. Future studies should examine the effect of 

family or firm network structures (e.g., dense versus 
fragmented) as an antecedent to altruistic behaviors 
and the agency problems which may result. It would 
also be worthwhile to investigate the factors that lead 
family owners and managers to use their networks to 
engage in related-party transactions (e.g., tunneling).

Similarly, research relying on the SEW perspective 
has been used to explain strategic behaviors including 
diversification and internationalization (Gomez-Mejia 
et  al., 2010), risk-taking (Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 
2014; Penney et al., 2019), and corporate social respon-
sibility (Cruz et al., 2014). Because the SEW concept is 
built on the assumption that family firm leaders consider 
affective benefits to firm ownership in strategic decision-
making, it is likely that factors such as the positive and 
negative effects of SEW and the extent to which owning 
families consider SEW in decision-making are socially 
constructed among members of the owning family (Carr 
et  al., 2021). Thus, an opportunity exists to examine 
social and structural SEW antecedents from a network 
perspective. Future research may examine how high 
network-level density and closure common among fam-
ily firms affects the extent to which family firms con-
sider SEW when framing decisions. The exploration of 
the relationships among underlying family firm social 
relationships, network structures and content, and SEW 
importance (Debicki et al., 2016) is likely to contribute 
to a richer conceptualization of SEW.

Furthermore, existing research into family firm 
networks pays little attention to the development 
of tacit knowledge in the family firm. Although the 
use of tacit knowledge is understood as one of the 
resource advantages associated with family govern-
ance (Sirmon & Hitt, 2003), research on how tacit 
knowledge development and use is affected by social 
networks remains limited. Because tacit knowledge is 
often developed and shared in family firms through 
close familial relationships, it is likely that some net-
work-level structures are more likely to facilitate, and 
others to impede, tacit knowledge generation. Thus, 
studies of how network density and closure impact 
tacit knowledge in family firms are needed.

5.4 � Firm growth

Owing to its importance for the long-term survival of fam-
ily firms, the study of succession may be the most impor-
tant area of future work. Existing network studies have 
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examined how structure and content of family firm social 
networks influence succession processes through the trans-
fer of tacit knowledge, network stakeholder support, and 
social capital transfer from incumbent to successor. How-
ever, current research has neglected to examine factors 
related to how individual, or egocentric, network structure 
influences successor choice. Future research should exam-
ine how intra-firm friendship, advice, and communication 
networks of incumbents and successors influence the suc-
cessor selection. At the network level, future studies may 
compare network structure and content across family firms 
that have carried out successful or unsuccessful succes-
sions in order to increase understanding of how networks 
influence succession effectiveness in terms of firm perfor-
mance and stakeholder satisfaction.

In addition, future research should build on the work 
of Cabrera-Suárez et al. (2018) to explore how intra-firm 
knowledge, communication, and advice networks impact 
successor training and readiness, firm support for succes-
sion, and likelihood of succession planning. By examin-
ing the influence of these social processes, research may 
determine how the interaction of intra-firm social prac-
tices and succession activities influence the succession 
process and outcomes. In doing so, researchers could 
offer stronger advice to practitioners on the importance 
of internal and external firm relationships in intergenera-
tional longevity and performance.

Finally, future research should continue efforts to 
examine how both internal family firm network struc-
ture and the location of individual family firms in 
inter-firm networks facilitate or impede firm growth 
and expansion. Current research suggests that fam-
ily firm over-embeddedness may result in diminished 
innovation and long-term performance (Steier et  al., 
2009). Future studies should examine contexts in 
which social embeddedness may facilitate, rather than 
impede, innovation and diversification. Furthermore, 
the growth and longevity of family firms may depend 
upon their capacity to obtain patient and survivabil-
ity capital (Sirmon & Hitt, 2003). Research on how 
social networks foster the attainment of survivability 
capital from other family members both inside and 
outside the firm would be valuable.

5.5 � Concluding remarks

This review has synthesized the literature on social net-
works in family firms, provided an in-depth discussion of 
key findings and underlying mechanisms, and constructed 

a platform for future research. In so doing, we have pro-
vided clarity on the role of social networks in various 
family firm processes and outcomes. Results indicate that 
heterogeneous family and non-family ties create unique 
family firm network structures, that family-specific forms 
of social capital produce varied advantages and disadvan-
tages, and that unique family firm-specific network con-
tent may create both benefit and costs for family firms. 
Overall, we conclude that yet unknown boundary condi-
tions play an important role in the mechanisms through 
which heterogeneous network ties, network structure, 
social capital, and network content influence family firm 
outcomes. Future work is needed to fully understand the 
scope of this influence. We suggest that future research 
should explore the boundary conditions and potential 
nonlinear relationships among network structures and 
family firm outcomes, with specific attention paid to the 
manner in which family firm heterogeneity and notions 
of “family” may vary across cultural contexts. Finally, we 
recommend that future research explore the relationships 
among key network mechanisms and critical family firm 
outcomes in order to build theory.
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