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1. Introduction 
 
Family firms are probably the most common form of business organization in the world and 
they are vital for the world economy. According to Neubauer and Lank (1998) between 70 – 
90 % of the firms in Italy and Spain are family firms, in Switzerland and Germany 80 – 85 %, 
in Great Britain 75 % and in Sweden as many as 90 %. There is however no certainty in these 
numbers since there are many definitions of the concept family firm (Neubauer & Lank, 1998). 
Even if most people have an idea of what a family firm is, no generally accepted definition 
what characterizes a family firm exits. Some definitions of family firms are narrower than 
others and it almost seems as if definitions sometimes are formed based upon the aim of the 
study. Based upon that family firms not can be defined based upon size, corporate form or 
industrial sector, we need to find other variables for the definition of a family firm (Colli, 
2002).   
 
The practice to see a firm as either a family firm or a non-family firm may be problematic. 
Recent research has found that there are many firms that fit many of the criteria for family 
firms, but still do not consider the firm to be a family firm (Vikström, 2005). In a study with in 
the county of Jönköping, Sweden three different categories of ownership was crystallized, 
owner-operated firms, family owned firms and firms owned by partners (Nutek, 2004). The 
most common case is the firm that is owned and operated by a single individual. Here two of 
the most common criteria for family firms are satisfied – that the majority is owned by one 
single family and that this family is involved in running the firm. However, those who run 
these owner-operated firms do seldom consider their firms to be family firms. An interesting 
question is how these firms relate to family firms and non-family firms. It might therefore be a 
good idea to study these firms more in detail. 
 
Different studies have come to divergent conclusions concerning the importance of goal in 
different groups of firms. Some studies points out that the goals of family firms are often wider 
than just maximizing the owner’s capital (Chua, Chrisman & Steier, 2003). Other studies 
implicate that family firms have a stronger long-term perspective and goals concerning the 
employee’s wellbeing (Tagiuri och Davis, 1992). Other studies find that there are no difference 
between family firms and other firms (Emling, 2000; Lee & Rogoff, 1996). When it comes to 
the question if family firms perform better/worse than other firms, there are also different 
studies with divergent conclusions, where some find that family firm are better performers than 
other firms (Anderson & Reeb, 2003; Martínez, Stöhr & Quiroga, 2007). Other results 
implicate that family ownership creates value in the family firm only when the founder are the 
CEO or the chairman with a hired CEO (Villalonga & Amit, 2006). There is also evidence 
suggesting that conflicts between family issues and business issues can hinder firm performance 
(Lee, 2004).  
 
Based on the above discussion, the purpose of this study is to increase the understanding of what 
constitutes a family firm and what differentiates family firms from other firms. We will do this by first 
reviewing the literature regarding definitions of family firms and how family firms are different 
from other firms. Based on this, we perform a comparative study, described in the method 
section and presented in the results section, where family firms are contrasted with other types 
of firms. We conclude with a discussion based on our results. 
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2. Literature review  
 
2.1. Family firms, definitions 
 
Most people have an opinion about what a family firm is, but when they are asked to define 
the concept they soon realize how difficult it is. There are firms owned by one family but 
managed by other than family members, there are firms owned by large multinational firms 
managed by one family. Another example could be firms owned and managed by two partners 
where each has one child taking active part in the firm. Could these three examples be 
classified as family firms? Many attempts have been made to create a conceptual and operative 
definition of the family firm without receiving full acceptance (Sharma, 2004). Most 
definitions are subjective and this will probably continue until there is a standardized definition 
a vast majority of the research community agrees upon (Colli, 2002). Traditionally, the 
definitions are based on ownership – i.e. that the firm is owned by members of the same 
family. A related area is about control of the firm. A family can have control of a firm without 
having the majority of shares in the firm (Moores & Barrett, 2002). 
 
There are both wide and narrow definitions of a family firm. One that probably is among the 
most narrow is stating that the owner/leader should share the leadership of the firm with a 
person that he or she lives together with, where this person should take active part in the firm 
at least 6 hours per week throughout the year and thus work at least 312 hours per year in the 
firm (Danes & Olson, 2003; Olson, Zuiker, Danes, Stafford, Heck & Duncan, 2003; Winter, 
Danes, Koh, Fredericks & Paul, 2004). Also Emling (2000, p 77) has a rather narrow 
definition1, even though he argues that his definition allows for a wider range of firms (most 
noteworthy larger firms) to be identified as family firms. Ownership and family involvement is 
central in the definition used by Emling.  
 
Even if there is no generally accepted operational definition of a family firm, a theoretical 
difference could be found concerning distinctions between a family firm and a firm classified as 
a non-family firm. The family’s ability and intention to be involved in and also influence 
business decisions and actions within the firm is a characteristic for family firms. For instance, 
Cabrera-Suaréz, De Saá-Pérez and García-Almeida (2001) hold that the tacit knowledge held 
by the founder of the family firm could be a source of competitive advantage. Family firms are 
held as the most suitable ownership structure to transfer the founders original goal to increase 
the family’s and the firm’s wellbeing. Those firms are often a result of a special culture, where 
the family firms who have survived longest are those who have been agile and have adapted to 
changes in the environment. (Colli, 2002) The concept survival within the world of family 
firms is often connected to the wish that the firm should stay within the same family. (Emling, 
2000; Winter, Danes, Koh, Fredricks & Paul, 2004) However, a strive for that the business 
should be shaped in a way that allows it to be transferred within the family is not found in all 
family firms. Wiklund, Davidsson & Delmar (2003) has studied small business managers’ 

                                                 
1 A family firm is  
1) in control of one individual or a family/relatives.  
                        and 
2) considered to be a family firm by the leading actors 
                      Furthermore should at least one of the following  requirement be fulfilled: 
3) The present majority-owner are planning to transfer the business to family/relatives   
4) The firm has been in the present majority-owners family/relatives at least two generations  
5) At least three representatives for the owner family/-relatives are active within the firm (in the business or as a 
board member)  

Finally, the firm should conform to certain governance and size constrains including that the turnover should 
be at least 5 Mkr (SEK) in and number of employees at least 5. 
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motivation to expand their firms and find that many are negative to growth. The leader of the 
firm is anxious that the positive atmosphere may be lost in growth. 
 
2.2. A third category of firms – owner operated firms 
 
Classifying firms as a family firm respectively non-family firm does not seem to be enough. In a 
recent study by the present authors (first reported in Vikström & Westerberg, 2006), we started 
out with a definition stating that a family firm is a firm in which one or more members from a 
family owns the firm at the same time as one or more members from the same family are active 
in managing the firm’s daily activities. Based on this, the respondent was asked to classify 
themselves as a family firm or not. Surprisingly, some of the respondents stating that the firm 
was a non-family firm fulfilled our definition of a family firm. For that reason we altered the 
definition to also include that to be a family firm the owner needs to see the firm as a family 
firm, a criteria which is similar to a definition used by Westhead (2003). As a consequence of 
this finding, non-family firms were split into two groups, traditional non-family firms (where 
ownership and management is not linked to one single family) and owner operated firms 
(where ownership and management is linked to one single family). The study by Nutek (2004) 
reports similar results. However, we have not found any study outside Sweden reporting about 
this group of owner-managed firms. 
 
2.3. Family firm goals 
 
Goals can be divided in expansion goals and defensive goals (Larsson, Hedelin & Gärling, 
2003). The expansion goals are characterized by a willingness to grow the firm by entering 
new markets. Examples of goals classified as expansion goals are growth in sales, increase of 
employees and export of products/services. Defensive goals are characterized by the satisfaction 
of status quo, for example that the income from the business is enough for the survival of the 
family and that the business is located close to home.  Larsson et al are asking themselves why 
some leaders in smaller firms strive for goals aiming for expansion when others do not. There 
are examples of leaders in family firms without any ambition that the firm should be profitable 
for more than the present generation.  
 
The study by Larsson et al (2003) pointed out that a majority of the leaders in their study did 
not have expansion goals for their businesses. They argue that this should not be viewed as a 
sign of fear to expand, but could be seen as a way of defending values already attained. There 
are leaders considering that if the firm provides the leader/owner and his or her family 
sufficient income to support them, why bother to expand?  Tagiuri och Davis (1992) hold that 
firms considered as family firms have a stronger long-term perspective when it comes to the 
goal of the firm and that family firm goals often include that the employees should be happy 
and productive. According to Tagiuri och Davis, smaller firms can’t compete with the prices 
larger firms set on the products. Instead smaller firms focus on creating a good relation with 
their costumers based on trustworthiness and high product quality.   
 
Emling (2000) looking at the conditions in Sweden found not much differences in goals 
between family firms and non-family firms. Most firms consider long term survival as the most 
important goal. However, having the goal to create a social unity within the group of owners 
and to create more job opportunities had a higher priority within the category of Swedish 
firms considered as family firms. For non-family firms, business growth was a higher prioritized 
goal. Also Lee and Rogoff (1996) found little differences between goals in the two categories 
of firms. However, in a large number of studies there are obviously signs that a family firm 
does not consider the financial success as the most important goal of the firm (File, Prince & 
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Rankin, 1994; Lee & Rogoff, 1996: Lyman, 1991; Pitcher, Chreim & Kisfalvi, 2000; Tagiuri 
& Davis 1992). File et al (1994) state that a more important goal than the financial aspect for a 
family firm is the continued growth of leaders within the family.  
 
We often assume that leaders of family firms have an intention that the firm should continue as 
a family firm. Malone (1989) points out that there is no reason to assume that every leader in 
family firms wants the firm to continue as a family firm. Leaders having founded their firm 
have a lower degree of desire that the firm should continue as a family firm than leaders who 
have taken over the firm within the family. To achieve a firm’s goal it could be necessary to 
recruit, socialize and train both family members and non-family members for different key 
positions in the firm. The culture created and maintained by the founder will be an advantage 
as it could be of help to make sense and to guide the employees in their working life. (Dyer, 
1986) 
 
2.4. Firm performance  
 
The research question if family ownership influences firm performance has been a controversial 
topic the last two decades. Different studies have come to divergent conclusions (Dyer 2006). 
For example, Anderson and Reeb (2003, p. 1324) imply that family firms outperformed non-
family firms in the S&P 5002, noting that “family firms perform as well as, if not better than, 
nonfamily firms”. Also Martínez, Stöhr and Quiroga (2007) conclude that family firms perform 
better than non-family firms. On the other hand, Villalonga and Amit (2006) note that family 
ownership creates value in the family firm only when the founder acts as CEO or as chairman 
with an external CEO. Furthermore they have found that as soon as the founder’s descendants 
serve as CEOs, firm value will be destroyed. 
 
Lee (2004) concludes that potential conflicts between the family and the business also can 
hinder firm performance. Sometimes family firms limit top management positions to family 
members instead of hiring competence from outside the family. According to Dyer (1986), the 
successful family firms are those who are able to create conditions for the family firm to survive 
in the long run. Those firms are more flexible and adjust their culture to what is necessary for 
the changes in the world around them.  
 
Families can influence performance through its goals, relationships, resources or assets (Dyer, 
2003; Habbershon & Williams, 1999). Family firms can also have an advantage in attracting 
customers and providing quality service due to the goodwill and trustworthiness generated by 
the family name and the commitment over time to customer service (Lyman 1991). Winter, 
Danes, Koh, Fredricks och Paul (2004) point out that the broader term success is used more 
often than just objective financial performance in many studies. Aspects of firm success can 
include level of costumer satisfaction, growth in sales, productivity and profitability relative to 
the competitors. In other words how the firm performs compared to other firms in their field.  
 
3. Research Methodology 

 
3.1. Data Collection 
 
The base for our study in 2005 was a Swedish database (Affärsdata) from which we randomly 
selected 1 100 firms Swedish firms with 10-49 employees. The sample thus consists of small 
firms, excluding the micro firms according to EU definitions. A survey was carried out among 

                                                 
2 Standard & Poors 500 firms in December 31 1992  
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the firms and after two reminders we had useful responses from 338 firms (34 %). To reach the 
aim with the present study, to increase the understanding of what constitutes a family firm and what 
differentiates family firms from other firms we have used data from the 2005 study and data from an 
on-going follow-up study targeting the 338 firms from our study in 2005.  Our follow-up 
study 2008 started with telephone interviews with firms – both family firms and owner 
operated firms – where leadership succession has taken place after 2005. The main reason with 
the interviews was to get the leaders’ view of characteristics for family firms. Initially in the 
interviews we had discussions about the firm’s succession process and how the new leader was 
chosen and introduced in the firm just to create a comfortable climate for the main reason with 
our interview. The results from the initial discussion will be reported in a separate paper. In 
March 2008 a questionnaire was sent to the 338 firms that answered the questionnaire in 2005. 
After one reminder we had useful answers from 202 firms (response rate 66 %). In this study, 
family firms are defined to be those firms owned by one or more member from one single 
family where at least one member from the same family is active in managing daily activities in 
the firm and this leading actor also regard the firm as a family firm.  
 
3.2. Measurements 
 
The questions measuring characteristics for family firms were created based upon both the 
literature review and the telephone interviews. Four clear items crystallized, namely ownership 
share controlled by the firm leader, leadership succession within the family, family involvement 
in the daily business and the issue of not growing the firm too much. The base for the 
questions in our survey measuring goals is discussed in section 2.3 above. The respondents 
were asked to specify to what degree the goal with the business was to 1) give the owners 
financial return on their capital, 2) secure a long term survival for the firm and 3) provide for 
the well-being of employees. The respondents’ opinions concerning their performance 
compared to their competitors have been measured based upon our discussion in section 2.3 
above. The respondents were asked to mark (on a seven-point Likert scale) their performance 
compared to their competitors regarding 1) profitability, 2) customer satisfaction, 3) growth in 
sales and 4) productivity.  We complemented these subjective measures with objective 
measurements from secondary data bases (Affärsdata) where the measures applied were 1) profit 
margin, 2) Return on Equity (ROE) and 3) growth in sales.  
 
3.3. Data and model procedures 
 
The results in this study are based upon classic procedures for a quantitative study, using 
ANOVA and LSD for detecting differences between groups. The data has been processed 
using SPSS 14.0 for Windows.  
  
4. Empirical findings 
 
In the study we conducted 2005 we found 49 owner operated firms based upon that the 
leader’s ownership share in those firms were more than 51 %. This category of firm constituted 
14 % of all the respondents and together with the family firms they constituted 60 % of the 
respondent firms. The mean value for the leaders’ own ownership share differed significantly 
between all three categories. The leaders’ own ownership share were highest in the category 
we called owner operated firms (90 %) while the mean value of own ownership was lower for 
the family-firms (57 %) and clearly lowest for the non-family firms (19 %). The structure of age 
for the firms depends on the category of firm. The mean age for the family firms, 36 years 
differs clearly from the mean age for the other two categories of firms.  On the other hand, 
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there are no difference in mean age between the two categories owner operated firm and non-
family firm. These two categories of firms have a mean value of 26 and 24 (See Table 1). 
 
Table 1:  Number of firms, mean age and leader’s ownership share of the three categories of 

firms in the 2005 study  
 

 N Mean age 
– firm (year)  

Leader’s ownership 
share (%) 

Family firm 156 36 57 

Owner operated firms 49 24 90 

Non-family firm 133 26 19 

Sum 338   

 

 
As mentioned earlier, our follow-up study 2008 started with phone-interviews with firms – 
including both family firms and owner operated firms – where leadership succession has taken 
place after 2005. The results from the phone interviews pointed out that it’s not only the 
family members’ ownership percentage in a company that decides if a leader looks upon the 
firm as a family firm. The level of the other family members’ involvement in leadership seems 
to be a more important characteristic. It is also clear that a firm may easily shift from one group 
to another. For instance, a family firm can be sold leading to that it might be a traditional non-
family firm or perhaps an owner operated firm. Over time, an owner operated firm may be 
transformed to a family firm if the owner’s family is engaged in the firm’s operations. In our 
study there were 13 firms that shifted from being family firms in 2005 to non-family firms in 
2008, nine firms from non-family firms in 2005 to family firms in 2008, and 11 firms from 
owner operated firms in 2005 to family firms today. Only for few of the shifts, there are clear 
explanations, while for the majority there is no clear logic for why they are in another group 
today. Most of them have no change in ownership or family involvement in the 
leadership/daily activity and only a few have carried out a leadership succession.  
 
One of the respondents we interviewed by phone said that what characterizes a family firm is 
that the whole family is engaged in the business. His opinion is that it is not enough that one 
person from a family manage the firm or are the successor of the firm from an older 
generation. He had inherited the firm from his father but he didn’t consider the firm to be a 
family firm since no other family member was involved in the daily business. He also 
mentioned that there could be fears of letting the firm grow larger since it will lead to 
management problem if there are too many employees to manage.  
 
The results from our survey 2008 show that the ownership is most spread on different actors  
(looking at the four categories we use) in the category family firm, see Table 2 below. Non-
family firms have the highest degree of external ownership and in owner operated firms the 
leaders have a very high share of the ownership (consistent with the 2005 results). Surprisingly, 
the firms that in our study in 2005 were categorized as owner operated and have changed to 
family firms in the 2008 survey have an even higher share of the ownership concentrated to 
the leader.   
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Table 2: Share of ownership in the firm categories 2008 
 

Firm category/ 
Share of ownership (%) 

Non-
family 
(NF)   

Owner 
operated 
(OO)   

Family 
(FF)  

  
OO (2005) 
FF (2008) Overall 

Firm leader  26,7  74,5  53,1  81,9 46,9 
          

Parents/Children/Siblings 3,5  0,0  27,4  1,0 13,4 
         

Other relatives  0,0  0,0  5,4  0,0 2,4 
          

External   58,7  16,8  11,6  12,1 30,4 
 
No significant differences were found between the categories of firms concerning their opinion 
about what characterizes a family firm. All categories agreed that ownership within one family 
characterizes a family firm the most, followed by family involvement in the daily activities. 
According to the respondents, it is not that important that a succession has been carried out or 
that that the firm be stable (refrain from growth) for it to be a typical family firm. When asked 
to rank the four alternatives, all four groups came up with same ranking, first ownership, then 
involvement followed by succession and last stability. See results in Table 3 below. 

 
Table 3: The categories opinion about different characteristics for a family firm 
 

Firm category/ 
Characteristics 

Non-
family(NF)   

Owner 
operated 
(OO)  

 
Family 
(FF)  

OO ( 2005) 
 FF (2008) 

  
 

Overall 

Family ownership 5,9  5,6  6,1  5,4  5,9 
          

Leadership succession 4,3  4,6  4,6  4,6  4,5 
          

Family involvement  
in the daily business 

5,2  4,7  5,2  5,3  5,1 
          

Size of the firm 3,2  3,4  3,6  3,9  3,4 
The items were measured on a seven-point Likert scale from 1-7 
 
As we can see in the discussion in section 2.3 firms can have different goals. In the study we 
conducted in 2005, the respondents were asked to specify in what degree they agree or not if 
the goal with the business is giving the owners enough in return, long term survival or the 
well-being of the employees. Figure 1 below display in what extension the three categories of 
firms consider the three different goals as important.  
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Figure 1:  The three categories opinion concerning importance of different goals with the 
  business  

 
The firms consider all three goals to be important. On the seven point scale the mean value are 
5,9 as lowest. In the figure above we can see an indication that the family firms have a higher 
ambition for profitability and that the category of owner operated firms considers long-term 
survival as most important. However, there is no statistical difference between the three 
categories of firms when it comes to these two goals. For the third goal, employees well-being, 
there is a significant difference (p=0.003) between the three categories of firms. The family 
firms have a high mean value (6,43) significantly different from the mean values of the other 
categories of firms (6,08 and 6,02). The firms opinion of their performance compared to their 
competitors could be divided in four groups; profitability, costumer satisfaction, growth in sales 
volume and productivity. In the next figure the differences between the three categories of 
firms are shown for the different performance measures. 
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 Figure 2: Firms apprehension about their performance compared to their competitors.  
 
When it comes to the respondents’ opinions concerning their performance compared to their 
competitors there are no statistical differences between the three categories of firms for 
costumer satisfaction, growth in sales volume and productivity. On the other hand there is a 
difference (p=0.019) between the three categories of firms concerning firm profitability 
compared to their competitors, where family firms are higher than the other groups.  
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Our analysis of the objective data concerning the firms’ profitability does not show any 
significant difference between the groups we created 2008.  There is a tendency that the family 
firms have the highest profit margin and the owner operated firms have the lowest profit 
margin (se table below). Likewise, return on equity (ROE) tends to be higher for the category 
of firms that has changed group from owner operated firm to family firm. (See table 4 below) 
 
Table 4: Performance measure for the firm categories 2008 
 

Firm category/ 
Profitability (%) 

Non-
family 
(NF)   

Owner 
operated 
 (OO)  

 
Family 
(FF)  

OO ( 2005) 
 FF (2008) 

  
 

Overall 

Profit margin 6,6  5,1  9,7  6,1  7,8 
          

ROE (profitability for 
owners) 

25,2  18,3  27,4  28,6  25,5 
          

Growth in sales 12,8  12,3  9,8  17,6  11,7 

 
5. Discussion and Conclusions 
 
In the discussion, we will focus on three aspects that we find especially interesting. These 
aspects are 1) characteristics for the family firm definition, 2) differences between family firms 
and other firms and 3) some notes on firms changing from being a non-family firm (2005) to 
family firm (2008). After that we will offer some conclusions and ideas for future research. We 
begin with discussing characteristics for the family firm definition. 
 
The respondents in our study seem to agree that ownership within one family is the characteristic 
that most clearly “makes” a family firm followed by family involvement in the daily activities. Whether a 
succession has been carried out or not is less important for a firm to be perceived as a family 
firm and stability (growth aversion) was not at all a characteristic they linked to family firms. 
All four groups came up with same ranking, first ownership, then involvement followed by 
succession and last stability. Based upon earlier studies mentioned in section 2.1 in this paper 
we can see that it is not surprising that ownership is hold as most characteristic for a family 
firm. Most definitions for a family firm have ownership in common. Family influence is also a 
common characteristic, both Cabrera-Suaréz, De Saá-Pérez and García-Almeida (2001) and 
Emling (2000) has commented family involvement as a vital characteristic for family firms. In 
our telephone interviews several respondents mentioned the importance of family involvement 
in a firm for the firm to be a family firm. One possible explanation to why succession is not so 
highly ranked could be in line with what Malone (1989) points out. Namely, that we can not 
assume that every leader in family firms wants the firm to continue as a family firm. A family 
firm can survive in other ways than through succession, it can be sold to someone else and 
continue as a “new” family firm or a non-family firm. However, it can’t survive as the original 
family firm without a succession. Finally, since a lot of studies have pointed out that family 
firms do consider financial success as an important goal of the firm (and the family firms indeed 
perform well in comparison to other firms) it is not surprising that stability was ranked as the 
least important characteristic.       
 
Turning to differences between family firms and other firms, the results from our study in 2005 
show that family firms was the category of firms with the oldest firms and also the category of 
firms who to a high degree consider that it is important with employee wellbeing. None of these two 
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results are especially surprising when looking at earlier research within this field. For instance 
Tagiuri and Davis (1992) and also Emling (2000) have published results indicating that family 
firms to a higher degree than other firms have goals that focus on social characteristics besides 
financial characteristics. Considering earlier research showing that family firms have a stronger 
long-term perspective and that their goals often are wider than maximizing the owner’s capital 
(Chua, Chrisman & Steier, 2003), we did not expect to find that family firms considered 
themselves as more profitable than their competitors. One possible explanation to why family firms 
are both the category of firms where we have the oldest firms and also the most profitable 
could be connected to Dyer´s (1986) result. That is, successful firms survive in the long run. 
Another possible explanation could be found in the knowledge of the leader/founder in a 
family firm – it could be a source of competitiveness (Cabrera-Suaréz, De Saá-Pérez & García-
Almeida, 2001). There were no significant differences between the three categories regarding 
objective performance data. However, the tendency is that family firms are more profitable 
than other firms. 
 
For the third aspect, we created a fourth group in our analysis consisting of firms that had 
changed from the category owner-operated firm to family firm between the year 2005 and 
2008.  We can’t see any specific pattern as an explanation to why they changed the way they 
perceive the firm. One possible explanation can be in line with what the telephone interviews 
pointed out, that is, it’s neither the family members’ ownership percentage in a company nor 
the fact that a person has “inherited” the firm from a relative that is the main characteristic for 
a family firm. The fact that one son/daughter is involved in a leadership transition is not 
enough, it should be more than one family member involved in the daily activities of the firm. 
For this reason, a small change in ownership can influence whether the respondent considers 
the firm to be a family firm or not.  
 
To conclude, the firms in our study came to an agreement concerning the perception of what 
characterizes a family firm. In spite of this, it does not seem to be so easy for the respondents to 
decide whether their firm is a family firm or not. As we have shown several respondents have 
changed their view of their firms between the years of 2005 and 2008 without any visible 
reason. All firms in our study, regardless of their category agree on what characterizes a family 
firm. Majority ownership within one family is the most important characteristic, followed by 
family involvement, succession and stability. Our results also show that family firms are the oldest 
category of firms and they are the category of firms that in a high degree consider that it is important 
with employee wellbeing. These results were not as surprising as the result showing that family 
firms considered themselves as more profitable than their competitors. Another interesting result we 
found was that some firms had a different view of their firm today than 2005, this result show 
how difficult it is to come to a generally accepted definition of family firms, even if the 
respondents agree on what characterizes a family firm it is a family firm or not.  
   
For future research, it would be interesting to do an in depth study of the firms that have 
changed from being owner operated firm in 2005 to family firm in 2008 and interview the 
leaders to find out if there is any pattern explaining why they perceive the firm to be in 
another category today than 2005. Then we might get more information about what it is that 
makes the leader of a firm change the perception of his or her firm. However, the family firm 
will most certainly continue to be elusive, but we might get more knowledge that we can use 
to pin it down with. 
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