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Abstract

Purpose –The purpose of this article is to provide a comprehensive understanding of the roots of family firms’
competitive advantages by defining and testing the familiness learning mechanisms that emerge from the
interaction between family and firm. Because family members are economically, emotionally and socially
attached to the firm, family firms are expected to be able to develop unique and difficult to imitate learning
mechanisms related to family firm value creation.
Design/methodology/approach – This study operationalizes and tests the concept of the familiness
learning mechanism using a sample of nonlisted Spanish family firms. The sample is analyzed using the
structural equation modeling method.
Findings – Results show that family firms’ ability to accumulate internal and external knowledge, integrate
social knowledge, as well as create and retain socioemotional knowledge forms the concept of the familiness
learning mechanism, and the authors show what implications it might have for family firm value creation.
Originality/value – By using the dynamic capabilities approach, this article highlights the importance of the
knowledge and learning derived from family involvement in the firm. The creation of learning mechanisms
occurs because of the close relationships between family members and their simultaneous participation in the
family and in the company systems, which creates a unique contextwherein knowledge and learning emerge in
an idiosyncratic manner.

Keywords Familiness learning mechanism, Knowledge accumulation, Social knowledge integration,

Socioemotional knowledge retention, Family firm

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Family business scholars generally assume that the mere presence of family members in the
ownership, management and governance spheres (i.e. the demographic approach) can proxy
the resources and capabilities derived from family involvement in the firm. In an effort to
address this limitation, family firm scholars have focused on defining (Habbershon and
Williams, 1999), analyzing (Huybrechts et al., 2011) and testing (Frank et al., 2017) the family
firm’s unique bundle of resources (familiness). Despite the importance of this research stream
for measuring and capturing the resources and capabilities to emerge from family and
business interaction, research on familiness hasmainly been supported by a static rationality
grounded on the resource-based approach which considers familiness as a stock of resources,
while ignoring the family effect as a learning mechanism. As a result, we pose the following
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research questions: How do family firms build their familiness learning mechanism? Is the
familiness learning mechanism related to family firm value creation?

Family resources are necessary, yet by themselves are not sufficient conditions for family
firms to develop competitive advantages because they need to be managed effectively
(Sirmon and Hitt, 2003) and the organization must develop learning mechanisms in order to
sustain them. Stemming from the dynamic capabilities approach (Zollo andWinter, 2002), we
argue that the root of family firm competitive advantage resides in the learning mechanisms
to emerge from the interaction between family and firm. Specifically, we theorize that
learning mechanisms in family firms occur at both business and family level. While the
learning processes occurs on a continuum that allows the firm to possess key mechanisms to
respond to business and market complexities (Duarte et al., 2019), in family firms, family
members, who are economically, emotionally and socially attached to the firm, are expected to
be able to develop unique and difficult to imitate learning mechanisms. We develop a
conceptual model of familiness learning mechanisms, defined as the family organizational
routines that can purposely create, extend and/or modify the unique set of resources and
capabilities derived from the interaction between the family, its individual members and the
firm, by articulating three main dimensions: internal/external knowledge accumulation,
social knowledge integration and socioemotional knowledge retention.

Consequently, this article aims to empirically test the concept of the familiness learning
mechanism in an effort to address the paucity of empirical studies and so analyze dynamic
capabilities in family businesses (Park et al., 2019). To operationalize the concept in the
context of family firms, we use the factor analysis technique and a second-generation
technique, partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM). We combine
confirmatory and structural analyses (Hair et al., 2012) to explore and test the dimensions of
the familiness learning mechanism. By using a Spanish sample of family firms, our empirical
analysis confirms the proposed three-dimensional concept of the familiness learning
mechanism – internal/external knowledge accumulation, social knowledge integration and
socioemotional knowledge retention as well as its implications for value creation in
family firms.

This article has several theoretical and methodological implications. First, this study
contributes to the current discussion surrounding the dynamic capability approach in the
strategic management of family business research (Daspit et al., 2018) and it sheds new light
which aims to respond to the call made by Zollo andWinter (2002) concerning the limitations
of current knowledge vis-�a-vis knowing where dynamic capabilities come from. In this sense,
in the family firm context, our empirical test shows that the familiness learning mechanism is
formed by the overlap between family and firm in terms of internal/external knowledge
accumulation, social knowledge integration, and socioemotional knowledge retention and its
relationship with family firm value creation. Second, this article attempts to address the
current need in the family business field to develop operational concepts (Pearson and
Lumpkin, 2011) so as to gain theoretical insights. In this sense, and in empirical terms, this
research selects and combines a set of measures and defines specific methods to validate the
concept of familiness learning mechanism. Finally, this article also makes practical
contributions. The proposed model of familiness learning mechanism could help business
families and consultants to better understand where competitive advantages lie and how
family and business overlapping may create the learning mechanisms that business families
need to manage and, most importantly, hand down from one generation to another.

The article is organized as follows. First, we introduce the theoretical background related
to family firm learning mechanisms; second, we explain the methodology used to test the
familiness learning mechanism concept; third, we present the results, and finish with the
discussion and conclusion.
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2. Theoretical approach
What makes a firm a family firm is not only family participation in the ownership,
governance and management arenas but also the specific resources and capabilities that
emerge from the interaction between family and firm. These resources and capabilities are
placed under the general umbrella of the resource-based approach and are referred to as
familiness. Familiness is defined as “the unique bundle of resources a particular firm has
because of system interaction between the family, its individual members, and the firm”
(Habbershon and Williams, 1999, p. 11).

However, the competitive advantages of family firms not only come from familiness, which is
the resources that are unique, rare, inimitable and nonsubstitutable, but also from the capacity or
capability (Amit and Schoemaker, 1993) to create, accumulate or recombine familiness resources
with other resources (physical, human and organizational) into new sources of competitive
advantage (Basco et al., 2019). These capacities, called dynamic capabilities, represent “the
learned and stable pattern of collective activity through which the organization systematically
generates and modifies its operating routines in pursuit of improved effectiveness” (Zollo and
Winter, 2002, p. 340). Consequently, dynamic capabilities focus on the learning mechanisms that
shape operational routines. Extending this to the context of family firms, learning processes are
affected by the interaction between family and firm.

Even though the dynamic capability approach is among the most influential perspectives
in management research (Schilke et al., 2018), in the family business field the dynamic
capability approach remains underutilized (Daspit et al., 2018) [1] and current research is
fragmented. The dynamic capability approach is an adequate framework for family business
research, since dynamic capabilities are based on knowledge (Foss, 2005). In the case of
family businesses, knowledge and how to manage it, is particularly distinctive compared to
nonfamily firms due to the history of common life, affective commitment and family member
attachment to the firm (Chirico and Salvato, 2008). There is an overlap between family and
business that allows internal/external knowledge accumulation, social integration and
retention to be carried out in a particular way, thereby enabling routines that support the
learning process to be developed (Duarte and Kok, 2018).

From the dynamic capabilities approach, the familiness learning mechanism can thus be
defined as family organizational routines which can purposely create, extend or modify the
unique set of resources and capabilities found in a family firm, and which stem from the
interaction between the family, its individual members and the firm. Thus, this firm’s specific
capacity to perceive opportunities and threats allows it to take advantage of opportunities and,
finally, to maintain the firm’s competitiveness by improving, combining, protecting and, when
necessary, reconfiguring the business and its tangible as well as intangible assets (Chirico and
Nordqvist, 2010). This familiness learning mechanism relates to the dynamic component that is
linked to the family firm’s ability to secure strategic generation, strategic adjustment,
evolutionary adaptation and wealth creation across generations of the family firm.

We propose that the familiness learning mechanism is a multidimensional formative
construct composed of three dimensions: internal and external knowledge accumulation,
social knowledge integration [2] and socioemotional knowledge retention (Figure 1).

2.1 Internal and external knowledge accumulation
Knowledge accumulation is a process that increases individuals’ knowledge within the firm
and helps to increase the latter’s stock of knowledge. It is accomplished through a complex
system of interactions among participants, both inside and outside the organization (Nonaka
and Takeuchi, 1995). The accumulation of knowledge is an initial organizational learning
mechanism underlying the generation of dynamic capabilities. In family firms, knowledge
accumulation is manifested in the wisdom and skills that family members have acquired and
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developed through education and experience, both inside and outside the firm (Chirico, 2008).
Consistent with Chirico (2008), in family firms, knowledge is better accumulated when family
members interact in the firm, are committed to the firm, and participate in “in-house” training
courses, all of which enables unique internal knowledge to be generated, created and
developed. Nevertheless, internal knowledge must be combined with external knowledge,
which happens when family members participate in formal or informal training outside the
firm andwhen talented nonfamilymanagers are incorporated into the firm. Consequently, the
knowledge acquired outside the family firm, when shared and transferred over time within
the firm, generates positive advantages for family firm management (Chirico, 2007).

2.2 Social knowledge integration
Knowledge integration represents the collective process through which different pieces of
specialized knowledge, which the individual possesses, are recombined (Chirico and Salvato,
2008) in order to generate collective knowledge and learning. The way that family members
integrate both firm and family knowledge and how this is subsequently transferred through
generations is crucial to firm survivability. Social knowledge integration is dependent on
internal social capital, emotional commitment and relational conflicts (Enberg, 2007).

Internal social capital concerns the current and potential resources that emerge from the
network of relationships possessed by individuals (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998) within an
organization. Internal social capital encompasses interaction among participants, network
ties, trusted relationships, as well as common values and beliefs that facilitate access to large
sources of information (Adler andKwon, 2002) and reduce the time needed to gather, organize
and systematize the information required to make decisions. According to Nahapiet and
Ghoshal (1998), working together enhances information transmission and allows knowledge
absorption among organizational members. Close physical and cognitive proximity, as well
as close interaction, facilitates internal learning, allowing family members to integrate
information and renew the family firm’s capabilities. Thus, when the knowledge has been
assimilated, the family is likely to improve a firm’s ability to combine and exploit this
knowledge (Anders�en, 2015). It is the family involvement in the firm which provides specific
behavioral and social resources (Pearson et al., 2008). The family structure implicitly
possesses the relational and cognitive dimensions characterized by common goals, norms,

Figure 1.
“The familiness
learning mechanism”
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values and experiences which emerge because of kinship relationships. The structure of the
family firm, based on the close interaction of ties and mutual trust, thus promotes strong
social relationships, which in turn, allows family members to easily integrate their individual
expertise and to promote action (Chirico and Salvato, 2008), thereby nurturing the resources
and dynamic capabilities owned by the family firm.

Affective commitment is based on an individual’s emotional attachment to, identification
with and involvement in the organization (Meyer andAllen, 1991). As a result, employeeswho
have a strong affective commitment stay with their organization because they wish to do so
(Allen and Meyer, 1996). Thus, the emotional component of commitment captures the
affection or fondness for the organization which can be reflected in the extent to which a
person belonging to the workforce identifies with the firm (Vallejo, 2009). Due to family-firm
interaction based on tie kinship, affective commitment is particularly important in family
firms (Herscovitch and Meyer, 2002). Specifically, social integration of knowledge and
learning in family firms can be strongly influenced by the emotional commitment of family
members to the organization. The affective component of commitment allows family
members to identify and align with family firm values. In particular, common work
experiences make employees feel psychologically comfortable (Allen and Meyer, 1996),
enabling family members to enhance their competences, skills and personal traits such as
autonomy, independence and responsibility. Affective commitment encourages individuals
to work cooperatively (Herscovitch and Meyer, 2002), promotes social knowledge integration
(Beckhard and Dyer, 1983), generates joint or common mindsets as well as strong
organizational identity to align between organizational and individual goals, in addition to
generating a sense of fairness. All of this speeds up decision making, provides for strategic
flexibility, increases long-term oriented relationships, and promotes a collective ability to
pursue new opportunities and respond to threats in the competitive environment (Zahra
et al., 2008).

Emotional or relational conflicts may result from interpersonal emotional
incompatibilities among actors within a group (Jehn, 1995). This reduces mutual
understanding, limits competitiveness and causes negative emotional aspects, such as
irritation, suspicion and resentment among the members of an organization (Jehn, 1997). In
the family firm, intense family member interaction, both in the family and in the firm coupled
with the existence of close emotional ties to the family firm, are a potential breeding ground
for relational conflicts. Relational conflicts are caused by family evolution and firm
development. Family members might have different motivations, values, skills, interests,
priorities and levels of closeness in the workplace, which may add to possible disagreements
concerning decisions, objectives and other critical aspects of the firm (Gersick et al., 1997).
Relational conflict may weaken the potential benefits of group interaction, curtail the
effectiveness and efficiency of the organization (Nos�e et al., 2017), and therefore delay the
integration of individual knowledge (Chirico and Salvato, 2008), the learning process, and the
generation of dynamic capabilities. Finally, conflicts in relationships lead family members to
fight with one another, rather than to take advantage of the combined use of their knowledge.
This results in a lack of family member willingness to share firm information, thereby
limiting the growth and performance of the family firm.

2.3 Socioemotional knowledge retention
Socioemotional wealth is defined as “the nonfinancial aspects of the firm that meet the
family’s affective needs, such as identity, the ability to exercise family influence, and the
perpetuation of family dynasty” (G�omez-Mej�ıa et al., 2007). This endowment is created by a
mechanism that drives familymembers and stakeholders to share values, beliefs and ideas. In
this sense, socioemotional knowledge retention is the common base for group learning and
the way to consolidate robust capabilities (Weimann et al., 2020). Family and firm are linked
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by social and emotional aspects which are created by family owners and ipso facto owners
who project their identity onto the organization (Berrone et al., 2010). In this context, decisions
are taken by combining economic and noneconomic objectives, expectations and priorities
(G�omez-Mej�ıa et al., 2011) which generate specific firm- and family orientation (Basco and
P�erez Rodr�ıguez, 2009). Thus, building and using socioemotional wealth can enhance family
resources and capabilities in the firm and can reconfigure company operational routines
(Cepeda and Vera, 2005). Socioemotional wealth, as a family firm learning mechanism,
comprises the emotional attachment of family members (Allen and Meyer, 1990; Eddleston
and Kellermanns, 2007) and the binding social ties (Cruz et al., 2010; Miller et al., 2009).

Emotional attachment, Bretherton (1985), broadly defines attachment as an emotional tie
or psychological bond to a specific object. In this sense, emotional attachment denotes how
closely an individual identifies with a group (Paxton and Moody, 2003). Emotional
attachment includes a sense of belonging as a key element in an individual’s categorical
identity, demonstrating that person’s cognitive connection to a group (Hogg, 1992) and an
individual’s positive feeling about suchmembership (Bollen andHoyle, 1990). In family firms,
the emotional factors stemming from family involvement are a distinctive attribute
(Eddleston and Kellermanns, 2007). The emotional attachment of family members to the firm
is generated through personal bonding, a common history and past experiences, which
influence the development of activities as well as current and future relationships (Berrone
et al., 2012), and strengthen family member bonds with the firm, thereby promoting both
economic and noneconomic learning. In this context, emotional attachment can promote
family member willingness to share experiences and knowledge and thus generate the
necessary capabilities to achieve the firm’s objectives over time.

Social bonds are built from social networks, which are the key elements in relationships, at
both organizational as well as personal levels, in embedded local firms (Johannisson, 1995).
Social networks are built and developed through face-to face interaction (Adler and Kwon,
2002). Networks exert a major influence on the firm (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1995) given that
they are the basis of a rich information exchange that enables firms to learn about new
alliance and market opportunities with reliable partners (Gulati, 1999). In a family firm
context, social bonds are a distinguishing feature because of family member proximity to the
community. The embeddedness of the firm within the special context provides particular
kinds of conditions for establishing networks and connections. Indeed, reciprocal ties within
family firms are not confined exclusively to family members but are likely to extend to a
broader set of stakeholders (Miller et al., 2009): community (Arregle et al., 2007), employees,
customers (Uhlaner, 2006) and suppliers. For example, long-term relationships with suppliers
and customers based on mutual trust make it possible to develop mechanisms to exchange
knowledge and to create bridges that connect the firm to its environment.

In summary, we propose that the combination of internal and external knowledge
accumulation, social knowledge integration and socioemotional knowledge retention create
the conditions to facilitate the unique and difficult to imitate learning mechanisms in the
family firm and, consequently, are a source of family firm value creation.

3. Methodology
3.1 Data collection and description of the sample
We focus our research on the Spanish context to test the research model. In Spain,
approximately 90% of Spanish firms can be considered family firms, and contribute nearly
60% of the country’s gross value added as well as accounting for two-thirds of private
employment (Instituto de la Empresa Familiar, 2015). In addition, the majority of Spanish
family firms correspond to companies that are not listed on the stock exchange andwhich are
deeply rooted in their communities. From an academic point of view, Spain has a network of
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family business chairs that extends through most universities at a national level.
Furthermore, there is a territorial organization set up through associations that group
together family businesses by autonomous regions and which depend on the Spanish Family
Business Institute at the central level. These characteristics of the Spanish family business
system make it a worldwide reference. These aspects were important for this research, since
they enabled us to draw on the support of both the Chair of Family Business at the University
of Valladolid and the Castilla y Le�on Association of Family Business, in Spain.

Based on the proposed conceptual model of familiness learning mechanisms, listed
companies were excluded, because they generally do not maintain the characteristics of
familiarity that characterized them in their early stages, and which has been diluted as their
ownership has gradually been segmented (Basco and P�erez Rodr�ıguez, 2009), thereby
limiting the opportunity for family-business relational ties. In particular, we target nonlisted
medium and large family firms, as there is less research on this segment of family firms, with
some 80% of research having focused on listed family firms (Sharma and Carney, 2012).

We select our sample of family firms using the criteria of “the involvement of the family in
the firm” used in prior studies (Basco and P�erez Rodr�ıguez, 2011). Consequently, firms need to
have one of the following two characteristics to be considered a family firm: (1) family
members must participate in firm ownership (at least 50% of shares must be in family hands)
and (2) family members must participate in the governance or in management bodies. We
apply these restrictions to the 5,000 largest firms in Spain (Actualidad Econ�omica, 2012).
These criteria are met by 1,656 firms.

The survey was prepared in accordance with the literature review related to the study
variables included in the research model and was validated in accordance with standard
procedures. On the first page of the survey, participants were told that all the information
provided would be treated anonymously and confidentially and only used for research
purposes. Participants were thus guaranteed total anonymity and confidentiality.

Surveys were sent and received between May and September 2013. A total of 135 surveys
were received, representing a response rate of 8.15%. This response rate is similar to that
obtained in other studies into family firms (Lindow et al., 2010). There were 125 valid surveys,
of which we eliminated 17 because they were identified as nonfamily firms and a further six
because they were listed firms, finally resulting in 102 useable surveys.

The useful surveys fitted the research objectives, as 100% of the sample corresponds to
unlisted family businesses in accordance with our first restriction. In addition, and in relation
to our second restriction, 99% of respondents stated that their firms are family-owned, with
the presence of family members on their management boards (95%) and on their boards of
directors (98%). Furthermore, 93% of them expect the future CEO of their firm to be a family
member. These aspects are included in the operational definition used of family business
(family member involvement in ownership, running and management, and the intention of
transgenerational family control).

In order to check for nonresponse bias, we divided the sample into three groups and
compared the first responses received with those who responded to the survey last. The
underlying assumption is that those who responded later are similar to those who did not
respond at all. The completed ANOVA shows statistically insignificant differences between
early and late respondents at a 99% level of significance. Thus, we can confirm that there are
no problems with regard to nonresponse bias.

Common method bias could be a potential problem because the predictor and criterion
variables were obtained from the same source, as is the case for our database (Podsakoff et al.,
2012). Therefore, we first tried to control for common method bias through procedural
remedies, specifically when the questionnaires were prepared and during data collection. In
addition to these procedural mechanisms, we used a statistical procedure to control for
potential commonmethod biases following the suggestions of Podsakoff et al. (2003). First, we
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ran a factor analysis (Harman’s single-factor test) by introducing all the variables
(independent, dependent and control variables). No method factor emerged, leading us to
the conclusion that common method bias is not a problem in this study; i.e. there is no single
factor that accounts for the majority of the variance and there is no single general factor that
accounts for the majority of variance among variables.

As regards respondents, they were mainly presidents of the board of directors (41%) and
CEOs (31%), with 86% of them belonging to the owner’s family firm and only 8% having no
ownership of the firm. Of all the respondents, 94% believe that the firm is a family firm and
93% wish the future president of the firm to be a family member. The sample obtained was
100% unlisted family firms participating in the manufacturing industry (43%) and services
industry (29%). As for their longevity, 28.4% of firms in the sample are aged less than 25
years, and 55.9% have been in the market for ages between 26 and 75 years. As regards size,
34.3% of firms have between 51 and 250 employees and 51.9% have over 250 employees.

3.2 Items, dimensions and constructs
The construct of familiness learning mechanism is formed (formative construct) by three
dimensions: internal/external knowledge accumulation, social knowledge integration and
socioemotional knowledge retention. In addition to these three dimensions, we include the
organizational effectiveness and perceived firm performance dimensions in the testingmodel
in order to validate the concept of the familiness learning mechanism.

3.2.1 Familiness learning mechanism. Internal and external knowledge accumulation. This
first-order factor includes knowledge accumulation processes adapted to family firms and
proposed by Chirico (2008). The internal knowledge dimension is measured using a single
item related to the family members who work in the firm and who attend practical training
courses within the family firm. The external knowledge dimension is measured by using two
items: (1) family members working in the firm who attend academic courses or practical
training courses outside the firm and (2) the family firm being willing to hire nonfamily
member executives. These items were measured using the Likert 1–5 scale.

Social knowledge integration. Social knowledge integration is a second order factor made
up of three first-order dimensions. First, for the internal social capital dimension, we adapted
the scale proposed by Carr et al. (2011). Items identify family members in the firm who were
partners when the firm’s global decision-making strategy was planned, who share a vision of
what the future of the firm should be, and who have a common view of the firm’s mission.
Second, for the affective commitment dimension, we adapted the scale proposed byAllen and
Meyer (1990). The items identify family members in the firm (1) who feel that their work is
challenging and exciting; (2) who know what is expected of them, (3) who feel that the firm
does what it commits to do; (4) who perceive a feeling of equity between effort and
compensation and (5) who participate in the decision-making process, taking into
consideration the firm’s work and rules. Finally, relational conflicts were measured with
the scale proposed by Jehn (1995). Items identify family members in the firm who have
personal problems, apparent behavioral conflicts, who feel tension in relationships,
frequently disagree with the opinions of the CEO, are often in conflict with the different
opinions presented in the firm, who question the work that each family member does in the
firm, and who have different opinions concerning the firm.

3.2.1.1 Socioemotional knowledge retention.Emotional attachment.Emotional attachment
is measured by adapting the scales proposed by O’Reilly and Chatman (1986); Allen and
Meyer (1990); Carlock andWard (2001); andEddleston andKellermanns (2007). Items identify
familymembers working in the firm for whom (1) protecting the welfare of familymembers is
essential, apart from the personal contributions made to the firm; (2) the bond ties between
family members are very strong and (3) emotional considerations are as important as
economic considerations.
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Social bonds.We measure social bonds by adapting the scales proposed by Miller and Le
Breton-Miller (2005); Miller et al. (2009) and Cruz et al. (2010). Items identify a family firm’s
relationship with the community, where family members state that (1) relationships with
suppliers, customers and employees are based primarily on trust and norms of reciprocity; (2)
cooperation with other companies, professional associations, foundations, etc. is important
and (3) suppliers’ contracts are based on long-term relationships.

3.2.2 Dependent variables. Organizational effectiveness. This variable is built in line with
the micro-fundamentals proposed by Teece (2007). Items attempt to identify organizational
effectiveness through the development of permanent organizational activities and processes
stemming from the firm’s learning and knowledge capabilities. The items used are thus
related to continuous development: (1) internal research and development activities, (2)
activities aimed at identifying changes in customer needs, (3) processes designed to take
advantage of technological developments, (4) adaptation processes for the businessmodel, (5)
activities such as job rotation, regular multilevel meetings, information bulletins/blogs,
configuration of multifunctional teams and (6) processes of resource adaptation to take
advantage of new opportunities. These routines have been recognized as evidence of
organizational effectiveness (Zheng et al., 2010).

Perceived firm performance. Performance is assessed with the subjective measurement of
performance. This measurement was necessary because the firms in our sample were all
closely held and because willingness to report objective data could not be guaranteed (Love
et al., 2002). We adapted the items proposed by Barnett et al. (2009) and used four
performance-related questions regarding how respondents would rate their firm’s
performance compared to its competitors in (1) growth in sales, (2) growth in market
share, (3) growth in number of employees and (4) in return on investment.

3.3 Model estimation
To test the concept of the familiness learning mechanism, we estimate a multidimensional
concept comprising internal and external knowledge accumulation, social knowledge
integration and socioemotional knowledge retention, making up three steps. First, we
conduct an exploratory factor analysis using principal component analysis and a varimax
rotation. The aim of this first step is to explore the underlying structures of the items and to
determine the dimensions that emerge from the data. We use varimax rotation to clearly
identify the constructs. Second, through confirmatory factor analysis, we create the first-
order constructs (internal and external knowledge accumulation, internal social capital,
affective commitment, relational conflicts, emotional attachment and social bonds), second-
order constructs (internal/external knowledge accumulation, social knowledge integration
and socioemotional knowledge retention) and the third-order construct (familiness learning
mechanism). PLS-SEM is used to analyze the construct validity of the dimensions that emerge
from the factor analysis, given its strength as an exploratory technique.

Third, following the partial least squares model of structural equations (PLS), we validate
our model in which we introduce the dependent dimensions (organizational effectiveness and
perceived firm performance) to test the consequences of the familiness learning mechanism
construct. The measurement and structural parameters are estimated via an iterative
procedure that combines simple and multiple regressions by traditional ordinary least
squares, thus avoiding any distributional assumption of the observed variables.
Consequently, PLS does not suffer from the indeterminacy problems associated with other
modeling techniques and does not require data normality (Wittmann et al., 2009). All first-
order constructs are reflective. As regards the second-order factors, while two of them
(knowledge accumulation and socioemotional knowledge retention) are reflective, social
knowledge integration is formative. Finally, the concept of familiness learning mechanism is
modeled as a formative third-order construct.
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We use PLS to validate our model (Ringle et al., 2005) (see Figure 2). PLS-SEM is
increasingly being used in the administration, strategy andmarketing research fields (Bontis
et al., 2007; Drengner et al., 2008; Gruber et al., 2010; Sattler et al., 2010) as well as for family
firms (Segaro et al., 2014; Vallejo, 2009). Recent studies stress the usefulness of the PLSmodel
as a research tool in the field of family firms (Binz et al., 2014; Sarstedt et al., 2014). It is more
suitable for early stages of theory development and can support exploratory and
confirmatory research (Premkumar and Bhattacherjee, 2008), fundamental complex
research, as well as studies in which theoretical knowledge is scarce (Wold, 1982). The
software used is Smart PLS 2.0 (Ringle et al., 2005).

The estimation process using PLS is completed through simple and multiple regressions.
To run PLS regressions, the samplemustmeet the requirements of themost complexmultiple
regression (Barclay et al., 1995), which is determined by multiplying by 10 the highest result
of (1) the number of indicators of the most complex formative construct or (2) the highest
number of structural paths directed toward any of the model’s constructs (Chin, 1998). Our
sample of 102 observations is suitable for the estimation process. Before the structural model
estimation is completed, confirmatory factor analysis is conducted to verify themeasurement
model of the familiness learning mechanism.

4. Results
4.1 Exploratory factor analysis
In order to obtain good item reliability, the loadmust be higher than 0.7 (Carmines and Zeller,
1979). For each of the six factors, all loadings are above 0.7, with the exception of two in the

Figure 2.
Structural model
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social bonds construct, which have loads close to 0.7, a measurement still considered
acceptable in the early stages of theory development (Chin, 1998) (Table 1).

4.2 Confirmatory factor analysis
First-order factor confirmatory analysis. Confirmatory factor analysis supports the
measurement model by clearly identifying the constructs (first-order analysis) that make
up the family firm learningmechanism. In PLS, the reflective indicators are determined by the
construct and covariate at this level (Hulland, 1999). Table 2 summarizes the parameters of
first-order confirmatory factor analysis. The measurement model is evaluated by studying
each item’s reliability, internal consistency as well as convergent validity and discriminant
validity (Rold�an and Leal, 2003). The internal reliability of each item is determined by item
loadings and is expressed as the percentage of item variance relative to the construct. As
observed in the exploratory factor analysis, all loadings are above 0.7, with the exception of
two in the social bonds construct, which have loads close to 0.7.

The internal consistency of the constructs is evaluated by determining Cronbach’s alpha
and composite reliability. The indicators exceed 0.7 for Cronbach’s alpha and 0.8 for
composite reliability, indicating that bothmeasurements are acceptable (Nunnally, 1978). The
convergent validity of the construct is expressed in the degree that all the items in a construct
are measured by the same concept and is evaluated by examining the average variance
extracted (AVE). In our analysis, the AVE indicator exceeds the 0.5 recommended by Fornell

Factor 1:
relation
conflict

Factor 2:
affective

commitment

Factor 3:
internal
social
capital

Factor 4:
emotional
attachment

Factor 5:
internal

knowledge
accumulation

Factor 6:
external

knowledge
accumulation

Factor 7:
social
bonds

Cronbach’s
alpha
coefficients

0.894 0.825 0.785 0.748 – 0.523 0.537

Explained
variance

0.30 0.11 0.09 0.07 – 0.07 0.05

Items
Relcon_1 0.862
Relcon_2 0.835
Relcon_3 0.802
Relcon_4 0.732
Relcon_5 0.803
Relcon_6 0.737
Relcon_7 0.702
Affcom_1 0.722
Affcom_2 0.786
Affcom_3 0.819
Affcom_4 0.734
Affcom_5 0.772
Intsoccap_1 0.814
Intsoccap_2 0.858
Intsoccap_3 0.835
Emoatt_1 0.817
Emoatt_2 0.785
Emoatt_3 0.844
Intknoacc_1 1.000
Extknoacc_1 0.879
Extknoacc_2 0.758
Socbon_1 0.691
Socbon_2 0.819
Socbon_3 0.642

Table 1.
Factor analysis
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Construct/indicator
Factor
loading / t-statistic

Composite
reliability AVE

Cronbach’s
alpha

Internal social capital 0.874 0.700 0.785
Intsoccap_1 0.814 15.701
Intsoccap_2 0.858 26.529
Intsoccap_3 0.835 17.340

Affective commitment 0.877 0.589 0.825
Affcom_1 0.722 10.275
Affcom_2 0.786 16.470
Affcom_3 0.819 25.339
Affcom_4 0.734 14.401
Affcom_5 0.772 18.494

Relational conflict 0.917 0.614 0.894
Relcon_1 0.862 25.039
Relcon_2 0.835 24.813
Relcon_3 0.802 13.754
Relcon_4 0.732 10.778
Relcon_5 0.803 16.964
Relcon_6 0.737 14.942
Relcon_7 0.702 11.389

Internal knowledge
accumulation

– – –

Intknoacc_1 1.000 –

External knowledge
accumulation
Extknoacc_1 0.879 39.766

0.803 0.673 0.523

Extknoacc_2 0.758 8.209
Social bonds 0.792 0.520 0.537
Socbon_1 0.691 4.032
Socbon_2 0.819 7.994
Socbon_3 0.642 3.859

Emotional attachment 0.856 0.665 0.748
Emoatt_1 0.817 19.865
Emoatt_2 0.785 18.649
Emoatt_3 0.844 18.278

Organizational effectiveness 0.913 0.637 0.888
Orgeff_1 0.712 9.035
Orgeff_2 0.890 18.989
Orgeff_3 0.802 9.932
Orgeff_4 0.801 14.578
Orgeff_5 0.693 6.219
Orgeff_6 0.872 14.675

Perceived firm performance 0.879 0.647 0.822
Perfirper _1 0.930 5.788
Perfirper _2 0.807 4.810
Perfirper _3 0.670 3.596
Perfirper _4 0.790 4.941

Table 2.
First-order
confirmatory factor
analysis
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and Larcker (1981) (Table 2). Discriminant validity is evaluated by examining the degree to
which the square root of the AVE is higher than the corelated interconstruct (Table 3).

Second-order confirmatory factor analysis. Confirmatory factor analysis supports the
measurement model by identifying the representative factors of the learning mechanisms
(second-order analysis). The constructs of internal/external knowledge accumulation and
social knowledge integration are modeled formatively, and socioemotional knowledge
retention is modeled reflectively. We follow the same analysis sequence. Table 4 shows that
outer weights which belong to their respective dimensions of each learning mechanism are
significant, confirming that the fit of the formative measurement model is good. The outer
loadings confirm the same fit for socioemotional knowledge creation. Next, we check for
multicollinearity using the variance inflation factor (VIF). The values are below 5, indicating
no collinearity concerns.

Third-order confirmatory factor analysis. Confirmatory factor analysis supports the
measurement model by clearly identifying the representative factors of the familiness
learning mechanism (third-order analysis). The results of the analysis show that outer
weights are significant, confirming the fit of the reflective model – Table 4. The VIF values
indicate there are no collinearity concerns.

4.3 Structural model
Figure 2 shows the explained variance (R2) in the dependent constructs and the β path
coefficients for the model. In line with Chin (1998), bootstrapping (1,000 samples) is used to
generate standard errors and t-statistics. TheR2 values for the dependent variables are 0.113,
and 0.036 for organizational effectiveness and perceived firm performance, respectively.
Figure 2 shows that the familiness learning mechanism positively and significantly
influences ordinary capabilities with a coefficient of 0.335 (t 5 4.415) and perceived firm
performance with a coefficient of 0.190 (t 5 2.329).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Affective
commitment

0.767

2. Perceived firm
performance

0.164 0.804

3. Emotional
attachment

�0.755 �0.034 0.815

4. Internal social
capital

0.011 �0.029 �0.068 0.837

5. Internal
knowledge
accumulation

�0.331 0.152 0.441 �0.027 1.000

6. External
knowledge
accumulation

�0.476 0.001 0.679 0.002 0.615 0.820

7. Organizational
effectiveness

�0.006 0.222 �0.030 �0.030 0.177 �0.023 0.798

8. Relational
conflict

0.222 0.370 �0.054 0.535 �0.053 �0.001 �0.058 0.784

9. Social bonds �0.753 �0.024 0.797 �0.011 0.436 0.682 �0.024 �0.023 0.721

Note(s): Diagonal elements are the square root of AVE

Table 3.
First-order construct

correlations and
average variance
extracted (AVE)
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5. Discussion and conclusion
Previous research on family firms suggests that family participation in the firm is the source
of idiosyncratic resources and capabilities (Habbershon and Williams, 1999). However, the
way these resources and capabilities are produced and handed down from generation to
generation requires further inquiry. The resources and capabilities created by the
interactions between family and firm (familiness) do not fully explain the internal
mechanisms that really occur within family business boundaries. The firm needs to be
able to generate dynamic capabilities through its learning mechanisms so that the family
firm’s resources can be created and recombined. In this sense, our research seeks to
theoretically position and empirically test the concept of the familiness learning mechanism.
Following Daspit et al. (2018), we use the dynamic capabilities approach in the proposed
conceptualization of the familiness learning mechanism to shed light on the importance of
knowledge and learning derived from family involvement in the firm.

We argued that the close relationships between family members and their simultaneous
participation in the family and the firm’s systems creates a unique context where
knowledge and learning occur in an idiosyncratic manner, allowing the creation of a
familiness learning mechanism. In this sense, we proposed that the familiness learning
mechanism includes an accumulation of internal and external knowledge, social knowledge
integration and the retention of socioemotional knowledge. Family firms possess specific
conditions to integrate and recombine knowledge and to develop emotional and social
mechanisms to preserve this knowledge. This knowledge becomes part of a firm’s
specialized knowledge and skills, enabling superior company value creation and long-term
success (Duarte and Kok, 2018).

Our model proposes that the combination of three specific mechanisms emerging from the
overlap between family and business creates familiness learning mechanisms. The first
mechanism is related to the accumulation of internal and external knowledge. In line with
Chirico (2008, p. 451), “knowledge accumulation is viewed as an enabler of longevity in family
businesses, in which learning emerges through an evolutionary process that begins in the
family and continues both inside and outside the business”. In this sense, knowledge

Formative/reflective second-order construct facets/components Outer weights Outer loadings VIF

Internal/External knowledge accumulation
Internal knowledge accumulation 0.450yy 1.607
External knowledge accumulation 0.707yy 1.607

Social knowledge integration
Internal social capital 0.235yy 1.424
Affective commitment 0.379yy 1.070
Relational conflict �0.593yy 1.498

Socioemotional knowledge retention
Social bonds 0.601yy

Emotional attachment 0.880yy

Formative third-order construct facets/components Outer weights VIF

Familiness learning mechanism
Social knowledge accumulation 0.141yy 1.651
Social knowledge integration 0.926yy 1.018
Socioemotional knowledge retention 0.104y 1.670

Note(s): yp < 0.05, yyp < 0.01 (two tailed t statistic). VIF 5 variance inflation factor

Table 4.
Quality criteria of
second and third-order
measurement
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accumulation becomes the starting point for general internal and external knowledge to be
internalized (Chirico and Salvato, 2016), through its absorption, and to be transformed into
organizational learning. Thus, the internal knowledge acquired by family members, mainly
in the shape of tacit knowledge obtained through experience and learning by doing, is
combined with the skills and knowledge obtained by family members through training and
work outside the family business. This accumulation of knowledge is idiosyncratic in family
business and is based on family members’ high levels of emotional attachment and
psychological ownership with the firm. The challenge is to accumulate and convey this
knowledge to future family generations as a source of dynamic capabilities and competitive
advantage for family businesses (Boyd et al., 2015).

The second mechanism, once the internal/external knowledge is accumulated, concerns
the need to integrate and absorb the knowledge and to effectively manage it. Social
knowledge integration comprises three elements: internal social capital, affective
commitment and relational conflict. First, our results show that internal social capital is
positively related to knowledge integration (Chirico and Salvato, 2008). The dynamics of
knowledge integration largely depends on the social context within an organization
(Kusunoki et al., 1998). Family firms are characterized by intense social relationships among
family members, which occur both inside and outside the family firm context (Chirico and
Salvato, 2008). These relationships are developed within the family member interactions
and mutual trust through which ideas and orientations are more likely to be shared (Sirmon
and Hitt, 2003). The common affiliation of family members with the family and firm creates a
united family group (Ling and Kellermanns, 2010) and thus, an ideal social context to support
the social integration of knowledge. Second, affective commitment is positively related to the
social integration of knowledge. Family firms in which there is strong family member
commitment to the firm are more flexible than firms in which such a commitment is not
relevant (Zahra et al., 2008). This flexibility is generated through social knowledge integration
processes which shape the organization’s capabilities, allowing for changes to be quickly
adapted to, new customer demands to be met, emerging technologies to be adopted or
developed and newmarkets to be defined (Volberda, 1996). Committed familymembers adapt
their behavior so that it is consistent with the spirit of change, focusing their mentality on the
results and, therefore, on knowledge integration (Chirico and Salvato, 2008).

Finally, the third element of social knowledge integration is relational conflict. In line with
the extant literature (Eddleston et al., 2008), this relational conflict is negatively related to
knowledge integration. Interpersonal family conflicts create negative feelings among family
members, increase negative reactions and make family members indifferent to the family
(Chirico and Salvato, 2008), limiting the exchange of information, given the reduction in
mutual understanding between individuals which is essential for knowledge integration
(Eddleston and Kellermanns, 2007). Taken together, these findings extend the studies of
Chirico and Salvato (2008, 2016) by showing that knowledge integration is central to
organizational learning and a critical aspect of company success. The use of familymembers’
specialized knowledge in family businesses depends to a great extent on their affective
commitment and the intensity and quality of their interactions. Therefore, the family
business can benefit from the positive aspects of familiness and can effectively promote the
integration of knowledge and learning, allowing the development of capabilities over time.

The third mechanism is related to the feelings and emotions that permeate strategic
decision-making. Indeed, the organizational learning process is influenced by socioemotional
endowments. Therefore, the knowledge accumulated and integrated into family businesses
includes the intention to create and maintain the socioemotional wealth that the family
deposits in the firm. This socioemotional knowledge transmits family values and beliefs to
the firm over time, significantly contributing to the idiosyncratic process of knowledge
management and learning, and thus to dynamic capability generation in the family firm
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(Weimann et al., 2020). The retention of socioemotional knowledge involves social bonds and
emotional attachment. Family firms are usually integrated into the communities in which
they participate (Berrone et al., 2010). The closeness and stability of familymembers’ relations
with the community are based on trust and, in the long term, promote communication and
information exchange (Miller and Le Breton-Miller, 2005). Moreover, the emotional
attachment that family members feel for the firm leads them to make an additional effort,
and to share their experiences and knowledge in order to secure long-term survival (Berrone
et al., 2012). The socioemotional retention of knowledge within the family firm is part of the
familiness learning mechanism.

The internal/external accumulation, the social integration and the socioemotional
retention of knowledge form the concept of the familiness learning mechanism. The
familiness learning mechanism leverages the idiosyncratic resources created by family
influence through knowledge and learning management. This allows the family firm to
pinpoint and take advantage of opportunities from the environment and to create new
knowledge that is integrated and combined through socioemotional interactions over time
(Cabrera-Su�arez et al., 2018), thereby contributing to organizational effectiveness and
performance. The familiness learning mechanism adds vitality to the family’s influence on
the firm and ensures the dynamic orchestration of the family firm (Barros et al., 2016). In
particular, this organizational learning capability, derived from the family’s participation in
the firm, is the hidden and intangible process built with the feelings and emotions of family
members, andwhich shapes the use of knowledge to achieve both economic and noneconomic
objectives.

6. Theoretical and practical implications
6.1 Theoretical implications
The concept of familiness learning mechanism presented and tested in this article has two
theoretical implications. First, from a theoretical point of view, it extends the literature on
dynamic capabilities by answering, on the one hand, the calls made by Zollo and Winter
(2002) to improve current knowledge on the origin of dynamic capabilities and, on the other,
by expanding the study of dynamic capabilities in family businesses (Chirico and Salvato,
2008, 2016; Daspit et al., 2018; Duarte and Kok, 2018; Duarte et al., 2018, 2019; Park et al., 2019).
In addition, as regards the call made by Barros et al. (2016), we present an empirical analysis
aimed at explaining how family businesses are able to adjust their organizational routines by
developing the familiness learning mechanism. Specifically, the organizational routines of
internal/external accumulation of knowledge, social integration of knowledge and
socioemotional knowledge retention allow organizational knowledge to be conveyed
through generations. These organizational learning routines have a special application in
the family business, due to the common life history among family members that reinforces
their affective and emotional ties with the firm, allowing the knowledge management process
to develop in an idiosyncratic way (Duarte and Kok, 2018), and to support the process of
generating dynamic capabilities in family businesses. Additionally, from the strategic
management point of view, this study furthers current understanding of how family
businesses learn (Astrachan, 2010; Daspit et al., 2017), particularly vis-�a-vis the adjustment
between family resources and learning mechanisms for efficient strategic management. This
offers more insights into the analysis of business strategy and decision-making in family
businesses (Basco, 2014; Basco et al., 2020).

Finally, from a methodological perspective, this article addresses the need to develop
operational concepts tomeasure constructs/dimensions in the family firm arena (Pearson and
Lumpkin, 2011). This research empirically selects and combines a set of already used
measures and defines specific methods to validate the concept of the familiness learning
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mechanism. In this sense, our article overcomes the limitation which assumes that family
firms possess certain competitive advantages by trying to measure what makes family firms
different. We propose a measure to capture familiness learning mechanisms by integrating
three aspect of knowledge management; namely, accumulation of new knowledge,
integration of existing knowledge, and the importance of socioemotional knowledge to
retain new and accumulating knowledge.

6.2 Practical contributions
This study has implications for the management of family businesses. The growth of the
family and the advancement of family generations requires continuous adaptation, with the
management of family relationships, values and culture proving vital for its continuity as a
business family. Therefore, it is essential for family and nonfamily managers to recognize
that family dynamics can influence family firms, specifically in the process of strategic
decisions. In this way, understanding the causes and consequences of the organizational
processes of knowledge accumulation, social knowledge integration and retention of
socioemotional knowledge can allow managers to organize and prepare family firms to deal
with the idiosyncratic knowledge management that derives from family influence. When
approaching such an aim, managers need to foster a collaborative environment to exchange
information and knowledge, especially tacit knowledge, in order to support the learning
process. In this sense, it is necessary for managers to deploy their efforts in order to create an
environment of trust and commitment that facilitates interaction and favors the transmission
of knowledgewith its socioemotional components, with the latter being elements that support
the familiness learning mechanism in family businesses.

7. Limitations and further research
This research represents a first quantitative approach to measuring dynamic capabilities in
the family firm arena and offers important implications. However, we recognize that our
researchmay have certain inevitable limitations thatmust be considered andwhichmay limit
the interpretation of our results. First, this is a cross-sectional study, an issue which proves
particularly problematic when it comes tomeasuring phenomena over time. The static nature
of this type of study does not allow causality relationships to be established, thus making it
impossible to capture the dynamic essence. Future studies should work on overcoming this
limitation by conducting longitudinal research. Second, the application of surveys in data
collectionmay be questionable, although the characteristics of the studymade it necessary to
apply such an instrument. Applying qualitative methodologies, such as analyzing specific
case studies, could complement our results with new descriptive information to build theory.
Third, another methodological limitation involves obtaining data based on the subjective
evaluation of a principal informant, which may lead to common method bias. Even though
this is controlled, additional procedures and methodological improvements are needed in
order to have more than one respondent per firm.

The study also posits some interesting future lines of research. For example, efforts might
be geared toward identifying the evolution and impact of the familiness learning mechanism
on a family firm’s strategy over time and capturing its dynamic essence. The results to
emerge from this study constitute merely an initial attempt to better understand the learning
mechanisms that emerge in family firms. Nevertheless, the use of qualitative methodologies
may provide greater detail for theory building. Finally, future researchmight seek to evaluate
our model in other contexts, thereby contributing to its adaptation and/or generalization.

Notes

1. Some exceptions include the works of Chirico and Salvato (2008, 2016); Chirico et al. (2012); Daspit
et al. (2018); Duarte and Kok (2018); Duarte et al. (2018, 2019) and Park et al. (2019).
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2. In dynamic capabilities literature, the commonly used term is articulation of knowledge (Zollo and
Winter, 2002). However, in the field of the family firm, the term used is integration of knowledge
(Chirico and Salvato, 2008). In our research, we use the concept of integration of knowledge and
assimilate it to that of articulation of knowledge.
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