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The Affective Extension of ‘Family’ in the Context of Changing Elite Business Networks  

Abstract. Drawing on forty-nine oral history interviews with Scottish family business owner-

managers, six key informant interviews, and secondary sources, this interdisciplinary study 

analyses the decline of kinship-based connections and emergence of new kinds of elite 

networks around the 1980s. As the socio-economic context changed rapidly during this time, 

cooperation built primarily around literal family ties could not survive unaltered. Instead of 

finding unity through bio-legal family connections, elite networks now came to redefine their 

‘family businesses’ in terms of affectively-loaded ‘family values’ such as loyalty, care, 

commitment, and even ‘love’. Consciously nurturing ‘as-if-family’ emotional and ethical 

connections arose as a psychologically effective way to bring together network members who 

did not necessarily share pre-existing connections of bio-legal kinship. The social-

psychological processes involved in this extension of the ‘family’ can be understood using 

theories of the moral sentiments first developed in the Scottish Enlightenment. These theories 

suggest that, when the context is amenable, family-like emotional bonds can be extended via 

sympathy to those to whom one is not literally related. As a result of this ‘progress of 

sentiments’, one now earns his/her place in a Scottish family business, not by inheriting or 

marrying into it, but by performing family-like behaviours motivated by shared ethics and 

affects. 

 

Keywords: corporate elite networks; family business; social class; moral sentiments; Scottish 

Enlightenment; context. 

 

Introduction 

 Research on family businesses is often insensitive to the subtleties of context. Not 

only has previous research largely understood the family reductively, but it has also focused 
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entirely on the effects of the ‘family’ cause (often ‘along a family-attributes scale’) (Basco, 

2015: 261), neglecting to analyze family as a phenomenon which is itself shaped in 

meaningful ways by socio-historical forces. Efforts have concentrated on examining 

heterogeneity in the family’s involvement in ownership and management as a cause of 

variable business outcomes, originally comparing outcomes from family versus non-family 

businesses and more recently examining differences among families (Chua et al., 2012; 

Daspit et al., 2018). The dominant micro-oriented research paradigm makes it difficult to go 

beyond unidirectional causal analysis and consider family as a ‘finite resource’ (Tabor et al., 

2018: 54) that can be exhausted. Existing research rarely ‘describes bidirectional effects 

between families and their firms’ (Jaskiewicz and Dyer, 2017: 116; Nordstrom and Jennings, 

2018), while many quantitative studies in the family business literature either ignore context 

or treat it as a variable that creates scope conditions for their findings (Evert et al., 2016). By 

contrast, only a small but important stream of work at the intersection between organization 

studies and family business research analyses both firms and families as holistically 

dependent on the spatio-temporal context in which they develop (Carney and Gedajlovic, 

2002; 2003; Sasaki et al., 2019; 2020).  

That said, there is little disagreement that business families in regional economies 

have built strong networks around kinship relations (Le Breton-Miller and Miller, 2019). The 

forces underpinning elite networks of corporate power have long been the focus of 

considerable study. Family as a bio-legal structure influencing socio-economic action is a 

prime example of such a force of elite reproduction (Scott, 1991). Kinship is widely 

recognized to stand alongside elite education, interlocking directorates, and ‘old boys’ social 

clubs as a key means of achieving elite cohesion (for the case of Britain, see Scott, 1982; 

Scott 1991; Maclean, 1999; Harvey and Maclean, 2008; Maclean et al., 2010; 2012). 

Research that compares wealthy minority-ethnic with white family businesses in Britain has 
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established that both depend on the significance of a shared business culture embedded in 

familial and class networks (Mulholland, 1997). The effectiveness of these forms of capital 

for transferring privilege from one generation to the next is undeniable (Robinson, 1984; 

Marcus, 1991; Kuusela, 2018).  

Like the family business literature, however, the broader literature on elite cohesion 

and reproduction is also insufficiently sensitive to context. Such research tends to depict elites 

as forever interested in preserving their privileged social position rather than navigating their 

ever-changing contexts in a variety of ways (Khan, 2012). In elite business studies, the aim 

even for ‘those ascending the hierarchy from humble backgrounds is not to change the rules 

of the game, but to seek legitimation’ and join the relevant social structures (Maclean et al., 

2012: 401), often literally marrying into existing elite families. Under this view, the structural 

properties of the corporate elite network (with a focus on its members’ ‘position’ and their 

common education, wealth and background bases) create an ‘inner circle’ as the means of 

consolidating (as opposed to shaping or creating) its members’ resemblances to each other 

and holding power (Chu and Davis, 2016).  

As a result, the existing elite business network literature focuses on the assumed 

effects of recruitment and connections (Davis and Williams, 2017), leaving change to network 

content as a response to changing contexts unexplored (Abbot, 1997). When change is 

acknowledged, it is usually discussed in terms of how structural instabilities are countered by 

innovative means of achieving elite cohesion and reproduction such as new media, flexible 

(semi-formal) interactive spaces, and professional business education (Davis, 2017a). The 

concern with who and how elite members connect with each other has thus side-lined what 

these connections contain, leading us to overlook the fact that elites themselves change over 

time (Bika, 2011; 2012), while at the same time ‘factoring in the combinations of conditions’ 

in which they operate (Welch et al., 2011: 749). 
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We argue that ‘disentangling family heterogeneity to advance family business 

research’ is not going far enough (Jaskiewicz and Dyer, 2017: 111). We still know too little 

about how changes in social context influence what elite family business members ‘have’ in 

terms of fixed blood relations or ‘do’ in terms of negotiated family practices (Morgan 1975; 

1996). In order to fill this lacuna, we need to problematize ‘family’ itself and the relationship 

between family business and context (Bika et al., 2019). Different kinds of families are not 

mere expressions of universal and timeless forms of bio-legal kinship. Like all social 

phenomena, the family metamorphizes across time and space. We need to learn more about 

the context of different families, but also about the family itself ‘in context’ as a middle-range 

concept that is historically specific, “bounded in time and space” (Jackson et al., 2019: 34). 

Even in the small body of valuable work (Sasaki et al., 2019; 2020; Mehrotra et al., 2013; 

Carney and Gedajlovic, 2002; 2003) that looks at family businesses making sense of, adapting 

to and engaging with the changing context in which they are embedded, the family itself is 

thought to have an unchanging, ahistorical essence. Unlike previous family business ‘by 

context’ studies that illustrate how such businesses re-enact their different contexts, we look 

at the changing context in order to explain how the very criteria that make a business a 

‘family business’ and what ‘class of organizations [the family business] belongs to’ (Sasaki et 

al., 2019: 818) come to be re-defined over time.  

This study questions the continued importance of kinship-based networks of family 

controlled-firms (Lester and Cannella, 2006; Kuusela, 2018; Breton-Miller and Miller, 2019) 

by unravelling what actually makes business-owning class elites ‘group’ together (Khan, 

2015) and thus moves beyond the ‘often deployed conceptions of an ascribed grouping’ that 

‘does not presuppose shared collective cultures’ (Savage, 2015: 235). Using Scotland as a 

geographically-defined case study, we ask: How have the conceptions of ‘family’ that define 
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‘family business’ changed over the past half-century? What are the evolving contexts that 

spur these changes and the socio-psychological mechanisms by which they have occurred?  

Drawing on extensive oral-history interviews with leaders of Scottish family 

businesses, the present study examines the post-industrial emergence of local entrepreneur-to-

entrepreneur networks. We argue that a shift from ‘relational’ proximity (defined as a 

structure of connections and operationalized in terms of a history of interactions) to 

‘processual’ proximity (defined as decision-making commonality and operationalized in 

terms of shared values) is currently underway in Scottish inter-firm networks (Boschma, 

2005). Pre-existing social ties nurtured in local, trusted environments segregated by class 

distinctions have now been extended to include ‘storied networks’ that evangelise a ‘familial’ 

purpose (Vincent Ponroy et al. 2019) as a new source of Scottish business network cohesion 

(Knox et al., 2006: 130; Maclean et al., 2010).  

The paper’s contribution lies in explaining the importance of class destination in 

creating post-industrial inter-corporate unity as opposed to the influence exerted by familial or 

class origin in facilitating elite cohesion and reproduction. To put it simply, shared ‘blood’ 

has been replaced by shared values and shared feelings. While the former is determined at 

birth or through law (e.g. marriage or adoption), the latter can be acquired as part of a process 

of social mobility that now generates occupational membership that is unevenly spread 

between different classes (Savage et al., 2013). This is related to the concept of the 21st 

century ‘collaborative’ community, that is, a community based on value rationality or ‘a 

shared commitment to a set of ultimate goals’ as opposed to instrumental rationality or a 

resurrection of past achievements (Adler et al., 2008: 366). So far, this idea of collaborative 

community has only been used in the organizational explanation of geography-independent 

professions, but it might also be relevant to geographically localized business networks, with 

the Scottish networks under examination as an excellent example of the phenomenon. After 
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the 1980s, instead of exerting authority legitimised by a unified ruling class (Scott, 1982; 

Maclean et al., 2010), a new, more diverse Scottish business elite came to re-frame itself as 

‘family’ to build emotional bonds among suppliers, employees and customers. This is an ‘as-

if-family’ identity that owner-managers share regardless of their social class origins.  

 The rest of this article is structured as follows. The next section reviews the empirical 

literature on the family’s role in elite endurance. The section after that describes theoretical 

foundations of our understanding of the transition from bio-legal to affective ties in terms of 

what was known during the Scottish Enlightenment as a ‘progress of sentiments’. A 

description of the study’s methodology is then offered. It is followed by a presentation of 

findings about how Scottish business class networks fundamentally changed in and around the 

1980s and a concluding discussion of the broader implications of these findings. 

  

Literature Review 

 Empirical Research on the Family’s Role in Elite Endurance   

All too often in the existing literature, the role played by kinship in social class is 

taken for granted, considered to go hand-in-hand with the business elite’s ability to interlock 

(Raynard et al., 2019), self-regulate (Moran, 2008) and maintain dominant ideas (Davis, 

2017a). Inter-firm networks are mostly distinguished in terms of qualitative-versus-

quantitative, sparse-versus-dense, and strong-versus-weak ties. Connections to other social 

categories such as class, community and gender are rarely made (Bott, 1957; Zeitlin, 1974; 

Palmer and Barber, 2001; Kuusela, 2018) since such categories are ‘not representable on 

paper in a form that mirrors so closely their manifestation in practice’ (Knox et al., 2006: 

135). As a result, previous research tends to leave unexplained what happens to elite networks 

when ‘self-made’ business people begin to appear and diversity increases (Khan, 2012; 



 

7 

 

Carney and Nason, 2018) or when well-connected actors are no longer preferred as corporate 

board members in a new socio-economic context (Chu and Davis, 2016).   

The changing nature of elite networks for the last half of the century requires further 

contextualisation. While extant research considers historical changes in the post-war density, 

size, and frequency of contact of local family-based business networks, this only documents 

their national dis-embeddedness and decreasing influence (Maclean, 1999; Franks et al., 

2005; Moran, 2008; Savage, 2015). Some of this research is preoccupied with confirming the 

individual weak ties binding together the post-war British business elite (Harvey and 

Maclean, 2008; Maclean et al., 2010). Other studies focus on the reflexivity of newcomers 

(Maclean et al., 2012) or how, where and with whom they communicate (Davis, 2017a). This 

leads to a lack of information about ‘what really goes on in networks’ (Jack, 2005; 2010: 

120), as well as about the social forces operating around them. These forces include not only 

powerful ‘bridging actors’ with extensive inter-organizational ties but also locally shared 

frames of reference and the local regulative environment (Marquis et al., 2007) which are 

often wrongly assumed to be historically equitable and neutral (Greenwood et al., 2010).  

Furthermore, as Simsek et al. (2003) argue, the embeddedness effects of inter-firm 

networks on economic action (e.g. diffusion of information and practices) misses the point 

that influence is a two-way street, going not only from the inter-firm network to firms and 

individuals but also from firms and individuals to the network. What is needed is a view of 

interconnectedness based on contextualised experiences and self-understandings of relevant 

actors, not merely based on network structure (and the functional utility of interlocks). 

Since current accounts of elite networks are both over-simplified and unduly static, we 

need to move beyond existing theories of elite reproduction and their overwhelming emphasis 

on relational ties. Lacking an in-depth view of the differentiated, ever-changing social world 

within which the business-owning class is embedded (Khan, 2015; Bika et al., 2019), there is 
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a tendency to uncritically accept elite cohesiveness, presupposing its conscious desire to 

dominate workers and circulate a pro-market, neoliberal ideology. Careful empirical analysis 

is the only cure for such oversimplification; as Cousin et al. (2018: 227) argue ‘elite(s) 

groupness should be cautiously assessed and described, and not assumed’. Approaching inter-

firm networks as ‘histories of cohesion’ and ‘sites and tools of agency’ in particular times and 

places (Abbott, 1997) rather than as a ‘summation of brokerage and closure’ (Vedres and 

Stark, 2010: 1151-1152) offers a promising avenue for a much-needed re-contextualization of 

the ties that bind business elites today.  

Changing ideology is a central component of the relevant context. The idea that 

changes in the makeup of socio-economic elites leads to ideological development is not new. 

Social class groupings ‘condition the set of ideational resources which can be drawn on’ even 

within an organization (Watson, 1982: 265). In the nineteenth-century era of the family firm, 

the ‘“gentleman capitalist” appointed due to accident of birth rather than business acumen’ 

succeeded through a system of kinship appointments and technical apprenticeships (Ingram 

and Lifschitz, 2006: 335). The separation of ownership from control then led to a post-war 

stratum of ‘disinterested’ professional business leaders and a new social responsibility 

ideology in management-controlled industrial Britain (Nichols, 1969). More recently, the so-

called ‘professional econocracy’ and a ‘rule by numbers’ ideology has emerged as the means 

of maintaining elite cohesion in fragmented times, reflecting contemporary UK business 

leaders’ economic and related professional qualifications and experience (Davis, 2017b). In 

the era of the professionally managed corporation, however, we too often accept that the 

owning classes have become silent observers of the workings of the ‘liquid managerial elite’ 

(Davis, 2017a) without asking how they might be reworking and legitimising anew their 

favourable socio-economic status. 
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Scottish Enlightenment Theories on Moving from Circles of Kinship to Circles of Sympathy 

The puzzle of which socio-psychological mechanisms enable individuals to move 

from a set of bonds built around kinship to a network of loyalties with non-kin has been of 

interest since ancient times. The Stoics emphasized the need to extend one’s circle of concern 

to ever-increasing numbers of others, from the self to the family, then on to the local 

community, and ideally on to humanity as a whole (Singer 1981/2011). In the Western 

rationalist tradition, this was typically framed as a struggle between emotion and reason, as a 

philosophical commitment to the equal importance of all fought to overcome our affective ties 

to those closest to us. A key innovation of the Scottish Enlightenment—the flowering of 

philosophy and social theory in Scotland during the eighteenth century—was to see this 

process, not as a battle between reason and feeling, but as a simultaneously cognitive and 

affective extension of our ‘moral sentiments’ (Hutcheson, 1728/1742/2002; Hutcheson, 

1755/2005; Hume, 1739-40/2000; Hume, 1751/1998; Smith, 1759/1790/1984; Frazer 2010). 

For many in this era, the key psychological faculty at work was what was then known as 

‘sympathy’ but is closer to what is now known as ‘empathy.’ The Stoic idea of expanding 

circles of moral community now became expanding ‘circles of sympathy’ (Forman-Barzilai, 

2010). 

 The theorists of the Scottish Enlightenment never intended their theories of the moral 

sentiments to apply only to their time and place. They would be unsurprised to learn that, 

centuries later, social psychologists across the world have largely confirmed their hypotheses 

about the creation of affective bonds via sympathy or empathy.  

First, the Scottish Enlightenment theory of sympathy puts forward that the greater 

degree of similarity between two individuals, the easier and stronger is the sympathetic 

transmission of sentiments between them. Pre-existing ‘relations of blood,’ among other 

‘relations of resemblance and contiguity’ allow sympathy/empathy to create affective bonds 
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between individuals with considerably greater ease than it could if these ties were not already 

present (Hume 1739-40/2000: 207). Repeated studies in a wide variety of cultural contexts 

have confirmed that sympathy or empathy is indeed easiest—and hence most likely to be 

found—when there is either real or perceived similarity between two individuals (Davis, 

1996: 116-118 and Hoffman, 2000: 206-209).  

Social psychologists have also found that situations in which subjects have conflicting 

interests with the potential objects of their sympathy/empathy are associated with a reduced 

level of shared emotion. In situations of competition, subjects’ feelings are instead largely 

determined by the counter-empathetic effects attributed to the ‘principle of comparison’ 

(Davis, 1996: 112; Postema 2005). Close contact in situations of cooperation and mutual 

interest, by contrast, are likely to lead to the formation of strong affective attachments. When 

they do, there is considerable experimental evidence that empathy can lead to both altruistic 

motivation and helping behavior (Batson, 1991). 

 These psychological operations will have profound social effects. Unless our circles of 

sympathy are extended through a successful ‘progress of sentiments’ (Baier, 1991), 

psychological forces tend to strengthen pre-existing social divisions, drawing those who are 

already similar or connected to one another tighter still (Hume, 1739-40/2000 229). This idea 

is familiar to sociologists as the principle of  homophily, leading like to gravitate towards like 

(Lazarsfeld and Merton, 1954). Unless something extends the circle, we will have strongest 

sympathetic bonds to those tied to us by kinship or other forms of resemblance, such as pre-

exisiting class identity. Competition between classes can strengthen these barriers, resulting in 

oppression and conflict, while competition between kinship groups breeds mutual enmity, 

resulting in amoral familism (Banfield, 1958). 

 Unlike their Stoic predecessors, the theorists of the Scottish Enlightenment thought 

that our circles of psychological attachment are not likely to be extended as a result of rational 
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reflection, but may be extended by exogenous changes in one’s social context. Hume (1739-

40/2000: 371) notes that ‘our situation, with regard to both persons and things, is in continual 

fluctuation, and a man that lies at a distance from us may in a little time become a familiar 

acquaintance.’ In a period of rapid social change, those who once saw each other as distant, 

dissimiliar, and in competition may suddenly find themselves in a situation of close 

cooperation. When such distant others are brought near ‘our hearts are immediately caught, 

our sympathy enlivened, and our cool approbation converted into the warmest sentiments of 

friendship and regard’ (Hume, 1751/1998: 117).  

When changing social contexts bring previously unconnected people into close 

proximity on a regular basis, encourage them to engage in cooperation rather than 

competition, and reduce the perceived differences among them, we can theorise that the 

strength of sympathy among them may approximate that previously familiar only among kin. 

The new unit of social cohesion produced by these socio-psychological developments is what 

we are calling here the ‘as-if-family.’ This change will probably not go unnoticed by those 

involved. The family-like nature of their new affective ties will likely enter into individuals’ 

own accounts of their relationships with non-kin, as new affective connections are understood 

via analogy with older connections (Frazer 2010: 154-157). 

 Given its confirmation in later research, this theory of moral sentiments first 

developed in the Scottish Enlightenment could potentially be used to help explain a wide 

variety of social phenomena. By using this theory to explain changes in Scottish family 

business networks in our own lifetimes, we are not claiming that the Scottish Enlightenment 

influenced today’s Scottish business culture in any direct way. There is nothing distinctively 

Scottish about a progress of sentiments that leads our subjects from circles of kinship and the 

bio-legal family to circles of sympathy and the as-if-family. The best available theory to 

explain the mechanisms underlying the changes we found in Scotland just happen to be 
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Scottish in origin. If future research reveals that similar changes have occurred in other 

contexts, then this theory should have the same explanatory power elsewhere. 

  

Methodology 

In qualitative family business research, individual accounts are all too often treated as 

firm level representations devoid of context, utilized primarily to verify organizational 

outcomes (Fletcher et al., 2016). By contrast, the present study draws on a set of 55 oral-

history interviews collected in and around Edinburgh on the contextualized actions and self-

understandings of Scottish family business leaders, exploring how these have changed over 

time. Family businesses as defined by the Scottish Business Insider Dataset are those where 

family members own the majority share. Building on this definition, our research design 

aimed to examine ‘the micro-foundations of family business structures and behaviours’ and to 

demonstrate ‘how various organizational processes are interconnected’ and ‘decisions are 

made’ in changing contexts and at multiple levels (Fletcher et al., 2016: 23). This captures our 

meso-level view of the family business organization that looks at how ‘each micro situation is 

nested within wider macro levels’ (Jackson et al., 2019: 25). 

A three-stage methodology was adopted. First, six key-informant background 

interviews were carried-out with executive officers of family business associations. At the 

same time, attendance at Scottish family business events (conferences, seminars, and 

networking events) helped the field-researcher (first author) to understand the wider societal 

context in which these informants operate. Second, using the Insider Dataset, a random 

sample of thirty oral-history interviews were conducted with top-ranked family business 

owners (out of 105 initially approached) in the wider Edinburgh area, including the Lothians, 

Fife, Forth-Valley, and Scottish-Borders (Table 1). Third, individuals or firms that are related 

with each other were identified by analysing the oral-history interview transcripts of the 
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previous step and snowballing was used for targeting nineteen follow-up interviews, for a 

total of 49 interviews (Table 1). The average numbers of shareholders and family involved in 

managing the 48 interviewed family businesses were 7.33 (SD: 7.30) and 2.60 (SD: 1.23) 

respectively. Archival and other financial data along with published company history books 

(for 10 cases) and media documentation helped to triangulate the study’s findings and engage 

with event tracking, as did ‘back-in-time’ and nondirective questioning during interviews that 

lasted on average 1.33 hours (SD: 0.46). This multi-source evidence basis underpinned our 

effort to analytically ‘reconcile explanation and understanding’ (Welch et al., 2011: 748). 

Insert Table 1, Figure 1 and Figure 2 around here 

Qualitative oral history interviews permitted us to read family business owners’ 

memories not as an undisputed set of facts but as reflective ‘story-telling’ (Maclean et al., 

2012). In-depth interviews made it possible to hear Scottish family business owner-managers’ 

understanding of changes over time in their mutual help patterns by exploring three questions: 

1) What is exchanged? 2) How is it exchanged? And 3) With whom is it exchanged? These 

questions examined the areas of 1) resources, 2) norms, and 3) stakeholders, the categories 

used to open code the data collected (Figure 1). An accumulation of individual self-

understandings built up a moving picture of change in networks over time, with a focus on the 

ways in which different actors drew meaning and resources from their relationships with 

others in an evolving social context (see Table 2 for detailed information on the context of 

change and Table 3 for the content of change). The inductive analysis began with each owner-

manager’s oral history account vis-à-vis other time-stamped archival material that gave sense 

of and identified bottom-up their family business networks. Our analysis focused on capturing 

network variability and ‘what produces a certain change’ (Welch et al., 2011: 748). 

Our axial coding between historical periods, with the key changes centred in and 

around the 1980s, reflected the return of the Conservatives into power and a new emphasis on 
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individualism, entrepreneurship, and deregulation in Britain. It was at this time of rapid socio-

economic change that elite family businesses had to change what they ‘do to stay in the same 

place,’ and our research came to focus on providing a contextualised explanation of the 

evolving mechanisms underpinning their ‘dynamics of stability’ (Gehman et al., 2018: 294). 

This is a method of theorising that uses context as an analytical feature, integrated into rather 

than itself being a means of explanation (Welch et al., 2011), but also embraces subjective 

self-understanding and interpretive complexity (Gehman et al., 2018). Our oral histories 

(using pseudonyms for participants) made us see the family business elite world differently 

and provided evidence against its widely accepted relational basis through this ‘before-and-

after’ temporal coding. The start point of change was not always the same for individual 

family firms whose networks often did not overlap (Table 1), but this was consistent with an 

approach that never aimed to control variance (Gehman et al., 2018). All but fourteen of the 

48 businesses included in our sample made some degree of transition to a new kind of 

‘family’ firm. For most – a total of 22 firms – this transition began in the 1980s. For some, its 

onset began about a decade earlier (five) or later (seven) (Table 2). 

We put together a narrative analysis of a new kind of family business elite that we saw 

as being increasingly based on a moral-sentimental rather than a bio-legal grouping 

mechanism (selected as our core explanatory category – see Figure 1) whose activation 

‘depends on the conditions in which it operates’ (Welch et al., 2011). We explained this 

change as a reworking of the familial ideology in the context of new social mobility patterns, 

then visualised it with a model of how elite business grouping mechanisms have worked in 

the post-war period in Scotland (Figure 2). In this analytical endeavour, we approached 

ideology as ‘a set of interrelated beliefs that might best be described as constituting an attitude 

of mind towards human obligations’ (Carlisle and Manning, 1994: 685) and viewed it as 

connected to a variety of social institutions rather than to a particular social movement or 
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political party (Fine and Sandstrom, 1993). In a changing social context, new family business 

networks led our informants to reframe the ideology of family, and hence the concept of a 

family business itself, in order for their ownership-management to remain relevant. By 

changing the content of family ideology in the context of wider socio-economic 

transformations, owner-managers could exert effect by relating unfamiliar modes of 

networking to what they already knew, redefining family so as to now include rather than 

exclude non-kin stakeholders.  

 

Findings 

Networks among Scottish family businesses before the 1980s   

In Victorian Scotland, family businesses exemplified respectability. They were seen as 

a counterbalancing force to the low state of business ethics among ‘self-made’ entrepreneurs, 

often of foreign origin, who had few local community connections. Nenadic (1993: 105) 

explains family business growth in Victorian Scotland as the result of informal inter-firm ties 

among family and friends aiming to ‘control local markets and regulate levels of new firm 

formation’.  

This study’s oral-history evidence reaffirms that, well into the middle of the twentieth 

century, Scottish family businesses continued to see themselves as deeply embedded in the 

local community. In the words of the interviewees, the embeddedness of family business 

leadership was beyond doubt: 

 [My father] did a lot of business [cutting logs] with the likes of the whisky distillers, 

the local industry … They would go pheasant hunting together … The major accounts 

were all through friendship. (Scott B, Manufacturing, 3rd Generation, Large). 

  

This was confirmed by the company’s history book (Case 32). Even in times of 

natural disasters, purchasing decisions still prioritized keeping existing connections over 

pursuing emerging opportunities. When a huge storm toppled millions of trees in 1953, 
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businesses embedded in tight-knit networks of family and friendship refused to switch to the 

purchase of cheaper fallen timber.   

Scott (1982) outlines how during this period British landowners still saw themselves 

as a class above middle-class merchants tainted with industrial trade. ‘Going into business’ to 

make a living was still considered inferior to landowning (Francis, 1980: 6). In this study’s 

oral-history material, the absence of nostalgia was notable in the reports of those who still 

experienced classist condescension against early post-war Edinburgh family businesses. For 

example: ‘Edinburgh was a professional city and anyone in business was considered and 

literally referred to as trade’.  Snobbish standards applied ‘and my father having been a 

London solicitor found that difficult to take; one tended not to get invited to parties’ (Gareth 

A, Services, 3rd Generation, Medium). While it is reasonable to worry that later accounts of 

this period may be distorted by nostalgia, it is noteworthy that organizational nostalgia 

(Gabriel, 1993; 1999) was observed to imbue the accounts of the days of the kinship-based 

family firm only for those coming from the most privileged backgrounds. 

Post-war Scotland was characterized by large companies being inter-connected and 

medium and small business being dependent on their special relationships with the larger 

companies (Scott and Hughes, 1980a). In the 1950s, family business elites built relations of 

trust with each other by moving sideways rather than up and down, for example, by training 

offspring in each other’s bakeries for free as Alex S (Manufacturing, 2nd Generation, Medium) 

indicated, or by offering paid work experience: 

I was staying with some friends’ uncle and I had been there about a week and K said to 

me ‘You obviously don’t know what you are wanting to do, why don’t you come and 

work for me?’ (Albert M, Manufacturing, 3rd Generation, Large).  

Local bonding mechanisms were omnipresent, thought to be both unchanging and 

unchangeable. Even elite family business owners mostly recall this period of conservatism 

and conventionality with considerable ambivalence rather than nostalgia:  
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My father would say, ‘You have to do it this way,’ and in the 1950s you did what 

you were told. If you had a salesman they would be expected to call and see a 

customer every six weeks and if you were called on the seventh week the brewer 

would look in his diary and say, ‘You are late, why are you?’ Because that was 

the procedure I suppose. It was very traditional; you had to be accepted in the 

brewing industry. I think they liked to be dealing with people who had been in the 

industry. It was a long, protracted business, gosh yes. (Sam S, Agriculture, 3rd 

Generation, Medium)  
 

The conservatism of informal cultural norms was also reflected in regimes of 

formal regulation: 

Fleet expansion was agonisingly slow until the mid-1960s; the difficulties 

incurred in trying to obtain extra ‘A’ licences were considerable … The Railway 

Protection Board and local haulage contractors (some of which were very large 

companies) … always stated that ‘suitable transport services already existed’ 

(Isaac’s Company History Book, Case 15). 

 

The separation of ownership and control was still at its infancy in the early post-war 

period, so a class distinction between moneyed families and everyone else seemed 

unquestionable in Scotland:  

There were streets named after the family … the (local) schools were very involved 

with the (paper-making) business, so it was very much a community business and a 

family (Martin L, Manufacturing, 3rd Generation, Large). 

 

When individual business people struggled to advance their personal ambitions by 

claiming their rights as equal members of a business-owning class, they still came up against 

privileges associated with the old boys’ network. For example: 

The whisky industry has always been very much holding ranks … It was the families 

that would deal with the families. If somebody wants to buy whisky that doesn’t make 

whisky, there’s something strange about that! (Martin L, Manufacturing, 3rd 

Generation, Large). 

 

Scott’s conception (1982: 159) of the old-boy network in Britain as the informal 

‘system of social contacts which stem from family and education’ is well supported by this 

study. One informant discussed how family firms relied on ‘natural affinities’ such as that of 

‘the public school thing’ where ‘you get to know a group of people really well that have the 

same vested interests or sports’ (Albert M, Manufacturing, 3rd Generation, Large). For 
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example, ‘if you go back 30 years, all the key people in the grain trade all played international 

rugby’ (Joules A, Agriculture, 1st  Generation, Small). Other industries favoured other sports: 

My father had contacts within the brewery company that knew them from playing 

football, people that remembered him. His involvement in football didn’t stop 

after he stopped playing. He got involved with a local team, he was a director on 

the board there so again he was getting to know people … The brewers would 

give my father [and his partner] cheap loans [for pub renovation projects] if they 

used their beer … In 1962 they landed that [bonded warehouse] contract, it took 

them up another level. (Donald O, Construction, 3rd Generation, Large) 

 

Within these tight-knit networks, family firms were just as likely to see themselves as 

co-operators as competitors, exchanging ideas and systems as a cost-saving mechanism, with 

a uniform set of best practices the result: 

We compared notes many times … we had a very neat distribution in our warehouse 

that my father installed and developed, and they copied it. We were not head-to-head 

competitors. (Gareth A, Services, 3rd Generation, Medium) 

 

Of course, it is important not to exaggerate either the uniformity of this period or to 

minimize the variety of ways in which Scottish family businesses navigated the changes in the 

decades to come. As one interviewee put it, ‘the only unique point about family firms is that 

they are all different; their evolution has been different’ (Callum C, Services, 2nd Generation, 

Medium). Before the 1980s, however, what many Scottish businesses had in common were 

tight-knit familial and class networks governed by codes of conduct that gave both socio-

economic power and considerable community responsibilities (sponsoring sporting clubs, 

donating funds for church or village hall renovations, etc.) to those who held trusted elite 

positions. Both these networks and the norms that supported them were to change 

considerably in the last decades of the twentieth century. 

Insert Table 2 around here 

The changes in and around the 1980s 

By the final decades of the twentieth century, the battle against the dilution of family 

business ownership in Britain had been fought and lost, often as a result of equity issued in 
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the process of making acquisitions (Franks et al., 2005: 593). During the period 1957-1981, 

‘share ownership by individuals had fallen from 65.8% to 28.2% of market value’ (Maclean, 

1999: 97). This was accompanied by the widespread control of large firms by financial 

shareholders (e.g. banks, insurance, pension funds and investment trusts), the ‘contraction of 

much domestically owned manufacturing capacity,’ and the decline of interlocking 

directorships (Moran, 2008: 69). Top Scottish companies were no longer owned by particular 

families. Now, wealthy families owned shares in many various-sized Scottish companies, 

sustaining continuity of control over firms by constituting the majority of company board 

members and directors (Scott and Hughes, 1980b).  

 These new patterns of equity ownership and corporate management were 

fundamentally changing all of Scottish business life. The dangers of this new industrial reality 

are described by a small-scale entrepreneur and 3rd generation shareholder of a large Scottish 

manufacturing company: 

My father tells me that when he was a young man the Scottish X trade was 

controlled by about 30 different families. D was one of those companies 

competing with the others. I think we are the only one left, literally the only one 

left. My father protected the company, he managed to make it big enough that we 

were able to defend ourselves, the other ones who had difficult times were 

gobbled up, went bust or were taken over. (Greg D, Services, 1st Generation, 

Micro) 

 

 In this context, ‘bridging actors’ could collaborate with local peers for some years, 

easing the transition from one form of business life to another: 

We approached the brewers [in 1966] … who were being squeezed by the largest 

[non-local] supplier … and said, ‘Why don’t you have our UK brand and you can own 

it?’ They agreed to fund all the stock … That freed up money to go and develop our 

business outside the UK, which we did. (Paul G, Manufacturing, 3rd Generation, 

Large) 

 

 There was no avoiding the process, however, by which Scottish entrepreneurial 

identity began to change. Competition between firms took over from cooperation between 

them:  
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A group of five of us used to go on textile trade missions and then we’d find that this 

was not as effective as doing it ourselves – others taking advantage of our contacts 

(Alan B, Manufacturing, 3rd Generation, Medium). 

  

The convention-governed business family slowly metamorphosed into the innovative 

family entrepreneur, now looking for support outside previous networks of kinship, locality, 

sport, or school: 

At one time if you had gone to the boarding school (like myself), you might well have 

been there with lots of other engineering firms … the industry is so small now, so the 

boundaries are slightly important (Ros P, Manufacturing, 3rd Generation, Large).  

 

The new strategy was all about competing effectively in one’s own industry and 

increasing market share rather than engaging in wider battles of industries competing with 

industries (Bell, 2013). The hegemonic paradigm of dependent waged labour had also been 

replaced by a new focus on the promotion of Scottish entrepreneurship (MacLeod, 1996), 

which launched a modification of managerial practices. Scottish family businesses 

transformed from being recipients of local community pressures to being in control of large 

segments of highly concentrated industries: 

In those days, there were probably twenty family businesses in the bakery ingredient-

manufacturing world. There are now probably about four of us (Albert M, 

Manufacturing, 3rd Generation, Large)  

 

Some of the [Clyde] boats were owned by the whisky distilleries themselves. These 

have now been swallowed up into far bigger groups. The big boys come in and [then] 

there’s no family left in them. (Jeremy C, Manufacturing, 2nd Generation, Medium) 

 

Elite inter-firm networks that had previously imposed their will on their subordinates 

faced a different set of institutional pressures and interests in the last quarter of the twentieth 

century. In response to these pressures, individuals made a conscious decision to disengage 

with older forms of family networks in which loyalty to kin and conformity to existing 

business practices were central values. For example:  

I met my wife in 1988 … My wife’s uncle hunted me out of the whisky company and 

set me up with this technical guy, and we operated for 18 months before he brought on 

some older people from another company … It was a gentlemen’s agreement that we 

were going to be given approximately a quarter of the company each … I said that if 
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these guys (who were slowing us down) were kept in the company, I would have to 

leave, thinking that he would say, ‘Well, no!’ … He then said, ‘Actually, I’ve known 

these men for many, many years’ … They were involved in his business right from the 

beginning, so they were very well-trusted. So I left. (Martin L, Manufacturing, 3rd 

Generation, Large) 

 

Just as family loyalty was in decline, so too was intra-class solidarity. To be sure, 

business elites from working-class origins are still a minority today; only twelve owner-

managers out of 48 in this study self-identified as working-class by background. By the end of 

the 1980s, however, upper-class entrepreneurs saw a need to play down their class identity in 

a new inter-class business network. As one put it, “if you put yourself up on a pedestal, people 

will want to knock your legs off’ (Albert M, Manufacturing, 3rd Generation, Large). Another 

explains: 

There’s a big issue with us not to be seen as being apart or better. It’s self-preservation 

because people don’t like it. I was brought-up quite well-off … part of the Scottish 

bourgeoisie. The things that are important—education, the way you treat people—they 

have got the hallmarks of a tribe. (Gideon M, Construction, 3rd Generation, Large) 

 

Working-class business leaders, by contrast, explained that their modest roots allowed 

them to have both a greater commitment to entrepreneurial values and a closer affective 

connection with those who had not risen the entrepreneurial ladder to material success. ‘If I 

let my feet off the ground and think I am upper- or middle-class,” one said, “it will ruin my 

drive and connection with staff’ (Martin W, Transport, 2nd Generation, Medium).  

 

Post-1980s ‘as-if-family’ networks 

As the importance of kinship and other tight intra-class connections declined, new 

entrepreneur-to-entrepreneur networks depended on a new kind of ideological framing. The 

‘as-if-family’ qualities of this new kind of business structure were based on members’ shared 

values and emotions, not in ‘blood’ relations or established class hierarchy. Understanding 

this change requires an ‘approach which does not take the functions of the family for granted’ 

(Morgan, 1975: 7). By switching from literal kinship to an ‘as-if-family,’ family ownership 
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came to be replaced by ‘family values’ as central to the self-understanding of what makes a 

‘family business’.   

A new affect-based cohesion was now encouraged within family firms that moved 

away from ownership transfer to business growth as the key characteristic of succession:  

I don’t need the ownership to prove that I am the boss; I have everything to prove by 

building and taking forward this business … I could use an analogy from last week, 

we had a big visit [so as] to understand what we are about. They said that you know 

everybody’s names; you acknowledged everybody. People waved at you. (Trevor J, 

Manufacturing, 3rd Generation, Large). 

 

I’m not into ‘management’. We try to pay [our staff] well, treat them like human 

beings, you know, as friends; get more loyalty that way. If they don’t respect you, they 

won’t want to work for you, they’ll go away (Scott B, Manufacturing, 3rd Generation, 

Large). 

 

An intra-organizational process of creating an ‘as-if-family’ counted on recurrent 

expressions of ‘love’, detached from considerations of literal kinship, as ‘a relatively coherent 

and politically charged discursive structuring of the social’ (Levy and Scully, 2007: 976). 

Shared emotions embedded in relationships with a deep personal significance were 

purposefully set in motion before one was appointed in a family business leadership role such 

as that of company director:  

I need to feel that this director would almost have family qualities. You know? 

Good family qualities and they would do anything for the business and for me and 

that someone would go the extra mile for you; we tend to associate those with 

family qualities. Even with people whose genes are identical, I’m not sure you’d 

get the same result. I think, you know, without using the word ‘love’ there’s 

something like that going on or love in terms of their personal relationship with 

you and their personal relationship with the business (Gideon M, Construction, 3rd 

Generation, Large) 

 

Insert Table Table 3 around here 

 

This redefinition of family in an organizational context where ‘decisions are made on 

“feel”’ (G’s Newspaper Interview, High Growth Network Member) was particularly well 
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suited to career managers unrelated to traditional business families, allowing them to work 

their way up the family firm. For instance: 

We’re like brothers, you know people actually say that Ben [our Managing 

Director who started as an apprentice in our young boy’s academy] is more a 

Silverman than we are, they actually say, you know he’s nicknamed Ben 

Silverman and he’s more a Silverman than we are, and he’s just so passionate 

about the company. (Simon Sk, Construction, 2nd Generation, Medium) 
 

The de-literalization of ‘family’ also meant that mergers between family firms that 

would otherwise fail could be justified in terms of maintaining ‘family values’: 

G (Manufacturing, 3rd Generation, Large) goes to talk to the target and says ‘We are 

family too, we are just like you, we will look after your people, we will look after the 

farmers that supply you’.  G has driven that business forward with new products layered 

on top of lots of acquisitions; there have been eleven acquisitions (Jason, Key-

Informant).  

 

The ‘as-if family’ created via mergers and acquisitions was sometimes driven by 

bottom-up considerations in the supply-chain:  

I bought a company which was a one-hundred-year-old family business that used 

to work for us as a sub-contractor and the husband died suddenly. Small company, 

£3M turnover, 40 employees, wonderful reputation of doing a good job and the 

wife called us and she said would you buy this company, never had it on the 

agenda and I said why, she said my husband always spoke highly of you. We 

looked after them like family again. I think there’s a painting company here that 

works for me and if they’re struggling, if they need money, I would pay them in 

advance of them doing the job. It’s a simple rule, treat people the way you want to 

be treated is my view. In the same token, when I’m in trouble, when I need 

someone to turn up with ten painters tomorrow, I pick up the phone. (Simon Sk, 

Construction, 2nd Generation, Medium) 

 

There would be a lot of farmers (supplying us) that just wouldn't sell their stock to 

you, if they had a bad opinion of you. If [they] saw you with a big yacht or driving 

a Bentley or something like that [making too much money], they wouldn’t be very 

happy because they [would] think that we are ripping them off. (Nathan S, 

Manufacturing, 2nd Generation, Medium) 

 

Customers, too, were subjected to similar reinventions of tradition in terms of 

affective bonds within an ‘as-if family’:  

We have a long-standing loyal consistent level of staffing; it means you can build a 

relationship and build a history with a customer and it becomes very tight … when 

things do go wrong or you are under pressure from competition that relationship at the 

very least gives you a second chance to hold onto that business. It doesn’t guarantee 
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you will hold onto it, but it gives you that opportunity because there’s an emotional 

attachment that others can’t have (Callum C, Services, 2nd Generation, Medium) 

 

We build homes that people want to live in. We build relationships with landowners; 

we care about the trees their grandparents planted, and the streams where they played 

as children. Decisions should never be made on price alone; these activities help to 

give us a human face, to let people know who we are (Barry’s Company History 

Book, Case 23) 

 

We set ourselves targets of at least 30% of our turnover should be negotiated with 

clients, repeat work ... the bigger guys, the national builders would put claims into 

people and maximise each job. We don’t. We look to build a relationship with that 

person so that we may negotiate with them in the future (Donald O, Construction, 3rd 

Generation, Large) 

 

The emergence of ‘as-if-family’ bonds both within firms and between firms and their 

customers was also accompanied by new forms of formalized inter-firm networking. As the 

exchange of favours in the Scottish family business context through personal relationships 

with their competitors decreased (Ingram and Lifschitz, 2006), new formal inter-firm 

networks made their appearance. Membership was by invitation only. A confidentiality clause 

guaranteed the privacy of all communication. Populated by an exclusive group of family 

businessmen, they were still not open to all, but with a difference. Now, members could 

originate from any social class background as long as they shared a class destination, defined 

as being ingrained with a ‘real drive to grow their business’ (Nathan S, Manufacturing, 2nd 

Generation, Medium). The emergence of these new forms of networking counterbalanced the 

decline of moneyed families with extensive horizontal firm connections (Scott and Hughes, 

1980b), supporting non-dynastic entries into the Scottish economy and increasing social 

mobility. As a result, inter-corporate unity was accomplished at the expense of elite unity 

(Burris, 2005). 

 These new inter-class, inter-corporate fora provided considerable inter-firm practical, 

informational and, just as importantly, emotional support. Advice, counselling and peer-to-

peer coaching were all on offer: 
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You are a member, and you all meet up in a forum at various times throughout the 

year being at a six weekly interval and chat on a very confidential basis so that 

you can talk about anything.  So it is for business advice; if they have any 

concerns about what they are doing within their business, they can discuss it and 

get other people’s viewpoints, advice and experiences from their own businesses 

which will help them with their business. But it is not necessarily business; it can 

extend as well to family issues, relationships, anything really. (Janet M, 

Construction, 3rd Generation, Large) 

 

Rather than centering exclusively on business, narrowly understood, forum 

meetings often take on the tone of group therapy, e.g. probing peers to consider ‘When 

was the last time you cried?’ or ‘What was the happiest day of your life?’ As one 

informant emphatically reports: 

So when we talk at the forum, we talk about three things: we talk about our 

business, our family and our personal life; you get into this situation where you’re 

listening to everybody around the room, and then you will then present your own 

update. Where is your life right now? It’s a very cathartic experience. It’s like 

going to therapy; it works; one of the rules of the forum is that you cannot be 

judgmental. (Gideon M, Construction, 3rd Generation, Large) 
 

 As a reflection of their interactions within this affectively-laden network, members 

learned how to speak the language of family both at work and at home, not in terms of blood 

or assets but in terms of affective connections and common values. This new emotional and 

ideological orientation was consciously and explicitly articulated: 

I need to learn how to speak [the forum language]; learn to step back and let people 

develop around me; create the environment for my manager to manage; I knew it but I 

couldn’t verbalize it before (Carsten R, Other services, 2nd Generation, Medium) 

 

Attempts were also made to communicate the new affective ideology clearly and pass 

it on to succeeding generations: 

I sat with my [four and six years old] sons four years ago, and I said, listen we need to 

have family values. We have a big board in the hallway with our values [i.e. ‘work 

hard,’ ‘do your best,’ ‘don’t trust everyone,’ ‘respect your family, and ‘make a wrong 

right’] (Simon Sk, Construction, 2nd Generation, Medium). 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 Through the study of post-war Scottish family business networks, this study has 

shown how relational proximity based on class and kinship ties has been extended into an ‘as-
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if-family’ in and around the 1980s. Our research indicates that this is rooted within a new 

processual proximity based on achieved characteristics such as shared affects, values, and 

class destination rather than ascribed privileges such as shared ‘blood,’ upbringing, or class 

origin (Ruef et al., 2003; Savage, 2015; Khan, 2015). Scottish family business owners’ 

embeddedness in new inter-firm networks did not merely lead to alliances, joint ventures, 

mergers, business partnerships, and other dyadic relationships between member firms but also 

engaged individual members’ ‘learning through increased consumption of value’ (Barbalet, 

2012: 426), resulting in simultaneously cognitive and affective forms of achieved 

commonality. Family business owner-managers did not network because they were 

relationally the same but rather networked so that they would become processually the same 

in a socially mobile and rapidly changing context. 

There are two important implications of understanding business-owning elites through 

an ‘as-if-family’ conception. The first is that the 21st century business elite life-world is no 

longer a scene of social closure. Rather than a barrier to entry into the business elite, the ‘as-

if-family’ is a stakeholder buy-in process available to all those who qualify for admission. Its 

diverse members first subscribe to common values through the sharing of emotion and only 

then develop trust and decision-making commonalities, not the other way around. The ‘as-if-

family’ grows out of a transition from traditional like-mindedness, entitlement, and trust 

based on class origin and literal kinship to a new set of affective bonds underlying networks 

that are better equipped to survive in the neoliberal economic order. Since this new kind of 

‘as-if-family’ comprises ‘something more than a network of relational individuals’ (Ribbens 

McCarthy, 2012: 85) there is a need to move beyond the ‘compelling imagery of fixed entities 

with variable attributes’ (Emirbayer, 1997: 286). The content of twenty-first century ‘as-if-

family’ networks is as variable as its structure and cannot be inferred from its elements. 

Family business elites may no longer be approached in terms of the bio-legal relations they 
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‘have’ or ‘do’ in accordance with their class origins, but rather as collaborative, affectively-

laden communities in which members purposefully ‘perform’ family values appropriate to 

their class destination.   

The second implication of an ‘as-if-family’ conception is that we may misunderstand 

what family business is today by paying excessive attention to owner-managers’ bio-legal 

characteristics while neglecting the contribution of non-kin stakeholders (Ram, 2001; Ng and 

Roberts, 2007; Sanchez-Famoso et al., 2015; Bika and Kalantaridis, 2019; Bika et al., 2019; 

Vincent Ponroy et al., 2019). One now earns his or her place in a more malleable family 

business environment rather than inheriting or marrying into it. At the core of this change lies 

the socializing of ‘familiness’ (Pearson et al., 2008) to refer to the internal resources created 

by familial affects cultivated to underpin a firm’s family-based competitive advantage. It is 

time to stop merely asking questions such as ‘which families are most likely to build 

familiness’ or how and with what resources they ‘contribute to family firm success’ 

(Zellweger et al., 2010: 54), thus only acknowledging sources of heterogeneity within family 

businesses (Chua et al., 2012). Instead we should also consider the social conditioning of 

family businesses’ strategic behaviour (Edwards and Meliou, 2015; Zellweger et al., 2019) 

and focus on when the affectively-loaded idea of ‘family’ is used to exclude or include a set 

of diverse stakeholders in different contexts. We gain a deeper understanding of family 

business ‘in context’ rather than ‘by context’, moving the debate further along than merely 

accounting for how the situational context (and its variable enactments) enables or constrains 

family business activity. 

Having this in mind, our study contributes to three areas of social science research—

inter-firm networks, business elites, and family business research—while also serving as a 

model for interdiciplinary explanations of social phenomena more generally. 
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 First, this study offers an in-depth historical account of business class networks, 

integrating research on network effects with that on network dynamics (Hoang and Antoncic, 

2003) linking the micro with the macro in a non-deterministic fashion (Jackson et al., 2019). 

The evidence presented showed the Scottish business-owning class extending their grouping 

mechanisms from kinship and class networks to elite entrepreneurial networks. It explains 

how and why the actual nature and content of such networks changed over time, plugging a 

key gap in network research (Jack, 2010) using a qualitative process-oriented approach and 

focusing on social class origins and destinations as key factors influencing family business 

relationships. Our findings resist the widespread allure of focusing on bridging social capital 

as the primary pathway to social power (Harvey and Maclean, 2008; Maclean et al., 2014; 

2017) or as an explanation of organizational information/practice diffusion and performance 

outcomes (Ingram and Lifschitz, 2006). Instead, they suggest we need to focus to a greater 

degree on elites’ affective and ethical integration, on what was known during the Scottish 

Enlightenment as ‘moral sentiments’ and embrace a less abstract and generalized notion of 

elite business actors (Jackson et al., 2019).  

In the new elite networks investigated here, the focus is not on how to solve collective 

action and resource problems through corporate governance factors like remuneration, 

shareholders’ rights, and board composition, ‘learning to own’ cross-generationally (Kuusela, 

2018: 1161). Instead, collective action problems are solved via a sympathetically-achieved 

commonality of emotion that produces behavior oriented by shared values. This is a 

‘cognitive view of emotion as a form of evaluative judgment’ (Sayer, 2005: 950) and as an 

amplifier of the meaning of an idea (Tracey, 2016), building affect-based cohesion on the 

basis of the slogan ‘this is how we feel about things here’ and closing the ‘“empathy gap” 

between  economic elites and others’ (Cousin et al., 2018: 240). The new emphasis on ethics 

and affects fleshes out how stakeholders must be purposefully aligned to ensure family 
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business survival. In the life-world of business practice, elites strategically learn to develop 

characteristic affects and experience ‘family values’ as moral sentiments: compassion, 

loyalty, shame, deference, care and even ‘love’. A re-framed ‘as-if-family’ is thus built as a 

‘moral community’ (MacKenzie and Millo, 2003; Mizruchi and Marquis, 2006; Ingram and 

Lifschitz, 2006) and an ongoing source of support for growth. The ‘as-if-family’ is not a 

metaphor that stands static for universal use, reflects organizational nostalgia of the past 

(literal) family firm (Gabriel, 1993; 1999), or ‘reifies some forms of embeddedness over 

others’ (Gilding, 2010: 763). Instead, it is performative in ways that dynamically incorporate 

non-kin as active members (with feedback) of a forward-looking business community. 

Second, the study not only moves research attention away from the structural 

properties of corporate elites but also shows that these are not, as previously thought, always 

resilient in the face of change (Davis, Yoo and Baker, 2003). Elites either evolve or fail when 

the context shifts rapidly around them. Financialization, globalisation and privatization are 

among the wider forces that necessitate these changes (Davis and Williams, 2017). Our work 

thus complements Bourdieu’s theory of elite reproduction and the work of his followers in 

business studies looking carefully inside the networking process (Maclean et al., 2010). In this 

literature, networks are ‘fluidly emerging spatio-temporal entities in constant becoming’ 

(Halinen et al., 2012: 218). We also build on the transitions to modernity and post-democracy 

literature, in which the ‘class decomposition thesis’ highlights how elite identity has become 

amorphous, fragmented, and ‘self-made’ (Giddens, 1972; Zeitlin, 1974; Khan, 2012; Savage, 

2015; Davis, 2017a; Davis and Williams, 2017). The understanding of corporate elites should 

now go beyond social closure and transmission (Kuusela, 2018) and embrace a more fractured 

conception of structure that does not always reproduce existing class patterns. As Sewell 

(1992: 15) suggests, in a more context-sensitive view, ‘plenty of thoughts, perceptions and 

actions consistent with the reproduction of existing social patterns fail to occur’.  
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Third, we contribute to family business research as a critical social science that 

reflects ‘on the relationship between family firms and wider institutions, discourses and 

ideologies’ (Fletcher, 2014: 137). This enables us to go beyond the dominant rationalist 

discourse that sees family as either antithetical to business or as ‘integral to the efficient 

working of the business system’ (Fletcher, 2006: 215). We reject the notion of ‘freely acting 

autonomous family business owners’ (Fletcher, 2014: 140) to understand how owner-

managers continually construct, deconstruct, and reconstruct the meanings of ‘family’ in 

changing contexts. Diverging from the view of the family firm as the shareholders’ inheritable 

asset, we show that such firms are now understood as built by succeeding generations of 

people who become an ‘as-if-family’ underpinned by ethics and affects. We stress the 

contextual and temporal conditions of family business leadership as ‘a skilful process of 

reality construction and shifting influence’ (Fletcher, 2014: 140) that does not make 

assumptions about the ‘immutable properties that determine their (members’) identity and 

behaviour’ (Jackson et al., 2019: 26). This is middle-range theorizing that takes seriously 

socio-psychological mechanisms in a contextualised explanation of family business networks 

that goes beyond functionalist concerns about the transfer of privileged social connections. 

 In addition to these three specific contributions to various areas of social science 

research, this study also serves as a model for successful interdisciplinary collaboration across 

the humanities and social sciences more generally, drawing as it does on a theory of sympathy 

and the moral sentiments developed in the pre-disciplinary milieu of the Scottish 

Enlightenment (see Frazer, 2017). Using in-depth qualitative data, it delves into the self-

understanding of family business elites experiencing what was known in the eighteenth 

century as a ‘progress of sentiments’, as new affective connections are understood via analogy 

with older connections. Our fourth contribution is therefore not only to present empirical 

evidence of the continuing usefulness of the Scottish Englightment theory of the moral 
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sentiments, but also to offer an excellent example of how current social phenomena can be 

addressed in an interdisciplinary manner, drawing on centuries-old philosophical theories that 

have not lost any of their perennial relevance. 

To conclude, while Scottish family business networks are no longer primarily based 

on bio-legal kinship, the idea of ‘family’ is re-framed and used through members’ affectively-

laden interaction with suppliers, employees, and customers in everyday business operations, 

as well as business peers in both formal fora and informal networking activity. This 

performative family ideology constitutes the contextualised answer of Scottish family 

business leadership to neoliberalism’s attempts to remove all moral and emotional constraints 

on economic interaction. To this extent, downgrading kinship in favour of an ‘as-if-family’ 

allows for a new form of intra-elite trust-building and creates another channel through which 

elite recruitment materialises (Reeves et al., 2017). This new moral-sentimental rather than 

bio-legal version of what makes a business a ‘family business’ thus meets the needs of a local 

and more educated elite to respond successfully to a new socio-economic context 

characterized by neoliberalism, globalisation, and the rise of the professional-executive class.  
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Table 1: Profiles of the Participants 
Owner-

managers 
Gende

r 
Owner’s Position  

and % Share 
Gener

ation 
Industrial 

Sector ***  
Size and No 

of employees 
Year 

established 
No of 

directors 
No of non-family 

directors 
Network Membership (including British honours that are awarded on 

merit, for exceptional achievement or service) 

1. Jacob Mc Male Director/6% 2nd  M 51-250/186 1979 8 3 Member of a brewing network 

2. John J Male CEO/51% 1st M 51-250/106 1982 3 1 Sibling to Cases 39 and 40 

3. Ros P Male Director/13% 3rd M > 251/253 1898 10 8 Member of naval circles and has links with the Admiralty (OBE recipient) 

7. Scott B Male Director/36% 3rd  M > 251/740 1848 8 5 Member of the Home Timber Merchants Association (CBE recipient) 

11. Nathan S Male CEO/99% 2nd  M  51-250/212 1959 5 3 Member of a HG peer-to-peer network; joint venture with Case 34 (CBE recipient) 

12. Donald O Male CEO/75% 3rd  C > 251/623 1947 6 5 Member of a HG peer-to-peer network 

13. Nelson D Male CEO/13% 3rd  M > 251/566 1860 6 5 Member of a HG peer-to-peer network; Is a sibling to Case 41 

14. Ted F Male CEO/66% 1st  OS 51-250/150 1979 6 5 Member of the Royal Company of Merchants of the City of Edinburgh 

15. Isaac M Male CEO/100% 2nd  T 51-250/140 1956 3 1 Member of haulage circles and has links with trusted transport suppliers  

16. Sam W Male CEO/67% 2nd  H&R 51-250/219 1978 5 3 Member of the British Health Farm Federation & Scottish Enterprise/Tourist Board 

17. Brian T Male Director/100% 1st  M 51-250/55 1972 3 2 Member of a brewing and distilling network; is a customer of Case 37 

19. Jill M Female Director/33% 3rd  OS 10-50/48 1911 3 1 Member of the Scottish Borders Chamber of Commerce 

23. Barry W Male Director/62% 2nd  C 51-250/73 1969 4 2 Member of the Edinburgh and District Master Builders/Homes for Scotland 

25. Adam L Male Director/10% 3rd  A 10-50/40 1864 9 5 Member of a farmer suppliers’ network 

26. Stuart S Male Director/33% 3rd  A 51-250/210 1862 9 5 Member of a brewing network and the Maltsters Association (OBE recipient) 

27. Neil S Male Director/12% 1st  H&R > 251/551 1996 7 3 Member of a tourism network (OBE recipient) 

28. Betty W Female Director/100% 1st  OS > 251/427 1990 5 2 Member of a motor trade network 

30. Callum C Male CEO/16% 2nd  OS 51-250/151 1947 3 1 Member of the Royal Warrant Holder Association & Local Chambers of Commerce 

31. Simon Sk Male CEO/50% 2nd  C 51-250/190 1969 4 1 Member of a HG peer-to-peer network 

32. Trevor J Male CEO/7% 3rd  M >251/489 1850 7 4 Member of the Confederation of Forest Industries (CBE Recipient) 

33. Gideon M  Male CEO/58% 3rd  C > 251/623 1925 6 4 Member of a HG peer-to-peer network 

34. Albert M Male CEO/44% 3rd  M > 251/270 1296 10 8 Member of a HG peer-to-peer network; Has a joint venture with Case 11 

35. Carsten R Male CEO/100% 2nd  OS 51-250/128 1927 4 3 Member of a HG peer-to-peer network 

36. Martin W Male CEO/33% 2nd  T 51-250/91 1967 4 1 Member of a HG peer-to-peer network 

37. Elias M Male Director/5% 2nd  OS 51-250/209 1975 14 12 Offers customer services to Case 17 

38. Molly M Female Manager/5% 3rd  C > 251/323 1925 7 3 Married to G (large FB manufacturer) and a member of a HG peer-to-peer network 

39. Frank J Male CEO/45% 1st  OS 10-50/44 1982 3 1 Sibling to Cases 2 and 40 

40. Daniel J Male CEO/100% 1st  OS 10-50/12 1987 2 0 Sibling to Cases 2 and 39; Used to work (apprenticeship) for Case 38 

41. Greg D** Male CEO/80% 1st  OS 0-9/8 1997 2 1 Sibling to Case 13; Is a member of a journalists’ network  

42. Paul G Male Director/9% 3rd  M > 251/704 1887 7 5 Member of the Scotch Whisky Association and a brewery network 

43. Alex S Male CEO/100% 2nd  M 51-250/148 1983 2 0 Sibling to Case 45; Is a member of a HG peer-to-peer network 

45. Bill S Male CEO/80% 2nd  M 51-250/67 1952 2 0 Member of the Master Bakers Association; Is a sibling to Case 43 

46. Irvin Mg Male Director/34% 3rd M 51-250/145 1935 3 0 Member of the Master Bakers Association 

48. Igor C Male CEO/44% 2nd  OS 10-50/16 1988 3 1 Member of the NH group supply initiative 

Cases in grey did not develop as-if-family affects. † 49 oral-history interviews in total–one firm counts for two interviewees in case 33. * HG (High Growth) ** Case 41 is the brother of Case 13. He runs his own family 

SME and holds shares in the old family firm run by his brother.       *** Industrial Sector: Agriculture (A); Manufacturing (M); Construction (C); Transport (T); Hotels/Restaurants (H&R); Other Services (OS) 
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Table 2: Historical dynamics driving change in individual family businesses – Context of Change 
Owner-

managers 

(n=48) 

Year 

esta-

blished 

Start-

point of 

change 

Context of Change 
Micro Level:  

Kinship Context 
Meso Level:  

Business Context 
Macro Level:  
Wider Context 

3. Ros P 1898 1970s Dividend was passed for the first time since WW2: ‘there are not many of us around’  Need for staff with technical education National engineering strike and challenging industry practices  
13. Nelson D 1860 1970s Male primogeniture for 150 years: Younger brother decides not to be in the business Growth and Acquisitions Harvard Executive Education 

32. Trevor J 1850 1970s Successor CEO had a previous career in finance: ‘you (must) prove yourself’ New technological investments & production capacity expansion Collapse of old timber market for state-owned mines/ railways 

34. Albert M 1296 1970s In-law inherits the 4th generation FB that he runs with a non-family director’s help Organic growth built on firm’s ‘people and reputation’ Niche market that looks for innovation and good service 

42. Paul G 1887 1970s 9 people own 90% of shares due to share buyback 20 years ago’ Cousin consortium, brand leader, sells to 118 international markets  Collaborative whisky industry: niche products & joint ventures 

1. Jacob Mc 1979 1980s Founder’s withdrawal from managerial roles Market saturation IT becomes commodity-based 

2. John J 1982 1980s Offspring not interested in becoming successors Abandon DIY philosophy Offer a one stop design shop 

7. Scott B 1848 1980s Successor CEO learning from the first non-family director rather than from his father Deficiency in managerial capability & acquisitions Imported timber, miner’s strike and technology change 
12. Donald O 1947 1980s Successor CEO witnessing altruistic father’s downfall Growth and Acquisitions Industry’s focus on max profit 

15. Isaac M 1956 1980s Successor CEO: ‘my sister’s heart was never in it’ Growth and Innovation award Decline of customer loyalty  
16. Sam W 1978 1980s Successor CEO’s mother being a health spa pioneer Liquidate, then buyout (1982-86)  Health and Beauty awareness 

17. Brian T 1972 1980s Conflicting values between family and in-laws Innovation without patents Whisky and beer purity laws 

19. Jill M 1911 1980s Female successor not being accepted by her cousins Car dealership acquisition Traditional farm engineering 

23. Barry W 1969 1980s Spin-off by staff slowly evolves into a new family firm (majority ownership) Selling/buying parts of spin-off when the opportunity arises Recurring rounds of recession and rising pension liabilities 

25. Adam L 1864 1980s Owners retiring early and becoming non-execs (2002) From grain importing to storage CAP subsidies for grain storage 

26. Stuart S 1862 1980s ‘I am the last “gentleman” left in the malt industry’ Display barley provenance  Decline of labour union power 

30. Callum C 1947 1980s Family ownership dispersion; Successor owns 1/6 Growth and Acquisitions Scottish Oil Industry Boom 

31. Simon Sk 1969 1980s Two brothers and their families live in same street as their parents From partnership to limited company; Growth and Acquisitions Skilled labour market shortages in the construction industry 

33. Gideon M  1925 1980s Father ‘not fit enough’ to run the business and ten years later son returns to take over Growth and Acquisitions Supply chain consolidation 

35. Carsten R 1927 1980s Son’s conflict with father who wanted to sell the new FB (2006) New manager buys-out the FB (1983) and brings in his own son Scottish Oil Industry Boom and supply chain consolidation 

37. Elias M 1975 1980s Successor was trained bottom-up by partners From sole trader, partnership, ltd to stock market flotation (2001) City’s nervousness surrounding investment in a family business 

39. Frank J 1982 1980s Husband and wife with only one son who works in firm but does not want to lead it Equal partnership failure due to partner’s work ethic issues Lowest price tendering 

38. Molly M 1925 1980s 3rd Generation cousins were never pushed into the business Growth; Apprentice becomes CEO (2004); Flat management Skilled labour shortages 

40. Daniel J 1984 1980s Husband and wife team with successor-in-waiting Growth (through word of mouth) Skilled labour shortages 

43. Alex S 1983 1980s Older sibling’s failure in managing father’s business effectively Sibling partnership breaks up, but this creates closer collaboration Collaborative baking industry: ‘gain knowledge by sharing it’ 

45. Bill S 1952 1980s ‘For my dad, family was always first, [all 6 brothers] were pushed into business’ Sibling partnership breaks up, but this creates closer collaboration Collaborative baking industry: ‘you need allies in the trade’ 

48. Igor C 1988 1980s Offspring not interested in getting involved in the FB Apprentice slowly buys-out FB Emergence of DIY Stores 

11. Nathan S 1959 1990s Conflict with brother that ‘wasn’t really committed’ Growth and Acquisitions BSE crisis bringing family firm to a halt 

14. Ted F 1979 1990s CEO life-style changes related to son’s racing career Ownership sharing with staff Sophisticated copier market 

28. Betty W 1990 1990s Founder made redundant in previous motor trade job Wife’s informal supervisory role Motor trade expansion 

46. Irvin Mg 1935 1990s All four cousins became partners and board directors Process innovation for production efficiency, growth & acquisitions  BSE crisis (1994-96): ‘[our meat pie] sales just stopped overnight’ 

27. Neil S 1996 2000s Lack of a core family trade (varied career paths) Performance & ‘true hospitality’ Growth in budget hotels 

36. Martin W 1967 2000s Family ownership dispersion, but ‘equal salary for all’ Growth and Acquisitions Waste management awareness 

41. Greg D* 1997 2000s Male primogeniture in the original FB for 150 years: second son ‘had to find 

something to do’ 

Spin out from original family firm as the son’s second career From competitive wine retailing to wholesaling (1997-2002) 

FB (Family Business); CEO (Chief Executive Officer); DIY (Do-It-Yourself); BSE (commonly known as mad cow disease) 
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Table 3: Historical dynamics driving change in individual family businesses – Content of Change 
Owner-

managers 

(n=48) 

Year 

esta-

blished 

Start-

point of 

change 

Content of Change 
Decline of family loyalty and kinship/class based business networks Emergence of as-if-family affects and entrepreneur-to-entrepreneur networks 

3. Ros P 1898 1970s Non-family members become Board Directors due to labour dissatisfaction Extend pension scheme; invest in R&D; partner with regional college: ‘foremen/managers must take their men along with 

them by persuasion’ 
13. Nelson D 1860 1970s Family and non-family ownership dispersion (‘cash bonus into shares’ – 30 senior employees now own 15% of the 

shares) 

Hire two non-execs; incentive plan for staff: 50:50 bonus based on group and own performance:  

32. Trevor J 1850 1970s ‘We are not going to bring somebody on just because s/he has the surname’; no dividend (1966-72) when there was no 

profit 
Focus on non-family career progression/pay; divisional directors; 3rd gen. staff CEO; ‘caring inclusive management culture 

that isn’t paternalistic’ 
34. Albert M 1296 1970s Grow a ‘full-blown family constitution’ that specifies family rights as the 5th generation family member joins top 

management 
Launch an employee trust (12% of shares is owned by employees); build on the advice and help of an expanding circle of 

non-executive directors 
42. Paul G 1887 1970s Small dividend: ‘who are the owners of this business isn’t important to us; what is important is that our brands are loved’ Have an average service of 20 years: ‘staff are feeling safe, thus can trust - our brands do the talking [for family]; create an 

emotional connection’ 

1. Jacob Mc 1979 1980s Leave shares in a trust fund for all 4 sons; equity for non-kin Hire professional designers; ‘like a brother’ staff runs US branch (1984) 

2. John J 1982 1980s Founder’s withdrawal from operational roles due to ill health Treat employees, suppliers and customers with respect and care 

7. Scott B 1848 1980s 
Halving the directors’ salaries (1966) and then opportunistic acquisitions and technological modernisation 

Divisional directors; absorption of technologically superior employees; introduction of a new culture and a less 

hierarchical management style 
12. Donald O 1947 1980s Not paying a dividend (for ‘people to sit and do nothing’) Hire non-family non-execs; Pay staff’s college fees; build client trust 
15. Isaac M 1956 1980s Buys-out his sister share (2008) after his parents’ death New CEO attends FB course (1988); hires non-family manager (1991) 
16. Sam W 1978 1980s Brother doesn’t join repurchased firm as manager; no dividend Get accredited as an ‘Investor in People’ (1996); non-family chairman 
17. Brian T 1972 1980s Successor became sole owner buying-out brother/step mother New family and non-family hires have to be ‘accepted by the team’ 

19. Jill M 1911 1980s Demerging from cousin partners/Creating new layers of shares Hire non-family manager to deal day-to-day with customers/suppliers 
23. Barry W 1969 1980s Spin-off’s CEO only selectively co-opts members of own family; introduces a shadow shared ownership structure (2002) Spin-off ‘infectious’ management building strong trust-based and long-term links with staff, suppliers and clients 

25. Adam L 1864 1980s Only one of the executive Directors is now a family member  Hire non-family (1992) and promote him to CEO; minimize recruitment 

26. Stuart S 1862 1980s Share ownership with executive non-family managers Less centralised control: ‘make the [various] departments run themselves’ 

30. Callum C 1947 1980s ‘No spare cash (last year), I used the dividend to pay our staff’ Focus on ‘inclusive team’ culture; ‘the business comes first (not family)’ 

31. Simon Sk 1969 1980s Establish a young (apprentice) boys’ academy ‘to build up good tradesmen (for the future) and leap frog past everybody’ ‘I had to sack my brother (as a CEO) and put this young boy in place because he’s faster, better and sharper; he came 

through the academy’ 

33. Gideon M  1925 1980s Promote ‘Command and Control’ non-family staff to CEO (with 22% equity); avoid doing business ‘with people we 

know’ personally 

Successor rejects management buyout deal; fires previous ‘Command and Control’ non-family CEO; and boosts the 

autonomy of divisional managers 
35. Carsten R 1927 1980s New owner-manager reluctantly sells the family firm to his son (16%) who has become CEO  Successor CEO focuses on staff development (including leadership skills such as their ‘freedom to fail’) and aim to ‘leave 

a legacy for the team’ 
37. Elias M 1975 1980s Decreasing family ownership: ‘we happen to own the biggest stake in the business. It is no longer just our family 

business’ 

‘Answering to non-execs’; implement an ‘opportunity for improvement system’ for all staff; employees ‘engrained into the 

discursive M culture’  

39. Frank J 1982 1980s Employing family members but not sharing ownership or leadership with them; use staff bonus Reduce new partner’s share to 10% but if firm is sold then he gets 1/3: ‘to make a business successful it takes everybody to 

be part owners’ 

38. Molly M 1925 1980s Family members ‘would neither expect nor would we be encouraged to join the business without our own set of skills’ Employ directly needed skills (instead of subcontracting); ‘this manager was making a mess on a site; we said we ‘are 

failing him, he’s got potential’ 

40. Daniel J 1984 1980s Won’t allow debt or tolerate laziness from any family member Never hire strangers: ‘I keep everybody local, I know their mums &dads’ 

43. Alex S 1983 1980s ‘Not everybody is equal in talent, but everybody wants equal reward … we became independent so there was no conflict’ ‘We don’t cheat our staff, [customers, suppliers], we aren’t telling them something that isn’t the case; treat everybody as 

you want to be treated’ 

45. Bill S 1952 1980s ‘We are all sat round the table, an [exit] decision has got to be made; [older brother] just went “give me my money I’m 

off”’  

‘A wee bible that we give our staff; tells us what we can do to make your day better & what you can do to help us; felt that 

values had disappeared’ 
48. Igor C 1988 1980s New owner’s son ‘had to gain the trust/confidence of’ all staff (All) ‘necessary to work, be totally committed, supportive of each other’  
11. Nathan S 1959 1990s Buy-out brother’s share after BSE crisis related confrontation Reinforced faith in long-term employees: ‘team succession planning’ 
14. Ted F 1979 1990s Create a family trust for next generation that is not involved Move retired non-family manager’s 30% share to a staff benefit trust 
28. Betty W 1990 1990s Work from ex PA’s house to start with (who also lost her job) Staff recruitment, supervision and retention is all done informally 
46. Irvin Mg 1935 1990s ‘The bank asked for its overdraft back & put in a consultant to interview us to see what we were doing; a family director 

left’.  

Team work: ‘non-family managers are all equal with us; customers can phone up; make sure that business is sorted before 

you think of yourself’  

27. Neil S 1996 2000s Portfolio entrepreneur: ‘could not run a hotel to save my life’ Become ‘associated with quality projects that represent our values’ 
36. Martin W 1967 2000s Successor CEO buys-out his father, uncle and cousins (2005) Hire non-execs; has bonus-related pay vs. ‘pay them as little as possible’ 
41. Greg D* 1997 2000s ‘I couldn’t fail so [when we ran into financial trouble in 2000] I sold my house; I didn’t ask for help [from the family]’ Give a non-family director 20% shareholding: ‘you look after and protect your people … all got paid before me (a 

surrogate family, in a sense)’ 

FB (Family Business); CEO (Chief Executive Officer); BSE (commonly known as mad cow disease)  
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Figure 1: Data Structure            Figure 2: A model of how elite business grouping mechanisms work in context 
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