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Abstract
Family business research remains inconclusive about how family influence af-
fects the financial performance of family firms. Drawing on agency theory and the 
resource-based view, most studies examine family involvement in ownership and 
management, which reflects the family’s ability to make decisions. Other studies 
emphasize the family’s willingness to pursue specific objectives, particularly those 
related to socioemotional wealth. However, particularistic behavior in family firms 
cannot be explained solely by ability or willingness. Building on this reasoning, 
we propose that both ability and willingness are necessary but individually insuf-
ficient conditions for explaining family firm performance. We further argue that 
their joint presence constitutes a sufficient condition. Using a sample of 141 family 
firms, our results identify seven configurations combining measures of ability and 
willingness that are associated with high financial performance, thereby supporting 
our arguments.

Keywords  Family firm · Ability · Family involvement · SEW · Performance · 
fsQCA

JEL Classification  M10 · M21

1  Introduction

Over the last few decades, family business research has extensively examined how 
family influence affects family firm performance (Basco 2013; Sciascia et al. 2014; 
Van Essen et al. 2015). One stream of this research, drawing on agency theory and 
the resource-based view, has focused on the role of family involvement in ownership 
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and management. However, findings remain inconclusive. Prior studies report both 
a “dark” and a “bright” side of family involvement in relation to performance (e.g. 
Chirico and Bau 2014; Minichilli et al. 2010) and point to trade-offs among different 
agency problems (e.g. Villalonga et al. 2015). As a result, it remains unclear whether 
and under what conditions family involvement in management enhances financial 
performance.

A second stream of research on family business heterogeneity has focused on fam-
ily goals, particularly through the concept of socioemotional wealth (SEW) or the 
importance attributed to it (SEWi), and their effects on family business outcomes. 
SEW relates to family willingness (Gómez-Mejía et al. 2007; De Massis et al. 2014), 
which refers to the favorable disposition to engage in distinctive behaviors (De Mas-
sis et al. 2014). The conceptualization of SEWi developed by Debicki et al. (2016) 
captures the importance that family decision makers attach to different SEW dimen-
sions, which reflects their willingness to pursue specific family goals. However, the 
literature also reports inconsistent findings regarding the influence of SEW or its 
dimensions on performance (Debicki et al. 2017; Martínez-Romero et al. 2020; Ng 
et al. 2019; Razzak and Jassem 2019). These mixed results suggest that focusing on 
family goals alone does not fully explain when family influence improves or impairs 
family firm performance.

Taken together, these two streams indicate that prior research has largely exam-
ined either the family’s ability to influence the firm or the family’s willingness to 
pursue specific goals, implicitly assuming that either dimension alone can explain 
family firm behavior and performance. In other words, studies focusing on family 
willingness have largely overlooked ability, and vice versa and have assumed that 
the combination of ability and willingness is not required to analyze family influence 
on the economic performance of family firms. This assumption may be problematic 
because family involvement in ownership and management primarily provides the 
family with the ability to develop particularistic family-oriented behaviors aimed at 
achieving the family’s goals (Williams et al. 2018), but does not explicitly consider 
the nature of these goals (De Massis et al. 2014). Family businesses with similar 
levels of family involvement in ownership and management (ability) may therefore 
differ in their willingness to pursue family goals. Furthermore, the literature examin-
ing the effects of SEWi (willingness) on family firm performance has generally not 
considered the family’s ability to ensure that the firm pursues behaviors aligned with 
these goals (De Massis et al. 2014). However, family willingness to pursue family 
goals will not lead to specific family behaviors and decisions unless the family also 
has the ability to pursue those goals. In sum, ability and willingness may each rep-
resent necessary conditions for family-oriented behavior and firm performance, but 
neither ability nor willingness is individually sufficient for family involvement to 
produce particularistic family-oriented behavior or improved performance (De Mas-
sis et al. 2014).

This paper jointly considers ability and willingness as interrelated factors associ-
ated with high performance in family firms and examines whether they constitute 
necessary or sufficient conditions for achieving high performance (De Massis et al. 
2014). We examine the separate effects of family involvement in management and 
ownership and the different dimensions of SEWi defined by Debicki et al. (2016). To 
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do so, we employ a configurational approach (Fiss 2007). Specifically, we conduct 
a fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA) (Ragin 2000, 2009), a method 
that treats cases as combinations of specific attributes whose joint presence forms 
configurations that produce a given outcome (Fiss 2007; Woodside 2013). Both the 
configurational approach and the fsQCA analytic technique have recently attracted 
interest in the family business literature (e.g. Kosmidou and Ahuja 2019; Pittino et al. 
2020; Samara and Berbegal-Mirabent 2018; Hafner and Pidun 2021), although they 
have not been used to examine the joint effect of ability and willingness on family 
firm performance. We apply fsQCA to a sample of 141 Spanish family firms to test 
(a) whether ability (through family involvement in ownership and/or management) 
and willingness (through the importance attached to SEW dimensions) represent nec-
essary conditions for high performance, and (b) whether their joint presence consti-
tutes a sufficient condition.

Our study makes several contributions to the family business literature. First, it 
contributes to the debate on how family influence affects family firm performance 
by examining the combined role of ability and willingness as necessary and/or suf-
ficient conditions associated with high performance in family firms. Specifically, we 
jointly consider the ability and willingness dimensions to reduce the risk of attribut-
ing effects to family involvement that may also arise in any owner-managed firm. 
In doing so, we link and disentangle arguments derived from economic theories of 
the firm and socioemotional wealth, thereby helping reconcile conflicting findings 
reported in prior studies on family firm performance. In this sense, our findings may 
also inform agency theory arguments in family firms that suggest a trade-off between 
different types of agency problems (Villalonga et al. 2015).

Second, our results regarding necessary conditions may help reconcile prior stud-
ies that rely on different assumptions about the influence of ability or willingness 
on family firm performance. By adopting a configurational approach using fsQCA, 
we extend prior research on the ability-willingness paradox that has examined other 
family firm outcomes such as strategic agility (Debellis et al. 2021), digital transfor-
mation (He et al. 2024), family firm collaboration (Guenther et al. 2023), innovation 
(Steeger and Hoffmann 2016), and organizational ambidexterity (Veider and Matzler 
2016).

Third, we contribute to the literature on family firm heterogeneity. Using fsQCA, 
we identify different ability and willingness configurations, revealing the existence 
of more than one family firm type that may achieve high performance (Daspit et al. 
2021). In this regard, we respond to Neubaum et al. (2019), who call for the use of 
fsQCA to advance family firm theory. More recently, Hafner and Pidun (2021, p. 2) 
argued that “the time seems ripe for family business research to tap the full potential 
of fsQCA and fully embrace the idea that causality is commonly conjunctural, equi-
final, and asymmetric”.

Finally, our study contributes to the SEW literature. Family business research has 
long suggested a trade-off between financial performance and SEW (e.g. Berrone et 
al. 2012; Gómez-Mejía et al. 2007). Our findings identify the conditions under which 
different SEW dimensions may support family firm performance.
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2  Family influence and family firm performance

Research has produced mixed evidence regarding the impact of family influence on 
firm performance (e.g. Arosa et al. 2010; Sciascia et al. 2014; Villalonga and Amit 
2006). Agency theory and the resource-based view are the dominant theoretical per-
spectives used to explain how family involvement shapes family firm performance 
(Dyer 2018; Chrisman et al. 2024). Prior studies indicate that family ownership and 
management involve both advantages and disadvantages that affect family firm per-
formance (Basco 2013; Garcia-Castro and Aguilera 2014; Samara and Berbegal-
Mirabent 2018). Family firm distinctiveness partly resides in the combination of 
financial and non-financial objectives. Neither agency theory nor the resource-based 
view explicitly considers that the willingness to pursue family goals may be central to 
understanding the behavior and performance of family firms (Chrisman et al. 2024), 
an issue addressed in other studies (Davila et al. 2023). This willingness to pursue 
family objectives has often been measured using the SEW construct, defined as the 
affective endowment intrinsically attached to kinship ties whose presence influences 
firm performance (Cruz et al. 2012), or through SEWi, which directly measures the 
importance of SEW for family owners and managers, and more explicitly captures 
SEW as a goal (Chua et al. 2018). However, studies have also reported conflicting 
findings regarding its influence on family firm performance (Davila et al. 2023).

De Massis et al. (2014) argue that these inconsistent findings may reflect limita-
tions in theoretical reasoning, particularly because the ability and willingness con-
structs have not been examined in combination. Firms with the same level of family 
involvement in ownership and management may differ in their willingness to pursue 
family goals, just as firms with the same intention to pursue family goals may differ in 
their level of ability. De Massis et al. (2014) contend that unless the family involved 
has the ability to make decisions, willingness in terms of intention or commitment 
to pursue family-oriented particularistic behavior will not translate into family firm 
behavior or performance. Therefore, we propose:

Proposition 1  Different configurations combining dimensions of both family ability 
and family willingness lead to high financial performance in family firms.

To provide a more nuanced view of the relationship between family influence and 
family firm performance, we analyze whether family ability and family willingness 
represent necessary or sufficient conditions for high performance in family firms.

2.1  Ability through involvement in ownership and management

Ability can be understood as discretion and resources (De Massis et al. 2015), cor-
responding to arguments derived from agency theory and the resource-based view, 
respectively. Discretion refers to the family’s capacity to exercise power and legiti-
macy over the firm’s decisions. Ability in terms of resources refers to the capabilities 
and assets that the family can deploy to pursue its goals and guide the firm in a spe-
cific direction. Family ability is typically conditioned by family members’ ownership 
and their involvement in the top management team (TMT).
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2.1.1  Family ownership and family firm performance

The literature examining the relationship between family involvement and family 
firm performance has largely focused on family ownership (Mazzi 2011; Sciascia and 
Mazzola 2008). Agency theory posits that higher levels of family ownership increase 
the family’s ability to make decisions (Carney 2005; De Massis et al. 2014). When 
ownership is concentrated in the family, owners have stronger incentives to monitor 
management, which reduces principal-agent problems. However, other conflicts of 
interest may arise because family shareholders may use their controlling position to 
appropriate private benefits at the expense of minority shareholders and even other 
family members (Villalonga and Amit 2006; Anand and Vajda 2025).

From a resource-based view, family ownership can also influence the availabil-
ity of financial resources. Prior studies highlight the greater self-financing capacity 
of family-owned firms (Blanco-Mazagatos et al. 2007). However, limiting external 
non-family financial capital is one behavior families may adopt to maintain control 
(Gedajlovic and Carney 2010). In line with these arguments, some studies report 
a positive relationship between family ownership and performance (Anderson and 
Reeb 2003; Maury 2006; Sraer and Thesmar 2007; Andres 2008). Other empirical 
studies report non-significant (Pedersen and Thomsen 2003; Klein et al. 2005; Arosa 
et al. 2010) or negative effects (Thomsen and Pedersen 2000; Oswald et al. 2009) of 
family ownership on performance.

2.1.2  Family management and family firm performance

Drawing on agency theory, several studies have examined the role of family pres-
ence in the TMT as a source of family ability in terms of discretion and its effect on 
family firm performance (Stockmans et al. 2010). Since family owners often align 
with family managers, principal-agent agency costs tend to be lower, which favors 
performance. Regarding ability in terms of resources, the literature suggests that fam-
ily management positively influences the strategic human and social capital available 
within the firm (Gedajlovic and Carney 2010). Because family managers are actual 
or psychological owners of the firm, family firms often develop firm-specific human 
capital (Chirico 2008). In addition, family ties generate frequent, supportive, and 
close relationships among family members (Hoffman et al. 2006), fostering social 
capital in family firms with high family involvement in management (Arregle et al. 
2007; Hoffman et al. 2006; Pearson et al. 2008).

Accordingly, some studies report a positive influence of family involvement in 
management on performance. However, as with family ownership, the literature does 
not provide consistent results. Some scholars report non-significant or negative rela-
tionships between the active involvement of family members in management and 
firm performance. Prior research also offers arguments explaining potential nega-
tive effects on performance (Block et al. 2011; Peng and Jiang 2010; Oswald et al. 
2009; Sciascia and Mazzola 2008). Controlling families may have both the incentive 
and the power to expropriate minority shareholders, which reflects principal-princi-
pal agency conflicts (Purkayastha et al. 2022). Moreover, differences among fam-
ily members can disrupt internal communication and hinder effective organizational 
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functioning (Van den Berghe and Carchon 2003). Family management may also dis-
courage the recruitment of qualified non-family managers (Carney 1998; Rodriguez-
García and Menéndez-Requejo 2023), confining skills and expertise to a restricted 
family labor market. In addition, the firm’s social capital often depends on that of 
the family (Arregle et al. 2007). Strong ties among family managers may limit the 
development of relationships with external actors, which can restrict the expansion of 
social capital. Information may also circulate primarily among family members and 
close associates, leading to redundant information flows (Herrero and Hughes 2019).

Nevertheless, these inconclusive and sometimes contradictory arguments and 
findings regarding the influence of family involvement in ownership and manage-
ment on firm performance suggest that family ownership and family management 
mainly reflect the family’s ability to make decisions but do not clearly capture the 
willingness to pursue specific family goals, such as those related to SEW. SEW rep-
resents an important decision-making reference within family firms that should also 
be considered when analyzing family business performance (Smajić et al. 2025). 
Therefore, we propose:

Proposition 2  Family ability (through family involvement in ownership and/or man-
agement) is a necessary but not sufficient condition for high financial performance 
in family firms.

2.2  Family willingness and family firm performance

Willingness refers to the family’s favorable disposition to engage in distinctive 
behaviors and is often reflected in the importance attributed to socioemotional wealth 
(SEWi). SEW represents an important determinant of performance because it serves 
as a central reference point in the decision-making processes of family firms (Gómez-
Mejía et al. 2007; Smajić et al. 2025). In particular, the literature has drawn on the 
behavioral agency model (Wiseman and Gomez-Mejia 1998) to explain the relation-
ship between SEW and family firm outcomes, as this perspective suggests that deci-
sions within the firm reflect the interests of the principal.

Although studies have traditionally examined SEW and SEWi as a single con-
struct (Peláez-León and Sánchez-Marín 2022), more recent research highlights the 
need to treat them as multidimensional constructs (Brigham and Payne 2019; Swab et 
al. 2020; Davila et al. 2023). Differences in the importance that families attach to the 
elements comprising SEW contribute to family firm heterogeneity (Chrisman et al. 
2024), and each SEWi dimension may generate both advantages and disadvantages 
in terms of family firm performance (Debicki et al. 2017; Martínez-Romero et al. 
2020). Indeed, the importance attached to different dimensions of SEW may vary, 
as may their influence on decisions and performance in family firms (Boujelben and 
Boujelben 2020). Debicki et al. (2016) identify three dimensions of SEWi: family 
prominence, family enrichment, and family continuity.
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2.2.1  Family prominence

Prominence captures the importance attributed to the family’s recognition in the local 
community, stemming from generous actions, the accumulation and preservation of 
social capital, and the maintenance of the family’s reputation through the business 
(Debicki et al. 2016). Attaching importance to the prominence dimension reflects the 
family’s willingness to direct the firm toward the development of two key resources: 
reputation and social capital. For example, the literature indicates that family firms 
adopt commendable behaviors and ethical organizational practices that positively 
influence performance (Cennamo et al. 2012; Sageder et al. 2018). These practices 
include maintaining long-lasting and trusting relationships with customers (Craig et 
al. 2008; Levenburg 2006), investing in pollution control (Berrone et al. 2010), and 
avoiding major layoffs (Block 2010).

However, attaching importance to the prominence dimension may also lead fami-
lies to use their discretion to make decisions that negatively influence performance. 
Families that prioritize their reputation for generous behavior may engage in actions 
that give precedence to community well-being while neglecting the firm’s financial 
performance (Cennamo et al. 2012). In addition, social support provided by the fam-
ily may lead the firm to hire a friend or acquaintance from the family’s social network 
even if this person is not the most qualified candidate for the position (Kidwell et al. 
2018). Similarly, in an effort to maintain a relationship with a local supplier, the fam-
ily may rule out suppliers offering a better price-quality ratio (Debicki et al. 2017).

2.2.2  Family enrichment

The enrichment dimension relates to the happiness of family members outside the 
business, emphasizing family harmony through business operations and the consid-
eration of family needs in the decision-making process (Debicki et al. 2016). Fami-
lies that attach importance to improving family life and relationships among family 
members through business operations may recognize that achieving this objective 
requires positive performance (Craig and Newbert 2020). Furthermore, families that 
emphasize the happiness of family members outside the business may be particularly 
concerned with the legitimacy of business actions, since the firm is often viewed 
as an extension of the family (Berrone et al. 2012). Social sanctions may therefore 
negatively affect not only the firm’s image but also the family’s emotional well-being 
(Berrone et al. 2014).

However, other aspects of the enrichment dimension may negatively influence 
family firm performance. Attaching importance to granting managerial positions to 
family members may reduce the quantity and quality of the human capital the firm 
develops (Westhead and Howorth 2006), which is a key resource for performance. 
Financial performance may also be negatively affected if the family prioritizes 
enhancing the happiness of family members who are not directly involved in the firm 
when operating the business (Schulze et al. 2002).
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2.2.3  Family continuity

The continuity dimension encompasses issues related to the family unit, the estab-
lishment of a family dynasty in the business, and the perpetuation of family values 
through business operations. This dimension relates to the continuation of family 
involvement in the firm over the long term (Debicki et al. 2016), and thus emphasizes 
the preservation of the family dynasty, giving rise to a long-term orientation in fam-
ily firms (Zellweger 2007; James 1999). Long-term orientation is considered a major 
source of competitive advantage (Habbershon and Williams 1999; Gómez-Mejía et 
al. 2007; Lumpkin et al. 2010) and, in turn, financial performance (Zellweger et al. 
2012).

The family continuity dimension also concerns the importance attributed to the 
firm as a vehicle for maintaining family values and transmitting these to younger 
generations. The literature indicates that if the family emphasizes the preservation 
of family values, the development of sustainable relationships with stakeholders, or 
ethical business practices, the effect on financial performance may be positive (Fink 
2010; Mohr and Puck 2013). However, attaching importance to maintaining fam-
ily values and renewing family bonds through dynastic succession may also lead 
families to rule out profitable strategies that do not align with those values (Martínez-
Romero et al. 2020; Jones et al. 2008; Schweiger et al. 2024). Similarly, a family that 
prioritizes collective decision-making and consensus among family members may 
negatively affect performance. These conflicting arguments and findings suggest that 
attaching importance to the different dimensions of SEWi may favor or impair fam-
ily firm economic performance depending on other dimensions of family influence. 
Therefore, we propose:

Proposition 3  Family willingness (through the importance attached to family con-
tinuity, family enrichment, or family prominence) is a necessary but not sufficient 
condition for high financial performance in family firms.

Finally, De Massis et al. (2014) propose that the joint presence of family ability 
and willingness constitutes a sufficient condition for the family to influence family 
firm behavior. They argue that firms with similar levels of ability will not exhibit 
different performance unless the family involved is both able and willing to actively 
engage in a particular behavior or to passively allow it. Based on the competing argu-
ments presented above, the close relationship between ability and willingness, and 
the sufficiency condition identified by De Massis et al. (2014), we propose:

Proposition 4  The combination of family ability and family willingness is a sufficient 
condition for high financial performance in family firms.
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3  Data and method

3.1  Sample

To obtain a representative sample, we drew on Bureau van Dijk’s SABI database 
and selected a stratified random sample of 1000 Spanish private family firms. We 
included only firms with more than 10 employees, thereby excluding microenter-
prises in accordance with the European Commission classification (2003/361/EC). 
This criterion allows the exclusion of so-called lifestyle enterprises or firms created 
primarily for family subsistence without the intention of transferring them to future 
generations.

In line with prior studies, we define a firm as a family business when it meets 
the following criteria: the family holds more than 50% ownership (Amore et al. 
2011; Blanco-Mazagatos et al. 2007; Molly et al. 2019) and is involved in the firm’s 
management and governance (Blanco-Mazagatos et al. 2007; Ramírez et al. 2011). 
Applying these criteria yielded a population of 47,426 firms. From this population, 
we selected a stratified random sample of 1000 firms, which constitutes a represen-
tative sample of Spanish private family firms (sampling error ± 3.06% with a confi-
dence level of 95%). Firm age (a proxy for firm generation) and firm size were used 
as stratification criteria.

In February 2019, we designed an online survey and sent it to the family CEOs 
of these firms, asking them to complete items related to the importance attached to 
different SEW dimensions, the level of family ownership, family involvement in the 
TMT, and the generational stage of the firm. We focused on family CEOs because 
they exert substantial influence on strategic decisions in family firms (Finkelstein 
and Hambrick 1996; Hambrick and Mason 1984). The questionnaire was sent in two 
rounds to increase the response rate. A total of 165 questionnaires were received, 
resulting in a response rate of 16.5% , which is considered acceptable for this type of 
online survey (e.g. Dennis 2003; Schulze et al. 2003; Sciascia and Mazzola 2008). 
Twenty-four responses were excluded due to incomplete data or because the firms did 
not meet the criteria established by the European Commission (2003/361/EC) to be 

Table 1  Main characteristics of the sample
Full family ownership N % of total ROA 2019 N % of total
Yes
No

122
19

86.5
13.5

< 0
0–0.1
0.1–0.2
> 0.2

8
103
21
9

5.7
73.0
14.9
6.4

Total 141 100.0 Total 141 100.0
Family involvement in 
management

N % of total Generational 
stage

N % of total

0-0.25
0.26–0.50
0.51–0.75
0.76-1

22
45
24
50

15.6
31.9
17.0
35.5

First
Second
Third
Fourth

34
74
24
9

24.1
52.5
17.0
6.4

Total 141 100.0 Total 141 100.0
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classified as small or medium-sized enterprises. The final sample therefore comprises 
141 family firms. Table 1 presents the main characteristics of the sample.

As the criterion variables are based on objective data, common method bias is 
likely to be limited (Podsakoff et al. 2003). Nevertheless, Harman’s one-factor test 
including all variables did not reveal a single dominant factor, suggesting that com-
mon method bias is unlikely to be a concern.

To assess potential non-response bias, we followed Armstrong and Overton (1977) 
and conducted t-tests comparing early respondents (33%) with late respondents 
(33%). The analysis revealed no significant differences between the groups across 
the study’s key constructs. We compared the final sample of 141 firms with these 24 
excluded firms across all nine items of the SEWi scale. No significant differences 
emerged for any SEWi dimension between the two groups. These results indicate that 
non-response bias is unlikely to affect our findings.

3.2  Measures

We use five causal conditions as antecedents. The first two variables relate to the 
family’s ability to influence firm decisions. Following prior studies that apply fsQCA 
in family firm research (Samara et al. 2018; Samara and Berbegal-Mirabent 2018), 
full family ownership is measured as a dummy variable indicating whether the family 
holds full ownership. Second, family involvement in management is measured as the 
proportion of family members in the TMT.

The remaining three variables capture the importance that family CEOs attribute 
to SEW, that is, their willingness to pursue family goals. To measure SEWi, we use 
the nine-item, three-dimensional scale developed by Debicki et al. (2016), which 
includes the dimensions of family prominence, family continuity, and family enrich-
ment. Family prominence is measured using the three original items: family recogni-
tion in the local community due to the firm’s generous actions, the accumulation and 
preservation of social capital, and maintaining the family’s reputation through the 
business. Family continuity is measured using three items from the original scale: 
maintaining family unity, preserving the family dynasty in the business, and main-
taining family values through business operations. Family enrichment is measured 
using three items that capture the importance attached to family members’ happiness 
outside the business, improving family harmony through business operations, and 
considering family needs in business decisions. Following Debicki et al. (2016), all 
items are measured using a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (little or no importance) 
to 5 (very important).

As the outcome condition, we use return on assets (ROA) as the measure of finan-
cial performance, which has been widely employed in family firm research (García 
Meca and Santana-Martín 2023; Tao-Schuchardt and Kammerlander 2024). Spe-
cifically, we use ROA data for the same year as the survey data collection (2019), 
obtained from the SABI database.

We include generational stage as a control variable in the fsQCA analysis because 
Chrisman et al. (2015) suggest that the ability-willingness paradox becomes more 
pronounced in later generations of family firms. Prior research has also emphasized 
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the relevance of generational stage as a control variable in fsQCA studies of family 
firms (Samara et al. 2018).

3.3  Scale reliability and validity

Before applying fsQCA, we conducted a confirmatory analysis to assess the valid-
ity and reliability of the measures used in this study. Following prior research, we 
employed structural equation modelling (Cheng et al. 2013; Nowiński and Had-
doud 2019). Specifically, we used partial least squares structural equation modelling 
(PLS-SEM) with SmartPLS 4.0.9.9 (Ringle et al. 2022). We evaluated the reflec-
tive measurement constructs by examining item reliability, internal consistency, and 
convergent and discriminant validity (Roldán and Leal 2003). Table 2 presents the 
results. All item loadings exceed 0.6 and are significant at p < 0.01. Cronbach’s alpha 
values exceed 0.6, and composite reliability exceeds 0.7 for all constructs. In addi-
tion, the average variance extracted exceeds 0.5 (Fornell and Larcker 1981).

We also assess discriminant validity by examining whether the square root of the 
average variance extracted is greater than the inter-construct correlations (Fornell 
and Larcker 1981). Table 3 confirms this condition for our constructs. In addition, the 
heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratios of the correlations (see Table 3) show no val-
ues above the threshold of 0.85, and none of the corresponding confidence intervals 

Table 2  Reliability and convergent validity
Construct / indicator α AVE CR Factor 

loading
Return on assets of 2019 (ROA)
Full family ownership
 Percentage of equity held by the family group (100 = 1; <100 = 0)
Family involvement in the TMT
 Family managers-TMT ratio
Prominence: 0.718 0.638 0.840
 Importance of the following aspects when operating a family firm:
  Recognition of the family within the local community for its gener-
ous actions

0.825**

  Accumulation and preservation of social capital 0.713**
  Maintaining the family’s reputation through the business 0.851**
Enrichment: 0.839 0.756 0.903
 Importance of the following aspects when operating a family firm:
  Happiness of family members outside the business 0.856**
   Enhancing family harmony through business operations 0.905**
   Considering family needs in the family business 0.847**
Continuity: 0.804 0.718 0.884
 Importance of the following aspects when operating a family firm
  Maintaining family unity 0.865**
  Preserving the family dynasty in the business 0.803**
   Maintaining family values through business operations 0.872**
Generation
 Generational stage of the family CEO
AVE = average variance extracted; CR = composite reliability; **p < 0.01. *p < 0.05
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include the value 1 (Henseler et al. 2015). Overall, the constructs exhibit satisfactory 
psychometric properties.

3.4  Configurational approach and fsQCA

The configurational approach allows us to address several limitations of classical 
linear regression models. In contrast to regression models, which isolate the indepen-
dent effects of explanatory variables on a specific outcome (Hafner and Pidun 2021) 
and assume unifinality (Fiss 2007), configurational approaches assume that causality 
is complex (Di Paola et al. 2025) and characterized by conjunction and equifinality. 
Conjunction means that outcomes typically arise from the interaction of multiple fac-
tors (Yueh et al. 2016). In our study, this implies that the interaction of factors related 
to family ability with factors related to family willingness may result in high family 
firm performance. Equifinality means that two or more configurations of conditions 
may lead to the same outcome (Fiss 2011). In our context, this suggests that different 
measures of ability combined with different measures of willingness may result in 
high family firm performance.

The configurational approach in management research focuses on sets of firms 
that share key characteristics, such as strategic and organizational features (Meyer 
et al. 1993). When this approach is used to identify strategic and organizational con-
figurations within a specific context, such as family firms, these configurations are 
referred to as archetypes. Identifying such archetypes helps uncover the causal com-
plexity of family firms, since their presence in a sample provides insights into the 
heterogeneous behaviors of family firms (Kraus et al. 2016) and the organizational 
characteristics associated with their effectiveness (Pittino et al. 2020). To identify 
these archetypes, we employ fsQCA, a method that has gained increasing attention in 
family business research over the past decade (e.g. Akhmedova et al. 2020; Kosmi-
dou and Ahuja 2019; Hafner and Pidun 2021; Kraus et al. 2016; Pittino et al. 2018). 
Business and management research has predominantly used fsQCA in inductive stud-
ies, although it can also be applied in deductive research (Di Paola et al. 2025). This 
method conceptualizes cases as combinations of specific characteristics and identi-
fies the configurations of characteristics associated with a particular outcome (Fiss 
2007; Woodside 2013).

We employ fsQCA version 4.1 (Ragin and Davey 2022), following the steps out-
lined below, to link conditions to outcomes and assess whether specific conditions are 

Table 3  Zero-order correlations and discriminant validity
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. ROA – 0.186 0.010 0.056 0.093 0.070 0.017
2. Full family ownership − 0.186 – 0.082 0.089 0.130 0.146 0.053
3. Family involvement in management 0.010 − 0.082 – 0.085 0.066 0.130 0.009
4. Prominence 0.036 − 0.021 0.078 0.799 0.630 0.782 0.305
5. Enrichment − 0.086 0.120 − 0.059 0.504 0.870 0.728 0.196
6. Continuity − 0.061 0.128 0.114 0.616 0.611 0.847 0.202
7. Generation − 0.017 0.053 − 0.009 0.261 0.181 0.180 –
The diagonal elements represent the square root of the AVE. Values below the diagonal correspond to 
zero-order correlation coefficients. Values above the diagonal correspond to HTMT ratios
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necessary or sufficient for the outcome to occur (Thiem et al. 2016). This method has 
proven particularly useful for identifying core conditions associated with firm perfor-
mance and innovation (Kraus et al. 2018). In our study, firm performance—measured 
by ROA—constitutes the outcome. As noted earlier, this outcome has not previously 
been examined together with causal conditions stemming from two key dimensions: 
family influence through family involvement in ownership and management (ability) 
and the intention of family members to pursue family objectives (willingness). A 
condition is considered necessary if, whenever the outcome is present or absent, the 
condition is also present or absent (Ragin 2000). A condition is considered sufficient 
if, whenever the condition is present, the outcome is also present (Fiss 2007; Ragin 
2006). Consistency and coverage are central indicators when evaluating necessity 
and sufficiency. Consistency assesses the degree to which cases with similar attri-
butes, that is, combinations of conditions, display the same outcome within a dataset 
(Ragin 2008), similar to significance levels in statistical hypothesis testing (Wood-
side and Zhang 2012). Coverage indicates the empirical relevance of specific causal 
combinations in explaining the outcome (Ragin 2008), analogous to effect sizes in 
hypothesis testing (Woodside and Zhang 2012).

As a first step, we calibrated the data related to the outcome and antecedent condi-
tions to transform the original scores into fuzzy-set scores (Ragin 2009). Calibration 
is the process of classifying conditions from full membership (the case represents the 
condition/outcome) to full non-membership (the case does not represent the condi-
tion/outcome). This calibration relies on anchor points external to the dataset or based 
on case knowledge to define meaningful groupings of cases (Ragin 2008). For the 
binary variable of family ownership, we assigned full membership when the attribute 
was present and non-membership when it was absent. For the remaining variables, 
we defined three anchors near the 75th, 50th, and 25th percentiles as thresholds for 
full membership, the crossover point, and non-membership, respectively (Table 4). 
For the SEWi dimensions, we used the three latent variables obtained in the previous 
confirmatory analysis. In accordance with Kent (2015), cases with a value of 0.50 
were assigned a value of 0.501, since the calibration of Likert scales may produce 

Table 4  Descriptive statistics and calibration values for the causal conditions and outcome
Outcome/conditions Descriptive statistics Calibration criteria

Mean S.D. Min Max 75% 50% 25%
ROA 0.071 0.104 − 0.099 0.343 0.052 0 − 0.025
Full family ownership 0.872 0.334 0 1 0 – 1
Family involvement in management 0.619 0.317 0 1 1 0.6 0.33
Prominence 3.621 0.867 1 5 4.300 3.700 3.250
Enrichment 3.574 0.965 1 5 4.010 3.680 3.000
Continuity 3.922 0.867 1 5 4.666 4.000 3.666
Generation 2.060 0.817 1 4 1 2.5 4
The crossover point of ROA is set at 0, that is, neither profits nor losses. The 75th percentile therefore 
corresponds to the median of family firms with positive ROA, whereas the 25th percentile corresponds 
to the median of family firms with negative ROA. For the generational stage variable, we use the 95th, 
50th, and 5th percentiles as calibration thresholds, following prior recommendations (e.g., Woodside 
2013), while the second generation corresponds to the 75th, 50th, and 25th percentiles
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many crossover points (0.5), which could jeopardize the analysis by bypassing the 
truth table.

4  Results of fsQCA

The analysis begins with the assessment of necessary conditions to identify those that 
exhibit a necessary relationship with the outcome (Fiss 2007; Ragin 2006; Schneider 
and Wagemann 2012). A condition is considered necessary when the consistency 
and coverage thresholds exceed 0.90 and 0.80, respectively (Schneider and Wage-
mann 2012). Table 5 indicates that none of the five conditions individually, namely 
family ownership, family management, prominence, enrichment, or continuity, meet 
these thresholds. Therefore, no single condition can be considered necessary for high 
performance.1

We next examine the conditions that display a sufficient relationship with the out-
come of interest. Sufficiency analysis involves constructing a truth table in which 
observations are assigned to specific configurations based on their calibrated scores. 
Each row of the truth table represents a particular combination of conditions, and the 
full table represents all possible configurations and their corresponding number of 
observations. Following prior studies, we reduce the truth table to meaningful con-
figurations. First, we set a frequency threshold of three cases (Kosmidou and Ahuja 
2019; Pappas and Woodside 2021). Configurations with fewer than three observa-
tions are not considered relevant for the analysis (Cheng et al. 2013; Ragin 2000). In 
addition, the minimum acceptable consistency threshold is set at 0.80, since lower 
values are considered suboptimal due to insufficiently observed empirical cases with 
that particular combination of attributes (Fiss 2011; Ragin 2008).

1 Note that this does not test Propositions 2 and 3, since family ability may arise through family ownership 

and/or family management, whereas family willingness refers to three distinct goals: family prominence, 
family enrichment, and/or family continuity.

Conditions tested Consistency Coverage
Full family ownership 0.85 0.85
~Full family ownership 0.19 0.91
Family involvement in management 0.49 0.85
~Family involvement in management 0.57 0.91
Prominence 0.57 0.87
~Prominence 0.48 0.87
Enrichment 0.60 0.86
~Enrichment 0.44 0.87
Continuity 0.52 0.89
~Continuity 0.54 0.87
Generation 0.72 0.90
~Generation 0.38 0.93

Table 5  Analysis of the neces-
sary conditions for high ROA 
(2019)

~Indicates the absence of 
a condition. Presence of 
generation denotes first-
generation firms, whereas 
its absence denotes later-
generation firms
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The sufficiency analysis identifies several configurations of conditions that are 
sufficient to achieve a high level of ROA in family firms. Seven configurations meet 
the 0.80 consistency threshold (Fiss 2011; Ragin 2008). Core conditions appear in 
both the parsimonious and intermediate solutions, whereas peripheral conditions 
appear only in the intermediate solution (Fiss 2011; Pappas and Woodside 2021; 
Ragin 2008). The intermediate solution exceeds the recommended threshold values 
of 0.74 for consistency and 0.25 for coverage, therefore providing information on 
the empirical relevance of the configurations (Ragin 2008; Woodside 2013). Table 6 
presents these results. In all configurations, at least one form of ability and one form 
of willingness are relevant, either through their presence or absence, which sup-
ports Proposition 1. Propositions 2 and 3 are also supported, since no configuration 
includes only ability or only willingness conditions. Finally, all configurations asso-
ciated with high performance involve combinations of both ability and willingness, 
supporting Proposition 4.

4.1  Robustness analysis

Our main analysis uses ROA in 2019 as the outcome variable. However, since Covid-
19 and its aftermath created significant challenges, particularly for family businesses 
(De Massis and Rondi 2020), we tested whether the configurations associated with 
higher financial performance in 2019 also hold after the Covid-19 pandemic, specifi-
cally in 2021. We therefore re-analyzed our sample using the ROA of the family firms 
in 2021 as the outcome variable. Table 7 presents the results that are very similar to 
those obtained in the main analysis in terms of the number of configurations (seven) 
and the combinations of causal conditions across these configurations. The main dif-
ference is that configuration 3 in the 2021 ROA analysis appears as a peripheral 
configuration, meaning it appears only in the intermediate solution. In the 2019 ROA 
analysis, this configuration appears as a core configuration, while configuration 7 is 
peripheral. These results suggest that the configurations associated with high perfor-
mance in family firms remain stable over time, including during periods of crisis.

Table 6  Configurations for high levels of ROA (2019) in family firms
Configurations Fully family 

ownership
Family 
involvement in 
management

Promi-
nence

En-
rich-
ment

Con-
tinu-
ity

Gen-
era-
tion

Con-
sis-
ten-
cy

Raw 
cov-
er-
age

Unique 
cover-
age

1 ● ● ● 0.92 0.35 0.07
2 ● ● ◯ ● 0.90 0.20 0.06
3 ● ● ● ● 0.92 0.28 0.03
4 ● ● ● ● 0.91 0.22 0.01
5 ◯ ◯ ◯ ○ ● 0.93 0.19 0.10
6 ● ◯ ● ● ● 0.96 0.17 0.03
7 ○ ● ● ● ● 0.97 0.15 0.02
Overall solution consistency = 0.90; overall solution coverage = 0.68. Black circles indicate the presence 
of a causal condition, and open circles indicate its absence. Large circles denote core conditions, whereas 
small circles denote peripheral conditions. Blank spaces indicate “don’t care” conditions. Presence of 
generation indicates first- or second-generation firms, whereas absence of generation indicates third- or 
later-generation firms
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5  Discussion

Family firm research has frequently applied traditional economic theories such as 
agency theory and the resource-based view to analyze the impact of the family on the 
financial performance of family firms through family ownership and/or management, 
representing family ability. More recent research emphasizes the heterogeneity of 
family firms, driven by the goals pursued by family members, reflecting family will-
ingness as captured by the SEW construct. However, the literature has often exam-
ined measures of ability and willingness separately, implicitly assuming that each 
represents an independently sufficient condition to explain family firm behavior and 
performance. In this study, we advance these two lines of research by examining the 
joint effect of ability and willingness on the performance of family firms. Moreover, 
following De Massis et al. (2014), we find that both ability and willingness represent 
necessary conditions for family involvement to produce family-oriented particular-
istic behavior associated with high performance. Specifically, our analysis identifies 
seven configurations based on fsQCA that combine different ability factor—fam-
ily ownership and family management—with willingness dimensions—continuity, 
prominence, and enrichment—that are associated with higher financial performance 
in family firms.

Our findings indicate that the configurations of family firms associated with 
higher performance consistently involve both family ability and willingness. Two 
of these configurations (1 and 2) describe groups of firms in which only one SEW 
dimension is required together with family ability. Firms belonging to these con-
figurations are young-generation family firms that are wholly family-owned. In these 
configurations, family ownership and the involvement of younger generations act as 
important drivers of performance. Configuration 1 consists of wholly family-owned 
young-generation family firms in which the CEO assigns importance to the continu-
ity dimension. Configuration 2 indicates that high performance in wholly family-
owned young-generation firms with family involvement in management requires the 
absence of prominence. These results suggest that when family members are actively 

Table 7  Configurations for high levels of ROA (2021) in family firms
Configurations Fully family 

ownership
Family 
involvement in 
management

Promi-
nence

En-
rich-
ment

Con-
tinu-
ity

Gen-
era-
tion

Con-
sis-
ten-
cy

Raw 
cov-
er-
age

Unique 
cover-
age

1 ● ● ● 0.86 0.35 0.04
2 ● ● ◯ ● 0.84 0.21 0.06
3 ● ● ● ● 0.86 0.30 0.02
4 ● ● ● ● 0.90 0.24 0.01
5 ◯ ◯ ◯ ○ ● 0.90 0.20 0.11
6 ● ◯ ● ● ● 0.91 0.18 0.03
7 ◯ ● ● ● ● 0.86 0.16 0.02
Overall solution consistency = 0.83; overall solution coverage = 0.69. Black circles indicate the presence 
of a causal condition, and open circles indicate its absence. Large circles denote core conditions, whereas 
small circles denote peripheral conditions. Blank spaces indicate “don’t care” conditions. Presence of 
generation indicates first- or second-generation firms, whereas absence of generation indicates third- or 
later-generation firms
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involved in management, limiting the importance attached to prominence may help 
avoid negative performance implications. For instance, the family’s desire to main-
tain recognition in the community may lead family managers to sustain local business 
relationships that are no longer economically advantageous.

In contrast to arguments in the literature regarding how family influence affects 
firm performance, configuration 3 reconciles family and economic objectives. Fam-
ily firms in this configuration assign importance to several SEW dimensions while 
achieving high performance. Configuration 7 describes a group of first-generation 
family firms that also attach importance to the three SEW dimensions but require 
a low presence or absence of family management. This result suggests that strong 
family ties within the founder’s nuclear family may make non-family management 
beneficial in order to prevent potential negative consequences of family goals for 
firm performance. Configuration 5 includes first-generation family firms that attach 
limited importance to family objectives, reflected in low prominence, enrichment, 
and continuity, and achieve strong performance through non-family management. 
Finally, configuration 4 includes wholly family-owned and family-managed firms 
that, regardless of generational stage, attach importance to the enrichment and con-
tinuity dimensions. Configuration 6 includes wholly family-owned first-generation 
firms with non-family management that attach importance to prominence and enrich-
ment. Across these results, at least one form of ability and one form of willing-
ness is relevant in each of the seven configurations, supporting our first and second 
propositions.

5.1  Theoretical contributions

Our findings contribute to several research streams in the family business literature. 
First, we contribute to the literature examining the effect of the family on family 
firm performance by providing empirical support for the ability and willingness 
framework proposed by De Massis et al. (2014). In particular, our results support the 
argument that family-oriented particularistic behavior requires the joint presence of 
ability and willingness. In this regard, our findings are consistent with Kosmidou and 
Holt (2022), who also emphasize the need to examine the interplay between ability 
and willingness in order to explain family-oriented particularistic behavior and finan-
cial performance in family firms.

Second, we contribute to research on family firm heterogeneity by identifying 
seven distinct archetypes of family firms characterized by different combinations of 
ability and willingness that are associated with high performance. These configu-
rations respond to arguments that the analysis of family firm heterogeneity should 
investigate the characteristics of the family and the types of relationships they main-
tain with the firm that influence its behavior and performance (Chrisman et al. 2024). 
Furthermore, we respond to the call by Hafner and Pidun (2021), who argue that 
causal complexity arises from its conjunctural, equifinal, and asymmetric nature, and 
therefore requires analytical methods capable of capturing such complexity. Our use 
of fsQCA is consistent with prior studies that employ configurational approaches to 
examine family firms (Kosmidou and Holt 2022; Samara et al. 2018; Samara and 
Berbegal-Mirabent 2018).

1 3



V. Blanco-Mazagatos et al.

Third, the results of our study support a positive perspective on SEW in family 
firms. In all but two of the configurations associated with high-performing family 
firms, the family assigns considerable importance to the SEWi dimensions. This find-
ing contrasts with the traditional view of a trade-off between SEW and performance 
in the family business literature (Williams et al. 2018) by indicating the conditions 
under which SEWi may be beneficial for the financial performance of family firms.

Finally, our study highlights the limitations of general economic theories that 
often overlook the idiosyncratic features of family firms, such as the pursuit of SEW. 
Neglecting these elements limits the development of a robust theoretical understand-
ing of family firm performance (Chrisman et al. 2024). Our findings also provide 
insights into when different types of agency problems may arise in family firms (Vil-
lalonga et al. 2015), since these may depend on the types of goals pursued by the 
family. Prior research has also suggested that SEW may generate both positive and 
negative effects (Kellermanns et al. 2012), and influence family firm performance in 
different ways (Cruz et al. 2012). Our study therefore contributes empirical evidence 
to the limited literature examining the influence of different SEW dimensions on 
financial performance (Debicki et al. 2017; Martínez-Romero et al. 2020; Ng et al. 
2019; Razzak and Jassem 2019).

5.2  Managerial implications

Our results are relevant for families involved in family firms, as they identify specific 
configurations—types of family firms—that are more likely to achieve high perfor-
mance. First, the findings are particularly relevant for wholly family-owned firms 
that, regardless of their level of family involvement in management, either attach 
importance to family continuity alone (configuration 1) or prioritize family promi-
nence, enrichment, and continuity (configuration 3). Second, the findings are relevant 
for wholly family-owned firms with high family involvement in management that 
either attach little importance to family prominence (configuration 2) or high impor-
tance to family enrichment and continuity (configuration 4). Third, the results are 
relevant for wholly family-owned firms with limited family involvement in manage-
ment that attach high importance to family prominence and enrichment (configura-
tion 6). Finally, the results are relevant for firms with limited family involvement in 
management that, regardless of ownership, either attach little importance to family 
prominence and enrichment (configuration 5) or high importance to family promi-
nence, enrichment, and continuity (configuration 7).

With regard to generational stage, early-generation family firms that involve non-
family managers may achieve superior performance either by assigning importance 
to certain family objectives or by limiting their importance. In contrast, later-genera-
tion family firms tend to achieve high performance when they are fully family-owned 
and assign considerable importance to several family objectives.

5.3  Limitations and future research

We acknowledge that this study has several limitations. First, family objectives may 
differ among family members within the same firm (Kotlar and De Massis 2013). 
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While we focus on family CEOs because they play a central role in the strategic deci-
sions of family firms, future research could be enriched by examining the SEW pref-
erences of different family members within the same firm. Second, our study mainly 
analyzes small and medium-sized enterprises, which is consistent with the population 
of family firms in Spain. Large family firms typically possess greater resources, and 
privately held firms may have higher levels of discretion than listed firms. Conse-
quently, our findings may not be generalizable to large and/or publicly listed family 
firms. Future research could therefore replicate this study in samples of large family 
businesses. Third, our findings may reflect country-specific effects, since the data 
were collected in a single country, Spain. Future research could examine whether the 
patterns identified in this study hold in other national contexts. Fourth, the fsQCA 
analysis identifies joint effects of the ability and willingness variables on family firm 
performance. However, this method does not test the statistical significance of these 
joint effects. Future research could conduct a commonality analysis to assess the rela-
tive contribution of different predictors in explaining the dependent variable (Kraha 
et al. 2012), including the shared effects of ability and willingness variables on finan-
cial performance. Finally, the outcome examined in this study is financial perfor-
mance, one of the most widely studied outcomes in family firm research. Future 
research could extend this analysis by examining other outcomes that may arise from 
the joint presence of ability and willingness. For example, analyzing these dimen-
sions together may provide further insights into the drivers of strategic decisions in 
family firms, such as innovation or internationalization.

5.4  Conclusions

Family firms are inherently heterogeneous, and this diversity has led prior research to 
produce fragmented explanations of their performance. This study adopts a configu-
rational perspective using fsQCA to examine how family ability, expressed through 
involvement in ownership and management, and family willingness, reflected in the 
importance attributed to SEW, combine in different ways in high-performing family 
firms. By identifying these distinct configurations, the study shows that ability and 
willingness are necessary but individually insufficient conditions to explain supe-
rior performance in family firms, whereas their joint presence constitutes a sufficient 
condition. Moreover, by distinguishing the SEW dimensions of prominence, enrich-
ment, and continuity, together with the ability dimensions of family involvement in 
ownership and management, the study identifies multiple viable combinations that 
reflect the equifinal nature of family firm success. Overall, this research contributes 
to a more integrated and context-sensitive understanding of family firm heterogeneity 
and offers insights for both scholars and practitioners.
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