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Abstract

Purpose — Past research has advanced a plethora of theoretical arguments on the effect of family ownership
on firms’ international expansion and produced mixed empirical results. It is argued that the oversimplified
way in which researchers have examined theoretically and tested empirically business families’
socioemotional priorities may explain the state of fragmentation in the literature. This study aims to investigate
the differential effects of restricted (short-term and family-centric) versus extended (long-term and business-
centric) socioemotional priorities on the extent of family firms’ internationalization to capture more nuanced
aspects of the socioemotional wealth concept.

Design/methodology/approach — The authors test the hypotheses through OLS regressions on a sample of
287 family firms.

Findings — The authors find that restricted family-centric socioemotional priorities and extended
socioemotional priorities related to the establishment of long-term relationships with business partners are
negatively associated with the extent of family firms’ internalization. They also find that extended
socioemotional priorities related to long-term orientation and transgenerational control intentions are
positively associated with international expansion and that this effect is stronger for younger family firms.
Originality/value — This study disentangles the differential effects of two kinds of socioemotional priorities
on family firms’ internationalization, thus developing more fine-grained theoretical arguments about the
socioemotional drivers of family firms’ behavior. In addition, the authors directly measure socioemotional
priorities instead of relying on indirect governance measures.
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Introduction

While internationalization is crucial to compete successfully in today’s globalized economy
and to increase the odds of long-term survival and prosperity (Narula and Verbeke, 2015),
family business researchers have shown that family firms (FFs) are reluctant to expand
internationally (Scholes et al., 2016). Such reluctance is generally attributed to business
families’ desire to preserve their socioemotional wealth (SEW), i.e. the endowment of
socioemotional and noneconomic utilities that they receive from owning and managing the
business (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). International expansion, in fact, may erode SEW
because the necessary injections of external finance may reduce the family’s independence
from banks and investors and because external managers with international business
knowledge and expertise may gain centrality within the FF at the expense of family members
(Debellis et al., 2021a).

At the same time, however, successful internationalization may also increase business
families” SEW by improving the FF’s economic results, long-term prospects and chance of
survival (Narula and Verbeke, 2015), which would increase the FF’s capacity to support the
socio-economic needs of both current and future family members (Fairclough and Micelotta,
2013). Whether SEW considerations foster or restrain FFs’ propensity to internationalize is
thus still unclear. This paper aims to fill this knowledge gap by examining and disentangling
the effects of different types of socioemotional priorities (SEPs) on FFs’ internationalization.

We contend, in fact, that while the SEW perspective is an especially powerful framework
to explain why and how FFs behave in particular ways, its application in family business
research has rarely been impeccable. In particular, family business scholars have, for the
most part, neglected to consider how the broad variety of business families’ socioemotional
utilities can translate into different priorities (Miller and Le Breton—Miller, 2014), which are
likely to influence FFs’ preferences, behaviors and strategies in different ways. Instead, the
broad set of SEPs has most often been aggregated into a single SEW construct that can be
used to develop opposite arguments and predictions. As such, the latitude and flexibility of
SEW both make it a powerful tool for explaining FFs’ behavior, but they may also get in the
way of theoretical clarity if different kinds of SEPs are not considered in isolation.

To overcome this widespread limitation in family business research, we build on the
typology proposed by Miller and Le Breton—-Miller (2014) to examine the effects of
restricted and extended SEPs on FFs’ internationalization. In a nutshell, restricted SEPs
prominently focus on the immediate economic and noneconomic needs of current family
members even at the expense of the FF’s long-term prospects; conversely, extended SEPs
relate to the long-term wellbeing and interests of current and future family members, of the
FF and of its stakeholders. We contend that restricted and extended SEPs have opposite
effect on FFs’ internationalization. In particular, we argue that restricted SEPs amplify
business families’ risk perceptions and reduce their openness to seek external finance and the
advice of competent nonfamily managers and directors, which hinders FFs’ ability to expand
internationally. Conversely, extended SEPs foster both the attractiveness and the feasibility
of internationalization. In addition, since the relevance of SEPs tends to fade as FFs mature,
we also argue that these effects are stronger for younger FFs.

We empirically test our arguments on a sample of 287 FFs that we built based on
information retrieved from a survey conducted through the Family Business Network. While
we found full support for our hypothesis that restricted and extended SEPs differentially
affect the extent of FFs’ internationalization, we found that firm age only moderates the
effect of extended SEPs that reflect business families’ long-term orientation, preservation of
the family’s legacy and transmission of corporate control to future generations.



This study makes three main academic contributions. First, we contribute to research on
FFs’ internationalization (e.g. Arregle et al., 2017; Debellis et al., 2021a) by theoretically
disentangling the effects of two different kinds of SEPs on the extent of FFs’
internationalization. Second, and relatedly, we contribute to family business research in
general through a more fine-grained conceptualization of SEW and by directly
measuring two different types of SEPs instead of relying on indirect governance
measures (Miller and Le Breton—Miller, 2014). Finally, we also contribute to research
on FFs’ chrono-context (De Massis et al., 2018) by showing that long-term
considerations such as the preservation of the family’s legacy and the transmission of
corporate control to future generations matter more for younger FFs.

Theoretical background and hypothesis development

Family ownership and the socioemotional wealth perspective

Grounded on behavioral agency theory (Wiseman and Gomez-Mejia, 1998), the SEW
perspective maintains that the members of a business family receive noneconomic utilities
from business ownership (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007) and that they aim to preserve and
increase their endowments of noneconomic wealth (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011), potentially
even at the expense of financial or economic outcomes. As per the source of such
noneconomic utilities, they derive from the psychological and sociopsychological needs and
duties of family owners, such as altruism and benevolence toward specific individuals (often
family members but also long-time nonfamily employees and friends of the family),
perceived obligations and the sense of responsibility of family leaders (patriarchal duties),
the need to control and protect the family’s financial wealth and the desire to keep the
family united, to accumulate political power and to enhance the family’s social status
(Miller and Le Breton—Miller, 2014). In turn, these needs and duties manifest themselves
into a variety of socioemotional priorities (SEPs): ensuring the financial well-being of
family members, providing them with employment opportunities, protecting and retaining
corporate control, establishing and cultivating good relationships with business partners,
politicians, institutions and the local community.

The pursuit of SEPs profoundly affects FFs’ behaviors, strategies and outcomes. SEPs
can enhance risk aversion, leading to the adoption of conservative investment strategies
(Geppert et al., 2013) and to a balanced approach to corporate restructuring (King et al.,
2022; Pinelli et al., 2024a). SEPs can also create exceptionally strong and resilient
relationships with various groups of stakeholders (e.g. the local community) and business
partners (e.g. long-time suppliers and clients), thereby enhancing the family’s and the FF’s
reputations. In addition, to ensure that SEPs are pursued, family members are often placed at
the apex of FFs’ hierarchy and governance (Miller et al., 2018, 2013), which may create
tensions with professional managers and conflicts with nonfamily shareholders but increase
goal alignment and the adoption of pro-organizational behaviors (Hoffmann et al., 2016).

The internationalization of family firms

Family business scholars recognize that FFs have an idiosyncratic approach to international
expansion (Arregle et al., 2017), which is due to the effects that internationalization has on
the family’s endowments of SEW (Lohe et al., 2021; Scholes et al., 2016). Earlier research
efforts aimed at shedding light on how FFs’ internationalization differed from that of
nonfamily firms and prominently focused on whether they internationalized more or less
(Debellis et al., 2021a). These studies suggested that FFs were less inclined to enter foreign
markets (Fernandez and Nieto, 2005, 2006; Okoroafo, 1999) and — when they did — they
preferred adopting a careful and sequential approach (Scholes et al., 2021). Family
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members’ more limited managerial expertise (Graves and Thomas, 2006), the aversion to
external advisors (Gallo and Sveen, 1991), financial constraints (Graves and Thomas, 2008)
and a prominent focus on the home market (Gallo and Pont, 1996) were considered as the
main barriers that held back FFs’ internationalization. Later research, however, departed
from the view that FFs were a homogenous organizational form that could be monolithically
compared to nonfamily firms and began to investigate more nuanced aspects of their
approach to international expansion (Debellis et al., 2021a). These studies investigated the
effect of family ownership separately from that of family management (Banalieva and
Eddleston, 2011), examined various dimensions of internationalization (e.g. international
sales versus scope; Zahra, 2003) and explored a more heterogenous set of institutional
contexts and geographic markets (Bassetti, Dal Maso, and Lattanzi, 2015; Liang, Wang, and
Cui, 2014). Empirical evidence showed how the involvement of the family could hinder
internationalization, for instance by showing that nonfamily leaders helped FFs compete
successfully in foreign markets (Banalieva and Eddleston, 2011), internationalize at a larger
scale and with greater focus on fewer selected markets (Arregle et al., 2012) and increase the
profitability of exports (D’Angelo et al., 2016). Also, family influence was found to be
associated with greater sensitivity to threats, which made FFs’ focus on international
expansion more volatile and flexible (Sirmon et al., 2008). Other studies found nonlinear
associations between family variables and various dimensions of internationalization, such
as family ownership and international sales (Sciascia et al., 2012) or family management and
the propensity to make foreign direct investments (Liang et al., 2014). In sum, the body of
research on FFs’ internationalization indicates that, while significant progress has been made
over the years, empirical findings are fragmented and the theoretical clarity on the drivers of
FFs’ internationalization is still limited (Debellis et al., 2021a).

Socioemotional priorities and internationalization

As strategic decisions in FFs are ultimately determined by their effects on SEW, an
examination of business families’ SEPs is likely to improve our understanding of the
heterogeneous effects of family ownership and management found by past research. In fact,
SEPs can substantially affect the stance of business families on the desirability of
internationalization — and thus the extent to which FFs internationalize. In this regard, we
assume SEPs to be both heterogenous and unevenly distributed across business families,
meaning that the relative importance of different kinds of SEPs varies from business family
to business family (Miller and Le Breton—Miller, 2014). In turn, such variance is likely to
reflect in differential effects on FFs’ international expansion. To theoretically address this
possibility, we rely on the distinction between two kinds of SEPS, namely restricted and
extended SEPs (Miller and Le Breton—Miller, 2014), and develop arguments on their
differential effect on the extent of FFs’ internationalization.

Restricted SEPs are prominently family-centric and, because of that, lead to tensions
with nonfamily stakeholders (e.g. managers, minority shareholders). This set of SEPs
focuses on the short-term financial and socioemotional needs of immediate (i.e. current)
family members, which are prioritized over those of nonfamily stakeholders and possibly
even at the expense of the FF itself (Miller and Le Breton—Miller, 2014). The pursuit of
restricted SEPs leads to assign family members — regardless of merit and competence —
prestigious roles within the FF (e.g. manager, director) (Miller et al., 2018, 2013), to
reward family members with above-market compensation (Hoffmann et al., 2016), to
avoid external finance and advisors that may dilute the family’s control and reduce its
independence (Jaskiewicz et al., 2021), to approach human resource management with



paternalistic practices (Gedajlovic and Carney, 2010) and to tunnel resources out of the FF
(Le Breton-Miller and Miller, 2009).

Restricted SEPs imply concentrated family ownership and an intense involvement of
family members in firm management and governance. When the majority of the family’s
wealth is invested in the FF to ensure corporate control, family decision makers tend to avoid
risks to protect their wealth (Lude and Priigl, 2019). As internationalization implies risk,
especially in the case of equity entry modes (e.g. greenfield, acquisitions), family ownership
may hinder international expansion (Arregle et al., 2021; Catanzaro and Teyssier, 2021). In
addition, reluctance to fund the FF with external finance for avoiding dilution limits the
amount of financial resources available to pursue international expansion (Molly et al., 2019;
Wai et al., 2020).

Restricted SEPs can also lead to placing family members in key corporate positions
regardless of their managerial expertise. This may be due to the desire to reward them
financially, to gratify them with the social status that comes with high-profile corporate roles
or to ensure that the FF’s strategic control is retained by the family. Yet, the involvement of
family members in the board of directors may constrain international expansion. Directors’
human (e.g. experience, expertise) and social capital (e.g. network of contacts, reputation)
significantly affect the firm’s ability to internationalize successfully (Barroso et al., 2011;
Debellis et al., 2022). Relative to independent or external directors, however, family
directors often lack general international business knowledge (Bammens et al., 2011; Zattoni
et al., 2015) and have fewer personal connections outside the family’s social network (Liang
et al., 2014). As a result, boards controlled or predominantly populated by family members
may hinder a FF’s ability to internationalize. In addition, if management positions are
assigned to family members with little managerial capabilities, also the profitability
potential — and thus the attractiveness — of internationalization may shrink (Fang et al.,
2021; Hennart et al., 2019). In fact, past research has shown that both the profitability of
exports is higher (D’ Angelo et al., 2016) and the scale at which FFs enter foreign markets
is larger (Arregle et al., 2012) in the presence of nonfamily leaders.

In sum, a business family’s emphasis on restricted SEPs may negatively affect the extent
to which the FF is willing to internationalize and capable of doing it successfully. We thus
predict that:

HI. Restricted socioemotional priorities are negatively associated with FFs’
internationalization.

Differently from restricted SEPs, extended SEPs are long-term oriented and focus on the
well-being of the extended family (including family members from next generations), the
survival and long-term prospects of the FF as well as the interests of nonfamily stakeholders
(Miller and Le Breton—Miller, 2014). Hence, this set of SEPs leads business families to
invest more heavily in the FF to strengthen its resilience, to cultivate positive relationships
with local stakeholders (e.g. employees, institutions, NGOs) to build and protect the
family’s and the FF’s reputation and to maintain long-term relationships with business
partners (e.g. suppliers, clients) to provide the FF with greater stability and increase its
chance to survive in the long-term (Cennamo et al., 2012). In so doing, extended SEPs also
foster a stewardship culture among family members, which promotes the prioritization of
the FF’s needs over the immediate financial and socioemotional necessities of current
family members and an orientation to create and nurture relationships with outside
stakeholders (Miller et al., 2008). The behaviors and attitudes triggered by extended SEPs
can foster the internationalization of FFs.
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First, extended SEPs may increase the attractiveness of internationalization as a strategy
that fosters the long-term prospects of the FF. In fact, international expansion is not just
crucial but necessary for surviving in the modern and globalized economy (Narula and
Verbeke, 2015). Family members may thus discount the risks that come from committing
resources to expand in foreign markets when extended SEPs increase the salience of the
benefits of internationalization to the FF’s long-term survival and prosperity. Second, and
relatedly, extended SEPs may increase FFs’ ability to internationalize successfully. The
propensity to establish, maintain and cultivate social relationships translates into richer social
capital and broader networks of contacts. These relationships can help FFs identify valuable
foreign business partners as well as advisors, managers and directors with general
international business knowledge and experience as well as country-specific knowledge and
experience. Both trusted foreign partners and greater knowledge of target foreign countries
and international markets are valuable assets when it comes to international expansion
(Debellis et al., 2021a), especially as foreign direct investments in the form of joint-ventures
or acquisitions are especially prone to failure due to opportunistic behaviors by foreign local
partners (Perkins et al., 2014; Pinelli et al., 2022). In addition, extended SEPs that led
business families to invest heavily in relationships with various groups of stakeholders are
likely to develop greater legitimacy and reputation, which may be especially valuable
resources to offset the disadvantages from liability of foreignness (Zaheer, 1995) and
outsidership (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009).

In sum, differently from restricted SEPs, extended SEPs are likely to positively influence
the extent to which business families consider internationalization as a promising strategic
option and FFs’ ability to appropriate long-term gains from international expansion. Hence,
we predict that:

H2. Extended socioemotional priorities are positively associated with FFs’
internationalization.

The relevance of socioemotional priorities over family firms’ life-cycle

Organizational research recognizes that the age of a firm is especially influential on
organizational processes (Fang et al., 2018; Naldi and Davidsson, 2014). Similarly,
family business scholars recognize that the family and the business systems change
significantly over time in terms of priorities, needs and characteristics (De Massis et al.,
2018). Most importantly, the relative importance of SEW over economic wealth is argued
to decrease in subsequent generations (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011) because firm ownership
is fragmented across many family members and the relevance of the family as a
monolithic entity that binds family members together tends to fade (Gomez-Mejia et al.,
2007). This decreasing relevance of SEW and related SEPs significantly affects FFs
behaviors. For instance, more mature FFs have been found to be more professionalized
(McConaughy and Phillips, 1999), more prone to sanction underperforming family
managers (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2001) and more open to have directors that are not family
members on the board (Bammens, Voordeckers, and Van Gils, 2008). More mature FFs
are also more likely to adopt formalized human resource management practices (Reid and
Adams, 2001) and control systems (Brun de Pontet and Wrosch, 2002). Importantly, the
age of a FF is deemed to exert an influence on its international expansion (D’Angelo and
Buck, 2019; Santoro et al., 2021). Debellis et al. (2023), for instance, found that in older
FFs family directors positively affect internationalization. Consistently with this finding
and with arguments suggesting that the importance of SEW tends to decrease as FFs
mature (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007; 2011), we expect that the effects of restricted and



extended SEPs on FFs’ internationalization will be stronger in younger FFs. We thus more
formally hypothesize that:

H3a. the negative effect of restricted socioemotional priorities on FFs’ internationalization
is stronger (weaker) in younger (older) FFs.

H3b. the positive effect of extended socioemotional priorities on FFs’ internationalization
is stronger (weaker) in younger (older) FFs.

Methodology

Data collection

We conduct our empirical analysis on a multi-country cross-sectional sample of 287
FFs. Our data was collected through a web-based survey conducted in 2017 over a four-
month period. As per previous family business studies (e.g. Mustakallio, Autio and
Zahra, 2002), we relied on the Family Business Network (FBN), which encompasses
4,000 business families in 65 countries, to select our respondents. As reported on the
FBN website (www.fbn-i.org/about-us), only FF owners are eligible for FBN
membership based on criteria that vary across the national or regional divisions of the
FBN but that usually encompass both “hard” (e.g. an equity ownership threshold, a
minimum number of family members working at the firm, a minimum turnover
threshold) and “soft” elements (e.g. self-identification as FF, reputation of the family
within the community, reputation of the firm and its products in the industry).

We directly reached out to family members of all the 4,000 firms to increase both the
response rate and the quality of the responses (Heerwegh et al., 2005; Pielsticker and Hiebl,
2020). We selected only family members who served in either an advisory or operational
committee. In addition, to avoid multiple responses for an individual FF, we made sure that
only one person per firm was contacted and sent a personalized link to the questionnaire that
could only be completed once. Instead, to avoid that privacy-related issue may discourage
potential respondents to take the survey, we sent a cover letter assuring confidentiality
(Minichilli et al., 2014). We received complete answers for 287 questionnaires,
corresponding to a response rate of 7.18%, which we considered acceptable because in line
with other comparable family business studies (e.g. De Massis et al., 2020; Pongelli et al.,
2023).

To describe the FFs in our sample, we report summary statistics in Table 1. Family
owners hold on average 93.75% of the FF’s equity, which is in line with other studies
(e.g. Sciascia et al. (2012)). As per the age of the firms, the companies in our sample range from
5 to 200 years, with an average of 74.66 years. As per their size, the FFs in our sample count on
average 1,976 employees with a median of 500, so that half of our sample encompasses small
and medium enterprises, whereas the other half larger FFs.

Variables

Dependent variable. As dependent variable, we use international revenues, measured
through the natural logarithm of foreign sales. This is a commonly used measure of
internationalization in family business research (Debellis et al., 2021a).

Independent variables. To measure restricted and extended socioemotional priorities, we
relied on the answers to questions that relate to different aspects of business families’ SEW.
As per Miller and Le Breton—-Miller (2014), we interpret restricted SEPs as short-termed and
family-centric, whereas extended SEPs relate to the pursuit of long-term benefits for the
family (including future generations), the FF and its stakeholders. To measure restricted
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SEPs, we relied on the answers to questions that asked respondents to express the perceived
importance (through a number from 1 to 6) of the following dimensions: “The family owns
the majority of the shares”; “The family has strategic control”; “Executives are family
members”; “Nonfamily managers are nominated by family members”; “The board of
directors comprises mainly family members”; “Family control over the firm has to be
preserved”; and “The family’s welfare has to be protected”. We then used the scores that
respondents assigned to each of these dimensions in a principal component analysis to obtain
an adequate number of variables that conveyed synthesized information about these SEPs
(see Table 1). For these dimensions, two components had eigenvalues larger than one. We
thus measured restricted SEPs through two variables. Restricted SEPs Compl mostly
captures the dimensions “The family has strategic control” and “Nonfamily managers are
nominated by family members”. Conversely, Restricted SEPs Comp2 mostly captures “The
family owns the majority of the shares”, “Executives are family members”, “The board of
directors comprises mainly family members” and “Family control over the firm has to be
preserved”. This latter variable thus reflects a more active participation of the family to firm
governance and management whereas the former a more indirect involvement in the firm
strategy through managers selected by the family.

To measure extended SEPs, we used a similar approach (see Table 1). We relied on the
answers that aimed to capture the following dimensions: “Participation in social activities in
the community”; “Establishment of ties with nonfamily employees”; “Relationships are
based on trust”; “Establishment of institutional relationships”; “Preservation of long-term
relationships with suppliers”; “Social relationships are psychologically rewarding”;
“Preservation of the family’s legacy”; “Long-term orientation”; “Retention of corporate
control in the future”; “Transmission of corporate control to future generations”;
“Importance of continuous personal improvement”; “Initiation or initiator of constructive
change”; “Tendency to change what is not liked; and “Importance of realizing ideas” [1].
Three synthetic component variables with eigenvalues larger than one were then obtained
through a principal component analysis.

Extended SEPs Compl mostly captures the dimensions “Preservation of long-term
relationships with suppliers” and “Social relationships are psychologically rewarding”.
Extended SEPs Comp2 mostly captures “Preservation of the family’s legacy”; “Long-term
orientation”; “Retention of corporate control in the future”; and “Transmission of corporate
control to future generations”. Finally, the loadings of Extended SEPs Comp3 indicate that
this synthetic variable is positively associated with “Importance of continuous personal
improvement”, “Initiation of initiator of constructive change”, “Importance of realizing
ideas” and “Tendency to change what is not liked” and that it is negatively associated with
“Participation in social activities in the community”, “Establishment of ties with nonfamily
employees”, “Relationships are based on trust” and “Establishment of institutional
relationships”. Hence, this latter variable reflects a preference for change and improvement
and a lower perceived importance of political connections and personal relationships based
on socialization. Extended SEPs Comp?2 instead reflects the family’s orientation to the future
whereas Extended SEPs Compl reflects the attitude to preserve relationships with
established business partners and the inclination to cultivate personal relationships.

Control variables. Extant literature on the internationalization of family firms points out
that the family’s intention to expand internationally and the salience of related risks exert an
important influence on the extent of family firms’ internationalization (Pinelli et al., 2023).
We thus control for Importance of Internationalization, a discrete variable that reflects the
respondents’ perceived importance of international expansion (values range from 1 to 6,
where 6 indicates the highest importance). In addition, we control for risk propensity through
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two variables (Risk propensity Comp1 and Risk propensity Comp?2) that we obtained from a
principal component analysis and that reflect the following dimensions; “Attitude toward
uncertainty”; “Attitude toward unexpected events”; “Attitude toward challenges in uncertain
situations”; and “Attitude to work in uncertain environments”.

Second, we control for the degree of the family’s involvement in the business, as attitudes
and perceptions of the family toward internationalization may not reflect into actual action if
not implemented in the business (Debellis et al., 2023). We thus control for the size of the
family’s equity stake. In addition, we also control for the total number of family members
serving either as directors or as executives (Family Involvement) because equity ownership
per se not necessarily reflects the extent to which families participate in business operations
and decision-making (Arzubiaga et al., 2018; Debellis et al., 2023).

Third, as the behavior and strategy of FFs are affected by the stage of their life-cycle
(Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007; Pinelli et al., 2024b), we control for Firm Age, which we also use
as moderator. Fourth, since international expansion may absorb significant resources (Molly
et al., 2019; Wai et al., 2020), which may not be available to smaller firms, we control for
Firm Size (natural log of employees). Finally, we control for industry-level and country-level
effects through dummy variables. Descriptive statistics of and correlations between the
variables in our sample are reported in Table 2.

Results

To ensure that our results were not dependent on unusual and influential data, before testing
our hypotheses we computed the Cook’s D to derive the influence score on the dependent
variable (Debellis and Pinelli, 2020; Dikova, Sahib, and Van Witteloostuijn, 2010; Gong,
Louis, and Sun, 2008). More specifically, Cooks’ D captures information on leverage
(observations that strongly deviate from the mean) and outliers (observations with high
residual). Based on the predicted Cook’s D values, excessively influential observations were
excluded from the analysis (i.e. those that scored higher than 4/n, where n is the number of
observations is our sample). We then tested our hypotheses through OLS regressions with
robust standard errors.

Table 3 shows the results of our empirical analysis. In Model 1 we report the results of an
OLS regression of the control variables on Foreign sales, which shows that Importance of
Internationalization and Firm Size have a positive and significant effect on our dependent
variable. Model 2 and Model 4 report the results of the analysis that we performed to test our
prediction that restricted SEPs negatively affect the extent of FFs’ internationalization (H1).
In both models, the coefficients of the two component variables are negative and statistically
significant, which provides evidence in support of H1 and is in line with the predictions of
previous studies that hypothesized a negative relationship between business families’
emphasis on control and FFs’ exports (e.g. Basly and Saunier, 2020, Jin, Wu and Hu, 2021).
In addition, since our theoretical arguments suggest that the effect of restricted SEPs may be
due to amplified risk perceptions, we tested a mediation model. The results of this test, which
we do not report here, do not show any evidence of such a mediated effect. We cannot
therefore confirm the results of other studies that showed a mediation effect of risk
perceptions on FFs’ internationalization (e.g. Pinelli et al., 2023).

As per H2, which predicted that extended SEPs positively affected FFs’ internationalization,
Model 3 and Model 4 show that the coefficients of all the component variables are statistically
significant. The coefficient of Extended SEPs Comp2 is positive and statistically significant. As
this measure reflects dimensions that are associated to the family’s orientation to the future, this
result is consistent with our arguments and with previous studies that hypothesized a positive
relationship between FFs’ renewal and their level of exports (Basly and Saunier, 2020). The
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coefficient of Extended SEPs Comp3 is negative and strongly statistically significant. This result
is partly consistent with our arguments. This variable, in fact, is associated with dimensions that
reflect business families’ orientation to strengthen the FF and also with dimensions that reflect a
lower perceived importance of political connections and trust-based social relationships. The
loadings of Extended SEPs Comp3, are thus negatively related to some extended SEPs.
Consequently, one interpretation of this result is that, the more FFs prioritize the development of
trusty relationships with institutions and the community (lower values of Extended SEPs
Comp3), the more they internationalize. While this is in line with our arguments, Extended SEPs
Comp3 also indicates that business families that focus on improving the FF are less
internationalized. A possible explanation is that they aim to pursue this goal through options
other than internationalization (e.g. innovation, diversification).

Finally, as per the coefficient of Extended SEPs Comp1, which reflects the prioritization
of long-time relationships with business partners, the coefficient is negative and statistically
significant. This result, which we did not expect, may indicate that the preservation of
established business relationship with domestic partners may hinder FFs’ internationalization,
as some capital-intensive entry modes such as acquisitions often require establishing new
relationship with local suppliers and clients to the detriment of previous relationships (Gomez-
Mejia et al., 2018). Hence, the overall support for H2 is only partial.

We then tested our prediction that for younger FFs the influence of restricted and
extended SEPs on internationalization is stronger. Model 5 shows that the coefficients of the
interaction terms Restricted SEPs Compl* Firm Age and Restricted SEPs Comp2 * Firm
Age are not statistically significant. However, the coefficient of the interaction term
Restricted SEPs Comp2 * Firm Age is significant in the full model (Model 7). From the
analysis of the marginal effects (see Figure 1), it appears that Restricted SEPs Comp2 has a
negative and statistically significant effect at low levels of Firm Age, which however fades
away at higher levels of Firm Age. As such, this result provides some evidence in support of
H3a.

As per the moderated effect of extended SEPs, the coefficient of the interaction term
Extended SEPs Comp2 * Firm Age in Models 6 and 7 is statistically significant, which
indicates that the relationship between extended SEPs and internationalization is moderated
by Firm Age. To understand how the effect changes depending on the values of the
moderator, we analyzed the marginal effects. As Figure 2 shows, the effect of Extended SEPs

-0.5

-1

Effects on linear prediction

-1.54
29 121
Firm Age

Source: Figure by authors
Figure 1. Marginal effects of RestrictedSEPsComp? at different values of firm age
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Comp? is positive and statistically significant at lower levels of Firm Age (-1 SD) but not at
higher levels (+1 SD). This result indicates that extended SEPs positively affect the
internationalization of younger FFs but not that of older FFs, which is consistent with H3b.
Overall, these findings are in line with previous research that contended that SEW
considerations lose prominence over the FF’s life-cycle (e.g. Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007).

Discussion and conclusions

The literature on FFs’ internationalization has grown exponentially over the past decade,
showing that FFs’ approach to internationalization is distinctive (Arregle et al., 2017). Yet,
multiple theoretical perspectives and fragmented empirical findings prevent researcher from
establishing conclusively how FFs’ internationalization differs from that of nonfamily firms
and why different FFs approach international expansion in different ways (Debellis et al.,
2021a). This study has argued that part of the answer may relate to the oversimplification
with which family business scholars have theorized about the socioemotional drivers that
affect FFs’ internationalization. In fact, while many family business studies rely on the SEW
perspective to explain FFs’ behaviors, rarely researchers take into account that SEPs are
heterogeneous, that they can affect business families’ decisions in different ways and that not
all SEPs are equally important for all business families. Hence, we argued — and shown — that
different types of SEPs, namely restricted and extended SEPs (Miller and Le Breton—Miller,
2014), differentially affect the extent of FFs’ internationalization.

In particular, we showed that restricted SEPs, which emphasize the importance of
retaining the family’s control over the business through equity ownership, family directors
and carefully selected nonfamily managers, are negatively associated with the extent to
which FFs are internationalized. We argued that such emphasis on corporate control
constrains the managerial and social capital of FFs, which hinders internationalization, and
poses limitations to the financial resources available for investments in foreign markets. In
addition, we also posited that restricted SEPs may hinder FFs’ internationalization due to an
amplified perception of the risks associated to international expansion. Our empirical tests,
however, do not show evidence of a mediating mechanism whereby the negative effect of
restricted SEPs on FFs’ internationalization is due to risk perceptions. We were thus unable
to support the mediating role of risk propensity on FFs’ internationalization that was found in
other studies (e.g. Pinelli et al., 2023).

0.5+

Effects on linear prediction

T T

29 121
Firm Age
Source: Figure by authors

Figure 2. Marginal effects of ExtendedSEPsComp?2 at different values of firm age



We found evidence, instead, that extended SEPs, which emphasize the importance of the
FF’s long-term survival and prosperity, foster internationalization. We found that extended
SEPs that emphasize the nurturing of long-term relationships with business partners are
negatively associated with internationalization. In so doing, these results contribute to
research on the internationalization of FFs (Arregle et al., 2017; Debellis et al., 2021a;
2021b) by showing that different SEPs can have opposite effects on internationalization. On
the one hand, this insight helps explain why the body of literature that relied on a single SEW
construct produced mixed findings. On the other hand, it also suggests that variance in FFs’
approach to international expansion may be due differences in the relative importance of
various kinds of SEPs across FFs.

This study also contributes to family business research more in general by breaking down
the SEW concept into its constitutive components and by measuring them directly. In so
doing, we were able to theorize about different SEW dimensions, instead of relying on a
single aggregate SEW concept, and to empirically capture them directly, instead of inferring
their presence based on family governance measures. This approach allows us to respond to
the call for a more fine-grained understanding of the socioemotional drivers of FFs’
behaviors (Miller and Le Breton—Miller, 2014) by showing not only that restricted and
extended SEPs have opposite effects on internationalization but also that, within the set of
extended SEPs, some dimensions positively affect internationalization (e.g. long-term
orientation, transgenerational control intensions) while others affect it negatively (e.g.
importance of long-term relationships with business partners).

Finally, this study also contributes to research on the evolutionary changes that FFs go
through over their life-cycle (De Massis et al., 2018). As argued in previous seminal studies
(e.g. Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007), the importance of SEW and SEPs tends to decline over time,
essentially because of the dilution of ownership over an increasingly large number of family
members and because of the dilution of the emotional significance of belonging to the
generation that founded the company. Consistently with these arguments, we found evidence
that both restricted and extended SEPs have significant effects on FFs’ internationalization
that fade away as FFs mature.

As per the implications of this study for practice, this study’s result can be useful to the
members of business families to reflect on how their socioemotional attachment to the firm
can translate in corporate behaviors that may not be intended. For instance, our study shows
that the emphasis on keeping control within the family may eventually result in a lower
openness to international expansion. In turn, however, this may jeopardize the long-term
prospects of the FF, with negative repercussion on the capacity of the business enterprise to
attend the needs of the family. It may thus be in the best interest of business family members
to evaluate whether and how long- and short-term socioemotional concern may unfold in
terms of their repercussions on the business-family system.

Limitations and directions for future research

Our study has several limitations, which also open avenues for future research. First, we use
a measure FFs’ internationalization through foreign revenues, which only captures the extent
of internationalization but not other dimensions, such as the number of foreign countries in
which firms operate. In addition, this measure does not separate foreign revenues from
exports from those realized by foreign subsidiaries. Future research may overcome these
limitations by examining the effects of different SEPs on multiple internationalization
dimensions, such as the number of foreign subsidiaries and foreign markets of operation as
well as the fraction of foreign sales that comes from exports.
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Second, we grouped SEPs in two sets following the typology by Miller and Le Breton—Miller
(2014). Yet, the SEW concept encompasses several dimensions, which can be aggregated according
to different typologies [e.g. the FIBER scale (Berrone et al., 2012)]. Future studies may thus
examine how various SEPs typologies affect a plethora of FFs’ behaviors and outcomes, which
encompass but are not limited to internationalization. Also, as our results indicated that even
different dimensions of extended SEPs have opposite effects on FFs’ internationalization, future
research may further breakdown the restricted and extended SEPs categories and assess the
influence of their various components separately.

Third, our empirical tests showed that not all the components of our variables have
significant effects, which constitutes a potential avenue for future research to further examine
the relationships that we investigated. Relatedly, although recent research showed that risk
perceptions can mediate the link between family members’ willingness to internationalize
and actual internationalization (Pinelli et al., 2023), we did not find evidence that the effect of
SEPs is due to risk propensity. Hence, future research might fruitfully examine the boundary
conditions of the effect of risk propensity and perception on FFs’ internationalization.

Fourth our empirical analysis was conducted on a sample of FFs that are members of the
FBN and that comprises about 250 observations. Future research may run similar analysis or
even attempt to replicate our results using different samples, which is especially needed in
family business research (Debellis et al., 2023).

Finally, future research may also adopt more nuanced and complex empirical models (e.g.
mediation models, structural equations models) to explore, for instance, how SEPs affect
family members’ attitudes (e.g. risk propensity, international orientation) and how these in
turn affect firm-level characteristics (e.g. family involvement in management and
governance) and behaviors (e.g. internationalization, innovation outcomes and strategies,
investment preferences).

Note

1. The dimensions “Importance of continuous personal improvement”; “Initiation or initiator of
constructive change”; “Tendency to change what is not liked” and “Importance of realizing ideas”
aim to capture family members’ independence from and willingness to change received tradition
and nostalgia from the family. As family members are often subordinate to structures that are
protected by family members of earlier generations (Gémez-Mejia et al., 2007; Pinelli et al.,
2023b; Sharma and Manikutty, 2005; Zellweger and Astrachan, 2008: Zellweger et al., 2011), the
willingness to change established practices that may be detrimental for the business’ survival and
prosperity is an important aspect of the future-oriented Extended SEPs.
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