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Most of the studies about family business were developed considering the patriarchal 
family as panorama of investigation. Then, a similar logic of performance was found in the 
patriarchal family and in some companies, obeying the same distribution of power and 
status, because it is difficult to establish separation between these two roles. This is the 
stage of several studies in the context of the family business. However, cultural, 
economical and social transformations have been taking to a new demography, as well as 
to different family arrangements, which probably have also extended in the ambit of the 
companies. In this sense, to give some examples, first it is important to mention the case 
of families constituted by just one of the parents and secondly, several marriages give 
family another structure. From these changes emerges the following question: What is, in 
fact, the concept of family business? The aim of this paper is to point new horizons for the 
concept of family business. So, this study tried to search in the Sociology and 
Anthropology the elements that have been provoking transformations in the contemporary 
family structures and how they have implications to well understand family business.  
 
 
INTRODUCTION  
 
 
The organizations are living in the social, political and economical dynamics where they 
act, and simultaneously influence the environment and need to adapt to changes. 
Therefore, to study them it is necessary to consider the reality where they exist.  
In that perspective, to conceive a family company, it  is indispensable to have the notion of 
what is the family in the contemporary world. It is from the family arrangements that the 
notion of family organizations can emerge. This organisation's type maintains an 
interaction with the family, as Chua et al (2003, p.331) point out:  " for a business to be 
sustainable as a family firm in the highly competitive global market of the twenty-first 
century, there must be a synergistic and symbiotic relationship between the family and the 
business. The business must perform in a way that creates value for the family and the 
family must add value to the business in a manner that is impossible without family 
involvement ".  
 
The current social structure, from the point of view of family configurations, is more 
complex than it was two decades ago, when the notion of patriarchal family was the same 
that the structure of that socialisation nucleus. The transformations that happened in the 
contemporary western family, with the decline of the patriarchal family (CASTELLS, 1999), 
caused impacts in family companies. In fact, now it is possible to exist a type of family 
company which starts from a family with only one parent, where mother and daughter, for 
instance, work together. In spite of this fact, a considerable number of studies has been 
developed, focalizing family company and patriarchal family. It is important to point out that 
this type of family structure didn't stop existing, but it doesn't correspond, integrally, to the 
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family representation. In this sense, the increase of the complexity is not only about the 
difficulty in understanding the new family arrangements, but also because of different 
types of structures that coexist in a same culture.  
 
Although some studies already consider the family transformations and adopt an extended 
optics than the related to the patriarchal family (CAMPBELL, 2002; DANES and OLSON, 
2003; GILDING, 2000; GALBRAITH, 2003), it is necessary to have a discussion regarding 
the transformations in the family and the notion of family business, so that the studies and 
the statistics of that segment reveal a conformity with the social reality.  
 
Therefore, the aim of this paper is to present a reflection about the report of the 
transformations in the family structure and the impact in the concept of family business. 
For the attainment of that purpose, some considerations about the transformations in the 
contemporary family are exposed and, soon after, the possible reports between those 
changes and the perception and administration of family companies are discussed.  
 
The family and recent transformations  
 
In agreement with the definition of the Oxford dictionary, family " is a group consisting of 
parents and their children ", or, in a wider sense, also including close relatives (1989, 
p.437). This concept corresponds to the notion of nuclear family or extended family in a 
traditional perspective, but the family, from the 90's have another dimension. For Todd 
(1985), the family concept is inserted in a wider ideological system, at the same time that 
develops and reproduces a system of own values. However, Belardinelli (2003) points out 
that in the contemporary society, religion, politics, law, morality and the family become 
separate systems.  
 
According to Castells (1999, p.169), the main transformation that is happening in the 
family is the end of the patriarchy, which " is characterized by the authority, imposed 
institutionally by the men on women and children in the family's ambit. This system, 
according to the author, is rooted in the civilization, because of its historical and cultural 
perpetuity, determining relationships that extrapolate the limits of the family.  
 
One of the main features, in the perspective of Castells (1999), that determined that 
change is women's insert in the job market. From the 80's, at the same time that the 
economy was spreading, the women's inclination to work was generalized. Another factor 
is due to technological transformations, providing controls on human reproduction. In third 
place, according to the author, is the feminist movement, with impact in the sphere of work 
and in the elimination of any oppression way or inequality of power. Beyond those things, 
the author mentions the diffusion of an idea of global culture, in which the notion of a new 
feminine identity is inserted.  
 
That context of transformations is followed by new ways of conceiving the family life, 
including, besides all that, "the gay families" (CASTELLS, 1999, p.172). This movement 
creates a crisis of the patriarchal family, which is about the " weakness of the family model 
based on the continuous authority/domination exercised by the man, as head of the 
couple, on the whole family " (CASTELLS, 1999, p. 173). The dissolution of the marriages 
brings the formation of bachelors' homes or homes with just one of the parents, then the 
patriarchal authority on the family is interrupted. The author also says that  the formation's 
postponement of couples, derived from the difficulty of marriage's compatibility with work 
and prived life, as well as the formation of relationships without legalized marriage 
contributes to weaken the patriarchal authority, institutional and psychologically.  



Finally, discussing the transformations the author  points out that " those tendencies 
indicate the end of the family as we know it up to now: not just the nuclear family, but the 
one based on the patriarchal domain, which has been prevailing for ages". 
(CASTELLS,1999, P. 174)  
 
In the same way, Gomes and Paiva (2003) discussing about the marriage and family in the 
XXI century, refer to a new configuration of the marriage concept, because: " the families 
are being constituted in a wider way, including the new partners (mother's 
husband/father's wife) and the children and the stepbrothers. Substantially, the father 
loses the traditional illustration and function based on the great number of families 
constituted only by the maternal images (p.5).  
 
To Fonseca (2002), there is not an homogeneous and hegemonic model when we try to 
understand the predominant family forms in the current society. The author affirms that the 
current model is an extension of the family ideal commended in the modernity, which 
emphasized the romantic love, the ideal marriage and the affection as bases of the family 
life. By the time that those values were incorporated to the matrimonial life, the 
relationships became open to negotiation, allowing the legitimation of family ways that 
were not socially accepted, for instance the one of partners from the same sex, to whom it 
was given an important space in this new context, where the affection is the true base of 
the relationship.  
 
Besides, the impact of those changes happens, for instance, in the increase of the number 
of children born out of the marriage, establishing a disconnection among elements that 
historically were interlinked: couple, marriage and family. If in old times the tradition was 
transmitted by family values, from one generation to another, with emphasis in the 
consanguineous family, in the contemporary social relationships the emphasis is in the 
present, in the welfare of the moment, with low emphasis to the solidity or to the past.  
 
Dias and Lopes (2003) consider that in the traditional conceptions of family the identities of 
men, women, parents and children were based on the structure of dominant patriarchal 
power, but that same structure was modified gradually, although it has not disappeared. 
The family that appears in the eighties is more equalitarian, and its members are seen as 
equals, with similar rights, in spite of their sexual and age differences. New roles have 
been insert in the family scenery, for instance the one of the stepfather or stepmother 
(FONSECA, 2002). On the other hand, Belardinelli (2003) comments that the increase of 
the individualism in the family's  relationships contributes a lot to a decrease of trust 
among its members.  
 
Those alterations in the family structures reveal that what is about to happen  "  is not the 
disappearance of the family, but your deep diversification and the change of your system 
of power ", as the patriarchal family represents a minority in the social context of several 
places (CASTELLS, 1999, p.259).  
 
Considering the alterations in the contemporary family, even the consanguineous family 
can be understood from different perspectives, such as:  
 

a) the consanguineous, that corresponds to the legal, nuclear family, not specifically 
the patriarchal family. It can be constituted by two people, for instance, father and 
son.  

 



b) multiple, when several consanguineous marriages divide and multiply the base 
nucleus. The succession right becomes diffuse and dispersed in different groups;  

 
c) consanguineous-discontinues, when grandparents look after and educate 

grandchildren as children, assuming the paternity formally. That situation can be 
determinated by the parents' death or even by a legal determination;  

 
d) consanguineous-disperses, when there are children out of the marriage. That 

situation, in the Brazilian legislation, interferes in the succession right, because 
every son is a legitimate inheritor.  

    
So, the family notion involves a complexity nowadays, as different forms coexist in the 
same culture, representing a differentiated composition when comparing to the traditional 
and patriarchal nuclear family. There are different members, redefinition of family roles, 
and also new distribution of power.  
 
In a simplified way, the discussed points contribute to the nowadays family notion and 
starting from that synthesis of the main transformations, it's necessary to understand the 
implications of all this in the family companies.  
 
Family and family company in the contemporary context  
 
Amman (in VERSTRAETE, 2000) remarks the difficulty in defining family business. In a 
traditional perspective, the family company is considered like this if the control of the 
property is in an individual's hands or with the members of the same family. Join to those 
points, the management of the company and the proprietor's will of transmitting the 
company for the next generation can also configure a company as family. In general, the 
studies on family companies (WESTHEAD and COWLING, 1998) consider that the 
property, the administration and the succession or the intention of passing the stick define 
a company as family.  
 
When looking for a definition of family company starting from the family concept, it is 
verified that the complexity of the family arrangements, presents at the present time, 
contemplates directly in that family business concept. For instance, when studying family 
companies, Chua and Christman (1999) found diversified proprietors, such as:  
 

a) an individual;  
b) two people linked by blood ties;  
c) two people linked by the marriage;  
d) nuclear family;  
e) more than a nuclear family;  
f) extended family;  
 

That reality presented by the authors show how the family transformations exercise an 
impact in understanding family business, because traditionally the nuclear family is the one 
that used to prevail and, most of the time, it was the patriarch of the family who 
represented the main role. If we consider the family company as the one that has the 
family in the control and administration of the property, this understanding becomes 
possible from the moment that the family is clearly defined. Therefore, from the juridical 
point of view, the family is a juridical institution, and for the study of family companies this 
is a scientific subject that cannot be neglected, because the principal obstacles for the 
definition of family company are related to the different cultural conceptions of family, as 



Stewart (2003) points out and to the difficulty in defining what the family is in fact (DYER, 
2003).  
 
Allouche and Amann (1999) make questions about the understanding of family company's 
concept they consider this kind of company:  
 

a) when the involvement happens with a nuclear family or a concept of extended 
family;  

b) when there are blood ties between the company owners or when they are married.  
 
It is possible that this kind of doubt had not interfered in the way of think the family 
business two decades ago, however, nowadays, the number of companies that are initiate 
and driven by couples is more and more larger and as far as consanguineous situations as 
marriage are also considered to understand family business (DYER, 2003). In the same 
way, the involvement of the nuclear family or of the extended family becomes an important 
subject for the family business, mainly if the extended family is seen as the one which is 
also formed by successive marriages.  
 
Another feature that Gilding (2000) and Bernardinelli (2003) pointed as important is the 
increase of the individualism in the family relationships in these days, which creates an  
impact on the way of negotiation and communication inside family business.  
 
Taking into account the transformations in the family structure, discussed in the previous 
section, it was important to try a more detailed analysis to discuss the association of those 
changes with family companies, specifically in the items presented in the sequence.  
 
Family's size  
 
One of the transformations in the contemporary family is the size of the families, reduced 
because of the small number of children. Sitautions as the women's entrance in the job 
market, the levels' reduction of income or even the prevalence of the individualism might 
have contributed to the reduction of family's size.  
 
From the point of view of the family company it is verified, obviously, that the number of 
potentials successors was also reduced. According to Malinen (2001) the bigger the family 
is the more interested the potential successors are. Nowadays, are not rare cases where 
family business have just one successor and this one decide to sell the enterprise because 
he or she have not the intention to go on with the business.  
 
On the other hand, if we consider the extended family the one derived from successive 
marriages, it is not difficult to find situations in which the family company is the working 
place for the first marriage children, as well as the one of the second marriage, enlarging 
the family involvement excessively in the company.  
 
The ambiguity of those situations illustrates the increase of family business' complexity. In 
other words, the family was reduced in many cases, but at the same time enlarged in 
other. In the ambit of the family company that transformation causes an impact directly in 
the succession's processes of power and communication's distribution.  
 



 
 
Distance between generations  
 
Another differentiated aspect in the current family arrangements is the distance's increase 
of age between generations, as a consequence of the fact that people have children when 
they are in more advanced age than it used to happen in previous generations. The 
principal factor that determines that decision is, certainly, the job market.  
 
When the impact of that demographic transformation is analyzed in the family company, it 
is verified that the children born when their parents were 30 years old or plus, these group 
will face the job market when the parents are close to 60 years old, in other words, close of 
the retirement. The conviviality between successor and the father or mother becomes 
shorter and the distance of age is larger, which can interfere in the transition process and 
continuity of those organizations, as the conflict between generations is one of the delicate 
questions of succession (MALINEN, 2001).  
 
It is also important to point out that the youths get in the job market with more advanced 
age and that the conviviality between generations presents modified, mainly with the 
intensification of the coexistence between grandparents and grandchildren, much larger 
than between parents and children in several situations.  
 
Family's composition and Power's distribution   
 
As it was previously discussed, Castells (1999) points that the new distribution of power is  
one of the main aspects of the family transformation, derived of patriarchal structure's  
collapse. Therefore, changes happened in the family features of the contemporary western 
societies, such as the individual autonomy and the equality between genders and they 
affect the family organizations (GILDING, 2000).  
 
In spite of that, the focus of many family studies are still predominantly centered in the 
entrepreneur as a paternal illustration, although the alterations in the family indicate the 
need to include the gender perspective in their agenda (BROCKHAUS, 1994; DUMAS in 
SHARMAN, 1996 and GOFFEE, 1996).  
 
Recent researches indicate that there are resistances in family business to accept women 
in the succession of these companies (STAVROU,1999; VIDIGAL, 2000) and that they are 
only considered possible successors when there are not successors of the masculine sex, 
and the women's performance in family companies is sometimes allowed only in an 
invisible way (CURIMBABA, 2002; ROWE and HONG, 2000). Restrictions of cultural order 
limit the women's entrance in the succession of family companies, just as Vidigal (2000, 
p.68) found among Brazilian family companies, of Italian imigrants, where there is the 
“habit of not allowing the daughters to become partners of the company.”  
 
Rodrigues (1991, p.37) points out that the family company, most of the time is still 
“business for men.” There is a difference between the social reality and the successors' 
social representation, which it is in general associated to the masculine image. In a study, 
developed with 549 Canadian families, Gasse (apud VERY and RAYTCHEVA, 2002) 
verified that 39,7% of the people involved in those companies judged that the sons were 
the most competent people to assume the companies, and only 9,6% pointed the 
daughters. Before them, there were the partners (20,6%) and even people that were not 
part of the company (16,9%). Besides, as the studies on the family companies are, in most 



of cases, about organizations created and managed by men (HANDLER apud CADIEUX 
et al, 2000),  the contributions concerning the succession's process of companies created 
and managed by women are rare (CADIEUX et al, 2000).  
 
The successors' preparation, which was in general centered in children and parents' 
relationship, today has multiple relationships as possibilities, involving: mother and 
daughter (s); mother and son (s); father and son (s); father and daughter (s). Considering 
the different natures of these relationships, the possibilities should be included in the 
researches, in order to better understand the contemporary family companies (GOFFEE, 
1996). In this perspective, Dyer (2003) points out the importance of studies that 
characterize family relationships like: father-son, father-daughter, mother-son, mother-
daughter, uncle-nephew, and so forth. The author still points out the importance of 
developing studies on family groups, because for him a group of a father and his four sons 
would likely behave differently than a group of four sisters who are managing a business 
together.  
 
In this way, qualitative studies can supply elements that facilitate the understanding of the 
new social reality in those companies. That phenomenon's vision contributes to a concept 
of family company that is more adapted to the contemporary family dynamics and the 
distribution of effective power in the group. An example is the study conduced by Campbell 
(2002), in companies where mothers and daughters act. She pointed as positive points in 
the successors' preparation the following ones:  
 

- learning easiness, when the mother is the mentor;  
- the respect to the mother's role, because she represents the source of force and 

wisdom;  
- interdependence and mutual support;  
- the daughter feels like an allied one and not a subordinate.  

 
Those results found by Campbell (2002) contribute to reinforce the recommendations of 
Dyer (2003), but don't coincide with studies developed between father and successors 
children, where the conflict is frequent (MALINEN, 2001).  
 
Another point related to transformations in families is presented by Galbraith (2003), 
investigating the relationship between divorce and financial performance, the author 
identified what he usually calls "ïn spouse " and " out spouse ", to characterize the current 
wife and the previous, demonstrating that the loyalty was established in a shared way  
among employees and the two members of the family (previous and current). In spite of 
the predominant focus on cases of entrepreneurs' divorce, the study constitutes an 
exclusive contribution to illustrate how the dissolution of the marriage interferes in the 
process of administration of the family business.  
 
Although there are not many examples, it is possible to notice that there is a new 
dimension of family company, defined starting from the transformations that are happening 
in the family, discussed previously. For that reason, the family notion while primary 
nucleus of the individuals' socialization does not correspond to a group situation that 
spreads in a collectivity. What really exist are different group forms that settle down as 
family and seek their own legitimation, in other words, it is not possible to think about an 
unique form of the family. It implicates directly in the conception of family company as that 
resultant of the multiples possible family arrangements. On one hand, that reality indicates 
that there is a real need to reformulate concepts and premises that usually guide the study 



of family organizations, on another hand, it reinforces the need of a studies' field to 
analyse that type of companies.  
 
Finally, if previously there was a difficulty in understanding the family business concept, 
because this one used to vary in agreement with the culture, the challenge of the moment 
is inside the same culture, where different family arrangements coexist. Perhaps, from the 
point of view of the family business, it is necessary to establish a demography of family 
companies, which includes, for instance enterprising couples, women and men 
entrepreneur with their respective nuclear or extended families.  
 
 
FINAL REMARKS  
 
 
In general, when the metaphor of the "family" is applied in a company, the family notion 
seems clear between its members, paradoxically, that notion for the family business 
comes in a more complex way.  
 
When we discuss the transformations in the family structure, starting from family's 
sociological, anthropological and psychological approaches, it is verified that a new 
dimension of this emerges mainly in the western world. There is not only a family notion, 
but multiple arrangements that constitute possibilities of family representations. 
Transposing the reflection to the field of family business, it was verified that an enlarged 
focus of the phenomenon is necessary, which considers the new possibilities of family 
arrangements, presented in organizations. Indeed, there is not a conception of family 
company, but multiple possibilities.  
 
Although the number of studies that approach companies not only considering patriarchal 
family is still small, it can be already noticed that the types of relationships between their 
members and the possibilities of family succession are different from the ones that the 
literature usually approaches for family companies, most of time delineated based on the 
patriarchal structure.  
 
So, the discussion about family transformations and family business is necessary as the 
social representations about family in the atmosphere of businesses are still intensely 
related to the logic of the patriarchal family, and this one represents a small part of the 
family structures nowadays.  
 
On the other hand, there is no doubt that this social scenery still brings as consequence a 
complexity level larger in the concept of family company, whose generalization has already 
as obstacle the fact of existing different family arrangements in agreement with the culture. 
In these days, in the same culture there are many different groups coexisting, which 
composes a new family idea. Though, this reality contributes to become studies dynamic, 
and that emerges from the need of reformulating concepts to explain the phenomenon in a 
different context.  
 
Some studies were mentioned to try to make the concept of family company more flexible. 
It was still verified that the acceptance of the marriage or of the consanguineous family, 
pointed by Dyer (2003), represents a progress for the field pointing out, however, that even 
on the consanguineous family different arrangements can exist.  
 



Finally, longitudinal studies could contribute to better understand the impact of changes in 
family related to the enterprise, mainly about the composition and distribution of power.  
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