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Introduction
The family business literature conceptualises family business systems as comprising of the family, the business and the ownership sub-system (Tagiuri and Davis 1996). These sub-systems interconnect in different ways; for instance, decisions in the business may be influenced by the owners’ preferences. In the same way, decisions on ownership or business strategy are influenced, for example, by the needs of the family (see e.g. Alsos et al. 2014). However, research has pointed at a lack of knowledge about the interplay of the family sub-system with the two other sub-systems (Zachary 2011; Basco and Rodriguez 2009). In addition, the business and ownership sub-systems are often perceived to be (economic) rational, while the family sub-system to a larger degree is perceived as governed by emotions, or as Murray (2002, 76) says, in these systems the emotional and rational are united in ‘…an uneasy marriage’. 
We know that succession is regarded as one of the most crucial events in the life of a family business (Ahrens et al. 2015) where all three sub-systems are affected. E.g. issues who should have ownership, who should be in charge of the business and of family decisions and who is the most suitable successor are part of both rational and emotional assessments. The continuity of the business is important for the family (e.g. livelihood and capital/ownership maintenance) and the business’ employees (e.g. job security). Therefore, in studying family–business interconnectedness (i.e. where the three sub-systems meet), the succession process can be perceived as a phase or an event where emotionality and rationality come to the surface. 
A large bulk of the family business literature focuses on planned succession, that is, succession planned and prepared in advance in collaboration with the predecessor and the next generation to take over the firm. However, this does not always occur because unexpected things happen, such as illness and sudden deaths. Therefore, family businesses sometimes face premature succession, and the business needs to be transferred to the next generation without thorough planning and the presence of the predecessor. The research on such premature and unplanned successions is scare. For this book chapter, we have conducted case studies of three family businesses in Finland that experienced premature and unplanned succession due to the unexpected death of the owner, CEO, father and husband. The research question addressed is: How do families and family firms cope with unplanned succession due to the sudden loss of a family member who is the CEO and owner? 
The study contributes to the family business literature both theoretically and empirically. Empirically, we provide unique data on unplanned succession as a consequence of a sudden death. Such situations are seldom studied due to their delicate nature and the consequent inaccessibility of data. Theoretically, we contribute by bringing to light new insights about decision making during a critical incident—premature and unplanned succession—and argue, in line with Shepherd (2009), that emotions can be a resource in the interconnectedness between the family and the business, particularly when coinciding with pragmatic decisions. Finally, we suggest further research on effectuation as a decision-making logic and on grief recovery processes to gain a better understanding of how to cope with premature succession after the loss of a CEO and family member. 
Next, we present the theoretical grounds of the study. We then explain the methodological approach applied and present the cases and analyses. Finally, we discuss our findings and present the conclusions.

Sub-systems’ interconnectedness, the succession process and emotions
The chapter takes as its theoretical point of departure the heterogeneous family business literature and primarily draws on research on the interconnectedness of family and business and on the succession process and emotions. The family embeddedness perspective (Aldrich and Cliff 2003) views the business and family sub-systems as intertwined. However, looking at the literature on family–business interconnectedness, researchers point at the lack of knowledge on how the family sub-system shapes and is visible in the business and ownership sub-systems (Zachary 2011; Basco and Rodriguez 2009). Despite the family being introduced as a crucial part of the ‘Sustainable Family Business Theory’ (see e.g. Stafford et al. 1999), little seems to be known about how dynamics in the family sub-system affect both ownership and the business. In short, the family’s needs and the businesses’ needs can be both overlapping and contradictory; the big question is how this is balanced. We claim that the succession process is a phase in the life of a family business where the interconnectedness between the firm and the family, the rational and the emotional, becomes more exposed and thus easier to study. Succession has been a focal point in much of the family business literature (see e.g. Chrisman et al. 1998; Sharma et al. 2003; Zahra and Sharma 2004; De Massis et al. 2008; Basco and Rodriguez 2009; Lam 2011; Litz et al. 2012; Gilding et al. 2013; Helin and Jabri 2015), and this stream of research has dealt with both rational and emotional issues. 
One could claim that issues such as taxes, law and financing represent the rational sides of the succession process. Here, the advantages of planned succession processes are dealt with (Handler and Kram 2004; Dyck et al. 2002), as a longer time span reserved for planning makes it possible to conduct needed operational and ownership arrangements. This implies understanding the succession in economic terms, that is, avoiding loss due to the taxation of property or inheritance tax. However, Hytti et al. (2011) suggest that goal-oriented planning is not a sufficient prerequisite for a successful business transfer, as original conditions are likely to change and cause delays in the succession process. Therefore, the plan needs to be adjusted accordingly. 
Among the emotional issues the succession literature deals with are, for instance, the exchanges between incumbents and successors (Daspit et al. 2016), the role and motives of the incumbent and the problems the incumbent may have in letting the business go (Gilding et al. 2013) and the incumbents’ role in preparing their children to become owner-managers. We know that creating an identity as a business manager and owner is one part of this (Hytti et al. 2017). Often, the incumbent has an idea of which of the children is the most suitable successor. Research has shown that sons are usually both preferred and expected successors, as documented in the US and Korea (Kuratko et al. 1993), Germany (Schröder et al. 2011), New Zealand (Keating and Little 1997), Denmark (Bennedsen et al. 2007) and the UK and France (Bloom and Van Reenen 2007); therefore, treating the siblings differently may be a source of negative emotions and disagreement. Furthermore, previous family firm studies suggest that although women may be considered inferior to men in economic terms, they are often perceived as superior in emotional terms. Therefore, women (daughters) are perceived as disadvantaged as potential successors but still impactful in succession as emotional buffers (Heinonen and Hytti 2012). 
It is only recently that the need to understand successions as interactive, dynamic and often lengthy social processes involving multiple stakeholders has been identified (Lam 2011; Salvato and Corbetta 2013; Daspit et al. 2016). It is argued that a business succession processes might take 10–15 years. Therefore, it is advised to start planning the succession in good time to make sure that the incumbent manages to step down and that the successor(s) gets the chance to create their new identity and role in the family business. Nevertheless, a succession is not always planned. When the succession happens suddenly due to, for instance, the sudden death or illnesses of a family member who also holds an important position in the family firm, how is it dealt with? The existing literature does not address unplanned or sudden and premature succession, particularly when the incumbent is not available to negotiate with and to make needed preparations with the other parties involved. 
In addition to this, we know that the succession process can be emotional and might reveal or spawn conflicts among the new generation taking over the firm or between the incumbent and the successor(s). For example, Hytti et al. (2011) suggest that a fusion of rational and emotional aspects in business transfers may explain the reason for delayed transfers. High emotions are likely to be even more emphasised when the incumbent dies unexpectedly, as such unplanned events obviously stir up strong feelings in the family sphere on one hand and call for immediate decisions and action in the firm on the other. Indeed, a number of scholars have called for more research on emotions in family business (e.g. Astrachan and Jaskiewicz 2008; Brundin and Languilaire 2012), as this aspect has been understudied (Berrone et al. 2012). The existing studies mainly focus on emotions in the family sphere (Carlock and Ward 2001), ignoring the equally emotional business sphere. However, there is evidence that emotions shape, for example, the cognition, decision making, behaviour and strategy formulation involved in family businesses (Berrone et al. 2012; Astrachan and Jaskiewicz 2008; Baron 2008). The critical incident of a death makes it possible to study the interconnectedness of family and business spheres and particularly the ways in which emotions shape family business related decisions. 

Methodology
We have conducted case studies of three at least second-generation family firms that have recently undergone a premature and unplanned succession process and therefore needed to decide how to continue with the firm. Therefore the family members were able to reflect on how they struggled with the loss and coped with it both family- and business-wise. The cases are unique, but all have in common that a family member who was the CEO/owner died suddenly. These data give us the chance to study hitherto unexplored parts of the interconnectedness of family and family business and thereby contribute to the literature. All firms had employees drawn from outside the family, and two were large firms with more than 250 employees. We used an event-based sample criterion (Neergaard 2007) for purposeful case selection (Patton 1990, 2005) and sought firms where women became successors after the death, as we were also interested in women’s roles in succession. Because different stakeholders have different perspectives, it was important to obtain information from several family members for each case (De Massis et al. 2008). Our empirical material consists of between one and three interviews per firm conducted in summer 2012 (Table 1), and each interview lasted 1–2 hours.
Table 1. Interview participants
	Case A
(three participants)
	Two successors/owners (daughters Clare and Cecilia) working in the company and an owner (Mary, mother and widow of the deceased owner) not working in the company

	Case B
(three participants)
	Successor/owner/current CEO (widow Laura), brother of the late CEO (Robert), mother of the late CEO (Rose)

	Case C
(one participant) 
	Current CEO (daughter Barbara) 



The interviews were open-ended, and the participants were invited to talk freely on the themes of the family and company history, the death of the CEO or owner of the company and the subsequent succession process, as well as the emotions, particularly grief, related to the unplanned incident. The methodological approach is inductive, that is, the data is analysed with the intent of teasing out important themes addressed by the respondents.
All interviews were transcribed verbatim. In the initial step of the analysis, all interviews were read, and sections dealing with the death of the CEO and/or the owner and the related coping processes were noted. The analysis focused on how the participants themselves made sense of the event and how they managed and coped with the unexpected situation within the family and the firm. The case descriptions combining and triangulating information from the different interviews were constructed to create an overview of each case company and their ‘survival game’. Basic information and key events are summarised in Table 1 in the appendix. The analysis is based on the accounts of the key people in the family and the business from the perspective of getting through the death of the CEO or the owner.

Findings
CASE A: ‘Engineering’ refers to an engineering firm acquired in 2001 by the late husband/father, George. He died suddenly in 2007 and his daughters, Clare and Cecilia, who were in their 20s, and his wife, Mary, decided to continue the business despite bids to buy it—mainly for tax reasons but also for emotional reasons (to keep it as a legacy) and to secure the employees’ jobs. Clare was still at school at the time and Cecilia, who is four years older, was happy working as an employee elsewhere and had no plans to work for the family firm. After her father’s death, she started there immediately. As soon as possible, they hired a male CEO who took charge of all firm operations. Mother Mary owns 50% of the firm, but the daughters plan to buy her shares. According to the sisters, the mother has never been involved in the company. Mary is ready to sell the firm to her daughters, provided that the ownership is kept in the family and the firm remains a family business. Although Clare and Cecilia now profess to love their jobs, they dream of being entrepreneurs together in another setting, such as a coffee shop. During their ownership, both sisters have become mothers, and this has shaped their work in the family business.
Clare’s, Cecilia’s and Mary’s account of Case A: Engineering
The sisters and their mother were all interviewed separately, but the accounts of the sisters in particular resonate with each other. Clare describes the death of her father and their decision to continue running the firm: ‘When our father died, it was awful. The newspapers wrote about it, and people started calling asking us if we wanted to sell. And we weren’t even sure if we had inherited the business or if there were large debts—we had no idea of the business ... We contacted the lawyer, who explained that we indeed owned the firm … It was chaotic. …I thought from the very beginning that we should not sell it … I had always thought that I would go and work there’. Cecilia’s account confirms Clare’s description: ‘I do not remember anything … but we did not talk about selling – it was no option … the business had to live on so that the guys could continue to work’, suggesting that although everything was unclear selling the firm was not a real option.
For mother Mary it was too painful to even visit the factory, as it reminded her of her late husband. Mary tells how they were not at all welcomed by the employees: ‘They just said “What are you doing here?” ... It was shocking when we realised that we were not accepted and they did not want us there at all’. However, Cecilia started working at the firm immediately and Clare joined her later after finishing school. ‘We didn’t do anything meaningful there … we just sat in our dad’s room and went through the papers and responded to dad’s emails’, Clare says. They relied on their father’s business networks and friends. ‘Two girls in their 20s sitting on the other side of the table and big men telling us what entrepreneurship is all about and we just nod and say yes, yes, let us go forward’. Both sisters stated how important it was that they had people to trust. They had their father’s key people to support them. As Clare says: ‘Everything went nicely … we got a lot of support … and I think that the firm really helped us at the most difficult time. We had something to do and could not stay at home’. The sisters both acknowledge the support received from different people and realise how they had not time to grieve as the firm kept them occupied. The way in which the family and the firm survived the death of the father is confirmed by the mother: ‘We were asked how we knew what to do. We did not really know. It was as if we had had robots inside ourselves’. It was obvious to all of them that they wanted to continue the father’s legacy but had no plan about how to do this. They just went on day by day. Later, the sisters realised how lucky they were that no one cheated them.
[bookmark: _Hlk482158873]The employees became more relaxed when the family announced that the company was not for sale and that they were searching for a new CEO. Clare recalls: ‘We both understood that we couldn’t run the company and therefore the first thing to do was to hire a CEO and we contacted a recruiting company to take care of it’. Clare recalls how her mother ‘searched for someone like our dad’, and even the mother admits that their new CEO is calm and somewhat similar to her late husband. Finding a reliable CEO who was easy to work with was crucial for the company and the family. ‘Mark was really a find’, says Cecilia. ‘We offered him [the CEO] the whole package, gave him the keys’. The CEO got full authority over the operational issues immediately. The daughters continued to work at the firm as secretaries and did their best to support the CEO. Cecilia describes their clear division of work and states that ‘Our employees really don’t consider us like bosses … it is really Mark who is the boss there’. She further tells how important it is to share issues other than firm-related ones with their CEO: ‘I cannot say that he acts as if he were our dad but, for example, when I changed my apartment and bank, he told his opinion … so we do not only share work-related concerns’. The CEO was crucial for the firm’s survival but he was equally an asset for the family. His calmness and trustworthiness created a good working climate in the company and within the family—a kind of ‘restoration’ of the late father and CEO.
Both for Clare and Cecilia it is important to be able to share firm-related concerns together, but they still want to protect their mother: ‘Everything worked well with Clare and we wanted to keep our mother out – not to cause her any stress’, Cecilia says, and Clare confirms by stating ‘We do and decide everything together … I like working with my sister. We are very close. This is not my dream job. But we have decided that if we sell the firm, we sell it together’. Cecilia concurs: ‘If I was left here alone, it would be an insane (burden). Now you have somebody who agrees with you or is on the same side with you … But it’s good that we don’t get these feelings of insecurity at the same time’. An important part of Clare and Cecilia feeling capable of continuing with the business is the ability to share the responsibility and burden with each other. This is also confirmed by their mother: ‘Clare and Cecilia are so different and they balance each other’. The need for sharing goes back to their father’s incapability of discussing the firm with others. As Cecilia puts it: ‘Our dad took care of everything alone … he had no one to share with and therefore we are so lucky that we have people to trust in, and I can just concentrate on my kids; not very many have such a possibility’. Both sisters and mother particularly recalled how the family had no time for joint family holidays because the father was always at work. Cecilia says that ‘One summer, our dad tried to have some days off as a holiday and then two employees called him and handed him notice and he then got a heart attack… we have discussed with Clare that we shall not find ourselves in a similar situation’. In practice, the sisters share everything in the firm and consider it as a joint venture and something they are committed to do together. 
Mary genuinely appreciates the work done by the CEO and her daughters: ‘It [the firm] has developed all the time … it tells something of the daughters and the CEO’. She also recalls that after the CEO started, her husband came to her in her dreams: ‘He said to me that you will survive and he was so real’, suggesting that coping with a business and a family touches her strongly and goes hand in hand for her. For her, the firm only reminds her of her late husband and therefore she is willing to sell her shares to her daughters, provided the firm continues as a family firm for the future generations. Mary wants to start anew: ‘Nothing changes if I sell and then I can start living my own life … there is nothing else in my life than my daughters and the grandchildren’. Mary finally admits how George’s death united the family but feels sorry that her daughters needed to give up their youth earlier than expected.
CASE B: ‘Retail and wholesale’ refers to a growing family firm acting as a retailer and wholesaler. The firm was founded in 1925 and the third-generation CEO, Richard, took it over after his father’s death in the early 1980s when the firm was close to bankruptcy. A few years later when the firm had survived the crisis, Richard insisted on buying the relatives out, as none of them were working in the firm. After the management buy-out (MBO), Richard and his wife Laura fully owned the firm. Ever since, Laura has sat on the board of the firm, although she never actually worked full time at the firm while her husband was alive. At Richard’s request, she managed some projects for the company and participated in firm events, implying that she knew the firm and its staff. After the MBO, the firm grew rapidly and aggressively both nationally and internationally due to Richard’s visionary thinking and his good networks and contacts. During his leadership, the firm grew from a small firm of less than 50 employees to a much larger firm of 1,100 employees located in several countries, with a turnover of almost 10 times higher than at the start. In the mid-2000s, Richard suddenly died in an accident and the widow Laura and her children became the owners of the firm. Encouraged by the members of the board, the widow immediately decided to keep the firm in operation and took over the CEO position. This was possible because the firm was run by the managers of the subsidiaries. Laura took charge of the parent firm in particular. 
Laura’s and Rose’s account of Case B: Retail and wholesale
After the tragic accident, Laura immediately negotiated with the board members and organised a briefing for the whole staff the following morning. Laura recalls: ‘It was so chaotic … crisis communication … I will always be grateful to the managers, that our staff heard it [about the accident] from us and not from the competitors’. Laura was encouraged by the board members to step forward and take over: ‘Laura you are the one from the family who needs to take over’, she recalls them saying. Laura then quickly decided to continue with the business, and she visited all the sites to demonstrate the family’s commitment to continue the business as usual despite the death of her husband, the well-liked CEO. ‘And I started circulating around and communicate to the staff that the family wants to continue and I shall start working here’. Laura further says that in his will, Richard had given four options to the family in case of his death. Laura did not even remember all the options but clearly states how they chose the fourth one: to continue 100% and wholeheartedly. ‘It was important to calm down the situation and continue … there was no other choice as there were 1,100 employees’ job at stake and all the work done …’. Laura was able to trust the key personnel and clearly felt the responsibility of securing the employees’ jobs and continuing Richard’s legacy. 
Laura was familiar with the business due to her work on the board and the joint discussions with her husband. ‘As we did not have any children yet we talked about the firm and it was incredibly fun’, Laura says emotionally regarding the early days of the firm. Interestingly, although she was not working at the firm in the early days, she still refers to ‘us’ making the decisions and planning future actions. However, she clearly states that her husband created all the major ideas: ‘They were all his ideas and visions which he explained to me’. Laura was clearly knowledgeable about the firm activities, although she was not the one influencing the firm’s development. This helped Laura in the takeover, as she had known most of the staff for years. Furthermore, the subsidiary managers ran their operational businesses as if they were their own, and Laura, supported by the board, concentrated on the parent firm. As Laura describes it: ‘I have received enormous support from the board and each manager takes care of their own unit … so we continue with the existing setting with operative managers. Otherwise, I could not have stepped in based on my experience’. Laura’s role was different from that of her late husband, who was running a one-man-show. Richard used to suggest new and bold ideas to the board for discussion, and the board made the decisions usually based on his suggestions. Laura, however, needed to rely on subsidiary managers to make suggestions, and the board then jointly discussed them and made consensus decisions. Laura relies even more on outside board members but still emphasises Richard’s principles: ‘He always based his decisions on facts and analyses … this is how we continued’. Furthermore, she became empowered by the support and loyalty of the staff, who did their best in the new situation: ‘The best part of this is the competent employees’, whom Laura could trust. ‘I enthusiastically go forward with the firm … we have great brands and remarkably wonderful people here’. Laura emphasises the motives behind her efforts and acknowledges that the ideas become one’s own only when one is truly involved with the firm. This is something that had happened to her after Richard’s death.
Laura also feels relieved that she was able to continue discussing Richard at work: ‘What would Richard think about this and how would he act? And we always find an answer what he would do’. The way Laura continued his legacy happened in a very concrete manner every day in decision making. Laura was also permitted and even encouraged to share a memory of Richard at work, and she felt it helped her cope with the loss: ‘The firm makes me go forward despite my huge sorrow’. Richard’s mother Rose, who was also devastated by his death, further conveys this: ‘If Laura hadn’t had so much work, she would not have survived. But the work and the colleagues there helped her … Laura told me that they laughed at Richard’s doings there all the time … work has really been everything to her then … a kind of therapy’. Laura indeed confirms how the firm helped her to grieve after Richard’s death: ‘When I get to the firm it is like being in a tram which trembles terribly but I just keep hold of it …I got new meaning to my life’. The company became her new project to which she was highly committed and attached and which she was able to influence: ‘This is now my big baby. As children get older they start living their own lives … this [firm] also lives its own life, but as I am now involved it is a big part of my life and I feel I can also influence’. The attachment to and work at the firm clearly helped in Laura’s grieving as she feels it is possible to cherish Richard’s memory and continue his legacy. Laura hopes that one day one of their children will be eager to take over the firm.
CASE C: ‘Conglomerate’ refers to a large conglomerate in technical material sales. In the past, the firm was owned by women but was managed by their husbands, and it is now the fourth generation that is in charge. Currently, Barbara and her children own the firm with Barbara’s half-sister. Barbara is the first female member of the family to have worked at the firm. She was never coached to take over the firm or socialised into the firm as a future leader—only as an owner. Nevertheless, she worked in different units of the firm and gradually gained a comprehensive knowledge of its operations. After her father died in 2000, she fought for her position at the company. Barbara’s path to becoming CEO was to take over after two unsuccessful (male) managers. It was only after the death of her mother that Barbara was able to take over the whole conglomerate, as her mother chaired the board until her death. As a consequence of the unfinished takeovers, severe inheritance fights over the family summer residence started with the half-sister. Eventually, Barbara’s husband was also able to join the firm and work on the management team.
Barbara’s account of Case C: Conglomerate
Barbara’s journey to the leading position of the family firm took place after two deaths, those of her father and mother. The succession was never openly discussed within the family, and even in the past it took place only after deaths and usually with some fighting afterwards. ‘It [succession] has always happened via death, which is the worst way’. Barbara had never discussed the succession with her father. Barbara believes that ‘If my father had had a son, he would have been trained into the firm, and the succession would have been made’, indicating that she as a daughter was not considered a possible successor. 
Because Barbara had been working in the firm in various departments as requested by her father, she knew most of the staff, although did not feel she belonged to the work community as an employee. ‘The owner’s daughter comes here – how should we take it?’ Barbara says about how the staff treated her. She further emphasises how she did not have the choice to work elsewhere: ‘I have been pushed to work here … I cannot tell anyone that I would like to change my job’, indicating that her life at work was somewhat lonely and not easy. 
Before his death, her father had appointed a male CEO for the parent firm. He was the second external CEO in the parent firm during a short period of time. After the father’s death, the company managers started to ‘mark their positions’, and Barbara needed to fight to fill the power vacuum left by her father. ‘It was a rough school for me, the staff shamelessly tried to take benefit of the situation’, she recalls. After a while, they (the owners) noticed that the new CEO was unsuccessful (even a criminal) and they let him go. ‘At this point, I luckily got help from a consultant, who said that there is no other choice than you becoming the CEO. Otherwise, the media will have a field day with this women-owned company. If I, as a woman owner, fire a CEO, the problem is not the CEO but me, that I don’t get along with others’. According to Barbara, the trusted consultant was important in pushing her to take leadership. Furthermore, Barbara again faced the situation where she had no other choice than stepping in and taking over the firm.
Barbara does not problematise the death of her father and the subsequent succession. ‘Every summer, father said that he should tell me more about the firm but he never did … he was a product of his era’. Barbara understands and accepts her father’s opinion and talks warmly of him. Not only did she need to fight for her position with the male managers in the firm, but she also needed to balance with her mother who was basically in charge as the chair of the board but not accustomed to or capable of making any business decisions. For example, Barbara persuaded her mother to appoint her to the board of the parent firm to ‘interpret for you [mother] something you would not understand or hear’, as she would not otherwise be informed of what was going on with the board. After her father’s death, Barbara made some changes to the boards of the subsidiary firms but not to the board of the parent firm, as it was chaired by her mother. ‘Mother couldn’t make any changes as the members had been selected by father’, Barbara states in explaining her mother’s attachment to the board and its members. In practice, however, Barbara was the one who was in charge and running the family firm. ‘When father died, this really became my life’, says Barbara, demonstrating her extremely strong attachment to and responsibility for the firm.
More painful and distressing was the death of Barbara’s mother, the main owner, whose unhealthy behaviour had caused trouble in the family. ‘My mother was really strong but not perhaps always in a healthy manner. My mother was never allowed to work. So she couldn’t channel her energy into constructive work.’ Although Barbara was already firmly managing the firm, she realised that the succession remained unfinalised after her mother’s death. ‘Although mother had made her will, it is only a suggestion how something is divided. Then an extreme fight started and still continues … my [half-]sister still fights with my mother who had made the will, not me’. The firm-related issues were not explicitly touched upon when Barbara referred to her fight with her half-sister regarding the mother’s will, but the fight was over the family’s prized summer residence. As the half-sister owned minority shares in the firm, the fight also influenced the firm management, as Barbara describes: ‘I consider it mentally very stressful … I prepared a paper that she does not participate in to the board … she can nominate a member, but I do not want it to be her or her daughter … only when we have divided everything … then we can start talking … otherwise I do not bother discussing with her – even on the phone’. Barbara feels deeply sorry about the fight, as she has few relatives. The fight over family property inflamed Barbara’s feelings and even disturbed the family firm leadership and board activities. After the death of her mother, Barbara became the chair of the parent company board and oversees the whole conglomerate by herself. She says that the parent firm board needed to have ‘old wise experience … as there you need to think of the larger whole and the future’, whereas the subsidiary boards were of a more operative nature. This suggests that a clear division of responsibilities made it possible for her to run such a huge entity in a traditional technical field. However, Barbara suffered from not being able to share the business-related issues with anyone within the family due to the unhealthy family relations, and her mother never allowed Barbara’s husband to work in the firm. ‘Earlier, I had no one to discuss with. I have been very lonely … but now we can discuss, we are enthusiastic and interested in the same issues’, Barbara says, referring to her husband who started to work on her management team after her mother’s death. This suggests how running a firm also involves sharing ideas with those closest to. 
In her account, Barbara repeatedly refers to her personal attachment to the firm. She also critically reflects on her feelings: ‘You should never fall in love with property or stocks … even if my father built this building, we shall move if it would benefit the firm …’ She also attempts to objectively consider the future of the firm: ‘… so that you could accept yourself that if it is not good for the firm to be a part of our portfolio but to let it develop elsewhere.’ In a way, Barbara had already started to consider the future of the firm and whether it would be more suitable for her children to own something else than a fully operative family firm. 
Cross-case Analysis
In the three cases, the loss is twofold: it is both the loss of a family member and at the same time the loss of the CEO/owner. The cases reveal the different ways that families and family businesses cope with the loss of the CEO and owner. In all the cases, the business was continued either by the daughter(s) or the wife of the deceased. The main motivation for not selling the firm was the women’s willingness to continue the family legacy, that of the late father’s or husband’s. Clearly, there was no exact plan to begin with about how to manage the firm, but the women pragmatically just went forward with the firm day by day, regardless of the hurdles. For Barbara in case C, the main challenge was to take over after unsuccessful CEOs and fight for her position, first with the male managers and later with her mother. In case A, Clare and Cecilia and their mother Mary needed to win the trust of the anxious employees by announcing that the firm was not for sale. They started looking for a new CEO, as they did not want to sell at that point for taxation reasons. Similarly, in case B the widow Laura stepped in as the new CEO immediately to calm the anxiety in the firm. For the women, it was a clear decision to step in as successors. None of them perceived there was any other choice, as there was no one else to take responsibility in the new situation. Although a death is an emotionally devastating experience for the family members, firms do not wait but require immediate action. Our cases demonstrate how the women, supported by people they trust, made crucial decisions to continue the family firm with the available resources without any preparations or further planning.
The loss of a husband/father and CEO/owner is difficult. In such a situation, occupying oneself with continuing the business is pragmatic behaviour. It helps the business to survive, but being busy also helps in the grief process because it offers a distraction from thoughts related to the loss (see restoration-oriented grief dynamics by Shephard, 2009). Continuing the family firm implies being heavily occupied with something the women were not familiar with. The family members make sense of the loss by feeling that keeping the business running keeps the person alive, that is, continuing the legacy. This was evident in Laura’s case, as it was possible for her to cherish the memories of her husband by discussing the business with the managers and by pondering how he would solve the situation at hand. Laura shared the memory of him with the employees, ‘talked through’ her grief with those closest to her in the firm (see loss-oriented grief dynamics by Shepherd, 2009) and at the same time took the lead and kept up his work. In case A, the sisters just went through their father’s papers at work without actually contributing to firm activities, but this helped them go forward with their lives and understand what the firm was all about. Interestingly, the sisters and mother ended up hiring a CEO with characteristics similar to those of the late CEO in order to make it comfortable for them to work with him. In our data, we see that the pragmatic and perhaps rational decision of keeping the business keeps the family members occupied as part of their emotional grief dynamics.
Our cases also demonstrate that a clear division of work made it possible for the women to take over the family businesses in relatively male-dominated and technically oriented businesses. They did not even try to take a similar position in the family firms as the late CEOs had but divided the work load between the managerial team. The women seemed more comfortable as owners and having the ultimate responsibility over the firm and its ownership rather than over the operational issues. As suggested by Hytti et al. (2017), taking over a family business implies identity work, and for women particularly it may mean concealing the leadership identity and creating an ownership identity instead. Furthermore, our cases demonstrate that division of work is made possible by being able or even forced to trust key people, such as the consultant in Barbara’s case, the father’s business networks and friends in case A, or the subsidiary managers and board members in Laura’s case. Given the women’s prior position, competence and experience in the family business, trusting someone seems rational. However, it is also emotional and intuitive, as they had no other choice. It seems evident that the women would not have coped alone; some external (male) support was needed, as suggested by Hytti et al. (2017), for the women to step in and take over the family business.
Similarly, it was important for the women to be able to share their ideas with those closest to them. This was highlighted in case A, as the sisters jointly made all the major decisions, such as not selling, continuing, hiring and investing, and shared the worries and joys both of the family and the business. In case C, lacking this possibility to share business issues stressed Barbara, as she had no one to discuss the family business with before her husband joined the firm after the death of her mother. Sharing and trusting not only make it possible to rationally divide the workload but also facilitate the grieving process, as there is someone else who understands the situation. This was evident in case A, particularly as the father’s death clearly united the family and made the family stronger to face the forthcoming challenges. 
Finally, the interconnectedness of family and business spheres is evident in all our cases, and it is hard to disassociate the spheres. We also see how emotional and rational coping with the loss go hand in hand. Our cases demonstrate how pragmatic decisions, such as keeping and continuing the business and securing the employees’ jobs, bridge the emotional and rational, emphasising their interconnectedness. Family members and even firm staff grieve for the loss at work, but for family members being occupied with the firm is a means to ‘do grieving’ and continue with life and the firm. Emotional and even painful grieving can therefore be considered a business asset. However, Case C particularly demonstrates how deeply family-rooted issues may carry over into family business. The unsettled will of Barbara’s late mother in relation to the family’s summer cottage continues to disrupt not only the sisters’ social interaction but also the work of the board. In such a case, grieving and fighting over property is more of a hindrance than a help for the family business.
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Figure 1. Coping with the loss of a family member and a CEO
Figure 1 illustrates the interconnectedness of the rational and the emotional in coping with the loss of a family member and a CEO/owner. In all cases, rational behaviour meets emotions, resulting in actions that take care of both the emotional needs of the family members and the firms’ needs. Pragmatic decisions bridge rational and emotional coping. For example, being occupied and going forward with the business is rational behaviour after the death of the CEO but are also clearly part of the grieving process of the family members. From both the rational and emotional perspectives, it is also very practical to be occupied and to move forward in the unexpected situation. Similarly, sharing family business concerns with someone and trusting in those who are closest are laden with emotion but also formed a basis for a division of work in a situation where the women themselves did not have enough experience in running the daily operations of the family firm. These examples clearly demonstrate the interconnectedness of family and business systems, the blurred boundaries of emotionality and rationality and the ways in which pragmatism shapes decisions in a given context. Here, pragmatism is understood as an idea that proves to have value for concrete life and as such is true in the sense of being wholly true as long as it does not conflict with other vital benefits. For how much it is true depends on its relationship to the other truths (James 1907), for example the emotional and rational spheres in the studied contexts (see on entrepreneurial context by Welter 2011).
Discussion and conclusions
We have investigated how families and family firms cope with premature, unplanned succession caused by the sudden loss of a family member, a CEO and owner. The study contributes to the family business succession literature, as unplanned successions due to sudden death are seldom studied empirically due to the sensitive nature of such an event. Previous family business succession literature focuses on proper and timely planning for succession in the presence of the predecessor but acknowledges that succession is both a family and a business matter. This requires that one manages to balance the rational and emotional embedded in both the business and family spheres. By focusing on family firms that had faced the sudden loss of a key person, we were able to investigate the subsequent coping processes in an unexpected situation. We consider this unique, as the firms and the families were unprepared and without the support of the predecessor needed to go through the succession unplanned. Furthermore, a sudden death stirs up emotions that shake up not only the family but also the family business. 
First, our study provides new knowledge on the interconnectedness of families and their businesses and how this is interwoven with emotionality and rationality. Some studies have pointed out that it is not justified to consider that emotions only take place in the family sphere and rationality only occurs in the business sphere; rather, both penetrate both spheres (e.g. Berrone et al. 2021; Carlock and Ward 2001). This is supported by our study. In addition, our study demonstrates how pragmatic decisions in the given circumstances may bridge emotional and rational coping. It is obvious that the sudden loss of the family member and CEO makes the family members and the family as a group feel grief. Our findings suggest that emotions, and particularly grieving, can also be a remarkable asset for the family business and can help the successor to keep the business alive. We argue that emotions are important in business life, although our cases might be extreme. In line with Brundin and Languilaire (2012) and Murray (2002), we suggest that emotions in family business studies should be studied in more detail, as we know too little about this phenomenon.
Shepherd (2009) has addressed the grief recovery process, although in a different setting, namely the loss of a family business. Inspired by his model on grief recovery, we suggest that it would be useful to explore grief recovery in a family business after a death of a family member and a CEO. Shepherd et al. (2009) suggest that not only financial factors but also emotional factors are important in the business failure process to enable the entrepreneur’s emotional recovery. This recovery process is likely to be applicable in the case of personal (e.g. father, husband) and business (e.g. CEO, owner) loss. 
Second, building on our findings, we found that instead of thorough planning, the families, and in our cases the women, took immediate action to continue the business. They did not have a definite plan regarding the business succession but rather improvised based on their best knowledge and with the available resources. Our findings on the premature, unplanned succession in comparison to planned succession resonate with different decision making logics of effectuation and causation in entrepreneurial behaviour (see Sarasvathy 2001). We suggest that in an unexpected and uncertain situation, the successors had no time or possibility for a causal approach with pre-set goals for the succession but needed to rely on the means they possessed. They reacted quickly to the changing situation, as suggested by the effectual approach. Although the women were not able to plan the succession in advance, as suggested by the causal approach (Sarasvathy 2001), it does not imply that their behaviour is not rational but that they faced the situation with limited decision-making capacity. Indeed, rational arguments such as taxation and securing the employees’ jobs were used to justify their decisions not to sell. They continued the business by improvising and dealing with the hurdles day by day in a very pragmatic manner, taking into consideration both the rational and emotional aspects of coping (see on bounded emotionality in business transfers by Hytti et al. 2011).
Our findings suggest that applying effectuation theory, that is, ‘having no plan’ and improvising in decision making regarding premature family business succession, might be useful to understand the decisions made during these succession processes. There is not always a chance to follow a predefined plan or path. Interestingly, Ahrens et al. (2015) find that in unplanned family business succession, the female succession rate is higher than in planned successions. Research shows that although not explicated the primogeniture norm is usually applied in succession processes. One could be tempted to suggest that when no other obvious options are available, women are more easily considered as successors. Although our study does not allow such comparisons, it highlights that daughters who were not considered as potential successors by their fathers ended up taking over the family business due to the lack of other options, again a very pragmatic choice in the given circumstances.
Finally, the premature death of a CEO and the subsequent succession are not rare phenomenon in real business life but are still surprisingly little studied. By focusing on such events, our study managed to tease out new insights regarding the interconnectedness of family and business systems and how emotionality and rationality penetrate both spheres, bridged by pragmatism. The main implication of our findings for family businesses is that it is fully possible to channel painful emotions, such as grief, for the benefit of the family firm and of the grieving individual herself. Therefore, there is no need to hide or isolate emotions from the business; rather, it can be beneficial to use them as drivers of future success. 
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Appendix
Table 1. An overview of the studied cases
	Case
	A: Engineering 
	B: Retail and wholesale 
	C: Conglomerate

	Industry 
	Engineering works 
	Retail and wholesale trade of machines 
	Wholesale trade, technical and construction services 

	Size 
	Small firm 
	From small to large firm (after rapid growth)
	Large firm / conglomerate 

	Founded
	An older firm that was acquired in 2001 
	1925, but MBO for the family by the CEO 1987
	1905

	Current generation 
	2nd generation
	3rd generation 
	4th generation

	Important members and ownership 
	Father, CEO (George)†
Mother (Mary), co-owner (50%), not working in the firm
Two daughters (Clare and Cecilia) in their 20s, co-owners (25% + 25%), working in the firm
An external CEO (Mark)
	Husband/son/brother, CEO (Richard), died in an accident †
Widow (Laura), current Chair of the Board (owner with her children), a member of the board since 1987
Mother of the deceased CEO (Rose), never worked in or owned the company
Brother of the deceased CEO (Robert), bought out in early phases, working as an employee
	Mother, owner, not working in the firm †
Father, not an owner but working in the firm †
Daughter, current CEO (Barbara) (70% ownership with her children, 80% of power)
Husband, currently working in the firm
Half-sister, owner but not working in the firm (30% ownership) 

	Important event
	After the unexpected death of the father, the mother and daughters continued the business. An external CEO was hired. The daughters plan to buy their mother out. 
	After the unexpected death of the CEO in an accident, the widow immediately continued the business with the help of subsidiary managers.
	In the past, the firm was owned by the daughters and managed by their husbands. The current CEO took over after the father’s and mother’s deaths. Complicated family history with mother and half-sister. 
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