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It’s Not All about the Money: Narratives on Emotions after a Sudden Death in Family Businesses
Abstract 
Emotions matter in businesses but have received little research attention. The socioemotional wealth (SEW) perspective is applied to gain a better understanding of the role of emotions in family businesses in the case of a sudden death of a key family and business person. 
The study contributes methodologically by applying a novel combination of case study and narratives of two families and their firms after experiencing a sudden death. The study contributes theoretically to the family business literature on emotions by providing a multilevel perspective and highlighting how the family business and the business family intertwine in a highly emotional situation, and to the SEW approach by offering a more nuanced understanding of the role emotions play over time. Emotions shape the decisions families make for the firm, but the firm also provides an emotional arena for family members to cope with their struggles. Employees are a part of the SEW considerations as families balance their moral obligation to protect the interests of non-family employees. To better cope with a crisis, family members should be well informed of or involved with the family firm even if they do not actively work there.
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Introduction
The importance of emotions in business contexts has to a limited degree been addressed by the social science communities. Particularly, family business research has indicated a need to understand how feelings and emotions affect family firms (Berrone, Cruz, and Gomez-Mejia 2012; Brundin and Härtel 2014; Gomez-Mejia et al. 2011). Family businesses are performance-driven systems that are ‘supposedly based on rational economic motives’ (Howorth and Hamilton 2012, 234), while families are perceived to be relationships based on and filled with emotions; however, rationalities and emotions are present in both the family and business spheres. The socioemotional wealth (SEW) approach attempts to explain ‘the nonfinancial aspects of the firm that meet the family’s affective needs…’ (Gomez-Meija et al. 2007, 106) and thereby bridge the gap between economic and behavioural perspectives in family businesses (Schulze and Kellermanns 2015). Hence, SEW is a suitable framework for studying the interplay between economic and non-economic factors (Fitz-Koch and Nordqvist 2017). The SEW approach suggests that a family tries to protect and maintain its SEW in addition to more mundane types of wealth, such as financial wealth.
This study investigates two cases in which the CEO and owner, who is also a beloved husband and father, suddenly died. The unexpected death spurs a crisis and puts the family business system[footnoteRef:2] in a new and unanticipated situation. Access to unique data triggered our curiosity and enabled an exploration of how families and owners acted to maintain their SEW in a situation of emotional upheaval, and how emotions matter to businesses. Hence, we ask: What is the role of emotions in a family business in the case of a sudden death of a key family and business person?  [2:  The family business system consists of the family, the firm and its ownership (Gersick et al. 1997; Tagiuri and Davies 1996).] 

The sudden death of a key family member and business person obviously brings strong emotions to the surface; hence, it provides a good time period for studying emotions in a family business and business family setting. In addition, this situation calls for immediate actions and decisions in the family business system. 
The study takes a multilevel perspective including individuals and different kinds of groups (see, e.g. Ashkanasy and Humphrey 2011; Shepherd 2016); they also represent different analytical levels. Our findings contribute theoretically to the family business literature on emotions by providing a multilevel perspective. It highlights, on one hand, how business-focused emotions shape decisions of the owning family to continue the business and, on the other hand, how family business provides an emotional arena for the owning family to struggle with their family business identity as well as with their binding social ties with family members, employees and other stakeholders. Furthermore, we contribute to the SEW literature by bringing a more nuanced understanding of emotions across the five SEW dimensions, FIBER, over time. The study’s methodological contribution is found in the combination of narratives and case study analysis, as suggested by Hamilton, Cruz and Jack (2017). This combination is promising with regard to studying emotions in firms in various situations. We argue that the family business research domain needs to further investigate the emotional part of SEW, as suggested by Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia (2012), and that multilevel and longitudinal studies should be conducted with an interpretative approach in order to capture the complexity of emotions in family businesses. Furthermore, as a practical implication, our study suggests that family members should be well informed of or involved with the family firm even if they do not actively work there in order to better cope with a crisis.
Theoretical Underpinnings—Emotions in Family Businesses and Socioemotional Wealth
Emotions in Family Businesses
The owning family’s vision of the family firm and the related intentions and behaviour, which potentially exist across generations, distinguish family businesses from other businesses (Chua, Chrisman and Sharma 1999). Indeed, in family business research, a family is not considered simply a social or organisational context for family businesses, but the owning family, rather than the family business per se, is considered a unit of analysis (Habbershon and Pistrui 2002; Nordqvist and Melin 2010). Family businesses are influenced by business objectives as well as by family values and relationships (Howorth and Hamilton 2012, see also Gomez-Mejia et al. 2011). There are emotional relationships between the family business owner and his/her business (Shepherd 2003) as the family business is not only a source of income but also a context for the family’s activities and identity (Hytti et al. 2017; Meyer and Zucker 1989). Therefore, family business research has increasingly recognised emotions as important when studying family and family business relations, strategy and identities. 
Reviewing the research on emotions in the family business domain, we found that the issues addressed are: emotional returns and costs (Astrachan and Jaskiewicz 2008), emotional ownership (Bjornborg and Nicholson 2012), emotional capital (Sharma 2004), emotional messiness (Brundin and Sharma 2011), emotional dimensions within family–business systems (Labaki, Michael-Tsabari, and Zachary 2013) and the emotional value of the firm (Zellweger and Astrachan 2008). Hence, the bulk of research has focused on quantifying emotions and their value for family businesses. The aforementioned studies apply different methodological approaches, although quantitative methods seem to dominate. 
However, there is still a call for more studies on emotions and their role in family businesses (Hirigoyen and Labaki 2012; for an overview, see Labaki, Michael-Tsabari, and Zachary 2013, and Brundin and Härtel 2014) to capture the complexity of the phenomenon. Following Nordqvist, Hall and Melin (2009), who call for more qualitative and interpretative studies on emotional experiences and their implications to family business welfare, our study applies narratives and case studies in investigating emotions in family business in order to understand the role of emotions in family businesses.
Much of the existing research on emotions in family firms is inspired by emotion studies in organisations (e.g. Fineman 2003; Hochschild 1983). In their seminal work, Ashkanasy and Humphrey (2011) proposed a multilevel model of emotions in organisations involving within the person, between persons, interpersonal, group, team and organisational levels. Taking an emotion perspective on family business, Shepherd (2016) advocates exploring the micro-foundations of a firm’s stock of emotion resources and conducting analyses at several levels: the individual, dyads, subgroups within the firm and within the family. Inspired by these authors and in accordance with the call to look further into micro-foundations (e.g., Nordqvist 2016), we apply a multilevel approach to enhance understanding of how non-financial aspects, emotions, matter to businesses. 
Brundin and Härtel (2014, 532) utilized the family business system approach (Gersick et al. 1997; Taigiuri and Davis 1996) with three subsystems when they grouped emotion studies in family firms into five categories: (a) business-focused emotions (the business system), (b) business- and self-focused emotions (the family member and the business system), (c) relations and other focused emotions (the family system), (d) affective-based emotions/attitudes (the family and the business system) and (e) ownership-related emotions (the ownership system). They regard family firms as emotional arenas for family members and highlight the need to understand how emotions affect and are affected by the firm. Inspired by their (ibid.) categorisation and including analytical levels, as suggested by Ashkanasy and Humphrey (2011) and Shepherd (2016), we incorporate such categorisations and levels into SEW. This enables us to conceptually develop emotions as a part of the SEW framework whilst keeping the theoretical rigor. In addition, the framework enables us to build on the inherent nature of family businesses.
The Socioemotional Wealth Approach 
The SEW approach was developed to integrate the economic and behavioural aspects of family firms with robust theoretical tools, and emotions are an important part of the framework. It is based on the foundations of family firm studies (Gomez-Mejia et al. 2007) and ‘firmly anchored in the behavioural tradition within the management field’ (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia 2012, 259). The SEW multidimensional approach is still ‘under construction’ (Boers et al. 2017; Cleary, Quinn, and Moreno 2019), and it is our aim to contribute to the development of SEW by focusing on emotions and different analytical levels. Applying the SEW approach implies the assumption that the decision makers (principals) in the family firm make decisions to maintain or increase the SEW, making them loss averse with respect to SEW and, for example, willing to accept great financial risk in order to avoid SEW loss. 
SEW has been shown to influence strategic choices, governance and stakeholder relationships (Berrone, Cruz, and Gomez-Mejia 2014; Gomez-Meija et al. 2011). However, a critique has been raised regarding the difficulties in connecting cause and effect (Miller and Le Breton-Miller 2014) and the claim that when SEW research is conducted on archival data, it gives ‘coarse proxies to document the presence of an affective endowment’ (Schulze and Kellermanns 2015, 449). This critique is conveyed from a rationalistic quantitative perspective. In accordance with Fitz-Koch and Nordqvist (2017), Fletcher, De Massis and Nordqvist (2016) and Nordqvist (2016), we propose an in-depth qualitative research with an interpretative approach, including micro-level theorising on emotions in family businesses. This has the potential to develop SEW by exploiting the potential qualitative research offers to theory development (Eisenhardt 1989). 
SEW is operationalised in five dimensions called FIBER—family control and influence, identification of family members with the firm, binding social ties, emotional attachment of family members and renewal of family bonds to the firm through dynastic succession. We combine the different analytical levels and FIBER in our analysis as emotions are present in all dimensions. The five dimensions are presented by Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia (2012) as follows:
--- Insert Table 1 here---
Emotions and the needs of family members, the family as a group and the business are intertwined in securing the SEW of the family and the family business. Analysing such a complex research field involves several analytical levels (individuals, the family group and external groups) and various socioemotional goals. The study aims to gain better understanding of the role of emotions in a family business in the case of a sudden death of a key family member and business person. We argue that focusing on the period after a sudden death of a significant person, and applying narratives as methods allow us to investigate this complex phenomenon as it unfolds. 
Methodology
Combination of Case Study and Narratives
Following Henry, Foss and Ahl (2015) and Hytti et al. (2017), we combine narrative and case study approaches to capture how a family’s decision making and actions in a situation of emotional upheaval are guided by the wish to maintain SEW. The combination of a narrative approach and case studies enables us to tease out the individuals’ narratives, and the case studies allow us to contextualise and interpret the narratives. Furthermore, Hamilton, Cruz and Jack (2017) suggest that narratives allow researchers to engage in emotionally charged and intimate conversations with individuals talking about their experiences as members of a family and family business. Narratives allow the respondents to organise their experiences and thoughts and give sense to life experiences (Hamilton, Cruz, and Jack 2017), as in our cases a sudden death. Narratives are perceived to be one way to articulate grief and make sense of loss (Neimeyer, Klass, and Dennis 2014), making narratives a well-suited approach for a study of emotions (Gilbert 2002). Moreover, narratives communicate the embeddedness of events in the family and the family business (Boje 2001). Thus, we aim to make a methodological contribution to the emerging field of narrative research in family business succession (see Dalpiaz, Tracey and Phillips 2014; Dawson and Hjorth 2011; Hamilton, Cruz, and Jack 2017).
Case Selection
We applied purposeful case selection (Patton, 1990, 2005) to find family businesses that had gone through a business succession since we were originally interested in the business succession process. To our surprise, much of the research data turned out to address emotions due to a preceding, unexpected event—the sudden death of a key family and business person, the husband/father who was also the CEO/owner (see Heinonen and Ljunggren 2018). Hence, we followed our curiosity and ended up conducting case studies in two families and family firms that had faced a crisis situation demanding urgent decisions in the family and the business (see McAdam, Reid, and Mitchell 2010). This unexpected event also implies decisions about business succession, which is a critical phase even if it is planned for (Curran et al. 1993). We argue that the cases are unique because gaining access to data during such a delicate time in people’s lives is difficult.
Research Data
The research material was collected about five years after the death, which we consider reasonable in terms of memory errors, on one hand, and the capability to discuss a painful event, on the other hand. Given the time passed after the death we were surprised to notice how emotional language the interviewees used in narrating their experiences: first, such extreme situations are usually remembered, and, second, narratives about and around sudden deaths are repeated countless times as a part of the grieving process. The data enable us to study family members’ emotions and related decision making and actions in the family and family business after the death. According to Brunner (2017), a family business crisis, such as an unexpected death, affects an individual, group, community or the entire society. Therefore, obtaining information from several members for each case (De Massis, Chua, and Chrisman 2008) was important to understand how the families and the family businesses respond to and recover from situations that threaten their existence (see Chrisman, Chua, and Steier 2011). Our empirical material consists of five interviews of the family members in two firms/families conducted in 2012, each taking 1–2 hours (Table 2). 
--- Insert Table 2 here---
In the open-ended interviews, the participants were invited to talk freely on the themes of the family and company history, as well as the decision making and actions after the sudden death. We did not pose clear questions on the death, related emotions or subsequent coping, but these themes emerged in the narratives (Cope 2005). It is a methodological strength that the participants were not asked directly to reflect upon their emotions, such as grief, but that the emotional experiences came up when the participants narrated the family business, their own histories and decisions made. The interviews thus generated narrative data (Larty and Hamilton 2011).
Analysis
All interviews were transcribed verbatim. In the initial step of the analysis, all interviews were read, and sections were noted that dealt with (a) the death of the CEO and/or the owner and the related emotional expressions and enacted emotions, and (b) the decision making and actions taken in the family and the business. The analysis focused on the sections related to the decisions and actions that had been taken to maintain the SEW within the family and the business or that had opened up the unfolding events. Furthermore, the data reflect the interviewees’ understanding of the situation, or the sections including emotional expressions or acts (e.g. crying, sobbing or clearing one’s throat), reflecting the interviewees’ experiences and memories was the base for the analysis. By combining and triangulating information from different interviews, we constructed a case description of each case firm and its history (Appendix 1). The basic information is also summarised in Table 3. 
--- Insert Table 3 here ---
In the second phase of the analysis, the interviews with the successors and other grieving key family members were reanalysed and subjected to narrative analysis (Hytti 2003; Hytti et al. 2017; Riessman 1993). We were interested in finding the narrative plot (Czarniawska 1998) and how the participants constructed ways of maintaining the SEW in their family businesses after the sudden death. We concentrated on interpreting how and why it made sense for the participants to talk about the process, events, decisions made and the unfolding of emotions as they happened. The analysis focused on the participants’ narratives of decision making and succession, along with the related emotions in order to understand the role of emotions in family businesses. 
Narrative of the Widow Mary in Case A: Engineering
Mary, the widow and mother, distanced herself from her husband’s firm from the very beginning. She said that it was their joint decision to buy the firm, but it was her husband’s venture and that it was important for him to fulfil his wish of having a firm. Despite having accepted her husband’s new venture, she soon realised and felt disappointed that the family could not travel or spend time together like other families because of George’s inability to distance himself from the firm. Although George was reluctant to tell anyone about his business concerns, Mary noticed his anxiety and even blames the firm for his death: ‘I sometimes wonder whether he would still be alive if he had not had the firm . . . it [the firm] took him away; it was so stressful’.
Her disappointment and sorrow were further highlighted as Mary recalled how, on the night before his husband’s death, they had discussed future plans for the firm. After George’s death, Mary struggled with her memories and disappointment: ‘There are memories . . . and all those plans we discussed that night. They always come to my mind whenever I go there [the firm] . . . and I still do not fancy going to that [CEO’s] office’. Although Mary was reluctant to visit the factory, it was obvious for her that the daughters would start working in the firm after the death. Mary and the daughters visited the firm, and Mary was shocked at being met by hostility from the employees:
Although we owned the firm, they really received us badly and 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’. 
As a family member, Mary experienced negative emotions towards the firm. She felt that the firm had first taken all of his time and finally killed her husband, and then the employees treated them badly. To continue the business, Mary further talked sensitively about the recruitment of the new CEO: ‘I wonder if we had a guardian angel or something, but we really recruited an excellent CEO. He is a bit like George . . . very calm, and yes . . . they have something in common’.
For Mary, trusting the new CEO was easy, the same way she had trusted her husband. Later, when the CEO had settled down and assumed control of the firm, Mary met her late husband in her dreams: ‘He said to me, “you are going to get along well”. And he was so real as if he had been there and woken me up’. For Mary, this was a continuation of their nightly discussions and a sign of trust and approval from her late husband that they were on the right track. In her narrative, Mary clearly balanced between continuing the legacy of her late husband and giving up the firm. She symbolically wanted to start anew by selling her shares to her daughters and withdrawing from the family firm: ‘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’. For Mary, starting her own life without owning the firm was important, as it only brought painful memories for her. Mary finally admitted how George’s death united the family during rough times. 
Narratives of the Daughters Clare and Cecilia in Case A: Engineering
The sisters, Clare and Cecilia, were interviewed separately, but their narratives resonated with each other in most respects. Clare described 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. . . 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 confirmed Clare’s description: ‘I do not remember anything . . . But we did not talk about selling—it was not an option . . . the business had to live on so that the guys [employees] could continue to work’. This suggests that although everything was unclear and chaotic, selling the firm was not a real option for the daughters, and the consideration for the employees and the sustainability of the business were important in this initial phase. 
To keep the firm running, Cecilia started working at the firm immediately, and Clare joined her later after finishing school. Clare recalled, 
‘We didn’t do anything meaningful there . . . we just sat in our dad’s office and went through the papers and responded to dad’s emails . . . 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’. 
This part of the narrative conveys that working at the firm offered the daughters a distraction from thoughts related to the loss of their father: They did not have any time to grieve, as the firm kept them both occupied. On the other hand, by being visible in the factory, the daughters marked the family control and ownership for the employees, although they did not consider their work of much value for the firm. They kept their mother away from the firm because they understood how painful it was for her. Cecilia described the situation as follows: ‘We do not want to cause any stress to her . . . we are the ones who have stayed up nights, mother does not need to . . . and the factory also reminds her about dad’.
The employees also became more relaxed when the family announced that the company was not for sale and that they were searching for a new CEO. Clare recalled how her mother ‘searched for someone like our dad’. Finding a reliable CEO who was easy to work with was crucial for the company and the family, as Cecilia said, ‘Mark was really a catch . . . we offered him [the CEO] the whole package, gave him the keys’. 
The daughters continued to work in the firm as secretaries and did their best to support the new CEO. Cecilia further told how sharing issues other than firm-related ones with their CEO was important: ‘I cannot say that he acts as if he were our dad, but, for example, when I changed my apartment and bank, he shared his opinion . . . so we do not only share work-related concerns’. Apparently, the new 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. 
The daughters also realised how the firm has enabled them to spend time with their young children in a flexible manner. Cecilia said, ‘In principle, we are at work all the time, but we can regulate our working hours. And as we have children, it is wonderful . . . we are truly lucky that we have this possibility’.
For Cecilia and Clare, the firm implies a privilege of focusing on one’s family, when needed. Still, the daughters emphasised their role as owners with the ultimate responsibility of the firm, and, most importantly, they take the responsibility together. They both like their jobs and enjoy working together, sharing their worries and stressing the importance of fully trusting each other. Cecilia, the older sister, particularly highlighted this: ‘I do like my work a lot, although sometimes, it’s very scary, and I do not know what to do, but still, I would not change it. . . .But with Clare, I discuss everything with her’.
Clare and Cecilia have a mutual agreement that if they ever sell the firm, they will do it together at the same time. Therefore, they have constructed a narrative of strong mutual trust and joint ownership. After having seen how their father took care of the firm by himself, alone, without anyone to talk to about firm-related issues, they consider it important to have a sister they can always trust and count on. This also allows them to concentrate on their children, when needed, and take holidays in a way that their father was never able to do as Clare recalled: ‘One summer, dad tried to take some days off. Then, two employees called and resigned, and then dad got the stroke’. Their narratives demonstrated balancing between family business responsibilities and family life, that is, work–life balance, which is made possible through their joint ownership and mutual trust. Still, Clare admitted that working in engineering works was hardly her dream job, although she could not think of anything else she would otherwise be doing: ‘It would be nice to do something you really like so that you wouldn’t need to do it for money’. This future perspective is also something that the daughters constructed together in their narratives: the factory is portrayed as a nice means of living and a source of family livelihood that they are jointly capable of taking responsibility for, but it is not their dream occupation.
Narrative of the Widow Laura in Case B: Retail and Wholesale
In her narrative, the widow Laura goes back to the early phases of the family firm, but her story really begins with Richard becoming the sole owner of the company together with her:
‘His friend prepared the new share certificates, 14 altogether, no 15 . . . one for me. It was kind of a joke [laughing]; my husband thought that it was a good idea, and that is how I became a part owner with one share’.
By referring to a joke when discussing her one share, Laura portrayed a positive image of the phases of the management buyout. Although she did not really work in the company, Laura was familiar with the business because of her work on the board, the various projects assigned by her husband and the joint discussions with him: ‘As we did not have any children yet [referring to the early years just after the management buyout], we talked about the firm, and it was incredibly fun’.
Laura’s narrative demonstrated how fun and enjoyable it was for them to share their thoughts about the firm. They considered the firm an extension of the family they did not yet have. Although she was not working in the firm in the early days, she still referred to ‘us’ making the decisions and planning future actions, indicating not only that the family business was their joint baby and venture but also that she had strong commitment to the firm from the very beginning. 
A harmonious family firm life turned into a nightmare when Richard unexpectedly died in an accident. In her story, Laura explained how, after the tragic accident, she immediately negotiated with the board members and decided to continue with the business for the sake of the employees: ‘There was no other choice [shedding tears]; therefore, it was an easy decision . . . there were a thousand employees’ jobs at stake’. 
In her narrative, Laura emphasised the need to protect the sustainability of the firm and to demonstrate the family’s commitment to continuing the business as usual despite the death of her husband, the well-liked CEO: ‘I started circulating around and communicating to the staff that the family wants to continue and that I shall start working here’. 
Laura stressed how she was encouraged by the board members to step in and was empowered by the support and loyalty of the staff: ‘The best part of this is the competent employees . . . I enthusiastically go forward with the firm . . . we have great brands and remarkably wonderful people here’. Her narrative conveys the motives behind her efforts. In addition, Laura apparently felt relieved that she was able to continue remembering and discussing Richard at work: ‘What would Richard think about this, and how would he act? And we always find an answer on what he would have done’.
Laura felt comfortable continuing his legacy in a very concrete manner in everyday decision making by following Richard’s principles. Laura was also permitted and even encouraged to share memories of Richard at work, and she felt it helped her cope with the loss: 
‘The firm makes me go forward despite my huge sorrow . . . 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’.
Laura explained why it was important for her to keep the business going and becoming more heavily involved with it. She acknowledged how the company became her new project to which she was highly committed and attached and on which she could have an 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’. 
Laura’s story demonstrates emotional reciprocity between the firm and herself during these times, for instance, by speaking about it as a child and a lifetime project, first, with her husband and, later, as her own firm. Even though her husband’s sudden death was traumatic and triggered grief, Laura clearly narrated that the firm helped her grieve and cherish Richard’s memory, as well as continue his legacy. Although Laura’s narrative emphasises her own coping process after the death, it also acknowledges her role in securing the continuation of the family business in the hands of the family.
Narrative of the Mother Rose in Case B: Retail and Wholesale
In her narrative, Richard’s mother, Rose, goes back to the time when Richard took charge of the badly performing family firm, whilst Richard’s father, the CEO at the time, was seriously ill:
‘The original idea was that Richard should get a job elsewhere . . . he would have made success anywhere, and that Robert [the younger brother] should take over as the CEO after my husband. . . . It took two days for my husband (Richard’s and Robert’s father) to consider Richard as his successor, as he had planned for Robert to take over. But he gave Richard permission to start in the firm . . . and when Richard started, we had no worries; he would take care of everything’.
Rose continued by emphasising how everything was well in the company and the family until Richard died in an accident:
‘It was terrible . . . and I will never get over it . . . [sobbing] and he always took care of me . . . his father had said that I need to be taken care of . . . many persons’ lives became more difficult as he suddenly died’.
Rose portrays Richard as an overwhelmingly warm-hearted and friendly person to whom everyone was attached. For Rose, continuing the business implied not only a full responsibility for the business but also sharing it with the family and taking care of the family. This is demonstrated in Rose’s concern about her son’s dangerous hobbies: ‘I said to him, “Next time, you will die . . . have you taken care of the finances so that the family manages without you?”’
Apparently, it was evident to Rose that Richard’s widow, Laura, would continue the firm after Richard’s death, as the firm had always been there for the family. Rose also highlighted the role of the firm in mitigating Laura’s pain: 
‘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 . . . a kind of therapy’.
Rose’s story emphasises the role of family in the family business. For her, it also seems self-evident that the firm will continue as a family business in the future and that Richard’s and Laura’s children will take over it at some point. For Rose, the family business implies both continuation of the family legacy and taking care of the family and its members. 
The core findings of the cases demonstrate the ways in which family members and other key actors handle their emotions after a sudden death in the family business. The cases are informative on the role of emotions in the studied family firms when making decisions, such as keeping and continuing the business and securing employees’ jobs. These findings are summarised in Appendix 2 across analytical levels and SEW dimensions (FIBER).
Cross-Case Analysis 
In both cases, a widow and a spouse with children needed to make decisions regarding the future of a family firm after an unexpected and sudden death. Both families decided to continue the business, as they immediately felt responsible for safeguarding the employment and well-being of the staff. Furthermore, both of the families wanted to continue the family/spouse/father’s legacy and to pass the business on to future generations. The decision to continue the business indicated the new owners’ strong commitment and emotional attachment to the family firm (see Basly and Saunier 2019) and particularly to its non-family employees (see e.g. Cennamo et al. 2012), although the family members had not actively worked in the family firm earlier. In the cross-case analysis, we found how the key family members narrate the death and subsequent processes—how emotions guided their decision making after the difficult loss of a husband/father and CEO/owner. In Case A: Engineering, the narrative is ‘The firm killed him’, and in Case B: Retail and Wholesale, the narrative is ‘The firm keeps him alive’. The cross-case analysis focused on the differences found across the SEW dimensions. Table 4 summarises the differences as they unfolded in time. 
--- Insert Table 4 here ---
In Case A, whose narrative is ‘The firm killed him’, Mary had not been involved in the business, and hardly anyone in the family knew much about the family business and its operations. Mary felt that the business had killed her husband (as he had worked himself to death), and she experienced hostility from the employees. This explains her reluctance to visit the factory and her thoughts of selling her shares to her daughters. Her daughters did their best to keep their mother away from the business in order to save her from the agony and stress of the family business operations. The daughters started as secretaries in the firm to keep the wheels rolling and mark their ownership, an action that could be understood as stakeholder management (Cennamo et al. 2012). The work also kept them busy during the difficult times and offered a distraction from thoughts related to their loss (see restoration-oriented grief dynamics Shepherd 2009). To run the firm, they hired an external CEO whom they could rely on in business and even other issues, when needed. Identifying with the firm was difficult for the widow because of her deep grief, and negative emotions towards the firm made her consider withdrawing from the firm ownership, distancing herself further from the business and building a new life for herself. For the daughters, identifying with the firm was easier, as they created a joint ownership identity by heavily relying on their mutual trust and demonstrating their emotional attachment to the firm and to each other. In all, the process united and strengthened the relations between the daughters and the mother. The family business offered the daughters an opportunity for a new work–life balance and time with their families.
In Case B, whose narrative is ‘The firm keeps him alive’, the widow Laura immediately informed the staff of the family’s intention to continue the firm. Laura was familiar with the business and even quite involved in the firm together with her husband, although the firm used to be a one-man show by the main owner/CEO. After her husband’s sudden death, Laura was welcomed in the firm by the employees and managers, and she also found the continuation of the firm as a way to maintain her husband’s legacy. In addition, the firm as a family legacy and livelihood was important for her mother-in-law. The business, indeed, kept Richard alive for Laura, as she was allowed to cherish his memory by working in the firm and continuing the ownership. The family firm gave meaning to life for Laura as she continued his dream and legacy. We see this as an example of how a firm becomes an extension of the family because of the strong emotions for the late CEO and his endeavour, and how this supports the widow’s identification with the family firm. After the death, the family firm became the new life for Laura, her new ‘baby’ as she put it, which she continued to cherish. 
Although our analysis focuses on family members as individuals or as a group, the family members’ narratives enlighten how the emotions and attitudes of employees and external supporters towards the new owners and the family firm guide the decision making in the family firm. In Case B, the support received from the committed and skilful employees strengthened Laura’s determined decision to continue 100% with the business. Laura relied heavily on the subsidiary managers and board members when making decisions for the future. This did not occur in Case A in which the employees’ hostile attitudes made it difficult for Mary to enter the factory and made it easier for her to consider selling her shares to her daughters. Furthermore, the daughters needed to find a trustworthy CEO who will run the company in order to demonstrate the family’s commitment to the firm, secure its continuation and thus calm down the anxiety of the employees over their jobs. 
Discussion
When a family member who is also the CEO/owner of a family firm suddenly dies, family members and the family firm find themselves in a situation of emotional upheaval. Whilst struggling to cope with the loss and related emotions, the family members are challenged by a number of business decisions that cannot be postponed and need to be tackled in order to secure their SEW. 
Using the SEW approach as our analytical tool, we gained new insights into the role of emotions in family businesses by identifying the ways in which different types of emotions and expressions of emotions (see Brundin and Härtel 2014) are enacted in time and at various levels—individual family members, owners as a group, and employees and external parties as groups—as narrated by the family members (Figure 1). 
--- Insert Figure 1 here ---
The business-focused emotions of family members relate to the family business per se as they secure the continuation of the firm to the next generation. The emphasis lies on what the family does for the family business. These business-focused emotions, imply the fulfilment of family obligations in controlling and influencing the family business as well as continuing the firm and the legacy.
Self- and relations-focused emotions and affective-based emotions manifest the family business as an emotional arena of the owning family (see Brundin and Härtel 2014). The emphasis lies on what the family business means and does for the business family. The firm can be a source of emotional reward or burden, as well as, in more practical terms, a source of family livelihood. Furthermore, the firm is an arena for the family members to take care of one another and the family and the firm and its staff. The findings also demonstrate how emotions can be negative and distance a person from the family firm. In our study, mutual trust and commitment demonstrate relations-focused emotions which, however, are difficult to distinguish from affective-based emotions towards the family members. It seems that emotional attachment and binding social ties amongst family members are blurred and likely develop simultaneously. In all, this emotional arena makes it possible for the family members to identify themselves with the firm, which further encourages them to secure its continuity (Basly and Saunier 2019). Ownership-related emotions are articulated in terms of emotional ownership indicating one’s (un)willingness to become an owner or whether the employees accept the new owners. In their narratives, the family members referred to other focused emotions of employees and external parties when describing how others position themselves towards the family firm and the owning family. Our study clearly demonstrates the crucial role of the social ties in family business decision making and in activities that family members seem to be sensitive to. This supports the findings of Miller and Le Breton-Miller (2014) and Newbert and Craig (2017) in extending SEW. The role of employees’ emotions supports Newbert and Craig’s (2017) suggestions that SEW should address balancing private gains (‘I’) with the moral obligations of protecting and promoting the interest of non-family stakeholders on whom the business depends. This implies moving the SEW from agency theory (self-interest) towards the stakeholder, stewardship or sustainability perspectives, which resonate with the extended SEW because the rewards and benefits not only accrue for the family but also for other stakeholders (Miller and Le Breton-Miller 2014). By applying a complementary logic of a positive-sum game (Newbert and Craig 2017) instead of a competing logic (zero-sum game), capturing what is happening in family businesses is possible.
In addition, our study demonstrates how emotions evolve over time across SEW dimensions. Business-focused emotions secure the continuation of the family business. The decision to continue is followed by family members struggling with identifying with the firm, as well as with binding social ties with other family members, employees and external parties in the emotional arena provided by the family business. Finally, business succession builds ground for becoming even more emotionally attached to the firm and/or other family members.
Conclusions and Implications
The aim of this study was to gain a better understanding of the role of emotions in family business after the sudden death of a key family and business person. By having access to rare and delicate data and by applying the SEW approach as a theoretical tool, we gained new insights into the role of emotions when securing SEW in family businesses. 
Our findings contribute to the family business literature on emotions by highlighting the ways in which the family business and the business family intertwine in a highly emotional situation after a sudden death. On one hand, business-focused emotions shape the decision of the owning family to continue the business; on the other hand, family business provides an emotional arena for the owning family to struggle with their family business identity as well as with their binding social ties with family members, employees and other stakeholders. Interestingly, emotions evolve over time across SEW dimensions. By combining these emotional resources flexibly in order to cope with a crisis, such as a sudden death, family members demonstrate their ability to respond to and recover from situations that may threaten the existence of the family firm (see Chrisman, Shua, and Steier 2011) in order to secure their SEW. In the family business literature, the concept of resilience has been introduced to identify the processes and outcomes associated with resisting, managing or restoring the equilibrium after a significant risk (Henry, Morris and Harrist 2015). Understanding the role of emotions in resilience deserves further examination. 
Furthermore, our study contributes by introducing different analytical levels—individual and groups—to be analysed within and across the SEW dimensions over time. Neither the SEW approach nor studies on family businesses have focused adequately on different analytical levels. Despite the SEW approach being rooted in a functionalistic research philosophy (the behavioural agency model) and our study being conducted with an interpretive approach, we find that the knowledge created in our approach contributes to the development of SEW by demonstrating the role emotions play and how they are manifested in SEW dimensions over time. We suggest that more multilevel studies, particularly on emotions, be conducted with an interpretative approach in order to capture their complexity. 
The methodological novelty and contribution of the study is the combination of narratives and case study analysis. We found this combination to be promising with regard to studying emotions in businesses. This approach has the potential to be used to learn more about firms that experience difficult situations, as it captures the complexity of the situation, emotions and decisions made, and it allows for different perspectives to be highlighted. Emotions are communicated with words as well as bodily expressions, and letting respondents form their narrative gives an indication of what they highlight as important and why narrating them makes sense.
Our study investigated emotions in an extreme situation, after a sudden death of a business and family key person. It is an extreme situation suitable for an explorative study; however, we advocate to study and gain understanding on how emotions are expressed in other (less emotional) situations and in other types of organisations. As shown in our study, employees’ emotions also shape the decisions made in a firm, which is in line with the findings of Fineman (2003), Hochschild (1983) and Le Breton-Miller and Miller (2009) that the understanding of emotions in organisations needs to be enriched. Our findings are derived from the interviews with the family members only. Although these are indicative of the emotions of external parties and employees as perceived by family members, focusing on the accounts of non-family members would be an interesting way to understand the ways in which their emotions shape family business decision making at different levels. 
Our study clearly demonstrates that emotions are important in family business; emotions shape decisions made for the firm, but the firm also provides an emotional arena for family members to cope with their struggles. Understanding this reciprocity is important for those working in or with family businesses. An equally important practical implication is that family members, even if not working in a family firm, should be informed of family firm matters, preferably somehow involved with the firm in order to be able to better handle a situation of a sudden death, for example. Furthermore, providing a written document about possible options for business transfer or succession in advance in case the family faces such an unexpected tragedy is recommended.
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Appendix 1. Overview of the Case Businesses and Their Histories
Case A: Engineering is a firm acquired in 2001 by the late husband/father, George. The rest of the family (wife and two daughters) were not very well aware of the firm’s operations. George died suddenly in 2007, and his daughters, Clare and Cecilia, 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 happily working as an employee elsewhere and had no plans to work for the family firm. After her father’s death, she started working there immediately. After finishing her schooling, the younger sibling, Cecilia, also joined the family company; she and her sister worked as secretaries. Mary, the widow, wanted to be and was kept away from the family business; she felt it too painful to be there because of her sorrow after her husband’s death. According to the sisters, their mother had never been involved in the company, although Mary herself claims she was sufficiently updated on the operations—first, by her husband, and, later, by the hired CEO. The family received support from the late father’s friends and networks in orienting to the family business, but in the beginning, they were not welcomed at all by the employees. As soon as possible, they hired a male CEO who took charge of all firm operations. The sisters continued as secretaries and part owners (with their mother) and were fully committed to jointly running the family firm, even though neither sister considers it a dream job. During their ownership, both sisters have become mothers, and this has shaped their perception of the work in the family business. The sisters are planning to buy out their mother’s share, and she is willing to withdraw, given the business remains in the hands of the family as a family business.
Case B: Retail and Wholesale is a growing family firm acting as a retailer and wholesaler. The third-generation CEO, Richard, took over the company after his father’s death when the firm was close to bankruptcy. A few years later, Richard insisted on buying out their relatives’ shares, as none of them was working in the firm which he had just rescued and made successful again. After the management buyout in 1987, Richard and his wife Laura fully owned the firm. Ever since, Laura has been on the board of the firm, although she never actually worked full-time at the firm whilst her husband was still alive. However, she was familiar with the firm’s activities because of the joint commitment and discussions with her husband, as well as the various projects that Richard had asked Laura to accomplish for the firm. In 2007, Richard suddenly died in an accident, and the widow Laura and her children became owners. Encouraged by the members of the board, Laura immediately decided to keep the firm in operation and took over the CEO position to keep the family firm going and secure the employment of about 1,100 employees, as well as to continue Richard’s legacy. This was possible because the firm was run by the managers of the subsidiaries, and Laura was familiar with the family business and its staff, who warmly welcomed her to take over. Laura took charge of the parent firm, in particular. Because of their young age, the children were not involved with the family business after the death of their father, but later (at the age of 20), they joined the family firm’s board. 

Appendix 2. Summary of the Findings
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Figure A1. Summary: First-level analysis of the enacted emotions and emotional expressions across levels and SEW dimensions (FIBER).


Table 1. SEW dimensions (FIBER) (Berrone, Cruz, and Gomez-Mejia 2012, 262–263; Cleary, Quinn, and Moreno 2019)
	Dimension
	Short description

	Family control and influence
	The control and influence of family members on strategic decisions and a firm. To preserve their SEW, family members are inclined to maintain control over the firm regardless of financial considerations (Gomez-Mejia et al. 2007). Management positions might be held by family members with scarce qualifications (nepotism).

	Identification with the firm
	Family members closely identify with the firm. Studies have shown that the family–business overlap creates a unique identity within family firms (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia 2014; Dyer and Whetten 2006). This has implications both within and outside the firm; for example, external stakeholders see the firm as an extension of the family. Such an identification might also provide emotional rewards, such as status. 

	Binding social ties
	A family firm’s social relationships. These are not only the kinship ties one expects to find in families but also the ties with stakeholders outside the firm, such as customers or suppliers, the local community and employees. 

	Emotional attachment
	The affective and emotional side of SEW, i.e. the role of emotions in the family business context. The boundaries between the firm and the family are blurred, and ‘emotions permeate’ the firm, influencing, for example, decision processes. In addition, ‘emotional attachment…refers to the psychological appropriation of the firm by the family….’ ‘Emotional attachment also fosters the family’s sense of legacy….’

	Renewal of family bonds
	The idea that the business should be passed on to the next generation. Transgenerational sustainability is a central aspect of SEW (Zellweger and Astrachan 2008).



Table 2. Interviewees
	Case A: Engineering
(three participants)
	Two successors/owners (daughters Clare and Cecilia) working in the company and an owner (Mary, mother to Clare and Cecilia and widow of the deceased owner, George) not working in the company

	Case B: Retail and Wholesale
(two participants)
	Successor/owner/current CEO (widow Laura), mother of Richard and the late CEO (Rose)




Table 3. Overview of the studied cases
	Case
	A: Engineering 
	B: Retail and Wholesale 

	Industry 
	Engineering works 
	Retail and wholesale trade of machines 

	Size 
	Small firm (~15 employees)
	From a small firm (~40 employees) to a large firm (~1,100 employees) after a rapid growth spurt

	Founded
	An older firm acquired in 2001 
	Founded in 1925 but there was a management buyout for the family by the CEO in 1987

	Current generation 
	Second generation
	Third 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)†
Widow (Laura), current chair of the board (owner with her children), 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), share bought out in early phases, working as an employee

	Important event
	After the unexpected death of the father, the mother and the daughters continued the business. An external CEO was hired. The daughters plan to buy out their mother’s share. 
	After the unexpected death of the CEO in an accident, the widow immediately continued the business with the help of subsidiary managers.





Table 4. Cross-case analysis of emotions and emotional expressions after the death
↓ time
	
	Case
	A: Engineering 
	B: Retail and Wholesale 

	
	Family control and influence
	Securing the jobs 
Continuing the legacy 
	Securing the jobs 
Continuing the legacy 

	
	
	DECISION TO CONTINUE THE FIRM
	

	
	
	Working as secretaries, the daughters mark their ownership. 
	Clear communication of the family’s willingness to continue the business

	
	Identification with the firm
	Firm as a source of pain for the widow—‘the firm killed him’; distances herself away from the firm
Firm keeps the daughters busy (distraction from the loss)
	Firm as a cure and family extension for the widow—‘the firm kept him alive’; takes over as the CEO
Firm as a family legacy and livelihood for the mother-in-law

	
	Binding social ties
	Mutual trust and commitment between the daughters, who were not supported by the staff in the beginning
CEO as a restoration of the late father/husband 
Death united the family (mother and daughters)
	Strong empowerment from the staff from the very beginning

	
	Business succession
	Daughters gradually gaining their position as owners after the new CEO took over operational duties
	Widow prepared to continue 100% with the firm, supported by the subsidiary managers and the firm’s board

	
	Emotional attachment
	Firm allowing the daughters a new work–life balance (time for their respective families)
Daughters’ strengthened emotional attachment to each other
	Firm serving as a new life and a baby for the widow


↓ time
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Figure 1. Enacted emotions and emotional expressions across levels and SEW dimensions (FIBER)
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