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Abstract
This study replicates a research undertaken in 2008 by Lambrecht and Lievens, 
Pruning the Family Tree: An Unexplored Path to Family Business Continuity and 
Family Harmony. Adopting an extended replication approach, this work analyzes 
a sample of family firms in Sardinia to investigate how and why family businesses 
prune the family tree to safeguard family harmony and business continuity. Our find-
ings confirm that pruning is an effective strategy for managing complexity, increas-
ing firm performance, and supporting succession plans. We extend the original study 
by stressing the relevance of pruning during succession.

Keywords  Family business · Family tree pruning · Replication · Complexity 
management

JEL Classification  M190

1  Introduction

Family businesses are generally defined as firms that are owned and actively man-
aged by members of a family, and where “the business owner intends to pass the 
business on to other members of his or her family” (Astrachan and Shanker 2003, p. 
212). Maintaining family control across generations, thereby involving an increas-
ing number of family members in the firm’s ownership, governance, and/or man-
agement, highlights the uniqueness of family firms, which generally intend to be 
managed by developing stability (Gimeno et  al. 2010). However, it often has the 
disadvantage of the increasing firm and family complexity (Oudah et al. 2018; Qiu 
and Freel 2020; Gimeno et  al. 2010). Sandig et  al. (2006, p. 147) define family 
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complexity as “the number of family members and the kind of relationships estab-
lished among them, the number of generations alive at a given point in time,” and 
suggest that the greater the family complexity, the greater the differences among 
family members concerning interests, abilities, and ambitions. This introduces risks 
in managing family businesses, including succession, and needs different manage-
ment and governance models according to their complexity profile (Gimeno et al. 
2010).

Furthermore, as family firm complexity tends to increase over time, this causes 
changes in the ownership structure that often result in ownership dispersion and 
governance features modifications. In line with this assumption, family firm com-
plexity needs governance-related changes (Gubitta and Gianecchini 2002). Many 
scholars proposed frameworks to capture how family involvement in ownership and 
governance tends to develop different typologies and categories of family firms. For 
example, Gersick et al. (1997) described three basic forms of family business own-
ership: controlling owner, sibling partnership, and cousin consortium, which iden-
tify an increasing ownership dispersion. Also, finding a decreasing extent of family 
involvement in the firm, and thus, a decreasing degree of familial norms’ impact on 
the firm, Davis (2008) distinguished between family operator firms, family supervi-
sor firms, and family investor firms.

Additionally, following Sharma and Nordqvist (2013), and building on the typol-
ogies of family businesses proposed by Gersick et al. (1997) and Davis (2008), Nor-
dqvist et al. (2014) identified nine kinds of family businesses characterized by the 
different extent of family involvement in the business that requires appropriate gov-
ernance bodies (from quite simple bodies as an advisory board and family meet-
ings to more complex governance structures as the board of directors, Top Man-
agement Team, Shareholder’s Assembly, and Family Council). Moreover, Gimeno 
et  al. (2010) pointed out that according to the level of family and firm complex-
ity, there are different typologies of family business models (the captain model; 
the emperor model; the family team model; the professional family model; the 
corporation model; the family investment group model). In other words, accord-
ing to the extent of family and firm complexity, family firms have to develop spe-
cific structures to manage complexity. In another interesting study, González-Cruz 
and Cruz-Ros (2016) investigated three configurations of small-and-medium-sized 
family firms and highlighted the importance of adequate governance structures to 
ensure firms’ survival and performance across generations managing the increasing 
complexity. More recently, Barontini and Bozzi (2018) proposed a categorization 
based on the generational stage (founder or descendants), the family representation 
(one or multiple family members) on the board, and the CEO type (family or pro-
fessional). This non-exhaustive proposed review of relevant studies on family firm 
taxonomies resulting from complexity and its effects on management, governance, 
and ownership, underlines the importance that scholars recognize to the topic. When 
complexity is not adequately managed generally decreases managers’ motivation 
(Schulze et al. 2003), successors’ commitment (Gersick et al. 1997), and emotional 
attachment to the firm (Carney and Gedajlovic 2002), and it can translate into intra-
family conflicts (De Massis et al. 2013; Qiu and Freel 2020) and disagreement about 
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leadership recognition and strategy definition, causing instability in firms during and 
after succession occurs (Campopiano et al. 2020a, b; Martin-Cruz et al. 2020).

Given this perspective, scholars have found that how a family exercises control, 
shares ownership, and assigns management responsibilities within the firm deline-
ates family complexity and kinship ties, affects family members’ emotional attach-
ments, and impacts harmony and continuity in the firm (Fitz‐Koch and Nordqvist 
2017).

Intuitively, the greater the family complexity, the more complex management 
and continuity in the family business become. For this reason, family firms some-
times prune the family tree over time (Chen et  al. 2021; Labaki 2007; Lambrecht 
and Lievens 2008; Suáre and Santana-Martín 2004; Westhead et  al. 2002), defin-
ing a clear-cut distribution of ownership, governance, and management rights, and 
increasing engagement within younger generations of the family to avoid having 
passive family members involved in running the business (Chen et  al. 2021). In 
other words, trimming the family tree appears to reduce family complexity, resulting 
in positive effects on the family firm’s harmony and continuity.

Despite the relevance of this topic, given that family businesses often fail as a 
result of problems with managing family relations, settling family conflicts, and 
ensuring an equilibrium between the interests, goals, and expectations of the fam-
ily and the firm (Großmann and Von Schlippe 2015; Memili et al. 2015; Schwass 
2005), and the fact that several studies have addressed the effectiveness of pruning 
in avoiding passive owners and managing conflicts of interest among family owners 
(Basco 2013; Blanco-Mazagatos et al. 2016; Calabrò et al. 2017; Campopiano et al. 
2020b; De Massis et al. 2013; Eddleston et al. 2008; Hoskisson et al. 2017; Sandig 
et  al. 2006), to our knowledge only Lambrecht and Lievens (2008) have taken an 
empirical approach to evaluating the effect of pruning the family tree on harmony, 
longevity, and performance in family businesses by investigating how and why these 
businesses decide to prune their ownership and management ranks.

Driven by a desire to better understand the potential pruning offers with respect 
to managing family firm complexity and, thus, governing conflicts, ensuring fam-
ily harmony, and supporting continuity within family firms, this study replicates 
the work in Lambrecht and Lievens (2008), adopting the same qualitative approach 
taken in that study while extending it to a sample of small and medium-sized family 
firms in Sardinia, Italy.

Our findings are largely consistent with those in the original study, reinforcing the 
relevance of pruning the family tree while introducing several novel elements. The 
most important new finding is the benefit of pruning during succession, underscor-
ing the fact that trimming the family tree is an effective way to manage succession 
in a family firm that leads to rational and courageous decisions that are less charac-
terized by the emotions that typically affect this crucial moment in the lifecycle of 
family businesses. Pruning makes it possible to manage current conflicts and prevent 
future ones after the incumbent’s exit.
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2 � Family and business complexity in family businesses

The nexus between family and business in family-owned businesses produces 
unique qualities that impact the challenges and issues family businesses face 
(Habbershon et al. 2003). It can be fertile ground for conflicts (Kellermanns and 
Eddleston 2004) because the family members that manage the firm are bound 
together by both co-ownership and, above all, family ties (Kotlar and De Massis 
2013). Thus, family businesses appear to be characterized by a delicate relational 
equilibrium (Caputo et al. 2018). In transitioning from one generation to another, 
ownership, management, and governance change and evolve, usually increasing 
the level of business and family complexity (Sandig et al. 2006; Westhead et al. 
2002). As shown in Sandig et  al. (2006), family complexity can have negative 
repercussions for family members’ satisfaction, sometimes destroying harmony 
in personal relationships and harming business performance. Multigenerational 
family firms can be particularly difficult to manage (Miller and Le Breton-Miller 
2006) because family complexity translates into changes in ownership structure 
that lead to a progressive dispersion of shareholdings. In this situation, family 
cohesiveness declines due to differences in personal interests, values, and com-
mitment to the business (Montemerlo 2005). In particular, Montemerlo (2005) 
holds that increased family complexity and, specifically, the growing number of 
family owners involved in the firm across generations, produces dispersed owner-
ship that lacks cohesion, exacerbates differences in goals, increases agency costs 
(Gibb Dyer 2006; Schulze et  al. 2003), constrains business growth and perfor-
mance, and leads to a loss of entrepreneurial ability (Sandig et  al. 2006), and 
emotional attachment (Siebels and zu Knyphausen‐Aufseß 2012).

More recently, studies have found that ownership dispersion produces differ-
ent kinds of family owners, namely active and passive, with diverse goals that 
create conflicts of interests (Basco 2013; Blanco-Mazagatos et al. 2016; Calabrò 
et  al. 2017; Hoskisson et  al. 2017). This can result in greater entrenchment on 
the part of the owner-managers who claim their power based on their ownership 
rights (Anderson et al. 2009). Passive and active owners generally differ in terms 
of risk propensity and perception (Hoskisson et al. 2017), time preferences, and 
use of profits (Witt 2008). Campopiano et al. (2020a, b, p. 769) argue that “the 
presence of passive family members in the ownership structure of the family firm 
is likely to lead to particular interests that alter the balance between socioemo-
tional and financial motives characterizing family firms.” Active owners in the 
family often attempt to exercise primary authority over key decisions, affecting 
the firm’s strategy and sometimes leading the firm in a less risky direction (De 
Massis et al. 2013). In other words, family complexity affects family and business 
equilibria and, as complexity tends to increase across time, plays a role in a fam-
ily business’s growth (Brumana et al. 2017).

In this scenario, managing complexity becomes essential to ensure harmony 
and longevity across generations (Lambrecht and Lievens 2008; Simon et  al. 
2012). By doing so, family businesses can leverage more formal family relations 
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and/or simplify management and/or ownership (Lambrecht and Lievens 2008; 
Montemerlo 2005) that can also prevent ownership dilution through succession 
(Klein et al. 2010). An equal distribution of shares has been shown to have nega-
tive effects (Santulli et  al. 2019), while simplifying ownership and management 
translates into greater efficiency and a rational view of the family firm (Mukher-
jee et  al. 2019). Investigating how and why family firms introduce simplicity is 
intriguing and in our view, calls for replicating the work done in Lambrecht and 
Lievens (2008).

3 � Background of the replication

Lambrecht and Lievens (2008) view family tree pruning as an effective means of 
managing family firm complexity, and positively impacting firm longevity and 
family harmony by streamlining corporate governance and reducing conflicts 
between active and passive owners among family members. In their work, Lam-
brecht and Lievens (2008) focused on a sample of 17 Belgian family firms of 
varying size, in different industries, involving different generations and different 
areas of pruning (ownership, governance, and/or management).

Their findings underline the relevance of determining the right structure to 
manage the firms’ potential level of complexity and indicate that not pruning in 
time can negatively affect business performance, increasing cost; for this reason, 
growth objectives for the family business are the main reason for reducing the 
number of family shareholders, thereby reducing conflicts among family owners. 
Moreover, despite several studies underline that pruning the family tree requires a 
significant amount of liquidity that, in turn, can interfere with the firm’s growth, 
the authors found that business development and growth are engines to reduce the 
number of family shareholders. Additionally, their results highlight how pruning 
can help manage conflicts between family owners and non-shareowner’s vision or 
noncommitted family members, opening the path to business growth. Rather than 
avoiding discussion about family owners reduction, the original findings demon-
strate that pruning generally results in stronger family relations and in restoring 
family harmony. Another interesting conclusion is that pruning ensures good per-
formance because the family business tends to assume the feature of the clan fam-
ily firm, entailing that the remaining family owners and managers are generally 
the same individual or the shares are concentrated in a specific family branch. 
Finally, the third contribution is that there can be a positive relation between 
pruning the family tree and family business governance. Specifically, the authors 
found that family harmony resulting from family governance can facilitate the 
pruning that, in turn, can positively affect formal governance structure to manage 
complexity effectively.
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4 � Methodology

As in the study we are replicating, our research question is why and how do family 
businesses prune the family tree?. Following Lambrecht and Lievens (2008), we 
adopt a multiple case approach to address the main research question and build the-
ory (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007; Yin 2008), because case studies are “essential 
for research into pruning the family tree” (Lambrecht and Lievens 2008, p. 299). 
Replication serves to validate the reliability of empirical research, determining 
whether the original results can be generalized by using a narrow or quasi-repli-
cation approach (Bergh et al. 2017; Bettis et al. 2016; Block and Kuckertz 2018; 
Singh et  al. 2003). We adopt the quasi-replication perspective, following Singh 
et al.’s (2003) suggestions. Inspired by Weismeier-Sammer’s (2011) extended rep-
lication, we intend to stay as close as possible to Lambrecht and Lievens’s (2008) 
original study while adopting the good enough-principle, which holds that varia-
tions in social phenomena are to be expected and that precise duplication is impos-
sible. For this reason, this study proposes a replication with minor extensions (Ton-
car and Munch 2010), intentionally modifying a few aspects of the original work.

4.1 � Research context

Family businesses contribute 70% of Europe’s GDP (Caputo et al. 2018) and employ 
an enormous percentage of the workforce (Shepherd and Zacharakis 2000). Most 
are small to medium sized (EU 2020). In Italy, more than 85% of firms are family-
owned, over 70% are small to medium sized, and 66% are fully managed by family 
members (EY 2017). In Sardinia, family businesses constitute 96% of the total and 
are generally both owned and managed by families (Crenos 2020). Given this, fam-
ily business management is not only a concern for the firm itself; it is a community 
issue because it impacts the region’s economy. The context of Sardinia is particu-
larly attractive for investigating pruning in family businesses because a solid cultural 
heritage has been shown to have a notable impact on behavior in family firms (Kam-
merlander et al. 2015) and affects socio-economic development firmly rooted in cul-
ture and tradition (Dettori et al. 2020; Floris et al. 2020).

This replication analyzes a sample that differs from the original with respect to 
firm size (all are small and medium sized firms) and geographic context (Sardinia, 
instead of Belgium). The choice to limit size is primarily due to the fact that small 
and medium sized firms comprise the majority in Sardinia. Secondly, the focus on 
such firms is in line with the increasing attention of scholars and practitioners to this 
space because of small- to medium sized firms’ worldwide capillary diffusion (EU 
2020; OECD 2017). Finally, small and medium sized firms are often owned and 
managed by families, and such ownership is often associated with unique govern-
ance practices (Carney 2005).

The choice of a different context is based on suggestions of scholars who under-
score the importance of contextualizing studies of family firms to deepen the 
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understanding of their behaviors, performance, strategies, and decisions (Colli 2012; 
Sharma and Manikutty 2003; Zahra et al. 2014), and to connect local embeddedness 
to family business management, as belonging to a specific community is an essential 
factor in selecting a successor(s) (Baù et al. 2019).

4.1.1 � Cases selection and procedure

Our replication adopts the same sample selection as the original study. We selected 
cases based on media articles and personal contacts established during seminars, 
lectures, and other meetings. Furthermore, after involving an initial group of CEOs 
of family firms in the study we asked them if they knew of other family firms that 
had experimented with pruning their ownership, management, and/or governance 
structure and identified additional cases through this snowball effect.

In defining the final sample (see Table  1), we determined the following crite-
ria: Firms must (1) operate in the same region; (2) have more than one generation 
involved in running the business; and (3) have experience pruning in at least one of 
these areas: governance, ownership, and management. We intentionally chose firms 
in different sectors. To adhere as much as possible to the work done in Lambrecht 
and Lievens (2008), we studied 17 family firms.

As in the original work, case studies were carried out through in-depth, open-
ended interviews (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007). For each small family firm, we 
interviewed the family CEO as the knowledgeable agent actively involved in prun-
ing (Gioia et al. 2013). Interviews were conducted using personal videoconferencing 
technologies (Skype and Zoom) (Bertrand and Bourdeau 2010; Deakin and Wake-
field 2014; Iacono et al. 2016). Ethical practices were followed throughout the study, 
including documents signed to obtain formal consent.

4.1.2 � Data source and data analysis

Following Lambrecht and Lievens (2008), we carried out within-case analyses, 
determining in each firm what its pruning entailed, why and how it was done, and 
the effects it generated. Each interview (average duration of 90 min) was transcribed 
word for word and translated from Italian to English, resulting in a transcript of 
about 345 pages. We read the transcribed interviews several times and compared 
our data analyses and interpretations. After this first step, we continued to replicate 
the original study by proceeding to a cross-case analysis following Eisenhardt’s sug-
gestions (1989)—that is, by selecting categories and identifying within group simi-
larities and intergroup differences. As in Lambrecht and Lievens (2008), to answer 
questions about the what, why, and how of pruning, we grouped our case studies by 
the area in which pruning occurred (ownership, governance, and/or management).
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5 � Findings

This section first explores what pruning the family tree implies, and then analyzes 
simplicity in ownership, governance, and management structures.

In contrast to the original study, in our sample pruning was done both for intra-
generational and intergenerational simplification, assuming that pruning occurred 
during generational shifts (Lansberg 1999). In the light of this difference, we refer 
separately to Group A (Case studies 1, 2, 5, 6, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15) as those family 
firms that pruned during succession events, and to Group B (Case studies 3, 4, 7, 8, 
9, 10, 16, 17), as those that have pruned after succession took place.

5.1 � What does pruning the family tree entail?

As in Lambrecht and Lievens (2008), our findings confirm that family tree pruning sat-
isfies the two perspectives of simplicity. In 15 of our 17 case studies, pruning reduced 
the number of family owners and/or family managers. In Cases 13 and 16, the family 
businesses split into two independent family firms, leading to a more straightforward 
ownership structure.

5.1.1 � Group A

Family firms that pruned during a succession event emphasized that the main rea-
son of trimming was related to incumbents’ intention to avoid potential conflicts, as 
illustrated by the following quote:

(…) our father has always planned everything, and for fear of leaving chaos 
and generating conflicts by his leaving the family business, he defined for each 
of us the roles that best suited our abilities. (Case 2)

In Cases 1, 11, 12, incumbents decided to reduce the number of passive fam-
ily member-owners, relegating them to operational roles as employees or suggesting 
that they sell their shares and leave the firm. This was due to a “(…) question of jus-
tice and correct distribution of roles based on the real participation in the company, 
regardless of blood relations” (Case 1). In Case 11, which deals with a business that 
was owned by eight family members (one representative of the older generation, one 
active son, and six passive siblings) when the pruning occurred, all shares were con-
ferred to the active son while the passive siblings were placed in minor positions. 
The family manager who is still with the firm, reports:

My father witnessed many of our fights because each of us complained about 
the others’ lack of commitment. Only I, to be honest, have invested all of 
myself in the family business. My father did one thing right: when the time 
came to formalize the generational change, he decided to give me all the 
shares. My brothers play other minor roles. (Case 11)
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The incumbents selected the successor(s) by focusing on “the future of the firm” 
(Case 1), mainly on the basis of “commitment, efforts, and competencies” (Case 
14), and a “sense of belonging, and leadership attitudes” (Case 6). This rational 
approach emerges in more detail, in the following statement:

My father has always thought with his heart and acted with his mind. (…) also 
happened for succession matters. He planned the succession, imagining that 
his decisions would create discontent and perceptions of injustice among us 
successors, but he thought about the company’s future. This is why he pre-
ferred that I become the sole owner. (Case 14).

Pruning often initially produces “disputes and misunderstandings among suc-
cessors that threaten to destroy family harmony” (Case 11); however, the decision 
“proved to be the best for guaranteeing business continuity and family union” (Case 
11). In this sense, pruning generated “several positive effects on firm management 
and family unity, thanks to a clearer firm structure, and a well-managed equilibrium 
between the firm and family interest.” (Case 6). Only in Cases 5 and 14 did several 
conflicts emerge, as follows:

We have lived the dark side of pruning during our succession. It was a very 
courageous decision and the results tell us that the choice is right for our firm, 
but a little less so for the family’s harmony. We have experienced dark times. 
(Case 14)

5.1.2 � Group B

For the family firms in this group, the main reason was retrieved in the right defini-
tion of shares based on the real effort of each family members as the following quote 
explains:

After our father gave us the company, we decided to define the ownership 
shares around the useful contribution that each of us successors was making. 
(Case 10)

Here, the successors decided to prune because “after more than ten years spent in 
disputes, conflicts, and recriminations, we decided to change the ownership struc-
ture, allowing only those interested to take the company’s reins.” (Case 7).

As in the findings of the original study, our case studies confirm that simplify-
ing the shareholding structure generally reduces the number of family shareholders, 
with positive effects for the firm and the family (except in Case 4, where the family 
experienced conflicts), as shown in the following statement:

Selecting family members for ownership shares to include only those who 
have always really worked well for the company was a success. (Case 8)

Furthermore, most of the case studies in this group show that the family tree prior 
to pruning included several active and passive family shareholders. In the original 
study, pruning did not involve trimming away the passive shareholders, while in 
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our sample most firms removed passive family members from ownership or senior 
positions (Cases 3, 4, 7, 8, and 17) with the goal of “reducing conflicts of inter-
ests among successors and ensuring that only those committed in the firm can make 
decisions.” (Case 7).

5.2 � Simplifying ownership structure by reducing the number of family 
shareholders

Why? Introducing simplicity into the ownership structure mainly depends on the will-
ingness of the family buyer who, according to Lambrecht and Lievens (2008, p. 305), 
is the one “who takes the lead to buy out family members.” Simplifying occurs less fre-
quently on the side of the family seller, defined by the authors as the one “who takes the 
initiative to sell his or her shares to other family members.” Our case studies are partly 
aligned with those in the original study because, in addition to the intentions of family 
buyers and family sellers, the incumbent parent’s desire to define the new ownership 
structure before leaving the firm emerged strongly, to spare the successors from having 
to settle disputes and family conflicts in the future.

5.2.1 � Group A

In this group, the main reasons for pruning were dictated by the “need to ensure 
that only those successors really committed in the firm were given the power to 
make decisions” (Case 1), and “to prevent conflicts that would undoubtedly emerge 
among those who are interested in the firm growth and those who are pushed by 
self-interest.” (Case 15).

Echoing the original study, another reason is related to the desire for family firms’ 
continuity, as shown in the following:

My father has demonstrated courage by choosing me. He told me that the con-
tinuity of the firm was in my hands; thus, he decided to give me the entire 
property and the management rights. (Case 11)

Finally, also within this group we find that a sense of context identity and belong-
ing represents a strong stimulus to prune, acting as a means of selecting among 
active and passive family owners. Active family owners appear to be interested in 
managing the firm for themselves, valorizing local traditions, and being legitimized 
through the context in which they live and operate. Passive family owners appear to 
be less engaged than their active counterparts, not perceiving the business as a mis-
sion to preserve and protect knowledge, skills, and centuries-old traditions to hand 
over to future generations.

My father has always said that ours is a mission: to tell, preserve, protect, and 
pass on the history of our land. Our jewels speak about and guard Sardinia, 
making it known overseas. (…) Every day, I strive to innovate our creations 
without ever forgetting our history, traditions, uses, and customs. (Case 12)
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5.2.2 � Group B

As in Lambrecht and Lievens (2008), our findings reveal that the primary motiva-
tions for pruning are grounded in the achievement of personal goals in terms of busi-
ness growth and long-term survival, as expressed in the following:

We decided to buy our sister’s shares because she was not interested in our 
firm (…) We have experienced many conflicts about this with her but it was 
necessary to make the right choice for the firm’s future. (Case 4)
My brother has never shown the same commitment as I have to the company, 
and he realized that he was not satisfied. So, he thought about selling his own-
ership stakes and collaborating with the company in other ways. (Case 9)

Most of our interviewees focused on the “need to have family owners who are 
committed to and engaged in the firm” (Case 3) to ensure growth and, simultane-
ously, achieve self-efficacy and increase self-esteem.

Cases 9 and 10 show that family sellers are also aware of the role of personal 
engagement in ensuring firm growth, as follows:

(…) My brother voluntarily sold his shares because he realized he didn’t feel 
as committed to the firm. This situation was causing him frustration, but now 
that he is no longer formally owner he is much better off. (Case 10)

Our findings show another compelling reason for ownership pruning: attachment 
to the context in which the family firm operates and family members reside. The fol-
lowing statements explain this concept:

(…) Initially, all three of us were present. However, my younger sister wasn’t 
interested (…). To do this job, you need to be attached to tradition, know our 
history, and express the intention to perpetuate the knowledge and flavors 
through time. (Case 4)
Our bread is the result of the sacrifices of many people: those who cultivate the 
traditional Sardinian durum wheat, those who collect it and those who grind it, 
and finally, us. (…) You have to love your land to appreciate such a tiring job. 
Two of us do not feel we have an active part of this effort. (Case 10)

Table 2 syntheses the concepts mentioned here.
How? In the original study and in all of our cases, before proceeding to simplify 

ownership of the family business, business consultants and experts were engaged to 
evaluate the firm, protect family relationships and family harmony, and minimize 
debate about the share price. This is done because, as explained by the following 
quote, all of the cases underscore the great difficulty of family owners evaluating 
their own firm:

The most serious difficulty was to assign a value to our company. For us it is 
such a great treasure, with such deep roots as to be of inestimable value. So, 
we consulted a professional who, objectively, defined a value. (Case 7)
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Especially within Group A, the consultants’ work was not straightforward 
because the incumbent owners were reluctant to accept the proposed evaluation as 
it was always considered “below the immeasurable value represented by our long 
family tradition” and from complexity derived from the “goal of conferring differ-
ent shares among successors to recognize the true efforts of each of them, trying to 
separate family from business.” (Case 14).

Within Group B, the process of selling and purchasing shares among family 
members took place without significant problems due to the clear desire to either 
retain or transfer the property.

Consequences. As in the original study, both Group A and Group B reported pos-
itive effects after ownership pruning, as shown in the following statements:

After the acquisition, the company’s performance improved, probably because 
all of the discussions and recriminations directed toward those who showed 
less interest have ended. Now we make better use of the time available, and the 
results are visible. (Case 10)
I can safely say that the company has grown since we have better defined the 
ownership shares. Taking responsibility has made us more attentive and even 
more committed to the company’s survival and success over time. (Case 1)

In addition, in the cases used in this replication study we find that ownership 
pruning generally enhanced family relationships, except in Cases 4 and 14, where 
simplifying the business ownership caused family conflicts.

5.3 � Simplifying the ownership structure by splitting the family business

Why? The original study of Lambrecht and Lievens (2008) identified splitting as 
another way to prune the family shareholding tree. This was carried out in Cases 13 
and 16. The main reason was the need to solve conflicts among successors after the 
predecessors exit, as follows:

When my father and my uncle decided to pass the firm to my cousins and us, 
the problems started. Their exit from the company and our complete takeover 
would undoubtedly have led to closing the family business that has lasted for 
130 years. So, we decided to split up. (Case 13)
We decided to split to ensure the firm’s growth after succession. The glue was 
our father; when the firm was passed to us, conflicts started. Splitting was the 
right choice. (Case 16)

How? As in the original study, splitting involved a long and emotionally tricky 
operation, as shown here:

The split lasted two years. It involved us all, especially emotionally. (…) their 
business [referred to father and uncle] has survived the darkest periods of his-
tory and we, their descendants, were the cause of its division. (Case 13)
My father and my uncle founded our family business. Initially, me and my 
cousins’ entry was simple. However, when we started planning the genera-
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tional transition, the problems started. (…) none of us accepted the others’ 
proposals. The split was the only way out. (Case 16)

Despite emotional concerns, splitting can be the best way to assure the firm’s con-
tinuity. Unlike businesses in the original study that split up, the process described by 
the participants in these case studies was not peaceful, but thanks to external finan-
cial, fiscal, and legal support it was completed. Outside expertise was necessary due 
to the technical aspects of a split. Exemplifying, in Case 16, the intervention of the 
professionals was crucial above all as regards decisions on which business segment 
to assume and which employees incorporate in the new business: “(..) the decision 
which branch to attribute to each of us generated strong conflicts, as well as when 
we had to choose which of the employees to give to the different companies. Above 
all our old employees did not believe what was happening. It seemed like a drawing 
of lots. Fortunately, we relied on experts who helped us react more rationally, lead-
ing us to reflect for the firm’s good and not for our interests.”. Moreover, these out-
siders can provide rational input and help to mediate conflicts, becoming “the third 
voice able to create equilibrium and assuming a more rational behavior.” (Case 13).

Consequences. As in the original study, our results show that splitting creates 
a more streamlined business structure that often improves family dynamics; in 
particular, it prevents the onset of conflicts that could lead to problems that may 
threaten the firm’s survival, as narrated by this interviewee:

Our parents have suffered a lot because they have always been very close to 
each other and seeing us so far away doesn’t have to be a pleasant thing. Today, 
however, we can say that it was a wise decision and, before COVID-19, the 
business was booming. (Case 13)

In Case Study 13, splitting “has solved many conflicts and enhanced the busi-
ness” and in Case 16 it led to improved profits in both of the businesses after the 
split. Each independent firm now reflects the traditions and heritage of the original 
family enterprise. In Case 13, family members cited the potential consequences of 
not splitting by emphasizing that the family business would no longer exist had it 
not been for the split.

However, the main benefits to a family from splitting up a business are that doing 
so prevents fractures within the family, creates more straightforward family govern-
ance structures, and offers family members the possibility of becoming more deeply 
engaged to achieve personal ambitions.

In contrast to findings in Lambrecht and Lievens (2008), we find that family own-
ers are worried about context legitimization, as shown in the following statements:

Everyone has always known the united enterprise and has experienced collab-
oration between my father and my uncle. The split was a courageous decision 
also from that point of view, because we feared losing the reputation we have 
always had in our context. (Case 13)
It was not easy for us to be accepted as two new companies. (…) I do not deny 
that our territory’s response was initially not the best, but over time things 
have settled down. (Case 16)
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5.4 � Simplicity and governance

We found almost no formalized governance structures in our case studies because 
the firms are small, and “a formal structure could compromise timeliness in mak-
ing decisions and loosen family control over the company” (Case 4). Family owners 
“do not feel the need for formalisms” because they maintain that their strengths are 
“flexibility and timeliness” (Case 1). Only Case 16 introduced changes in the busi-
ness’s governance structure.

Why? Varying from the original study, the family business in Case 16 simplified 
its governance structure, changing from a board of directors to an advisory board 
because “making decisions was becoming exhausting: the discussions were end-
less, and instead of thinking as members of the same team, we were thinking as 
opponents.”

How? In Case 16, simplifying means involving experts who make suggestions 
and offer “inspiring ideas and strategies.” The decision-making power, though, 
remains in the hands of family members, as follows:

After the de-merger, we set up an advisory board with the specific intent of lis-
tening to their suggestions without them being binding. We are free to decide 
with more serenity. (Case 16)

Consequences. In line with the original study, Case 16 shows that a simpler gov-
ernance structure “(…) allows us to avoid wasting time on useless discussions so 
that we can concentrate our energies on the validity of proposals and not on who 
submitted them.” This highlights that simpler the governance improves the timeli-
ness of decisions.

5.5 � Simplifying management structure by reducing the number of family 
managers

Why? Similar to Lambrecht and Lievens (2008), we find that firms that simplified 
their management structure (Cases 8, 9, 11, and 12) generally did so while simul-
taneously pruning the ownership structure. The main reasons are primarily due to 
the need to confer decision-making power only to those actively engaged in the 
company, and to define a specific order within the company, distributing tasks more 
effectively and efficiently to avoid the old Sardinian saying, “one hundred heads, one 
hundred hairs.”1

Regarding the first motivation, examples can be seen in the following statements:

We have drastically reduced the number of owners and the number of who can 
decide. (…) My two sisters, who have never really committed themselves to 

1  The Sardinian saying “centu concas, centu berrittas,” translates to “one hundred heads, one hundred 
hairs.” It is one of the most common proverbs in Sardinia and can be interpreted as being either negative 
or positive. It can mean that Sardinians are not united, or it can mean that every Sardinian has the ability 
to think independently, without restrictions.
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the family business, were then expelled both from ownership and from man-
agement. (Case 8)
(…) There were eight of us, including my father. Our father took a coura-
geous stance during the generational shift and decided, looking into our eyes, 
to prune the company’s ownership and management drastically. Now I am the 
sole owner and sole manager, and the others play different roles. (Case 11)

In the second case, the following quote clarifies the reason for simplifying:

Why was there only me left, out of so many of us? Do you know the saying, 
“centu concas, centu berrittas?” Here … too many different opinions and little 
concord. (…) But above all, too much difference in the level of personal com-
mitment to our company. (Case 12)

Only in Cases 2 and 5 did management pruning happen independently of owner-
ship pruning, because the firm is considered a family asset. Therefore, it is consid-
ered appropriate for the ownership to be spread among several family members who 
are higher in the family hierarchy than those who are officially in charge of making 
decisions for the business. The following statement clarifies this:

(…) I have the last word on important decisions, but the ownership is shared, 
albeit in different numbers of shares, between my brothers and me. (Case 2)

How? All of the firms that pruned management designated one family to be the 
executive manager, allocating the others to different roles with “diverse decision-
making powers and responsibilities” (Case 2). The designations were made by “fac-
ing and solving conflicts among successors” (Case 12) and “sharing the decision in 
harmony” (Case 9).

Consequences. Management pruning “has enhanced firm performance, increased 
speed in making decisions, and given an innovative boost to the firm” (Case 14), and 
has had a positive impact on family harmony:

Now everything is simpler, and paradoxically our family relationships are also 
much more relaxed and harmonious. We probably should have made this deci-
sion even earlier. (Case 12)

5.6 � Discussion

Lambrecht and Lievens (2008) found that pruning the family tree promptly offers 
a promising path to family harmony and improved business performance. In sum, 
our findings confirm theirs, with some exceptions and extensions. Concerning the 
what, our findings agree with the original study by underlining that family tree prun-
ing means a reduction in the number of family owners and/or family managers. 
However, our results also differ from those in the original study and partially agree 
with Lansberg’s (1999) devolutionary succession model, because pruning in our 
case studies occurred both intragenerationally and intergenerationally. Specifically, 
Cases 1, 2, 5, 6, 11, 12, 13, 14, and 15 experienced pruning during a generational 
shift due to the incumbent owners’ desire to avoid potential conflicts among their 
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successors. Cases 3, 4, 7, 8, 9, 10, 16, and 17 experienced pruning after the baton 
was passed. Confirming Lambrecht and Lievens (2008), our findings show that sim-
plifying the shareholding structure generally involves reducing the number of family 
shareholders, except in Cases 13 and 16, which split their family businesses into two 
independent firms. Extending the original study, our findings provide evidence that 
pruning often includes excluding passive family members from ownership or senior 
management positions. This extends previous studies (Cassidy and McGrath 2014; 
Matser et al. 2020; Van der Meulen et al. 2015) that maintained successful succes-
sion can result from unequal treatment of successors defined by an uneven distri-
bution of ownership shares among them. In Sardinian culture, distributing a family 
inheritance unequally is a custom with ancient roots. In fact, although each succes-
sor may receive the same share of the family patrimony, this can happen in different 
ways and at different times. Even now, successors receive what they need when the 
need arises, subsequently renouncing a pro-rata distribution of the remaining part of 
the family assets. This behavior can be seen in the case studies analyzed, in which 
individuals who were excluded from having an ownership share were given different 
roles within the firm. Our findings show that simplicity translates into flexibility and 
more timeliness in decision-making, as well as the possibility of reducing relational 
difficulties. Above all, simplicity consists of bestowing the power and responsibility 
for defining the development of the family business only upon those who are truly 
committed to and engaged in the business.

Concerning the why question, consistent with Lambrecht and Lievens (2008) our 
case studies identify the main reasons for pruning as the desire to achieve growth 
and survival for the firm across generations and to better manage family intragenera-
tional and intergenerational conflicts. However, we also find another reason: a strong 
dependence on the context that results in a strong sense of identity and identifica-
tion with the territory and serves as a means of selecting between active and pas-
sive family owners. Active owners appear to be interested in managing the firm for 
themselves, and as a way to ascribe validity local traditions and obtain legitimacy 
from the context in which they live and operate. Passive family owners appear less 
engaged than their counterparts, and do not perceive themselves as having a mission 
to preserve, protect, and hand down knowledge, skills, and centuries-old traditions 
embedded in the family business to future generations. Furthermore, the original 
study found that simplifying the ownership structure occurs due to willingness on 
the part of both family buyers and family sellers. Extending this result, our find-
ings shed new light on incumbent/parent roles as active actors who are able to see 
that ownership pruning before leaving the firm can prevent conflicts among their 
offspring.

Focusing on the how question and the consequences of pruning, our results con-
firm the findings in the original study, highlighting the importance of involving 
experts and business consultants to define the economic value of the business. The 
role of experts was also critical during debates between family members, helping to 
direct decision-making more rationally, shifting attention from the subjective (who 
proposed the suggestion) to the objective (what is suggested). In other words, the 
experts also facilitated communication and acted as mediators in family business 
relationships.
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Concerning ownership pruning via splitting, our findings reinforce Lambrecht 
and Lievens (2008) by identifying the split as a useful means of simplifying the fam-
ily tree ownership structure and ensuring a family firm’s survival when conflicts 
impair family relationships. Moreover, by extending the original results, we show 
the respondents’ concerns with respect to legitimacy conveyed by the context due to 
long-term relationships with local actors built by the family over time.

Regarding simplicity in governance, our findings confirm those of Lambrecht 
and Lievens (2008), except that the firms in our case studies, which are exclusively 
small and medium sized firms, do not perceive the need to formalize a well-defined 
governance structure that could reduce the timeliness of decision-making and, more 
importantly, could even loosen the family’s control over the company. Concerning 
simplicity in the management structure, our findings align with the original study 
which states that simplifying the management structure when ownership pruning 
occurs allocates decision-making power only to family owners who are engaged and 
committed, and defines tasks and roles more effectively.

6 � Conclusion

This study, which aims to replicate the work in Lambrecht and Lievens (2008), con-
tributes to the discussion about the relevance of managing the complexity of family 
firms to support firms’ performance and longevity while promoting family harmony by 
reducing the number of family owners and/or managers, an understudied topic in litera-
ture. In fact, although several studies have debated the risks of dispersing the family’s 
property and addressed discrepancies in the objectives of active and passive owners as 
a possible cause of family relation ruptures and threats to family harmony (Basco 2013; 
Blanco-Mazagatos et al. 2016; Calabrò et al. 2017; Campopiano et al. 2020a, b; De 
Massis et al. 2013; Eddleston et al. 2008; Hoskisson et al. 2017; Sandig et al. 2006), we 
found no recent studies that follow Lambrecht and Lievens’s (2008) intuition regarding 
the role of pruning.

This replication largely confirms the validity of the original study’s results, particu-
larly with respect to the relevance of pruning with respect to increasing firm perfor-
mance and ensuring firm survival through family harmony. Our findings also extend 
the original results and offer interesting academic and practical implications.

6.1 � Scholarly contributions

Our results contribute to family business literature in at least three ways.
First, the most novel finding resulting from the replication is that pruning fre-

quently takes place during a generational shift. This leads to more rational succes-
sions that are less characterized by the emotional aspects that usually affect this 
crucial moment in the lifecycle of a family business. Pruning makes it possible to 
manage current conflicts and prevent future ones after the incumbent’s exit and is, 
therefore, a useful tool in achieving a successful generational transition. In particu-
lar, our findings introduce the role of the incumbent, which appears to be decisive in 
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choosing the successor(s), who must possess certain skills, abilities, and aptitudes. 
Through pruning, the incumbent defines the shares, roles, and business relationships 
between the different successors, with the goal of ensuring that the firm is entrusted 
to those who are committed to continuing its success, and have shown a particular 
attachment to and a strong sense of the firm’s identity. Our replication has shown 
that predecessors exhibit courage in taking a strong position to identify the most 
suitable successor or successors to promote the company’s longevity across genera-
tions. This aspect is fascinating because it highlights the importance of the incum-
bent’s clarity and objectivity in managing the emotional aspects of a generational 
transition. In this sense, pruning during succession appears a suitable way to avoid 
what Bertrand et al. (2008) highlight, that is the “race to the bottom” wherein, after 
the founder’s death, each brother attempts to gain resources before the other broth-
ers can do so. Moreover, our results extend Gagné et al. (2021) and De Massis et al. 
(2008) ’s findings by introducing the rational decision of pruning on the incumbent 
side as a practical and effective tool to leverage on successor(s) ’s burden of respon-
sibility and motivation and ensure the firm longevity.

Second, our findings show that pruning the family tree helps manage intragen-
erational and intergenerational conflicts. Previous studies have found that perceived 
injustice produces negative emotions that trigger conflict, especially between sib-
lings, and during critical events such as ownership transfer, succession, and pay dis-
persion (Avloniti et al, 2014; Ensley et al, 2007). Our study, in line with Picone et al. 
(2021) and Humphrey et al. (2021), highlights that managing emotions is a driver 
to ensure family firm’s success, and pruning appears to be a helpful tool to manage 
emotions, and conflicts between family members, mainly when derived from con-
flicts of interest between active and passive siblings and/or family members.

Third, our study follows previous researches that have underlined the relevance 
of investigating family businesses under the environmental contexts’ lens to contrib-
ute to the family firm heterogeneity studies (Daspit et al. 2021). Our findings stress 
the importance of context as a variable that influences a family firm’s strategies and 
behavior, especially concerning the motivations for pruning and the role played by 
the incumbent. From the interviews conducted, the feeling of identity and identifica-
tion with the territory and the importance of adhering to local traditions and culture 
emerged as an essential element affecting the choice of potential owners in the next 
generation, especially for those small and medium firms that draw their lifeblood 
from the territory and its traditions, and particularly from legitimacy granted by 
local stakeholders who greatly influence the success or failure of a small business. 
This reputation in the local context has a substantial effect on the company’s sur-
vival during and after a generational change. The sense of attachment to a context 
can stimulate or inhibit the will of successors to continue the family firm, particu-
larly when the firm is deeply embedded in a social network that affects its strategies 
and behaviors or when it operates in a traditional industry.
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6.2 � Implications for practitioners

Family firms and consultants who work with them should consider that simplify-
ing by pruning can be an effective path to family harmony and better business per-
formance. Over generations, family businesses inevitably face growing ownership 
complexity. This can have adverse effects on the family and the business, which can 
be substantially reduced via pruning. Incumbents could be inspired to face succes-
sion by making courageous decisions and can improve outcomes by thinking of fam-
ily and the business as separate entities to identify the right successor(s), without 
concern for kinship ties which, on the contrary, tend to improve through pruning. 
This replication demonstrates that conflicts often occur precisely because of to grant 
equal authority to all family members that tends to generate misunderstandings and 
foster ill will among siblings. These results can inspire parents to involve business 
consultants and other experts in the pruning process to provide an objective view of 
the generational transition, to help with the valuation of the firm, and act as modera-
tors in family business communication.

Finally, our findings are particularly useful for practitioners involved in succes-
sion planning to decide how best to help family businesses overcome succession 
challenges. Consultants must acquire mediation skills between opposing interests 
in succession processes to facilitate communication between family members, espe-
cially between incumbents and successors when the former intends to confer most 
or all of the ownership shares on a single successor or to specific successors who 
have previously distinguished themselves in terms of their skills, commitment to the 
business, and willingness to pursue the entrepreneurial initiative with determination.

We know that pruning can generate different effects, depending on many aspects. 
For example, the firm’s small size may not guarantee a good future for all succes-
sors, so pruning is more related to the need to take place outside the family busi-
ness than a deliberate choice. Children’s career prospects, which often differ from 
parents’ expectations, could also induce uninterested successors to liquidate their 
shares. In this case, pruning would take place peacefully and consensually. On the 
other hand, if several successors show will and desire to continue the family busi-
ness and the incumbent decides to identify the successor and exclude the others, the 
pruning would create undoubted adverse effects due to the spread of negative emo-
tions dictated by the perception of injustice and damage received. In sum, although 
our study has shown that pruning has generated positive effects in the cases ana-
lyzed, it is not possible to state a priori that this can happen in all cases: it depends 
on the different characteristics of the family businesses examined, due to the marked 
heterogeneity that characterizes them.

6.3 � Limitations and further research

Although the goal of our study was to replicate the original study as closely as possi-
ble, some extensions in our sample might have influenced the results and their appli-
cability. Our case studies involved one respondent, the knowledgeable agent, for 
each family firm, which might have influenced the results. Therefore, further studies 
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should investigate the pruning phenomenon using a multi-respondent approach. Fur-
thermore, as it became clear that context plays an essential role in the analysis, fur-
ther studies could use a cross-cultural approach. Finally, pruning effects could be 
evaluated in longitudinal studies to understand whether and how subsequent genera-
tions repeat the pruning process.
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