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Article

Introduction

The work–family interface (WFI) is defined as the 
“interdependencies between work and family domains” 
(Powell et al., 2018, p. 99). While the defining charac-
teristic of family businesses (FBs) is work and family 
interdependencies, scholars in the mainstream literature 
have, to date, shied away from studying the WFI in the 
context of FBs. Indeed, researchers have suggested that 
in FBs, “work and family are too closely intertwined 
[italics added] to be considered separately” (Edwards & 
Rothbard, 2000, p. 180).

This exclusion of FBs from the wider WFI literature 
has given rise to an isolated stream of research on the WFI 
within the FB discipline (Rothausen, 2009), often on the 
basis of various implicit assumptions. An implicit assump-
tion is a premise that supports an argument or theory with-
out being made explicit; and thus, the holder of the theory 
or argument may often be unaware of it. For example, the 
assumption that the WFI in FBs is too complicated has led 
to its exclusion from the wider WFI literature and little 

comparisons with non-FBs. This isolated stream has 
caused FB scholars to develop their own language and 
additional, implicit assumptions by fostering discrete defi-
nitions (e.g., divergent definitions of work and family) and 
drawing on distinct theories (e.g., the sustainable family 
business model [SFBM] or fundamental interpersonal 
relationship orientation [FIRO]), with little communica-
tion between the FB WFI and wider literatures. Moreover, 
FB scholars have studied the WFI under varying  
names and guises, including work–family conflict (WFC;  
e.g., Amarapurkar & Danes, 2005), work–family roles 
(e.g., Li & Piezunka, 2019), gender (e.g., Otten-Pappas, 

899789 FBRXXX10.1177/0894486519899789Family Business ReviewMichael-Tsabari et al.
research-article2020

1Tel Aviv University, Tel Aviv, Israel
2University of Hawaii, Honolulu, HI, USA
3University of British Columbia, Vancouver, British Columbia, 
Canada
4Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, Beer-Sheva, Israel

Corresponding Author:
Nava Michael-Tsabari, Tel Aviv University, Tel Aviv, Israel. 
Email: navamichael@tauex.tau.ac.il

Uncovering Implicit Assumptions: 
Reviewing the Work–Family Interface 
in Family Business and Offering 
Opportunities for Future Research

Nava Michael-Tsabari1 , Marjan Houshmand2 , 
Vanessa M. Strike3, and Dorit Efrat Treister4

Abstract
The work–family interface (WFI) in family businesses (FBs) is an underrecognized area of research. The permeable 
nature of the boundaries in FBs between work and family is often treated as self-evident and as preventing (rather 
than inviting) research. We review the WFI in FBs based on 72 published articles and highlight implicit assumptions 
that have given rise to gaps in this literature. We show how boundary theory, the work–home resources model 
and the resource-based view can be used to highlight issues related to ownership, work–family enrichment, and 
contextual factors at the individual, family, and firm domains.

Keywords
family business, work–family interface, boundary theory, COR, WH-R, resources

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/fbr
http://navamichael@tauex.tau.ac.il
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F0894486519899789&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-01-19


Michael-Tsabari et al.	 65

2013), and work–family characteristics (e.g., Cooper 
et al., 2013), among others.

As a result, we note that FB research suffers from 
three main limitations that prevent the literature from 
both moving forward in FB scholarship and contributing 
to the wider WFI domain. First, the literature is frag-
mented. With the exception of one early review article 
that examined boundaries and transitions among copre-
neurial couples (Marshack, 1993), and Rothausen’s 
(2009) study suggesting a social systems model of fit, 
there have been no systematic review efforts to address 
the WFI within the discipline of FBs. Second, the theo-
retical basis of WFI research within the FB literature has 
relied largely on models that draw from family systems 
theory and are specific to FBs, such as SFBM and FIRO. 
While these models broadly explain that resources flow 
between the family and firm systems, there is an oppor-
tunity to extend these theories so as to deepen our under-
standing of how these resource exchanges affect 
individuals within both the work and family realms. In 
the wider literature, these exchanges of resources across 
the work and family boundaries have been recognized as 
key factors influencing how individuals experience WFI 
in general (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). Third, 
scholars have not been able to show how the unique fea-
tures of the FB context may be seen as a catalyst for the 
WFI because work and family roles are more likely to be 
so highly intertwined. This has resulted into two differ-
ent streams of WFI studies in the FB context and the 
broader literature with little transfer of knowledge 
between the two. This unsatisfactory status quo moti-
vates our overarching research question: How can schol-
ars overcome limitations in the literature and advance 
our understanding of the WFI in FBs?

To answer this question, we conduct a systematic lit-
erature review to (a) investigate the current state of the 
WFI studies in the context of FBs; (b) uncover the 
implicit assumptions and associated limitations, which 
underlie much of that research; and (c) identify relevant 
gaps in the literature to propose promising research 
questions for future research. More precisely, we iden-
tify and analyze 72 articles that deal with the WFI in the 
context of FB research. We discuss in detail the findings 
of our review in relation to definitional issues, the theo-
retical lens employed, the study contexts, and the factors 
influencing the WFI in FBs. In doing so, we employ 
theories and findings from the wider literature to 

highlight the unique features of FBs and to offer fresh 
insights into the WFI in this setting.

Our article thus offers a roadmap for advancing study 
of the WFI within the realm of FBs and to engage with 
the wider literature on the WFI, and vice versa. Our con-
tribution has three main facets. First, we uncover implicit 
assumptions in the FB WFI literature that, to date, has 
impeded the development of research in this area. 
Second, we show how particular theoretical frame-
works—namely, boundary theory and theories of 
resource exchange, such as the work–home resources 
(WH-R) model—can serve as useful and fresh perspec-
tives for examining the WFI in FBs. Third, by unearth-
ing implicit assumptions and drawing on alternate 
theories, we derive 19 meaningful research questions to 
serve as a guide for future studies.

Method

To conduct a systematic search of the FB WFI literature, 
we review academic journals from 1988 to 2019 using 
the following search engines: PsychINFO, EBSCOhost 
Business Source Premier, ABI/INFORM, JSTOR, 
Econlit (EBSCO), and Google Scholar. To be included 
in the study, articles have to contain terms that refer to 
both FBs and WFI. To identify articles on FBs, we use 
the following search terms: family business, family firm, 
family enterprise, family influence, family control, fam-
ily owner, family owned, family managed, family mem-
ber, founder, generation, private, and closely held. To 
capture articles on WFI, we use work non-work, work 
life, time management, work family, work home, busi-
ness family, conflict, enrichment, integration, interface, 
balance, crossover, and spillover. To exhaust the rele-
vant literature, we follow citation trails that lead to other 
contributions on WFI in the context of FBs. Finally, to 
ensure we have not missed any articles in the key FB 
journals, we reviewed the tables of contents of all issues 
of Family Business Review and the Journal of Family 
Business Strategy for the study period.

Our initial literature search unearthed 231 articles. All 
authors independently reviewed the articles to determine 
their relevance for the review and to conduct preliminary 
coding. We discussed each article until agreement on the 
relevance and coding was reached. We follow Chua 
et al.’s (1999) definition of an FB as a business governed 
and/or managed “by members of the same family” and 
“potentially sustainable across generations of the family 
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or families” (p. 25). Criteria for exclusion are articles 
focusing on entrepreneurs, sole owners, or home-based 
businesses that do not identify as an FB (78 articles), and 
articles that address work–family issues other than the 
WFI (e.g., intrafamily conflicts due to conflicts of inter-
est or other factors outside the realm of WFI; 81 articles). 
The final number of articles is 72. In Table 1, we provide 
an overview of each of the reviewed studies, including 
the following attributes: geographic context, FB system 
(family, firm, or ownership), theory, method or type 
(quantitative, qualitative, conceptual, or review), key 
topic, level of analysis, and key findings. We also 
reviewed each article for its definitions of the WFI and 
whether they focused within FBs or compared FBs with 
non-FBs. We elaborate on these findings below.

Review of the FB WFI Literature

To gain a better understanding of the current state of the 
FB WFI literature, we proceed in two steps. First, we 
provide an overview of FB WFI studies by distinguish-
ing their (1) definitions, (2) theoretical lenses, and (3) 
study context (including empirical approaches and geo-
graphical focus). Second, we then examine the factors 
influencing WFI in FBs and develop a framework to 
present our findings based on the domains of (1) indi-
vidual, (2) family, and (3) work.

Definitions

Our review (of 72 articles, see Table 1) reveals inconsis-
tencies in defining constructs in the FB WFI literature 
(e.g., Amarapurkar & Danes, 2005; Cole, 2000; Danes, 
2006; Gudmunson et  al., 2009; Karataş-Özkan et  al., 
2011; J. Lee, 2006; Venter et  al., 2009). For example, 
among the studies that deal with WFC, 27 articles 
(37.5% of the full sample) employ either the seminal 
definition of WFC by Greenhaus and Beutell (1985), 
namely “a form of inter-role conflict in which the role 
pressures from the work and family domains are mutu-
ally incompatible in some respect” (p. 77), or the classic 
definition of Kahn et al. (1964): “role conflict, or incom-
patibilities between role expectations.” Only 16 articles 
(22% of the full sample) apply definitions adapted for 
the FB context. However, some of these definitions still 
examine conflicting role pressures emanating from the 
two spheres of life—family and work—as per Greenhaus 
and Beutell’s (1985) original definition of WFC. For 

example, Gudmunson et al. (2009) define work–family 
balance (WFB) as “the absence of overwhelming work 
demands that would detract from the business owner’s 
ability to engage satisfactorily in personal and family 
life” (pp. 1102-1103). Surprisingly, 29 articles (40%) 
discuss the WFI issues using no definition. This large 
number reflects an implicit assumption that the meaning 
of the WFI in FBs is self-evident and does not need to be 
further defined. However, having consistent and explicit 
definitions is critical to draw comparisons between FB 
studies and to compare FBs with non-FBs.

These definitional discrepancies also carry from the 
FB WFI literature across to the wider WFI literature. For 
instance, in the FB literature, work refers to paid and 
unpaid activities carried out by FB owners and/or other 
family members in the FB itself (Cole, 1997). 
Conversely, in the wider WFI literature, work refers to 
an individual’s paid employment in any organization 
(Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). The context that FB WFI 
scholars study, therefore, differs from that of general 
WFI scholars where the integration of work and family 
is not as close, making comparison difficult. In turn, FB 
WFI researchers can capture insights because of the 
close integration of work and family that are more dif-
ficult for wider WFI researchers to perceive in their 
research setting. There are more differences in terms. In 
FB scholarship, family refers to the family system, 
which includes family members who work together in 
the FB (Danes & Morgan, 2004), as well as those who 
do not (Rothausen, 2009). Conversely, family in the 
wider literature refers to the nonwork part of an indi-
vidual employee’s life, which is separate from work 
(Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). In the FB literature, busi-
ness refers to the family’s firm, where other family 
members may work and have ownership shares. As 
such, in FBs, there are various degrees of overlap 
between work, business, family, and ownership. Business 
in the wider literature refers to the employer of an indi-
vidual in his or her paid work. These definitional incon-
sistencies make it difficult to compare the findings of 
studies both within the FB WFI literature and the gen-
eral WFI literature. As a result, we have found only a 
small number of articles (9 studies, or 13%) that directly 
compare the WFI between FBs and non-FBs, a figure in 
keeping with our observation that there are two separate 
and isolated streams of the WFI research—one in the 
general literature and another in the FB literature. The 
small number of comparisons also suggests that scholars 
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implicitly assume that the WFI in FBs differs too pro-
foundly from that prevalent in other types of firms to 
allow for any mutual cross-fertilization between these 
lines of research.

A related problem stems from taking terms such as 
WFB as self-evident (Wayne et al., 2017) and from the 
implicit assumption that two distinct things are the same 
because they bear the same name. Such assumptions are 
common with emerging constructs, but they prevent 
theory and research from advancing (Suddaby, 2010). 
Within the FB WFI terminology, FB scholars define 
terms such as WFC, WFB, conflict, balance, and enrich-
ment quite broadly (e.g., Danes, 2006; Danes et  al., 
1999). For instance, M.-S. Lee and Rogoff (1996) define 
WFC as conflicts between family members rather than 
as an individual’s interrole conflict between opposing 
demands; one of their measures of WFC is “I have a lot 
of conflict between my business and my family mem-
bers” (p. 432). In turn, Karataş-Özkan et  al.’s (2011) 
definition of WFC includes not only interrole conflict 
between family and work roles but also how FBs infringe 
on individual personal space, where loyalty is demanded 
first and foremost to the firm. Other FB adaptations of 
the WFC definitions deviate from the standard notion of 
conflicting role pressures emanating from the two 
spheres of life and look at other issues. To illustrate, 
Danes and Morgan (2004) state that

role conflict focuses on degrees of confusion about roles that 
may be related to task performance or decision-making 
authority. The role confusion can arise when family members 
work together or when the insider/outsider phenomenon 
arises in the situation in which the family business employs 
others who are not part of the family. (p. 245)

This definition moves from conflicting pressures at the 
individual level to confusion at a group level. Danes 
et al. (1999), for their part, use a much wider definition, 
noting that “work/family conflicts are issues that surface 
at the intersection of the family and the business sys-
tem” (p. 243). This definition is broad enough to include 
all types of conflicts, at all levels of analysis.

Beyond the different meaning of the same terms in 
the FB WFI versus general WFI literature, we note that 
even the definition of the WFI differs across these study 
contexts, which makes synthesizing the WFI findings in 
the FB context more challenging. Overall, we found that 
scholars differ across studies in defining the WFI in var-
ious ways, including (1) the level of analysis (e.g., the 
system level vs. the individual level [e.g., Danes & 

Olson, 2003] or the group level [e.g., J. Lee, 2006]); (2) 
whether the business or family is treated as more central 
(e.g., Venter et al., 2009); (3) whether conflict is treated 
as inherent to the combination of family and business in 
FBs (e.g., Cole, 2000); (4) whether the focus of the defi-
nition is role pressures or other pressures such as con-
flicting messages from family members (Cole, 1997); 
and (5) whether other constructs are included, such as 
infringement of the business into family life or loyalty to 
the firm (Karataş-Özkan et al., 2011).

This ambiguity surrounding the definition and opera-
tionalization of the WFI constructs such as WFB and 
WFC in the FB scholarship challenges the field to allow 
comparison both within the FB WFI studies and with the 
wider WFI literature and contributes to fragmentation in 
the field. We suggest that scholars of FBs should adopt 
Powell et al.’s (2018) definition of the WFI, commonly 
used in the broader WFI literature: the effect on indi-
viduals of “interdependencies between work and family 
domains” (p. 99). This definition is widely accepted, and 
it is simple and straightforward enough to allow for iso-
lating the WFI phenomenon within the realm of FBs 
while still permitting comparison with the wider WFI 
literature.

Theoretical Lenses

In the wider literature, due to the intertwined nature of 
work and family in FBs, the implicit assumption held by 
scholars is that FBs are too complicated to be included 
in the theoretical development of the WFI research 
(Edwards & Rothbard, 2000). This has led to two sepa-
rate streams of research. We review the theoretical 
lenses used in FB WFI research and compare them with 
some of the main theoretical lenses used in the wider 
WFI literature to identify whether important and prom-
ising theoretical lenses from the wider literature have 
been underutilized or ignored in the FB WFI context. 
This brings fresh perspectives to the field and enables us 
to identify important future research opportunities.

The 72 articles that we reviewed draw on more than 
30 different theories (see Table 1). Many of the studies 
utilize multiple theories within one article, often from 
divergent disciplines, all suggesting further fragmenta-
tion within the literature. These include theories rooted 
in FB studies, such as SFBM and FIRO (e.g., 
Amarapurkar & Danes, 2005; Danes, 2006); family sci-
ence (e.g., emotionally focused therapy, circumplex 
theory; Danes & Morgan, 2004; J. Lee, 2006); general 
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management (e.g., stewardship theory, boundary theory; 
Cooper et al., 2013; Memili et al., 2015); organizational 
behavior (e.g., person–environment fit; Halbesleben & 
Wheeler, 2007); and psychology (e.g., role theory; 
Bjursell & Bäckvall, 2011; Helmle et al., 2014). In bor-
rowing theoretical frameworks from mainstream WFI 
research, scholars describe the juxtaposition of multiple 
life roles in terms of WFC, balance, and spillover, and 
highlight the challenges and benefits of role multiplexity 
(Li & Piezunka, 2019). They inquire into strategies used 
by individuals and organizations to better control their 
WFI, manage work and family lives, and strive to iden-
tify elements critical to successfully integrating work 
and family roles. This integration is important since 
WFC models rest on the basis that individuals have lim-
ited resources, such as time and energy, with which to 
fulfil different roles (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). 
Therefore, demands in one domain make it difficult to 
meet demands in the other domain, creating WFC and 
strain (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985).

Role theory is the most common theory used in these 
studies. Authors draw on role theory to explain and 
explore concepts such as conflict (Fitzgerald et  al., 
2001), tensions (Carr & Hmieleski, 2015), transitions 
(Li & Piezunka, 2019), satisfaction (Danes, 1998), and 
expectations within and between work and family roles 
(Boles, 1996). Several insightful studies by Danes and 
colleagues rely on the promising concept of resource 
exchange (Danes, 2006; Danes et  al., 2008; Danes & 
Morgan, 2004; Olson et  al., 2003). This lens explores 
how resources are exchanged between the family and 
business, thereby increasing our understanding of the 
distribution and transfer of resources across work and 
family boundaries. Danes and her colleagues give equal 
recognition to family and business systems and to the 
interplay between them in achieving mutual sustainabil-
ity (Danes et  al., 2008). Understanding how resources 
move between the family and business systems can help 
both scholars and FBs seeking to achieve a better WFI 
balance. For example, using the SFBM, Danes et  al. 
(2008) consider how an approach aimed at simultane-
ously managing family and business system resources 
can help meet the overlapping needs of both domains 
and improve business outcomes. The main takeaway 
from the SFBM studies is that the interface management 
of family and business explained significant proportions 
of the variance in both measures of firm success (e.g., 
gross revenue) and family success (e.g., satisfaction 
with congruity between family and business systems). 

The authors develop a complex model with more than a 
dozen correlated variables, tested primarily in small and 
farming FBs, and call for further studies to understand 
causational relationships in other FB contexts.

The WFI research in the wider literature historically 
focused on roles and, specifically, on the conflict 
between work and family roles—that is, WFC (Allen, 
2012). In recent years, the field has moved beyond WFC 
to also encompass positive aspects of engagement in 
multiple roles, using terms such as WFE (e.g., Greenhaus 
& Powell, 2006), positive spillover (e.g., Grzywacz & 
Marks, 2000), facilitation (e.g., Wayne et al., 2007), and 
enhancement (e.g., Graves et al., 2007). Moreover, the 
notion of WFB has also gained increasing attention 
(e.g., Wayne et al., 2017). Studies examine this relation-
ship in both directions, examining the influence of work 
on the family as well as the influence of the family on 
work. Other important theories that have been funda-
mental for theory development are boundary theory and 
the WH-R model. These theories, as we explain shortly, 
are relevant to FB research, and we are surprised to see 
that FB WFI research has largely ignored them.

Boundary theory is concerned with different bound-
aries individuals have in various domains. As they cross 
work and home boundaries, individuals frequently tran-
sition in and out of various roles in micro-role transi-
tions (Ashforth et  al., 2000). Two of the numerous 
factors that affect these micro-role transitions are the 
flexibility of spatial and temporal boundaries and per-
meability—the “degree to which a role allows one to be 
physically located in the role’s domain but psychologi-
cally and/or behaviorally involved in another role” 
(Ashforth et al., 2000, p. 474). Boundary management 
processes may affect both positive and negative experi-
ences of the WFI. For instance, a sense of boundary con-
trol at the personal level—a perception that one can 
control the timing, frequency, and direction of mental, 
physical, and temporal transitions between domains—
has been linked to lower psychological distress and 
reduced WFC (Kossek et al., 2012). Boundary theory is 
relevant to FBs as role boundaries are by nature often 
both flexible and permeable. Frequent micro transitions 
may enhance confusion and anxiety about which role 
identity is or should be most salient or could lead to 
positive outcomes because of higher control. When 
work and family are highly integrated—that is, when 
flows between the two systems are maximized—the 
boundaries between the two domains can become 
blurred, leading to positive and negative outcomes. For 
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instance, the ability to make extended personal calls at 
work would allow an employee to manage the demands 
coming from the home domain while still attending to 
work. Yet, at the same time, transitioning to the family 
role at work might also be disruptive if it happens in the 
middle of a productive time slot and distracts the 
employee from giving the full attention to the work 
responsibilities.

The second theory prevalent in the wider WFI litera-
ture is WH-R model, which posits that exchanges of 
resources across the home and work domains shape how 
individuals experience WFI (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 
2012). At an individual level, the gain and loss of 
resources across home and work lead to potential WFE 
or WFC. WH-R draws on conservation of resources the-
ory, which suggests that individuals are motivated to pro-
tect their current resources (conservation) and build up 
new resources (acquisition), and they are threatened by 
the potential or actual loss of these valued resources 
(Hobfoll, 1989). The value of resources for an individual 
is tied to his or her personal experiences and situation 
(Halbesleben et al., 2014). For example, spending time 
with one’s family may be viewed as a valuable resource 
by one person, while for another, it may be less valued or 
may even be perceived as a threat to other resources. The 
gain of resources in the home or work domain as the 
result of influence of another domain is associated with 
individuals’ experience of WFE, whereas the loss of 
resources implies WFC. The characteristics of work and 
home domains also provide or deplete resources and 
hence influence the WFI process. For example, Lapierre 
et al. (2018) show that support from the boss and cowork-
ers can supply resources in a way that is positively asso-
ciated with WFE. Again, such findings raise questions in 
the context of FBs, where the boss and coworkers may be 
family members. Boundary theory and the WH-R model 
have much to offer to extend our understanding of WFI 
in FBs. We draw from the WH-R model to organize and 
synthesize our literature review. Similarly, in the discus-
sion section, we draw from these theories to identify the 
gaps in the literature and, subsequently, suggest future 
research.

Study Contexts

Another implicit assumption in the field appears to be 
that the WFI looks and behaves similarly in different 
kinds of FBs. To examine this assumption more closely, 

we review the studies’ empirical and geographic con-
texts. In Table 1, we show both the research methods 
used (i.e., the empirical context) and the geographical 
setting in which the data reside. In terms of methods, a 
majority of the articles reviewed are quantitative (44 
articles, or 61%). There are 13 qualitative articles and, 
interestingly, an equal number (13) of conceptual arti-
cles (both 18%). The last two articles are review articles 
(3%). The studies are predominantly situated in the 
United States (41 articles, or 57%, e.g., T. Barnett et al., 
2009; Carr & Hmieleski, 2015). The U.S. context has 
been characterized by the wider WFI literature as more 
extreme in segmenting between the family and work 
domains compared with the rest of the world (T. L. 
Dumas & Sanchez-Burks, 2015). Other geographic set-
tings include Asia (Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, 
China; e.g., Chen et  al., 2018), Europe (Germany, 
Britain, Italy, Sweden, Turkey; e.g., Bjursell & Bäckvall, 
2011), Canada (e.g., Houshmand et al., 2017), Australia 
(e.g., Smith, 2000), and South Africa (e.g., Venter et al., 
2009). Only one article conducts a comparison across 
cultures—the United States and Australia (Smyrnios 
et al., 2003). These results suggest a U.S.-centric topog-
raphy with next to no cross-cultural assessment or 
exploration. There appears to be an underlying implicit 
assumption that the WFI is consistent in different con-
texts such as across cultures and geographies. However, 
research in the wider WFI literatures shows that culture 
and geography can offer unique findings (e.g., Allen 
et al., 2015).

Factors Influencing the WFI in FBs

To examine the factors influencing the WFI in FBs, we 
turn our attention to the wider literature. Our preferred 
definition of the WFI highlights the interdependencies 
between the family and work domains and how indi-
viduals perceive this interface (Powell et al., 2018). ten 
Brummelhuis and Bakker (2012) argue more specifi-
cally that it is the exchange of resources across the 
work and family domains that shapes individuals’ 
experience of the WFI, leading potentially to WFC or 
WFE. Furthermore, segmentation and integration of 
roles across family and business boundaries are influ-
enced by individual as well as by contextual factors 
(Sundaramurthy & Kreiner, 2008). Consequently, we 
structure our review of the factors that influence the 
WFI within FBs based on three domains: individual, 
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family, and work. While most of the studies we identi-
fied can be categorized as dealing with one of the three 
domains, there are some exceptions. For example, 
Marshack (1994) looks at both the family and work 
domains.

Individual Domain

Personal attributes not only influence the factors that 
promote or constrain resource conservation or acquisi-
tion but also provide a sense of control over boundaries 
between work and family in FBs. Attributes examined in 
the literature include personal abilities, personality 
traits, values, and sociodemographic factors such as 
gender and well-being (e.g., Danes, 1998; Foley & 
Powell, 1997). For example, Foley and Powell (1997) 
theorize how individual partner inputs such as having 
dissimilar attitudes and uncomplimentary skills and 
abilities can lead to higher WFC among married couples 
working together. The authors propose that experienced 
WFC, in turn, affects the quality of the relationship in 
the marriage and, consequently, affects the success of 
the business. Danes (1998) examines three individual 
attributes of 513 farm women—namely, age, self-
esteem, and locus of control. She finds that younger 
women perceived being controlled more by external 
forces and had a higher discrepancy in their WFB. In 
turn, older farm women who experienced more internal 
control had higher self-esteem and were more satisfied 
with their level of living. Similarly, Karofsky et  al. 
(2001) examine age, finding that older business owners 
experience less WFC.

Gender.  The most common variable to emerge from our 
review is gender (e.g., Fitzgerald et  al., 2001; Otten-
Pappas, 2013; Randerson et  al., 2015). Findings sur-
rounding gender are consistent across researchers: 
Women in FBs often shoulder more home and family 
care responsibilities compared with men (Smith, 2000), 
women are more affected by tensions surrounding busi-
ness issues and the negative impact of those tensions on 
both the family and the business (Danes & Olson, 2003), 
and women business owners are more likely than men 
business owners to reallocate resources from family to 
work to help the business (Y. G. Lee et al., 2017).

Many gender studies focus on the roles of wives ver-
sus husbands. For example, scholars have found that 
wives are more likely to experience greater tension over 

competition for resources between the family and busi-
ness domains in comparison to their husbands (Danes, 
2006), wives are more likely to report reduced satisfac-
tion with their spouse in the face of business tensions 
(Amarapurkar & Danes, 2005), and husbands and wives 
working together have differing priorities, with the for-
mer identifying business goals as their number one prior-
ity and the latter naming the family relationship (Danes, 
2006). What is especially interesting across the studies is 
an implicit overarching theme that women have an inte-
gral (and potentially silent) role in resource exchange in 
the WFI—whether they constrain and compete for 
resources (e.g., tensions around resources such as child 
care, time, money, family expectations, and values can 
contribute negatively to an FB’s stability and sustainabil-
ity; Amarapurkar & Danes, 2005) or manage resources 
across domains (e.g., when women perceive more inter-
nal control, there are fewer relationship and business ten-
sions, allowing for both human and financial resources to 
be focused on agreed-upon goals; Danes, 2006).

Generational gender issues may further complicate 
the WFI in FBs. Daughters experience greater role car-
ryover than do sons, as they balance being both “Daddy’s 
girl” and a businesswoman, resulting in increased role 
ambiguity and role conflict (C. A. Dumas, 1989). FBs 
are also not necessarily accommodating regarding the 
child care needs of daughters who are involved in the 
business (Day, 2013). This lack of flexibility may derive 
from patriarchal assumptions and cultural norms, pres-
sure from other family members, or even the daughters’ 
own passion for and identification with the business 
(Day, 2013). Such gender issues and their consequences 
for the WFI may therefore be more visible for scrutiny 
and study in n FB context.

Culture.  Societal culture also influences how women 
experience the WFI. For instance, Wu et al. (2010) stud-
ied 202 Taiwanese FBs. They showed that women are 
more likely than men to feel caught between their par-
ent/spouse and business roles and to feel imprisoned by 
the FB as opposed to enjoying its benefits. Karataş-
Özkan et al. (2011) found that the family values domi-
nant in Turkish culture contribute to the role conflict 
faced by women in FBs in Turkey, while Swedish schol-
ars found that women’s maternal roles are taken for 
granted and women’s business roles are often seen as 
problematic (Bjursell & Bäkvall, 2011). Two recurring 
themes may be noted. First, there is a similarity across 



Michael-Tsabari et al.	 77

cultures in that men’s and women’s roles in relation to 
WFI differ from each other. In FBs, women often have 
to manage multiple roles while living and working with 
their partners, a situation that can lead to greater pres-
sure on the women partner. Second, gender roles and the 
entrenched behaviors and values that are considered to 
be appropriate for women and men differ across cul-
tures. As such, strategies for coping with the WFI may 
differ for women compared with men family members 
working in an FB. While receiving help from their part-
ners (e.g., their husband) can help women business own-
ers manage their WFI more effectively (Mari et  al., 
2016), ownership may add unique challenges for women 
owners as compared with men.

Family Domain

The family context has an integral effect on the WFI 
among family members in FBs (Beach, 1993). Important 
characteristics include the quality of the relationship 
between family members, their commitment to the busi-
ness, and financial issues, all of which can affect whether 
working with family members augments or constrains 
resources for the individual as well as the family as a 
whole (e.g., Danes & Morgan, 2004).

Spouses.  Many of the studies to date explore the rela-
tionship between spouses who run a business together. 
For instance, drawing on Hobfoll’s conservation of 
resources theory, Gudmunson et al. (2009) showed that 
spouses in FBs who communicate well with one another 
were better able to extend emotional support, with cor-
responding benefits for WFB. Danes and Morgan (2004) 
found that when family functionality is lower, wives 
who work with their husbands report more tension over 
business issues and that transfers of resources from fam-
ily to business are associated with greater tension. When 
a spouse experiences WFC, he or she is likely to be a 
resource constraint for an FB start-up, because this 
spouse creates more physiological strain for the firm 
operator, an outcome that is exacerbated when spousal 
commitment to the new business is higher (Werbel & 
Danes, 2010). The spousal commitment to the business 
is also influenced by the extent to which the spouses 
experience person–role conflict (i.e., when demands of 
the business role are incompatible with the individual’s 
personality or skills; Van Auken & Werbel, 2006). 
Reciprocal altruism among family members mitigates 

some of the negative effects of individual interrole con-
flict on performance of the FB (Memili et al., 2015). In 
the same vein, spousal commitment and quality of the 
relationship play a key role in business performance. 
Given the link between the WFI and spousal outcomes, 
several studies find that a family’s effective manage-
ment of the WFI is related to the financial performance 
of the FB. For instance, Venter et al. (2009) find that the 
better copreneurs balance their commitments between 
work and family, the more likely the firm is to perform 
well financially.

Parents and Children.  Another important factor in the 
family domain in relation to the WFI is the relationship 
between parents and children in FBs. Here, it is notable 
that unlike the general WFI literature, FB studies include 
family-level variables and implications for multiple 
generations. In this respect, as with spouses who work 
together, findings suggest that the parent–child relation-
ship in FBs can have positive or negative outcomes on 
the FB. For instance, C. A. Dumas (1990) suggests that 
the relationship between a CEO father and his successor 
daughter can lead to the daughter’s identity having 
insufficient structuring, rigid structuring, or balanced 
structuring. A daughter who has an identity with insuf-
ficient structuring is overly dependent on her father, 
resulting in avoiding responsibility in the FB and diffi-
culty taking over the FB; a daughter who has developed 
an identity with her father that is rigidly structured is 
overly independent, resulting in power struggles and 
wanting to take over the business without showing 
empathy or care for her father; in turn, the midpoint or 
balanced structure represents a healthy identity where 
the daughter is confident, conflict is healthy, and she 
takes care of both the FB and her father. Working 
together with one’s parents also affects nonwork out-
comes for both younger and older children and influ-
ences the parent–child relationship. Drawing on 
ecological systems theory, Houshmand et al. (2017) find 
that adolescents who work in FBs have better psycho-
logical and family outcomes compared with their peers 
who work for non-FBs, including better relationships 
with their parents and higher psychological well-being. 
On the other hand, integrated work and family roles 
between parents and children and the permeability of 
boundaries between work and family domains may lead 
to deviant behaviors at both work and home. For exam-
ple, if a family member joins the FB and there is role 
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conflict between the parent (CEO) and the adult child, or 
if there is role ambiguity (i.e., conflicting expectations 
between work and family roles), the adult child may 
experience negative emotional responses (e.g., anger, 
guilt, frustration) and exhibit deviant behavior (e.g., 
workplace aggression, low levels of effort), leading to 
damaging effects on both the FB and the family (Cooper 
et al., 2013). J. Lee (2006), looking more broadly at the 
effects of family relationships on children, found that 
family adaptability is related to job satisfaction for the 
second generation working in their FB. It is also note-
worthy that spouses who work together in (and possibly 
own together) an FB differ with respect to managing 
household responsibilities from spouses in the general 
WFI who are just dual earners. For instance, household 
managers with an FB are less likely to outsource their 
child care than their counterparts who work outside the 
FB (Haynes et al., 1999).

Work Domain

Characteristics of the work domain also influence the 
WFI in ways that differ between FBs and non-FBs. 
Powell and Eddleston (2017) study family and nonfam-
ily founders of small and medium enterprises. Their 
results show that founders of FBs experience higher lev-
els of family-to-business support than founders of non-
FBs. As a result, family involvement in the firm is 
indirectly related to improved firm outcomes through 
family-to-business support. These results suggest that the 
interaction between the family and business systems, and 
support as a family-level variable, can positively influ-
ence firm outcomes and increase founders’ work satis-
faction. Similarly, the findings of another study suggest 
that because of support from the family, the founders of 
FBs experience less tension at work stemming from 
WFC than do founders of non-FBs (Carr & Hmieleski, 
2015). Moreover, positive WFI outcomes in FBs are not 
limited to family members. Nonfamily employees also 
report higher levels of work–family satisfaction com-
pared with employees of other businesses, at least during 
the founder’s generation (Huang et al., 2015).

While the above studies focus on the positive aspects, 
other studies have found that involvement of family 
members in the business is associated with greater busi-
ness–family conflict for FB owners compared with own-
ers of non-FBs (e.g., M.-S. Lee & Rogoff, 1996). For 

instance, owners who are highly involved in their job 
spend more time dedicated to the firm at the expense of 
the family, resulting in increased WFC. Moreover, hav-
ing less work flexibility leads to higher WFC (Helmle 
et al., 2014). Furthermore, family member conflict can 
increase WFC: a study of 326 FBs reveals that relation-
ship conflict in the business domain—e.g., anger 
between family members over work issues—is posi-
tively correlated with WFC (Memili et al., 2013). In this 
regard, FB studies differ from the general WFI litera-
ture, where the family level of analysis regarding work 
influences is generally not examined or not considered 
relevant.

Family-Friendly Workplace Policies.  A small body of work 
deals with an important aspect of the work context: fam-
ily-friendly workplace policies such as flexible schedul-
ing and help with child care. An assumption in the field 
is that FBs should have more family-friendly policies 
because the value of such policies is embedded in their 
family logic (Pieper et  al., 2016). Moshavi and Koch 
(2005) found that while FBs do permit flexible schedul-
ing, they are generally less likely than their non-FB 
counterparts to adopt family-friendly practices for 
employees who are not family members. Findings on 
family-friendly policies for family employees have been 
mixed. Some studies find that family members in FBs 
have more flexibility regarding child care (Avery et al., 
2000; Haynes et  al., 1999). However, Day (2013) 
observed that even though first-generation founders 
may create a family-friendly business culture, this does 
not necessarily extend to those FB-owning women who 
are mothers. Day’s study focused its attention on women 
in the next generation and how they experience the over-
lap between family and business domains. While the FB 
created flexible policies for family emergencies, the 
same perspective was not extended to child care.

Home–Work Boundaries.  In this vein, the permeability 
of home–work boundaries is the subject of research by 
Niehm et al. (2009). They found that during hectic and 
challenging times, boundary crossing is more problem-
atic in one direction than in the other. Comparing FBs 
that failed with those that survived, they found that man-
agers are more likely to bring work home in the former, 
whereas bringing family responsibilities to the business 
occurs in surviving and failing firms.
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Lessons From the Review

The detailed review of 72 studies of WFI in FB contexts 
has revealed a number of research gaps in this area. 
First, the FB WFI discussion does not recognize the 
ownership system. Specifically, the influence of owner-
ship on the WFI in FBs is an implicit assumption that is 
often taken for granted. Many studies refer to family 
members or owners without operationalizing ownership 
in any way. For example, Boles (1996) and Carr and 
Hmieleski (2015) both compared WFC among founders 
who worked with family members and those who did 
not. Founders who employed family members exhibited 
higher WFC (Boles, 1996) and greater tension from 
WFC (Carr & Hmieleski, 2015). However, both studies 
looked at family characteristics rather than ownership 
characteristics. When considering the exchanges of 
resources across family and work systems, which shape 
WFI in general, the ownership system in FBs is a unique 
feature. FB scholars acknowledge ownership as a third 
system or domain, with specific characteristics and 
evolvement over time (Gersick et  al., 1997). Gersick 
et  al. (1997) draw a “critical distinction” between the 
ownership and management (work) systems, as some 
individuals are owners but not involved in the operation 
of the business, while others are managers but do not 
own shares (p. 5). As each system (family, work, and 
ownership) entails specific resources and demands, 
which change over time, an integrated understanding of 
the WFI in FBs has to take into account how it is affected 
by ownership. Categorizing the articles according to the 
three systems of firm, family, and ownership, we find 
that the majority of studies (85%—61 articles) focus on 
family and firm variables to examine WFB or WFC 
without referring specifically to ownership.

Second, we identify asymmetries within the litera-
ture. We find that most of these studies are concerned 
with negative aspects of the WFI in FBs, such as WFC 
(37% of the articles). This reflects an implicit assump-
tion that business ownership is “primarily detrimental to 
the functioning of the family system and/or the well-
being of individual family members” (Nordstrom & 
Jennings, 2018, p. 318). As a result, only 10 articles 
(14%) study positive aspects, or WFE, even though FBs 
are a prevalent business form and research suggests that 
FBs are a context that allows individuals to thrive as a 
result of their role multiplexity (Valcour, 2002).

Third, summing up the ecological system1 (i.e., the 
effects of national culture and transitions and life cycle 
shifts), it appears that existing studies make an implicit 

assumption of homogeneity across FBs. The majority of 
studies focus on a single context, mainly in the United 
States, and emphasize a specific family/firm life-cycle 
stage or point in time. In the following section, we dis-
cuss our findings, highlight the research gaps we identi-
fied, and delineate research questions for future scholars 
to explore.

Discussion and Opportunities for 
Future Research

How can we advance the WFI studies within the litera-
ture on FBs? The field is fragmented, with many implicit 
assumptions. It relies on many different theoretical lenses 
that make it more challenging for the FB literature to 
connect to broader theories such as boundary theory and 
the WH-R model and engage in knowledge exchange 
with the wider literature. By drawing from important 
theories in the wider WFI literature, we identify major 
gaps in FB studies, which form the building blocks for 
future research in this area. We begin our discussion by 
elaborating on the three major research gaps that we 
identified: (1) considering ownership at the WFI, (2) 
focusing on the positive outcomes of the WFI, and (3) 
embedding WFI in the ecological system. Specifically, 
we will discuss research opportunities for each of the 
three gaps on the individual, family, and work domains. 
In total, we propose 19 research questions along with 
potential theories to inspire future scholars.

Research Gap 1: Ownership

Ownership is a defining component of the FB phenome-
non. As owners, family members control the resources 
that move in and out of the FB (Gersick et al., 1997). FB 
family members can take on a variety of roles on top of 
work, including current vs. future owners (e.g., owning 
firm shares) or governance (e.g., board membership) and 
are, therefore, likely to confront a wider set of conflicts 
than their non-FB counterparts (Pieper et al., 2016). Over 
two decades ago, Riordan and Riordan (1993) already 
regarded it as “critical” for ownership to be reflected in 
the theoretical framework used in the study of FB WFI 
(p. 66). Yet today, ownership is still largely missing from 
the WFI discourse in the FB literature.

Research Domain 1a: Ownership—The Individual Domain.  
Owning a firm, or being a member of the owning family, 
influences both resources and constraints in the context 
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of the WFI. In our review, many studies looked at WFC 
(37% of the whole sample). They emphasize the nega-
tive influence of the intertwined nature of the family and 
the business (e.g., Danes & Olson, 2003; Helmle et al., 
2014). They implicitly assume that ownership is only a 
burden, with its multiple conflicting responsibilities and 
accompanying constraints on owners’ time and atten-
tion. Yet the evidence from the general WFI literature is 
that holding multiple roles with conflicting responsibili-
ties does not in itself result in negative outcomes (Green-
haus & Powell, 2006; ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 
2012). Instead, individuals in multiple roles have fewer 
mental and physical health problems than those who 
engage in fewer roles; multiple roles contribute to buff-
ering, income, social support, success, an expanding 
frame of reference, and increased self-complexity (R. C. 
Barnett & Hyde, 2001).

Indeed, several studies in our review also point to ben-
efits of ownership, sometimes contrary to their authors’ 
expectations (e.g., Memili et  al., 2013). While scholars 
typically assume a conflictual WFI and a negative influ-
ence of firm on family (Nordstrom & Jennings, 2018), 
FBs may actually buffer against the effects of WFC 
(Kwan et  al., 2012). These findings support our call to 
consider ownership as an important prism through which 
to study the WFI issues in FBs. WH-R, which considers 
how individuals’ resources and constraints influence their 
decision making, provides a useful framework for this 
purpose. Personal resources that have already been found 
to influence WFI in general include self-esteem, self-effi-
cacy, and optimism (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). 
Other management resources include social power, status, 
and the ability to participate in decision making (ten 
Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012), all of which accrue to FB 
owners or members of the owning family, including suc-
cessor generations (Halbesleben et al., 2014). Owners can 
use their power and position to divide their time and tasks 
between the family and the firm and plan activities more 
efficiently, abilities that have been found to influence the 
WFI in general (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). 
Boundary control, whereby owners may have more con-
trol over boundaries, swiftly moving resources between 
systems, can become a resource for the whole family. 
However, these ownership advantages may be utilized 
differently across owners’ gender (Danes, 2006) or the 
number of owners involved in the firm (Boles, 1996). 
Advantages therefore accrue to FB owners who can flex-
ibly manage the needs of both systems, as the increased 
overlap between work and family allows for the transfer 

of family tasks to the business, and vice versa (Niehm 
et al., 2009). Important questions that address this research 
gap by applying the WH-R model thus include how own-
ership itself can be a source of resources (e.g., social 
power, autonomy), and influence other resources (e.g., 
self-esteem) (Research Question 1 [RQ1]), and how own-
ership resources change under different conditions (e.g., 
market conditions, internationalization) and owner types 
(e.g., copreneurs versus siblings) over time, gender, firm 
stage, family generation (RQ2).

Boundary theory is also a relevant lens through which 
to study the WFI at the individual level of ownership. FB 
owners need to manage and control firm and family role 
boundaries through multiple layered ties—e.g., father–
daughter and boss–employee. The consequent role multi-
plexity inherently leads to permeability in the boundaries 
between different roles. Family members in FBs manage 
the relationship between work and family in terms of a 
continuum between segmentation and integration of the 
two domains. Different locations along this continuum 
are associated with different costs and benefits (Ashforth 
et al., 2000). FBs offer a way of explaining how resource-
enriching and -depleting processes can happen simultane-
ously in one particular context through permeable 
boundaries and boundary work. The rich context offered 
by FBs, which allows for existing theories of the WFI to 
be tested, extended, or altered, is also an area of potential 
interest to the WFI scholars in the wider literature (Pieper 
et al., 2016). As FB research suggests that during the first 
generation the systems of family and firm are primarily 
overlapped (Labaki et al., 2013), this implies that family 
members at this stage manage their WFI in an FB mainly 
characterized by permeable boundaries between family 
and work. Therefore, questions related to using boundary 
theory for Research Domain 1a include whether first gen-
eration owners are better integrators than later genera-
tion, and if so, how and why (RQ3) and how preferences 
for segmenting vs. integrating work and family life change 
over an owner’s life cycle stages (RQ4).

Research Domain 1b: Ownership—The Family Domain.  The 
relationship between FB ownership and the WFI can be 
explored from the family domain perspective. This can 
occur in two ways. First, owner families may have 
shared norms and expectations regarding the flow  
of resources between the family and firm systems, 
including across-system boundaries. For example, a 
family may have a shared norm that firm resources (e.g., 
cars) should not be used for family needs. Second, they 
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may have inputs in the firm domain and outputs in the 
family domain, such as buying a home for a family 
member because he or she worked hard in the FB. Con-
textual resources for owners may include norms and 
expectations at the societal, organizational, and familial 
levels, including broader work and career options for 
owners, as well as legacy and long-term planning for 
family members (Ladge & Little, 2019). Family-related 
norms, therefore, influence the WFI process. Future 
research on ownership at the family domain of WFI may 
draw on boundary theory to consider questions such as 
whether there are family norms and expectations regard-
ing segmenting/integrating preferences and how these 
differ across generations of owners (RQ5). Additionally, 
owners working with family members, such as spouses, 
may have access to different types of resources. For 
instance, they might receive greater instrumental and 
emotional support, which positively influences FB 
founders’ satisfaction and firm outcomes (Powell & 
Eddleston, 2017). The shared ownership arrangement of 
spouses (i.e., copreneurs) also in turn shapes the process 
of resource transfer across boundaries, for example, 
whether a couple moves more resources across firm and 
family boundaries when both share ownership equally, 
versus when only one of them is an owner, leading to 
how styles of resource allocation differ between different 
types of owners (e.g., same person managing both sys-
tems, copreneurs, equal shares) (RQ6).

Research Domain 1c: Ownership—The Work Domain.  The 
influence of FB ownership on the WFI is also evident 
from the perspective of the work domain. For instance, 
nonfamily employees in FBs experience higher levels of 
satisfaction with their WFI during the founder’s genera-
tion compared with employees in later generation FBs 
and non-FBs (Huang et  al., 2015). This finding that 
employees’ WFI differs between first and later genera-
tions of family ownership directly ties ownership with 
work domain influences on the WFI, which go beyond 
the owning family itself (Huang et al., 2015). To date, 
few studies have explored family-friendly human 
resource (HR) policies in FBs. Future scholars are 
encouraged to research HR policies in FBs and their role 
between various ownership structures (e.g., generations, 
number of owners) at the firm level of WFI for nonfam-
ily employees. Family-friendly HR policies may be con-
sidered a unique resource at the firm level, as part of 
“familiness” (Habbershon & Williams, 1999), with an 

influence on the employees’ WFI. While the WH-R 
model is a suitable theory in discussing the transfer of 
individual resources across boundaries, we draw from 
the resource-based view (RBV; Barney, 1991) to discuss 
resource transfer at the firm level. Drawing on RBV, 
scholars could gain further insights by exploring contex-
tual norms and expectations regarding different owner-
ship combinations (e.g., copreneurs, dual-role, different 
generations) and their influence on family-friendly poli-
cies in the firm (RQ7).

Research Gap 2: Asymmetry

In our review, we find that the FB WFI literature has an 
asymmetric focus. Most of the identified studies investi-
gated negative aspects of the WFI, such as WFC, and 
only a handful of articles studied positive aspects. 
Theories used to study the WFI in FBs largely focus on 
the negative aspects of family members having multiple 
roles. Very little work offers a theoretical foundation for 
how and when family members can actually benefit from 
holding overlapping roles in the business and family set-
tings, and the potentially positive consequences for both 
domains. Moreover, of those articles examining a posi-
tive influence, most look at the effect of the family on the 
firm. Very few consider the opposite direction—the posi-
tive effect of the business on the family (see Nordstrom 
& Jennings, 2018, for an exception). Early FB scholars 
who studied the WFI note that this focus on the business 
side, while ignoring family owners’ ability to allocate 
resources in noneconomic ways to fulfill personal and 
family goals, ignores reality (Riordan & Riordan, 1993).

Research Domain 2a: Asymmetry—The Individual Domain.  
A few studies in our review that report positive findings 
point to potential unique resources and outcomes acces-
sible to owners and their individual family members. 
For example, Beehr et al. (1997) found, in the opposite 
direction from their hypotheses, that family members 
were actually better off than the nonfamily comparison 
groups, being more satisfied with their careers. Looking 
at positive influences of WFI, researchers in the wider 
WFI literature have begun to simultaneously assess 
interference and enhancement, but there remains a gap 
regarding our understanding of how the two processes 
combine to determine outcomes and their resulting 
effects on work performance (Graves et al., 2007). For 
example, Graves et  al. (2007) were surprised to find, 
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contrary to their expectations, that commitment to fam-
ily roles had positive effects on work performance, sug-
gesting that family “role commitment confers benefits at 
work that are not captured by enhancement” (p. 52). FBs 
provide a rich setting where simultaneous interference 
and enhancement coexist, lending an opportunity for 
scholars to look at individual-level decision making and 
processes concerning WFI in a longitudinal manner. We 
therefore strive for a better understanding of the WFI 
individual-level decision making used by owners on a 
daily basis and how they differ from nonowners. Draw-
ing on WH-R, scholars can explore whether the WFI of 
some ownership types (e.g., copreneurs) has a more 
positive influence (e.g., on satisfaction) compared with 
owners such as parent–child, siblings, or cousins (RQ8). 
Regarding the simultaneous existence of interference 
and enhancement processes, it could be argued that bet-
ter business results and a larger number of family mem-
bers involved in the firm could enhance the WFI for an 
owner, leading to questions such as how do enhancing 
and interfering processes interplay on an individual 
level, and what are their causal antecedents in the fam-
ily and/or the firm (RQ9).

Research Domain 2b: Asymmetry—The Family Domain.  
Family members’ involvement in the FB can result in 
positive spillover in the family domain. For example, 
next generation adolescents with year-round involve-
ment in their family’s business have better relationships 
with their parents compared with their peers working in 
non-FBs (Houshmand et al., 2017). These findings point 
to potential unique resources flowing from the firm to 
the family, as shared work experience can strengthen 
family-level variables and family system effectiveness. 
Nordstrom and Jennings (2018) describe three specific 
strategies employed by FBs with their members of the 
next generation: involving (expecting every child to 
work in some capacity in the FB), covering (developing 
family members into “jacks-of-all-trades” so that they 
can cover the duties of others when needed), and tolerat-
ing (considerable tolerance and even expectance of 
transgressions and mistakes within the FB). All three 
strategies strengthen family member satisfaction and 
family system well-being (Nordstrom & Jennings, 
2018). Future research could shed light on the family-
level mechanisms, resources, and characteristics that 
improve family members’ WFI, studying why some fam-
ilies are better at using firm-level resources to benefit 

family members (RQ10), and how family norms for 
using these resources transfer from generation to gen-
eration (RQ11).

Research Domain 2c: Asymmetry—The Work Domain.  
Looking at possible symmetrical influences of the WFI 
at the work level, some industries may enhance the flow 
of resources between family and firm compared with 
others. For example, in the context of the hotel and hos-
pitality industry, where it is possible for the owning fam-
ily to actually physically live in the hotel and enjoy the 
same resources in both family and work domains, or an 
FB restaurant, where the family members can eat their 
meals at work and not at home. These examples describe 
families with less conflicting role demands, as some of 
the family demands (e.g., cleaning, cooking) are cov-
ered by the firm. How does the convenience of the work 
location (e.g., hotel) or product (e.g., restaurant/food) 
influence their owners’ WFI? Or looking at the common 
pattern of founding a start-up in a home garage or 
kitchen—some early FB stages may differ regarding the 
physical proximity of family and work domains com-
pared with later stages, which may differently influence 
the WFI of owners. Exploring this interface more 
broadly, RBV would be a valuable lens for scholars to 
explore how business characteristics (e.g., industry, 
products or location) affect norms in facilitating the use 
of work resources to benefit family members (RQ12).

Research Gap 3: The Ecological System

The WH-R model posits that contextual characteristics 
at both work and home are resource providing, while 
others are resource depleting; individuals’ experience of 
the WFI depends on their access to and use of these 
resources. Contextual characteristics include macrolevel 
variables such as national culture or microlevel vari-
ables such as instrumental help from significant others 
(ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012).

Numerous scholars in the mainstream literature have 
called for a deeper examination of how the WFI differs 
across cultures (e.g., Allen et al., 2015). As our review 
reveals, even the meaning of family varies according to 
national and cultural contexts (Wharton & Blair-Loy, 
2006). Moreover, the cultural context includes macro-
level facilitators such as socioeconomic status, ethnicity, 
race, and living in a developing economy, which all 
influence the WFI, thereby opening up a fruitful research 
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agenda for FB scholars. The ecological system includes 
not only culture but also transitions and shifts in one’s 
life span (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This may incorporate 
sociohistorical contexts that have far-reaching influ-
ences across generations. Even in the wider literature, 
life transitions and shifts in the WFI have generally been 
neglected, resulting in current calls for the development 
of theory that would take into account how temporal 
factors affect WFI experiences (Powell et al., 2019).

Research Domain 3a: Ecological System—The Individual 
Domain.  A range of cultural factors shape individuals’ 
WFI, including national policies (Budig et  al., 2016), 
gender norms (Lyness & Judiesch, 2014), and work cen-
trality (Lu et  al., 2016). Subsidized public child care 
may enable couples to become duel earners, as well as 
becoming copreneurs. Also, in developed countries, the 
economic necessity for both partners to work may be 
lower (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012), potentially 
influencing whether a spouse joins the FB and how the 
workload is divided. Cultural values have also been 
shown to moderate the WFI, so that the same stressors 
(e.g., workload) have different influences on well-being 
(Spector et  al., 2004). Cultural context may explain 
divergent findings between and across studies. For 
example, using an American sample, Danes and Morgan 
(2004) showed that wives who worked with their hus-
bands in FBs reported increased WFC and perceived 
their joint workload as unfairly distributed. In turn, 
based on a sample of Chinese immigrants working in 
Britain, Song (1995) found that wives preferred working 
in FBs as it enabled them to spend more time with their 
family and oversee their children. These differences 
highlight the need for a better understanding of how cul-
ture and gender influence the individual family mem-
bers’ WFI in FBs. Drawing on cross-cultural theory 
(Hofstede, 1993), future scholars may seek to answer 
questions such as how do cultural norms (e.g., regarding 
gender and equality) influence WFI for women FB mem-
bers compared with men FB members (RQ13).

Transitions and shifts in one’s life cycle—e.g., the 
shift from short- to long-term calculations as one grows 
older, or the transition to ownership for the second gen-
eration—may also have various implications for indi-
vidual family members. For FBs, sociohistorical 
contexts can also be especially influential, as FBs often 
have strong legacies that are passed through the genera-
tions. Jeffery Greenhaus advocates for this research 
direction when he suggests in an interview that there is a 

real opportunity to study collaborative decision making 
between partners and family members around work–
family issues learnt as children, and how these experi-
ences later influence effective adult collaborations 
(Powell et al., 2018). For example, siblings’ rivalry can 
teach their next generation negative lessons about how 
to collaborate with close family members, which may 
negatively influence their future patterns. Randerson 
et  al. (2015) refer to the influence of time in their 
research note linking entrepreneurship and FBs, when 
they suggest studying how the WFI changes in nature 
between synergizing and conflictual over time. For 
instance, there is little causal understanding of how dif-
ferent antecedents give rise to enrichment or enhance-
ment, on the one hand, and conflict or interference on 
the other (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). Rather 
than focusing only on a static description of conflicting 
demands emanating from different systems (Greenhaus 
& Beutell, 1985), scholars should strive to understand 
changing/evolving WFI processes over time. For exam-
ple, when a firm is first founded, spouses and family 
members may understand the need for a work (vs. fam-
ily) focus, where decisions are made to put the FB first. 
However, in later stages of the FB’s life cycle, if the 
focus doesn’t start to shift back to the family, increased 
conflict between family and work needs may result. 
Time may also play a role before and after a family 
member becomes an actual shareholder, as he or she 
may be willing to favor firm needs in the WFI calcula-
tions once becoming an owner. Applying the WH-R 
model, we suggest future researchers address questions 
such as how do family owners’ WFI preferences change 
over time? For example, are owners more willing to 
bear negative WFI outcomes in the short term for more 
positive WFI outcomes in the long term? (RQ14), and 
how does the WFI change for successors between the 
pre- and postsuccession periods, and before and after 
inheriting ownership shares? (RQ15).

Research Domain 3b: Ecological System—The Family Domain.  
The parent–child relationship can be shaped by the eco-
logical system, which in turn, can shape the WFI of fam-
ily members. For example, role modeling of WFI to the 
next generation was noted by Beach (1993), who studied 
home-based FBs. In such situations, work habits were 
not learnt through lecturing but rather by raising aware-
ness and involving children in the work domain. Exam-
ining how the WFI changes as family members go 
through different stages in life or between generations 
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complies with calls to explore and increase our under-
standing of the heterogeneity of FBs (Jaskiewicz & 
Dyer, 2017). To provide insights into whether families 
have patterns for managing the WFI across generations, 
future researchers could ask how different types of busi-
ness families based on the life stage in which they are in 
(e.g., young family, working together, empty nested) 
manage their WFI (RQ16), or how different cultural 
contexts influence the familial norms about their WFI 
management? (RQ17).

Research Domain 3c: Ecological System—The Work Domain.  
Huang et  al.’s (2015) finding that FB employees are 
more satisfied with their WFI is found in a North Ameri-
can context. As North America is the context with the 
highest segregation between the work and family 
domains (T. L. Dumas & Sanchez-Burks, 2015), looking 
at other cultures is needed. Huang et  al. (2015) also 
found employees’ satisfaction with the WFI to be influ-
enced by the owners’ generation. Specifically, employ-
ees reported higher satisfaction with their WFI during 
the first generation of an FB compared with non-FBs or 
scion FBs. These findings open the door to discussing 
how owners and FBs influence the WFI of nonfamily 
employees, how cultural norms may differently influ-
ence the WFI for FB employees around the world, and 
the influence of life stages and transitions. For example, 
the wider WFI literature has recognized how gender 
roles affect WFI differently across cultures: In low gen-
der-egalitarian counties, women are perceived as having 
more difficulties than men in balancing family and work 
(Lyness & Judiesch, 2014). Similarly, the centrality of 
work depends on culture and gender since different cul-
tures place varying levels of importance of work in 
men’s or women’s lives (Lu et al., 2016). For example, 
high- versus low-egalitarian cultures may explain hav-
ing more or less copreneurs working together, leading to 
questions such as how cultural norms at work (e.g., high 
egalitarian vs. low egalitarian) influence the resource 
allocation between family and work domains and shape 
the WFI of family member employees (RQ18) and non-
family employees in FBs (RQ19).

Conclusion

In this study, we ask how we can advance FB WFI 
research. Our literature review reveals a number of 
implicit assumptions, which leave research in this area 
underdeveloped. Indeed, scholars outside of FB work 

under the assumption that the WFI in FBs is too compli-
cated to study. Likewise, FB scholars take the interface 
between family and work for granted, as a definitional 
premise of the whole field, without teasing apart its 
components. Moreover, FB scholars implicitly assume 
that outcomes for family members WFI are likely to be 
negative and that the ownership system needs no 
description. Furthermore, most existing research on the 
WFI in FBs focuses on a few variables, such as gender 
or copreneurial relationships, and do so largely in the 
U.S. context. To deepen our comprehension of the WFI 
in FBs and in general, we call on scholars to push the 
boundaries of their theoretical thinking. We suggest that 
studying the WFI through boundary theory and theories 
of resource exchange such as WH-R and RBV would 
provide rich insights. In addition, we propose that issues 
surrounding ownership, the positive aspects of the FB 
WFI, the cultural context, and transitions and life cycle 
shifts offer exciting avenues for future research that will 
further the development of the field. We hope that the 
research agenda that we offer will fuel both the amount 
and quality of research on the WFI in FBs while contrib-
uting to and drawing from the wider WFI literature.
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1.	 Ecological systems theory posits that humans are influ-
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individual’s culture. It consists of an individual’s (and their 
family’s) socioeconomic status, their ethnicity, race, and 
living in a developed or third world county. The chronosys-
tem includes an individual’s transitions over his or her life 
cycle, including sociohistorical contexts such as the history 
of the family and the FB (see Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
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