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I Made It Through The Rain 
 
We dreamers have our ways - Of facing rainy days 
And somehow we survive- 
We keep the feelings warm- Protect them from the storm 
Until our time arrives 
Then one day the sun appears 
And we come shining through those lonely years 
I made it through the rain- I kept my world protected 
I made it through the rain- I kept my point of view 
I made it through the rain-  
When friends are hard to find 
And life seems so unkind- Sometimes you feel so afraid 
Just aim beyond the clouds- And rise above the crowds 
And start your own parade 
'Cause when I chased my fears away 
That’s when I knew that I could finally say 
I made it through the rain! 
 

 

 

-Barry Manilow- 
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Abstract 

This study is an exploration of the learning strategies of family businesses in the North West of 
England, within the framework of the theory of the Learning Organisation (LO). The main purpose of 
this study is to explore and evaluate the notion of the Learning Organisation and to investigate its 
prevalence and application to the Family Business sector within North West England. To date, a very 
limited amount of studies focused on the characteristics of the LO within the medium and large family 
business context. Therefore, this study contributes to knowledge by determining practical guidance 
for implementing LO characteristics that can be applied to family businesses. The study used a 
qualitative methodology, associated with the social constructivist and interpretivist paradigm. Six 
medium and large family businesses operating in North West England were chosen to facilitate the 
qualitative research. In the North West of England, medium and large family businesses have complex 
features which create high demand for owners and employees to adopt learning strategies discussed 
in the LO concept which makes it an ideal context to explore the prevalence and the application of LO 
characteristics. 

This research makes a number of contributions to knowledge. Firstly, through review and analysis of 
the currently available theoretical work from more than 40 LO theorists and practitioners spanning 
the last four decades. The development of this “theoretical frame of reference” and the terminology 
used for identifying and analysing of LO characteristics is not only seen as a vital fundamental step in 
the course of this thesis, but also as a major contribution to providing structure and improving the 
future academic study of LO. Second, findings from the study suggest that medium and large family 
businesses have shown the existence of some of the LO characteristics within the three main levels of 
the organisations. The notable findings of the research are that medium and large family businesses 
need to develop a learning culture with organisational learning to incorporate with the business 
strategy and provide a transformational leadership so as to achieve the possibility of becoming a LO. 
The findings identify that family businesses in the North West region have the potential to become 
Learning Organisations should they implement the proposed recommendations and changes to their 
current family business models. Third, the thesis makes a methodological contribution by introducing 
a model of Learning Organisations which specifically relates to family businesses. Furthermore, this 
model aims to facilitate a learning culture that suggests family businesses adopt key characteristics of 
the LO for continuous improvement, collective learning, and enhancement of performance. 
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“Through learning we re-create ourselves. Through learning we become able to do something 

we never were able to do. Through learning we re-perceive the world and our relationship to 

it. Through learning we extend our capacity to create, to be part of the generative process of 

life”  

 

 

           

“The Fifth Discipline” 

(Peter Senge, 1999, p.14) 
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1.1 Introduction 

At the core of this thesis is a research study that explores the learning organisational characteristics 

of family businesses in North West England, within the framework of the theory of the Learning 

Organisation (LO). Thus, the main aim is to utilise the theory of the Learning Organisation and to 

investigate its application to family businesses in the Family Business sector in North West England. 

This chapter introduces and articulates the context of the study, as well as the background and the 

motivation to the choice of research topic. This introductory chapter also justifies the value of 

selecting this topic as a contribution to two important fields of study. This chapter further sets out the 

focus of the research in terms of the research aim and objectives, next introductory discussion into 

the context in which the research was carried out, then an overview of chapter layout is provided.  

1.2 Background to the study 

This thesis is based around both family businesses and Learning Organisational theory, and it is 

appropriate to start with the motivation for selecting these concepts for this study. 

My interest in business-related subjects stems from growing up in an entrepreneurial family, while my 

decision to study learning strategies is linked to my personal interests and beliefs in concepts relating 

to acquiring skills, continuous improvement, and success in collective learning. My family surroundings 

always prompted discussion about many different aspects of the family business; I was constantly 

exposed to day-to-day issues faced by my father and uncles and their ideas on how they could manage 

the family business effectively and efficiently with the help of the non-family employees. I gained first-

hand knowledge of the advantages and disadvantages of the unique characteristics of the family 

businesses and their impact on the family, business, and its employees. I also understood the 

importance of the contribution of the non-family employees to overturn some of the disadvantages 

that businesses inherit by being a family business. For example, during the time periods of the 

transition from the first generation to the second generation, as well as during business expansions, 

the knowledge and experience of the long-serving non-family members of the family business 

contributed positive results to the company. On the other hand, I have seen occasions when certain 

family members showed resistance to the insights of non-family employees without reasons, which 

had the impact of depleting the learning and sharing culture of the company. 

As a young adult, I had no involvement in influencing the decisions made by the directors of our family 

business. However, I intuitively felt that helping non-family employees to grow and share their 

knowledge and experience where learning culture exists is as important as developing the next 

generation of the family business in order to build a strong and sustainable bond between the family 
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and business. With these insights in mind, I travelled to the UK to pursue my higher education 

ambitions and continued to learn about business management. Among other subjects, human 

resource management topics particularly interested me, mainly because they provided some 

important insights and analyses regarding managing and developing people in organisations which 

synchronised with my personal traits and perceptions regarding human resource development. While 

I was studying for my bachelor’s degree, followed by the MBA, I had the opportunity to work and 

volunteer in several different types of organisations in different sectors, ranging from family-owned 

small businesses to multinational companies, in food and beverage, banking and finance, and 

educational institutes. I became a confidante and observer of events and incidents took place and the 

presence and the absence of good HR practices, learning cultures and strategies, lack of transparency 

and lack of trust between the management, teams and employees and the victims of the pressurised 

and poorly planned organisational change. To mention some of examples, I have seen employees with 

years of experience in the company and the industry go unnoticed with no way of retaining or 

retrieving their knowledge and experience in the organisation for continuous improvement; 

opportunities to obtain customer feedback neglected; the absence of a system to update 

qualifications gained by employees and therefore missing out the valuable members of the staff and 

managers who are lack of understanding about the importance of intrinsic and extrinsic rewards. 

Additionally, I have seen employees with genuinely good ideas on how to improve processes go 

unnoticed and unacknowledged, and general lack of empathy and understanding towards each other 

in the organisations and lack of support and opportunities for continuous employee development and 

growth. 

While comparing and contrasting the aforementioned real-life scenarios that took place in the 

workplaces. With the theory I learned during the degree programmes, I tried to match concepts and 

themes in the management literature which could relate to these incidents and potentially shed some 

light on resolving these issues. Together with these reflections from different experiences at work and 

the benefit of knowledge and understanding I obtained from studying different management subject 

modules, I started to research in order to do my MBA dissertation. I focused on three key themes that 

started to emerge repetitively with potential explanatory importance, even though all three themes 

have extensive theoretical backgrounds. The first was the organisational learning, which explains the 

management of organisational knowledge; the second was “supporting and changing cultures”, where 

organisational cultures keep adapting positively to perform well; and finally the Learning Organisation, 

which represents an entity where employees are encouraged to improve continuously and 

organisational learning can efficiently take place. Even with a limited understanding of the idea, it 

seemed to me that the Learning Organisation concept might represent the more collaborated 
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approach to foster continuous improvement through effective learning practices, while integrating 

many other elements such as culture, processes, strategies, and leadership to facilitate expanding the 

organisation’s capacity to learn. The commitment to becoming a Learning Organisation and its 

implications became the foundation for my master’s dissertation. 

This thesis can be seen as a deeper and extended study built on the concepts and research which 

formed that master’s dissertation. During the phase of research for past studies, I noted the number 

of studies conducted to explore the relevance of the LO idea in the context of family businesses was 

limited. With an added advantage of the knowledge of the family business background, I proceeded 

to research the two important themes and in what ways the LO idea has value in having a positive 

impact on the performance of family businesses. This research, therefore, gave me the opportunity to 

study both the LO and family businesses by explicitly discussing the two fields together using each LO 

theoretical framework to understand the family business context while framing and interpreting the 

key themes of both areas. 

1.3 The Contextual Perspective of Learning Organisation 

In a world in which the nature of work, the workplace and workforce are transforming at a relentless 

pace, organisations must respond to change (Borge, Filstad, Olsen, & Skogmo, 2018; Heaton, 2017). 

Many business organisations regardless of their nature, could struggle to adapt to ever changing world 

without facilitating continuous improvement (I. Nonaka, Chia, Holt, & Peltokorpi, 2014) and the 

organisational learning (C. Argyris, 2004) involve in the every level of the organisation (S. Boone, 2014; 

C. L. Wang & Ahmed, 2002). According the ‘In focus’ report of 2017 published by the Chartered 

Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD), out of the Fortune 500 companies of 60 years ago, 

only 12% make the list today. According to De Geus (2011), many surviving companies are 

“underachievers” . This well may due to the dynamic nature of business markets and competition 

which change rapidly (Hill, Jones, & Schilling, 2014), and if the organisations suffer from “learning 

disability”(de Geus, 2011), then their very survival will be threaten and with inability to adapt and 

evolve (Hubbard, Rice, & Galvin, 2014).  

According to the Jaziri-Bouagina & Jamil (2017) , the ability of organisations to survive successfully 

depends on the need of people in organisations to adapt rapidly to match the changing markets and 

competition because organisations are comprised of people who work at the different levels of the 

organisations. Therefore, Griffin, Phillips & Gully  (2016, p. 214) point out that it is not only crucial to 

attract the right people, with the right skills, behaviours, and values, but also to develop existing  staff 

using appropriate and continuous workplace training and learning procedures. According to Brown 
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(2014), this will eventually help the transformation of the organisation, which is inextricably linked to 

the transformation of individuals. In order to do so, learning has to be at the core of the organisation, 

as suggested by Argyris and Schon(1992), and therefore the LO concept gained traction over the years. 

(David A. Garvin, 2003; V. J. Marsick, Watkins, & Academy of Human Resource, 2003; A. Örtenblad, 

2013). 

With roots which run back many decades, and some inspirations derived from the transformation of 

different management theories over the time, the LO concept emerge in 1980s. The concept was 

popularised after the book ‘The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organisation’ by 

American systems scientist Peter Senge became synonymous with the LO concept (A. Örtenblad, 2013, 

p. 3). It has been nearly four decades since the publication of that book and, in 1997, the Harvard 

Business Review identified it as one of the most significant management books of the past 75 years 

(Dalcher, 2016, p. 260). Many definitions and models of Learning Organisations (LO) have been coined 

and created respectively ever since and debate over its theoretical, pragmatic and contextual 

perspectives have extensively continued. 

With rising recognition of the concept, the need of the companies to become Learning Organisations 

has been prompted especially due to the transformation of the business world into an intensely 

competitive, turbulent, and often ruthless environment (Heaton, 2017; M. J. Marquardt, 1996; A. 

Örtenblad, 2013). Subsequently, ever since the concept has been established, many organisations 

around the globe, institutions from different context and even governments, have shown immense 

interest and attention as well as adapted some of the elements in their respective practices and 

organisational operation (Akhnif, Macq, Idrissi Fakhreddine, & Meessen, 2017). The examples of 

industries and sectors within which it has been claimed that becoming LO in general provide invaluable 

insights to particular organisations to stabilize against change and thrive as well (Stonehouse & 

Pemberton, 2000). Apart from numerous research on the business organisations, some of these 

research are in healthcare (Pennbrant et al., 2012) Higher Education, (Brown, 1992; Tam 2006) 

Libraries (Riggs, 1997; Jain & Mutula, 2008), the non-profit organisations (Hayes, 2002) religious 

organisations (Carroll, 2000), Schools (Lingard et al., 2000; Ferrer, 2010), Courts (Parker, 1998), the 

military (Haugrud et al., 2001) and several other as well. Additionally, in 1999, the notion of LO was 

introduced as conceptual base for many government organisational frameworks in the United 

Kingdom. In a UK government report from this year, the then Prime Minister of the UK, Tony Blair, 

explained: 

The  public  service  must  become  a learning organisation; it needs to learn from its past 

successes  and  failures.  It  needs  to  consistently  benchmark  itself  against  the  best, 
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wherever that is found. Staff must be helped to learn new skills throughout their careers. 

Through bureaucracy  and  an  attachment  to  existing practices for their own sake, we have 

too often stifled  initiative  and  have  discouraged  staff  from  putting  ideas  forward. 

“Modernising Government” (CM4310, 1999, p. 56)  

Following the publication of this report, the Labour government in the UK embarked on a process of 

workspace redesign to encourage employee participation, relationship enhancement, and improved 

communication (F. Becker, 2000) in order to facilitate the incorporation of such principles to 

organisational strategy and building team identities (F. Becker & Steele, 1995). The clear intention of 

ministers was to signal that the LO concept would play an important part in a “continued drive for 

responsive, high-quality public services” (Auluck, 2002). Changes also occurred outside the UK . The 

Communist Party of People's Republic of China stressed that LO was the road ahead for itself and 

called for the adoption of  elements of LO within all levels of their government (People’s Publishing 

House, 2010). In addition, extensive research has been conducted and published in the Middle East 

(Nazari & Pihie, 2012; Abu-Tineh, 2011). 

1.4 Overview of the research context 

When it comes to different contexts, family businesses offer an interesting  setting in which to study 

learning organisational characteristics (Calabro, Minichilli, Mussolino, & Van Gils, 2018; Hamilton, 

2011; Konopaski, Jack, & Hamilton, 2015; Zahra, 2012) and the implications of adapting the LO 

concept (Birdthistle & Fleming, 2005; Fernandes & Ussman, 2013). The interest in family businesses 

as a distinct academic research field has grown significantly in recent years (Calabro et al., 2018), 

mostly motivated by the prevalence of family businesses worldwide and an increasing number of 

people and institutions acknowledging their importance (Konopaski et al., 2015), and a recognition of 

the need to gain a deeper understanding of this particular type of organisation (D. Wang, Wang, & 

Chen, 2018). The benefits of adopting a LO concept are that it ensures that the business is adaptive to 

changes in the environment as a collective unit, is reactive to developments in markets, and is 

proactive to its customers’ needs, wants and desires (David A. Garvin, 2003; M. J. Marquardt, 1996; 

Palos & Veres Stancovici, 2016).  According to Zahra (2012), family businesses are usually proactive, 

willing to take calculated risks, and are innovative. However, recent FB research shows more interest 

in studying the characteristics of the family businesses (Kellermanns & Hoy, 2016) rather than 

studying the impact of individual, team and organisational  learning of employees and their 

contribution to the family business.  
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Even though the research on the impact of the LO concept on family businesses is comparatively rare, 

it could be advantageous for family businesses to become Los, as family businesses have the same 

pressures for change as other non-family businesses (Birdthistle & Fleming, 2005). Thus, they have the 

additional pressures of managing unique issues generated because of the nature of their business 

(Sorenson, Yu, Brigham, & Lumpkin, 2013). It can therefore be recommended that family businesses 

assess the important aspects of the LO concept in order to relate them to their businesses.  

According to the Family Firm Institute (2015), family businesses account for two-thirds of all 

businesses worldwide, generating more than 70% of global Gross Domestic Product (GDP) annually. 

When it comes to the UK, family businesses operate in every nation and region of the UK (Table 1). 

According to Institute for Family Business (IFB) report for 2017/18, there are total of 4,814,055 family 

businesses in the UK, which represents 87.6% of private sector firms. Additionally, the majority of 

810,755 family businesses are located in London (16.8% of the family business total) and another 

788,220 are in the South East (16.4%). Very similar proportions of family businesses of 459,146 and 

458,141 are located in South West of England and North West of England respectively, each 

accounting for about 9.5% of the total number of family businesses in the UK. In part, the differences 

reflect the size of each nation’s and region’s economy and population (Institute for Family Business 

(IFB), 2016). However, very few studies on family businesses have been conducted in the North West 

of England, even though family businesses are disproportionately important here,  making up 90% or 

more of all private sector businesses in the region. According to same report (2017/18), in the North 

West of England, family businesses provide 1,205,000 positions of employment, which denotes half 

(50.5%) of the private sector employment in the region. 
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TABLE 1:  COUNTRY AND REGIONAL DISTRIBUTION OF FAMILY BUSINESSES     SOURCE:  IFB RESEARCH ANNUAL REPORT 

2017/18 

According to the IFB Research Foundation report (2017/18), UK family businesses contribute £519 

billion gross value to the UK’s GDP and employ over twelve million people. Furthermore, family firms 

create a significant number of new jobs, while generating 24.4% higher contribution to the GDP than 

2010. However, according to Sorenson et al (2013)and KPMG enterprise report (2015), the economic 

importance of family businesses is still often underestimated. For many, the term ‘family business’ 

might not bring the impression of great economic contribution, but instead only conjures up images 

of smaller scale organisations. However, the range of size, nature of the business, organisational 

operations, and contribution of the family businesses are vary from millions of small and medium sized 

companies to renowned large businesses (Cano-Rubio, Fuentes-Lombardo, & Vallejo-Martos, 2017) 

such as Specsavers, Arnold Clark Automobiles, Dyson, JCB, Clarks, and many more. Therefore, the 

number of organisations that come under the definition of a family business may be larger than the 

actual statistics (Zahra, 2012). However, the unit of analysis of this study is the medium and large 

family businesses located in North West England which employ 50 or more in their operations; this 

will be further discussed in detail in Chapter Four.  

 
Country/Region 
 
 

Number of Family 
firms 

Share of all 
family firms (%) 

Number of private 
sector firms 

Family firms as 
share of private 
sector firms (%) 

London 810,775 16.8 1,011,595 80.1 

South East 788,220 16.4 900,055 87.6 

East of England 496,605 10.3 555,645 89.4 

South West 459,146 9.5 516,340 88.9 

North West 458,141 9.5 521,795 87.8 

West Midlands 361,819 7.5 412,985 87.6 

Yorkshire and the 
Humber 

352,360 7.3 391,355 90.0 

East Midlands 340,200 7.1 370,705 91.8 

North East 132,539 2.8 146,545 90.4 

England 4,199,785 87.2 4,827,020 87.0 

Scotland 293,973 6.1 324,790 90.5 

Wales 207,745 4.3 221,885 93.6 

Northern Ireland 112,553 2.3 123,975 90.8 

UK 4,814,055 100.0 5,497,670 87.6 
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1.5 Key Characteristics of Family Business 

1.5.1 Ownership and Control 

Identifying ownership and management of a firm provides foundational ground to distinguish family 

and non-family businesses (Harms, 2014). The concept of separation of ownership and management 

was first described by Berle and Means (1933); over time, it provided a virtuous framework (Mizruchi, 

2004) for understanding the intricate differences between family-owned businesses and non-family-

owned businesses or agent-managed businesses. According to Berle and Means (1982), as the firms 

grew, it became increasingly difficult for the original owners to conduct the management alone. Their 

seminal work The Modern Corporation and Private Property (Berle and Means, 1932) has become a 

precursor to many similar theories, especially to the agency theory, which explains different 

motivations inside the company based on the ownership and management(Gomez-Mejia, Berrone, & 

Franco-Santos, 2014). A prime identification of the agency theory states that the agency relationship 

is a contract under one party (the principal) elects another party (the agent) to execute some services 

on their behalf (Jensen & Meckling, 1976). Even though it is a mechanism which seeks to align interests 

of owners and managers, it more often creates the opposite, which is the conflict of interests of two 

groups (Mitchell and Meacheam, 2011, p. 151). The nature and extent of this conflict, also known as 

the principal-agent problem or agency problem, depends on the extent to which owners (principals) 

can control the performance of managers (agents), as well as on the differing objectives and incentives 

of managers and shareholders (Duh, 2010). Researchers of this issue conclude that this may impair 

the firm’s performance due to two reasons. Firstly, interests between shareholders and managers are 

different, as each one of them works to maximise their own personal utility and wealth (Mitchell and 

Meacheam, 2011). Secondly, an asymmetry of information exists between the principal and the agent 

due to the fact that the agent will always have more information about what is happening in the 

company than the principal (Passos, 2016). 

However, from the perspective of a family business, the challenges that would normally arise 

regarding agent theory could minimal given that the managers and the owners belong to the same 

family (Anderson and Reeb, 2003). Additionally, in a family business, the owner-managers are inclined 

to create business value because their motivations are different, such as increasing wealth generation 

(Kallmuenzer, 2015). There is a direct link with their wealth as it is generated from the successful 

growth of the business (Malla, 2013). Consequently, the economic performance of the business is 

expected to differ depending on the presence and extent of the separation of ownership from control. 

Furthermore, Gomez-Mejia et al.(2001) state that, in a family business, a relational contract between 

the business and the family member “involves a common bond and a set of mutual expectations that 
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are more likely to be based on emotions and sentiments than a non-family relational contract” 

(Gomez-Mejia et al., 2014, p. 82). Therefore, in a family business, the family bonds produce agency 

contracts, more often with another family member. In a situation where business is concentrated in 

the hands of one family that usually also manage the company, the agency problem is to a large extent 

mitigated, and, according to Jensen and Meckling (1976), this alignment would lead to the avoidance 

of agency costs. In contrast, in situations where ownership is dispersed, the manager-shareholder 

divergence in interests may be greater (Spieler & Murray 2008). 

Authors that support this assertion typically also indicate that owner-controlled family businesses are 

more likely to outperform management-controlled non-family businesses (Cheng, 2014; Daily & 

Dollinger, 1992). This is because owners of family businesses are more likely to maximise firm value, 

enabling them to personally realise any financial and economic gains. Similarly, professional managers 

of non-family businesses may pursue profit maximisation and growth-orientated strategies. However, 

according to Fahed-Sreih (2017), they may have different intentions, such as maximising their own 

benefits (e.g. realising financial gains for themselves directly) by pursuing other activities. such as the 

maximisation of short-run sales revenues. 

On the other hand, even though less complexity is anticipated in the family businesses where 

separation of ownership and management does not exist, this does not necessarily improve the 

effectiveness of either decision making or profitability (T. D. Allen & Eby, 2016). As previously 

mentioned, traditional agency theory even predicts family businesses will outperform non-family 

firms (Daily & Dollinger 1992) because the personal and emotional stakes that family members bring 

to the business make them more committed to the business’s success (Spieler & Murray 2008). 

However, agency researchers have noted that family businesses are likely to experience performance 

issues due to underinvestment and company cultural issues generating from nepotism (Randoy & Goel 

2003; Kallmuenzer, 2015; Barrett, 2014). Underinvestment and irrational economic situations may 

occur when the primary owner of the family business sacrifices economic gains in pursuit of family 

harmony and may even extract valuable resources for personal gain (Le Breton-Miller and Miller, 

2009). Issues relating to nepotism may occur when family owners are more concerned with providing 

employment to future generations, rather than being inclined to hire the most qualified employees. 

Subsequently, these actions may result in a suboptimal company due to the lack of or nonexistence 

of a separation between separation of ownership and management (Li & Ryan 2015). Furthermore, 

these issues may worsen when there are multiple family owners in a business; agency issues would 

be more problematic as family owners have insular agendas that may be at the expense effective 

management (Bertrand and Schoar, 2006). On the other hand, separation of ownership and 
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management may result some advantages for the non-family businesses rather resulting in an 

inherent conflict of interest between managers and owners/stakeholders. The delegation of the 

management function to those who have the necessary knowledge may bring greater efficiency and 

profitability to the firm, which would also assist the sustainability of the firm.  

Additionally, issues generating from the agent-principal theory may be effectively managed by the 

several disciplining mechanisms (Chrisman et al. 2003; Barrett, 2014). For example, Gomez-Mejia et 

al (2001) argue that competition in the managerial labour market will limit managerial discretion; 

according to Ponomareva (2015), this trend is still pertinent. In essence, managers of non-family 

businesses will be willing to perform according to shareholders’ interests to be able to gain access to 

the best jobs and remain in the job. In this context, bankruptcy works as the ultimate threat because 

of the loss of reputation for the manager. Many also argue that strong competition in markets 

effectively limits managers’ power to pursue their own interests at the expense of shareholders’ 

interests because it makes it easier to verify the performance of managers (Maher & Andersson 1999; 

Bertrand & Schoar, 2006; Spieler & Murray 2008). As a result, there are different ways to evaluate 

performance comparisons across firms, and there is a higher probability of bankruptcy if managers 

pursue self-interested activities (Hotchkiss et al.,2008). Other authors argue that executive 

compensation packages linking management’s income to the firm’s performance will align the 

interests of managers and shareholders so that there should be no difference in the level of 

performance of firms as a result of differing ownership control structures (Hotchkiss et al.,2008). 

Finally, encouraging takeovers of those non-family companies that underperform and the 

replacement of poorly performing managers with more efficient managers will act as an additional 

external deterrent that will ensure managers do not diverge too much from shareholders’ interests 

(McColgan, 2001). Nevertheless, management selection and replacement, enforcement of incentive 

contracts, and takeovers themselves involve transaction costs (often referred to as agency costs) that 

do not exist or are minimal in a family business, where the principal(s) and agent(s) are the same 

person or belong to the same family. Therefore, even if shareholders’ and managers’ interests can be 

properly aligned through a range of internal and external mechanisms, family businesses would still 

enjoy a cost advantage over non-family businesses (Daily and Dollinger, 1992; Spieler & Murray 2008). 

However, the influence of family-related issues, aside from business interests, in family businesses 

creates a more complex structure of individual preferences (Chrisman et al., 2004; Nordqvist & Melin, 

2008; Corbetta & Salvato, 2004; Gómez-Mejía, Núñez-Nickel, & Gutierrez, 2001; Sharma, Chrisman, & 

Chua, 1997). Altruistic aspects play an important role in decision-making and therefore create other 

sources of agency costs (Ke, 2018). Further, recent studies have indicated that family businesses are 
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not without their own agency problems (Chell & Karataş-Özkan, 2014; Chrisman, Devaraj, & Patel, 

2017). However, it appears to be particularly difficult to measure individual preferences that are 

guided by relational and altruistic motives and to quantify the costs they cause (Nordqvist, Melin, 

Waldkirch, & Kumeto, 2015). In order to reverse the effects of unique agency costs, family businesses 

may adhere to elements of separating the ownership and the management of the company, and use 

external expertise (T. M. Zellweger, Kellermanns, Chrisman, & Chua, 2012) when required to find more 

success in the firm. Carefully planned successions and strict procedures applied to family members 

may reduce the risk of getting into danger by  mixing these elements for poor management of the 

company. Moreover, opportunities to further develop contractual incentive and monitoring 

mechanisms for a reduction in agency costs could be applied for the non-family managers (Nordqvist 

et al., 2015). It would be interesting to see whether this sort of procedure could be introduced to the 

family business owner/managers too. Therefore, according to the above analysis on both family and 

non-family businesses, it has been shown that it is crucial to monitor financial performance for both 

family and non-family managers (Chrisman et al., 2007; Sieger et al., 2013).  

1.5.2 Management Strategies and Style 

It has been proved in many cases that family businesses are capable of better business performance, 

have lower expenses, and are more flexible and stable during crises (Helsen et al, 2017). Family 

businesses may therefore also pursue a unique set of management strategies and adopt different 

management styles that facilitate the development of more efficient approaches to business 

management and problem solving, such as flat management, customer service, lean structures, and 

quicker decision processes and commitment. However, Botero et al. (2015), Birley et al. (1999), and 

Lansberg (1983) argue that the strong interconnection between the family and business aspects can 

also create multiple management difficulties or problematic managerial situations for family 

businesses which can harm their long-term survival. 

Family businesses adhere to unique management strategies mainly due to the overlap of the 

institutions of family and business (Birley et al., 1999; Lansberg, 1983). Even though the family is a 

separate institution to the business, with a distinct set of family values and principles (Lansberg, 1983), 

serving family expectations may become prioritised over the financial expectations of the company. 

Moreover, there are three factors which affect and shape the management strategies of the family 

businesses. These three factors are critical to understand the distinctions of the practices or“socially 

constructed sets of, assumptions, values, and beliefs” (Besharov and Smith, 2014, p. 364) that shape 

the management strategies within family businesses that are different to non-family businesses. The 
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impact of a.) socio-emotional wealth preservation, b.) non-economic goals and values, and c.) degrees 

of nepotism and altruism applied to management perspectives are discussed in detail below. 

First, it is considered that family businesses are driven by socio-emotional wealth preservation. Family-

owners derive socio-emotional wealth from several sources, including having the family name 

associated with their firms, emotional attachment to the firm, and the satisfaction of family members 

working for the company (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2011). However, since one task of a family firm is to 

sustain and increase owners’ socio-emotional wealth, its preservation affects the business decision-

making of family-owners and the management. Kalm & Mejia (2016) and Berrone et al. (2012) suggest 

that these dimensions of socio-emotional wealth form a ‘frame of reference’ (p. 259) used to make 

decisions. In relation to this view, in family business context, generally a few widely accepted 

managerial skills such as decision-making procedures, technical, interpersonal, and conceptual 

management  (Nieuwenhuizen et al., 2008, p.42; Scholes et al., 2010) contain its unique pros and cons 

different to the non- family businesses. 

The centralisation of the decision-making process can be of a different nature in family businesses. 

With decisional control resting largely in the hands of top family members, the family business benefits 

from lower decision-making costs and enhanced flexibility (Davis and Tagiuri, 1982; Goffee and Scase, 

1991; Hall, 1988; Poza, et al., 1997). However, according to the PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) Next 

Generation Survey (2016), among 268 business figures from the next generation of family businesses 

in 31 countries, 68% want to or will bring in experienced professional non-family managers to help 

manage the family business, including the decision-making process. Therefore, change to the future 

management structures of family businesses is possible, even though the possible extent of this would 

need to be evaluated with subsequent research (Basco, 2016). 

The decision-making process of family businesses needs to be transparent, and owners need to be 

able to justify and take accountability for their decisions (Keay & Loughrey (2015). However, given the 

“penchant of privacy”(Chrisman, InnoCom, Holbrook, Chua, & Phillips, 2002, p. 301; Tagiuri & Davis, 

1982) and the interconnection of family and business (S. Basly, 2017, p. vii), decisions are taken 

through rather informal channels, which may be less time consuming but may not always be not 

accurate and successful. On the other hand, centralised decision-making is said to be even more 

efficient through the use of ‘family language’, which enables more effective communication and 

greater privacy (Tagiuri & Davis, 1982), thus benefitting from lower monitoring and control costs (Daily 

and Dollinger, 1992). Finally, the inherent privacy of centralised family decision-making can give family 

businesses another strategic advantage because their competitors do not have access to information 

about their operations or financial condition (Johnson, 1990). However, Rivers (2017) states that any 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0080210716301935#bib0030
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ineffective decision-making in a family business could be concealed since family members may assist 

each other to cover their mistakes in order to minimise the damage to profitability and reputation. 
Differences also arise in the technical aspects and control of organisations. The assignment of tasks, 

the grouping of work activities, the flow of work and information, and the standardisation and control 

of work processes may be organised informally in family businesses (Cunningham 2013). Charbel et 

al. (2013) also agree with this by stating that family business “rely less on the use of formal internal 

control systems” essentially because, without an agency relationship, they do not need to account for 

their actions since the managers could be the owners of the firm.  
The second factor is that families tend to have non-economic goals and values. Chrisman et al. (2012) 

suggest family businesses more often have family-centred non-economic goals which can influence 

organisational policies and procedures, such as family harmony, family social status, and passing down 

a family legacy. Westhead (2006) also notes that owner-managers of family businesses reported 

significantly different objectives for their businesses than non-family managers. Most notably, owner-

managers significantly emphasised the need to maintain the financial independence of the family as 

well as the business. In order to gain financial stability for the business and secure the survival of the 

business, Charbe et al. (2013) state that owner-managers of family businesses also want to see the 

profits remain in the business; Hamlyn (2004) states that family businesses are more concerned with 

stability rather than business expansion. 

Thirdly, it is assumed that most families who are intent on maintaining family businesses for multiple 

generations will engage in some degree of nepotism and altruism. Nepotism, defined as “the practice 

of hiring relatives” (Vinton, 1998) or providing preferential treatment to relatives (Spranger et al., 

2012), is an informal recruitment and selection process in family business. Many authors have 

suggested there are advantages to nepotism, including the alignment of values, developing deep 

business knowledge over many years, and maintenance of the firm’s social capital (Sorenson et all., 

2013; Spranger et al., 2012; Vinton, 1998). Additionally, families may make decisions to hire or retain 

underperforming family members on the basis of duty, leading to altruism (Schulze et al., 2003). This 

is illustrated when family leaders “attempting to help other family members, unintentionally and/or 

indirectly encourage them to shirk their dues”(de Kok et al., 2006, p. 441). Leadership, management, 

and strategic direction are therefore controlled or influenced by the family members, whether they 

are  fit to perform the job or not, whereas in non-family businesses, business leaders are chosen via a 

selection and recruitment process designed to identify the most suitable professional. 
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Balancing family and business activities in a family business is a challenge for contemporary family 

businesses (European Family Business, 2017; Karatas-Ozkan et al., 2011; Zachary, 2011; Zareie, 2011). 

Owner-managers face the challenge of balancing responsibilities in both the family and the family 

business. Although family business owners find it is becoming much more difficult to achieve this 

balance in recent times, they should be able adopt new management strategies to cope up with the 

challenges that continuously occur in the external and internal business environments. 

1.6 Focus of the Research 

1.6.1 Research Aim and Objectives 

Many family businesses begin with an innovative idea (Chenail, 2009; Nordqvist et al., 2009). Through 

dedication and hard work, these businesses grow from a start-up situation to a successful and 

profitable operation, and perhaps even to multi-national levels. Family businesses are an important 

contributor to the UK economy and, as previously stated, family-owned and managed businesses 

make up a significant proportion of the local business sector and provide substantial employment in 

different regions including North West England (IFB report, 2017/18). In fact, the North West is one 

of the regions where family businesses are most important, hence over 90 per cent  of all private 

sector firms in this area are family businesses. 

As previously stated, at the core of this thesis is an investigation that seeks to determine the Learning 

Organisational characteristics within the medium and large family businesses in the North West 

region, with a primary aim of examining and evaluating the theory of the LO, and discussing the 

application of this theory to a family business. In order to materialise the aim of the research, it is 

further examined through the identification of research questions and objectives (RO). The research 

aims and objectives are as below: 

The key question this thesis addresses is:  

‘Do medium and large family businesses display the characteristics of the Learning Organisation 

at the individual, team, and organisational level?’ 

The research objectives (RO) are identified below: 
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Objective 1:  

To critically explore the literature on family businesses, and particularly examine the approaches to 

define family businesses and dynamics of the family business compared to non-family business. 

Objective 2:  

To critically explore the literature on the LO concept: how the LO concept was developed, different 

models of the concept, and an assessment of the LO characteristics which are common to most 

models.  

Objective 3:  

To investigate whether medium and large family businesses in the North West of England display the 

characteristics of LOs. 

Objective 4: 

To suggest a model of the LO that can be modified and adapted for family businesses within family 

businesses. 

In order to achieve the aim of the research, the above four research objectives were presented, and 

the research process was  conducted in order to accomplish these objectives. The review of the 

literature on the two main topics was carried out for the purpose of understanding the existing 

concepts and theories of the FB and the LO, which facilitates achieving objectives 1 and 2 respectively.  

Therefore, Chapter 2 (the literature review) will investigate the existing concepts and theories 

pertaining to the family business, which particularly comprise of detailed analyses of the significance 

of family businesses, the family business definition dilemma, approaches to define family and 

businesses, and comparisons of core characteristics of family businesses with non-family businesses.  

Chapter 3, Examination of the Concept of the Learning Organisation, is set up for the review of 

literature on a broad range of topics related to the LO concept: the antecedents of the concept, 

developments, and barriers to implementing the concept. Different models of LO are included 

subsequently.   

Objective 3 of the research is accomplished by establishing the conceptual framework. To do so, in 

Chapter 4, a taxonomy of characteristics of the LO developed. This effort has enabled me to extract 

the 16 most common characteristics from several writings, models, and definitions of LOs which 

provided a valid, reliable, and credible theoretical base for the study. Furthermore, qualitative 
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methodology  comprising of multiple case studies was adopted to gain an understanding how these 

characteristics are applied to different levels of the organisations. The qualitative methodology 

therefore enables more in-depth answers and the results to be used to accomplish Objective 4, which 

is to suggest a model for family businesses to adapt LO characteristics.   

1.6.2 Thesis Structure 

 

 

FIGURE 1: THESIS STRUCTURE OVERVIEW 

Chapter 1 provides an insight into the main themes, selected context, and the research aims and 

objectives which underpin the study and act as a guide map to the thesis. Initially the chapter identifies 

the purpose of the thesis and introduces the benefits of adopting a Learning Organisation concept 

within a business. The chapter proceeds to explain the importance of the research and identifies the 

research aims and objectives. The chapter progresses to discuss the research approach utilised within 

the thesis to achieve the research objectives and aims. Finally, the chapter concludes by outlining the 

structure of the thesis. 

Chapters 2 and 3 set out the necessary theoretical and contextual framework for the thesis. Chapter 

2 gives a comprehensive review of the literature on the definition of FB and examines the dynamics 

of family businesses. The chapter highlights the development of family business research and 

proposes definitions for the term ‘family business’. Based on the definitions posed, a discussion of the 

characteristics and other dimensions of the family businesses is conducted with a comparison of family 

and non-family businesses. Chapter 3 reviews the literature pertaining to the development of the LO 
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concept. Initially, historical context of the LO is analysed by identifying its antecedents (humanist 

approach to the management, knowledge, and performance-based theories). Next, the rationale for 

selecting the LO concept is discussed. The purposes and benefits of the LO are explained in detail, 

which gives justification to the importance of this study.  

Chapter 4 presents a conceptual framework of the research. A taxonomy of LO characteristics based 

on the prominent writings of 40 scholars, authors, researchers, and practitioners on this topic were 

considered, and 7 main domains of LO concept were identified. 21 characteristics were clustered into 

the selected 7 domains, and a further 16 characteristics were selected for this study based on the 

broadest consensus among the 40 writings. Finally, this chapter discusses the context of family 

businesses in North West England and the selected criteria of the case studies for the research. 

Chapter 5 sets out the philosophical and methodological framework underpinning the research and 

provides an overview and justification of the research strategy and methods adopted. The chapter 

starts with constructive interpretivism as the ontological and epistemological stance for this research, 

followed by the development of the research methodological approach taken in the thesis. The 

research process utilised in this thesis is identified through a discussion of the research strategy and 

methods in order to obtain the research objectives posed. The qualitative methodology adopted for 

this study is multiple case study strategy with 30 interviews as the qualitative data collection methods. 

The analytical procedure used for this study is discussed next. Finally, the measurements of the 

trustworthiness and ethical considerations of the research is discussed in detail.  

In Chapter 6, research findings are presented with the analysis of the results pertaining to the three 

levels of the learning organisation: Section 6.3 presents the findings of the LO characteristics at the 

organisational level, Section 6.4 presents the findings of the LO characteristics at the team level, and 

Section 6.5. presents the findings of the LO characteristics at the individual level. Furthermore, the 

findings presented are interpreted and contextualised within the theoretical foundations of the thesis 

and the extant literature. This forms the basis for the final stage of analysis in which the data and 

findings are re-analysed to identify to what extent LO characteristics prevail in medium and large 

family businesses in the North West England. 

Finally, Chapter 7 concludes with a discussion of the results of the research and presents 

recommendations for medium and large family business. The chapter proceeds to identify the 

theoretical and empirical contributions the thesis makes. The chapter concludes by identifying the 

limitations of the research, and highlights directions for further research. A final concluding statement 

is then given. 
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2.1. Chapter Introduction 

The broad focus of this research is to explore aspects of LO in the context of the family business, 

therefore, the purpose of this chapter is to examine the theoretical background of family businesses. 

This chapter examines the dynamics of the family and their engagement in the business over time in 

relation with the importance of incorporating learning perspective and to see the scope for 

implementing the aspects of LO. At first, the scale of family businesses in economies worldwide, as 

quantified in the financial and economic reports, is summarised in order to establish, and reinforce 

the importance of the area of study. Next, definitions of family business put forward by writers and 

researchers of diverse disciplines including sociology, psychology and business are examined. Based 

on this discussion, the definition of family business used for this study is identified. In the last section, 

the key characteristics of family firms are discussed by comparing them with non-family businesses. 

2.2 Family Business Background 

Family businesses are the oldest form of business known to civilised mankind (Meir, 2015) in which 

work and life were interrelated and sometimes, inseparable (Management Association, 2017) and one 

of the fundamental pillars of the world’s economy since the form of organisations (Huybrechts, 

Voordeckers, Lybaert, & Vandemaele, 2011). Inevitably, family businesses have been an integral part 

of both the local and international economies for centuries and have continued to play an important 

role. However, research in the area of family businesses has been relatively limited prior to 1990 (Bird, 

Welsch, Astrachan, & Pistrui, 2002; Cano-Rubio et al., 2017) and still emerging. The studies and 

research in this field have attracted significant attention in recent times because of the prevalence of 

family businesses in the global economic and business landscape (M. Braun, Porschitz, & Latham, 

2016) and their role in both developed and emerging economies is significant in terms of employment 

generation, wealth creation and industrialisation. 

According to the Family Firm Institute (FFI), family-owned, family businesses account for two-thirds of 

all businesses worldwide, generating more than 70% of global GDP annually 

(http://www.ffi.org/page/globaldatapoints) and Overbeke et al., (2015) states that figure range 

between, 70-90%. In order to contribute about 70% of global GDP, family Businesses are accounting 

for more than two-thirds of companies all around the globe (KPMG, 2015), and provide 50–80% of 

employment in most countries (Ernst & Young, 2015). According to the European Family Businesses 

Organisation, there are more than 14 million family businesses in the EU 

(www.europeanfamilybusinesses.eu). They make up to 65-80% of all European companies, accounting 

for an average of more than 40- 50% of all jobs (ec.europa.eu, 2016). In mature industrial economies 

which are included in the EU, such as France and Germany, over 80% of the companies are family 

http://www.ffi.org/page/globaldatapoints
http://www.europeanfamilybusinesses.eu/
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controlled (Kets de Vries & Carlock, 2016). Subsequently, in Asia, most emerging economies such as 

India and China have been flourished with the FB as well. Family businesses account for two-thirds of 

India’s GDP (KPMG, 2013) and in China, among 7.4 million private enterprises, family businesses 

account for 85.4 % of them (Cai, 2015). Even some of the strongest economies in the world such as 

the US and UK rely on the wealth created by the family businesses. In America, 80 to 90 % of all 

business enterprises are family-owned or controlled businesses, where just over half of US workers 

being employed (www.sba.gov/advocacy/firm-size-data). This suggests that the family businesses in 

both developed and emerging economies play a vital role, therefore their significance cannot be 

understated. 

According to the IBF Research Foundation Report 2017/18, in 2016 there were 4.8 million family 

businesses in the UK, and they make up 88% of all private sector businesses in the UK. The same report 

states that UK family businesses employed 12.2 million people in 2016 which is overall, three per cent 

higher than in 2014 and 24% higher than five years earlier. Furthermore, the report confirms that 

family businesses earned £1.4 trillion in 2016, which was up six per cent from 2014. On this revenue, 

they generated a £460 billion gross value-added contribution to UK Gross Domestic Product (GDP). 

With this significant importance of their contribution as highlighted by the Chinese, United States and 

UK examples, it can be seen that, family businesses have become one of the predominant forms of 

enterprise throughout the world becoming increasingly rigorous over the past two decades (Litz et al., 

2012). The diversity of family businesses and their performance make them a subject area worthy of 

exploration. For example, many early family business research studies were focused on the general 

topics including: succession (Rothwell, 2002), conflict (Birley, 2001; Cascio & Aguinis, 2008), 

Ownership (Tagiuri & Davis, 1982) and governance (Ivan Lansberg, Perrow, & Rogolsky, 1988; Litz, 

1995). However, the current topics of the field have dramatically focused on other issues such as 

innovation (M. Braun et al., 2016), adaptability and re-skilling of workforce  (Kammerlander, Sieger, 

Voordeckers, & Zellweger, 2015), diversification into new market areas (Alfredo De Massis, Frattini, 

Majocchi, & Piscitello, 2018), entrepreneurial learning (Barbera, Bernhard, Nacht, & McCann, 2015; A. 

De Massis & Kotlar, 2015; Hamilton, 2011; Ospina, 2017) and reinvention efforts with each generation 

(Konopaski et al., 2015), technological advances incorporated to family businesses (Calabro et al., 

2018; Alfredo De Massis, Frattini, & Lichtenthaler, 2012).  

Bhat et al (2013) view families as the building blocks of a stable society, so family businesses are 

important in building a stable economy. A FB by its very nature is more inclined than other types of 

companies to re-invest in itself to support and perpetuate wealth in future generations (Perri & 

Peruffo, 2016). Family businesses have the capacity to make long-term investments and resist the 

http://www.sba.gov/advocacy/firm-size-data
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pressure of short-term returns, which frequently burdens publicly held companies (Nordqvist et al., 

2015). However, the environments that family businesses are operating in are changing at a rapid 

speed where the challenges that were encountered by one generation of the business would be very 

different to the challenges of the other, such as digitisation and a move towards an ever-connected 

global economy. Therefore, even with strongly established and persevered roots of the business, it is 

still not possible for family businesses to avoid the threats (Lane & David, 2018), challenges which are 

as a result of globalisation, evolving nature of customer needs (Zahra, 2012), technological 

advancement and changing expectations of the workforce (I. Lansberg & Gersick, 2015).  As these 

challenges are changing constantly, and in some cases on day-by-day basis, therefore, family 

businesses need to change their strategies accordingly as well. There are some industry reports 

concerning the state of family businesses that are of benefit and addition to the scholarly literature 

on this topic area.  

An IFB report of 2016/17 states that without allocating substantial room for innovation and learning 

in the family businesses, it will be hard for them to survive. Also, according to the 

PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) next generation survey, (2016) the two main future business priorities 

for family businesses are, first, finding and retention of a skilled, educated, and adaptable workforce 

and wellbeing of the workforce.  The Sixth edition of the European Family Business Barometer 

research conducted by European Family Business (EFB) and KPMG European Business Barometer 

report,( 2017) states that, according to their survey, 43% of respondents identified the ‘war for talent’ 

as the most concerned issue they face, which the term denoted the availability of high standard skilled 

labour and associated costs. This research was conducted with more than 1,100 respondents from 

family business owners across the European Union (EU). They synonymously stated that the ‘war for 

talent’ concern put greater pressure on family businesses. With the aforementioned challenges they 

recognised in the report, family business owners across the EU who participated in this study identified 

following family business priorities for the next two years (see figure 2). 
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FIGURE 2: FAMILY BUSINESS PRIORITIES FOR THE NEXT 2 YEARS (SOURCE:  KPMG EUROPEAN BUSINESS BAROMETER, 

2017,  P.21) 

The above study was conducted in relation to family businesses in Europe and not formally delineated 

how these issues impact on different countries or on different sectors. However, with similar studies 

around the world, it is evident that family businesses need to have a personalised mission to face 

different challenges discussed above (Pranged & Warren, 2017). With the family business culture and 

characteristics which emphasise on long-term orientation, continuity and perseverance (Chrisman et 

al.2012), the implication and integration of LO concept to the operating philosophy of a family 

business in order to face future challenges could be very important in current business environment. 

According to the Lane and David (2018) for the founders and their successors in family businesses tend 

to be highly accountable to themselves and maintain a strong sense of family and community 

responsibility. There is, as a result, an increased opportunity for mutual loyalty, responsibility, 

autonomy and accountability between and among the organisations, groups/ departments and 
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individual workers. More than the formally structured organisation, the characteristics of a family 

business, which contribute to higher levels of risk taking, innovation, productivity and independence 

can logically be extended to increasing levels of productivity and personal responsibility in the 

community and society at large (Daily & Dollinger, 1992). 

However, the irony of the family business is that the same characteristics, which give strength to and 

enhance the potential for a business’s success, can also be a disabling burden, particularly during 

leadership transitions (P. Sharma, Auletta, DeWitt, Parada, & Yusof, 2015). Gupta and Levenburg 

(2012) agree with them and state that family businesses are powerful yet delicate entities that often 

require unique understanding and assistance within the multiple systems they embrace (i.e. family, 

business, community). This idea can be reflected by the fact that the family businesses can acquire a 

powerful position in the societies because of the better preference by consumers and are more 

involved with customer service (Smyrnios, Poutziouris, Goel, & Edward Elgar, 2013), have a respect 

for tradition (Halkias, Santora, Harkiolakis, & Thurman, 2017), and take care of their employees 

(Kammerlander et al., 2015). At the same time, family businesses put in a vulnerable position caused 

by the problems with joint decision-making, career choices and supervision of family members as 

employees, and succession issues (R. C. Anderson & Reeb, 2003; Peck, Mulvey, & Jackson, 2018). 

2.3 What is Family? 

Family business is a familiar term in communities since they are closely connected to communities as 

they provide different products and services that communities are familiar with. They range from 

small enterprises such as neighbourhood bakery, grocery shop and coffee shop to large conglomerates 

that operate in multiple industries and countries, such as, Samsung Electronics, Wal-Mart, 

Volkswagen, Mars, Nike, Reliance Industries, Dior and so many other (Schwass & Glemser, 2016) which 

serve and interact with people in day to day life in many different ways and through many different 

channels (Ramadani & Hoy, 2015). 

Almost every family business has a unique start, unique grow, unique span of life with unique 

personality which is deriving from generations of family and business heritage. However, the concept 

of family, and the values and elements which come with it are common in every family business, even 

though they will be incorporated and shared differently and in a unique way within each family 

business. Therefore, it is important to understand the notion of the “Family” as it is common to every 

family business. 

The oldest and the longest social unit of the world is the family and regarded as a major social 

institution, regardless of the size and the nature of it. Murdock, (1949) examined the institution of the 
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family in a wide range of societies, and he described, the family as a social unit created by blood 

relation, marriage or adoption, which provides the continuity of values and attitudes from one 

generation to the next, and can be described as nuclear (parents and children) or extended 

(encompassing other relatives). In fact, in most societies, the family is the principal institution for the 

upbringing of children and socialising and integrating them (Department of Health, 2000), therefore, 

considered as the main influence in promoting social and economic advance that depends upon each 

generation having a better education or greater skill than the last. 

McGoldrick (2011, p. 2) defines families, as the “people who have shared history and a shared future”, 

who encompass the entire emotional system of at least three, frequently four or even five generations 

held together by blood, legal and/or historical ties which is fundamentally common for family business 

context where business is shared and passed to next generation. A large and established body of 

research evidence has shown the significance of the family as the primary institution for carrying out 

essential production, consumption, reproduction, and accumulation functions that are associated 

with the social and economic aspects of individuals and societies (Tagiuri & Davis, 1982). The key 

pathways to these functions are acquiring social and economic stability, including family capital and 

family resilience(Ke, 2018). The concept of social and economic family capital refers to “resources 

embedded” in individuals which shape their character, social network, decision making, and identity, 

financial wellbeing and provide social and emotional support to achieve their goals in life (J. R. Belcher, 

Peckuonis, & Deforge, 2011). Walsh (2003) and Betsey (2005) stated that families and their members 

demonstrate resiliency when they build caring support systems for the family members and solve 

problems creatively, while their resilient behaviour can be reflected in the maintenance 

resourcefulness and determination despite adversity which lead them to respond successfully to crises 

and challenges, to recover and grow from those experiences, and to generally attain empowerment. 

Moreover, the same attribute of resiliency is also reflected in the institutions and other organisations 

they build to support the family unit regardless of financial or non- financial intentions (Mignon & 

Mahmoud-Jouini, 2014). 

Also, this nature of the family unit is often reflected in the family businesses as well (Chrisman et al., 

2011) and most of the characteristics of the family businesses have roots ingrained in the elements of 

the family described above. For their sustainability, families must provide for their members, earn a 

living day to day, and, very often, the desire to accumulate wealth over time. With these qualities, 

Nicholson (2008) state that the family unit brings together and creates the forces enabling the 

emerging and sustained entrepreneurial behaviour which then transform into perspective of the 

complex and dynamic phenomenon of business that is owned and operated by family members. This 
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way of emergence of business within families is simply a historical (Prangley & Warren, 2017) natural 

and logical phenomenon (Colli, 2003) started for the sustainability of individual family and developed 

into a successful phenomenon across the globe which help economies to thrive. 

2.4 Family Business Defined 

In spite of the fact that family businesses have been in existence and operating for long as economies 

have existed and serve as the backbone of most economies, it was not until the 1990s that the field 

was recognised as a separate discipline for scholarly inquiry (Bird et al., 2002). Therefore, as a rather 

young academic field of inquiry in business and management studies, family enterprises or businesses 

are commonly used terms which have many meanings and implications. Therefore, academics, 

consultants, professionals and practitioners struggled to define these terms even before the field of 

study emerged in the 1980s. In the inaugural issue of the professional journal Family Business Review, 

Lansberg, et al., (1988) recognised the difficulty of defining family business. They posed the question, 

“What is a family business?” and answered by stating: 

"People seem to understand what is meant by the term family business, yet when they try to articulate 

a precise definition they quickly discover that it is a very complicated phenomenon” (Ivan Lansberg et 

al., 1988, p. 1). 

Since then, research paradigm’s development is still emerging, uniting a diverse group of people such 

as family therapists, psychologists, family business owners, and members, consultants, solicitors, 

accountants, academicians and researchers but without an agreement on the basic definition (R. E. 

Kidwell, Hoy, & Ibarreche, 2012; Zahra, 2012). However, more diverse people and professions are 

included in Family Business more definitions evolve as confirmed by Carsrud, (1994); 

“There are as many definitions as there are academics, attorneys, accountants, bankers and insurance 

brokers.” (p.39). 

First, the complexity, diversity and evolution of human behaviour would be a reason for this dilemma 

of definitions as suggested by R. E. Kidwell et al.,  (2012) (1994), which they further claim that there 

are only a very few terms in the behavioural science literature that have universally accepted 

definitions (p.9). Therefore, literature on family business contains wide ranging definitions to define 

family firms although it is recognised that family firms are different from non-family firms (Amann & 

Jaussaud, 2012; Halkias et al., 2017; Quer, Rienda, & Claver, 2008; X. Wang & Shibing Jiang, 2018). 

Second, defining the family business is a complex issue because its key components represent the 

interaction of the family and business systems (Kontinen & Ojala, 2010a; Chrisman & Sharma, 1999), 
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to which many extra dimensions added inevitably ownership, governance and sibling rivalry and 

succession. Third, some researchers (Jones & Rose, 1993; Renzi and Esposito, 2007) have 

acknowledged the complexities to be faced with attempting to use “family firm or family business” as 

a generic term that somehow embraces the strategy and structure of all firms which are managed by 

families. This is because, the scale, scope, boundaries, organisation and legal status of family business 

vary historically, between sectors and between countries. Family business strategies also diverge 

sharply between contexts, time-periods and cultures. Therefore, none of the definitions of the family 

business from the literature has been broadly accepted (Cano-Rubio et al., 2017), and Harms (2014) 

claim that there is no broadly accepted definition of family business at all.  

Therefore, it has become difficult to reach a wide accepted definition since made practically difficult 

to reach any kind of constructive and comparative ground regarding the field (Memili, 2018). As a 

result, it is argued that because of the lack of a unified model and lack of unanimity about the 

definition of family business research, it has made it difficult to compare studies (Ramadani & Hoy, 

2015) nor determine the boundaries of the field of family business research  (Hernández-Linares, 

Sarkar, & López-Fernández, 2017). As a result, research on family businesses has not progressed as 

rapidly or systematically as it could have (Braidford, Houston, Allinson, & Stone, 2014). 

2.5 Approaches to define Family Businesses 

With a vast variety of definitions existing and emerging, there will be a need to develop and test a 

theory of the family business (Chrisman, Chua, & Steier, 2011). For that, there will be a need for using 

existing theories to explain specific phenomena associated with family businesses (A. De Massis & 

Kotlar, 2015). Therefore, analysing a broad range of theories related to family business is important 

because such an attempt will assist in setting the boundaries for research in the field and serve as a 

“mechanism for assimilating, extending and disseminating knowledge” (Pramodita Sharma, Chrisman, 

& Chua, 2003, p. 6). One of the most important issues that must be addressed in a theory of the family 

business is how and why these businesses behave in a distinguishably different way to that of non-

family businesses (Alfredo De Massis et al., 2012; T. Zellweger, 2017). 

However, although it appears that researchers and academics have not reached consensus as to what 

exactly a family firm or a family business is, which was supported by, Neubauer and Lank (1998) who 

states that little consensus on a definition is common in any emerging academic discipline like a family 

business. There are nevertheless commonalities among most of the definitions. These commonalities 

may ultimately assist to reach a consensus to confirm a definition of the family business as suggested 

by Hernández-Linaresa et al (2017). There is a consensus about several elements and dimensions of 
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what constitutes a family business and its operationalisation. Comparison and replication of 

commonalities among core conceptual elements or the dimensions included in various definitions of 

the family business are key criteria by which to judge the robustness of an instrument (Poutziouris, 

Smyrnios, & Klein, 2008). Chrisman et al., (2003) also provide one guiding principle for any typology 

to become a good classification. They state that the researchers should be able to group similar 

entities and differentiate them from dissimilar entities without undue sacrifice of other essential 

classification attributes. 

When segmented carefully into different categories, it is convenient to understand the different 

themes that have been included in the different definitions. Frequently, it was evident that the results 

obtained in different researches were greatly impacted by the family business definition used for the 

particular study (Cano-Rubio, 2017) and inevitably it shows that excessive use of multiple and v aried 

concepts of family business, often resulting in disparate and diverse results (Nordqvist, & Hitt, 2012). 

The conceptual spectrum used is extremely broad, ranging from the simplest conceptualisation based 

on the owners’ perception of the family or non-family nature of the business to other concepts that 

employ variables such as ownership, management, commitment or continuity and combinations 

thereof. 

Furthermore, Handler (1989) identifies four dimensions used by writers in the family business 

literature to define the family firm: (1) degree of ownership and management by family members, (2) 

interdependent sub-systems, (3) generational transfer, and (4) multiple conditions. These dimensions 

sometimes overlap with the academic literature in the field in some ways. Moreover, Handler 

observes that there seems to be a general agreement that the dimensions to be considered are the 

first three. Some authors use only one of the aforementioned dimensions to define a family business 

although their writings do recognise the importance of the others. If all these dimensions are 

important in defining the family business, then a definition must incorporate them all to be widely 

accepted as supported by Harms (2014). Handler’s (1989) also attempts to provide a conceptual 

clarification of the dimensions involved in defining the family business. Therefore, in order to 

understand what a family business is, one can look at each of the four components within Handler’s 

(1990) definition. 

With much agreement with Handler’s dimensions, De Massis et al. (2012) attempted to identify the 

criteria, most often used to define family businesses (Table 3) in qualitative empirical studies. 

According to them, the ownership-based condition appears to be the most frequently adopted 

dimension since it was present in 98 of the 124 sample empirical articles. 
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Definitional criterion No. of occurrences Frequency % 

Ownership 98 79 
Management 66 53 
Directorship 35 28 
Self-identification 19 15 
Multiple generations 11 9 
Intra-family succession intention 9 7 
Total 238 100 

TABLE 2:CRITERIA USED TO DEFINE FAMILY BUSINESS (SOURCE: DE MASSIS ET AL., 2012,  P. 13) 

Some additional information should be pointed out about the above tables. First, several authors 

combine some of the criteria cited to define FBs, which makes the percentages sum to more than 

100% (Ramadani & Hoy, 2015). Secondly, these authors do not consider the involvement criterion, 

which Zahra (2003) sees as unique to family businesses. Involvement not only gives family members 

the information to commit to a course of continuous learning and development, but also the 

knowledge to evaluate the merits and outcomes of continuous progress. Thirdly, a few criteria 

mentioned in the table such as multiple generations, intra-family succession intention and the 

existence of family members being trained to take up a job position in the business in a short period 

of time, can be integrated into a single criterion called continuity (Nordqvist et al., 2015). An integrated 

analysis carried out by Hernández-Linares et.al (2017) saw the extraction of 258 definitions from the 

literature on family businesses, thereby providing an extension to De Massis et al. (2012) five criteria. 

They recognised eight conceptual elements; continuity, culture, employ, governance, management, 

ownership, self-definition, and strategies which they recommend in defining a family firm. 

Continuity Anticipate, across-generations, anticipation, be passed on, continue, continuity, 
cross-generational, expected to pass, future family generations, future generations, 
generations, inherited, intent to transfer, intention to maintain, multiple 
generations, next generations, second generation, succession, succession process. 

Culture Culture, values, vision 

Employ Employ(s), employed, employees, employing, serve, serving, work, worked, working 

Governance Supervisory board, advisory board, board, board of advisors, board of directors, 
chairman, chairperson, company board, companies governing body, corporate 
board, corporate governance, directors, governed, governance, management 
board, supervisory board 

Management Administrative posts, CEOs, chief executives, chief executive officer, decision 
making, executive officer, executive role, insider officers, key executives, key 
management positions, leadership, leadership positions,  leading, make decisions, 
making decisions, manage, management, management team, managerial positions, 
managerial roles, manager, managing officer, president, principal, ran, run, senior 
management, senior managers, the highest executives, TMT, top executives, top 
management, top management board, top management positions, top 
management teams, top managers, top officer. 
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Ownership Block of shares, block holders, capitol, control rights, controlling block, equity, 
equity holding, equity ownership, outstanding equity, own, owned, owners, 
owning, ownership, ownership stake, possesses, possession, property rights, 
proprietor, proprietorship, shares, shareholders, shareholder vote, total shares 
outstanding, votes outstanding, voting block, voting equity, voting rights, voting 
shares, voting stocks. 

Self-definitions Identified themselves, perceives, perceive themselves, self-definitions 

Strategies Business strategy, company’s policy, corporate conduct, direction, policy, 
policymaking, strategy, strategic company decisions, strategic management, 
strategic policy 

TABLE 3:  DECONSTRUCTION OF THE FAMILY BUSINESS DEFINITIONS (SOURCE:  HERNÁNDEZ-LINARES ET AL. 2017,  

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF FAMILY BUSINESS 2017) 

Ownership, Management and self-definition criteria in Table 3 are similar to ownership, management 

and self-identification criteria identified by the De Massis et al. (2012). However, multiple generations, 

Intra-family succession intentions identified by De Massis et al. (2012) were included in one criterion 

called continuity by the Hernández-Linares et.al 2017. Similarly, directorship in Table 2, is included in 

much broader criteria of governance together with some other elements in Table 3. In addition to five 

criteria mentioned in the first study in Table 2, Hernandez-Linares et.al 2017 compacted many other 

different characteristics of family businesses under “culture”, “employ” and “strategy”. 

According to above recent studies, three conceptual elements can be considered as the basis for the 

creation and the rise of the theoretical body of the family business field or as core conceptual 

elements, namely ‘‘ownership’’, ‘‘management’’, and ‘‘continuity’’. In addition, these core conceptual 

elements have the maximum centrality within the definitions, confirming that, overall, researchers 

consider these three core conceptual elements as necessary conditions to define a business as family. 

With this perspective of using “ownership”, “management” and “continuity” as the theoretical 

foundation for defining family business, some researchers Astrachan, Klein, & Smyrnios, (2002), 

Beckhard & Dyer, (1983) and  Churchill & Hatten (1987) have used a uni-dimensional approach, 

whereas others have used a multi-dimensional approach (Leach & Leach, 2007; Litz, 1995; Poutziouris 

et al., 2008). The way they combined the core conceptual elements in their definitions was mainly 

depended on the context and the nature of the research or studies they conducted. The dimensions 

frequently used in defining family firms are presented in an extensive table in Appendix D. However, 

these different approaches that exist in the domain of family businesses perhaps give rise to the lack 

of conceptual clarity. 

In a similar piece of research, Cano-Rubio et.al (2016) used five different concepts of family business to 

distinguish family business from non- family businesses. These five dimensions were chosen after an 

extensive research on the most commonly used criteria in the literature (management perception, 
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family ownership, desire for continuity, family management, and family involvement in the business 

and their combinations). 

Often, family business definitions are compounded with the finding that family-business relationship 

changes according to the structure and size of the business (Birley, 2000), which is another difficulty 

that is included in the definition dilemma. Therefore, different from the classification of dimensions 

of FB, Litz (1995) identified two complementary approaches to defining family businesses; structure-

based approach (intra-organisational family-based relatedness) and an intention-based approach. 

Barrett & Moores (2009) suggests that Litz’s approach “cuts through this complexity” of definitions. 

The structure-based approach considers family firms in terms of firm ownership and management, 

the intention-based approach focuses on the values and preferences of the organisation’s 

management most likely comprised of family members. Litz remarked that an obvious shortcoming of 

the structure-based approach is its inability to appreciate intra-organisational preferences toward 

family-based relatedness. Integrating these two approaches, Litz proposed that a business firm may 

be considered a family business to the extent that its ownership and management are concentrated 

within a family unit, and its members intend to increase or to maintain a close connection between 

the two systems and maintain intra organisational family-based relatedness (see Figure 3). 

 

 

 

The components-of-involvement and essence approaches proposed by Chrisman et al. (2003) for 

defining a family firm can be viewed as a further extension to the Litz’s approach. However, in their 

components of involvement approach, Chrisman et al. (2003) view family involvement as a sufficient 

FIGURE 3: AN INTENTION BASED APPROACH LITZ (1995),  P.77 
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condition for defining family businesses. On the other hand, in the essence approach they suggest that 

mere family involvement is not enough to consider a business organisation as a family business. Thus, 

family involvement needs to be directed toward behaviour that produces a certain distinctiveness for 

a firm to be considered a family business. This distinctiveness stated in the essence approach can be 

assigned to the family presence and the existence of “familiness” resources (Smyrnios et al., 2013). 

However, it seems that approaches based on family involvement are more favoured by researchers 

than behavioural approaches (e.g. intention-based and essence approaches) in defining a family firm, 

as they are easier to operationalise (Chrisman, Chua, & Sharma, 2005). However, a behavioural based 

approach is also important to study the phenomena of family businesses and to understand why and 

how they differ from other types of business. In this light, both approaches are given considerable 

attention by researchers in expanding the body of knowledge in the field of family business. Primarily, 

the core conceptual dimensions, ‘‘ownership’’, ‘‘management’’, and‘‘ “continuity” facilitate to 

distinguish between family and non-family firms (Bradshaw, Crick, & Chaudhry, 2006), and scholars 

and practitioners can then include the elements of both the involvement approach and the essence 

approach appropriately (Chrisman et al., 2005; Chrisman, Sharma, & Taggar, 2007). 

Tables 3,4,5 demonstrated the definitional problem that is compounded by a lack of consensus about 

what constitutes a family business. Handler (1989) identifies four dimensions used by writers in the 

family business literature to define the family business and claim more appropriate dimensions if 

necessary, in a more validated basis. 

Based on the above discussion, the definition adopted for this research is the definition offered by the 

Crick et al  (2006), where they incorporated four dimensions in their definition, including the core 

conceptual dimensions, ownership, management, continuity and self-perception: 

A firm is a family business if: 1) the senior executive regards their company as a family 

business; 2) the majority of ordinary voting shares in the firm are owned by members of the 

largest family group that are related by blood or marriage; 3) the management team of the 

firm is comprised mainly of members drawn from the single dominant family group who own 

the business; and 4) the firm has experienced an inter-generational ownership transition to a 

second or later generation of family members drawn from the single dominant family group 

owning the business. Crick et al  (2006, p. 3). 

This definition stresses the sustainability of the business as a family business with the ownership 

criteria and focuses on continuity. This definition clearly allows a multigenerational view of the family 

business where a number of family members serve as the management with emphasis on clear 
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involvement. Also, the terms family business and family firm are used interchangeably in this definition 

therefore will be in this study too. The following section examines the key characteristics of family 

businesses including core dimension ownership, management, and continuity. The nature and 

structure of ownership and management in family businesses differentiate them significantly from 

non-family businesses. 

2.6 Succession in Family Businesses 

Business transition from one generation to the next is one of the unique characteristics which was 

considered by many writers of the field when defining the family businesses (Aronoff, McClure, & 

Ward, 2017; R. Basco & Rodriguez, 2009; Brundin et al., 2014). However, leadership succession is a 

significant challenge for many family businesses because often there are many complicated 

considerations involved by the interplay between family and business considerations (Chrisman et al., 

2011; Lobraico & Isaacs, 2011). 

A key factor in successful intergenerational succession is preparing members of the next generation 

to assume the leadership role (Ward, 2011) by cultivating their capabilities and knowledge(Collins et 

al., 2012; Chirico, 2012; Cabrera-Suárez et al., 2001), including the transfer of knowledge from the 

owner/founder to the successor (Cabrera-Suárez et al., 2001). Succession takes time to develop and 

needs to be planned and managed to be successful (Barnes and Hershon, 1976; Sharma et al., 2001). 

During this process, however, several subjects are involved including the incumbent (Rubenson and 

Gupta, 1996), the successor (; Birley, 1986, 2002; Handler, 1990), the family (Kammerlander et al., 

2015) and the firm’s stakeholders (Fox et al., 1996; Handler, 1989; Steier, 2001). 

Thus, family succession involves a change in the family, a change in the ownership profile, as well as a 

change in the business. Hence, studies focused on the difficulties that may be involved in the process, 

highlight, among others, the complexity of the transfer of capabilities for running the business 

(Cabrera-Suárez et al., 2001; Chirico and Salvato, 2008; Fox et al., 1996; Malinen, 2001). De Massis et 

al. (2008) discussed the relationship between successor and predecessor with regard to factors 

preventing intra-family succession. These factors include individual factors related motivation of single 

individuals, relationship with family and non-family members, financial factors regarding inadequate 

internal financial resources and raising external financing, and process factors including 

communication, which are related to the development of successors and the establishment of 

preparatory activities (A. De Massis & Kotlar, 2015). 

Even though family businesses tend to influence long-term performance, many family businesses do 

not have clear plans nor systematic processes for implementation (Fang et al., 2015), which is why 
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few family businesses survive beyond the first generation (Santarelli and Lotti, 2005). Succession is a 

highly emotional issue for senior generation owners as some are reluctant to face their own mortality 

(Bjuggren & Sund, 2012). Some are not even confident whether the next generation (Thurman, Nason, 

& Halkias, 2016), even has the ability to do the job (Kunkel, 2003). Unsuccessfully managed succession 

can cause the downfall of the organisation and can also affect relationships in the family system. 

Kunkel (2003) identified that when several heirs are active in the family business, choosing its next 

successor can be fraught with conflict. She proposed that the separation of family relationships and 

business is essential at this juncture. In fact, Vera and Dean (2015, p. 323) found that “only 30% are 

expected to survive the first generation, around 15% are expected to survive to the third generation, 

and less than 3% are expected to survive to the fourth generation.” Only 13% of family businesses in 

the UK have a robust, documented and communicated succession plan in place. In non-family 

businesses the directors of the business may disagree with the identification of the successor, 

however, the shareholders of the non-family business will monitor the situation and they will take the 

necessary action to ensure the smooth transition from one successor to the next.  

Over the last few years, innovation has become a topic of great interest in family business research 

(Alfredo De Massis et al., 2012; Kellermanns & Hoy, 2016). Two conflicting views concerning 

innovation within family businesses exist. The first highlights the potential transmission of innovative 

skills across the generational divide in family businesses, and the role of the family unit as a successful 

model of interactive innovation (Litz and Kleysen, 2001; Aldrich & Cliff, 2003; Storey, 2011). Under 

these conditions, the family unit, and particularly a family-based management structure, may be 

better able to innovate than comparable non-family businesses. The other perspective puts forward 

a different argument, pointing to lower innovation in family businesses which is linked to generational 

succession. In this case, family businesses cling to the products, strategies or management styles of 

previous generations that had been successful (De Clercq & Belausteguigoitia, 2015). This prevents 

adaptation to new market challenges and opportunities, and management is largely paralysed by the 

backward-looking orientation of the family (Hatum, 2007). 

Furthermore, Colli (2002) compares the innovation in two models of family businesses, the ‘dynastic 

model’ and the ‘open family firm model’. In the dynastic model, the overwhelming focus on family 

leadership succession is said to undermine innovation (Flourentzou, 2014), with the family counting 

on the competitive advantage gained during the start-up period. In contrast, the ‘open family firm’ 

noted for the presence of outsiders in key positions is consequently said to be more dynamic and 

innovative in response to changes in the market place (Rautiainen, 2015). 
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Kammerlander et al., (2015) stated that family firms invest less in innovation than non-family 

businesses. On average, family firms have a smaller Research and Development (R&D) budget than 

other organisations of similar size, however, they argue that it does not necessarily imply they are less 

innovative. On the contrary, to the level of investment in the innovation, their study found that family 

firms are more efficient in their innovation processes since they tend to reap the maximum innovative 

output, measured by a number of patents, a number of new products, or revenues generated with 

new products for every financial resource they invested in R&D. 

Kammerlander et al., 2015 further state that family businesses that are led by later-generation family 

members are more innovative than non-family businesses, while firms led by their founders are less 

efficient with regard to innovation. They argue that this is because the advantages of family firms build 

up over an extended period of time; they do not appear right away or when firms are led by first-

generation members. In addition, Beck et al (2009) state that one might argue that groups of 

dedicated owners, which later-generation family businesses have, are better able to identify and 

discard bad ideas, whereas founders may have largely unrestricted discretion to push risky ideas. 

Innovation can be key to the creation of competitive advantages and thus plays a central role in 

business performance and business growth (Hatak et al., 2016). In family businesses, innovation 

behaviour is frequently shaped by familiness, i.e. the family-influenced decision premises in the 

business (Frank et al., 2016; Weismeier-Sammer et al., 2013). Although family businesses possess a 

number of assets that are conducive to innovation, investigations comparing the innovation output in 

family businesses and non-family businesses show ambiguous results, suggesting that family 

businesses can be both more and less innovative (De Massis et al., 2015). These inconsistencies may 

be due to the paradoxical effects of family involvement, since the family not only constitutes a 

resource but also a liability for innovation. For instance, family businesses prefer to avoid projects 

associated with risk so as not to endanger the family heritage (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007). 

2.7 Size of the Business 

Family businesses cover a vast range of firms in different sectors and of different sizes. The diversity 

of family businesses affects many aspects of the business. The size of the company (Miller et al. 2013), 

generation, and age (European Commission, 2009) have all contributed to the diversity of family 

businesses. Therefore, the problem is not the same for a large company managed/owned by the third 

generation of a family and a small company with only one owner (who may be also its founder).  

Family business research has developed significantly over the past two decades, and a variety of size 

categorisations have been investigated, in order facilitate better understanding this particular type of 
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business (Duran et al., 2015; Diéguez-Soto, Manzaneque, & Rojo-Ramírez, 2016). However, extensive 

database searches of the family business literature find little prior investigation of issues of firm size, 

as measured by the number of employees or any other measure such as revenue (Sonfield & Lussier, 

2015). However, size is more commonly studied as a control variable(Muñoz-Bullon, Sanchez-Bueno, 

& Suárez-González, 2018). Additionally, the study conducted by Lussier and Sonfield (2015) indicates 

that the size of a family firm has a relationship to certain family business managerial characteristics. 

Moreover, when it comes to non-family businesses various researchers have attempted to find 

relationships between firm size (as measured by the number of employees in the firm) and firm’s 

performance. For example, (Watson, 1996) investigated whether firm size related to failure, Ettlie and 

Rubenstein (1987) examined the relationship of firm size to product innovation. Moreover, Brush and 

Chaganti (2005) explored the relationship of the size to management styles and effectiveness and 

Edmunds (2016) studied the size’s effect on management competence. All of these studies were 

preliminary investigations, and the mixed results underline the complexity of this basic issue of size. 

Essentially, there are many reasons why the size of a non- family business changes over time. While 

the number of employees determines the size of the company and may influence managerial and firm 

activity and performance, considerably other factors such as sustainable growth rather than 

performance on profitability (Poutziouris, Smyrnios, & Goel, 2013)and better revenues by economies 

of scale (Kreinovich et al.,2017) also play a role regarding the size of the business. 

However, when it comes to family business, risk aversion or risk avoiding factors determine family 

business decisions, it leads to a self-adjusting device so that the firm stays closer to its optimal labour 

demand and minimises fluctuations (Choudhary & Levine 2010). Also, a family business could be more 

willing to accept below target performance to avoid the loss of any socio-emotional wealth that 

includes the ability of the owner family to lead the firm as well as the long-run existence of the firm. 

Therefore, family businesses could be less anxious to adjust the number of employees when a shock 

occurs, and socio-emotional wealth is at risk (Bjuggren 2015). 

This view also supports the argument of Church (1969), who stated that business size can be hindered 

if a family management team is reluctant to raise external funds because of the fear of a loss of family 

control. Further, Daily and Dollinger (1993) Adams et al. (2009) and Villalonga and Amit (2006) have 

argued that some family firms operate income substitution businesses and do not plan to increase 

their employment size. As a result, some family business “only grow at a pace consistent with meeting 

the advancement needs of organisational members in the family system” (Daily and Dollinger, 1993, 

p.81). 
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Therefore, it is evident that the size of the family business is less influenced by economic changes and 

therefore becomes a possible source of economic stability through a business cycle. This different 

behaviour can be explained by several reasons. First, the owner family is probably not primarily 

interested in the short-run profit maximization. Second, owners are likely to extend employment 

opportunities to other members of the family, even if there is no or only a weak economic reason to 

do so. One possible goal could be the long-run existence of the firm to secure their lifetime income or 

to leave the firm to the next generation.  

For research purposes, standardised and accepted business size categories would be of significant 

value. If all researchers utilised the same size definitions, then cross-fertilisation and replication of 

research would be supported and facilitated. However, there are many differences in the category 

definitions for the size for both family and non-family businesses within the countries and regions in 

the world. As a result , the European commission (2016) recommends in determining family business 

size, it should not only be based on employees, turnover and balance sheet total, but consider other 

factors such as ownership, partnerships and linkages which are listed under significant additional 

resources. As family businesses can be small, medium sized or large, listed or unlisted according to 

European Family Businesses (2013) the most defining features of family businesses are the ownership 

aspects as they are crucial to the business life of the firm and this report further suggest that taking 

the ‘ownership perspective’ rather than the ‘company size’ perspective can help improve 

understanding of the phenomenon (http://www.europeanfamilybusinesses.eu/challenges). The size 

of the family businesses selected for this study is discussed in section 4.4.  

2.8 Performance of the Business 

It has been a recurring management dilemma to determine which type of business performs better 

(Kraus et al., 2011) or which type of business is more likely to become and stay high performing (de 

Waal, 2012a), among the family-owned or the non-family owned businesses. Many studies have been 

conducted to answer this question, in which the performance of family firms was compared with firms 

that have no family ties, but these studies gave mixed results and conflicting opinions regarding the 

impact of the family connection (Cano-Rubio et al., 2017). Therefore, it is difficult to indicate 

conclusive evidence regarding the performance differences between family and non-family owned 

businesses (Goedegebuure et al., 2017). Jaskiewicz and Klein (2005) reviewed 41 studies that 

compared the family to non-family businesses. From these 41 studies, 25 found that the former 

outperformed the latter, five reported the opposite, and 11 found no significant difference between 

the two types of business. Likewise, Smith (2007) found that when size and industry are accounted 

for, managerial differences between family and non-family businesses are much smaller than 

http://www.europeanfamilybusinesses.eu/challenges/recognizing-family-business
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portrayed in much of the literature. Several authors do report higher performance by family 

businesses based on various measures (Anderson and Reeb, 2003; Belenzon et al., 2016; Daily and 

Dollinger, 1992; Espinoza Aguiló and Espinoza Aguiló, 2012; Neubauer and Lank, 1998; Viswanathan, 

2014), while other studies conclude that the differences between family and non-family businesses 

are not significant (Chrisman et al., 2004; Duh and Tominc, 2006; González et al., 2012; Westhead and 

Cowling, 1997), or that family businesses perform poorer than non-family businesses (Cucculelli et al., 

2014; Morikawa, 2013; Schulze et al., 2003). 

It is doubtful, whether the influence of founding families can increase the level of performance by 

disciplining and monitoring managers and employees, extended investment perspectives, and provide 

specified knowledge (Anderson & Reeb, 2003). However, Poutziouris et al (2013, p. 259) confirms that 

results of their research, reinforced the “positive effect of families” to the business. Contrary to the 

notion that family ownership and growth in size is detrimental, Faccio et al. (2001), Pindado et al 

(2008), Amann & Jaussaud (2011) argue that family businesses show better performance with the 

significant positive influence of the founding family than in non-family businesses in their selected 

research contexts.  

Gimeno et al. (1997) have debated that the performance of the company to a large extent depends 

upon two dimensions: economic performance and threshold of performance, where the former is 

evaluated by the organisational success in areas related to its assets, liabilities, and overall market 

strength. Memili (2015) comments that many non-family businesses take more formal measures than 

family businesses on general economic performance of their company as the effect of these results 

could be more significant on a broad range of stakeholders than the effect on family businesses.  

The latter being understood as “the level of performance below which the dominant organisational 

constituents would act to dissolve the company”(p. 750). This has been conceptualised in Gimeno et 

al. (1997), who considered business’s thresholds for exit and Shepherd (2016, p. 341) who further 

explains that a range of personal and environmental factors may increase or lower a business’s 

willingness to continue their operations with the business despite poor performance. 

Gimeno et al. place special emphasis on the expectations of the owners as a factor to explain why 

companies continue to march on, even when their economic performance is clearly unsatisfactory. 

When it comes to family businesses, the impact of non-economic performance factors on company 

objectives and values has been widely documented. Such factors include maintaining a good work 

atmosphere and avoiding clashes; providing offspring work, prestige and social recognition; financial 

security; a pleasant lifestyle; sense of justice, social development; and parental affection. These 
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objectives and values, which are clearly different from those related to economic performance and 

can be grouped under a threshold performance (Poutziouris et al., 2008, p. 148). This represents family 

members’ “satisfaction” with the level of performance in relation to family business relationships. 

Thus according to Gimeno et al. (1997) and DeTienne et al. (2008) performance of family businesses, 

consequently, depends on two qualitatively different dimensions, namely, economic-financial 

performance and satisfaction with family company relations. 

As mentioned in several aspects, differences between family firms and non-family firms exist for a 

variety of reasons and are a result of different perspectives. As the researchers who conducted studies 

to shed light on the issue of whether family businesses are really superior performers as compared to 

non-family corporations highlight two main key reasons to assert that family businesses outperform 

non-family businesses. First, this is because owners of family firms are more likely to maximise firm 

value, enabling them to personally realise any gains (Núñez-Cacho, Molina-Moreno, Corpas-Iglesias, 

& Cortés-García, 2018)). Pindado et al (2008) show that ownership concentration has a stronger 

positive effect on firm value in family businesses than in widely held corporations and companies with 

another type of dominant shareholder. This is probably because of the potential benefits associated 

with family owners, such as their long-term horizons and their reputation concern. On the other hand, 

professional managers of non-family firms may not pursue profit maximisation and growth-orientated 

strategies because they prefer to maximise their own utility function (and realise financial gains for 

themselves directly) by pursuing activities which maximise short-run sales revenues. Second, the 

possibility that the different performance of family businesses is moderated by other specific family 

business characteristics, such as active family involvement in management (Lipiec et al., 2014; San 

Martin-Reyna & Duran-Encalada, 2015) and the generation controlling the company, or exhibit 

reputation concerns that diminish the possibility of questionable or irresponsible business practices 

(Anderson & Reeb, 2003; Dyer and Whetten, 2006). 

2.9 Human Resources Management 

Generally, specific literature and empirical contributions about human resource management (HRM) 

within family businesses are rather scarce or fragmented and there is little interdisciplinary 

conversation (Ferraro & Marrone, 2016; Nordqvist, & Sharma, 2013; Poutziouris et al., 2006) and 

described in the section 1.2.2. For instance, even though the recruitment of skilled and fitting people, 

retention and develop them to excel in jobs is a vital function of a family business, some existing 

studies have focused on HRM and recruitment choices more concerned about the family members, 

while neglecting the role of non -family employees (Kim & Gao, 2010; Mignon & Mahmoud-Jouini, 

2014; Neubaum, 2018; Steijvers, Lybaert, & Dekker, 2017)Therefore,  Eckrich & McClure (2011) states 
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that, understanding the priority embedded to family business in terms of the perspectives of whether 

‘business first’ or ‘family first’ is one of the key factor determining the HRM practices of the business.   

HRM is equally important in family than non-family firms for reasons such as the treatment of 

employees, whether family or non-family, family dynamics which complicate the emotional 

environment of a family business, family relationships, and the livelihoods and the sustainability of 

the company (Ransburg et al., 2016). A few researchers have focused on how companies generally 

implement HRM practices (Neubaum, 2018). A recent research conducted by Steijvers et al., (2017) 

indicate that family businesses with a family leadership and management have more formal HR 

practices than those managed by a non-family leadership and management due to higher levels of 

goal alignment and intentional trust between the owning family and family leadership. Moreover, they 

further state that family businesses managed by first generation family CEOs and family CEOs with a 

higher education levels have more formal HR practices. However, there is lack of literature on how 

family business can underpin learning strategies into HR practices. 

Another key issue, relevant to HRM in family businesses is that family members are generally 

represented in senior management and new recruitment. Although this might be a potential benefit 

for the family businesses in terms of lower recruitment and human resources costs (Levering and 

Moskowitz, 1993), the reality is that for many family businesses this is potentially damaging as these 

managers may not always possess the appropriate skills nor be the best possible candidates for the 

position (Lipiec et al ,2014(Andersson, Johansson, Karlsson, Lodefalk, & Poldahl, 2018)). However as 

described in above sections, the characteristic of family businesses is that they are not solely profit 

maximise oriented, but that they also pursue other important objectives such as maintaining or 

enhancing the lifestyle of the owners and providing employment for family members in the 

management team (Westhead and Cowling, 1997) which are described under threshold performance. 

As a result, in some family businesses, there is a potential conflict between financial and non-financial 

objectives. The pursuit of such non-financial objectives (family issues) may potentially impede positive 

human resources management (Amann & Jaussaud, 2011). 

Even when family businesses seek to recruit professionals or employees outside the family, they face 

challenges since they will need to hire skilled people who share the same culture and values of the 

family business and hence, fit to the organisational climate (Roland E. Kidwell, Eddleston, & 

Kellermanns, 2018; R. E. Kidwell et al., 2012). Because, family business often has a unique culture 

because the family founder’s rich core values and performance-enhancing behaviours are likely to be 

ingrained in the firm (Denison et al., 2014) and employees are often treated as family members 

(Ransburg et al., 2016). For this reason,  family businesses may outperform non-family businesses in 
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terms of HR practices (Neubaum, 2018) through culture and a long-term perspective (Anderson & 

Reeb, 2003). However, on the contrary, Kidwell et al (2018) family businesses tend to operate and 

managed unprofessionally, practice nepotism, and thus, will underperform because of these less 

favourable “bad habits” HRM practices. 

The absence of HRM investigations within family business studies may be in large part because HRM 

practices in family businesses are frequently governed by informal processes (Eckrich & McClure, 

2011). Yet as this study will discuss, characteristics of LO such as organisational learning, and team 

learning, shared vision and several others are indeed prevalent within family business and critical to 

attaining organisational objectives. However, if family business often outperforms non-family 

businesses in the same industry or context, for instance through their general HR management of 

high-performance work practices then, HR practices they follow are subject to analysis in greater 

detail. Therefore, an integrated examination that compares what is known about human resource 

activities from studies within family business with real life HR practices of family businesses will offer 

broader insights on how the use of formal and informal means of forming, learning, adapting, 

developing and terminating the employment relationship influences organisational goal attainment. 

As Neubaum  (2018) highlights that family businesses face the challenge of maintaining the balance 

between the “family” and “business” elements when they relate to HR practices. This research, 

therefore, investigate characteristics of LO which are directly related to HR practices, with a focus on 

assessing and implementing the learning organisational concept. Researching these setups of family 

businesses and looking at the strategy behind their existing learning process can reveal new 

information which is relevant for their HR practices as well. 

The discussions above indicate that there are differences between family-owned and managed 

businesses and non-family businesses. Admittedly, exceptions to these generalisations can be found 

in both types of businesses, but the incentive nonetheless exists for relative differences to persist. To 

conclude, research has revealed that family and non-family businesses are different on several 

dimensions (e.g. ownership and control, management strategies, innovation, size, growth and 

performance). Therefore, there is strong empirical evidence that family and non-family businesses or 

firms are different along certain dimensions. The relevance of this section is that it highlights 

numerous differences between family and non-family firms. Due to these differences, non-family 

businesses are not examined within this study and focus is solely placed on family businesses. 

However, due to changing markets, the degree of competition, increased customer demands, 

economic and policy changes, and advances in technology are all driving family businesses to employ 

the techniques of non-family businesses. The distinctions between these two types of businesses are 
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sometimes uncertain, as some distinct dimensions are containing both similarities and dissimilarities. 

Therefore, the above sections explore the issues in managing family businesses, the causes of the 

challenges faced and the effectiveness of various approaches. 

2.10 Chapter Conclusions 

Family businesses have been an important economic presence throughout history. This importance is 

rising dramatically, as family businesses are a dominant force in many economic activities and sectors. 

Family businesses are present in industrial sectors and service sectors, they include small and large 

businesses and they are an integral part of the economic activity in many different countries. 

Many studies (Braidford et al., 2014; Chrisman, Chua, De Massis, Frattini, & Wright, 2015; Harms, 

2014; Kellermanns & Hoy, 2016; Poutziouris et al., 2013) have suggested that family businesses have 

several unique inherent attributes derived directly from the overlap attributes, interests and values 

shared by the family. These attributes include such notions as simultaneous roles, shared identity, a 

lifelong common history, emotional involvement and uncertainty, the private language of relatives, 

mutual awareness and privacy and the meaning of the family company. Because of these attributes, 

family businesses behave differently from non-family businesses. 

However, a key question addressed in this chapter has been how to define the family business. The 

concept of ‘family business’ is itself highly contentious. Many writers have explored the meaning of 

the term and offered interpretations and typologies based upon variables such as the ownership, 

management and transition which were analysed in this chapter. The lack of consensus on the 

definition of a family business might reflect relatively short history of family businesses, research and 

a wide range of categories of businesses included in the category. However, while the precise 

definition varies from author to author, common to most working definitions is the understanding 

that the family business is a complex system of interactions between the family as an entity, individual 

family members and the business itself. 

This chapter has examined the characteristics of the family firm and has compared it to that of non-

family businesses. Based on this examination, it can be concluded there are differences on: ownership 

and control issues; business sizes; management strategies; business performance; non-financial 

objectives; human resource strategies; ambitions of the firm and transition issues. This chapter 

therefore provides a thorough examination of the concept of family business and of the dynamics of 

family businesses and the opportunity to accommodate the LO concept which will be discussed in 

detail in the next chapter. 
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3.1 Chapter Introduction 

In this literature review chapter, the theoretical and contextual background of the Learning 

Organisations will be discussed. The main objectives of this specific chapter are to; explore the 

development of the concept of Learning Organisation, assess the concepts underpin and construct the 

idea of Learning Organisations in the academic literature, outline the context of “learning” that take 

place in different levels as well as identify types of learning that occur in organisations and outline the 

comparison between LO. An explanation on how different management theories evolved over time 

since the beginning of twentieth century and how they systematically impacted and laid the 

foundation for different practitioners and academics to think and develop the LO concept is 

mentioned to begin this literature review chapter. 

Next, to analyse the concept further, an analysis of the history of management theories which may 

have impacted the LO concept to evolve are discussed. Next, the rationale for selecting the LO concept 

is discussed in detail as it is important to understand how they relate to each. The relevancy of this 

idea in the current theoretical and real-life business context is discussed next. Six widely accepted 

models of LO from different time periods (1990-2017), are analysed in detail in order to create an 

avenue for the next chapter which maps the characteristics using several different other models as 

well, in order to develop the conceptual framework for this study to identify the common ground 

within the ideas presented by the practitioners, academics and researchers in the field. 

3.2 Antecedents of the Learning organisation 

Many management theories and practices evolved and elope since the industrial age, since man-made 

organisations constantly seek to succeed especially in terms of profitability and stability (Angus C. F, 

2014). Many theories and practices have been constantly created, analysed and criticised over the 

decades. And some of the important and efficient core values and the aspects of those theories may 

create a pathway to a new theory (Drucker, 2017; Mellahi & Wilkinson, 2010). On the other hand, not 

so successful aspects and features in a theory, which may have failed to accomplish the desired or the 

anticipated results may also lead to the process of forming new theories (Suddaby, Seidl, & Le, 2013; 

Wren & Bedeian, 2017) and therefore, the old theory may reborn, more often as a better and more 

successful theory (M. Witzel & Warner, 2013).  

Therefore, two fundamental approaches of forming business and management ideas or theories are 

considered. These views can be both opposing and overlapping (George & Jones, 2016). The first 

approach views management ideas as being recycled concepts from previous incarnations. The second 

approach assumes knowledge builds upon advances made by its predecessors. Moreover, writers such 

as Drucker (1982) and Burnes (2000) assert the development of management as a subject has been 
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heavily influenced by the original disciplines of the authors or practitioners who subsequently 

provided its foundation. Davenport et al (2003), Hoopes (2003) Micklethwait and Wooldridge (1996)  

and Wren& Bedeian (2017) identify these people who were key transmitters of management ideology 

as management gurus. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to Hitt (1995), this century has witnessed the emergence of three different organisational 

paradigms as shown in the above figure. In the early part of the century, Max Weber (1947) wrote 

extensively about the bureaucratic organisation where paradigm that focused on rationality and 

efficiency (Chelladurai, 2014, p. 188). Next, Butler and Rose (2011, p. 280) assert that in mid-century, 

Peter Drucker (1964) introduced the concept of the performance-based organisation with a paradigm 

that promised results and effectiveness. Finally, towards the end of the century, Peter Senge (1990) 

has helped popularise the concept of the LO, where paradigm centred on continual adaptation to an 

ever-changing environment Hatcher et al (2013). Therefore, these three different paradigms highlight 

and summarise three important aspects of all organisations: efficiency, effectiveness, and learning. 

Efficiency has been defined as “doing things right” while effectiveness is “doing the right things”(Siess 

& American Library, 2003). Learning involves continually expanding the organisation’s capacity to do 

the right things and to do things right (Stack & Cohen, 2016). Thus, the learning organisation retains 
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FIGURE 4: A SNAPSHOT OF ORGANISATIONAL EVOLUTION (WILLIAM D. HITT, 1995,  P. 3) 
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the essential features of the two previous organisational paradigms but “the bar has been raised” 

(Hitt, 1998, p. 166). 

Consequently, the LO concept may initiate as a result of the collective ideas of practitioners’ and 

management researchers who looked into the better practices for organisations to strive and achieve 

their goals as well as to survive in the dynamic business environments (Senge 1990; Argyris 1995; Hess, 

2014; German et al. 2013; Malheiro et al. 2018).    For example, Brown (2010, p. 35) suggests that 

some of the intellectual frustration with the mechanistic models of early stages of organisations occur 

in the past, “leaked into the mainstream management literature”. Brown (2010) further state that, as 

a result “Learning Organisation” concept, developed initially as a metaphor of organisation as brain, 

and lately popular in the management literature, despite of its conceptual opacity. Therefore, 

antecedents that can be linked to this concept may find in the history of management, and those 

reasons have determinedly or instinctively prepared the background for this concept to be born. 

Therefore, term “Learning Organisation” has been coined, mentioned and rose, in the academic work 

of different yet interweaved management topics which mainly related to HRM spectrum, such as 

people management, organisational learning, research and development and knowledge 

management which are evolving for many years (Ortenblad 2007a; Ghosh, 2004; Roper & Pettit, 

2002). However, many practitioners suggest that the antecedents of this concept may have ties with 

the history as far back as 1960’s (Downs, 1967; Fiol and Lyles, 1985; Argyris 1995; Hess, 2014). The 

concept did not construct or identified as the “Learning Organisation” by then, however, several 

different advanced thinkers of their times have eventually brought different threads to weave this 

clothe of Learning Organisation which is identified today in its own right.  

3.3 History and the development of the Learning organisation concept 

In order to understand the development and evolvement of the present position about the LO 

concept, and to understand what thinking shaped that position, it is important to explore changes that 

took place in organisations and their environments over the time. 
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In the proto-industrialization age trading relied on the rural labour and maximising profit and 

achieving a monetary surplus was not important as maximisation of the gross produce (Yin, 2015; 

Ogilvie, 2008; Engerman & Munro, 1996). If the products (mainly agricultural) were needed by the 

customers anymore, and the products fulfiled the purpose they made for, the trade would be survived 

for the next day ( Sanderson, 2013). The producer or the manufacture controlled the standards of 

work which were not complicated, and products were produced and traded according to the needs 

and anticipations of the customers which was the primitive scenario of the trading (Ogilvie,2006).  

FIGURE 5: EPISTEMOLOGICAL CONTEXT OF THE LEARNING ORGANISATION  (SOURCE:  AUTHOR) 



48 
 

However, at the beginning of the twentieth century, industrial revolution took place and 

manufacturing, trading and other aspects relating to businesses changed dramatically (Barke & Ishizu, 

2010). Mass production concept and its associated techniques appeared in the manufacturing and 

business milieu, which was mainly influenced by the theories of Frederick Winslow Taylor  (M. Witzel 

& Warner, 2013) and the production standards of industrial manufacturing had risen exceptionally. 

This scientific management and related organisational theories led to significant breakthroughs in 

business practices which were followed and integrated into their own industries by the many pioneers 

of the industrial age including Henry Ford. They adhere to the paradigm of efficiency (Hitt, 1998) which 

was influence by Taylor’s theories including; “it is possible to give the workman what he most wants-

high wages and the employer what he wants a low labour cost for his manufactures”  (Taylor, 1911, 

p. 10). 

Consequently, Ford applied this theory into practice in 1914 and decided to nearly double the daily 

minimum working wage (Batchelor, 1994, p. 49), a move that most likely was not popular with most 

manufacturing management forces at that time. With the influence of scientific management, Ford 

was able to manage the Ford Company to manufacture over 15 million of their most successful 

automobile in 1914-1916 time (Pearson, 2016). Many other industries around the globe also became 

successful in mass production following the introduction of scientific management theories (Kipping, 

2006). Especially in a time where many were searching for ways to increase productivity by managing 

the organisational and technical structure (Mullings 1996) scientific management approach set out by 

Fredrick Taylor with his engineering viewpoint was a dream come true for the mass production and 

industrialisation. His ideas of exploring and constructing the best process by which employees work in 

very specified job task which was the result of work process being broken down into carefully and 

scientifically analysed distinct tasks (Gantz,2014; Witt,2003). These tasks and the time for each task 

were measured and evaluated constantly to obtain the utmost efficient results and rearranged 

accordingly or supportive discrete tasks were added to the process if necessary (Weihrisch & Koontz, 

1993; Wren, 1994). Employees received monetary incentives based on the productive output and 

industries were becoming more profitable throughout (McFarland 1979). 

Many of the other classical management writers and practitioners of Taylor’s time also shared similar 

aspects of increasing productivity as the main objective which was influenced by classical 

management and Taylorism. Carl Barth and H.L Gantt developed tools such as speed and feed 

calculating slide rules and Gantt chart respectively to increase, coordinate, and control the process of 

continuation of mass production and constantly considered developing the work process, study on 

budgetary, costing and variance analysis in order to fit in to scientific management practices. 
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(Gilbraith; 1991, Harrison; 1957; Willsmore; 1960). They placed their attention mainly on the 

objectives such as how to increase the productivity of an individual worker and therefore, increase in 

the production line by technical structuring and incorporating monetary intensives for better 

efficiency (McFarland, 1979). Employees were regarded merely as “a cog or nut" of a giant machine 

and managing the human resource was the same as managing the machinery. The management paid 

less if not no concern regarding emotions of the workers, employee rights, employee development 

and other aspects of the human factors (Derksen, 2014). In the similar way that machinery is  refuelled 

and received improved technical parts workers received pay rises to stay in a better productivity 

process. 

However, popularity captured by the scientific management in the early decades of the twentieth 

century and the profitability it brought, started to experience new problems within its own concept 

(Ratnayake, 2009). At first, due to the social, cultural and behavioural changes, workers felt the 

discrepancies and lack of fair treatment on several issues at work, and as the living standards 

improved, money was not further considered as a motivation factor to follow the same work pattern 

(Wren, 1994; Kiechel, 2012).  Second, over time employees learnt the work-study techniques very well 

by repetition of the same work and as a result, they were able to manipulate them to obtain the 

incentives (Lessem & Schieffer, 2016). Inevitably, these circumstances have led the employees to 

instigate to object this work patterns with limited autonomy, constant acceleration of work pace, 

limitation of hierarchies and craftsmanship and which were also criticised as too mechanistic and 

inhumane approach for the work (Braverman, 1974; Casey, 2002; Clawson, 1980).   

Moreover, Taylor’s theory fails to deal with human psychology, human nature, human needs as every 

single person is unique. Taylor observed such factors but failed to pour them into the theory. Despite 

the profits they gained, the factory owners who adhered to scientific approach fell to the category of 

defamed and often criticised for not providing appropriate training and development opportunities 

for the employees, lack of complimentary rewards and managerial support and little or non-existence 

of empathy towards employees (Pyshkin, 2014; Mayo 1933; 1949; 1990; Weihrisch & Koontz, 1993; 

McGregor 1960). These circumstances that occurred in the late 1920’s have lead practitioners and 

researchers to explore different management theories which lean towards industrial psychology and 

social theories (Wagner-Tsukamoto, 2008). 

As mentioned earlier the process of acceptance and rejection is one of the features of the 

development of management theory over the course of the twentieth century (Messmann, Segers, & 

Dochy, 2018; Nikezić, Dželetović, & Vučinić, 2016). Fredric Taylor and alliances of his ideas saw 

organisations as machines which leaders had to run in a deterministic way and the workers seen as 'a 
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cog or a nut or a pin in the big machine' (Gompers, 1911, p.14). However, at the time the controversy 

over scientific management broke out, as mentioned by Kaufman (2008, p. 69), and the discourse 

about industry already contained terms, the “human factor” or, “human element” that indicated the 

role of labour in production as opposed to machinery. With many reasons contributed to this dialogue, 

the need for a more humanistic model for management was emphasised. To address this gap, the 

human relations orient approach was developed by many individuals including Follett and Mayo, 

which gained attention after the scientific management (Trahair & Zaleznik, 2017). Their core ideas 

and research findings continue to share through different concepts and as a result, the behavioural 

management theories emerged to lead the latest thinking in the modern management era (Uddin & 

Hossain, 2015; Lessem & Schieffer, 2016). Therefore, since the middle of the twentieth century, 

cognitive, systematic and more inclusive approaches leading to more broad organisational thinking 

(Leban et al. 2005; Obolensky, 2017) emerged and concepts such as employee motivation, knowledge 

management, cognitive decision making, and organisational learning appeared.  

The modern management system, therefore, rationalised the behavioural problem faced by scientific 

management by flexibility, informality between worker-manager relationship, high collaboration and 

engagement, employee reflection and creativity (Tompkins, 2005). Additionally, As mentioned before, 

most notably among Taylor and Ford were the thinker and doer combination to put scientific management 

to work at an unprecedented scale by approaching the worker as a production machine and eliminating 

individual initiative, creativity and responsibility from the workforce. In contrast, these are some of the key 

aspects that modern management perceive to have in the organisation and with the learning organisational 

concept these elements are ingrained into the concept itself. However, many writings of the LO do not 

attempt to link the antecedents of management and how they influence the LO theory to evolve. Still, 

the evolution of management theories is manifest by the evolution of organisations in which the 

deterministic structured machine-type organisation has transferred into the broad, complex, organic 

living “organisms” (Dale, 2000; Hannah & Freeman, 1982; Hatch, 1997; Braditti, 1994; Argyris,1957). 

Therefore, the way different management theories influenced the concept of Learning Organisation 

is analysed in detail below. It can be argued that even though academics like Peter Senge, Garvin and 

others have contributed to popularise this concept in its own right, the evolvement of this concept 

emerged long before the 1990s.  

3.4 Human Relation to the management approach 

As the popularity of scientific management theory faded away due to the unfavourable reputation 

and criticisms, the practitioners and the social researchers favoured a different approach to manage 

the organisations (Rubin et.al, 2012; Trahair & Zaleznik, 2017). The initial attempt was to concentrate 
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on behaviour and motivation theories and how they impact on individuals and organisational groups 

(Daft & Marcic, 2016 p. 33). This approach was widely recognised as the "Human Relations 

Movement”. In a time where scientific management was heavily followed by the manufacturing 

industries, and classical theories at that time laid much emphasis on structural factors and held the 

economic view of the employees in organisations (Witzel, 2016), foundation for human relation 

movement was laid when Elton Mayo carried out series of studies at the Hawthorne Plant of the 

Western Electric Company between 1927 and 1932 (Trahair & Zaleznik, 2017; Mayo, 1933). The 

experiments carried on changing and analysing the variables such as the rest periods of workers, the 

intensity of lights, physical conditions of the employees, relief from rest periods, better wage 

incentive, and type of supervision and their relation to productivity variations, the timing of meals, 

change of monotonous working patterns and dealing with groups (Landy & Conte, 2010, p, 406). In a 

time where the worker efficiency within industry was considered to have a relation with intensity of 

illumination, study results revealed completely different and efficiency depended on the morale of 

individuals who enjoyed working in their informal groups irrespective of the level of illumination. The 

researches were stunned by the overall results as the illumination did not affect the level of 

productivity at all instead the sense of competition among the groups and increased supervision and 

better rests between the work may have contributed to increase the productivity regardless of the 

intensity of the lighting (Witzel & Warner,2015). 

Furthermore, the researchers concluded the series of tests with many significant results (Mayo, 1933). 

Especially, according to Trahair and Zaleznik (2017), these results observed that employee motivation, 

morale and productivity were directly related to social, behavioural, and psychological factors of the 

employees and they held more importance than monetary rewards and good physical factors (Cole, 

1996). The results also revealed that an organisation is a system of cliques, informal status system, 

rituals and collective mixture of logical, non-logical and illogical behaviour (Linstead, 2009 p. 543).  

More importantly relieving or disregarding employees as mechanistic component in the production 

process appeared to be a compulsory requirement and all the human factors were determining the 

output of the process. This research work became increasingly crucial and significant and laid the 

foundation for future studies of human relation and its importance to organisations. More 

importantly, it changed how management view on different aspects of managing employees who work 

in the organisations (Hanlon, 2015). Mayo, finally stated, “That is, of sustained co-operation, must 

take account of the need for continual reorganisation as operating conditions are changed in an 

adaptive society” (Mayo, 1949 p.97).  
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The above research conclusion such as ‘discovering the informal organisation” exists within all 

organisations’ (Wolper, 2010, p.714), and importance of individuals of stable social relationships in 

the work situation and the factors affecting employees to be productive have led several other 

academics, researchers and practitioners to commence their own and collective studies to influence 

human factors on different organisational aspects. After Mayo, the different academics led extended 

research into discrete factors to build new theories (Dahnke &Clatterbuck 1990). When compared to 

present standards of social study, the research conducted at Hawthorne appear to be less 

sophisticated especially in terms of research approach. However, it presented a prominent 

steppingstone for the social researches of organisations which led to a fuller realisation of the human 

factor in work situations (Schneider et al., 2014). According to Manning & Curtis (2003, p141), these 

studies profoundly affected management theory and practice and marked the beginning of what 

would later be called the human relation school. Mayo urged managers to understand the nature and 

role of group dynamics, sustained co-operations, communication, informal leaders and groups, 

participative and flexible styles of leadership and employee centred supervision (Deming; McGregor, 

1960; McFarland, 1979; Kast & Rosenzweig, 1985; Robins, 1988).  Therefore, these ideas about 

employees’ management, with human relation orientation were established in this time, which may 

be the beginning of the management practices such as people resourcing,  organisational learning and 

development and  human resource management,  which evolved over the time and became principle 

elements of the management today (DeCenzo & Robbins,2007; Daft, 2015).  

Therefore, during the mid-decades of the twentieth century this new knowledge into human relations 

led to a number of other experiments and writings in the field of human resources and organisational 

behaviour. According to the Kuokkanen and Seeck (2009) during this time, theory after theory was 

brought into the spotlight and academics and practitioners debated over their validation and 

pragmatic applications, and more and more adjustments were included for the same theory or led to 

a completely new theory.  

As Indabawa and Uba (2014) state, when human relations concepts were merged into the 

management theories, it was apparent that the attitudes of the employees and work environment 

needs were regarded as decisive factors in accomplishing success in the organisations. That may be 

the very reason for theories such as Maslow‘s motivation theory (1945) and Herzberg’s motivator and 

hygiene factors (1959) were generated during the mid of that century which lead organisations to 

adapt their thinking to focus on the very bottom layer which was the individual employees of the 

organisation.  Maslow conducted an importance study into the motivation factors which suggested 

that these factors ultimately affect how individual contribute towards the organisational goals 
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(Jerome, 2013). 

This theoretical framework has been revised constantly and few other categories even added to the 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs to update with the relevant circumstances and time (Bernard, 2012). 

Maslow may have provided some insights for Herzberg’s to study how individual role behave in 

organisations and what factors may affect them for better performance (Karmakar &Datta, 2012. p 

197). Two-dimensional paradigm of factors that contribute to employee satisfaction and performance 

at the workplace, was proposed by him which is also referred to as the motivator- hygiene theory.  

After intensive research on what leads to job satisfaction and causes dissatisfaction in different 

sectors, he suggested that what contributes or constitutes job dissatisfaction are the hygiene factors, 

which are mainly environmental factors which are extrinsic such as company policy, supervision, 

interpersonal relations, working conditions, and salary. According to the theory, the absence of 

hygiene factors can create job dissatisfaction, but their presence does not motivate or create 

satisfaction either, also extrinsic factors are only contributing to achieve a distinct outcome and 

external reward will be awarded to employees as a result. In contrast, he determines motivators or 

the growth factors which are intrinsic and strong determiners of job satisfaction: achievement, 

recognition for achievement, the work itself, responsibility, and advancement (Wulf & Lewthwaite, 

2016). 

Many of these are included in many LO theories as positive contributors to create a learning culture 

in the organisations. Moreover, these motivators (satisfiers) were associated with long-term positive 

effects in job performance especially because it is inherently interesting or enjoyable, an internal 

reward for the employees to achieve more in the job task (Pink, 2010). Many studies have been 

conducted that show how factors affecting the intrinsic motivation relate to fostering active learning 

and spontaneous exploration (Studer& Knecht, 2016. P 274). For this reason, learning and intrinsic 

motivation have been argued to be some of the fundamental ingredients that work vice versa, when 

creating efficient organisations (Nelson & Quick, (2013). According to the above authors, when 

employees are intrinsically motivated their perception of job, even it is complex, can be partially 

mediated through learning. On the other hand, organisations can integrate learning opportunities 

through setting goals that allow employees to engage in problem solving and knowledge acquisition 

which are intrinsic and strong determiners of job satisfaction and achievement (Remedios & Boreham, 

2007; Barmola & Srivastava, 2012). 

The urge to analyse and evaluate the human factor in the organisation and how it impacts to the 

organisation as a system, was continued to be ingrained deeply in the academics, industrial 

psychologists and organisational practitioners during this time. In 1960, D McGregor, a theorist who 
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built another theory called Theory X Y Theory, in which Theory X predetermined as the traditional view 

of direction and control and Theory Y predetermined the positive integration of individual and 

organisation (Ghuman, 2010). Under Theory X, this set of assumptions about people, managers exercise 

governance in restrictive and controlling ways where there is a tendency for employees to naturally rebel 

under these kinds of conditions. McGregor believed that a different set of assumptions, Theory Y would 

lead to a different climate and more productive worker-manager relationships within the organisation. 

Theory Y assumptions include beliefs that work is natural, that people readily accept responsibility and 

exercise self-control when in the service of objectives to which they are committed (Burke, 2011). The 

study claimed that management who adhered Theory Y was performing more successfully than 

management who practised the Theory X where workforce performed in the way they believed the 

management thought of them (McGregor, 1960). 

Karmakar and Datta (2012) express the opinion that, because of the assumptions of Theory Y, there 

was an opportunity to align personal goals with organisational goals by using the employee’s own 

need for fulfilment as the motivator. In the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, McGregor's conceptualisation of 

Theory X and Theory Y were often used as the basis for discussions of management style, employee 

involvement, worker motivation, control, achievement and continuous improvement at the workplace 

were highlighted and empowering teams by giving the responsibilities was asserted by this theory 

(Koontz & Weihrich, 2009). Weihrich (2010) further claimed that managers who followed Theory Y 

invited suggestions from their subordinates and reward and remuneration schemes to motivate them. 

Empirical evidence concerning the validity of Theory X and Theory Y, however, was mixed. Some 

writers suggested that organisations implementing Theory Y tended to revert back to Theory X in 

tough economic times (Heil, 2000). Others suggested that Theory Y was not always more effective 

than Theory X, but that the contingencies of each managerial situation determined which of the 

approaches was more appropriate (Drach-Zahavy, 2004; Grandy, 2004). 

Theory X and Theory Y are often studied as a prelude to developing greater understanding of next set 

of management concepts, including Organisational Learning (Sorensen & Minahan, 2011;Kopelman, 

Prottas & Falk, 2010), Learning Organisations (Russ, 2013) and more recent concepts such as job 

enrichment, the job-characteristics model, and self-managed work teams (Combe, 2014). Indeed, 

Argyris (1971)  explicitly made the connection in the title and subtitle, of Management and 

Organisational Development: The Path from XA to YB. He proposed that organisations needed to be 

transformed from the pattern of behaviours and dynamics associated with a Theory X (Pattern A) to a 

pattern associated with Theory Y (Pattern B). Similarly, McGregor’s followed by Argyris work has been 

influential in learning strategies, particularly individual and team learning (Bennis, 2003; Pastor and 
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Mayo, 2008;Yukl, 1989) and the models that emphasise fostering employee commitment and 

engagement rather than control (Truss et al., 1997) which was also incorporated in the Lo concept as 

described below.  

Although the terminology may have changed since the 1950s, McGregor's ideas seem to have had 

particularly influence elements included in the LO concept (Hafford-Letchfield, 2009, p. 9) as according 

to the Stoyanov & Diderich (2017) , McGregor's work carried through many elements of Learning 

Organisation concept. It is apparent both concepts address continuous improvement of employees even 

though in many organisations it is assumed that the potential of people to develop is limited and there 

is little to be gained by further investments in their capability (Perkins & Muondo, 2013) where, many 

people have experienced the frustration of working within organisations where these restrictive 

assumptions reign (Collinson & Cook, 2006). McGregor‘s vision of successful organisation was more 

aligned with Theory Y which is in particular, an organisation, in which all members are encouraged to learn 

and develop (Lawter, Kopelman, & Prottas, 2015) and the organisation deliberately facilitates this learning 

and personal development (Beck, 1989; Morris, 1995; Mumford, 1995) which is also highlighted as 

prominent characteristics of LO concept (Strongman, 2013;Larsson, 2010). Furthermore, McGregor ‘s 

vision of an organisation with a culture that supports and rewards learning (Pedler et.al, 1991, Kline & 

Saunders, 1993), even re-awakening the joy of learning in all members of the organisation (Kline & Saunders, 

1993) is also greatly ingrained in LO concept specially in Peter Senge’s seminal work on LO.  

Along with writers such as Argyris and Shein, who are best known for their work in developing 

individual potential within organisations (Torkildsen, 2005), McGregor was one of several important 

humanist writers of the mid-twentieth century who argued that traditional organisational hierarchies 

create a state of dependence between subordinates and their managers and served as a bridge 

between the human relations school and a new form of organisational humanism based on Theory 

Y(Sorensen & Minahan, 2011). These inspirations have clearly had a significant impact on the concept 

of learning organisations where several characteristics of the LO models appear comparable with 

some of the most significant ideas of human relations school of this time period. 

3.5 Rationale for the selecting the LO concept 

The rationale for the choosing LO concept over alternative concepts such as organisational learning 

and knowledge management discussed in the following section. The extensive literature on each of 

the learning initiatives outlined in the above concepts can be found at the intersection of the 

complementary LO,OL and KM fields (Vera & Crossan, 2007; Ortenbald 2019).  
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Given the dynamics of rapid environmental changes, current organisations operate using very complex 

methods, and strategies used to manage and operate organisations in the past are significantly less 

effective due to the various changes in the internal and external environments of an organisation. 

Thus, to deal with these changing issues in the management field, new management ideas unfolded, 

or organisations adapted prevailing management concepts. Some of these ideas have been called 

management fashion as some have argued, and many have taken an interest in the idea purely 

because of their social prevalence and for the purpose of gaining legitimacy. Furnham (2004) and 

Glaser (1997) stated that the “Learning Organisation” concept is such a management fashion. 

However, necessary for implementing such ideas, and for organisations to create basic changes in 

their management and operations as well as to embrace new ideas and adapt to changes, the concept 

of “learning” within organisations has attracted significant attention during the last few decades (Wulf 

& Lewthwaite, 2016). Learning as a concept in an organisational context has the potential to 

incorporate several related and complementary fields, such as Organisational Learning, Knowledge 

Management and Learning Organisation. 

The concepts of organisational learning (OL), knowledge management (KM), and learning 

organisational (OL) theories have risen as parallel concepts and prompted some important insights 

(W. R. King, 2009) into learning and knowledge in organisations, which are yet to be reflected in 

integrated practice (Goh and Richards, 1997; Hult and Ferrell, 1997, Jerez-Go´mez et al., 2005). In 

terms of the above mentioned concepts and theories, studies often discuss the ways these concepts 

are interrelated (Geppert & Mike, 2017; N. Sunassee & Haumant, 2004) but at the same time highlight 

the seemingly quite disparate discourses (Argyris & Schön, 1995; Marquardt, 2002). Studying them in 

this way provides new insights, not only into their blend, but also into each of the individual disciplines.  

Aspects such as improving and maximising the individual and group/team learning processes of the 

organisations, continuous improvement of knowledge creations, and the utilisation, retention and 

transfer, and learning of the organisation are studied with different levels of emphasis within the 

intersection of these complementary LO, OL and KM fields. At the same time, many scholars 

(Hornstein, 2006; Otala, 2000; Paajanen & Kantola, 2008) state that areas of “knowledge” and 

“learning” in organisations acknowledge that the literature is extensive, intensive, expanding rapidly, 

and definitely rich with debates over boundaries as well as theoretical and empirical validity.  

Knowledge management theories can be regarded as developing in parallel (Lyle, 2012)  or 

competitively (Cruz-Cunha & Manuela, 2006) with the LO concept,  as there are overlapping and 

competing theoretical underpinnings (Lopez et al., 2004). Knowledge Management and Learning 

Organisation are phenomena that “are understood to have arisen as a response to the new socio-
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economic exigencies of the post-war to Millennium era” (Preskill & Torres, 1999, p. 44), while “KM is 

defined as a tool in managing the transfer of knowledge within an organisation” (Nor, 2004, p. 4). 

Offsey (1997) defines KM as a general procedure of detecting, transferring and more capably using 

information and skills within an organisation. KM targets the best utilisation of intellectual capital, 

knowledge and skills of the employees or knowledge of the organisation (Cummings, 2001; 

Atkociuniene et al., 2006). However, limited empirical work has been undertaken to identify the ways 

in which complexity clarifies or strengthens understanding of knowledge management by itself and 

its interaction with other crucial elements of organisations, such as leadership, processes, strategies 

and culture in work contexts. As an alternative, Denning (2009) suggested that LO is a more holistic 

way of understanding and taking advantage of knowledge when performing and managing a job, as 

well as a guideline for people and enterprises in handling the complexity of modern economic 

environments because the LO concept discusses ways of managing knowledge through characteristics 

of LO. 

When it comes to organisational learning (OL) and learning organisation (LO), interestingly, the terms 

have the almost same words in a different sequence and both terms are sometimes used 

interchangeably. However, many scholars note that these two entities are very different. Easterby-

Smith (1997) distinguishes the LO research stream from that of OL, proposing that the former focuses 

on the more action-oriented processes of creating and expanding the organisation’s capacity to learn, 

whereas the latter studies the phenomenon of learning within organisational contexts. Organisational 

learning is a heavily theoretical area of study that examines learning models used within organisations 

and then posits theories based on those studies (John, 2002).  However, OL and its key theoretical 

underpinnings are shared in the LO concept, which is discussed further in the next section. Miller 

(1996) defined OL as acquisition of new knowledge by employees who are able and willing to apply 

that knowledge to making decisions or influencing others in the organisation, which is discussed 

extensively in LO culture. Garratt (1990), states that OL is considered as a dynamic process based on 

knowledge, implying movement along the different levels of action, from the individual to the group 

levels, and then to the organisational level and back again. This is also discussed through the 

characteristics of LO, such as learning organisational culture, processes, and strategies. 

Cruz-Cunha and Manuela (2006, p. 17) state that meaningful and systematic learning is an emerging 

need of every organisations and they identify KM, OL and LO as ‘competitive disciplines and 

approaches’. Furthermore, they suggest that LO is the most important because it is a ‘meta-approach’ 

for improving other approaches for dynamic enterprise reconfiguration. Regarding the evolution of 

these fields, Easterby-Smith & Lyles (2011) and Pun and Balkissoon (2011) also support the above 
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claim that OL and KM have tended to integrate their concepts and practices and are starting to become 

sub-concepts of “learning organisation”. During the review of the literature for this study it was found 

that the inclusion of topics associated with OL in KM publications of LO started after 2005. 

Additionally, linking learning and knowledge with organisational strategy, results and competitiveness 

and interest in understanding the role of organisational culture are identified as common interests in 

all these fields of study. 

The importance of deploying a methodology that can provide a coherent approach to researching 

organisational learning and acquiring, storing, organising, and communicating knowledge has been 

recognized. However, despite the growing interest in these concepts and the number of theoretical 

frameworks and methodologies proposed in the literature, which tend to emphasize different aspects 

of all three concepts, there is a lack of coherent theoretical and methodological framework that can 

address the knowledge gap, which this thesis intends to fill.   

In particular, the convergence of traditional perspectives in each of the concepts has triggered 

sophisticated discussion about the unit of analysis for learning (Stacey 2003a; Field 2004), nature of 

knowledge (Blackman and Henderson 2005; Spender 2006), and the process of learning and how it 

contributes to organisational development (Spender 1996). In this study, Learning Organisation theory 

has been chosen against the above-mentioned alternative concepts due to the rationale discussed 

below. This study is built upon the LO concept over alternative concepts based on three major themes. 

First, the holistic approach of the LO concept that shares the similar theoretical underpinnings as the 

alternative concepts. Second, the LO concept represents the practical application of the alternative 

concepts and finally, the scope of the LO concept is more extensive than the other concepts. This also 

provides a synergy between the different areas of organisational development and operations, which 

would not necessarily be the finite goal of the other concepts. 

First, the learning organisation concept represents a fusion of themes (Lyle, 2012) and characteristics, 

which provides support for more holistic perspectives (Örtenblad, 2013) on learning and knowledge 

in organisations and demonstrates the value of well-integrated and adaptive learning culture, 

processes and strategies. This study highlights the ways in which the majority of LO characteristics 

represent some of the key aspects and theoretical underpinnings that are embedded in parallel and 

alternative concepts such as OL and KM. In short, the fundamental themes have been conceptually 

absorbed by the LO concept. This exploration led to a discussion of the ways in which the LO concept 

accommodates the consideration of organisational learning and knowledge management within a 

single and holistic frame using relevant LO characteristics. With the aim of exploring the opportunities 

inherent in this holistic approach, this study discusses the opportunity to look at learning and 
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knowledge in medium and large family businesses through single and holistic frames using the LO 

concept and selected characteristics as an integrating analytical device. 

Second, learning organisations, in comparison, represent the practical application of some of the 

alternative concepts. For example, the LO concept uses theoretical findings of organisational learning 

to inform the ways in which organisations might foster continuous improvement through effective 

learning practices. As discussed in the OL literature, it is specifically important to understanding how 

organisations learn as units, how individual learning contributes to collective learning, and how 

learning effects the organisation’s overall ability to adapt to its environment (Argyris & Schön, 1995; 

Czarniawska, 1998; Marquardt, 2002). Learning organisations, in comparison, represent the practical 

application of organisational learning theory (N. Sunassee & Haumant, 2004). Supporting this 

argument, Easterby-Smith (1997) distinguishes the LO research stream from that of OL, proposing that 

the former focuses on the more action-oriented processes of creating and expanding the 

organisation’s capacity to learn, whereas the latter studies the phenomenon of learning within 

organisational contexts. The LO concept shares the theoretical findings of organisational learning that 

outline the ways in which they might foster continuous improvement through effective learning 

practices. Viewed this way, learning organisations are the dynamic representation of this theory.   

Furthermore, according to Salehzadeh et al. (2014) most obvious implication of the distinction is that 

it distinguishes between something that exists naturally without any efforts and something that does 

not naturally exist but needs activity or effort to be carried out. In this case, Nonaka (1994) explains 

that all organisations have organisational learning, but only some would be learning organisations. 

While agreeing with Nonaka, Dodgson (1993, p. 380) uses the term natural state “for organisational 

learning, while learning organisation is seen to move beyond natural learning, but Organisational 

Learning is as natural as learning in individuals”. The LO can be distinguished as one that moves beyond 

this “natural” learning (Dodgson, 1993, p. 380), and whose goals are to thrive by systematically using 

its learning to progress beyond mere adaptation. However, Tsang’s (1997) definition of Organisational 

Learning clearly confirms the view of many scholars, especially corresponding to the comparison 

between Learning Organisation and Organisational Learning (Smith, 2016); “Organisational learning is 

a concept used to describe certain types of activity that take place in an organisation while the learning 

organisation refers to a particular type of organisation in and of itself. Nevertheless, there is a simple 

relationship between the two – a learning organisation is one which is good at organisational learning” 

(Tsang, 1997, p. 73). Additionally, when it comes to KM, Lyle (2012) states that LO recognizes that 

knowledge is available in a deluge so great, the elite few executives of the old system cannot optimally 

process and utilize all the available information. Therefore, according to Marsick & Watkins (2003) in 
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Learning Organisations, knowledge must be guided and integrated into the strategies, systems, 

practices, and structures of the organisation, to be shared, causing changes in performance. As 

Stewart (1991) states, “Every company depends increasingly on knowledge, patents, process, 

management skills, technologies, information about customers and suppliers, and old-fashioned 

experience” and this knowledge that exists in organisations can be used to create differential 

advantage. In other words, “it’s the sum of everything everybody in your company knows that gives 

you a competitive advantage in the marketplace” (p. 44). While according to Stewart (2001) in the 

new knowledge-based economy, work and learning are becoming inextricably linked, LO creates a 

corporate institution that enables people to continuously learn and work. 

 Third, in LO theory, the dimensions such as integration of information flow, improvement of work 

processes, connecting and adaptability to external environment and their implications have also been 

discussed, whereas the scope of the alternative concepts such as knowledge management, OL, 

employee engagement are rather limited. One can argue that LO therefore creates confusion with 

such an extensive scope. However, when it comes to organisation operations, the scope is vast and 

relevant and synergy between these dynamics is important. In organisations that seek implementation 

of knowledge management systems and practices to improve existing knowledge, the predominant 

trend has been to focus on supporting information sharing technologies, assuming the importance of 

studying social networks, knowledge flows and identifying strategies to improve them (Cross, Borgatti, 

& Parker, 2002; Storberg-Walker & Gubbins, 2007). Schwier, Campbell, and Kenny (2004) argue that 

the use of the term knowledge management sometimes is not adequate, because they are only 

focused on the coding, storage, and distribution of information (Schwier et al., 2004). The ability of an 

organisation to use and leverage knowledge is heavily dependent on different factors such as 

organisational culture, leadership, work processes and strategies, which are hardly integrated into the 

KM concept itself. This recognizes the importance of sharing for the interconnection between the 

characteristics included in the LO concept, which enable knowledge management at the individual, 

team and organisational levels (Manuel, 2012). 

The justification for choosing the LO concept rather than KM or LO is due to the fact that this study 

aims to examine the processes and procedures of learning in a family business context, and how it is 

dealt with by the organisation. Since the proposed outcome of this study is to suggest an LO model 

that can be adopted by family businesses, this results in an action orientated outcome, thus, it 

suggests that the alternative concepts discussed above will be considered as characteristics of LO that 

facilitate the “journey” of becoming a LO.  
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3.6 The ‘Learning Organisation’ 

The Learning Organisation came to prominence in 1990 with the publication of Peter Senge’s “Fifth 

Discipline”. There were antecedents going back for many years if not decades as described above, 

where in the process of less successful management theories replaced by better ones (Messmann et 

al., 2018).  However, Robert Garratt was one the first authors who used the term ‘Learning 

Organisation’(C. L. Wang & Ahmed, 2002; A. Örtenblad, 2013). In 1987 he intended to provide a 

management system which could integrate different management concepts that were a part of 

‘management studies’ during that period (A. Örtenblad, 2013). According to many academics who 

involve in the LO concept at that time, some problems which were directly derived from the lack of 

organisational learning process, were not addressed by top managers at that time (Denton, 1998; 

Mayo, 2004; M. Pedler, Burgoyne, & Boydell, 1997; Retna & Ng, 2016). Other important contributions 

on the concept of the LO were done by Argyris & Schon (1982, 1990, 2010, 2017; C. Argyris & Schon, 

1992; C. Argyris & Schön, 1996), Garvin (1993; 2003), Pedler et al. (1997). Also, very prominent 

business leaders such as De Geus of Royal Dutch Shell(Abe, Bassett, & Dempsey, 2012; de Geus, 2011; 

C. L. S. U. E. B. S. M. Witzel & Witzel, 2003)and Jack Welch from the GE have also influence this concept 

of LO to thrive(Jablin & Putnam, 2004; Milkovich, Ivancevich, Matteson, Newman, & Milkovich, 1999). 

They all consider LO as one that encourages employees with their new and expansive patterns of 

thinking (Blackman, Hurst, & Lee‐Kelley, 2007; Luhn, 2016), where collective aspirations can be seen 

and learnt from external factors and adjust its internal framework to suit the challenges.  

Although some(Rebelo & Duarte Gomes, 2008) have argued that the LO was not a new concept, 

however, it became a focus of research in the 1990s, when Senge’s work described a new type of 

organisation that intentionally develops strategies to promote learning at work (Santa & Nurcan, 

2016; Ward, Berensen, & Daniels, 2018). To stay competitive in the dynamic business environment, it 

is necessary that employees needed to become more skilled at creating, acquiring and transferring 

knowledge. As Abbas and Asghar (2010) argue, this concept therefore, was presumed to become 

important to organisations due to an increase in competition, globalisation, advances in technology 

and shifts towards customer preferences. According to Senge (2010) a company that becomes a 

Learning Organisation has a greater ability to adapt to the unpredictable, which gives that company a 

competitive advantage over its competitors. While agreeing with Senge (2010, p. 139)on that, Hayes 

(2002)further state that LO promotes learning through two interacting forces: First, individual learning 

and second, contextual environment of learning. However, Senge (1990, p. 139) further stated that, 

even though “organisations can only learn when individuals are willing to learn and without it no 

organisational learning occurs at all”, but he also state that Individual learning does not guarantee 

organisational learning. Therefore, utilising the ability and willingness of learning in the organisation 
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in the way that both employee and the organisation benefit is a subtle practice that every organisation 

should explore. Therefore, many (Gábor & Kő, 2016; Rana, Ardichvili, & Polesello, 2016) have argued 

that individual learning is critically (Parboteeah, Hoegl, & Muethel, 2015) important in creating the LO 

discussed in detail in later section. 

Second, when individuals increase their capacity to learn, they can collectively enhance the overall 

capacity of the organisation to learn, as long as the organisation has a culture and climate that is 

receptive to their efforts and puts in place appropriate mechanisms to enable, support and reward 

the use of what is learned (V. J. Marsick et al., 2003). This aspect is also discussed in detail in later 

sections. Although Learning Organisations may have different characteristics depending on the 

contextual setting, there are common threads that are shared by all Learning Organisations and that 

demonstrate their potential to enable success and sustainability in their respective organisations. 

Discovering those common threads or common characteristics is one of the main objectives of this 

research. However, the difficulties and challenges that any concept relating to pragmatism is equally 

relevant to the LO which is discussed in the next section. 

3.7 Challengers to Learning Organisation 

All organisations learn (C. Argyris, 1999; Billett, Harteis, & Gruber, 2014, p. 843) or they would fail to 

adapt and survive(Greenan & Lorenz, 2009; Samantaray, 2017; Till, Amin, & McKimm, 2016); but 

whether or not the effort is aware(Murray & Chapman, 2003), and the learning that turn out beneficial 

(Mirliss, 2002; Sterman, 2006) is different aspect. In other words, “how organisations learn, why they 

learn, what they learn, and how they apply their learning varies significantly” (Preskill & Torres, 1999, 

p. 44). By and large organisations may suffer from a number of difficulties or “learning disabilities” (de 

Geus, 2011; Senge, 2006) that can either hinder or alter their capacity to learn. Among the sources of 

failure in this regard is learning short-sightedness, corporate memory loss, incomplete learning, 

superficiality, deeply, and flawed feedback systems (1992; Kransdorff, 1998; Mirliss, 2002; Othman 

and Hashim, 2004). 

It is necessary to weigh the contributions of the obstacles for application of the concept in actual 

practice, since there are few remarkable barriers identified by the scholars in the field. As Sunassee 

and Haumant (2004, p. 266) remark, “very few of these barriers are properly understood”. There are 

four major shortcomings of the Learning Organisation concept that require resolution in order to make 

the idea actionable. First, there is no a clear consensus on the meaning of the Learning Organisation 

(C. Johnson, Spicer, & Wallace, 2011). Second, the issue of practice in Learning Organisation has 

proven to be a hard concept to operationalise and measure (Garvin, 1993; Van Wart, 2003). This is 
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true within any type of organisations where there are many obstacles to adopt, such as an entrenched 

bureaucracy, multiple stakeholders, and competing goals and values (Finger and Brand, 1999; 

Kingsbury, 1999; McGrath, 2002). Third, a lack of theoretical analysis (Fenwick, 1997; Jacobs, 1995; 

Kerka, 1995; West, 1994a; Hess, 2014) and a lack of cumulative work (Dodgson, 1993; Fiol and Lyles, 

1985; Huber, 1991; Sessa and London, 2006) reduce the “meaningfulness, feasibility, and 

beneficence” (C. Argyris, 1999, p. 13). Fourth, many discussions on the LO are non-systemic in that 

they do not make clear and broad relations between structure, learning and outcomes, which have 

important implication for design (S. Boone, 2014; Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999; Kleiner, Smith, 

Roberts, Senge, & Ross, 2011), especially if the Learning Organisation is to operate in a favourable and 

an efficient manner. This concern is common in management concepts and contexts, however, the 

theory relevant for his study include four challenges discussed below.  

3.7.1 Definitional Issues 

First, definitional diversity can be seen throughout the literature since the beginning of the concept 

of its own right. While it has been suggested that the antecedents of the LO dates back many decades 

as illustrated earlier, there is general consensus that its emergence as a topic for consideration has 

predominantly grown out of writings which have appeared since the late 1980s (Hughes, 2001).  This 

is not to suggest that the LO as a concept is simply a product of that time period, rather, a combination 

of ideas, theories and practices, some of which have been around for some considerable time, have 

been gathered under the rubric of the Learning Organisation (Jones and Hendry, 1992; Hughes, 2001). 

Furthermore, the LO’s occurrence has been identified in different continents, countries, industries and 

management positions, and have been analysed through different methodologies and methods (A. 

Örtenblad, 2013). As such, Santa (2015) claims it shows that the LO is a truly global event and 

discrepancy of definition is an inevitable scenario. As may be expected, given the upsurge of interest 

in the concept and the proliferation of literature, numerous attempts have been made to define the 

LO.  However, a generally accepted definition of a LO is yet to evolve.  

Frequently, “reverential and utopian,” (David A. Garvin, 2003, p. 5),  discussions on the Learning 

Organisation are characteristically mysterious, filled with “near mystical terminology” and “high 

aspiration”, but short on concrete advice and guidelines for practice (D. A. Garvin, 1993, p. 79). 

Moreover, it is not uncommon to find the term Organisational Learning and Learning Organisation 

used to address the same ideas though they are not the same thing, as a result helping to create 

conceptual confusion rather than solving it (C. Argyris & Schön, 1996; M. Easterby-Smith & Lyles, 2011; 

Ege, Esen, & Aşık Dizdar, 2017; Geppert & Mike, 2017; Moingeon & Edmondson, 1996; Senge, 2010). 

Despite a few shared ideas and a few common grounds, a general lack of correspondence between 
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definitions has contributed to a growing, unequal literature that makes different assumptions and 

focuses on a variety of different issues relating to LO. Furthermore, ill-defined concepts can have a 

negative impact on the propositions and can misguide the efforts of the researcher and practitioners 

using the same (Wacker, 2004). Örtenblad (2004, p. 131) has noted that “Someone has to try to 

improve the concept’s clarity if the idea of the LO is to have a chance of becoming anything more than 

‘only’ a fashion”. In the past, researchers have contributed to the clarification of the LO concept. Otala 

(Otala, 1995) suggests an approach to clarify definitions dilemma, depending on the perspective of 

each author, several elusive definitions exist and these definitions can be classified based on 

philosophical, mechanistic, educational, adaptive and organic definitions. 

Philosophical definition: 

“Where people continually expand their capacity to create results they truly desire, where 

new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free 

and where people are continually learning how to learn together(Senge, 2010, p. 3) 

Mechanistic definition: 

“A learning organisation is an organisation skilled at creating, acquiring and transferring 

knowledge and modifying its behaviour to reflect new knowledge and insights”(D. A. Garvin, 

1993, p. 80) 

Educational definition: 

 

“It is an organisation that has woven a continuous and enhanced capacity to learn, adapt and 

change its culture. Its values, policies, practices, systems and structures support and 

accelerate learning for all employees” (J. K. Bennett & O'Brien, 1994, p. 41) 

Adaptive definition: 

 

“…is the intentional action of an organisation to continuously transform itself through both 

adaptive and innovative learning” (Dixon, 1992, p. 29). 

Organic definition: 

 

A learning organisation is like a living organism, consisting of empowered, motivated 

employees, living in a clearly perceived symbiosis, sharing the feelings of a common destiny 

and profit, striving towards jointly defined goals, anxious to use every opportunity to learn 
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from situations, processes and competition in order to harmoniously adapt to the changes in 

their environment and to continuously improve their own and the company’s competitive 

performance (Otala, 1995, p. 158) 

Through their research and by analysing the literature, many have suggested different aspects and 

characteristics that needed to be inserted in a valid definition. Örtenblad (2002, 2004) has evaluated 

and integrated various aspects to clarify the term “LO”. In this direction, Thomas and Allen (2006) 

performed a meta-analysis of themes in the literature regarding the LO and proposed a framework 

for the relationships between the LO attributes used in the literature. Additionally, Rebelo and Gomes 

(2008) analysed the literature on LO from an evolutionary perspective, and identified that the LO is in 

a period characterised by “evaluation and the attempt to add to the comprehension of concepts 

through empirical research and conceptual clarification”. More importantly, and more recently, Santa 

(2015) conducted a prominent research on definitions of LO through an integrative literature review 

methodology. A population of 623 articles on LO was taken into consideration through scrutinising the 

definitions, the most used terms were identified. Those terms were used to cluster the characteristics 

of the LO identified in the literature. Then, the clusters were additionally scrutinised and the domains 

of the LO were identified. In the end, for each domain, the identified characteristics were logically 

organised by a key theme as mentioned in the table below. 

Terms used in the definers No. of times 

Learning 46 

Organisation 28 

Continuous 18 

Knowledge 14 

Individual 11 

Change 10 

Processes 9 

Systems 9 

Structure 8 

Adapt, behaviour, capacity, create, improve, new 7 

Itself, members, results 6 

Environment, facilities, people, reflect, transforms 5 

Acquire, do, employees, information, insight, level, promotes, skilled, used, work 4 

Collective, competitive, develop, embedded, expand, important, increase 3 

performance, place, product, purposefully, rapid, strategy, take, team 3 

TABLE 4:  DEFINERS USED IN THE DEFINITIONS  SOURCE:  (SANTA, 2015) 
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The definition of the Learning Organisation used in this study is the definition posed by Watkins and 

Marsick (1999, p. 8), which reflect many of the themes that have emerged in the literature of LO as 

indicated in the above table. 

Watkins and Marsick (1999) define Learning organisation as “one that learns continuously and 

transforms itself. Learning takes place in individuals, teams, the organisation s and even the 

communities with which the organisation interacts. Learning is a continuous, strategically used 

process, integrated with and running parallel to, work. Learning results in changes in knowledge, 

beliefs, and behaviours. Learning also enhances organisational capacity for innovation and growth. 

The learning organisation  has embedded systems to capture and share learning” (p. 8) 

By sub-dividing this definition into its three component parts, it is possible to grasps the primary idea 

about the concept of Learning Organisation. First, learning occurs in three levels of the organisation 

which is individual, teams and organisational (Botha, Kourie, & Snyman, 2014; Denton, 1998; Flood & 

Romm, 2018a; Geppert & Mike, 2017; Moran, 2015; Senge, 2014) as well as the external environment 

that organisation interacts (John, 2002; Soliman, 2015, p. 137). Second, some of the key characteristics 

are highlighted in this definition by Watkins and Marsick (1993). Especially, considering ‘continuous 

learning’ as a strategic process, which allow organisations to enhance growth and innovation is a 

decisive characteristic of LO. The new knowledge generated from the learning process must be 

transferred throughout the organisation. Learning organisations strive to reduce structural, process 

and interpersonal barriers to the sharing of information, ideas and knowledge among organisational 

members (Garvin, 1993; Watkins and Marsick, 1996; Wonacott, 2000 (Anders Örtenblad, Akademin 

för ekonomi, Centrum för innovations, & Högskolan i, 2009). Furthermore, learning organisations 

actively try to infuse their organisations with new ideas and information to enhance the innovation. 

They do this by constantly scanning their external environments, hiring new talent and expertise when 

needed and by devoting significant resources to train and develop their employees (Garvin, 1993; 

Gephart et al. 1996; Pedler et al. 1991; Watkins and Marsick, 1996) and encouraging innovative ideas 

of employees and teams. 

Finally behaviour, belief and knowledge must change as a result of continuous learning and the new 

knowledge generated as a result. In its original conceptualisation, the LO is results oriented even 

though implementation seems challenging (O'Keeffe, 2006, p. 225). They foster an environment in 

which employees are encouraged to use new behaviours and operational processes to achieve 

corporate goals (Garvin, 1993; Gephart et al. 1996; Watkins and Marsick, 1996) and the presence of 

correct system to capture, monitor and evaluate the learning is essential.  
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3.7.2 Operationalisation 

Second, to merely declare “an organisation must learn” is not same as when it comes to practicality. 

In actuality, the learning organisation has proven a hard concept to operationalise. Despite all the 

theoretical details, it is very difficult to identify many real-life examples (Talbot, Stothard, Drobnjak, & 

McDowall, 2014). Moreover, many different research and studies have been conducted over the time, 

in various contexts (Gil, Carrrillo, & Fonseca-Pedrero, 2018; Gouthro, Taber, & Brazil, 2018; Haight & 

Marquardt, 2018; Harris & Jones, 2018; Siddique, 2018; A. Örtenblad, 2013), LO concept works to 

bring about performance improvement. However, consensus over their methods and results are not 

yet reached therefore how to set measurable improvement goals and guidelines not agreed.  

3.7.3 Lack of Theoretical Analysis 

Third, there has been both a lack of theoretical analysis of the LO framework as well as a lack of 

cumulative work. In effect, the field has evolved on separate tracks with no much integration between 

them (Hunter, 2016, p. 8; A. Örtenblad, 2013). For example, there are several different terminologies 

introduced by different authors or researchers for the same characteristic which explain or interpret 

similar aspects.  The literature presents the learning phenomenon as taking place at different levels 

of an organisation as mentioned before, but, raises questions about the relationship between other 

characteristics and learning takes place in the three levels. 

3.7.4 Structure, Learning and Design 

Fourth, to master change, organisations must be structured to support learning, which means having 

the ability to use the knowledge gained from past experiences to address emerging problems 

(Sovacool & Hess, 2017). Senge (1990) and others argue that such “learning organisations” require 

new infrastructures, i.e., something other than the traditional hierarchy, however there is no 

agreement about an alternative that organisations need to adhere to. A few discussions on the 

Learning Organisation pay sufficient attention to the importance of structure as it relates to learning, 

organisational roles, and outcomes (Daly & Overton, 2017; Siddique, 2017; Tuggle, 2016) In fact, many 

studies are outright non-systemic, reflecting a bias for culture and process, without addressing other 

equally vital factors (Mike Pedler & Hsu, 2018; "Total quality management and innovation," 2017). 

This is ironic given that systems theory is one of the conceptual foundation of the Learning 

Organisation (Senge, 1990; Smith, 2001). 

Many scholars who promote LO state that the learning organisation is a type of organisation that is 

“continually expanding its capacity to create its future” (Senge,2014; Ellinger et al, 2003; Goh and 
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Richards, 1997; Henderson, 1997; Ortenblad, 2013). It has “a non-threatening, empowering culture” 

(US Army Corps of Engineers, 2003), which is “characterised by total employee involvement in a 

process of collaboratively conducted, collectively accountable change directed towards shared values 

or principles” (Watkins and Marsick, 1992). Furthermore, the LO must be institutionalised through 

collective behavioural and structural change  (Moingeon & Edmondson, 1996; Sidani & Reese, 2018). 

Notably, there are few grounds in the LO literature that confidently assumes that the organisational 

structure proceeds naturally and in a parallel form but fails to make clear what that resultant form is 

or should be. Therefore, a lack of practical guidelines to structure, process and design of the Learning 

Organisation has created a hesitation (Flood & Romm, 2018a) as well as difficult and risky venture for 

the traditional organisation wishing to make the transition. While some comprehensive 

methodologies have started to emerge, at present they remain largely untested. However, before that 

can happen, the LO concept needs critical analysis to address some of the problems highlighted above, 

which will likely undermine any attempts at implementation within the organisational environments 

and therefore, current chapter and the next chapter attempts to fulfil that requirement.  

3.8 Emergence of Learning Organisations 

Many have agreed, that the changes happened in the business environment became more and more 

rapid therefore, organisation and their effective strategies increasingly depend more on the 

development and deployment of intellectual resources of their employees, it was inevitable that 

concept such as Learning Organisations to appear, develop and thrive (Borge et al., 2018; Daly & 

Overton, 2017; Gardiner, 1998; A. Gupta, 2008; V. J. Marsick et al., 2003; O'Keeffe, 2006; Shin, Picken, 

& Dess, 2017).  

A number of factors have been cited as prompting the emergence of the concept of the learning 

organisation, and some general themes can be elicited from the literature (see Table B). There seems 

to be consensus that interest in the Learning Organisation concept was fuelled by a globalising 

economy, which brought along increased competition, as well as by the turbulent economic 

environment, characterised by constant change and an exponential speed of technological advances. 

Maintaining a competitive advantage under those circumstances meant being able to adapt quickly 

and having a foundational commitment to continuous learning (Gould 2000). 
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Key Words Drivers Writers 

Globalisation Global economy increases in mergers and 
acquisitions 

Harrim (2010), Chinowsky et 
al.(2007), (2008) 
, Gould (2000) 
 

Change Turbulent change, turbulent environment, 
rapidly changing environment, increased 
speed of change 

Song et al. (2009), De Geus 
(1988), Harrim (2010), 
Appelbaum and Gallagher 
(2000),Gould (2000), Drucker 
(1988) 

Competition 
Customers 

Increase competition, companies need to 
evolve to stay ahead 

Song et al. (2009), Harrim 
(2010), Chinowsky et al. (2007 

Technology Dynamic technological advances Song et al. (2009), Park (2008), 
Drucker (1988) 

Workforce: Fluid 
Labour Market 

More educated and skilled workforce, 
aging workforce 

Chinowsky et al. (2007) 

Knowledge Knowledge base economy, shift from 
manufacturing towards service industry, 
delivering knowledge-based solutions 

Song et al. (2009), Appelbaum 
and Gallagher (2000), Drucker 
(1988) 

TABLE 5:  DRIVERS CITED AS CONTRIBUTING TO THE EMERGENCE OF THE LEARNING ORGANISATION 

There is a high degree of consensus that the combination of globalisation and dynamic marketplaces 

is one of the drivers that has brought along a number of changes to the world of organisations and 

market competition, which in turn contributed to the development of the concept of the LO. 

Therefore, in order to remain globally competitive, organisations must re-think the way they operate 

and manage their business and learn at a faster rate than the encompassing environment can change 

(Senge, 1990; Stewart, 2001). This reflects a significant theme in the academic literature, which posits 

that organisations may continue to successfully compete on the basis of a stable, low-cost, high-

volume strategy, that they should search for developing the capability to continuously innovate, 

reorganise, learn from experience, create and offer new services and products, and improve the way 

those are delivered to their customers (Akhnif et al., 2017; Sidani & Reese, 2018). Then, according to 

(Moilanen, 2005; Phillips, 2003; Song and Chermack, 2008) organisations must leverage their new 

learning curve in innovative ways that result in more efficient services and products all the while 

maintaining lean operations and an engaged workforce. 

Profoundly technology-driven business environments impact organisations in every scale in greater 

deal beyond predictability (Velde, 2009, p. 143). New products and services no longer survive 

unchallenged long enough to repay their research and development costs, increasingly, technology 

that was exclusively in the domain of large organisations can be replicated by small companies all over 

the world and competitive advantage can be lost overnight, as IBM discovered to their cost (Mayo and 
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Lank, 1994). As all systems can be copied, the only source of long-term competitive advantage is an 

organisation’s ability to “learn” quickly and react faster than its competitors (Davis and Daley, 2008). 

Yang et al (2004) also state that an organisation’s ability to react correctly is increasingly dependent 

on one distinctive resource, the untapped knowledge and experience repositories that its workforce 

hold.   

Transition to a knowledge-based economy is another factor contributing to the emergence of Learning 

Organisations. Marquardt (2002) argues, that globalisation and technology have reinvented the 

industrialised marketplace as a knowledge-based economy which has created a workforce that 

recognises knowledge as the primary currency of power. With the shift from a predominantly 

manufacturing-focused economy towards a more knowledge-focused economy in much of the 

Western world (Martin & Siebert, 2016, p. 228), resulted in significant increase of ‘knowledge 

workers’. This kind of a workforce is more likely to become more responsible for the generation and 

innovative application of knowledge (Marquardt, 2002; Senge, 1990). This knowledge replaces 

physical labour as the primary resource in this new economy (Khadra and Rawabdeh, 2006). 

Considering knowledge is doubling every 2-3 years (Lien et al., 2006), continuous and prompt learning 

should take place, reformation of the old stratification system (Senge, 1990). Therefore, employees 

tend to search for places with opportunities to learn and grow (Russell & Russell, 2010)  rather than 

continue to work in a static environment. Therefore, LO concept fits into this perspective in terms of 

attracting and retaining the employees. 

Thus, organisational commitment to providing the framework which encourages its people to engage 

in the organisational learning has become an important factor in present day (D. King & Lawley, 2016, 

p. 327). The Learning Organisation supports both individual and team learning to foster creative and 

critical thinking across boundaries (Smith and Taylor, 2000). It is this mutually beneficial partnership 

that is instrumental in helping people engage with their work as a meaningful part of a whole unit that 

contributes to organisational success (J. L. Berg, 2015). As Lien et al., (2006) comments, that this 

ownership in the processes, which ultimately determines success or failure of the organisation, 

encourages workers to learn, problem-pose, collaborate, and innovate in a continuous fashion that 

enables sustainable development of both individuals and businesses. 

Another potential driver for LO refers to the process of creating structural and human capacity for 

adaptability within the organisation, as the workforce comprises of younger generations and 

according to Warran and Baker (2016) and Mello(2014, p. 46) they have very different expectations 

of the workplace than previous generations had especially in terms of involvement in a meaning way 

in the decision-making process.  Additionally, Davis and Daley (2008) also predict that there could be 
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growing dissatisfaction with traditional management methods based on command and control, and 

more participative leadership is in demand. With a large number of people planned to retire over the 

coming years, loss of organisational knowledge tops the agenda of many organisations, and also serves 

as a key driver for the establishment of a LO (Chinowsky & Carrillo, 2007). This increased labour market 

fluidity and change have generated a need for organisations to be more adaptable, and the LO concept 

addresses the process of giving organisational structures and employees the capacity to adapt in 

response to external change (Shaw, McPhail, & Ressia, 2018). 

For many organisations remaining competitive in the new knowledge era requires delivering 

knowledge-based solutions to meet today’s customer expectations (Song and Chermack, 2008). Many 

of them need to evolve continuously if they want to secure long-term, sustainable profitability and 

success, as keeping the status quo may not be enough anymore (Chinowsky, 2007). The recognition 

of patterns, which enable learning to take place in similar situations, can lead to a comprehensive 

restructuring of behavioural rules and norms. According to Song and Chermack (2008), when a system 

learns to learn, its internal relationships are altered, which can result in a transformation of the 

established relationships within and between the system and its environment. These insights into the 

patterns of relationships and the likely consequences of action can lead to changes in the underlying 

structure of the organisation which lead to achieving better awareness, on reflection and on 

recognising patterns. 

he above noted challenges around globalisation, increased competition, technological advances and 

the ever-accelerating rate of change overall, were also viewed as the drivers for the emergence of 

concepts such as the ‘Learning Organisation’ based on the premise of helping organisations to address 

those challenges and making them more adaptable to change. Identifying the best approach to 

creating a Learning Organisation, has been subject of the vast literature about the learning 

organisation. With different writers presenting different frameworks, with different definitions of the 

concept, this literature seems to have a multidimensional perspective to Learning Organisation 

(Garvin, 2000; Smith and Tosey, 1999; Tosey, 2005) which will be elaborated in detail in later sections 

of this thesis. 
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3.9 Gaps in Existing Literature      

3.9.1 Importance of the topic and emergence of gaps 

Having reviewed the literature of family business and LO which address the key aspects of both fields 

within organisational contexts the following section discusses some of the remaining knowledge gaps 

that this research addresses. Existing literature provides the foundations for the current study which 

in turn helps to identify and articulate gaps in existing literature. When LO appeared as one of the key 

management concepts in 1990s a whole new field of study emerged. Since then, much has been 

written about it, presenting it as an evolution of the organisational learning perspective. This is 

primarily because of its potential to develop transformational change in firms (Flood & Romm, 2018b) 

but also its ability to re-conceptualise many aspects of an organisation (Gil & Mataveli, 2017). A review 

of existent literature helps to highlight the lack of specific research conducted analysing how LO can 

be applied to medium and large family businesses. 

With researchers exploring several branches of LO already, previous studies can be separated into two 

distinct categories. First the studies which have been conducted to understand the concept of LO 

itself. This consists primarily of the frameworks that have been developed to understand the key ideas 

and characteristics of LO. Although a significant number of research studies have been dedicated to 

this, the available studies do not make any valid comparison between the differing approaches that 

have arisen due to the use of different definitions and theoretical frameworks. Second, a large amount 

of existing research has been conducted to explore whether LO can be applied to different contexts. 

This includes analysing the  most successful ways of implementing LO, together with the varying 

rationale and challenges of the implementation.  These studies have used different methods, research 

designs, applied different frames of reference (i.e. different frames of the LO), conducted research 

into different industries and sectors, as well as different formats of the organisations, but also in the 

different geographical locations and national cultures.  

However, throughout these studies two common weaknesses arise. First, LO is generally approached 

as an ideal that all organisations, regardless of national culture, industry, sector, type of the 

organisation should adopt “as is” (Ortenblad, 2013 p.38). This fact makes it very difficult to construct 

meaningful analyses regarding recommendations to organisations in the various contexts. 

Furthermore, the context is often taken up for the studies but the recommendations to organisations 

within the particular context are rarely related to the characteristics and the dimensions of the context 

which created limitations to their contributions in advancing the understanding of the LO. 
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Additionally, it is seldom possible to understand how past studies are designed by only looking at the 

study’s aims. Past studies show relating to the LO predominately display three main aims, which 

permits the LO to be modified to mould to organisations within specific contexts. Yet, of these three 

aims, it is unclear whether they are attempting to find; (i) whether or not the studied organisation 

already is a LO, (ii) whether or not it should become a LO, or (iii) whether or not it would possible to 

transform the particular organisation into a LO.  In short, a critical analysis of relevant literature will 

help to highlight the importance of a comprehensive theoretical framework, which has the potential 

to incorporate the key factors identified and be able to address the issues facing the understanding of 

LO.  By doing so, the advantages and disadvantages of adapting the characteristics of LO will be 

covered. Finally it will suggest a model of LO which specifically relates to family businesses and aims 

to facilitate a learning culture to assist family businesses in adopting key LO characteristics for 

continuous improvement, collective learning, and enhancement of performance. 

Chapter two and Chapter three review the literature of the two fields of family businesses and LO 

respectively, identifying how LO can be put into the context of Medium and Large family businesses 

in the North West of England. As mentioned before, there is much  academic literature related to LO 

being applied to various contexts. The previous studies, conducted across a wide range of industries 

and sectors, have claimed that becoming a LO provides invaluable insight into particular organisations, 

stabilizing against change while helping them thrive (Stonehouse & Pemberton, 2000). In addition to 

numerous research on the business organisations, some of the research has focused on healthcare 

(Pennbrant et al., 2012), Higher Education (Brown, 1992; Tam 2006), Libraries (Riggs, 1997; Jain & 

Mutula, 2008), non-profit organisations (Hayes, 2002), religious organisations (Carroll, 2000), Schools 

(Lingard et al., 2000; Ferrer, 2010), Courts (Parker, 1998), the military (Haugrud et al., 2001) and 

several other sectors. Furthermore, some of the previous studies have analysed the relationship 

between adopting a LO model and the organisation’s financial performance (Ellinger 2002 & Hussein, 

Norashikin 2014).  In 2013, Wetherington, et al. (2013) undertook a study focused on non-profit 

organisations scrutinising the relationship between the implemented LOs and financial, knowledge 

and mission performance, which confirmed the relationships found in earlier studies.  

Some of the characteristics of LO have also been applied to the public sector. For instance, Rose et al. 

(2009) examined the relationship between LO variables and other organisational variables by using a 

sample of public service managers in Malaysia. LO  variables were found to be positively related to 

organisational commitment, job satisfaction and work performance (Borge et al., 2018; Daly & 

Overton, 2017; Gardiner, 1998; Gupta, 2008; Marsick et al., 2003; O'Keeffe, 2006; Shin, Picken, & Dess, 

2017). A systematic review conducted by Rashman et al. (2011) examined aspects of LO in public 
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organisations and concluded that frameworks for explaining processes of organisational learning at 

different levels needs to be sufficiently dynamic and complex to effectively accommodate public 

organisations. 

On the other hand, literature regarding family businesses gained traction mainly due to the increased 

contribution such businesses provide to the economies across the world, and due to some of the 

significant characteristics and attributes of family businesses such as longevity and endurance during 

the time of crisis (Lane & David, 2018). Currently, research into family businesses is considered to be 

in an evolutionary phase (Guzma ́n-Parra 2011). In the past, the perceived importance of family 

business research was low for the reason that the contribution of family businesses to economies 

around the world was not truly understood. That is, until relatively recent research which suggest’s its 

importance (Huybrechts et al., 2011). The important contribution of family businesses was identified, 

forcing family business research became a separate discipline in the 1990s (Bird et al., 2002; Cano-

Rubio et al., 2017). Continuing this, it has gained even more attention in recent years (Reay & Zhang, 

2017). However, similar to non-family businesses, family businesses also face challenges related to 

constant change in the market, customer satisfaction, finding the correct skills, retaining qualified staff 

and the resource scarcity . Also, similar to non-family businesses, family businesses require innovative 

approaches to face these challenges (Astrachan & Shanker, 2003; Bjuggren, Johans-son, & Sjogren, 

2011). 

As a result, according to Lane and David (2018) the family business research landscape has changed 

significantly over last two decades. Dana and Ramadani (2015) state that dedicating research into the 

new approaches to management, development, and sustainability of family businesses has equally 

resounding economic impacts as those for non-family businesses. While family business research has 

grown and gained legitimacy (Rodrigo Basco & Pérez Rodríguez, 2011) amid the academic, 

practitioner, and policymaker spheres and is still emerging, which is revealed by the major gaps in the 

literature (Bird et al., 2002; Cano-Rubio et al., 2017). 

While reviewing of the evolution of the family business field, it was evident that it remains 

preoccupied with the same issues that have dominated its discourse over the last 20 years. Namely 

ownership and succession, and governance of family businesses. Only a handful of research examines 

the influence of multi-disciplinary management on family business performance. The literature’s focus 

on succession mirrors the primary concern of family business management (Chrisman et al., 2013). 

Paradoxically, key issues related to effective management of family businesses, such as goal and 

strategy formulation, organisational learning, continuous improvement,  innovation in and 

professionalization of firms, resource management, culture, and internationalization are routinely 
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ignored or remain understudied. Additionally, research on individual and group behaviour within the 

family businesses, organisational learning  and managerial processes examined under diverse 

theoretical frameworks such as LO theory is extremely rare. 

However, given the evolution of the field of family business, family business research has begun 

demanding a broader, multidisciplinary view with research efforts that are encompassing new models 

and data sources from around the world (Pramodita, 2003; Guzma ́n-Parra 2011). Accordingly, a trend 

toward greater experimentation, wider varieties of research methods and more compelling analyses 

are required(De Massis & Kammerlander,2020). Although there are some contributions that examine 

the influence of specific management dimensions on family business performance (Danes et al. 2007; 

West-head and Howorth, 2006), there is a gap of studies which consider a broader range of variables 

relating to family business organisations and management or studies that analyse the impact of 

functional diversity of different levels on the family businesses. This void represents a potential 

research area that includes continuous improvement of these family businesses through collective 

learning of the individuals, groups and the organisation in order to facilitate the product and process 

innovation through research and development, and the pursuit of new markets to promote continuity 

and success in family businesses. Furthermore, one of the biggest challenges that family businesses 

face is the effective management of non-family employees (Jesús Manuel et al., 2020). Attracting 

qualified non-family employees and fostering value-creating attitudes and behaviours among them 

can be major factors in the success or failure of family businesses (Tabor et al., 2018). However, little 

research has explored non-family employees in general.  

This research, therefore, intends to contribute to filling this gap by developing a theoretical LO 

framework which comprises of LO characteristics that have been identified in the family business 

literature. With a keen focus on aspects such as organisational learning within the different levels of 

the family businesses, performance and reward management, supporting and learning culture, work 

processes, management, leadership, shared vision, strategy and process and their influence in 

medium and large family businesses and their influence on the family and non-family members and 

employees of the family businesses. 

Birdthistle and Garavan (2011) identify family business context as an interesting field to apply LO 

theory, especially to help family businesses to thrive and become sustainable.  However, there is a 

dearth of research that examines the effect of LO characteristics or LO frameworks on family 

businesses, which indicates a knowledge gap in understanding which way the two fields intersect. This 

study, therefore, intends to contribute to filling this gap by promoting research through four research 
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objectives that can offer an extended explanation of the relationship between LO concept and its 

implication on family businesses in a selected economic region (North West of England).  

The major knowledge gap which, will be discussed in detail in the next section, is the application of 

research relating to LO which can provide an important source of knowledge to assist family 

businesses facing these challenges. Such reasoning is justified due to the fact LO characteristics have 

proven successful in non-family businesses (Daly & Overton, 2017). The types of LO characteristics 

essential to improve the performance, and more specifically, the learning capacities that needs to 

improve in the family business context can be assessed and evaluated. Such research has not 

previously been conducted with regards to family businesses in North West of England. Nor has any 

which explores whether these organisations possess any characteristics that are already aligned with 

the LO concept. To clarify these issues, the five main gaps in knowledge which this research addresses 

are summarised below.  

The first major knowledge gap is whether the LO fits the context of family businesses. Due to research 

and publication limitations, there is a limited understanding of how LO characteristics fit the family 

businesses context. Birdthistle (2005) examined the ability of Irish family SMEs to learn, and their 

findings support the view that family businesses have the potential to be LO, due to the fact that small 

and medium sized family businesses have learning at the core of their business, and further systems 

in place to deal with a learning orientation. Furthermore, Birdthistle claims that family firms provide 

a diverse, dynamic, and rich context in which to study the pragmatic prospective of LO. Based on 

research into 405 family SMEs, Sorenson et al. (2009) suggested that, due to their special qualities, 

family businesses have a greater potential to be considered learning organisations. Nordqvist and 

Melin (2015) similarly suggest that family businesses have positive links to LO as they accumulate in-

depth and unique knowledge of products, markets or industry over generations.  

The second major knowledge gap is that literature regarding family businesses has primarily been 

focused on core conceptual dimensions such as ownership, management and succession in order to 

understand family business behaviour and performance (J. Debicki, F. Matherne, Kellermanns, & J. 

Chrisman, 2009; Kellermanns & Hoy, 2016). There is a clear lack of consideration towards the 

importance of organisational learning that occurs in the family businesses. However, despite two 

separate substantial bodies of literature on the family businesses as a concept and LO as a concept, 

knowledge of family businesses as learning organisations is limited and sparse due to the lack of 

research conducted  that combines both these concepts. Therefore, this study attempts to bridge the 

gap between these two contexts and addresses this potentially important knowledge gap. 

Additionally, this research provides an important extension to current theoretical perspectives on LO 
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theory and the theory of family businesses. The work of many researchers shows how non-family 

organisations use LO theories at the individual, team and organisational level (Gouthro et al., 2018; 

Kools & Stoll, 2016; Švagždienė, Jasinskas, & Simanavičius, 2017) but, only limited research has been 

conducted on how LO theories applied to these three levels of the family businesses. This research 

aims to address this lack. Therefore, the findings of this research will provide new knowledge by 

suggesting an appropriate LO model which proposes the impact of LO characteristics on three levels 

of the family business. The information resulting from this research might also help educators in 

providing learning and training to the family business, their owners, teams, and employees. 

Third, studies which analyse the links between family businesses and different regions of the UK are 

sparse. With the exception of a few studies attempting to describe the role of family businesses in 

workforce employment and GDP growth in the country as a whole (IFB, 2011,2015,2016; Memili, Fang, 

Chrisman, & De Massis, 2015), contemporary family business research has provided less insights 

towards family businesses in specific regions of the country, let alone the learning process in instances.  

There are very few published reports or statistical studies resulting in limited data and information on 

family businesses in North West England. There is no research in North West England that has been 

conducted on the potential of family business being or becoming Learning Organisations and this 

study will help to fill that gap. This research provides an opportunity to identify the characteristics of 

LO within a family business located in the North West of England while also providing the opportunity 

to explore the ways to pragmatically transform a family businesses into a LO. Furthermore, the family 

businesses used in this research could set the precedent similar studies in different geographical areas. 

Forth, there is a gap in the qualitative research in relation to the implementation of LO characteristics 

in the family business context. Many authors refer to the aptness of qualitative methods for studying 

human behaviours, fine-grained processes and, similarly, the complex and tacit processes of the family 

businesses (Brundin et al., 2014; Nordqvist et al., 2015; Zellweger, 2017). Nordqvist and Melin (2009) 

argue that studies should be complemented by a research approach that is suited to capture the 

specific complexity and dynamics unique to family businesses. They suggest that the interpretive 

approach within the broader umbrella of qualitative methods has this potential. However, the amount 

of qualitative research in the family business context is inadequate, and this is particularly relevant to 

the family business research in North West England, explaining why the full potential of qualitative 

inquiry is not being fully realized in family business field. This thesis draws upon primary qualitative 

data which was collected by means of semi-structured interviews employing both open and closed 

ended questions. These interviews yielded in-depth information regarding the LO characteristics 

based on the owners, team leaders and employees’ experiences and understanding of the family 
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business. Therefore, this study addresses the gap by using qualitative research in the family business 

area with relation to LO theories, especially in the selected geographical area. 

The fifth and final gap is identified as the general lack of perceived usefulness of LO as an alternative 

method to develop family businesses. This can be rectified with two key considerations. First, with the 

next generation of family businesses willing to explore new ideas, new markets, new locations, new 

strategies, there is a growing need to conduct research into these new prospects of family businesses, 

considering both different sizes and scales (Braidford et al., 2014). Second, there is a concern over the 

longevity of many family businesses. According to The Family Firm Institute (2016), only approximately 

30% of family businesses survive into the second generation, only 12% are still viable into the third 

generation, and only about 3% of all family businesses operate into the fourth generation or beyond 

which shows the need for a solid understanding of family businesses. Consequently, the adaptation of 

different theories, such as LO, could be advantageous in creating a sustainable and successful future 

for family businesses.  

These five gaps identified in the existing literature and general knowledge relating to LO and medium 

and large family businesses are starting points for greater research.  The type of research that is 

promoted by LO is linked primarily to finding pragmatic solutions. For example, such research can 

provide tools to reach collective resolutions to the problems that a family business is facing. 

Furthermore the documentation of such experiences helps to make stored implicit knowledge more 

explicit, and encourage employees to initiate solutions by mobilising the collective knowledge and 

experience they have already gained  (Casillas & Pastor, 2015). Therefore, there are many reasons for 

family businesses to pay more attention to the concepts found within Los. Moreover, the emerging 

global interest towards family business research will increases the need for better ‘learning’ family 

business structures to help continue their businesses into future generations.  

Family business systems require management and employees to deal with their complexity by 

considering not only their component parts but also their complex interrelations and adopting new 

ways of thinking helps to circumvent the missing knowledge (Sharma, 2004). Each family business 

offers new approaches to innovation and continuous learning in the organisation which can provide 

an extension to their survival. Within this in mind, the importance of LO characteristics in medium to 

large family business has emerged, validating further research into specific examples of family 

businesses to discover how LO can benefit them. 
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3.10 Chapter Conclusions 

This review of literature, was conducted in order to provide an understanding of the strengths and 

weakness of learning organisation concept, appreciating the strengths and weaknesses of the concept 

will, ultimately, enable a more relevant application to family businesses. At the outset of this literature 

review the evolution of organisational and management theories over the course of the twentieth 

century was highlighted. This discussion leads to the identification of the antecedents of the LO in 

order to position this concept in the context of the management theories. As identified in this 

investigation of literature, there have been dramatic organisational transition from the old Taylorism 

model, where the worker is viewed as an ‘unthinking cog’ (Gompers, 1911b), to management theories 

emphasising workers’ capacities for learning. During this transition over many decades, organisations 

have attempted to improve their efficiency through humanist motivational models, adhering to 

Japanese ideologies into Western management culture, and finally more knowledge and innovation-

based managerial perspectives.  This adaptation has initiated managerial culture that requires holistic 

systems thinking, continuous learning and improvement, shared knowledge and purpose, employee 

and work team autonomy over their jobs, and collective participation in decision making hence the 

implications of the “learning organisation” concept to be positioned in the management theories. The 

historical context of the LO evolvement is also analysed from the perspectives of the organisational 

development, the economic shifts to globalisation, rapid technology advancements, together with a 

justification of the reasons why this concept is expedient for any organisation including the family 

businesses. However, this chapter has also identified the challengers that have evolved in defining and 

implementation of this concept. These challengers included, (1) definitional diversity (2) issues related 

to Operationalisation (3) lack of cumulative theoretical analysis (4) Structure, Learning and Design of 

LO. This study has adopted the definition as posed by Watkin and Marsick (1999) which share the most 

ideas shared by most scholars and authors who defined this concept. Next discussion into the rationale 

for selecting the LO concept was carried out, then gaps in the existing literature is analysed.  

In the next chapter, there will be identification and analysis of different characteristics of the LO 

concept by analysing the models and different definitions about the concept in order to set the stage 

for a more solid understanding regarding the concept. Exploring and evaluating the differences among 

the different characteristics as well as the similarities through taxonomy method has resulted in a set 

of common characteristics which provides the theoretical and conceptual basis for this research. 

Furthermore, it is anticipated that this literature review that discusses the relevance of the learning 

organisation idea which lead to the conceptual framework will offer insights and assistance towards 

gaining an understanding of whether family businesses selected for this research contains any of these 

characteristics. 
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'an idea that is developed and put into action is more important than an idea that exists 
only as an idea'.  

Gautam Buddha cited in Low  (2017, p. 177)  
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4.1 Chapter Introduction 

The above chapters highlighted the issues with implementing the LO as a successful strategy in any 

organisational context, first, due to the disparity of characteristics or the dimensions included in the 

different models of the concept. Secondly, according to the literature review, it is evident that many 

scholars and practitioners have attempted to adopt this concept in various contexts. However, there 

is a lack of cohesive attempt to contextualise this concept in different contexts. Moreover, according 

to the literature review, the family business context is one of the rarest of contexts where the LO 

concept been adapted or analysed to see its applicability or the relevance. Therefore, this study 

attempts to analyse to what extent are these LO characteristics can be identified in the FB context of 

a particular region in the UK using an index of common characteristics of LO. The main purpose of this 

chapter is to bridge the context of FB with the LO characteristics using a conceptual framework which 

border the selected research criteria for this research. 

The chapter is organised as follows. Section 4.2 discusses the general concept of taxonomy together 

with a review of existing definitions and taxonomies of LO. Section 4.3 identifies seven key domains 

followed by clustering 21 most common characteristics into seven domains, which creates the general 

taxonomy. Successively, 21 characteristics were compared against the work and writings of LO of 40 

authors, practitioners and institutions. Section 4.4 introduces the conceptual framework, which 

includes the LO characteristics selected from the list of common characteristics. Family business in the 

North West region is discussed in Section 4.5. Finally, Section 4.6 summarises the proposed ideas, 

discusses some outstanding issues, relates the proposed taxonomy and discusses how the taxonomy 

can be applied for its intended purposes. 

It is important to keep moving the research from theoretical frameworks to conceptual frameworks 

and for this to occur an understanding of main concepts and their relationships with each other is 

required. In this study, it was vital to incorporate the dynamics of FB and LO characteristics to be 

grounded in the conceptual framework to achieve the aims of the research. The source of this 

understanding lies with the gathering and analysis of data, specifically through the construction of a 

general taxonomy.  

4.2 Development of Taxonomy for LO Characteristic Framework 

Taxonomies can be distinguished from the related concepts of classifications. Classifications often use 

arbitrary, surface features as a basis for defining class membership, placing elements into boxes with 

labels, while taxonomies define class membership according to features that reflect the essence of 

the element being classified (Lambe, 2014). These relationships are often of the form of hierarchical 
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category memberships (e.g., whole-part, means-ends, or is-a-member)and reflect meaningful 

similarities (Marzano & Kendall, 2006). According to Bean (2009, p. 175) taxonomy is the practice and 

science of classification. The word derived from the Greek “taxis” which means order or arrangement 

and “nomos” means law or science. Taxonomy was also described as the work of attaching things to 

categories, and the ways in which those categories are ordered into systems (Bowker et al., 

2000).Sabherwal and  Becerra-Fernande (2011)explain that the taxonomies are an explicit formal 

specification of how to represent the objects, concepts, and other entities that are assumed to exist 

in some area of interests and the relationships that hold among them. For some, it is a science of 

classification according to a predetermined system used to provide a conceptual framework for 

discussion, analysis or information retrieval (Conway & Sligar, 2002).  

However, taxonomies may seem “deceptively simple” and “fiendishly complicated” (Lambe, 2014, 

p.xv). Lambe further explains that taxonomies are simple because they are absolutely basic to human 

consciousness since our world is familiar with the categories of family, friends, social groups, things, 

concepts, activities, and many other things. Boughzala(2011) state that useful taxonomies can be so 

challenging to create because taxonomy represents a model of what is being classified and also 

reflects the purpose of classification. Also Taxonomies are complicated because, they can be organised 

in unreflectively and inconsistent ways. Agreeing with Lambe and Boughzala, Sabherwal and  Becerra-

Fernande (2011, p. 106) state that development of adequate knowledge taxonomies could be 

expensive, time-consuming, and complex process, typically requiring the collaboration of a cross 

functional group tasked with defining the organisation’s most significant knowledge areas. Thus, to be 

a useful tool for communication and application to diverse issues, a taxonomy should make explicit 

the purpose and model behind it. In the concept of LO, different taxonomies might emerge for 

different purposes, such as identifying LO, guiding development of the concept in various 

organisational context.  
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Several authors have published methods for taxonomy development (Choi, Bae, Moon, & Baik; 

Nickerson et al., 2013). To create the taxonomy for this research, the method proposed by Nickerson 

et al (2013)is utilised as it covers most perspectives relevant for this study.  Nickerson et al. (2013) 

suggest using a procedure model consisting of the following steps: 1) Determine a meta-characteristic 

that sets the framework for the taxonomy and serves as a foundation for selecting key concepts and 

characteristics. 2) Determine ending conditions which help to determine when to terminate the 

development process. Nickerson et al. (2013), then, suggest combining two approaches (a conceptual 

and an empirical approach) and iteratively using both approaches to reach a useful taxonomy best. 3) 

In the conceptual approach, the researcher develops a taxonomy starting with a conceptual or 

theoretical foundation and then derives the typological structure through deduction. 4) The empirical 

approach starts with data and derives the classification from this data. The goal is to find similarities 

among the data and to classify similar objects into the same category. Nickerson et al. (2013) 

 FIGURE 7:TAXONOMY DEVELOPMENT METHOD ADAPTED FROM  NICKERSON ET AL. (2013) 
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emphasize that researchers may need several iterations of applying these approaches before a useful 

taxonomy has been reached. They recommend using ending conditions that help to decide when to 

end the taxonomy development process (Schäffer & Stelzer, 2017). These ending conditions will be 

described in section 4.3. At the end of the process, the resulting taxonomy needs to be evaluated. 

Nickerson et al. (2013) suggest checking whether the ending conditions have been met and asking 

potential users to evaluate the usefulness of the taxonomy. Suppose the evaluation reveals that the 

taxonomy is not sufficiently useful, understandable, or complete. In that case, the process needs to 

be restarted until a taxonomy has been developed that meets all relevant criteria. 

4.3 Mapping the LO domains and characteristics using taxonomy method 

More extensive and broader the examination of LO theory gets more complicated pursuit it becomes 

to understand the ‘actual’ learning organisation due to two main reasons. First, there is no agreed 

definition of the LO; in fact, it is a contested term (A. Örtenblad, 2013). Since the publication of Senge’s 

“The Fifth Discipline” (1990), the literature that is available to practitioners on the LO has proliferated 

(Palos & Veres Stancovici, 2016; A. Örtenblad, 2013). While Garratt (1987) and Senge (1990)  were 

initiated to focus on individual behaviour, mentality change and values and principles, Pedler, 

Burgoyne and Boydell (1997)  introduced some guidelines and ideas about structures (on information 

systems and accounting and control). Similarly, according to the Wallace, (2007) many other authors, 

practitioners and institutions have added and suggested different aspects of the concept which often 

contributed to the lack of cohesiveness among the ideas within the LO concept. The researcher 

identified that this is why other authors who researched LO concept during the last two decades either 

tried recurrently to develop further the concept of LO (Talbot et al., 2014), intending to create an 

articulate structure or model to test or apply in various contexts (Chawla & Lenka, 2015; Renesch & 

Chawla, 2006; Trevitt, Steed, Moulin, & Foley, 2017) or criticised it, pointing out its deficiencies and 

utopianism (Nyhan, Kelleher, Cressey, & Poell, 2003; Poell, 1999; C. L. Wang & Ahmed, 2002). This has 

indeed created a burgeoning array of interpretations of theories that surround the concept.  

Second, as a result of not having an agreed mechanism or method to measure or identify the evidence 

of LO fraught with difficulty. There are so many intervening variables and characteristics  that it is 

virtually impossible to calculate using even the most sophisticated time-based multivariate analysis 

tools (C. Johnson et al., 2011).  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, many researchers and practitioners of the field of LO have 

introduced different definitions and different models to fulfil both theoretical and pragmatic 

purposes. Also, others have adopted either single or combination of definitions or models to 
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determine their conceptual frameworks for the studies relating to LO (Chawla & Lenka, 2015; Lenka 

& Chawla, 2015; Ward et al., 2018). Thus,  sometimes models are proposed to be used like benchmarks 

to evaluate learning level in an organisation and other times benchmarks are suggested to be applied 

like models to implement LO concept; however, there is no agreement on the foundation for selecting 

the dimensions (Tuggle, 2016), values and characteristics. Therefore, both approaches seemed 

inadequate and maybe the reason why the application of the LO concept has often been faced with 

criticism. 

Inevitably, this has also resulted in a broad variety of overlapping and isolated characteristics being 

added to the subject area where a cohesive attempt to study them has become a daunting task (Sidani 

& Reese, 2018). Therefore, this research proposes it as a necessity to develop a framework, grounded 

on LO main authors (Garratt,1997; Peter Senge,1990; Pedler et al.,1997) as well as later literature 

throughout the concept is known in order to review the changes and the developments added to the 

concept over the last four decades. This framework will be able to highlight the amalgamation of  “the 

ethics of learning organisation” (which includes what previous authors have proposed as behaviours, 

ways of thinking and acting, attitudes, values and principles) and “LO infrastructure” (which includes 

processes, systems and tools) which were discussed by more contemporary writers and researcher of 

the LO concept(Aşcı, Tan, & Altıntaş, 2016). 

4.3.1 Why taxonomy method? 

There were two reasons for the Taxonomy method utilised to explore the common characteristic of 

LO. First reason being, despite these differences some common characteristics can be identified (Davie 

& Nutley, 2000; Hughes & Wearing, 2016; Kools, Stoll, Organisation for Economic, & Development, 

2016; Yaşlıoğlu et al., 2014). These common characteristics are best reflected in the integrative 

perspective of the learning organisation (Sidani & Reese, 2018). Second, there have been a few 

previous attempts of creating a taxonomy for LO characteristics.  These various characteristics are 

analysed and transformed into a classification; however, such an attempt has not been completed in 

the recent studies. Rosengarten (1999, p. 242) presented 16 characteristics of the LO which have been 

covered by 18 authors during the time period of 1978-1992. Neefe (2001)also provides a comparison 

matrix of 16  characteristics of LO. Based on the characteristics of LO suggested by seven authors 

Johnson et al., (2011)presented 12 themes included in the LO concept where he inductively developed 

from 11 books on the LO concept publish between 1990-2006.  A meta-analysis conducted in this 

particular research, and finally Johnson et al., (2011) calculated most authors covered the sum of 

authors who have written on a particular theme to identify which author covered the most themes 

and themes. Lahteenmaki et al., (2001) studied different approaches taken in both OL and LO research 
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and placed in a four-field framework according to their points of interest and learning level 

perspectives in order to see how they differ from or relate to each other. However, placing many of 

the characteristics into certain categories was not easy as acknowledged by the authors as well, as 

many of them used different approaches at the same time. However, there has not been such an 

attempt on the topic in recent years. Therefore, the taxonomy develop for this study will be an 

extensive and latest comparison of characteristics of LO. 

Therefore, the characteristics were extracted from the models and definitions of the LO since 1978 to 

present are identified inserted into a taxonomy. This attempt conveys further clarity to the concept, 

with reference to the LO models and definitions. 

4.3.2 Process of developing the Taxonomy of LO characteristics 

Taxonomy was also described as the work of attaching things to categories, and the ways in which 

those categories are ordered into systems (Bowker, Star, Bijker, Carlson, & Pinch, 2000). Sabherwal 

and  Becerra-Fernande (2011)explain that the taxonomies are an explicit formal specification of how 

to represent the objects, concepts, and other entities that are assumed to exist in some area of 

interests and the relationships that hold among them. For some, it is a science of classification 

according to a predetermined system used to provide a conceptual framework for discussion, analysis 

or information retrieval (Conway & Sligar, 2002).  

As the process towards a harmonised conceptualization of key taxonomy relating to the main concept 

of this study, the need for a more general taxonomy of LO characteristics is addressed. Such a 

taxonomy is needed to establish a common set of domains and the characteristics (Santa & Nurcan, 

2016), which would reflect the ideas perceived by many writings about the LO over four decades which 

can enhance the credibility (Akhnif et al., 2017)of the concept. This taxonomy aims to reconcile 

divergent empirical findings and support more effective cooperation and understanding between the 

various researchers and different contexts. Then the common characteristics chosen from the 

taxonomy are grounded in the conceptual framework for this study. The following three steps process 

was followed to create the taxonomy of LO characteristics for this study. 

Step 1- 

First, a pool of characteristics extracted from several LO models and key definitions were clustered by 

the fact whether they yield monothetic or polythetic clusters. These characteristics groups are based 

on a small number of characteristics considered essential to defining the essence of the group are 

called monothetic groups. For objects or the characteristics to qualify for membership of the group, 
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they must possess the qualities or standards used to define the group; and possession of the specified 

qualities is both sufficient and necessary for membership in the group  (McKelvey, 1982; Pyka & Foster, 

2015). In contrast, polythetic groups of objects “have the greatest number of shared character states, 

and no single state is either essential to group membership or sufficient to make an [object] a member 

of the group”  (Sneath, Sokal, & Sokal, 1973, p. 21). Therefore, the taxonomy selected for this study is 

polythetic, especially many characteristics were interrelated to each other. For this reason, Sneath et 

al (1973) advocate the use of a polythetic system for mark the boundaries of classification groups such 

that possession of at least some minimum number of a set of qualities, standards, elements, (Quicke, 

2013) will justify the placement of a taxon in that group. It is however not required that any 

characteristic included taxon must display all the qualities, standards or elements states in the 

polythetic set(Lambert, 2015). Through this reasoning, they, therefore, propose that higher taxa can 

be defined through the use of group analysis such that included members will resemble one another 

more on average than they will non-members (Groth & Nielsen, 2015). As a results characteristic were 

clustered into seven main domains (polythetic set) based on their similarities.  

 

FIGURE 8:  STEP ONE OF THE TAXONOMY  BUILDING PROCESS- CLUSTERING POOL  OF LO CHARACTERISTICS  

INTO DOMAINS 

Step 2- 

At the second step, the criteria that used to select the membership of each taxa was hard and soft 

clustering. Hard clustering represents a conventional approach based on “traditional” set theory 

(Dolicanin, 2014); it means that an entity can belong to only one cluster. In this process of “hard 
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clustering” exactly means that items to be clustered belong to a single cluster(Dolicanin, 2014, p. 173). 

Soft clustering, on the other hand, represents the approach in which the cluster can be mutually 

overlapped (Aggarwal & Zhai, 2012). One item is feasible or and characteristic can be belonging to 

more than one cluster. Therefore, given the nature of the characteristics of the LO concept and the 

availability of a wide range of characteristics in the subject area, soft clustering is used to develop this 

second subset of LO characteristics. Therefore, an important property of a taxonomy is whether its 

categories are mutually exclusive or whether multiple categories can characterize the phenomenon 

of interest. For example, should “learning from past experience” be categorized into a single category 

(learning from past mistakes) given a set of alternatives (e.g., risk taking mistakes” and “management” 

issues) or can a “learning from past experiences” be characterized by multiple categories (e.g., be both 

“learning from past mistakes” and “learning from the best practice of others or in the past”)? A 

taxonomy may inevitably include mutually exclusive categories for some aspects (e.g., external 

environment) while allowing for multiple categories for others (e.g., learning culture). The distinction 

between categories that are mutually exclusive and those that are not corresponds to the distinctions 

of monothetic and polythetic categories, which suggest different coding schemes, statistical 

procedures, and theoretical interpretations (Bailey, 1994).  
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FIGURE 9: STEP TWO OF THE TAXONOMY BUILDING PROCESS- SECOND SUBSET OF THE LO 

CHARACTERISTICS 

Step 3- 

The aim of the taxonomic method used in this research to build the conceptual framework for this 

research is to analyse the theoretical breadth of the LO concept and to summarise into a taxonomy in 

order to facilitate the clear identification of the LO characteristics existing in the organisations.  As 

step three of this process, a further subset comprises of terms used to identify and describe the 

characteristics listed in subset 2 is created. Each group specifies the similar term and expressions used 

to describe the specific characteristic and the similarity/closeness among the terms were considered. 
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Sub
set 
1 

The Domain Subs
et 2 

Characteristics Terms used to identify/describe the characteristic 

 
1 

Learning & 
Change 

1 Continuous 
improvement of 
work 

Change facilitation through learning 

Continuous adaptation 

continuous learning at work 

continuous learning at every level 

Learning 
Laboratories and 
constant 
experimentation 

Research and development 

knowledge generation and sharing 

Innovation and creativity 

Training/ Training Programmes for every level 

Spirit of flexibility and constant experimentation 

2 Performance 
Management 
and Total 
Rewards 

Performance goals for all the employee at every level 

Feedback 

Managing employee capabilities/talents 

Skills inventories and skill audits 

Key Performance Indicators (KPI) 

Skills and performance evaluation 

(Total Rewards) learning being rewarded 

recognition 

total reward strategy 

3 Learning from 
the past/ 
Learning from 
best practice 

Learning from experience/ mistakes 

opportunities to learn from experience daily 

learning from others who has the best practice 

4 Adaptation to 
Change 

 

5 Knowledge 
Management 

Knowledge gathering and Sharing 

Transfer knowledge across boundaries 

2 Multi-Level 
Learning 

6  
Personal 
Mastery/ Self 
Development/ 
Individual level 

Self-Development 

skills/knowledge/ competencies of the employees 

lifelong learning 

Self-development for all 

7 Learning at a 
team level 

training of the whole workforce 

Training and education for all staff 

frequent use of cross-functional work team 

8 Organisational 
Learning 

linkage of individual performance with 
organisational performance 

Storing Organisational knowledge 

 

 

3 Culture 9 Supportive/ 
corporative 
learning culture/ 
Learning 
climate/ 

Openness and Trust 

  

Commitment to learning and tolerance 
 

Organisational values/ beliefs/  

Encouraging environment for learning at work  
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Learning 
atmosphere 
 

 

 

10 Mental Models deeply ingrained assumptions 

 

 

4 Structure 
and 
Processes 

11 Organisational 
structure 

Job structure 

Learning is linked with sense-making structures 

Job designs 

detect error 

12  
Flow 
information 

Free/Vertical and horizontal flow of information 

Transferring knowledge quickly 

effective communication 

Dialogue/ Encouraging questioning 

13 Work Process Embedded process to capture learning 

Enabling Learning process 

14 Systematic 
thinking 

Systematic problem solving 

Systematic reflection 

5 Strategy 15 Strategy Flexibility of company strategy and employees 

16 Shared Vision of 
the company 
and the future 

Shared interpretation of reality 

mission 

Everyone understands the organisational vision 

Finding purpose 

17 Decentralised 
participation 

Empowerment 

People-centred 

Employee participation in policymaking 

Autonomy 

19 Risk-Taking and 
responsibility 
 

fosters risk-taking 

6 Leadership 
and 
managemen
t 

20 
 

Leadership thoughtful leaders 

leaders can be found at any 
level and position in the organisation 

ecology of leadership 

leaders become models, inspiring leadership 

Management effective management/management style 

Strategic leadership for learning 

7 Environmen
t 

21 Connect 
business to its 
environment 

Intercompany Learning 

Business environment scanning 

External stakeholders 

TABLE 6:  STEP THREE OF THE TAXONOMY PROCESS- COMPLETED TAXONOMY 
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The development of a full-scale taxonomic classification of co‑creation is a daunting task, considering 

the richness of the domains included in the LO concept. Yet, the study of a research domain benefits 

greatly from the establishment of a taxonomy of its entities in the theory-development work 

preliminary to further theory building (Nickerson, Varshney, & Muntermann, 2013). The future 

revisions may be added to this framework based on an analysis in the literature of LO, both scholarly 

and anecdotal and allowing the framework to evolve with advancements organisational operations.  

4.4 The Seven Domains of Learning Organisational Characteristics. 

According to Andrienko et al. (2011), the possible way to obtain a concise description or pattern is to 

unite the available facts into groups by similarity or closeness and then describe each group as a whole. 

Clustering into subsets is specifically meant for grouping items by similarity or closeness (Pouriyeh, 

Allahyari, Kochut, Cheng, & Arabnia, 2018). Therefore, in order to complete the taxonomy, seven main 

subsets of domains were identified as the first step.  

4.4.1 Learning and Domain 

Most importantly, almost all scholars seem to agree that the learning organisation is a necessity and 

is implicitly or explicitly argued to be suitable for any organisation irrespective of culture and branch 

(Kools et al., 2016; Nthurubele, 2011). Increasing numbers of organisational scholars have come to 

realise that an organisation’s learning capability will be the only sustainable competitive advantage in 

the future (Örtenblad, 2002; Yang, Watkins and Marsick, 2004). Therefore, characteristics included in 

this domain highlighted the main concepts related to the Learning Organisation.  There are six 

characteristics extracted from the work of 40 different authors, and they represent the core ideas of 

the learning organisation. (i)Continuous improvement of work through intentional learning (ii) 

constant experimentation at the workplace (iii) Performance development/ Management and Total 

Rewards (iv) Learning from the past/ Learning from best practice (v) Adaptation to Change (vi) 

Knowledge management are included in this domain. Further analysis of these characteristics will 

assist to determine whether these are presented in the FB context and if present to which extend the 

learning is encompassed in the selected organisations.  

Rewards, either intrinsic or extrinsic in nature, as discussed in section 4.3 can act as motivating factors 

for employees (Azoury, Daou, & Sleiaty, 2013). By having a reward scheme within the family business, 

this can lead to employees being better motivated and ‘feeling’ a part of the family business due to 

being recognised for the learning they have achieved (Farrington, Venter, & Sharp, 2014). As discussed 

in the literature, in order to improve learning conditions at work, one of these conditions need to 
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provide rewards that activate learning and development opportunities (Skule, 2004) and, in this way, 

create an organisational learning culture. 

Experimentation  

Experimentation can be defined as ‘learning by doing’ element of challenging existing Mental Models. 

Such areas as using a new team structure, employing a new process, and adopting a new belief in 

service delivery would fall under this definition (Bessant, 2005). Chinowksy (2007) defined 

experimentation as an essential element of the LO; it was discussed by Senge et al. (1990, 1994) as 

being one of the ways in which the existing Mental Models of an organisation can be challenged. Areas 

of, and approaches to, experimentation, and in the following section innovation, have been identified 

within the case studies as examples of LO thinking. 

4.4.2 Learning at three levels/ Multi-level learning 

Most scholars see the LO as a multi-level concept and define the LO in terms of the interrelations 

between individual behaviours, team organisation and organisational practices and culture (Akhnif et 

al., 2017; Gil & Mataveli, 2017; Hillon & Boje, 2017; Victoria J. Marsick & Watkins, 2003; Senge, 2014). 

Therefore, three characteristics were identified to go under this domain; Since there are several 

similarities in the explanations of “Personal Mastery” first introduced by the Senge(1990) and 

“personal learning”, “individual autonomous learning”(Ellingson & Noe, 2017) or “individual learning” 

explained by many others, it has formed one characteristic  (i) learning at the individual level to include 

in the taxonomy. Under this characteristic, how individuals at the FB take part in individual learning 

based on different approaches suggested by many different authors. For example, Argyris and Schon’s 

(1981) notion of single and double-loop learning is perhaps most commonly cited. However, other 

variations include first- and second-order learning (Bartunekand Reed, 1992; Watzawick et al., 1974) 

Zero learning and Learning I, II, III and IV (Bate-stone, 1972; Palmer, 1979), habit formation learning, 

adaptive organisation learning and creative, proactive learning (Burgoyne, 1995). Many 

commentators on the learning organisation tend to emphasize learning in the context of the 

organisation, transforming itself in relation to its environment and a reciprocal process of individual 

learning and development. Apart from the first level of learning, (ii) Team learning and (iii) 

Organisational learning are also included in the domain of multi-level learning and will be discussed 

individually in a later section.  
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4.4.3 Domain of Culture 

Organisational culture is one of the widely explained themes of business studies. However, in the 

domain of culture above taxonomy, culture is referred to and identified in different terms. 

(i)“Supportive” “learning” culture which also represents the similar terms and related explanations 

such as “learning climate”(M. Pedler et al., 1997) “learning atmosphere”(Rothwell, 2002), “learning 

environment”(Crossan et al., 1999). Not only a set of shared beliefs, values and norms favourable to 

learning can be seen as an essential for the successful implementation of LO (Greenan & Lorenz, 2009) 

many other characteristics can also indirectly link to the culture which will be discussed further in 

detail in a later section.  

Moreover, a well-notified characteristic introduced by Senge (1990) and mentioned by several others, 

(ii) Mental Models is also included in the domain of culture, since it has a direct link to the culture of 

LO  (Bui & Baruch, 2012; Sanchez-Burks & Lee, 2007; Spicer, 2000). Senge (2003) defines mental 

models as assumptions, generalizations, pictures and images which are deeply rooted in our minds 

and have the ability to influence how people understand the world and their actions. Individuals can 

change their personalities, beliefs and mental models according to the culture of their workplace. 

According to (Aşcı et al., 2016) and (Blackman et al., 2007)  culture facilitates the formation of mental 

models in terms of reasoning, experience, point of view towards problems(S. Boone, 2014) and the 

quality of situational awareness(Piet Van den, Gijselaers, Segers, Woltjer, & Kirschner, 2011; 

Tortorella, Nascimento, Caiado, Arrieta Posada, & Sawhney, 2019) within the conditions a person is 

in. Therefore, close ties between the learning culture and formation and development of the mental 

models can be identified; as a result, it is listed as the second characteristic of the culture domain.  

As explained in chapter two, culture in family businesses plays a vital role. It directly affects many 

aspects of the FB context (Memili, 2018). With respect to learning, culture describes in the LO concept, 

and the cooperated culture of FB have their own unique features. According to Birley, (2001), cultural 

traits of family who founded, own or manages the business play a vital role in managing family 

businesses. Therefore, taking cultural aspects of Family Business into considerations and compare 

those aspects with Learning Organisation’s specific cultural characteristic to consider whether Family 

Business culture can be benefitted from an integrated framework might shed some light into both 

cultural frameworks.  

4.4.4 Structure and Process 

Under this domain, four characteristics were listed, which are inter-related to each other in many 

ways. Structures and Processes which are supportive of learning is crucial for LO. Learning needs to be 
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linked with Structures (Greenan & Lorenz, 2009) and work processes(Baldwin & Gould, 2016, p. 54; C. 

L. Wang & Ahmed, 2002)and vice versa, which also should reflect in job designing, job structures, 

processes to capture learning and detection of errors. In order for such structures and work processes 

to operate successfully, the flow of information(Driscoll & Mitchell, 2014; O'Keeffe, 2006), employee 

interaction through the learning process(M. Easterby-Smith & Lyles, 2011) and dissemination of 

information(Illeris, 2010) and dialogue that is grounded in learning(Mills, Mills, Bratton, & Forshaw, 

2006, p. 190) crucial. Also, system thinking included in this domain since system thinking involves in 

structures, processes need to analyse and evaluate as a complete system rather than an isolated 

entity, and there are many models which reflect the interrelationships between these four 

characteristics(Grohs, Kirk, Soledad, & Knight, 2018; Stroh, 2015). Grohs et al (2018) state that they 

identify the structure, process, information and system thinking involve in the cyclical interplay 

between these four characteristics; Problem-identifying and solving activities include defining the 

current and goal states (structure), assessing one’s resources (Process), identifying additional resource 

needs (information), identifying constraints, and exploring underlying assumptions that influence 

complete solution(system thinking). Therefore, system thinking and systematic decision making can 

be a blended approach to address many organisational issues (Haines, 2016). Therefore, (i) 

Organisational structure (ii) Flow of information (iii) Work Process (iv) System thinking is listed in one 

section. How this four characteristics would be changing in the FB environment has taken into 

consideration in a practical approach and discussed in the later section. 

4.4.5 Strategy domain 

Theoretical views on the aspects of the organisational strategy fall into two distinct groups: the 

“rational design” approaches and “emergent” approaches (Grant & Jordan, 2015, p. 16; G. Johnson, 

Langley, Melin, & Whittington, 2007). They were also referred to as the “strategic choice” and the 

“ecological” perspectives (Stacey, 1993, p. 477). The rational approach is based on the view that 

organisations adjust to changes in their environment by making rational decisions and choices (Grant, 

2009). In the rational strategic model “strategy consists of integrated decisions, actions or plans that 

will set and achieve viable organisational goals” (Chaffee, 1985, p. 90). According to Walker (2010), 

the assumption underlying a rational strategic process is that the environment is relatively predictable, 

or the organisation is protected from the effects of change. On the other hand, the emergent approach 

is based on an ecological paradigm, in which organisations continually respond to changes by 

adapting, in much the same way as living organisms respond to their environments. Chaffee 

(1985)referred to this as the adaptive strategic model where a continual process of the adjustment 

occurs within the organisation (either reactive or proactive) aimed at “co-alignment of the 

organisation with its environment” (Chaffee, 1985, p. 91).  
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Jones (2016) and Kenney (2006) argue that the process of learning is central to the emergent approach 

to strategy. Senge (1990, p. 14) identified three forms of organisational learning: generative learning, 

survival (or adaptive) learning and incremental learning; where (i)generative learning is one 

committed to genuine renewal and research;(ii) an adaptive learning aims to develop and adapt 

existing practices and ways of thinking; (iii) an incremental learning focuses on improvement and 

efficiency within the existing organisational framework. Each of these three forms of organisational 

learning corresponds very well emergent approach of strategy. The elements which establish above 

three types of learning can be found in different writing of LO since strategy development should be 

a learning-based process (Hitt, 1998; Parboteeah et al., 2015). A process that should be relatively 

unstructured and emergent(S. Allen & Thomas, 2006). Therefore, Shared vision of the organisational 

goals and future, empowered participation of employees from all the levels during the determination 

of strategy, and the risk-taking responsibility has included in this domain of strategy. 

To explain these characteristics further: leaders should have a vision (Palos & Veres Stancovici, 2016; 

Mike Pedler & Abbott, 2013; Senge, 2010)of how learning can be strategically used in the organisation 

(V. J. Marsick et al., 2003) together with employee involvement in creating and sharing of the collective 

vision (A. Örtenblad, 2013). As a result, the strategy can come from anywhere in the organisation, to 

face any changes occur internally or externally, with top managers primarily providing general 

guidance in this process of decentralised planning. The vision should be shared, understood and 

supported by the employees (Michael. J. Marquardt, 2011). Without a shared vision, decentralised 

participation(O'Keeffe, 2006), it is challenging to foster risk-taking and experimentation (Senge, 1990). 

To enable successful strategy development, Jones (2016) suggests that the LO characteristics 

suggested for this domain should be ingrained appropriately. Vision should be open-ended, 

susceptible to a variety of different and even conflicting interpretations (Yeo & Marquardt, 2015). In 

that way, employees of all levels will be able to “feel their way”(Rupčić, 2017) through strategic 

problems and rapidly respond to unexpected and unpredictable circumstances as they learn to deal 

effectively with the emergent aspects of the change. (G. Johnson et al., 2007) 

4.4.6 Leadership and Management 

As mentioned in Section 4.3.6, leadership and management takes on a new meaning in a learning 

organisation. The strategic leadership shows the extent to which leaders ‘think systematically about 

how to use learning to create change and to move the organisation in new directions or new markets” 

(Watkins and Marsick, 1996). This means that leader should be a  model, champion and support 

learning and use learning strategically for business results. 
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Senge (1992) confirms the leaders’ prominent position by stating that the LO can be created “by small 

groups of thoughtful leaders” and according to Santa (2016)“in essence, the leaders are those building 

the new organisation and its learning capabilities”. These leaders can be found at any level and 

position in the LO (Rijal, 2016; D. G. Wilson & Hartung, 2015). All of them create “ecology of 

leadership” not reserved and concentrated only at the top organisational levels (Senge, 1990, p. 319). 

By developing their own skills as learners (Bass, 2000), the leaders become models that the others will 

follow (Senge, 1990). By surfacing and challenging their own assumptions and mental models (Michael 

J. Marquardt, 2000), they encourage employees to do the same (Vince, 2018). They need to become 

teachers (Senge, 1990), and, as coaches, provide useful feedback to employees and teams. They need 

to cultivate the proper tone, foster desirable norms, behaviours and rules of engagement (David A. 

Garvin, 2003; Gil, Rodrigo-Moya, & Morcillo-Bellido, 2018), while viewing everyone as an equal, 

including themselves (Aycan, 2005). The leaders should set the necessary conditions for the 

organisation to develop an effective learning capability (Caldwell, 2012). By becoming designers 

(Senge, 1990), they will design the organisational processes, structures and systems that facilitate 

learning at all levels (Aycan, 2005), and allow others to continue evolving these infrastructures (Senge, 

1990). An overview of the domain of leadership properties is presented in Table 9. 

4.4.7 Domain of environmental properties 

A LO acknowledges the importance of adapting to external environments. Connecting business to its 

environment is three ways, as discussed in section 4.3.7. According to the LO concept, an organisation 

must (i) scan its environment (ii) the organisation analyses how to make an effect on the environment 

and finally (iii) organisation chose their actions to respond to the environment.  

The LOs should have a healthy relationship with their physical, social and cultural environments 

(Watkins and Marsick, 1993). This relationship is established through LO’s openness to the outside 

world(A. Gupta, 2008). By gaining an accurate and insightful view of the current reality, the LO is more 

aware of its environment (Wick & Leon, 1995) and is enabled to better respond and align to the 

environmental changes (Michael J. Marquardt, 2012). To be more open, the LO should minimise 

organisational boundaries (James, 2003), should have mechanisms that monitor the environment 

(Mike Pedler & Hsu, 2018) and continually seek data from the environment (Johnson, 2002) through 

a continuous conversation that enhances the experience of both parties. Customers have a prominent 

position in the; therefore, LO should include feedback (J. K. Bennett & O'Brien, 1994), develop better 

relationships and opportunities. Regarding the competitors, Garvin et al. (2008) argue that an LO 

should compare its performance with them. To improve, they should get involved in enthusiastic 

borrowing or learn from them (Wick and Leon, 1995). By encouraging individuals, team and leadership 
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to be open-minded towards the business environmental properties and therefore adapt faster is a 

well-established advantage of the LO concept (Al-Abri & Al-Hashmi, 2007).  

4.5 The 16 common Characteristics chosen through the taxonomy method 

Next 21 characteristics listed accordingly under each domain as the second subset. Finally, the 

clarification terms, words, ideas, explanations, and impressions used by the 40 authors, practitioners, 

and different institutions to conceptualise each characteristic were listed under each characteristic in 

order to understand the similarities among the concepts. Therefore, each group specifies the similar 

term and expressions used to describe the specific characteristic and the similarity/closeness among 

the terms were considered. As a result, all the characteristics related to LO that included in the models 

and definitions of the authors, practitioners have been analysed and clustered, as shown in the 

Taxonomy Table in Appendix C. The same characteristic chosen by one author may imply the same 

meaning; however, they named them in two different way in their models or definitions. Extraction 

of specific relations clustering may help investigate distance relations among elements and their 

relations. Since there are many possible kinds of relations, it is unfeasible to investigate all of them 

simultaneously. 

After completing the taxonomy of the characteristics which were extracted from the definitions and 

their explanations as well as the models of LO, these characteristics were inserted against the 40 

authors in Table 8. The intension is to find the most common characteristics identified by all the 

authors. Characteristics of LO identified by these authors are represented with schematic expressions, 

where x denotes characteristic is present in their work relating to LO. This graphical summarization 

has helped in investigating the most common characteristics of all. 

Several scholars have brought several characteristics together in holistic, integrated models of the LO 

and some incorporated them into their definitions of LO.  As illustrated above, some of the most cited 

characteristics are of continuous and intentional learning in every level of organisations, learning 

culture, organisational strategy, structure and process embedded to organisational learning, learning 

and management and how external environment impacts the organisations. Taxonomy Table 

Appendix C shows that Watkins and Marsick (1993) and Pedler et al. (1991) cover the highest number 

of themes, scoring 16 out of 21. Senge with 15 out of 21 closely follows this. The most common 

characteristic identified by most authors and practitioners was the “continuous learning”, which 

scored 30 out of 40. This is closely followed by learning at multiple levels and the learning culture. The 

most underrepresented characteristic identified with a score of 5 out of 40 was risk-taking 

responsibility of the organisation. 
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Although concepts and viewpoints may differ, common themes continued to emerge throughout the 

various literature cited as reflected in the Taxonomy Table Appendix C. Since these common themes 

are analysed as the characteristics of the LO, 16 characteristics were chosen from the above table in 

which group of 40 practitioners and authors have identified and highlighted them as the 

characteristics of LO. In sum, the above table offers an insight into the gist of the characteristics of LO 

developed over the last 40 years. Since many authors have previously mentioned the need for analysis 

of characteristics grounded on LO main authors and this has been able to deliver that need. Moreover, 

what interested was not any single author or practitioner included all 16 of these common 

characteristics in their respective work.  Therefore these 16 characteristics provide one of the holistic 

and integrated grounds for the greatest potential for advancing LO concept in research and practice 

because of the operational guidance they can provide to all those considering transforming their 

organisations into learning organisations. 

Furthermore, these characteristics are the combination of the ethics of learning organisation” (which 

includes what earlier authors have emphasised as behaviours, ways of thinking and acting, attitudes, 

values and principles) and “the ‘learning organisation’ infrastructure” (which includes processes, 

systems and tools which many of the later authors’ have highlighted). 

 

FIGURE 10:  15 COMMON CHARACTERISTICS EXTRACTED FROM TABLE 8 
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4.6 The conceptual framework 

A conceptual framework is a system of concepts, assumptions, expectations beliefs, and theories that 

supports and informs research (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014, p. 20) which provides a model for 

relationships between variables that may or may not imply a particular theoretical perspective, with 

the purpose of describing a phenomenon (Ravitch & Riggan, 2016). Miles and Huberman (1994) 

further states that a conceptual framework “explains, either graphically or in narrative form, the main 

things to be studied, the key factors, concepts, or variable, and the presumed relationships among 

them” (p. 18). In this research conceptual framework used to incorporate 16 characteristics of 

Learning Organisation mentioned above in the Family business context of North West of England. The 

conceptual framework shown below is constructed using the most highlighted and most relevant 

theories which incorporate a summary of the literature review. 



101 
 

 
FIGURE 11:  CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
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4.6.1 Integrated Conceptual Framework 

An integrated conceptual framework organises many vital elements of LO discussed thus far into a 

cohesive framework. By creating a holistic and integrated conceptual framework, it facilitates to 

achieve three aims. First, this framework leads this study to evaluate the present state of the LO 

characteristics in the selected family businesses in the selected region. This framework will facilitate 

identifying these characteristics if any of them are already present in the selected group or if not the 

reason for that and finally seeking the potential of incorporating them in their business organisations.  

Second, three separate portrayals can be created (organisational, team and individual) to evaluate 

how these characteristics perceive at each level since it has been a vital characteristic of LO and less 

research on the three levels of the FB in North West England as described in section 1.2. Third, the 

impact of family who owns and manage the business, on creating the LO is denoted by the “brain of 

the business” (S. Beer, 1981). Therefore, in the above framework following aspects have been 

illustrated.  i.e. the brain of the business, which represents the selected family business, diamond of 

the learning with characteristics of “domain of learning” cycle of the personal learning which represent 

the individual employee learning and rest of the 16 characteristics of LO. 

The brain of the business: The term “brain of the firm” was mentioned in many scholarly frameworks 

which were introduced by Beer (1981) to indicate the owners, managers, shareholders and the 

inventors of the firms. In this study, it is the founding, owning, or the first circle of the framework 

represents the managing family. Therefore, the vision shared by the family needs to pass down the 

organisations (Rodrigo Basco & Calabrò, 2017) using the structures, process, strategies, and flow of 

information. Ideally, these have been identified as some of the technical aspects (Belasen, 2000) of 

the learning organisations. Apart from the shared vision, the other technical elements are connected 

with the arrows going in both directions in the conceptual framework which represent this mutual 

influence and how these aspects are constantly connected to all levels of the organisation. The 

leadership which encourages the learning in the organisation essential to adopt the characteristics of 

LO, which will eventually impact on the management practices of the family business. However, the 

above framework is rather general because family businesses selected for this study are different in 

their backgrounds, histories, cultures, processes, and businesses. Therefore, despite this variety, this 

framework attempts to diagnosing learning organisation characteristics in the selected context. 

In the middle section, it is the “diamond” of the learning which comprised of five characteristics of the 

learning domain. These five characteristics are influenced and encouraged to emerge and operate in 

the organisation if only the learning culture prevails within the organisation. Culture is the result of 

the organisation’s accumulated learning about values, assumptions which explained in detail in 
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previous sections. Therefore, learning diamond evolves with the strength of that culture which 

connects individuals’ learning, the team experiences, and the leadership of the FB.  Additionally, team 

learning is also assembled and operated in the middle section since different organisational teams will 

flourish in an empowered and learning culture and learning characteristics. As Roe (2017, p. 16) 

describes, a team can then be viewed as a collection of individual, with its own set of mental models, 

that contributes to the organisation's shared mental models and learning. This is consistent with the 

notion that groups themselves are influenced by organisational structure and type of management 

style and, therefore, can be treated as if they were extended individuals. Denton (1998) consider 

teams as fundamental links between individual and organisational learning. Meanwhile, their impact 

on learning depends upon the organisational learning culture (Aspin, Chapman, Evans, & Bagnall, 

2012, p. 862),  which comprise of the degree of freedom given them, the allocation of responsibilities 

in relation to demonstrated capacities, the management and movement of accessible knowledge and 

the incentives and support provided by the organisation. Therefore, team learning positioned in the 

middle of the framework. 

Finally, the circle of personal mastery which represents the individual (employee) learning and 

development position as the last layer of the framework. The CIPD’s define L&D’s purpose as the 

organisational process of developing people involves the integration of learning and development 

processes, operations, and relationships (CIPD, 2001a). In order to people in an organisation to involve 

in the integration of learning and development (Smith, 2016), they have to identify their own learning 

vision and learning styles, therefore, identifying their own skill gaps and needed resources for 

achievement (Larson & Hewitt, 2005).  Kolb claim that “ Learning is the process whereby knowledge 

is created through the transformation of experience” (Kolb, 2014, p. 49). The cycle of personal mastery 

inserted in the conceptual framework for this study is based on the Kolb’s experiential learning style 

theory and the reflective cycle introduced by  Gibbs (Gibbs, 1988). 

As Kolb (2011)  describes it, a person continually cycles through a process of having a personal learning 

vision which leads to acquiring skills and competencies to gain concrete experience and making 

observations and reflections on that experience.  This basic cycle has appeared in a variety of settings 

with similar elements with Kolb’s learning circle. The terms have clearer connections to activities 

conducted in a personal learning context (A. Kolb & Kolb, 2011).  Furthermore, Gibbs (1988) 

introduced six stages of learning: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action 

plan, which can be adopted by the employees to help their learning processes and according to 

Harrison (2009) to gain personal mastery and align their capabilities with the organisational goals.  
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Finally, the level of complexity increases tremendously when going from a single individual to a large 

collection of diverse individuals who will need to interact with a shared vision, structures, processes, 

strategies and work as a system.  Issues of performance and reward, knowledge management and 

continuous learning, which are an integral part of human learning, become doubly complicated within 

the organisation (Michael J. Marquardt, 2012). Although the meaning of the term "learning" remains 

essentially the same as in the individual and team case, the learning process is fundamentally 

representing many simultaneous processes at the organisational level. Therefore, organisational 

learning in the above framework indicated the combination of human learning and interaction 

between the technical aspects of the learning organisations. Not only that, a LO needs to be compared 

to a learning system with distinctive characteristics that are able to meet the demands of it's not only 

internal but also its external environments.  

4.7 Family Businesses in the North West of England  

The objective of this section is to discuss the importance of the region and the size of the unit of 

analysis, in terms of a number of people employed, and to identify the studies that have examined 

the LO characteristics of family businesses. 

Size of firms Number of 
family firms 

Share of all 
family firms (%) 

Number of 
private sector 
firms 

Family firms as a 
share of all 
private sector 
firms (%) 

Micro (0 employees) 3,871,349 80.4 4,172,185 92.8 

Micro (1-9 employees) 806,131 16.7 1,081,425 71.5 

Small (10-49 employees) 120,065 2.5 203,550 59.0 

Medium (50-249 
employees) 

15,725 0.3 33,310 47.2 

Large (250+ employees) 785 0.0 7,200 10.9 

Total 4,814,055 100.0 5,497,670 87.6 

TABLE 7:  NUMBER OF FAMILY BUSINESS SECTOR AND PRIVATE  SECTOR FIRMS IN 2016,  BY FIRM SIZE    SOURCE:  BEIS (SBS,  

2016) AND REPGRAPH (2015) 

As illustrated in the Table 8, UK’s family businesses come in all sizes, sectors, and from all regions, 

with hundreds of firms in every country and region (IFB 2017). Family businesses based on this North 

West region are considered for this research. According to IFB, 458,141 family businesses are 

located in the North West which amounts to 90% of the total number of private sector firms and 

10% of the total for the whole of the UK, with 1,205,000 employees.  
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North West England consists of the five counties of Cheshire, Cumbria, Greater Manchester, 

Lancashire and Merseyside. Six FB which are scattered through this region has considered for this 

research. Companies were selected based on their engagement in the four dominant sectors for 

family businesses in the UK, namely food and beverage, clothing, construction and healthcare. 

4.7.1 Size of Family Business 

The definition adheres to identify the FB is discussed in detail in section 2.5, and the impact of size of 

FB on the organisation is also discussed in the section 2.7. However, the definition has not given any 

indication on the size of the FB since there are many implications on the size of the firms. The majority 

of family businesses are micro as shown in the figure 14.  However, for this research medium and large 

family business were chosen and justified below.  

 

Country/Region 

 

 

Number of 

Family firms 

Share of all 

family firms (%) 

Number of 

private sector 

firms 

Family firms as 

share of private 

sector firms (%) 

London 810,775 16.8 1,011,595 80.1 

South East 788,220 16.4 900,055 87.6 

East of England 496,605 10.3 555,645 89.4 

South West 459,146 9.5 516,340 88.9 

North West 458,141 9.5 521,795 87.8 

West Midlands 361,819 7.5 412,985 87.6 

Yorkshire and the 

Humber 

352,360 7.3 391,355 90.0 

East Midlands 340,200 7.1 370,705 91.8 

North East 132,539 2.8 146,545 90.4 

England 4,199,785 87.2 4,827,020 87.0 

Scotland 293,973 6.1 324,790 90.5 

Wales 207,745 4.3 221,885 93.6 

Northern Ireland 112,553 2.3 123,975 90.8 

UK 4,814,055 100.0 5,497,670 87.6 

TABLE 8:  COUNTRY AND REGIONAL DISTRIBUTION OF FAMILY BUSINESSES   SOURCE: IFB  RESEARCH ANNUAL REPORT 

2017/18 
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FIGURE 12:  .  FAMILY FIRMS AS A SHARE OF ALL PRIVATE SECTOR FIRMS IN 2016,  BY FIRM SIZE    SOURCE: BEIS  (SBS, 

2016) AND REPGRAPH (2015) 

There are many different interpretations and parameters to define small, medium and large family 

businesses. The definition on small, medium and large FB identifies many parameters, singly or in 

combination as discussed in detail in section 2.6 and 2.7; a number of workers employed, turnover 

volume, and/or end of year financial performance are some of the key parameters to decide whether 

the family business falls into a small, medium or large category(Oudah, Jabeen, & Dixon, 2018). 

However, for this thesis, the author is using only one of the three parameters; the number of workers 

employed by the business, as the determining factor for the identification of medium and large FB. 

This criterion (number of workers employed) has been chosen over other main parameters. Since,  as 

mentioned in Chapter Two Section 2.7.2.1, Chrisman et al  (2002, p. 301), Basly (2017, p. vii) and 

Tagiuri & Davis (1982), family businesses are known for their penchant for privacy and the majority of 

companies do not make their accounts available for public scrutiny unless they are a Public Limited 

Company. Furthermore, family businesses are more frequently privately-held, and they are obligated 

to disclose comparatively less organisational and performance-related information (Andersson et al., 

2018). Compounding this, is the interdependent nature of family and business, resulting in a 

widespread hesitancy to disclose data on one, given its interpenetration by the other. The lack of 

information results in researchers being hesitant to study family businesses based on financial 

indicators, such as turnover and financial performance, which is not readily researchable. However, 

the number of employees is one of the readily available or a more ‘disclosable’ parameter rather than 

the other two variables (Reddrop & Mapunda, 2015). 

For this research medium and large FB located in North West Region has been selected. Therefore, the 

family businesses with 50-249 or businesses more than 249 are selected for this research. According 

to the IFB (2017), currently, there are over 16,500 medium and large family businesses in the UK, 

employing over 11.9 million people and according to that report growth and expansion was found to 

be a top priority for family these businesses. 43% said that they aim to expand by improving the skills 
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of their employees, whilst 33% plan to boost productivity by investing in new machinery and premises. 

There are two reasons why medium and large FB were selected. First, the characteristics of LO found 

in this study are appropriate to test in family businesses with an adequate number of human resources 

as suggested by Birdthistle (2008) who examined the ability of Irish family SMEs to learn and concluded 

that Irish firms are increasingly dependent on the skills and commitment of a few employees, which 

poses risks of continuity. Also, no similar study has been conducted in medium and large family 

businesses in the UK. Therefore, with more employees and teams present in the businesses, it is more 

helpful to analyse whether these characteristics are present in the context. Second, because of the 

size and complexity (in terms of the business strategy and the management mix) in the medium and 

large family businesses, according to the Robbins et al (2013) and the PwC (2017), the next generation 

of the FB must consider more effective ways to manage to learn at the workplace than would be the 

case in small firms. For this reason, characteristics of the LO may provide a scope.  

However, as mentioned in section 1.2, research on LO and their impact on different areas of the family 

businesses are rather sparse, and there are major gaps in understanding concerning how the LO fits 

in the family business context (Birdthstle & Garavan,2015, p .210). Birdthistle (2008) examined the 

ability of Irish family SMEs to learn, and the findings of the case studies support the argument that 

family businesses have the potential to be Learning Organisations. However, according to Birdthistle 

(2006),  the extent to which these family businesses are potentially Learning organisations depends 

on the size of the family business and the structure imposed on the business. Furthermore, she claims 

that the micro family businesses struggle to be classified as LO due to the lack of a LO and lack of 

systems for the monitoring of information and lack the ability to be reactive to market changes. 

Therefore, this research intends to provide an important contribution to the LO literature, where 

similar research with LO characteristics were examined in the medium and large family businesses 

were not carried out thus far. 

4.8 The Importance of Learning for Medium and Large Family Businesses 

In a society with continuing economic and social changes, spurred on by the globalisation process and 

technological developments, learning plays an increasingly important role in organisations in order to 

face these challenges were discussed in detail in section 3.8. There is no exception for the Family 

businesses to avoid similar challenges; therefore, adopting a continuous learning strategy is 

advantageous for them too. This is mainly due to, FB increasingly dependent on the skills and 

commitment of each individual employee. It is possible to identify several reasons that explain 

Medium and Large family businesses are increasing attention to developing the knowledge of their 

employees, developing the skills and aptitudes serving the businesses’ productive purposes and 
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therefore its competitiveness (Brussels. European Commission, 2003 a). 

First, in many countries, family businesses seem to be particularly affected by the inability of the 

formal education system to match the enterprises‘ current needs. This, in turn, implies an added need 

for family businesses to engage themselves in learning and training activities. Additionally, 

management literature increasingly underlines that competitive advantages built on capabilities, 

knowledge and skills are often less visible to competitors and more difficult to imitate, providing, 

therefore, a base for a sustainable and robust advantage. Therefore, family businesses are more likely 

to be advantageous to have a well-understood learning process within FB.  

Second, internationalisation of markets is increasing, and the subsequent competitive pressures faced 

by medium and large FBs, as well as the changing legal requirements they permanently have to deal 

with, are resulting in added competence and training needs. It is therefore not surprising that medium 

and large family businesses face difficulties in recruiting and/or retaining competent staff.  

Third, the KPMG (2017) report shows that lack of skilled labour has been the main constraint on 

business performance of family businesses across the globe, regardless of the size and in the next two 

years and 20% of them will be by this problem. According to Stirpe et al. (2018)This is partly due to 

the ageing process of the workforce. Ageing workforce may cause an important part of the family 

business’s key competencies to be lost Lesch et al., (2012), this loss may have negative consequences 

on competitiveness, productivity and efficiency. Therefore, the preservation and development of 

competencies are critical issues for these family businesses. 

 

FIGURE 13:  DO FAMILY BUSINESSES HAVE THE SKILL SET TO THRIVE IN A DISRUPTIVE ENVIRONMENT?    SOURCE:  DELOITTE 

ANALYSIS, 2017 
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There has been a lack of researches on learning take place in the FB in general (Bennedsen & Fan, 

2014; Poutziouris et al., 2013). This indicates that FB learning is still far from an approved theoretical 

concept. However, Figure 14 indicates that the majority of FB who participated in a study conducted 

by Deloitte (2107) acknowledged that learning needs to take place at every level of their organisations, 

which is essential for enabling the employees to be knowledgeable and reactive to environmental 

conditions and changes. Without sufficient people having adequate skills, competitiveness and 

growth of the family businesses regardless of their size are threatened. However, the majority of them 

are still unconfident how they are going to incorporate that into their operations.  Therefore, it is 

evident that there is a gap in the literature of research on the examination of the medium and large 

FB sector as learning organisations and this research aims to fill that gap. 

4.9 Chapter Conclusions 

The purpose of this chapter was to build the conceptual framework for this study. This conceptual 

framework facilitates the evaluation of how family businesses can learn from and gain the advantage 

for their current operations. This chapter highlighted the challenges and connections of overlapping 

themes of the LO and the family businesses. 

In order to build the conceptual framework, it became clear that there was a need to distinguish 

between the more generic conceptualization and categorization of characteristics of the LO concept.  

Although a widely agreed definition of a LO remains elusive, many of the models share similar 

characteristics (sometimes using alternative names). Models from the late 1980s/early 1990s are still 

discussed in the new literature and are regarded as being the bedrock of LO thinking (Kontoghiorghes 

et al., 2005). However, many different definitions and models are kept updating the concept. Despite 

these differences, several common characteristics of the LO emerge from the literature. To explore 

the most common characteristics of the LO, characteristics of LO were extracted from several different 

definitions and model of the concept and studied through a taxonomy.  This generic taxonomy was 

grounded in the conceptual framework with an understanding of the method of drawing these 

dimensions into the order to analyse the applicability of LO in the context of the FB.  

In the taxonomy, seven domains were selected and then 21 characteristics were clustered into seven 

domains. First, scholars seem to agree that the LO is a necessity for dealing with the rapidly changing 

external environment. Implicitly or explicitly they argue that the concept is suitable to any 

organisation to develop learning strategies for the business organisations, regardless of the context in 
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which the business operates. Therefore, characteristics relevant to the wider theme “learning” being 

placed under this domain. Second, the LO literature strongly emphasises the importance of the 

individual, group and organisational learning. From the sample of publications, almost all scholars 

highlight not only the need for promoting team learning and continuous individual learning but also, 

they go further to suggest the importance of stimulating organisational learning. Third, much of the 

literature emphasises the importance of the learning culture which comprise of beliefs, values and 

norms of employees for continuous and collaborative learning, and the processes, strategies and 

structures to create the conditions for such learning, experimentation and innovation to flourish. 

Forth, Leadership and management which encourage, believe and facilitate the learning of all the 

employees of the organisation is placed under one domain. The characteristics related to structure 

and processes which enable learning organisations are placed under the fifth domain. The sixth 

domain was the strategy which comprises of the different learning strategies suggested by many 

researchers and finally the linking the organisation with its environment named as the seventh 

domain. Next, 21 characteristics placed in seven domains and analysed through the studies and 

researches of 40 different authors, practitioners and scholars of the field.  Finally, 16 most discussed 

characteristics were chosen to ground in the conceptual framework for this study. Several scholars 

have brought several characteristics together in holistic, integrated models of the LO. However, these 

16 characteristics can be regarded as the gist of all the theories on LO, and the conceptual framework 

offers great potential for advancing the LO concept in FB context.  

Next, the context of family businesses selected for its research is discussed. Based on the number of 

employees employed, this study looked into the medium and large family businesses based in North 

West England. A detailed justification of choosing just this one parameter (number of employees 

employed) is due to the fact that family businesses are often reluctant to disclose to ‘outside’ 

individuals their annual turnover and their balance sheet statements are provided. 

This chapter and the two previous chapters have analysed family businesses and the concept of the 

LO through providing definitions, examining the characteristics of both the FB and the learning 

organisation, their models and theories. The following chapter, Chapter Five, presents the 

methodological approach used to investigate the learning strategies of medium and large family 

businesses in North West England within the framework of the theory of the LO. The subsequent 

chapter, Chapter Six, presents the findings to the research question this study has posed: ‘Do medium-

and large-sized family businesses display the characteristics of the learning organisation at the 

individual, team and organisational level?’ 
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Chapter 5. Methodology and the Research Design 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“In theory, theory and practice are the same. In practice, they are not” 

 

Albert Einstein (1879-1955) 
(Heywood, 2014, p. 514) 
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5.1 Chapter introduction 

The preceding chapters have evaluated the relevant literature on FB dynamics and the LO concept 

through a systematic and integrated review of literature, thereby answering Objectives 1 and 2 of the 

study: to critically examine the literature on family businesses and the LO concept. Chapter 4 has 

established the conceptual framework for this study, after conducting an analysis into the common 

and widely accepted characteristics of the LO. This was completed through an integrative theoretical 

review, which took different notable writings of prominent scholars and practitioners of the LO 

concept into account to establish a conceptual framework. Additionally, preceding chapters have 

identified a few gaps within the existing knowledge concerning LOs and medium and large sized FBs; 

as described in section 4.4, the most prominent one is the need for research into the understanding 

of the LO characteristics in the FB context. 

In order to assess whether medium and large family businesses are learning organisations, 16 common 

characteristics were selected using the taxonomy method. The interviews were conducted to see 

whether these characteristics could be discovered within the context of the chosen family businesses 

to decide to what extent these characteristics are present in the family businesses and how they 

assimilate within that context.  

5.1.1 Structure of the chapter 

At the very outset of this chapter, the underpinning philosophical framework for the study is 

introduced together with an explanation and justification of its selection. This chapter therefore 

justifies the interpretative philosophy within the social constructionist paradigm as the research 

explores the ways in which family businesses in North West England can be identified as Learning 

Organisations in concurrence with the Learning Organisation concept.  The research strategy followed 

by the methods utilised for this study is  explained and justified thereafter.  The chosen research 

strategy, which is multiple case study analysis and methods of data collection interviews, is 

subsequently discussed. The reasons for selecting a set of organisations will also be discussed in detail 

and simultaneously justified. This chapter concludes by setting out the parameters of research quality 

and ethical considerations of the study. 

5.2 Philosophical framework 

How researchers see the world, their perception about the world, and how they respond to the what 

is happening around them often shape the research they undertake (Kayrooz & Trevitt, 2004). The 

way researchers view on the world is largely formed or shaped by  ‘where they view it from’ and ‘what 

they look at’ with ‘what lens’ and which ‘tools they use’ to clarify their image, what they ‘reflect’ on 
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and how they ‘report’ their ‘world’ to others (G. Anderson & Arsenault, 2005, p. 3).   Thus, research 

itself also reflects the values, beliefs, and perspectives of the researcher (Sutton & Austin, 2015). It is 

therefore inevitable that all research is based on some underlying philosophical assumptions about 

what constitutes valid research and which research methods are appropriate for the development of 

knowledge in a given study. The purpose of considering relevant paradigms and philosophy of 

research is described by Eriksson & Kovalainen (2015) as a way of underpinning the choices and 

decisions involved in a research process, thus providing a clearer purpose to specific research projects 

within the wider context. 

According to Blanche, Blanche, Durrheim, & Painter (2006) the research paradigms are all 

encompassing systems of interrelated practice and thinking, that define researchers nature of their 

enquiry alone the three dimension; ontology, epistemology and methodology. Ontology specifies the 

nature of reality that is to be studied and what can be known about it, while epistemology specifies 

the nature of the relationship between the knower or the researcher and what can be known. 

Methodology specifies how researchers undertake systematic studying of what they believe can be 

known. Ontological and epistemological aspects concern what is commonly referred to as a person's 

world view, which has a significant influence on the aspects of research (Willis, Jost, & Nilakanta, 2007) 

and is further explained in the next section. 

5.2.1 Ontological aspects of the study 

Ontology refers to a branch of philosophy concerned with articulating the nature and structure of the 

world (Wand & Weber, 2004). It specifies the form and nature of reality and what can be known about 

it. According to the Medawar (1985), researchers should be equipped with comprehensive 

philosophical views on the nature of reality, or ontology, which eventually constitutes knowledge. 

However, the researcher must be aware of any predetermined assumptions they may hold in relation 

to the research question, the methods used, and how to interpret the findings (M. Saunders, Lewis, 

P., Thornhill, A., 2012). In social science research, there are two commonly referred two positions 

towards social ontology: objectivism and constructivism (A Bryman & Bell, 2003). 

Objectivism holds that there is an independent reality and sets out to establish objective regularities 

that are also independent from the individual social actors (Hamati-Ataya, 2013).  On the other hand, 

constructivism takes the opposite social ontological position, assuming that reality is the product of 

social processes (Neuman, 2003) and develops its own research procedures. Constructivism further 

asserts that “social phenomena and their meanings are continually being accomplished by social 

actors” (A Bryman & Bell, 2003, p. 20). With a constructivist ontological position, social actors take 
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precedence and significance, and it is their interactions that promote achievements and ultimately 

change entities.  

5.2.2 Epistemological aspects of the research 

Epistemological questions explore the nature of knowledge and the relationship between researchers 

and the people or phenomena under study, and it denotes “the nature of human knowledge and 

understanding that can possibly be acquired through different types of inquiry and alternative 

methods of investigation" (Hirschheim, Klein, and Lyytinen, 1995 p. 20).  There are two broad 

epistemological positions: positivism and interpretivism. 

The nature of social reality for positivists is that: empirical facts exist apart from personal ideas or 

thoughts, which are governed by laws of cause and effect and patterns of social reality are stable and 

knowledge of them is additive (Crotty, 1998; Neuman, 2003; Marczyk, DeMatteo and Festinger, 2005). 

A basic assumption of this paradigm, as Ulin, Robinson and Tolley (2004) remarked, is that the goal of 

science is to develop the most objective methods possible to get the closest approximation of reality. 

Researchers who work from this perspective explain in quantitative terms how variables interact, 

shape events, and cause outcomes (Hair, Celsi, Money, Samouel, & Page, 2015). They often develop 

and test these explanations in experimental studies. This framework maintains that reliable 

knowledge is based on direct observation or manipulation of natural phenomena through empirical, 

and often experimental, means (Lincoln & Guba, 2005; Neuman, 2003). 

On the other hand, an interpretivist perspective — the theoretical framework for most qualitative 

research — sees the world as constructed, interpreted, and experienced by people in their interactions 

with each other and with wider social systems (Maxwell, 2006; Bogdan and Biklen, 1992; Guba and 

Lincoln). According to this paradigm, the nature of inquiry is interpretive, and the purpose of inquiry 

is to understand a particular phenomenon, not to generalize a population (Farzanfar, 2005). 

Researchers within the interpretivist paradigm are naturalistic since they apply to real-world situations 

as they unfold naturally (J. Wilson, 2014); more specifically, they tend to be non-manipulative, 

unobtrusive, and non-controlling. 

5.2.3 Philosophical Justification 

This research proceeds from a constructive ontological perspective, in which reality is not presumed 

to have an objective pre-existence, but is socially constructed though the names, labels and meanings 

that we attach to certain objects, acts, and experiences (M Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson, 2008).  

Epistemologically,  this research rejects a positivist stance in which reality is presumed to have 
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independence and an objective. Instead, it adheres to an interpretivist perspective, as it is believed 

that knowledge is constructed through the dynamics of social relationships between individuals (Burr, 

2003). The methodology concerned with ‘interpretation, multiplicity, context, depth, and local 

knowledge’ (Ramey & Grubb, 2009; p. 80) is therefore associated with this philosophical stance. 

Knowledge, according to constructivism, may not therefore already exist, but may be waiting to be 

constructed (Gordon, 2009) by humans through proactive and purposive interaction with the world 

(Morcol, 2001). This research is based on the interpretations of participants who have connections to 

family businesses in North West England, and how they perceive different elements of the Leaning 

Organisation concept. This research seeks their insights into the Learning Organisation phenomenon, 

which are based upon individual assessment and interpretation that occurs in a family business 

context. Knowledge regarding family businesses exercising the Learning Organisational characteristics 

and the benefits they can achieve by becoming a LO may therefore not currently exist but is waiting 

to be constructed and interpreted through this research. 

Since the aforementioned knowledge is to be constructed, it will be achieved through the activities of 

participants of this research and their knowledge, individual and shared experience, and perceptions. 

Ng and Coakes (2013) further confirm that the epistemological basis of constructivism is 

interpretivism, and social constructivists believe that social reality is constructed through the activities 

of social actors (Bryman, 2004). Thus, in order to explore whether the characteristics of the LO 

discussed in the previous chapter are present in family businesses, they must be identified through 

the social actors (participants) using an interpretivist and social constructivist stance. The researcher 

had to construct the semi-structured interview questions in order to obtain a wider understanding 

about the nature of learning happening within the organisation, organisational culture, leadership and 

management, strategies, structures, and processes established in their respective organisations. Since 

the characteristics that are going to identified in the selected context are combined with the actors 

(participants) and their day-to-day working routines, the researcher holds the position that the reality 

is unique to each individual, team, and organisation, given his/her own unique set of circumstances 

and life experiences, constructs, experiences, and interpretation of the world  (Quinlan & Zikmund, 

2015, p. 26). Therefore, social construction in real life organisations involves a constant process of 

interpretation and reinterpretation, and, through that, the researcher aims to identify the research 

objectives of this study.  

Moreover, Gephart (1999) argues that interpretivists assume that knowledge and meaning are acts of 

interpretation, hence there is no objective knowledge which is independent of thinking, reasoning 

humans. Myers (2009) argues that the premise of interpretive researchers is that access to reality 
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(whether given or socially constructed) is only through social constructions such as language, 

consciousness, and shared meanings. The study’s participants constructed reality based on their 

individual and shared experiences while working at their family businesses. The ways in which they 

interacted with and made decisions based on the actions and reactions while they work will be 

explored and reflect the selected research philosophy of this research. This study was specifically 

interested in discovering to what extent these participants are aware about the learning taking place 

within their organisation.  

From an interpretivist perspective, the social world of management and business is too complex to be 

formulated in natural science theories and laws (Walliman, 2015). Interpretivism also argues that 

perspectives hold that reality is unique to each individual (Quinlan, 2011, p. 13). There are therefore 

many truths and meanings of a simple fact, with several factors affecting the nature of individuals, 

such as differences in individual living standards, social and cultural environment, or personality and 

family groups (Saunders et al., 2012; Johnson & Christensen, 2014). Therefore, there are no “right or 

wrong answers” but simply the “answers”  (Rummler, 2006) based on the perception and the previous 

experience of them.  For example, change is an inevitable aspect of life and the world; however, in an 

organisational context, not everyone would appreciate change, since their reactions will be based on 

their perceptions. Therefore, the participants’ interpreted and articulated perceptions about the 

learning happening in their workplaces facilitate the researcher to construct knowledge regarding the 

characteristics of the LO prevailing in the selected organisations regardless of nature of their 

perception. 

The interpretive tradition asserts that researchers should begin by examining the context to be studied 

through actions and inquiry, as opposed to predisposed assumptions (Creswell, 2013). According to 

Willig (2013), a basic interpretive study demonstrates the assumption that the researcher is interested 

in understanding how participants make meaning of a situation or phenomenon. Therefore,  the 

researcher act as “an instrument” (Pickard, 2013, p. 139) who collects and interprets this meaning, 

which will most likely lead to the context of specific findings (Leavy, 2014). Such a research approach 

allows the researcher to observe, investigate, and understand how these characteristics of the LO 

concept being involved in the organisational learning of employees of the family businesses of 

selected context; as suggested by Flick (2009) , the researcher collects interpretations provided by the 

participants about their experiences, ideas, perceptions and attitudes through strategies such as 

participant observation, and face-to-face interviews. 

Therefore, after establishing the philosophical stance for the research, the methodological aspects 

need to be aligned with that position too. The popular notion is that an irreconcilable divide exists 
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between positivism and interpretivism (Saunders et al., 2013, p.12), and, as a result, these strongly 

opposed visions of social reality have generated two coherent and highly differentiated sets of 

research techniques (Corbetta, 2003). Positivism claims that science provides the clearest possible 

ideal of knowledge (Cohen, Manion, Morrison & Bell, 2011, p.7). Technology and statistical oriented 

researchers therefore tend to favour a positivist research philosophy relying on experimentation as 

its research method. Model-driven researchers, however, are more likely to be philosophical 

interpretivists and methodological action researchers (Saunders et al., 2013). In order to answer 

epistemological questions, the researcher must explain and justify the methodology and methods 

used in the research project (Quinlan & Zikmund, 2015) which connects the epistemology, ontology, 

and theoretical perspective with the data gathering methods. 

5.3 Justification of the Research Approach 

As mentioned in the above section, different paradigms inherently contain differing ontological and 

epistemological views; therefore, they have differing assumptions of reality and knowledge which 

underpin their particular research approach. These differences reflect in the different methodologies 

as well, since these research elements need to align with the philosophical underpinnings in the 

process of obtaining necessary data (Willig, 2013).  Thus, methodology is the strategy or plan of action 

which lies behind the choice and use of particular methods (Crotty,1998. p. 3) and is concerned with 

why, what, from where, when, and how data is collected and analysed. Guba and Lincoln (1994, p. 

108) explain that methodology asks the question: ‘how can the inquirer go about finding out whatever 

they believe can be known’?  

Qualitative methodology is generally considered as the most suited to gaining an in-depth 

understanding of a phenomenon or situation (Huff, 2008).  It is predominately underpinned by 

interpretivist epistemology and constructionist ontology (Willig, 2013). This assumes that meaning is 

embedded in the participants’ experiences and that this meaning is mediated through the researcher’s 

own perceptions (Merriman, 1998). Researchers who follow a qualitative methodology are connected 

to observing its people and their interactions, often participating in activities, interviewing key people, 

taking life histories, constructing case studies, and analysing existing documents or other cultural 

artefacts.  

Qualitative research methodologies translate constructive interpretivism principles into guidelines 

that show how research is to be conducted (Sarantakos, 2005). Firstly, constructivists assume that 

reality is multifaceted and cannot be fragmented or studied in a laboratory; rather, it can only be 

studied as a unified whole within its natural context (Candy, 1991).Qualitative methodology is 
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therefore more appropriate for this aspect. Secondly, interpretive researchers place stronger 

emphasis on better understanding of the world through first-hand experience, truthful reporting and 

quotations of actual conversation from insiders’ perspectives (Merriam, 1998) than testing the laws 

of human behaviour (Bryman, 2001; Farzanfar, 2005). Qualitative research methodologies employ 

data gathering methods that are sensitive to context (Neuman, 2003) and which enable rich and 

detailed or thick descriptions of social phenomena by encouraging participants to speak freely and 

understand the investigator’s quest for insight into a phenomenon that the participant has 

experienced, so adopting this approach seemed appropriate for this research too. 

When justifying the selection of qualitative methodology over quantitative research methods, four 

major differences can be noted(Stake, 1995). That is, (1) the method of the inquiring, (2) the purpose 

of the inquiry, (3) the knowledge discovered, and the knowledge constructed by the researcher, and 

finally, (4) the personal and impersonal role of the researcher.  

Firstly, the quantitative research approach primarily follows the confirmatory scientific method 

because its focus is on hypothesis testing and theory testing (J. Bennett, 2003). Quantitative 

researchers consider it to be of primary importance to state one’s hypotheses and then test those 

hypotheses with empirical data to see if they are supported. On the other hand, qualitative research 

primarily follows the exploratory scientific method because often, as suggested by Johnson and 

Christensen (2008, p. 35), qualitative research is used when little is known about a topic or 

phenomenon and when one wants to discover or learn more about it. It is commonly used to 

understand people’s experiences and to express their perspectives. This research intends to explore 

the LO characteristic in the FB context, where a limited amount of research is available about family 

businesses being identified as a LO. The existing research on the learning in family businesses has 

focused on the family context as a key organising condition in which learning occurs (Sami Basly, 2007; 

Birdthistle & Fleming, 2005; Cucculelli & Bettinelli, 2016; Fletcher, 2003; McAdam, Clinton, Brophy, & 

Gamble, 2018; Zahra, 2012). However, the studies relating to learning embedded and perpetuated 

across multiple levels through the LO concept has been insufficiently explored. Therefore, qualitative 

methodology will be used to explore this little-known phenomenon in detail using qualitative methods 

of data collection. 

Second, most researchers use inductive and deductive reasoning when they conduct qualitative and 

quantitative research respectively (K. E. Berg & Latin, 2008). In qualitative research, a hypothesis is 

not needed to begin research; it employs inductive data analysis to provide a better understanding of 

the interaction of “mutually shaping influences” and to explicate the interacting realities and 

experiences of researcher and participant (Lincoln and Guba, 1985 p. 22). It allows for a research 
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design to evolve rather than having a complete design in the beginning of the study (Miksza & Elpus, 

2018), because it is difficult, if not impossible, to predict the outcome of interactions due to the diverse 

perspectives and value systems of the researcher and participants, and their influence on the 

interpretation of reality and the outcome of the study. Furthermore, qualitative researchers use 

inductive reasoning when they search for patterns in their particular data (Lodico, Spaulding, & 

Voegtle, 2010), when they make generalisations (e.g. from samples to populations) (B. Johnson & 

Christensen, 2008), and when they make inferences (Nisbett, 2013) as to the best explanation. The 

logic of confirmation is inductive because researchers do not get conclusive proof from empirical 

research (Robson & McCartan, 2016). Thus, qualitative methodologies are inductive; that is, they are 

oriented towards discovery and process, have high validity, and are more concerned with deeper 

understanding of the research problem in its unique context (Ulin, Robinson, & Tolley, 2012)  (Ulin, 

Robinson and Tolley, 2004).  

Third, quantitative and qualitative researchers are also distinguished by different views of human 

behaviour. Both positivist and interpretive researchers hold that human behaviour may be patterned 

and regular (Neuman, 2000). However, while positivists see this in terms of the laws of cause and 

effect, interpretivists view such patterns as being created out of evolving meaning systems that people 

generate as they socially interact (Neuman, 2003). However, with social constructive and interpretivist 

paradigms, Mason (2017) claims that the qualitative researchers often view human behaviour as being 

fluid, dynamic, and changing over time and place, and they are usually less interested in generalising 

beyond the particular people who are studied. In this qualitative research, different individuals and 

groups, different realities or perspectives are constructed (Lichtman, 2006); further,  these social 

constructions reciprocally influence how they ‘see’ or understand different aspects of the LO 

characteristics. Therefore, in this research study, the perspective on organisational learning and the 

LO concept of the individuals, teams, and management of the family businesses of NW region is 

evaluated through qualitative methodology.  

Finally, the personal and impersonal roles of the researcher make a significant contribution towards 

the research methodology (Smart, Hockey, & James, 2014). This interpretive research places stronger 

emphasis on gaining a better understanding of the world through first-hand experience, truthful 

reporting, and quotations of actual conversation from insiders’ perspectives (Merriam, 1998) rather 

than testing the laws of human behaviour (Bryman, 2001; Farzanfar, 2005). Moreover, this research 

employs data gathering methods such as semi-structured interviews that are sensitive to context 

(Neuman, 2003), which enable rich and detailed, or thick description of social phenomena by 
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encouraging participants to speak freely and understand the investigator’s quest for insight into how 

they perceive and experience the LO characteristics  within their work places. 

Qualitative research is not static but developmental and ‘dynamic in character’, and the focus is on 

process as well as outcomes (Holloway & Galvin, 2016). Therefore, this research adopts a qualitative 

approach since this approach is appropriate for gaining an in-depth understanding of a phenomenon 

or situation, and the aforementioned qualitative research methods are congruent with the 

philosophical position of this study. This approach was used in order to uncover the deeper meanings 

and significance learning take place in FB in NW England through selected LO domains, including 

culture, processes, and strategies which affect the multi levels of the organisations.   

5.4 Research strategy 

The research strategy adopted in this study was the case study. Therefore, this study, based in the 

constructivist paradigm, used a case study strategy to identify family businesses as LOs in the family 

busines sector of  NW England. Yin (2004) defined case study as an ‘empirical inquiry that investigates 

a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident’ (p. 13). Yin’s definition covers the scope of case 

study research and some of the characteristics. The initial part of the definition acknowledges that the 

phenomenon and context are not always clearly distinguishable in real-life contexts, and Yin (2009) 

therefore identified the case study as the preferred research strategy when the phenomenon and the 

context are not readily distinguishable. In this research study, even though the LO concept and its 

existence, or the applicability of its characteristics in the family businesses in the North West region, 

have been selected as the main theme, these characteristics could not be isolated in the phenomena 

or context.  

Another characteristic reflected in Yin’s (2004) definition  is that the case study focusses on 

investigation of the particular case in its own context and circumstances. Therefore, exploring a 

phenomenon in precise or selective contexts and developing an in-depth knowledge is more 

important than aiming to investigate essential phenomenon (Dumay & Qu, 2011). Thus, in this case 

study, research supports the philosophical position established in section 5.3. As a result, with the 

selected philosophical position, the case study strategy leads the researcher to explore and interpret 

not induced but “naturally occurring data” (Belk, Fischer, & Kozinets, 2012, p. 98), and to gather as 

much  related data as possible about the LO concept and the characteristics from the selected family 

businesses.  
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5.4.1 Multiple case study design 

In this study, the multiple case study design was used to produce detailed descriptions of the LO 

characteristics within the selected FBs, using constructs to order the data and relate to earlier 

literature. A case embodies data consolidated in the context of the organisational form of the family 

businesses, thus enabling the selection of a family business according to some general parameters set 

in section 4.6. The number and length of interviews may vary as the visits to the companies were 

limited, thereby eliminating a longitudinal process study. The following section discusses three of the 

key arguments relating to the multiple case study strategy, i.e. the distinction of single and multiple 

case study designs, two approaches of selecting the case studies, and finally the number of case 

studies to be selected. 

Firstly, Yin (1994) argued that a primary distinction in designing case studies is between single and 

multiple case designs, with possible advantages and disadvantages of a single case compared to 

multiple cases. According to Maruster (2013), a single case study is eminently justifiable under certain 

conditions: where the case represents a critical test of existing theory, where the case is a rare or 

unique event, or where the case serves a revelatory purpose. Dyer and Wilkins (1991) argued that the 

single case study research would be richer and more coherent; however, Eisenhardt (1989) suggests 

that the it will be almost impossible to historically substantiate whether certain single cases 

contributed more or had greater theoretical insights and impacts than certain other multiple cases 

did.  

However, Rowley (2002) argues that the distinct advantages posed by Eisenhardt (1989) and Yin 

(1994) of multiple case designs are often considered more compelling, and the overall study is 

therefore regarded as being more robust. Consequently, great theoretical insights are achieved 

through methodological rigor and multi-case comparative logic (Yilmaz, 2013), which supports 

justification for selecting multiple cases for this study too. Within case analysis, Dube and Pere (2003) 

state that a multiple case study design allows the researcher to obtain rich familiarity with each case, 

which accelerates cross-case comparison as well. Thus, cross-case analysis is one of the main ways to 

obtain better understanding of the influence of variability of the context and the phenomena tested 

by comparing and combining the results of the multiple cases (Miles et al., 2014). 

Secondly, when using a multiple case design, the decision on selecting cases is important (Marschan-

Piekkari & Welch, 2011, p. 172), and the application of ‘replication’ as the underlying principle for this 

decision is discussed below. Literal replication and theoretical replication are two approaches to 

establish replication logic (Yin, 2009). As Yin (Yin, 2009, 2012)describes, cases may be selected for 
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literal replication, for which the investigator expects similar outcomes, or for their differences with 

respect to the variables of interest, and for these the investigator expects contradictory outcomes 

(theoretical replication). Either way, the reliability of the findings is enormously amplified when both 

types of cases form part of the research design (Iacono, Brown, & Holtham, 2011). Since case studies 

rely on analytical rather than statistical generalisations, relying on replication logic provides external 

validation to the findings as suggested by Yin (2004). Each case serves to confirm or refute the 

conclusions drawn from the others. Furthermore, Yin (1994) explains the use of the replication 

strategy to conduct a number of separate experiments on related topics. In the literal replication 

stage, cases were selected (as far as possible) to obtain similar results; therefore, three family 

businesses of similar size (medium) and industry (food and beverages) are selected to reflect the literal 

replication phase of the multiple case study design. On the other hand, to explore and confirm or 

disprove the patterns identified in the initial interviews, which reflect the theoretical replication stage, 

three family businesses of different sizes and industries (clothing, construction, and healthcare) were 

selected. According to this model, if all or most of the cases provide similar results, there can be 

substantial support for the confirmation or understanding of LO characteristics, which can be found 

useful for the family businesses. 

Thirdly, according to Yin (2009), there are no precise guides to the number of cases to be included in 

the multiple case study design. The literature recommending the use of case studies rarely specifies 

how many cases should be developed. In his study into the small businesses, Romano (1989, p. 36) 

states, that “decision is left to the researcher”. Patton (1990, p. 181)  does not provide an exact 

number or range of cases that could serve as guidelines for researchers, claiming that ‘there are no 

rules’ for sample size in qualitative research. However, their views ignore the real constraints of time 

and funding in most research, and (Mills, Durepos, & Wiebe, 2010) therefore it is necessary to have 

some guidelines about how many cases are required in case research. 

For the number of literal replications, a minimum of two or three is needed (Sarvimaki, 2017, p. 52; 

Yin & Sage, 2003, p. 51). On the other hand, for the number of theoretical replications, the important 

consideration is related to the researcher’s sense of the complexity of the realm of external validity. 

Eisenhardt (1989, p 545) also states that in a multiple case approach there is no ideal number of cases 

but suggests that a study of between four and ten cases usually works well. Although some 

researchers advocate a minimum of 2 cases, the standard view is that four cases are the usual 

minimum as Hedges (1985) states ‘in practice, four to six groups probably form a reasonable minimum 

for a serious project’ (p. 76). For the maximum, Hedges (1985) sets an upper limit of 12, because of 

the high costs involved in qualitative interviews and the quantity of qualitative data which can be 
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effectively assimilated. Yin suggests that six to ten cases, if the results turn out as predicted, are 

sufficient to ‘provide compelling support for the initial set of propositions’ (1994, p. 46). Furthermore, 

he states that since the multiple case studies approach does not rely on the type of representative 

sampling logic used in survey research, “the typical criteria regarding sample size are irrelevant” (p. 

50). Therefore, the widest accepted range seems to fall between 4 as the minimum and 10 as the 

maximum, and this is approved by Eisenhardt (1989) stating that with fewer than four cases, a theory 

is difficult to generate, and with more than ten cases, the volume of data is difficult to cope with. 

Therefore, six case studies were selected for this study. 

5.4.2 Sample Selection-Semi Structured Interviews 

Zikmund (2000) suggested that a target population consist of a specific or complete grouping of people 

who are relevant to a research project and serve a specific purpose. Accordingly, for this study, six 

owners, six team leaders or managers in managerial positions, and 18 at the individual employee level 

were selected. The sample was purposefully built up by using the criteria of including family business 

owners to represent the organisational level, team leaders to represent the team level, and employees 

to represent the individual level of the selected family businesses, who would be information rich for 

the study. These issues are further elaborated upon by Patton (M. Q. Patton, 2014) and Sarvimaki 

(2017), who state that there are numerous ambiguities in qualitative inquiry, one of which is sample 

size, as there are no rules by which to determine the size of the sample. Rather, the sample size is 

determined by what the researcher wants to know, the purpose of the research, and what will be 

credible, as further explained by Patton (2002, p. 245): ‘the validity, meaningfulness, and insights 

generated from qualitative inquiry have more to do with the information richness of the cases selected 

and the observation/analytical capabilities of the researcher than with sample size’ (Patton, 2002, 

p.245).  Also, within this sample, four sectors were covered in order to reflect as many aspects as 

possible of the businesses in the North West region. 

Based on the above foundation regarding the number of the cases for qualitative studies, the 

researcher purposefully selected a total of six family businesses operating in four different sectors in 

the North West region. The sampling technique used for this selection was ‘purposeful sampling’. 

According to Patton (2002), ‘purposeful sampling’ is widely used in qualitative research for the 

identification and selection of information rich cases for the most effective use of limited resources.  

Eisenhardt (1989, p. 537) also highlights the inappropriateness of random sampling for case study 

selection, stating that the “random selection of cases is neither necessary, nor even preferable”. 
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Access to the sample group was gained through personal contacts. The six family business owners 

were contacted first via a letter (Appendix B) to introduce the details about the research in brief. Upon 

their approval to access their work premises, further correspondence was exchanged to receive 

further assistance to get in touch with the managers/team leaders and the employees. Finally, 

participants were selected and availability for data collection was finalised.  

5.5 Justification of the Data collection methods 

In this section, the key methods of data collection are outlined. Qualitative research methods used in 

this study include the multiple case study strategy, purposive sampling, and semi structured 

interviews. 

5.5.1 Interviews 

The choice of interview design was designated by the aim and objectives of the research, which are 

set to understand the LO concept in the context of the Family businesses. The literature chapters 

(Chapter 2 and 3) presented the critically examined theoretical aspects of the main concept (LO) and 

the context (FB) involved in the study, thus fulfilling the first and second objectives of the research, 

that is, to critically explore the literature on LO and family businesses respectively. In order to achieve 

the third objective of the research; “to investigate whether medium and large family businesses in the 

North West of England display the characteristics of LOs”, an analysis of the existence of LO 

characteristics in the selected context and an evaluation to see to what extent they are prevailing was 

carried out. Moreover, by doing so, the ways in which LO concept can be applied to the different levels 

of family businesses in the North West of England were also considered. An interview design was 

chosen and considered as the one of the most suitable choices  as justified as below.  

The interview has been called the primary method used in qualitative research (Cridland, Jones, 

Caputi, & Magee, 2015; Doody & Noonan, 2013; Myers & Newman, 2007; Ryan, Coughlan, & Cronin, 

2009; Schultze & Avital, 2011) and ‘the most direct, research-focused interaction between research 

and participant’ (Kazmer & Xie, 2008, p. 258). According to Seidman (2015), the qualitative interview 

is a type of framework in which practices and standards are not only recorded, but also achieved and 

challenged, as well as reinforced. In the qualitative paradigm, interviews are often seen as one of the 

best ways to “enter into the other person's perspective”  (Patton, 2002, p. 341) and develop ‘thick 

descriptions of a given social world analysed for cultural patterns and themes’ (Warren, 2002, p. 85). 

By acknowledging the interview as a particular occasion for constructing a particular social reality 

(Kelly, 2008), it is possible to investigate the processes by which that social reality is produced 
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(Riessman, 1993).  The ways in which interviewees make sense of and represent themselves and their 

experiences tell the interviewer much about how they wish to account for themselves and their 

actions (Czarniawska, 2004a), their cultural and tacit assumptions (Mishler, 1986; Seidman, 2015), and 

the processes of selecting, interpreting and transforming events (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997).  

Therefore, the interview as a particular social interaction is an opportunity for the LO concept to be 

assessed, based on the responses of the interview participants.  Furthermore, the participants explain 

themselves in the context of an interview, presenting explanations and examples relating to the  

interview questions (Czarniawska, 2004a; M. Q. Patton, 2014; Silverman, 2006).  Most importantly, 

they can assist the researcher to identify whether the characteristics of LOs selected for this study 

exist in their organisational environment and to what extent they understand the existence of that 

characteristic. On the other hand, if the interviewees are not familiar with the specific characteristics 

of LOs, then the researcher can ask a further set of questions about why it has not been present in the 

organisational environment. 

Therefore, the justification for using interviews is embedded in its conceptualisation of LO 

characteristics.  The interview may be considered as a means of gaining insight (Ryan et al., 2009; 

Warren, 2002) into these characteristics, whereas a survey questionnaire would fail to capture the 

articulated views of the interviewees’ regarding each characteristic (Miles et al., 2014).Additionally, 

the interviews serve as the means to contextualise and understand the research focus in this study. It 

fosters a better  comprehension of the lived experiences of the participants from three levels of the 

selected organisations and their own understanding of how they identify, respond, and integrate with 

some of the LO characteristics, with or without the knowledge of how they contribute towards the 

continuous learning and improvement of the organisations. Thus, through interviews, participants 

were given the opportunity to articulate, or to express the ways they see (Silverman, 2006) these 

characteristics.  

To achieve the advantages of the selected research strategy, open-ended semi-structured interviews 

were selected for this research. These interviews were based on the semi-structured interview guide 

detailed in section 5.5.1.2, which is a schematic presentation of questions or topics that need to be 

explored by the interviewer. To achieve optimum use of interview time, interview guides served the 

useful purpose of exploring many respondents more systematically (Subudhi & Mishra, 2019) and 

comprehensively, as well as to keep the interview focused on the desired line of action (DiCicco‐Bloom 

& Crabtree, 2006). The questions in the interview guide for this research comprise of 20 core questions 

and a set of ‘further questions’ with the purpose of addressing all the research focus. Further, these 

questions were customised according to the level (organisational/team/individual) that they 
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represent to match with the multi-level learning discussed within the LO characteristics framework 

(see Appendix A). 

All the interviews were recorded, even though recording interviews could be a matter of controversy 

among the researcher and the respondents (Jamshed, 2014). However, Sutton and Austin (2015) claim 

that hand written notes during interviews are relatively unreliable, and the researcher might miss 

some key points. The recording of the interview makes it easier for the researcher to focus on the 

interview content and the verbal prompts,  thus enabling the transcriptionist to generate ‘verbatim 

transcript’ of the interview (Jamshed, 2014). Therefore, in order to capture interview data, 

participants were informed beforehand and the interviews were recorded effectively and ethically 

with the permission of all participants (King,2004). The related ethical considerations are discussed in 

Section 5.7. 

5.5.1.1 Semi-structured    interviews and interview guides 

The collection method used for this qualitative data implies that the research strategy represents the 

multilevel design described in the LO characteristics framework detailed in Section 4.8.  

The interviews gathered data from owners, team leaders and individual non-family member 

employees in order to aid in the analysis of the social construction of the selected family businesses. 

A total of 30 interviews was undertaken, with 6 owners, 6 management level participants and the 

remaining 18 considered as being employees of the organisation. This allows the research to explore 

the existence of the LO characteristics in three different levels within the same organisation.  

The semi‐structured interview is a popular, versatile and flexible data collection method (DiCicco‐

Bloom & Crabtree, 2006), and the rigidity of its structure can be varied depending on the study 

purpose and research questions (Myers & Newman, 2007). To achieve optimum use of interview 

design, open-ended semi-structured interviews were used (Edwards & Holland, 2013; Subudhi & 

Mishra, 2019), with  interview guides serving as the fundamental way of collecting data for this 

research. This interview guide facilitates the individual participants to express their views on the 

learning strategies (Denton, 1998) taking place in their organisations. 

The interview guide is comprised of pre-determined semi-structured interview questions. Patton 

(2002) defines an interview guide as a list of questions, which directs the conversation towards the 

research topic during the interview. Cridland et al (2015) further state that the quality of the interview 

guide affects the implementation of the interview itself and the analysis of the collected data. The 

form of a semi‐structured interview guide is considered loose and flexible (M. Q. Patton, 2014), which 
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allows dialogue during an interview while simultaneously offering a focused structure for the 

discussion (Cridland et al., 2015). 

The semi‐structured interview guide consisted of three levels of questions. In the first stage, following 

introductions, the interviewee was asked a small number of largely closed questions, such as how long 

they had worked for the organisation and what the responsibilities were included in their current role. 

These were included at the beginning of the interview in order understand some of the demographic 

information about the interviewee through  some relatively straightforward questions (N. King, 2004).  

In the second stage, the core questions related to the  characteristics of the LO were asked. 

Participants were encouraged to speak freely about their experiences on various themes, including 

organisational culture, information availability, and work processes, as well as any issues they face 

relating to their day-to-day work tasks. The core questions were formulated around the characteristics 

of LOs identified for this research, but also allowed them to speak freely without limiting their 

experiences. The questions were therefore clearly worded (Turner,2010) and open-ended to evaluate 

the understanding their responses.  

In the third stage of the interview guide, a set of ‘further questions’ were used to make the main 

themes easier for the participant to understand (Turner, 2010) and to direct conversation towards the 

study subject. The aim was to maintain the flow of the interview and gain accurate and optimal 

information (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). A further set of questions was also pre‐designed; however, 

questions were also spontaneous in some cases based on the participant's answer. Castillo-Montoya 

(2016) states that pre‐designed further sets of questions could be beneficial in increasing the 

consistency of the subjects covered, and spontaneous further sets of questions could ask participants 

to expand on some particular point that came up in the interview by asking for more information or 

an example of the issue.  

Although the interviews were semi-structured in design, each face-to-face interview lasted for 45 - 70 

minutes in length. This provided sufficient time to explore the main theoretical issues relating to LO 

characteristics discussed in the study, while also not being so long as to serve as a disincentive for 

participants (see Appendix A for the interview guides).  

5.5.1.2 Interview Participants 

According to Yin (2009), the research objects in a case study are usually called ‘participants’. For this 

research, the participants were chosen based on a purposeful sampling approach, due to the selection 

of a case study research method. These participants represented three levels of the organisation 
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which will be discussed in detail below. For the purpose of this study, a ‘case’ comprises of three 

employee interviews, one manager/team leader interview, and one owner interview, in a family 

business located in the North West England.  

Data was collected using 30 semi-structured, open-ended, in-depth interviews in the six selected 

family businesses. Since there were six case studies, 30 interviews can be further broken down as 

three employee interviews (individual level), one interview  of the team leader/manager (to represent 

the team level), and one interview of the owner/member of the governing family (organisational level) 

of each company. A breakdown of the samples for interviews is presented in Table 10. Each interview 

schedule was designed and focused on probing into the learning strategies of the family business; core 

questions remained same, but the follow-up questions were divergent according to each case. Cover 

letters with the study objectives were sent to the owners of the businesses to request participation in 

the research and appointment to conduct the interviews. Ethical aspects were always considered 

(Section 5.7). The interviews were held between February and October 2017 at the premises of the 

interviewee. Each interview lasted approximately 45 - 70 minutes and were recorded using a tape 

recorder. Appendices 4, 5 and 6 identify the questions that were asked of the respondents for the 

basis of the case study.  

TABLE 9:  THE BREAKDOWN OF THE SAMPLES FOR INTERVIEWS  

 Sector Interviews Interviews done 
in each FB 

 

Company A 
 

 

Food and 
Beverages 

1x Interview with the owner 5 

1x Team Manager 

3 x Employees 

Company B Food and 
Beverages 

1 x Interview with a family member 5 

1x Team Leader 

3 x Employees 

Company C Food and 
Beverages 

1 x Interview with the owner 5 

1x Supervisor 

3 x Employees 

Company D Clothing 1 x Interview with a family member 5 

1x Line supervisor 

3 x Employees 

Company E Automotive 
industry 

1 x Interview with the owner 5 

1x Service team leader 

3 x Employees 

Company F Construction 1 x Interview with a family member 5 

1x Training supervisor 

3 x Employees 

                                                                                     Total Interviews conducted 30 
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5.6 The Pilot Study 

Since the researcher had limited opportunity to gain access to owners/directors and the employees 

of the selected family businesses, it was especially necessary to pilot the initial interview guide in order 

to help the researcher to pre-test the method before taking it to the field. Saunders, Thornhill and 

Lewis (2009) suggest that piloting and subsequent revision increase validity and reliability. Pilot study 

can serve several purposes. Firstly, it is useful in identifying problems with the wording or sequence 

of questions in the interview guide, which might affect the validity of the results (Leedy & Armrod, 

2001). Secondly, a pilot study may indicate the need for additional questions to clarify topics or include 

issues previously omitted (Bryman & Bell,2004). Pre-tests or pilot tests can also be useful in 

demonstrating the amount of time the interviews are likely to take or what sort of response might be 

expected.  

Accordingly, the semi-structured interviews were piloted with three family businesses in London, 

Leeds and Chester, in order to test how well the questions and the overall topic were understood. The 

researcher conducted pilot interviews between January and February 2017, and this allowed the 

gathering of preliminary results and the refining of the interview design (Krathwohl, 2009). All 

research conducted followed the University's ethical guidelines. A convenience sample of three 

owners and 3 employees were interviewed in person, which is representative of two levels of the 

organisations. Participants were informed that these were pilot interviews to test the interview design 

and this assisted in ensuring that no misunderstandings led to unnecessary delays in the qualitative 

data collection. 

Prior to the interview, each interviewee was sent an electronic confirmation of the project (Edwards 

& Holland, 2013) even though access to three organisations was gained through personal contacts 

beforehand. Another confirmation email was sent a day before the interview confirming the time and 

location. The option to participate or not, as well as option to object to the recording of their interview, 

was also provided. On the day of the interview, the participants were again told about the topic and 

area of research, and they were assured of confidentiality and anonymity, that the data would be 

coded and that recording devices would be used. Additionally, the researcher took notes during the 

interview. Participants were given the researcher's contact details and offered access to the results if 

required, and then given a brief outline of the proposed content of the interview. Finally, participants 

were requested to provide any feedback (Kelly, 2008) regarding the interview process that they 

deemed appropriate. Interviews were scheduled to last an hour at most. 
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The main aim of the pilot study was to improve the semi-structured interview by identifying any 

inconsistencies and or other issues which could affect the research methods. Therefore, the interviews 

were analysed to identify whether the research design for pilot interviews incorporated insights from 

relevant LO literature and answered the research question. Material from these interviews is not 

included in the analysis and interpretation contained in this study as the object of the pilot study was 

to understand the process and to ascertain the usefulness of topics and questions. However, the issues 

and insights that emerged during the pilot study phase were fundamental to the final research design 

(Maxwell, 2005). The experience gained from conducting these interviews not only enhanced the 

practical experience of working in the field, but more importantly revealed critical issues that 

influenced the subsequent stages in the design of the research. The pilot study made a significant 

contribution to the research design in four specific ways. Firstly, it became evident that the open-

ended, semi structured and non-directive interviewing was a highly effective way of eliciting the 

experiences of both owners and employees of the family business. Secondly, superfluous questions 

could be identified  and omitted to save time,  while necessary research questions could be refined so 

as to elicit better answers in less time. Thirdly, in this analysis, the pilot interviews were treated as a 

research setting or field experiment, which provided insights into how six participants reacted to the 

questions and to time pressure. Finally, it was discovered that the linking ‘family business’ dynamics 

with LO characteristics through questions and conveying them correctly to the participants was 

successful.   

The pilot study indicated that there were no issues in understanding the interview questions or with 

the interview probing, since owners and employees were able to respond to all aspects of the 

questions. As a result, following the pilot study, no changes were made to the interview guide, as both 

the context of the research and the subsequent questions were easily understood; this was then used 

in the main data collection phase. 

5.7 Data Analysis 

This section describes the procedures by which the data collected through fieldwork was analysed.  It 

describes the ways in which the collected data was handled, prepared, and analysed in order to 

demonstrate research reliability and validity (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009), as discussed in detail under 

Section 4.3.3.  Qualitative data was collected through 30 semi-structured interviews at the six case 

study family businesses. The 30 interviews produced the majority of the data and the data analytical 

procedure discussed in detail below. 
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5.7.1 Data preparation 

All interview data was captured electronically and transcribed at a later date.  The production of 

interview transcripts included an explicit choice (Riessman, 2008) to minimally ‘clean up’ the 

conversation in order to improve its accessibility to the reader, while still reflecting the interactions 

between the informant and the researcher, incorporating the researcher’s verbal and non-verbal 

contributions and interventions, and the informant’s hesitations, false starts and trailing off.  After 

transcribing the interview data, the interviews were listened to again whilst reading the transcripts in 

order to check the transcription and to prompt any recollections of accompanying non-verbal gestures 

and facial expressions, which were then annotated to the transcripts.   

Transcripts of interview data were uploaded to NVivo, a Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis 

Software (CAQDAS) package to support qualitative analysis procedures. There are a number of 

advantages of using this software, including enabling the researcher to switch quickly and seamlessly 

between macro and micro levels of analysis (Lewins, 2008)  and to easily review, revise, and amend 

coding categories as greater familiarity with the data is developed (Uwe Flick, 2009). However, 

Charmaz (2003) states that procedures for collecting and analysing data, including the theoretical 

foundations, need to be clearly established before NVivo is used as an analytical resource; this allows 

the use of NVivo as a tool to support the success of methodology and not as part of the methodology. 

Therefore, the procedures for collecting and analysing data, including the theoretical foundations, 

were clearly established before NVivo was used to analyse the transcripts of 30 semi-structured 

interviews. 

All data was collected and securely stored in accordance with the Information Commissioner and the 

Data Protection Act 1998 (The Information Commissioner's Office, 2017). The identities of participants 

were held separately to the data and linked only by an identification code for the duration of the 

fieldwork to enable the researcher to match the content with the participants. Informants are 

identified by pseudonyms in order to ensure anonymity and confidentiality (Crow, 2000). Digitally 

recorded data was securely destroyed following transcription. No sensitive personal data was 

collected.  

5.7.2 Analytical Process 

Analysis of the data addressed four distinct stages.  These are summarised in Figure 13, together with 

the analytical method.  However, although the four stages are presented in Figure 13 below, the actual 

process of analysis proceeded in a much more iterative and cyclical way. 
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FIGURE 14:SUMMARY OF THE FOUR-STAGE ANALYTICAL PROCESS  

Stage one consisted of research into six organisations in order to familiarise the researcher with the 

context of six medium and large family businesses and their environment where LO characteristics 

could be disclosed. Stage two comprised of a structural recognition and analysis of the three levels 

(organisational, team and individual) of each case study organisation interview text and particularly 

the differences in their organisational role.  The structural analysis took three forms, which reflect 

personal or individual learning (Ellingson & Noe, 2017; Senge, 2014), team learning (Hillon & Boje, 

2017; Victoria J. Marsick & Watkins, 2003) and organisational learning (Argyris & Schön, 1995; M. 

Easterby-Smith & Lyles, 2011).  

 Stage three of analysis aimed to contextualise the perspectives, ideas, and experience of individual 

employees, team leaders, and the owners of the family businesses within the research 

conceptualisation of the LO characteristics within the three levels of the organisation. In doing so, it 

operationalised the research conceptualisation of the LO characteristics framework presented in 
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Section 4.2.  The purpose of this stage was to make sense of and understand what has been said from 

the data (Morse et.al, 2001) through the identification of the themes connected to the different levels 

of the case study organisation, and to relate them to the characteristics of the LO. Data familiarisation 

is achived by reading the content of each transcript several times on a case-by-case basis until initial 

categories and specific observations start to be identified in the three levels of the six case studies, 

which is consistent with Ritchie and Lewis (2003). 

Descriptive codes (V. Braun & Clarke, 2012) were then developed to capture different concepts and 

themes expressed in the texts at the three levels of the organisations.  As more texts were read and 

coded, these initial descriptive codes were reviewed and refined. As the next step of coding, the list 

of descriptive codes was reviewed to ensure that they reflected distinct concepts, with some similar 

codes being merged. Interpretative codes were then developed by looking for relations between 

descriptive codes to form clusters, data classification, and typology identification (Ritchie, Lewis, 

Lewis, Nicholls, & Ormston, 2013). At this point, it became important to be able to describe each 

interpretative cluster, classification, and any typologies; this started to suggest that the process was 

developing sets of characteristics of the organisation based on distinctive discourses. The main 

purpose at this stage was to understand the history and the background of the family business, the 

governing family, the physical layout of the business premises, the atmosphere of each family 

business, and the environment they operate. 

In the fourth and final stage of analysis, the relationships and connections of the themes are further 

identified, which leads to categories being highlighted as meaningful (Nowell, Norris, White, & 

Moules, 2017) and describing more than one characteristic (S. Allen & Thomas, 2006) of the LO 

characteristic framework. These categories are then finally interpreted, compared, and contrasted 

with the themes identified against the three levels of the case study organisation as well as between 

the case study organisations. In relation to the complete framework of the LO characteristics, the text 

extracts of interview data are used to aid understanding of the meanings, knowledge, and 

acknowledgement of the existence of the LO characteristics within the selected family business 

context. 

5.8 Research quality parameters: Reliability, generalisability, credibility, and validity 

As much as the research studies have been completed every so often and added to their respective 

disciplines, Belcher et al. (2016) suggests that the quality of these studies reaches the top of the 

priorities. In 1989, Shipman (2014, p. ix) posed four critical questions to assess the quality of research: 

validity, reliability, generalisability, and credibility. According to Sullivan et al.  (2016, p. 101), they are 
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still vastly used to understand research quality criteria. In positivist paradigms and data of a 

quantitative nature, testing above research quality criteria would be relatively straightforward (Crano, 

Brewer, & Lac, 2014). In contrast,  due to conflicting epistemological presuppositions and the 

complexity inherent in qualitative case based studies, scientific rigor can be difficult to demonstrate, 

and, therefore, any resulting findings can be difficult to justify (Baskarada, 2014). Many qualitative 

investigators have, however, preferred to use different terminology to distance themselves from the 

positivist paradigm (Shenton, 2004). One such author is Guba (1981), who proposed ‘trustworthiness’” 

as a substitute measure for validity and reliability in naturalistic inquiries. ‘Trustworthiness’ in this 

context is a belief system that informs the whole way in which the researcher approaches a research 

study (Guba & Lincoln, 1982). By structuring the study to address the four aspects of trustworthiness, 

the researcher hopes to achieve the credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability 

corresponding to Shipman’s criteria for research quality: validity, generalisability, reliability, and 

credibility respectively (Shenton, 2004). 

However, it is uncertain whether Guba and Lincoln expected all of the above elements to be practiced 

for every qualitative project. Morse (2015) and Creswell (2013) noted that ‘qualitative researchers 

should engage in at least two of them in any given study’ (p. 253). In relevant case study research,  Yin 

(2003) recommends that researchers continually judge the quality of their case study design using 

four tests: “construct validity, internal validity, external validity and reliability”. Edmonds and Kennedy 

(2016) argues that these tests should be applied throughout the case study process: during design, 

data collection, data analysis, and reporting. According to Stern (2005), following these 

recommendations will ‘increase the quality of the case study tremendously’ (p. 17), which will in turn 

dilute the criticism of case study strategy. However, Stake (1995) argues that qualitative studies 

seldom fit neatly into such categories, and that researchers have to make a strategic choice in deciding 

on the scope of the case study, since everything cannot and need not be understood. The way this 

research adopted these measures to enhance the quality of the research is explained below.  

Various design and corresponding design tests recommended in the literature are subsequently 

described and their appropriateness for evaluating validity and reliability in case study research is 

examined. Several tests and techniques were suggested by Riege (2003) to establish four 

corresponding design tests of confirmability, credibility, transferability, and dependability in the case 

study research shown in Table 11. It illustrates how construct validity, internal and external validity, 

and reliability (which are well-known from quantitative research approaches) correspond with 

the credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (which refer to more qualitative 



135 
 

approaches), and how these can and should be incorporated to enhance the quality of case study 

methods with relevant stage in the research, which is also adopted in many similar ways in this study.  

Case 
study 

Design 
tests 

Corresponding 
design tests 

Case study techniques Qualitative techniques 

 

Phase of 

research in 

which 

techniques 

occur 

Construct 
validity 

Confirmability 
(corresponding 
to objectivity 
and neutrality 
of positivism) 

-Use multiple sources of 
evidence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Data collection 

 

-Establish chain of evidence 

 

Data collection 

-Have key informants 

Review draft case study 
report 

Researcher’s diary and 
report writing 

Data analysis  

 Confirmability audit 
(examine the data,  

findings, interpretations 
and  

recommendations 

Data collection and 
data analysis 

Internal 
validity 

Credibility Do within-case analysis, then 
cross-case pattern matching 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Data analysis 

 

Do explanation-building 

 
Data analysis 

 

Assure internal 
coherences of findings 
and concepts are 
systematically related 

Data analysis 

 

 Triangulation (sources, 
investigators, and methods Data collection and 

data analysis 

Peer debriefing 

 
Data analysis 

Member checks 

 
Researcher's diary and 
report writing 
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Researcher's assumptions, 
worldview, theoretical 
orientation 

Research design 

Researcher self-monitoring 
Data collection and 
data analysis 

External 
validity 

Transferability
  

Use replication logic in 
multiple-case studies 

 

 Research design 

Define scope and 
boundaries of reasonable 
analytical generalizable for 
the research 

Research design 

Compare evidence with 
extant literature 

Data analysis 

 Pre-determined questions Research design 

Thick description 
(develop case study data 
base) 

Data collection 

Cross-case analysis Data analysis 

Specific procedures for 
coding and analysis 

Data analysis 

Reliability Dependability Give full account of 
theories and ideas 

 Research design to data 
analysis 

  Assure congruence 
between research issues 
and features of study 
design 

 Research design 

Develop and refine case 
study protocol 

 Research design 

Use multiple researchers  Data collection 

Record observations and 
actions as concrete as 
possible 

 Data collection 

Use case study protocol 

 

 Data collection 

Record data 
mechanically develop 
case study database 

 

 Data collection 

Assure meaningful 
parallelism of findings 
across multiple data 
sources 

 

 Data collection 
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Use peer review 
examination 

  

 

 

Dependability audit Research Design 

 Clarify researcher’s 
theoretical position and 
biases 

Research Design 

TABLE 10: TESTS AND TECHNIQUES FOR ESTABLISHING TRUSTWORTHINESS  IN CASE STUDY RESEARCH   SOURCE: (RIEGE,  

2003) 

Confirmability corresponding closely to construct validity of a qualitative research refers to the 

accuracy of instruments, data, and findings in research; according to Bernard (1995, p.38), “nothing in 

research is more important than validity”.  However, the process of ensuring reliability and validity is 

more difficult in qualitative studies, with Anderson and Skates (2005, p. 475) commenting “there is no 

single way of validating one’s qualitative research findings”.  With relevancy to Anderson and Skates’ 

(2005) argument, Loseke (2012) states that construct validity is especially challenging in case study 

research as well, since it deals with the concept of operationalisation. Crane et al. (2014, p. 10) state 

that operationalisation is the process of defining a concept through a set of attributes or variables 

in order to make it measurable or researchable. Even though the researchable attributes are 

selected in a case study research,  the created knowledge depends on the interaction between 

and among researcher and respondents, aiming at increasing an understanding of the similarities 

and differences of constructions that both the researcher and respondents initially held in order 

to become more aware of, and informed about, the content and meaning of these constructions 

(Anderson and Skates 2005). Constructivists believe that as knowledge is theory-driven, 

separation between theory and practice is not feasible (Marschan-Piekkari & Welch, 2011, p. 

302). The methodology of constructivism’s paradigms is therefore focused on an understanding 

and reconstruction of the beliefs that individual people initially hold, trying to achieve a 

consensus by still being open to new interpretations (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). Hence, 

researchers need to make efforts to refrain from subjective judgements during the periods of 

research design and data collection to enhance construct validity. These tests of confirmability 

therefore assess whether the interpretation of the data of a case study method is drawn in a 

logical and unprejudiced manner (Riege, 2003). Adhering to case study techniques and several 

other measures to achieve  the aforementioned tests of quality will increase the accuracy of the 

research.  In order to establish a chain of evidence in the data collection phase, the researcher used 

verbatim interview transcripts made during trips to selected family businesses. This allowed the supply 

of sufficient citations and cross-checks of particular sources of evidence (Griggs, 1989). Reviews of 

draft case study reports in the report-writing phase was also undertaken in order to let key informants 
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review interview transcripts, parts of the data analysis, and the final report outlining the findings, and, 

if necessary, change unclear aspects (Donmoyer, 2000). 

Credibility of research is achieved by assessing the researcher’s interpretation of the data (C. A. 

Anderson, Leahy, DelValle, Sherman, & Tansey, 2014), while the emphasis on constructing an 

internally valid research process in case study research lies in establishing phenomena in a credible 

way (Leung, 2015). In particular, case study research intends to find generative mechanisms looking 

for the confidence with which inferences about real-life experiences can be made (Reige, 2003). In 

order to do so, the researcher highlights major patterns of similarities and differences between 

literature and data analysis phase. This is equally relevant for respondents’ experiences or beliefs 

when identifying what components are significant for those examined patterns and what mechanisms 

produced them. Additionally, in order to demonstrate the credibility tests in research, Reige (2003) 

posed the following question: are the findings internally coherent and are concepts systematically 

related? However, Riessman (1993, 2008) emphasises  the importance of continuing reflexivity on the 

part of the researcher. According to him, credibility rests not so much on truth as on trustworthiness: 

rather than trying to demonstrate the truth of an interpretation, the researcher should be transparent 

as to how they came to their interpretation (Riessman, 1993; Watson, 1994), their own values and 

pre-conceptions (Stake, 1995), and their relations with their research subjects. Therefore, taxonomy 

strategy was used as one of the ways to explain and analyse FB and LO concepts since they contain 

multifaceted, complex phenomena within these concepts, and priority was given according to a set of 

common conceptual domains and dimensions to increase the validity of the process of 

conceptualising. The taxonomy provides a valuable vehicle for improving literature reviews and 

achieving the two goals mentioned earlier: (a) guiding the research through conceptualisation, and (b) 

organising information and facts (J. Benson, J. Sporakowski, & Stremmel, 1992). The full achievement 

of these goals is unlikely, however, unless the writer utilizes the advanced skills of critical analysis, 

integration, and evaluation. The main concepts were derived through the common consensus of the 

authors and practitioners; the concepts determine the selection and justification of interpretations 

and therefore increase the credibility of the research. Additionally, Senton  (2004) and C. A. Anderson 

et al. (2014) mentioned tools to increase the credibility of multiple case study research, including use 

of within-case analysis and cross-case pattern matching, display of illustrations and diagrams in the 

data analysis phase to assist explanation building, and assurance of internal coherence of findings in 

the data analysis phase, which can be achieved by cross-checking the results (Yin, 1994). These tools 

were adopted in this research as well. 
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External validity is concerned with the extrapolation of particular research findings beyond the 

immediate form of inquiry to the general. However, as the epistemological interpretivist paradigm 

makes researchers sees the world differently than a quantitative researcher, the purpose of research 

may therefore be reconceptualised: not to find precise answers, but to gather more understanding in 

order to construct the validity (Donmoyer, 2000). Transferability of a research study addresses the 

question of whether the findings are ‘context-relevant’ or subject to non-comparability because of 

situational uniqueness (Guba, 1981, p. 86). Stake (2013) suggests that generalisation is not the 

purpose of the case study; he therefore prefers the term ‘particularization’. He suggests that ‘there is 

an emphasis on uniqueness, and that implies knowledge of others that the case is different from, but 

the first emphasis is on understanding the case itself’ (p. 8). Additionally, according to the Riege 

(2003), this test is achieved when the research shows similar or different findings of a phenomenon 

amongst similar or different respondents or organisations, that is, achieving analytical generalisation. 

Yin (2009) further states that, while case studies do not aim to generalise populations (statistical 

generalisation), similar to experiments, they aim to generalise theories (analytical generalisation). 

Thus, according to Yin (2009), replication may be claimed ‘if two or more cases are shown to support 

the same theory’ (p. 38); multiple case study research with replication logic applied are therefore 

particularly well-suited for extensive and in-depth descriptions of complex social phenomena with 

greater external validity. In fact, the depth of analysis is one of the primary virtues of the case study 

method (Gerring, 2004), hence it is fit for the purpose of this research, which is not to explain the LO 

concept, but to develop a deeper and unique understanding about characteristics of the LO concept 

in relation to chosen context. According to the Stake (2013), to provide a context for evaluating the 

transferability of the findings, the researcher should use either theoretical or purposive sampling and 

develop a thick description of the data that can be reviewed by others.  After selecting the sample for 

this research using purposive sampling to enhance the external validity, the replication (literal and 

theoretical) logic in multiple case studies is also adopted during the research design phase. For 

example, cases across four industries (e.g. food and beverages, clothing, construction, and 

healthcare) in three different counties of the North West region were used for the data collection 

process. Furthermore, a definition of the scope and boundaries  was explained in the research design 

phase, which help to achieve reasonable analytical generalisations rather than statistical 

generalisations for the research. Also, comparison of evidence with the extant literature was 

undertaken in the later chapters of the thesis to clearly outline contributions and generalise those 

within the scope and boundaries of the research. 

Reliability is concerned with demonstrating that the same procedures or tests can be repeated by 

other researchers which then achieve similar findings; that is, the extent of findings can be replicated 
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assuming that, for example, interviewing techniques and procedures remain consistent (Yilmaz, 2013).  

Anney (2014) further states that this can raise problems in case study research as people are not as 

static as the measurements used in quantitative research, and even if researchers were concerned to 

assure that others can precisely follow each step, results may still differ. Indeed, data on real-life 

events collected by different researchers may not converge into one consistent picture. However, 

possible differences also can provide a valuable additional source of information (Rowley, 2002) about 

cases investigated. Moreover, it has been argued by Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) that the use of 

one case is similar to the use of one experiment, in the sense that neither one is sufficient to reject or 

disprove propositions, and that several are necessary to demonstrate accuracy of a theory. Therefore, 

the case studies, like experiments, are generalisable to theoretical propositions but not to 

populations.  Two strategies for ensuring reliability of case studies include indications of stability and 

consistency in the process of inquiry (Riege, 2003; Sarvimaki, 2017) . The underlying issue here is 

whether the procedures or techniques used in the process of study are consistent; however, Sarvimaki 

(2017, p. 28) states that consistency is ‘not always achieved’. Therefore, in order to achieve reliability 

during the study, a full account of theories and ideas for each research phase is outlined in detail with 

extensive use of accurate references. Assurance of congruence between the research concepts and 

features of the study design were maintained during the research design phase (Eisenhardt, Graebner, 

& Sonenshein, 2016).  Additionally, development and refinement of the case study protocol in the 

research design phase can be achieved by conducting several pilot studies checking method and 

structure of questioning (Yin, 2004). A carefully administered pilot study was therefore conducted. 

Furthermore, Yin (1994) and Riege (2003) suggest that the use of a structure for semi-structured case 

study protocol and the recording of data mechanically by using a tape recorder or video tape will also 

increase the reliability of the case study research project. Both methods were used during the data 

collection process. 

5.9 Ethical considerations 

When conducting a social science based research in which many people are involved, responsibilities 

are also attached to the way the researcher collects the data (L. Berg, 2001) by interacting with the 

participants. Research ethics embody a crucial aspect, therefore  a crucial aspect of any study, and so 

they become the cornerstone for conducting effective and meaningful research (Best & Kahn, 2016; 

Israel & Hay, 2006; Vera, 2012). Ethics are the behavioural standards applied by the researcher 

(Cooper & Schindler, 2013), although there are no detailed ethical rules or procedures. Diener and 

Crandall  (1978, p. 14) define ethics as ‘expressions of our values and a guide for achieving them’, 

although any ethical course of action is dependent upon the contradictory criteria that is applied to it 

(Israel & Hay, 2006). Ethical concerns of the research  are intrinsically linked to the very nature of the 
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way in which data is collected by researchers to better understand the beliefs, motivations, and 

behaviour of research participants (Oliver & Eales, 2008, p.346), some of  whom may be vulnerable 

because of age, social status, or powerlessness (Wiles, 2012). Additionally, ethics are standards of 

professional behaviour that guide the researcher, especially towards research participants (Guthrie, 

2010) by asking questions about harms and benefits, virtues and vices, choices and dispositions, 

conflicts and agreements, and the justifications of decisions  (Comstock, 2012, p. 10). 

As mentioned before, the ethical concerns are intrinsically linked to the very nature of the way in 

which the data is collected. Qualitative methods often involve entering a close and relatively 

prolonged interaction with people in their everyday lives, so that researchers can better understand 

the beliefs, motivations, and behaviour of their subjects. It focuses on real life, not on artificial 

environments created by researchers, with situational identities being sought through membership 

rather than on objective research extrinsic to the social setting  (Angrosino & Mays de Pérez, 2000). 

As such, this method of research involves the use of an in-depth, qualitative approach, and is a method 

of inquiry that is open-ended, flexible, and opportunistic. The aim of the researcher is to generate 

information from naturally occurring real time events that can stimulate real time interpretive insights 

that can help contextualise organisational learning problems 

Murphy and Dingwall (2001) provide a useful point of reference to start to address ethical 

considerations where researchers reflect on two primary considerations: firstly, that a researcher 

needs to consider the rights of research participants (a deontological consideration) and respect every 

one of them, and secondly, that the findings should not result in any adverse outcomes for the 

research participants (a consequentialist consideration). Hammersley and Atkinson (1994) also 

considered these perspectives in more detail by asking researchers to consider the following 

consequentialist questions: were any participants harmed by the research or the findings, and would 

future research be affected by the activities of the current research? They also asked researchers to 

consider the following deontological questions in relation to the rights of research participants: was 

informed consent provided; Was the privacy of participants infringed; and were the participants 

exploited?  

Employees, managers, and the owners of the family businesses in North West England are an integral 

part of this qualitative research and, as a result, a deontological view is taken with each participant 

advised that participation is based on their voluntary consent, that withdrawal from the research is 

possible at any time with no consequences (Donmoyer, 2000; Hammersley & Traianou, 2014), and 

that confidentiality will be maintain at all times. Furthermore, Hammersley and Atkinson’s two 

consequentialist questions were reflected at every stage of the research and no harm was caused by 
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participating in this research. In addition, assurances of anonymity and confidentiality are also 

provided to each interviewee as part of negotiating access, as this further assists in securing consent 

(Gregory, 2003). 

Furthermore, Murphy and Dingwell (2001) identify four ethical issues which help to frame the above 

concerns and accountability: non-maleficence; beneficence; autonomy or self-determination; and 

justice. Firstly, non-maleficence refers to the avoidance of harm and is generally considered to be a 

cornerstone of ethical practice (M. Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2007). Bell and Bryman (2007) 

identify six further principles relating to the interests of research participants and those potentially 

affected by the research project which may be treated as supporting the overall avoidance of harm: 

respecting the dignity of participants; ensuring the fully informed consent of research participants; 

protecting the privacy of research subjects; ensuring the confidentiality of research data; protecting 

the anonymity of individuals and organisations; and avoiding deception.   

As emphasised above, the ethics of qualitative research design pose distinctive demands regarding 

informed consent, where the participants agree to  contribute to the research with knowledge and 

understanding of what it entails (Berg, 2001; Loué & Slimane, 2017). Therefore, effort was made to 

ensure that the information sheets were given to the owners, managers, and employees of the 

selected family businesses who participated in interviews. These information sheets set out the 

implications of their involvement from the collection of data to its eventual use in the thesis and other 

publications. 

Second, beneficence refers to the obligation on the part of the investigator to maximize benefits for 

the individual participant and/or society, while being non-maleficent (Elizabeth Murphy & Dingwall, 

2001). Maximizing potential benefits is predicated on sound research design by setting out clear 

research aims which seek not only to contribute to the academic knowledge of the Learning 

Organisational concept, but also be of practical use to of the concept in the family businesses. Thus, 

research design must undergo rigorous scientific review by setting out the ways in which the research 

aims to demonstrate the reliability and validity (please refer to previous section) of its data and 

interpretations (Alan Bryman, 2008). Additionally, by participating in this research, participative 

organisations can also get some insights about the learning strategies in their organisations since, 

during the interview process, they are expected to think, evaluate, and present their congruent ideas, 

perceptions, and experiences. Therefore, the research results may provide an opportunity to advance 

their ideas, receive a review of recommendations (Loué & Slimane, 2017) about the research and, in 

this case, effective learning strategies in the family businesses. Participative organisations can 

therefore consider adopting any characteristic for their respective organisations. 
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Third, autonomy refers to the right of an individual to determine what activities they will or will not 

participate in and to respecting the values and decisions of research participants (Lomelino, 2015; E. 

Murphy & Dingwell, 2001). Implicitly, full autonomy requires that an individual be able to understand 

what they are being asked to do, make a reasoned judgment about the effect that participation will 

have on them, and make a choice to participate free from coercive influence. The cornerstone of 

protecting autonomy is the informed consent process (Hammersley & Traianou, 2014), whereby an 

investigator provides a potential research participant with full disclosure about the nature of the 

study, the risks, benefits and alternatives, and an extended opportunity to ask questions before 

deciding whether or not to participate. On the other hand, Latour (2000) suggest that autonomy in a 

research ethics context not only enables the participants to answer the questions, but also allows 

them to explain concerns and interests. Lomelino also states that their perceptions about the research 

question can add value to the research (2015, p. 85). 

Forth, in this context, justice demands fairness and equity for all participants, and that all people are 

treated equally (E. Murphy & Dingwell, 2001) in research. Justice extends beyond fair distribution of 

the benefits of research across a population and involves principles of care, love, kindness, fairness, 

and commitment to shared responsibility; to honesty, truth, balance, and harmony (Denzin & 

Giardina, 2007). In procedural terms, justice requires that ethics review processes involving data 

collection methods are fair and transparent (Israel & Hay, 2006), that established standards and 

procedures for reviewing research methods are in place. The use of qualitative data collection 

methods delivers the essential cornerstone of its philosophy and practice, as well as allowing the 

researcher to reflect on justice with the participants by interpreting and constructing the researcher’s 

values, social context, culture, paradigms and research community (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2009; Bentz 

& Shapiro, 1998; Stake, 1995). During fieldwork, the journal was used as a means of reviewing each 

interview and observation, reflecting on the researcher’s conduct, and its possible effects on the 

research participant.   

The key ethical concern with this research is that it causes conversations that look into the practices, 

procedures, and processes of real organisations. In these terms, the goal is provocation of discussion 

and not destruction (Vera, 2012). The tension is between asking people to discuss their perceptions 

of their work experience, which includes power and collaborative processes, and the avoidance of 

those discussions, channelling into destructive behaviour. Thus, voluntarism by participants is noted 

to be a ‘key principal’ for ethical research (M. Saunders, Lewis, P., Thornhill, A., 2012); informing 

participants as to the purpose and potential outcomes of the study, as well as their right to withdraw 

from the study at any time, was therefore emphasised.  
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5.10  Chapter Conclusions 

The chapter began with an account of the philosophical framework that was pertinent to the success 

of this thesis. This research proceeds from a constructive ontological perspective, in which reality is 

not presumed to have an objective pre-existence, but is socially constructed though the names, labels, 

and meanings that we attach to certain objects and acts. Epistemologically, the research proceeds 

from an interpretive perspective, where it is believed that knowledge is constructed through the 

dynamics of social relationships between individuals. The aim of research is to understand the ways 

in which people make sense of their socially constructed worlds. 

Consistent with this paradigm, the research adopts a qualitative research design. While much case 

study research focuses on a single case, often chosen because of its unique characteristics, the 

multiple case studies design allows the researcher to explore the chosen phenomena through the use 

of a replication strategy. Therefore, the chapter then set out and justified the qualitative research 

strategy as a multiple case studies design, followed by further explanation of the design of the 

qualitative instrument: sample selection and data collection tools.   

The next section of this chapter explains the parameters of the research quality. The chapter 

concludes with a presentation of the ethical considerations of this thesis. The subsequent chapter, 

Chapter 6, draws the findings resulting from the qualitative data collection.  
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Chapter 6. Findings and Analysis 
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts 

can be counted” 

                                                                                                                                               

Albert Einstein, Physicist 
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6.1 Introduction 

Chapter Five introduced the research method utilised within this study. The objective of this chapter 

is to present the findings of the interviews conducted in six family businesses. The research instrument 

designed for this study was based on the selected 16 characteristics of the Learning Organisation 

which were modified and adapted for the research objectives posed in the study.  This chapter draws 

directly on the findings of the interview data conducted at the three levels: organisational, team and 

individual level of the six different  family businesses in the North West of England. 

This chapter organised the findings according to the above mentioned three levels of the 

organisations. By doing so the third objective of the research is achieved, which is ‘To explore whether 

medium and large family businesses in the North West of England display characteristics of LO’. Key 

findings are highlighted, and these are discussed in a logical structure that follows the path of the 

research objectives as explained in the conceptual framework for this research, discussed in Chapter 

Four. Six case studies were conducted to obtain qualitative data consistent with the research design 

as justified in Section 5.3.   

The conclusions presented in this chapter are divided into three sections. Section 6.3 presents the 

findings of the LO characteristics at the organisational level, Section 6.4 presents the findings of the 

LO characteristics at the team level, and Section 6.5 presents the findings of the LO characteristics at 

the individual level. Furthermore, the findings presented are interpretations, and are contextualised 

within the theoretical foundations of the thesis and the extant literature. This forms the basis for the 

final stage of analysis in which the data and findings are re-analysed to identify to what extent the LO 

characteristics prevail in medium and large family businesses in North West England. 

6.2 Business Background of Case study family businesses  

The context was identified in Chapter One as being the family business, however this was further 

stratified into those family businesses, which were classified as medium and large. As identified in 

Chapter Four, Section 4.6.7, the Department of Business and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) defined a 

medium-sized enterprise as one with more than 50 and fewer than 250 employees. The definition was 

further segmented to identify what is meant by a large enterprise, which was one having more than 

250 employees (SBS, 2016). The number of people employed by the family businesses interviewed is 

illustrated in Table 11. 
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Size of the FB selected Number of Employees Case study classification 

Medium 50- less than 250 3 case studies 

Large More than 250 3 case studies 

TABLE 11: SIZE OF FAMILY BUSINESS BY EMPLOYEE NUMBERS          SOURCE: BEIS (SBS, 2016) AND REPGRAPH (2015) 

As further explained in Table 13 below, among six family businesses selected for this study, three 

family businesses were medium and three of them were large family businesses from the region of 

North West England. 

A review made by notable theorists has identified that family businesses differ to non-family 

businesses in numerous ways, one being the issue of ownership as discussed in Section 2.7.1. In a non-

family business, typically, the owners are not related by blood and ownership is spread across a 

multitude of proprietors. However, in a family business, ownership typically is vested in the family or 

by a single owner. In the case of the respondents of this study, two family businesses identified that 

ownership was held by a multifamily (father, son). Ownership held by brothers and sisters accounted 

for four of the family businesses. 

 Company 
A 
 

Company 
B 
 

Company 
C 
 

Company 
D 
 

Company 
E 
 

Company 
F 
 

Size of the 
Family Business 

Large Large Medium Medium Medium Large 

Location Tettenhall Chester Nantwich Chester Skelmersdale Altrincham 

Business Sector Food and 
Beverage 

Food and 
Beverage 

Food and 
Beverage 

Clothing Automotive 
Industry 

Building and 
constructions 

Date established 
/founded 

1986 1992 1973 1970 1986 1974 

Number of 
Employees 

253 259 101 105 193 260 

Generation 2nd 
Two Sons 

1st and 2nd 
Farther and  
Sons 

2nd 
Brother 

and Sister 

2nd 
Two 
brothers 

1st 
Farther and 
Son 

2nd 
3 brothers 

TABLE 12: FAMILY BUSINESS- CASE STUDY DESCRIPTION 

As identified in Table 13 above, three of the businesses interviewed can be categorised as ‘large’ 

family businesses since they employ more than 250 workers. Company A and B, which operate in 

the food and beverage industry, and are located in Cheshire, and Company F, based in Lancashire, 

which is a construction company based in Altrincham fell into this category. 
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The other three companies (companies C, D, and E) were considered medium-sized family 

businesses since they met the criteria of having more than 50 employees but less than 250. The 

majority of case study businesses were established in the 1970s. A cross-section of the industry 

sector was achieved by having respondents from four industry sectors: the food and beverage 

industry, the construction industry, the clothing industry, and the automotive sector. All 

interviewees identified that the family was either totally or very involved in the day-to-day running 

of the family business. 

All six case studies adhered to the definition of medium and large family businesses. All six family 

businesses were private limited companies and classified as medium or large businesses. All 24 

interviewees agreed that they are employed by the family businesses and six owners agreed that 

family members are employed in the family business and the family is represented on all six Boards of 

Directors. 

Four owners out of six case studies were the second generation running the family business, two of 

them are being run by a combination of first and second generations. These findings suggest that these 

family businesses have been operating for three decades on average, where three of the businesses 

have been existing for more than four decades, two businesses have been existing for 32 years and 

one business has been successfully operating for 27 years and making a positive contribution to the 

region of North West England. 

Family businesses are closely-held organisations in which multiple generations and/or a number of 

family members serve as employees or are dependent upon the business for financial support, as 

mentioned in Chapter Two, Section 2.2. This is true for the respondents of this study since all of them 

have identified that family members working in the family businesses in the different positions of the 

businesses and shareholders which will be further analysed in later sections. 

6.3 Stage one- Organisational Level 

6.3.1 Owners’ demographics 

Six case studies were conducted to obtain qualitative data for the qualitative research design as 

discussed and justified in Chapter Five. Table 13 below presents a summary description of the six 

respondents.  

 



149 
 

 

 

Four respondents are the joint owner-managers of the family business. These four family 

businesses were jointly owned and managed by the siblings of the family of the second 

generation of the founding family. The interviewee of Company B is the CEO of the family 

businesses and his father acts as the Chairman of the businesses. In Company E, the founder of 

the family business who now holds the position of Executive Chairman of their business was the 

interviewee and his son working as a Director of the Board of Directors. The education status of 

the case study respondents shows that one out of the six interviewees had acquired a tertiary 

and vocational training. The educational attainment of the rest of the group of interviewees are 

bachelor’s degree or higher. Furthermore, all six interviewees agreed that family members are 

employed in the family business and the family is represented on all six Boards of Directors. 

6.3.2 Exploring LO Characteristics that belong to the “Learning Domain” at the 
Organisational level 

The six owner interviewees were asked questions related to LO characteristics included in the 

“learning domain” within their family businesses. One was whether their businesses provide 

opportunities for continuous learning within all levels of the organisation. The “learning domain” was 

identified in Section 4.3 as one of the main areas discussed in the LO concept. Out of five 

characteristics selected for this domain (Table 6), three were included among the 16 most common 

characteristics of the LO concept. The three characteristics are; (i) continuous improvement of work 

and creating continuous learning opportunities; (ii) total rewards linked to performance management; 

and (iii) learning from best practices and past mistakes. These three characteristics being identified as 

Company 
Name 

Code Gender Age group Education Position 

A O-1 Male 30-39 Bachelor’s Degree Joint Owner 

B O-2 Male 40-49 Bachelor’s Degree CEO 

C O-3 Male 40-49 Bachelor’s degree 
and territory 

Joint Owner 

D O-4 Male 20-29 Bachelor’s Degree Joint Owner 

E O-5 Male 50-59 Territory and 
vocational training 

Executive 
chairman 

F O-6 Male 60-69 Postgraduate Joint Owner 

TABLE 13: CASE STUDY INTERVIEWEES’ (OWNERS) DEMOGRAPHICS 
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most common among the LO characteristics included in the learning domain which are also considered 

to be linked with the organisations’ effort to create continuous learning opportunities for all their 

members. The interview Questions 1-3 and follow-up questions (Appendix A) were designed to 

understand these characteristics through the respondents’ (owners’) views. Therefore, the six owners 

or the individuals from the founding family of the family businesses responded to these questions 

from their perspective and which represented the organisational level. The six owners answered the 

initial set of question of the interviews that looked into the characteristics of the “learning domain”; 

“How do you create opportunities for continuous learning at your businesses for every level of the 

business?” Some excerpts from their answers are mentioned below:   

- ..we put our staff through many training courses. Health and safety and food safety are the 

mandatory ones” O-1 

- “There are some compulsory training relating to food safety going on for all the employees of 

the businesses and we normally send our managers from the different departments to 

different training programme whenever that necessary” O-2 

- “The work in the production level rather repetitive, so I suppose they do not need an extensive 

level of training. Also, financial constraints of the business sometimes restrict the training and 

employee learning programmes. -O-3 

- “Most of the tasks are learnt on the job, therefore training does not formally occur rather it is 

informally conducted by employees learning on the job”O-4 

- “We continuously invest in learning and training programmes because things are constantly 

changing, so if you want to keep up with it you have to do these courses”. O-5 

- “We encourage and support our employees to learn new ways of doing the trade since our 

customers will always want to have new things. Also, we provide opportunities to get new 

competence qualifications and support apprenticeships and offer them to learn from the best 

of the business, through rigorous training sessions” O-6 

The above interview question responses show that the interviews of the owners of companies A, B, C, 

and D have a similar approach towards providing or creating opportunities for their employees, which 

tends to be limited to the “mandatory” or “compulsory” and traditional training courses. Other than 

the occasional participation of the team-building activities and providing some of the family members 

involved in the business the participation in management and business-related workshops, a well-

designed and well-managed scheme to create opportunities for the employees was absent from all 

four companies. However, the owners of companies E and F assert that their own company follows 

more organised and monitored systems to provide and create more learning opportunities for their 

employees. Company E’s approach to creating more learning opportunities for employees was a two-

stream approach. They recognised the weakness of individuals only being able to progress their 
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careers through a management route. Company E had been able to establish an alternative technical 

specialist route for those who wished to stay technical as opposed to managerial.  

By having a reward scheme within the family business this can lead to employees being better 

motivated and ‘feeling’ a part of the family business due to the recognition for the learning they have 

achieved (Farrington et al., 2014; Gil & Mataveli, 2016). As discussed in the literature, in order to 

improve learning conditions at these businesses, employers need to provide rewards that activate 

learning and development opportunities. Therefore, the owners of the six family businesses were 

asked whether they provide any extrinsic rewards such as salary increments and bonuses for learning 

and performance or any intrinsic rewards such as support, appraisal, feedback, and recognition for 

any performance of employees’ work. 

According to the owners of the family business, the formal system or strategy to reward employees 

or teams based on their performances was not present at companies A, B, and C. Additionally, a 

system to recognise or monitor employee performances was not present either. The above owners 

mentioned this as “we like to recognise the good employee performance, but there is no reward 

system”(O-1), “no formal system for rewards here” (O-2), “there is no system for rewards attached to 

learning, I am afraid“ (O-3). In Company D, an annual increment system is available for some 

employees. However, because there is no system to evaluate the performances, performance-related 

rewards were not addressed according to the owner (O-4), stating “it is challenging to reward with 

anything other than support and recognition for any performance of employees’ work”. However, the 

owner of Company E states that they do have rewards: “We do have a performance-based appraisal 

and financial reward scheme… whoever wants to gain a different competence-based qualification, we 

provide with them an allowance to get that” ( O-5). Additionally, the owner of Company F also states 

that, “promotions/pay raises for those who complete the training courses” are available in the 

company, which can be considered as an intrinsic reward that motivates employees to learn and 

develop further. However, it was evident that all six family businesses did not have a formal and 

systematic total rewards system or scheme established in order to improve learning conditions at 

these businesses, where employees are provided with both intrinsic and extrinsic rewards that 

activate learning and development opportunities. 

The third characteristic discussed in the “learning domain” are the best practices, where organisations 

learn from past mistakes and best experiences of the employees, teams, owners, and environment. 

When discussing about their willingness to acknowledge and adopt a different but better practice of 

doing things or certain tasks, with the owners of B and C, they emphasised their authority over work 

processes (mentioned below) in the business rather than going along with a different practice 
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suggested by a non-family member of the staff. The CEO of Company B seeks consultation from his 

father who was the founder of the family business, while the owner of Company C expressed familial 

influence on such matter (“We like to maintain our ways of doing things”) or the likelihood to follow 

the practices founded or approved by themselves (family) rather than listening to the employees 

within the business. The owner of Company A stated that he would like to listen to team leaders who 

propose their views on best practices. On a similar note, the Managing Director of Company D stated 

that it’s “sometimes better to get a fresh pair of eyes on it” other than having things come from himself 

or his brother. Additionally, both owners of companies E and F respectively, seemed keener to receive 

consultation from them (non-family), especially from the employees who have been with the 

company for a considerable amount of time, as mentioned below. The relevant excerpts from their 

discussion about how to follow best practices in their family businesses are mentioned here. 

- “We often discuss how can we perform certain operations in better way, and I always ready 

to listen to team leaders” O-1 

- “Whenever they (employees/ team leaders) tell me what they want or anything about their 

ideas, I usually discuss with my dad who has a vast amount of experience these matters”O-2 

- “ We like to maintain our ways of doing things” O-3 

- “Great, it’s not my ball; every idea doesn’t need to come from me. You know, if somebody 

comes, because obviously it’s sometimes better to get a fresh pair of eyes on it. So, no, that’s 

not an issue. O-4 

- “ if they’ve got ideas, then we’ll take those ideas and we’ll thrash around the idea. It doesn’t 

matter who you are you can come in and you can have a go at that as well. O-5 

- “The last secretary was with the family business for 16 years, and she knew the way I worked, 

I knew the way she worked. And we, you know, we worked, together, obviously as a team. So 

whenever something is not right,  she  comes through and say, ‘is this right?’ and it wouldn’t 

be, and I welcome that she’s picked it up, it means  she’s involved, and she was performing for 

the best of her ability and that’s gratifying” 

6.3.3 Exploring the “learning culture” at the Organisational level 

The importance and impact of a “learning-supportive culture” or the “learning climate”, and how the 

culture could potentially support or inhibit learning is highlighted in chapters Three and Four. 

Researching the impact of wider aspects of culture on organisational learning within the family 

businesses is beyond the scope of this study, but the interviews provided some insights into prevailing 

features of the culture which correspond to the “learning climate” included in the LO concept.  
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The impact of the “family business culture” was also discussed in the literature review earlier, with a 

number of writers arguing that the involvement of family in the business may pose additional barriers 

in organisations for organisational learning to take place (Cennamo, Berrone, Cruz, & Gomez–Mejia, 

2012; Miller & Breton-Miller, 2005). During the interview process, it was revealed that even though 

the owners of the businesses may like to see learning embedded at every level of the organisation, 

their family authority, dominance, and control over employees may control the evolvement and shape 

of the organisational culture. The following extracts from the CEO of Company B who would like for 

learning to be demonstrated at the organisational level, however, he would like to decide the process 

himself. 

- “Yeah, I was thinking about the idea of kind of what comes first in that learning process. Was 

it focus on changing individuals' mind-sets and behaviours so that they then can both be more 

open to and be more likely to learning and innovate; or do you put in place a five or ten step 

process and say, ‘just do this’ and six months later you've actually changed their mind-sets. 

There's no answer to that question from me …“ O-2 

Within the case study organisations, there was widespread consensus among respondents that the 

organisation had a great culture that made them successful in the past, but that moving forward this 

culture had to evolve in order to become a catalyst for change. The quote below from another owner, 

O-4 (Company D), mirrored many other comments from interview participants at the organisational 

level (owners), underlining this tension of trying to implement a new philosophy without aligning the 

culture to support it: 

- “If we’ve been doing something for years and years it’s hard to change that and I think for all 

of us that have been a part of this, and everyone should contribute towards the culture and I  

would like to see people come forward with ideas to improve” (Owner 4) 

In addition, the owners of companies B, E, and F understood that slow responses to ideas had the 

potential to stop the flow, as well as threaten the process of learning. Previous research had noted 

that, without a genuine support for ideas, they will dry up (J. Boone, 2015a). 

- If you don’t do anything about their views, that will discourage them” (O-2) 

- “I like to listen to their views as much as possible” (O-E) 

- “[an employee or team has] got to believe that we'll at least take him seriously and adopt it. 

(O- 5) 
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Furthermore, the owner of Company B (O-2) accepted that “openness” is lacking in the organisational 

culture and Owner 6 (O-6) stated that “more encouragement” to employees to contribute towards 

learning culture should be provided. Furthermore, it was noted that the culture of learning from the 

mistakes is lacking within the chosen family businesses. The organisational culture was not supportive 

enough of the potential mistakes that may occur when flexing an understood process. 

- Experimentation is good but mistakes are very costly in our culture (O-4) 

- “can’t say we tolerate mistakes” (O-3) 

- “I get less information about their (employee) mistakes”. (O-2) 

6.3.4 Exploring LO Characteristics that belong to “Strategy” at the Organisational level 

The questions regarding the strategic approach and strategic background of the family business were 

asked during the interviews with the owners. The main purpose of this section of the interviews is to 

understand whether the business strategies of the case study organisations provide any consideration 

to incorporate the relevant characteristics discussed under the LO concept such as shared vison, 

learning approach to strategy, and empowerment. The majority of the owner interviewees agreed 

that the family businesses have a collective vision and that vision is communicated to employees. 

Owner 4 (O-4) gave the following response: 

- “Yes I do have a vision in which I hope to penetrate the UK market and diversify into different 

international markets as well. The vision of the company is devised by my dad and 

communicated to staff – but they have no involvement in devising the vision” (O-4). 

Owner 5 (O-5) of Company C was of the opinion that the vision of the company was clear and simple 

and that everyone shares it. 

- “Everyone knows where we are going, and the vision is communicated to everyone through” 

(O-5). 

Owner 1 (O-1) also accepted that everyone knew the vision towards which the business was heading 

to grow year by year. Owner 2 (O-2) acknowledged that the vision of his company is also clear and 

simple and has been communicated to everyone in the business. He further stated that the vision is 

evident in the organisational strategy. Owner 6 (O-6) stated that the vision was shared by everyone 

and: 

- “If employees wanted to move up the business ladder, they would have to be aware of the 

vision. Concerning is the ‘vision clear’, the working of the company is in itself complex and 
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keeping it simple is the key”. (O-6) 

However, Owner 3 (O-3) was the only interviewee to disagree that the vision of the company was 

clear and simple. 

- “I would say the vision is a bit hazy every now and again. We all have a vision and we all have 

goals –we all hope to get to that goal and try to accomplish it. We are trying to keep it as 

simple as possible unfortunately not everyone in the business may get it!” 

The results obtained from the shared vision analysis show that a shared vision does exist within the 

interviewed businesses. However, as Senge (1990) proposes, the vision must be something that 

people aspire to rather than being dictated on it. From the analysis of the answers to this question, it 

would seem that all family businesses interviewed “tell” employees what the vision is rather than 

getting them involved in elaborating, amending, and following what the vision for the family business 

will be. 

6.3.4.1 Learning approach to strategies  

Strategies consist in a set of decisions and activities that guide the organisation’s progress within its 

environment (Grant & Jordan, 2015). Due to the dynamic and constantly changing business 

environments, strategic management determines the family businesses’ ability to explore the 

opportunities available in the environment and then change accordingly. As mentioned in the 

literature review, strategic management is also a coordinated thinking and action system geared 

towards achieving the purpose or the shared vision of the family business. In other words, it is a kind 

of renovation subsystem, or a subsystem of learning and change that allows the family business to 

develop in line with its context and purpose (Núñez-Cacho et al., 2018). 

As discussed in Section 4.3.5, the learning approach to strategy is the characteristic that encompasses 

company policy and strategy formation, which together with implementation, evaluation, and 

improvement, are consciously structured as a learning process. In family businesses, the vison of the 

family business, strategy, and goals revolve around the founder, owner, or the founding family. The 

extent of this will differ according to the structure of the family business. Therefore, it is unlikely, 

though not impossible, that strategy-making would directly produce learning. This was reflected 

through the comments of the family business owners. 

The owner of Company A (O-1), who recruits many seasonal employees, is not certain whether they 

want to consider a learning approach towards their strategic decisions:  
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- “You never really know if these employees will still be with us next season,  which makes it 

hard to involve them or development of their skills in strategic decisions”  (O-1) 

In terms of internal factors that encourage a learning approach towards their strategy, the 

analysis of the data shows that the decisions in the family businesses are made largely within 

the family. 

- “I talk to my dad before I make any decision” (O-2) 

-  “I ask  people whom I think I could get an opinion from. There are at least three people 

influencing my decision. When it comes to the ‘yes or no’ decision, however, it is, in the end, 

my or our family decision.” (O-3) 

- We (owner and his brother) will discuss things among us, and we will have a discussions with 

our dad too, if needed you know” (O-4) 

According to Joyaux (2001), a major reason to involve employees in the strategy-making process 

is their expertise and work experience. As mentioned by Owner 2, he is willing to discuss 

important issues with more experienced staff. 

- “Our service manager has already been with us for many years and collected a lot of 

experience during this time. He also worked in a large firm before and has different views on 

the business. Thus, I definitely ask him questions about how to do things and also actively 

involve him when making plan” (O-2) 

However, Owner 3 stated that in order to make an effective decision on strategies, they will 

have to work collectively, which apparently also depends on the knowledge and the expertise of 

the non-family employees:  

- “As different as I was when I was younger, you just change when you become older. You have 

to change how you think. Our receptionist, for example, just showed me some emails with 

complaints from our customers. And then we all together decided how we can improve and 

decided to select appropriate people to work in certain places or to train a few people to do 

the job properly.”(O3) 

Additionally, Owner 4, has a vision to trade across the globe and identify the importance of the 

quality of the products. In order to enhance the quality or maintain the quality standards, the owner 

suggests that it is important to maintain employee training and learning processes, as, according to 

him, it will eventually affect the entire process of product development and growth of the business.  
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“We definitely looking to grow our business by getting into new markets and introducing new 

products. We definitely need the expertise and the ideas of the people, because at the end of the day 

they are the ones wo perform the job or the face of the business. So yes, we definitely take their 

(employees) capabilities when we think about the strategies” (O-4) 

Owner (O-5) of Company E that provides services to repair vehicles thinks their day-to-day 

operations are based on the skills, competence, and experience of the employees. Therefore, their 

organisational strategies are focused on improving their capabilities, as he mentioned in his 

interview.  

- “It is really hard to get good employees. Yes, you can hire employees easily, or provide 

apprenticeships to learners, but finding someone that speaks our language and that is well-

trained and really wants this job is hard to find. Therefore, our strategy is mainly two ways, 

keeping the good employees and help them to gain more qualifications and getting the good 

apprentices and provide them with good opportunities to learn and develop so that they can 

contribute to the company in return” (O-5) 

Similar to Company E, Company F relies on the employees’ abilities since they operate in the 

construction industry. The views of the owner of Company F mentioned during his interview extract 

below: 

-  “There is so much change going on in this business and you have to adapt. Everything is 

constantly changing, the infrastructure, designs, additional requirements, government 

regulations, client demands, new technologies that are coming, really everything is changing. 

So if we cannot cater their (clients) needs then we will be out of business. We believe our 

people are our most important asset and we have to adjust our strategies around our people 

(O-6). 

As shown above, the owner of Company 6 also acknowledges the importance of the continuous 

development of the skills and competencies of their employees, while mentioning the dynamic 

nature of the business environments. 

6.3.4.2 Empowerment 

Empowerment means an organisation’s process to create and share a collective vision, aligning its 

members to assist in the reduction of the gap between the current status and the shared vision, and 

establishing a necessary strategic approach. Empowering people toward a collective vision means that 
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people are involved in setting, owning, and implementing a joint vision; responsibility is distributed 

close to decision-making so that people are motivated to learn what they are held accountable for 

(Yeo & Marquardt, 2015). However, this may come into tension with organisational desires or 

requirements for at least some level of uniformity, standardisation, and predictability. As suggested 

by Aronoff et al (2017), Bennedsen and Fan (2014), and Dana and Ramadani (2015), such tension can 

be more severe in the family business context due to the family ownership, familial intensions, and 

dominance. 

However, despite the priorities of the family, the owner of Company E suggested that their business 

philosophy aligned very well with individual needs. He postulated: 

- “…obviously people want to progress, they want to be happy with their work, they want to feel 

they're going to work for a good company and they're going to get satisfaction from their job. 

They're going to learn and progress.(O-5)” 

The CEO of Company F, which is operating in the construction business, stated that individuals were 

able to align their need to change roles or progress through the organisation. He further implied that 

individuals should not wait to be told to do something, they should take the initiative by default, with 

management only intervening to support them. He stated: 

-  “It's trusting as well that the people working around you trust you enough to know that you're 

going to go up there and do the work…”(O-6) 

In addition, Company F ensured that new employee inductions covered not only their own values and 

goals, but also those of their key customers. This process ensured alignment between the individual, 

organisation, and customer.  

- “We tell them (employees) that, everything depend on  what customers wants” (O-6) 

Furthermore, Company F attempted to emphasize that people who come forward with ideas for 

improvement will be listened to, applauded, and taken seriously.  

- We take the ideas of employees seriously, because some of them really do come up with good 

and helpful ones” (O-6) 

During the case study, the point was made that the CEO (Owner 6) of the company understood that 

saying “no, thank you” to every suggestion will soon stop the flow of ideas. He further suggested that 

the key to maintaining the flow of ideas was to reinforce the belief that such ideas will be acted upon: 
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- “…(an employee) got to believe that we'll at least take him seriously and adopt it. I think that's 

not just employees, that's the client as well. (O-6)” 

To be able to retrieve this helpful information from employees, the owner of Company A also 

highlights the need to motivate their staff:  

- “We have regular meetings and if someone makes suggestions, we talk about and think about 

them. We believe that this motivates the employees when they contribute ideas and see that 

some of them are then implemented.”(O-1) 

Additionally, the owner of Company C understands that providing empowerment for employees will 

make them feel “respected” however, they maintain the authority of the evaluation and 

implementation of ideas and controlling the operations within the business. 

- “The process of strategy making is only done by us (family/him and his sister). But in the daily 

operative decisions, I include employees. My sister also asks people for their opinion. 

Employees feel respected if you ask them their opinion. But then again we have to discuss and 

decide on them” (O3) 

But the excerpts below from Owner 2 and Owner 3 reflect a certain level of confusion about the final 

outcome of the employee empowerment which included a characteristic of the LO context. It seems 

that empowerment has to be defined specifically within the scope or mission of a family business and 

therefore of the family: 

- “At the end of the day, we’re not Amazon or google so yes, we can give people sort of freedom 

to involve in the work processes, but they also have to conform to a certain degree, I guess.” 

(O-2) 

- “well, we’re all involved in some kind of strategy kind of decisions, but at the end of the day 

I’m, in terms of the development of the business” (O-3) 

Another reason to include employees in the decision-making process is when this employee is in close 

contact with customers, as mentioned by Sheard & Kakabadse (2016). As described by Argyris (2010) 

and Senge (2006) there should be a mechanism to share, utilise, and store knowledge gain by the 

employees during their day-to-day jobs in order for organisations to learn. Therefore, the statement 

of Owner 4 suggests that he has understood the importance of the involvement of employees and 

takes their knowledge into account.  

-  “I believe it is very important to build a good rapport with the employees and teams who 
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directly engaged with the customers and sales. They always have a good understanding about 

the customer needs and wants as well as what we are not doing well. So my brother and I 

make sure we discuss with them frequently. Personally I am very interested in their views and 

ask them to add their suggestions”(O-4) 

6.3.5 Exploring LO Characteristics that belong to “Leadership” at the Organisational level 

In learning organisations, leaders championing (Michael J. Marquardt, 2000) and role modelling 

learning (Abbas & Asghar, 2010; J. Boone, 2015a) and transformational leaders lead the way to 

establish LO (Camps & Rodríguez, 2011; Heaton, 2017) as identified earlier in the literature review. 

Leaders and managers at all levels provide critical support to the learning and development of 

individuals and teams by modelling learning behaviour, by providing systems that facilitate learning, 

and encouraging people to contribute new ideas. Furthermore, leaders and managers must ensure 

the dissemination of knowledge, learning, and free resources in order to signal the organisation’s 

commitment to learning. However, this notion of leadership in the family businesses may differ from 

the non-family businesses since the dominant family leadership may in fact be so strong that other 

members of the firm become insignificant, therefore sponsorship for learning within the organisation 

may not be carried out as expected in the LO concept. 

The owners of the six family businesses responded to the question of “As the leader of your business, 

do you influence the learning happening in your business?” 

Owner 1 of Company A states that he and his family members like to teach the staff whenever 

necessary. 

- “I think Stuart (brother) is a very good,  he’s very good with the staff and he,  teaches them 

what they’ve got to do, and instructs them carefully as to how they are going to be working” 

(O-1) 

According to the owner (CEO) of Company B, they tend to support the learning of their employees by 

obtaining the necessary skills of the staff by providing them with guidance to acquire them.  

- “But in general, I think we have a very good, a very good workforce here, who know what’s to 

be done and get on with it. Eh, so I think it works fairly well, where it breaks down is if, you 

know, we have someone that’s maybe not as competent at organising their own work, and 

that’s where I’ve got a little bit of leadership as well (O-2). 
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In contrast to this, however, when the firm is operating in the food manufacturing industry, such as 

for Company C, the owner tends to show less leadership, which hinders the facilitation of learning to 

take places. 

- “and because when there’s only 5 core team here, you don’t need a leader, you need to work 

together. And that’s pretty much what we do although at the end of the day if I say no it’s no, 

or if Stuart says no, it’s no” (O-3) 

However, in contrast, the leadership qualities shown by Owner 5 of Company E is very positive towards 

employee, team, and organisational learning and he is an “ambassador” (Sims & Lorenzi, 1992) of 

learning and a “coach” (Senge, 2014). He started his career as an apprentice in the same field and 

obtained vocational and competence qualifications along with a vast amount of experience in the 

field.  

- “I began my career in the motor trade in 1978, as an apprentice panel beater” (O-5) 

He further mentioned that he would like to learn from his staff if he comes across anything that he 

did not know before and he is “very open about it”. He accepts the fact that he does not know 

everything and is not afraid to ask and learn since the according to him “things are changing rapidly 

in this business” 

- “ In some months, I didn’t even step in the office for days. I spend time in the work floor or in 

a training centre learning how to do new things or things I did not before (which I did not know 

before or properly)  (O-5) 

This has helped significantly for Company E to evolve as a successful company over the years, as 

confirmed by a team leader and two employees. Leaders’ attitude towards organisational learning is 

a critical factor when creating a LO as discussed in Section 4.8.2. This features “leadership encouraging 

the continuous learning” (Caldwell, 2012), “willingness to provide opportunities to employees (Vince, 

2018)”, and “providing the transformational leadership”(Bass, 2000). Therefore, leadership and 

management at Company E have shown the leadership and management characteristics discussed in 

the LO framework. The leadership provided by Owner 6 is also consensus with the above discussed 

leadership features of the LO framework, which could be one reason why Company F has managed to 

stay in the business for 40 years. Owner 6 states, 

- “I am very passionate about learning of my staff, and I make sure as a company and as the 

owners we provide necessary opportunities them to grow with the business. We regularly 
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review and appraise our employees and ensure they are developed to perform their job 

effectively. We evaluate employee training and development to ensure it has a positive impact 

on customer delivery. We have achieved the “Invest in People ” accreditation  which shows 

that we are an employer who care about employee development (O6) 

Finally, the owners of both E and F companies acknowledged that continuous learning is vital for the 

survival of the businesses, however, it was indicated during the interviews that many family businesses 

have not realised that yet. This is due to the lack of responses the owners have provided regarding the 

importance of the continuous learning. Therefore, transformational leadership approaches linked to 

team performance through the establishment of strong team cohesion, greater use of collective 

knowledge, and an increased level of employee learning can facilitate the adaptation of the LO 

concept in the family business context. As mentioned by Senge (2010) and Ortenbald (2013), 

understanding the role of the family business leadership in the implementation of learning processes 

within the firm begins with the awareness of it. This understanding is shown only by the owners of 

companies E and F. 

- “I believe being aware about the importance of learning is the first step to learning” O-5 

- “ Without the continuous learning, any company in this industry go bust” (O-6) 

 6.3.6 Exploring LO Characteristics that belong to “Structure and Process” at the Organisational 
level 

Under this domain, four crucial characteristics of the LO were assessed. Flow of information, system 

thinking, structure, and process. Flow of information and system thinking are very much connected 

with the structure and the processes that assist organisations to become learning organisations (Grohs 

et al., 2018; Haines, 2016). 

The following excerpt from Owner 6 of Company F gives some insights on how these elements can 

influence the day-to-day operation at the business. He admitted that communication with individuals 

and teams can be challenging and therefore, often “working as a system becomes difficult”  

-  “…email based and obviously we talk to each other on the phones and stuff and you know, 

gets around and visits people and spends a lot of time out on the sites and stuff. But it is quite 

hard because you are so split up …”(O6) 

Owner 4 made the point that much of its knowledge was made as explicit as possible, since if 

knowledge was only held tacitly, then this could lead to problems on manufacturing sand sales 

operations. Owner 4 mentioned:  
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- “…We need to have a good communication…workshop, administration and sales teams need 

to have very clear direction and they need to then be very good at communicating clearly too, 

because we end up with the wrong product at the end of the day if we don’t do that. So, to a 

degree, we try very very hard to not have any vague information because that leads to an 

uncertain outcome and that can be very dangerous to us.” (O-4) 

The owner of Company E suggested that they are hoping to improve the flow of information, which 

will help them to work as an efficient system in the future by setting up a new database system. The 

owner further described their implementation. 

- “…implementing a relational database that tracks every single project and every single person 

that's involve with every single project, we also requested features to communicate within this 

database, which everyone can see where we up to with certain job. This has will hopefully 

speed up the work processes” (O-5) 

The database can be used as a repository to store explicit knowledge which may be readily structured 

and codified within the business (Orange, Burke, & Boam, 2000, p. 3). Whether it is intended to be 

used proactively to exchange knowledge was, however, not assessed in the above scenario. According 

to the owner of Company E, all knowledge that was disseminated into its intranet goes through a 

working group and then the team leaders to ensure accuracy and relevance. In addition, Company E’s 

intranet database could list each person by what formal training they had received and by the projects 

on which they had worked.  

The owners of companies A, B, and C are more oriented towards the family element in structure and 

processes, as mentioned below. There is some difference with the same characteristics discussed in 

the LO concept. For example, it was evident that the family intentions become more prominent than 

allowing more learning-oriented processes. The following excerpts provide some evidence. 

- “…you have got formal structure to the business and formal processes which is oversee and 

manage by me and my brother mainly.”(O-1) 

- “any change to the process, we need to know why” (O-2) 

- “I don’t like to make constant changes to process” (O-3) 

Rather than implementing a well-integrated and organised work processes based on the 

organisational learning, communication with everyone in the business, with the intention of working 

as a system, the action plans of Company C are mainly coined by the family businesses who are in the 

business. 
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- “[We] try never to keep Minutes anymore. Minutes are cumbersome, wastes time we just have 

next steps. We [Owner and the family members] just come up with an action plan following 

the meeting with people allocated with the next steps…” (O-3)        

In fact, the CEO of Company B felt that the flow of business-changing ideas is welcomed, however: 

- “…you ask for their suggestions it in the meeting and we communicate lots down. But we don’t 

get anything coming back up.”  

In a LO, all employees have access to relevant business and strategic information and the organisation 

provides them with the skills and resources to assess and use that information (Illeris, 2010). Simply 

put, an efficient flow of information provides fast feedback on an organisation’s performance as a 

whole and on its various parts, enabling learning (Grohs et al., 2018). However, apart from companies 

E and F, in other family businesses selected for this study, there is less involvement of employees in 

assisting with work processes that limits the system thinking capabilities and business operating as 

system at large. In fact, the flow of info: 

- “I think it is nice to see the level of support put in the areas of communication information 

dissemination and influencing people, because that is an important part of daily workflow- (O-

5)                             

- “with them and say ‘well’, or ‘I’ll have a quick word with (brother’s name) and say, ‘they’re 

suggesting this, what do you think’, or we tweak it slightly. But yeah, they come to us quite a 

lot.” (O-1) 

- “well just last week the girls upstairs here on the commercial team,  asked if they could have 

a word with us just to go through a couple of processes that they felt were being duplicated 

and, ehm. You know we are happy to do that, just, you know, get it dealt with, rather than 

saying,  ‘well, could you wait till the next staff meeting’, which might be 2 weeks away. (O-4)” 

6.3.7 Exploring the LO Characteristic “connecting to the environment” at the Organisational 
level 

A LO acknowledges the importance of adapting to external environments. Connecting a business to 

its environment is done in three ways as discussed in Section 4.3.7. According to the LO concept, an 

organisation must: (i) scan its environment (Mike Pedler & Hsu, 2018); (ii) based on their experience 

and ongoing learning organisation, chose their actions to respond to the environment (Michael J. 

Marquardt, 2012); and finally (iii) learn from their own actions based on the outcomes (A. Gupta, 

2008). The owners of the family businesses were asked how they scan, influence, and plan towards 
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the ever-changing business environments. In general, the medium and large family businesses 

selected for this research have been connecting to their businesses. Some of the excerpts from the six 

owners’ interview discussions regarding how they connect their business to the environment are 

mentioned below: 

Owner 1: 

- “We consider trends and we launch our menus accordingly.” We also take current trends such 

as popularity of Vegan food and try to include option for them too. “We recently launched our 

new (main product) menu with over 50 flavours, lots of new additions and non-dairy options” 

(O-1) 

It was suggested that the owner of Company A was aware about the business environment they were 

operating in and used the information they get to adjust their products mix and marketing strategies. 

Additionally, he thinks they have been able to connect their family business to the community through 

the charity work they do, which has helped them to establish their brand among the customers as he 

mentioned during the interview. 

- “In addition, we are engaged with fair amount of charity work, which obviously connect us to 

the communities” (O-1) 

The owner of Company B (O-2) and the owner of Company D (O-4) also showed great awareness about 

the business environment they are operating in and the strategies they follow to stay connected well 

with the customers and other stakeholder of the business.  

Owner 2: 

-  “We have a well-invested customer innovation centre at our site in Chester. Here, we’re able 

to showcase our products and developments to our new or existing customers” We develop 

new product ideas with a real focus on innovation, functionality and premium quality products 

that meet the needs of our customers” (O-2) 

Owner 4:  

- “We work hard to ensure that our fabrics and designs match current world trends,  from funky 

Tartans to Classical Tweeds. We keep scan our external business environment and change our 

product range accordingly” (O-4) 
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The owner of Company E also presented his understanding about the external environment, when he 

states that he is willing to involve the staff from different levels of the organisation to express their 

views on how to connect and respond to the business environment they operate in.   

Owner 5:  

- “We change our strategies according to the external environment. ……We even ask our most 

experience staff to give their opinions as well as apprentices to think through some of the 

problems as case studies” (O-5) 

Company F takes a lead in benchmarking its performance from the customer perspective by 

implementing customer feedback forms. Seeking direct customer feedback was seen to be something 

that facilitated connecting the business to the external environment successfully.  

- “Especially good feedback letters from customers were posted around the business for all to 

see. This feedback was thought to provide positive motivation across the business for PMs to 

get their project posted” (O-6) 

Additionally, the owner of Company F further stated some of the steps they take to ensure they deliver 

the best service to their customers, which involves the employees’ participation as well. 

Owner 6:   

- “Obviously, in our sector, things change rapidly, as I said before. Customers want new cost-

effective designs, technologies, so we have to deliver for these expectations. As well as we 

have to train our employees and ask them to think outside the box even” (O-6) 

However, the owner of Company C, which operates in the dairy products industry, recognises that the 

dairy market is challenging to say the least at present.   

Owner 3:  

- “Currency is not helping the situation and with butter being traded at £6300pmt we cannot 

see any change until February/March, exports are still strong.  

- “We are working on mixes and products we can offer to help in the marketplace” 

- This has been driven by lack of sales as the market started to move away from natural product 

to processed, January will see a further slight reduce on cheddar market is under extreme 

pressure.” (O-3) 
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Among the six owners, Owner 5 of Company E suggests that owners and managers need to realise 

that they do not always know everything, especially the work-related advancements and some of the 

expectations of customers, since often individuals or teams of employees deal with them in the field 

work. Therefore, in order to connect family businesses according to the LO concept, it is important 

that the owners provide opportunities to exchange information regarding the external environment. 

According to Owner 6: 

- “where owners and managers of the family business feel that they don’t have to learn 

anything, don’t have to approach things differently, and don’t have to learn how to lead and 

manage differently” they lose the opportunity of adjusting their business according to external 

environment” (O-5).  

The above statement provides crucial evidence that learning at all levels of organisations (Little, 2016; 

Michael. J. Marquardt, 2011; Rupčić, 2018) is compulsory to survive in the dynamic business 

environments, regardless whether they are family businesses or not, as mentioned by many (Lane & 

David, 2018; I. Lansberg & Gersick, 2015).  

6.4 Stage Two - Team level 

6.4.1 Personal Background of team leaders/managers Interviewees  

To examine the team level, Watkins and Marsick (1997), Senge (2010), Garvin (2003) proposed the 

examination of “collaboration and team learning” that occurs within the organisation. Therefore, 

according to the LO concept, “collaboration and team learning” occurring means that work is designed 

to use teams to access different modes of thinking; teams are expected to learn together and work 

together; collaboration is valued by the culture of the business and teams are rewarded by the 

business. To explore whether these LO characteristics can be seen in the team level of family 

businesses of North West England, six team leaders were interviewed at their workplaces. All six 

participants who represented the team level of these six family businesses agreed that they work for 

either medium or large family businesses. The following Table 16 summarises the demographic factors 

of the participants of the team level of the selected family businesses.  
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Of the six interviews conducted, three are with participants considered to be the team leaders who 

were managing at least a team of 10-20 employees. Two of them were supervisors, and one was a line 

manager of Company D. They all belonged to the middle management of the family businesses 

selected for this research. Additionally, they received instructions and advice directly from the owners 

or the members of the family who own the business and they disseminate the information across their 

respective teams.  

As mentioned in Section 2.2.2, team learning is the vital function of knowledge transfer, by which 

individual learning knowledge is transformed into organisational knowledge, which can then be 

shared by all other organisational members. Therefore, this level acts as the connecting stage of the 

individual and the organisational level. The connective function of team learning achievements plays 

a major role in the transfer of individual learning to organisational learning (Reber, 1992). Senge (1990) 

goes even further and suggests that, “unless teams can learn the organisation cannot learn” (p. 10). 

Individual knowledge and individual abilities to learn are combined by team learning, which forms the 

smallest organisational unit of organisational learning (C. Argyris, 2002; Hillon & Boje, 2017). The 

performance depends on how team leaders manage their teams, allowing individuals to share their 

experience and individual learning for the benefit of the team and the organisation at large. To explore 

whether LO characteristics exist within the team level of the family businesses, interviews were 

conducted with the selected team leaders. 

Company 
Name 

Interviewee  
Code 

Gender Age group Education Position 

A T-1 Female 20-29 HND/Diploma Team Leader 

B T-2 Female 40-49 Secondary Supervisor 

C T-3 Male 40-49 Secondary Team leader 

D T-4 Female 30-39 Secondary Line Manager 

E T-5 Male 30-39 Vocational Team 
leader/Training 
Officer 

F T-6 Mae 50-59 Vocational/territory Supervisor 

TABLE 14: CASE STUDY INTERVIEWEES’ DEMOGRAPHICS (TEAM LEVEL) 
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6.4.2 Exploring LO Characteristics that belong to the “Learning Domain” at the Team level 

Three LO characteristics were included in this domain, and participants who represented the team 

level of the family businesses were selected for this research. Questions were included to explore 

whether team leaders perceive: (i) that there are there are opportunities created for continuous 

learning at the team level; (ii) how they increase the level of performance through learning at the 

team level; and (iii) whether they learn from past experience and the best experience at the team 

level.  

Interview data suggests that some of the team leaders were very aware about their responsibility to 

maintain the values of the family businesses. The team leader (T-1) of Company A says, 

-  “here (Company A), team leaders allowed a lot more personal freedom, but in fact, a higher 

amount of personal responsibility as well, and we have to think how to achieve the goals of 

the family who runs the business”.  

She identifies the importance of more experienced staff to be given the opportunity to train the new 

or casual staff. 

-  “It can get very busy, and it is very important that the more experienced guys help them out”.  

She further states that, 

-  “We have some training programmes are designed for this business, as well as some 

mandatory  training. I ask my team to assess their needs and report them on an assessment 

form. And we will then decide with the director how we are going to deliver them” (T-1) 

Team leaders from companies B and C share similar views on the creation of opportunities for learning 

the way the job designs, employees’ resistance to the change and the requirements of the sector 

might become two significant barriers. The supervisor of Company B states: 

- “Sometimes it is hard to create learning opportunities because the employees expected to 

work on the same task for many years, and they hardly want to move even if I wanted to train 

them on a different task” (T-2) 

- “ they do lot of repetitive work and many of them learn while they on the job. But I ask them 

whether they want to train on some other jobs, and if they want I arrange them to go on 

certain courses or training. So some do and some don’t” (T-3) 
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On a similar note, the team leader of Company D stated that they do send their employees to train, 

but she was not confident that the training they receive matches the needs of the employees as well 

as the departments’. 

- “I don’t think  there are no programmes designed for skills development in general. There are 

no plans for assessing employees’ needs from training. Sometimes, human resources ask 

departments about courses that will be conducted with in the firm or outside the firm. Some 

of these courses do not meet the employees’ or departments’ needs” (T-4) 

However, team leader (T-5) of Company E, who operates in the vehicle repair sector, says that they 

have a very “integrated” and “supportive” system of providing opportunities for team members 

regardless of their job roles.  

- “…We know that our team members are different with different goals for their futures. So 

opportunities for training and learning varies from individual to individual and team to team.  

The owner if the company is very supportive and we really want to develop our employees..” 

(T-5) 

Similarly, the team leader of Company F has described how they provide assistance to his team 

members to “grow professionally.” He further stated; 

- “As a team, we encourage everyone to take time to learn the required skills” 

6.4.2.1 Reward and performances 

As mentioned in the earlier section (6.3.2), the owners of companies A, B, and C admitted that they 

do not have a performance-based reward system or strategy for their family businesses. They 

predominantly discussed about the financial rewards or the intrinsic rewards as mentioned in said 

section. This fact was acknowledged by the participants at the team management level; however, they 

attempt to provide their team members with extrinsic rewards.  

This was illustrated by their excerpts: 

- “I keep talking about making them feel recognised; I keep introducing them to owners and I 

wish there could be more rewards we could offered to their hard work. The seasonal employees 

get certificate and a recommendation letter, and few other temporary benefits. (T-1) 

- “I think there is no reward system at Company C, since it depends upon the director (owners) 

and the budget of the company” (T-3) 
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However, the owners of companies E and F asserted they follow a performance-based reward system 

which helps them to develop the learning of their employees. This was confirmed by the team leaders 

of the same companies.  

- There are some increments and bonuses available for the team members. Therefore, I have to 

give them specific work to do, and the employees know if they want to get into a different area 

or receive a better pay then they have to complete certain qualifications. I need to assess and 

do the appraisals with team members to assess the performance by the end of the year. Based 

on that there is a reward scheme and I think the employees are motivated by the rewards! (T-

5) 

The supervisor (T-6) of Company F also believes that even the intrinsic rewards such as recognition 

and appreciation “can go a long way” in terms of motivating his team members to be in the learning. 

- “The collaborative work with other teams increases people’s ability to learn, they understand 

what others do. I believe that will give team members to identify any jobs that they would like 

to do. Also, if you understand the values of your team members then you can always reward 

them with something, even a proper recognition can go long way! (T-6). 

- “And yes we do reward them for their learning, such as promotions, par rises, and other 

benefits when they complete an NVQ/EAL or C&G (City and Guilds) qualification” (T-6) 

Furthermore, all six team leaders were confident that they learn from past experiences and best 

practices within the team. The team leader of Company D mentioned that: 

- “it is like lifeline when training the new staff, since we paired or group them with the 

experience staff during the busy time” (T-4) 

  

6.4.3 Exploring LO the “learning culture” at the Team level 

As mentioned in the previous section, the “leaning culture” plays a vital role in recognising and 

transmitting LO characteristics in any organisation. It acts as the “glue” (Freiling & Fichtner, 2010) to 

keep the people and other LO characteristics together. The team leaders of the selected family 

businesses were asked whether they see a “learning climate” or “learning atmosphere” while they 

work as teams. For this question, team leaders have indicated that they maintain or at least consider 

maintaining, a learning culture where employee questions are tolerated, enable sharing ideas among 

them, and provide the team members with adequate information from the team leaders. However, 
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tolerance towards mistakes made by the employees or learning from them is not so common while 

restraints on resources such as time and financial also impose some restrictions towards a “learning 

culture”. 

The team leader of Company D is less convinced about the tolerance for mistakes and experimentation 

due to both budget and time restraints. This seeming uncertainty supported the theory that 

experimentation was stifled by tight timescales (Kools et al., 2016; O'Keeffe, 2006). She stated:  

- “…timescales were getting shorter and shorter and we are expected to complete the projects 

in a ridiculous amount of time – something like a sixteen-week project taking ten weeks…” (T-

4) 

In a similar tone, the team leader of Company B also stated that, in a target-driven atmosphere, where 

the family business owners are waiting to see the expected results, adopting a LO culture may be 

difficult. 

- “We face the difficulty of hitting the target or the expectations from the owners of the business 

from a time perspective. Again, we need to classify what is urgent and what is not urgent or 

anticipate what is supposed to be done in a normal timeframe (T-2) 

As mentioned before, the owner of Company E started his career as an apprentice of the industry and 

worked his way up to find a family business in 1987. He mentioned that he, himself would like to learn 

new skills and new technologies since the automotive industry is so dynamic and diverse. His vision of 

creating a learning culture was instilled in his team leaders as well. 

- “Sometimes I find myself mentoring them rather than managing or supervising them. In some 

cases, such as with scenarios which are new to everybody, they wanted to know the direction, 

or how the role is changing, it becomes somehow more like learning as a team, and whoever 

understood the scenario will have to explain it to others”(T-5) 

Experimentation within Company F extended to the implementation of different procedures, which 

tended to be behest of some teams based on their suggestions. 

- “…[customer] came down yesterday and said, ‘I've got this new technology I'd like you to 

trial’…we'll have a look at that and see what we can do, put it on one of the jobs…”. (T-6) 

According to the team leader of Company 6, encouraging experimentation among the team members 

has made it possible to create a positive influence for them to understand the importance of new 
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technology and how it could be made a successful part of a project. The recommendations of some of 

the writers (Chinowsky & Carrillo, 2007) state that allowing experimentation and supporting the teams 

to learn from them is a crucial element when creating a learning organisational culture. 

Finally, since the team level is in between the top level (owners) and the employees, they tend to have 

a better understating about both levels and how they correspond to one another (Sorenson et al., 

2013). The team leader of Company C has indicated this, and he furthermore stated that the 

aspirations and expectations of the owners may become a hindering factor when it comes to 

implementing a learning culture within his business.   

- “But, the big challenge is that because this is a family company it is a company that is very top-

down driven. I think there is a clash between that one culture and the other culture where the 

family leadership [or the ownership, I should say] of the top-down approach is not comfortable 

with the bottom-up approach, and the two they are not complementing each other...” (T-3) 

6.4.4 Exploring LO Characteristics that belong to “Strategy” at the Team level 

In the process of exploring LO characteristics within the selected family businesses’ shared vision, 

organisational strategy supporting learning to take place and the empowerment of employees were 

clustered into the domain of the “strategy”. During the semi-structured interviews with the team 

leaders some questions and sub questions were made about how they perceive these three 

characteristics in the team level of the family businesses. 

According to their statements, the majority of the team leaders were aware and understood the 

shared vision of the family business.  

- The directors are discussing what they want to do with the business. And how they reach they 

objectives. So I guess, we are aware about it”(T-1) 

- Of course, it is essential to now where this company wants to go, and how it’s future going to 

be like” (T-2) 

- Yeah, very much so. Ehm, because we’re such a small working team, I mean, it’s mutually 

beneficial for us to be grasping the vision of the family. (T-3) 

- “The MD and his brother always work around the company, so we have a fair idea what they 

want to do with the business”(T-4) 

- “We often have discussions where we revisit the vision and in order to assess whether  we are 

still moving in the right direction or not”. (T-5) 
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- “To be honest, I am not sure whether I remember the vision word to word, but I think I know 

where the business is heading” (T-6) 

Even though all the team leaders were aware about the shared vision of the family business, how they 

tackle the issue of aligning individual and team learning requirements through the strategies of the 

business is important as well (Yeo & Marquardt, 2015). According to the team leaders, companies C 

and D have less efforts of incorporating team learning into their strategies. However, the team leader 

of Company B, which operates in the dairy industry, mentioned that some of their teams encouraged 

learning about the sustainability, resilience, and efficiency of farms and operations, where these 

teams enable the company to adjust the strategic pathway of the whole company. 

- “It is very important that we encourage our teams to be aware about the relevant issues, and 

even provide some opportunities to learn about them, so that in return they can help us and 

the owners. For example, at the minute, our focus is on issues such as antibiotics and Johne’s 

disease. And also, all the teams working together to contribute towards on a comprehensive 

sustainable programme that we plan to launch later in 2018” (T-2) 

On the third characteristic of the “strategy domain”, team leaders were asked how they see 

empowerment within the team level of the respective family businesses they work for. Excerpts from 

their answers are mentioned below. 

- “the directors understood that slow responses to ideas from all of us had the potential to stop 

the flow, and as such they were generally quick to respond to such things (T-1). 

- “because I sit down together on a regular basis. That is the advantage of having structured 

meetings with your team, where you cascade down the message of the leadership, and you 

also understand where they stand”(T-4) 

- Despite some of obstacles, we cooperate with each other as much as possible, as time allows. 

I use the approach that I believe helps the team so that whenever I am not around there is 

someone acting on my behalf; that is rotation and it is one person each time. I believe this is a 

type of learning (T-5). 

- As improving, the fact that as his (trainee/apprentice) manager, obviously I am looking to offer 

him a level of autonomy and a confidence in his own decision-making processes, but at the 

same time I have to monitor that they are the right decisions that have been made. What I am 

finding now is that I can actually step back further and allow him and trust him to make the 

right decisions, which is a positive thing. 
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6.4.5 Exploring LO Characteristics that belong to “Leadership and Management” at the Team 
level 

In order for LO characteristics to be present in any organisation, it is important that the leaders or the 

managers of the organisation understand the importance of organisational learning. (Aycan, 2005) 

indicates that managers like to maintain their authority among the other employees, however, 

according to the LO concept, leaders and managers could influence towards organisational learning 

taking place at every level of the organisation. 

The team leader of Company A thinks that their influence has to be aligned with the owners or the 

family who runs the business. She says: 

- It should be clear from the beginning that what is the objective of the owners and how you get 

your team to deliver that (T-1) 

To the question of “do you influence the learning of the team members?” the team leader of Company 

B answered;  

- The most important thing that employees are ambitious towards performing tasks and using 

their skills. Some employees have sufficient skills, but they are slow about performing relevant 

activities. So, as the team leaders I need to help them to exploit their knowledge in their work 

” (T-2) 

For the same question, the team leader of Company C replied: 

- Skills and knowledge of people should be assessed before we appoint them. Some individuals 

come with necessary and good skills, while others, no. Therefore, we should first understand 

the personality of people and how they think, particularly in reference to the tasks allocated to 

them” (T-3) 

The team leader of Company D expressed his views on his influence on the learning taking place in his 

team. He thinks that, since some experienced individuals are included in his team, he does not have 

to lead or manage the abilities or skills of the team in any significant way. Additionally, he indicated 

that his role as the team leader is overshadowed by the demands of the owners of the family business. 

- “I think in many ways the team has a few experienced individuals. So there isn't a great deal of 

leadership. In general, I just deliver the instructions of the managing director (owner). Him and 

his brother are very much overseeing most of the operations. I just help them to organise and 

coordinate the day today workflow” (T-4) 
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The team leader of Company E, who is working as a training officer for the company said; 

- “ I always check what skills and qualifications they (team members) need to complete, and I 

always motivate them to get them, because there are lot of opportunities out there” (T-5) 

The team leader of Company F mentioned that the company has achieved “Investors in People Gold 

status”, which required them to provide opportunities for personal advancement to its employees. 

This was reflected in the statement of the team leader from Company F. 

- “ Even though company runs as a family business, the owners believe that our people are 

companies most important asset. So as a team leader I always have to ensure the well-being 

and ongoing development of my team as other team leaders do with their teams” (T-6) 

6.4.6 Exploring LO Characteristics that belong to “Structure” at the Team level 

During the process of identifying most the prominently stated characteristics of the LO, it was 

identified that: (i) flow of information; (ii) system thinking; (iii); structure; and (iv) the work process 

play a vital role in order to facilitate the LO concept to take place. As mentioned by Senge (2006) and 

V. J. Marsick et al. (2003) these characteristics could not be isolated and studied since they are 

interdependent and inter-related to each other. However, during the interviews, main questions, sub 

questions, and leads were provided to the participants in order to obtain their views on these for 

characteristics, and to explore whether these characteristics existed in theses selected family 

businesses.  

When queried about the flow of information, the majority of the team leaders have suggested that 

they usually see information flow up and down “through them”. However, they also agreed that the 

family influence affects greatly how these characteristics are perceived in these companies.   

- “Team leaders understand how important the flow of information to our work processes is.  (T-

1) 

- “you will get exchange of information,  because every month we have an internal review 

meeting where they (the directors )will come down and review every aspect of the process” (T-

2) 

- I can't think of a formal process that we've got that we sit down as a team and share 

information ...but really it's more of a case of, we do it in team meetings, we do it in project 

reviews…” (T-3) 

- “The owners always say they want to hear the views of the team members, but there is not 

much that I have to report them really – (T-4)” 
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The team leader of Company F further elaborated on the importance of these characteristics and how 

they work as a system rather than individually. 

- “…explicit is very very important to us. …the management team on a building site need to have 

very explicit direction because there can be quite a lot of problems if they work on the wrong 

information (T-6). 

It was identified that, in Company E, which is a medium-sized family business, they have an effective 

flow of information, therefore, changes were carried out in the work processes in an effective manner. 

- “The information work in either way and if I need to clarify something then, we don’t wait to 

be raised at the next staff meetings, we’d probably raise it at the time. The team comes to me 

with any problems, and I talk to other team leaders and if we can sort out among us then we 

will, but if not we will straight away ask (name of the owner) . (T-5)” 

The findings regarding the structure, flow of information, system thinking, and processes of the team 

level suggested that, according to the majority of the team leaders, there is a disconnection between 

employees’ views and management’s ideas. One of the common ideas reflected among the team 

leaders was that, although leadership wants the employees’ ideas to come through, there are laps in 

the flow. However, it reflected that there is a lack of a transparent mechanism to evaluate employee 

ideas in these case study organisations, which was considered to be an integral part of becoming a LO 

(V. J. Marsick & Watkins, 2015) 

6.4.7 Exploring the LO Characteristic “Connecting to the Environment” at the Team level 

As mentioned in Section 6.3.7, understanding how businesses connect to their environment is crucial 

to the survival of the businesses. During the interviews with the team leaders, questions were asked 

to explore their understanding on how well their teams respond to the changes that happen in the 

business environment. Three team leaders (T-1, T-3, and T-4) felt that it is “up to the owners and the 

director boards” to consider and “keep an eye on”, whereas the team leaders of E (T-5) and F (T-6) 

presented a different perspective.  

- “ I think they (names of the directors/brothers) knows what the current trends in the industry 

and what sort of products we are want to bring on for the upcoming season” (T-1) 

The team leader of Company B stated that some of the team leaders and some team members are 

meeting with their farmers in order to understand the dynamics of the markets.  
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- “ a couple of team leaders catch up with our farmers at least once a quarter regarding what’s 

happening in the market or if there are any particular issues,” (T-2) 

Team leader of the Company C says, 

- I am sure they (owners) keep an eye on the market closely, especially with the Brexit 

proceedings are happening, ultimately they decide what they want to do with company” 

However, in Company E, the team leader ensures that his team members continue to receive the 

feedback from their customers. He even allows them to discuss within the team about the new 

technologies, new ways of repairing vehicles, and new skills or qualifications that they need to acquire. 

In that sense, Company E has shown some evidence that the LO characteristic of “connecting 

businesses to their environment” is present at the team level of the company in consistency with the 

writings of Pedler and Hsu (2018), and Gupta (2008). 

- “I think it was a good thing for us because we learned the importance of getting customer 

feedback. My team members get the chance to talk to customers face to face, so they know 

what the expectations of the customers are.  I think it was very eye-opening to us that even 

though we’ve been in the business for 20 years or 25 or whatever it is, we don’t know all the 

answers. It’s important to listen to what the customer says and feels and thinks.” (T-5) 

6.5 Stage Three - Individual level 

Individuals share their learning in ways that enable an organisation to learn by transferring knowledge 

across it (Gould & Baldwin, 2004) and by integrating learning into organisational routines and actions 

(Anders Örtenblad, 2018). Furthermore, Senge (2010) states that individuals are expected to learn 

frequently and to share their learning in ways that enable the larger system to learn. 18 employees 

from the six case study organisations participated in this research, who represented the individual 

level of the family businesses. All 18 participants are employees of the selected family businesses. The 

majority of these participants describe themselves as working in the employee level of the businesses. 

A summary of these demographic details is provided in Table 17. 
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6.5.1 Personal Background of employee Interviewees  

 
 
 

A gender split of the participants was ten females and eight males. Out of 18 participants five 

employees belonged to the 20-29 age category and eight employees belonged to the 30-39 age 

category. Additionally, three employees fell into to the category of the 40-49 age group, and two of 

them belong to the 50-59 age group.  

6.5.2 Exploring LO Characteristics that belong to “Learning Domain” at the Individual level 

The participants were asked whether they receive enough opportunities for continuous learning, if 

they get rewarded based on their performances, and whether they learn from experiences and best 

practices of other employees. 

 

Company Name Employee 
Code 

Gender Age group 

A A-E1 M 20-29 

 A-E2 F 30-39 

 A-E3 F 40-49 

B B-E1 F 30-39 

 B-E2 F 40-49 

 B-E3 M 30-39 

C C-E1 M 50-59 

 C-E2 F 30-39 

 C-E3 F 40-49 

D D-E1 F 30-39 

 D-E2 F 50-59 

 D-E3 M 20-29 

E E-E1 F 30-39 

 E-E2 M 30-39 

 E-E3 M 20-29 

F F-E1 M 30-39 

 F-E2 F 40-49 

 F-E3 M 20-29 

TABLE 15: CASE STUDY INTERVIEWEES’ DEMOGRAPHICS (EMPLOYEE/INDIVIDUAL LEVEL) 
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Main themes Number of similar 

responses 

“Continuous learning opportunities are available” 2 

“Training courses are available” 17 

“Learning on the job” 7 

“Lack of Continuous learning opportunities”  11 

“Rewards system based on performance are available” 3 

“Lack of a rewards system based on performance”  12 

“Learning from experience is present” 8 

“Learning from experience is not present” 9 

“Learning from best practise is present” 5 

“Learning from best practise not present” 10 

TABLE 16: SUMMARY OF MAIN THEMES OF "LEARNING DOMAIN"- AT THE INDIVIDUAL LEVEL  

Employees of companies E and F agreed with the approach of the company that created a network of 

learning and training programmes for every stage of the individual’s career. The approach to first year 

trainees was for them to spend their first-year learning how to do the job. 

- “…I had a very good training and chances to learn every day since the first year. I spent most of 

time at the  training centre learning how to do practical side of things…” (E-E2) 

In this way, they were likely to learn from the experienced staff which ultimately “improved the 

quality of work produced by the employees” as this way of learning did not make experienced staff 

have to ‘carry’ these new staff members, but instead they were provided with learning opportunities 

for them to learn and thrive in a more friendly and cooperative environment. 

However, this research identified that companies A, B, C, and D have not implemented any 

performance-based reward systems for the employees, which was confirmed by the participants of 

them all for businesses. 

- “Our directors appraise all employees using a specific form, but there is no difference between 

high performance and low performance, because there are no rewards (C-E3).” 

Individual learning is an important feature of the LO concept. Marchington et al. (2002, p. 370) 

suggested that the employees in organisations need to familiarise themselves with the notion of 

“learning to learn and to have a shift in emphasis from training to learning”. This is suggested from 
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the efforts put in to encourage people to share their learning with others in the organisation after a 

training programme. In consistence with existing research and writings by Birdthistle & Fleming 

(2005), Örtenblad (2011), and Santa (2015), training is viewed not only as an important factor in 

improving individual effectiveness, but also as a key lever for improving organisational performance 

through sharing knowledge with members. However, a few participants hinted that the traditional 

way of training is still highly preferred, because: 

- “Learning is good, but you need to find time to learn voluntarily. Training is more popular 

because people regard it as upgrading in terms of skills required in their daily operations. We 

are always thinking about solving problems quickly. So, learning will take place when time 

permits.” (D-E5) 

A similar impression to the above statement regarding the training courses was expressed by more 

than a third of the employees who participated in the study. A lack of “personal mastery” was 

manifested by the participants compliantly attending whatever personal development programmes 

are suggested. Following these programmes, Kinley and Ben-Hur (2015) argue that the behaviour of 

the employees may be altered for a short time but will soon return to what it was at the pre-training 

stage. This happens when the individuals being trained are not committed to the training they are 

receiving (Kleiner et al., 2011), or the training is offered at an inappropriate time. Therefore, according 

to the participants from the employee level, a normal training strategy of the majority of the family 

businesses examined during the data collection process is not adequate to feed the personal mastery 

element of the employees or providing with them with better learning opportunities. 

However, Company E follows a different approach of incorporating training into a collective learning 

method for the employees.  

- “Ehm, but, there’s encouragement to do that sort of thing, for example, you know, we’re talking 

about training courses, there’s so many training courses out there, we can’t go to them all, so 

somebody goes on a training course about hybrid electronic systems. They’re then encouraged 

to come back and present what they’ve learned to the rest of the staff. In that respect I think, 

does that count for learning from others “(E-E2) 

According to this participant, this effort has helped to create a supportive learning environment as 

well, which will be discussed in the next section. By encouraging employees to teach and share what 

they learnt at the training courses, with the others providing the unique opportunity of discussion, 

sharing experiences, and filling the gaps of the knowledge and autonomy, which will be further 

discussed under the analysis section.  
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-  “Knowing the operation of the boilers will help to troubleshoot when needed. Working on the 

client site, I am involved in several energy saving projects. With this course I will be able to 

identify additional site energy savings and projects, thus improving the supplier/customer 

relationship between [company] and the client” (F-E3) 

In the above response of the participant from Company F, he indicated what he was going to learn 

and how he was going to apply the new skills and knowledge in the workplace. The participants 

emphasised in the pre-course discussion the importance of applying the new skills after the training. 

They indicated how the training will enable them to perform their jobs better, thus strengthening the 

relationship between the company and the client.   

6.5.3 Exploring LO Characteristics that belong to “Learning Culture” at the Individual level 

Main themes Number of similar 

responses 

“Encourage to question” 2 

“No encouragement to question” 7 

“Encouragement to discuss with others” 4 

“Encourage to make mistakes”  1 

“Encourage to learn from the mistakes” 2 

“Encourage to experimenting”  1 

“Support towards the personal development” 5 

“Lack of communication/dialogue” 2 

TABLE 17: SUMMARY OF MAIN THEMES OF "CULTURE DOMAIN"- AT THE INDIVIDUAL LEVEL 

The two employees from Company B were not confident to say that management and leadership 

encouraged to experiment and tolerate the making of mistakes. B-E1 said: 

-  “…experiment, maybe as long as it works…but nobody does it” 

 and B-E2 said: 

-  “I don’t think there is room for mistakes in this business” 

which were some of the comments suggesting that Company B did not have carte blanche 

freedom to experiment and make mistakes. Holt et al (2000) made it clear that in order to be 

a true LO, mistakes must be treated as learning opportunities. 
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It was, however, suggested that a couple of team leaders of Company C were generally displeased if 

the products they produce were “wrong”. It was stated that their attitude was: “…there’s a way things 

are done around here.” This statement mentioned by two participants who represented the individual 

level seemed to indicate that both experimenting and making mistakes are not tolerated in the 

Company C.  

When experimentation occurs, there is the possibility to not get it right every time. Senge et al (2006) 

continually tied the need to become a LO with the need to change and adapt to the changing 

environment. In addition, he postulated that those that can create the change were those who were 

working within the organisation and were empowered to do so. This insight suggests a duality of 

drivers within the construction of the LO. 

However, the culture change was viewed by Company E as a long-term (five year) plan and was 

targeted towards encouraging learning and employee attitude as mentioned in their websites and 

newsletters illustrated in this section. Individuals were encouraged to challenge why things were done 

at all, which established the value of actions to the business. This was evident from the statements of 

the employees of Company E, who participated in this research. 

- E-E2- “ we are always given the opportunity to discuss if we stuck in somewhere or if something 

goes wrong” “We get the constructive feedback” 

- E-E3- “ if we go on n new training, we get requested to talk about the training and the ways of 

doing things easily” 

Therefore, Company E is fostering a leaning culture, which was experienced by the individual 

employees. 

However, in Company D, there is lack of communication among the employees. 

- D-E1 “ I speak only a little when I am at work. Not just me most of us do not talk much about 

the work” 

This shows that the employees of this family business feel disconnected. This was also reflected in the 

statement of another employee. 

She said,  

- “ we get instructions what to do in the morning, we just get on with it” (D-E2). 
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6.5.4 Exploring LO Characteristics that belong to “Strategy” at the Individual level 

Senge (1990, 2006) referred to alignment of the individual and business needs as a sort of natural 

facing towards a “magnetic north”. Such a point would almost be pulling the business and the 

individuals towards their future. He suggests that it is almost a natural phenomenon of shared vision 

if the organisational change is being carried out well, as well as adjusting the strategy for any 

organisation. 

The following themes were drawn from the 18 interviews with the employees. 

Main themes Number of similar 
responses 

“Have a shared vision” 1 

“The vision does not relate” 4 

“Strategies and individuals are disconnected” 4 

“Strategies do not relate to individual learning”  1 

“No employee empowerment” 11 

“Employee empowerment to a certain extent” 2 

TABLE 18: SUMMARY OF MAIN THEMES OF "STRATEGY DOMAIN"- AT THE INDIVIDUAL LEVEL  

According to (M. Beer, Eisenstat, & Foote, 2009), one person’s work strategy reflects how members 

in a team or a department are motivated and/or not motivated to participate in the implementation 

of work. A statement of an employee from Company B corresponds with the above argument of M. 

Beer et al. (2009). Therefore, the team leaders and supervisors formulated the strategy document by 

themselves and consequently, the vision was not implemented and worked through at the individual 

employee level. The following quotation gives an example of this: 

- “…a decision was made that everyone should assist making strategy document for each 

department, but we didn’t... (later)... the staff wasn’t motivated... (later)... the management 

formulated the document, but it was never implemented...”(B-E2) 

It was evident that almost all the employees participating from companies B, C, and D showed a lack 

of understanding of the businesses’ strategy and whether these strategies can make an impact on the 

learning of the individual employees. In addition to this, they did not show any concrete understanding 

of how their role and the goals are linked to the strategy and have not been empowered to discuss 

about their requirements to perform their jobs better. Consequently, it will become inevitable that 

employees act or behave in an opposite or different direction to the way that strategy should work. 
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A LO is characterised by the vision as an integrative force that involves organisational members and 

this strategy contrasts starkly with this requirement (Baruch & Bui, 2010). The respondents were 

queried whether they understand and follow the vision of the family business. It was evident from the 

interviews with the employees that most of them could not relate to the vision, and a few of them 

even consequently refused to seriously discuss them: 

-  “I personally don’t understand how  to relate to this, we don’t even know where the vision 

comes from” A-E1 

- “...the real work with the vision was very one-sided. It was done by the owners and directors, 

and I don’t think it was something that was worked through within the employees of the firm...” 

B-E3 

- “……in that particular, wasn’t really handled very well. Yeah, I think that the managers need to 

understand what the vision and the purpose is, and they need to be informed about what is 

happening. D-E1 

- “Well, to be honest, I know there is such a document and I know we were supposed to know 

the but somehow I haven’t been able to internalize it in such a way that I can repeat the 

contents “ C-E3 

However, it turned out that, even in Company E, which operates as a more employee-oriented family 

business, employees have little knowledge of the vision and have difficulties identifying with it. The 

following quotation illustrates this: 

- “Well, I have read the vision, but I think it’s too generally formulated and gives no guidance on 

how to relate it to the daily work. You can’t relate the contents to your own work, and certainly 

not related to your development of your skills” E-E2 

Since a LO is characterised by a gathering around the collective or shared vision, where organisational 

members make themselves personally responsible for working with it, this characteristic did not 

match such requirements within the family businesses.   

However, an employee (F-E2) stated that they might not get involved in the “bigger stuff”. Yet, they 

get informed about “what is going on”. Watkins and Marsick (2003) mentioned that letting employees 

know what is occurring in the organisation brings a sense of belonging in the operations and strategy 

in an organisation.   

- “….(name of the team leader) will come into the office and just explain they’ve had a meeting 

and things, so without us, sometimes we’re not involved in the bigger stuff. But, and he just 
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explains it in detail what’s happening, explains what’s going to be done, and what’s not to be 

done, and who is going to be in the task and what experience or qualification you should have 

if you want to do the same job (task )and it just normally works, and if it doesn’t work we’ll say 

to him, ‘look this isn’t really working this way’, and  just work together….” F-E2 

One of the important points of the above excerpt from one of the employees who participated from 

Company F was that he acknowledged that the team leaders constantly inform them on what skills 

and qualifications they should have in order to work on certain tasks. This can be seen as a crucial 

position where company vision, strategies to obtain that vision, and day-to-day tasks that facilitate 

the success of those strategies are aligned with the importance of individual learning. And according 

to the above statement, it was evident that in Company F, if any work process is not functioning in 

accordance with the plans of the owners, employees are given a chance to express their views to them 

via team leaders/supervisors.  

6.5.5 Exploring the LO Characteristic that belongs to the “Leadership and Management” impact 
at the Individual level 

From the interview transcriptions of the 18 employees, the following themes about the impact of 

leadership and management on individual learning were highlighted. 

Main themes Number of similar 

responses 

“Traditional authoritarian leadership” 10 

“Learning facilitating/encouraging leadership” 4 

“Traditional managers” 7 

“Traditional management techniques”  1 

“Opportunity for individuals to demonstrate leadership” 1 

TABLE 19: SUMMARY OF MAIN THEMES OF "LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT DOMAIN"- AT THE INDIVIDUAL LEVEL  

The traditional leadership versus facilitator or transformational style leadership takes on a new 

meaning in a LO as described in Section 4.7.3. Leaders are required to have new skills to facilitate their 

new roles as “designer, teacher and steward” (Senge, 1990) in the organisation. The findings strongly 

suggest that leaders from the case study organisations have adopted a traditional leadership style 

with the exception of Company E, which adopted a facilitative and transformational leadership style, 

and most of the respondents appreciated the shift away from the traditional type. More importantly, 

the owner of Company E encourages his employees of all levels to engage in the continuous learning. 
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Additionally, he himself mentioned this during his interview, as well as one of the employees asserted 

during his interview, too: 

-  “But on the other hand he also allows you to teach him. There are things that he doesn’t know 

and he’s very open about it. He’ll actually come in and say,’ that’s intriguing - tell me more’.” 

E-E3  

But the majority of the employees from the other five companies held a general view that the 

“authoritarian style” leadership is common because it fits the “family businesses”. Additionally, 

according to the employees, it was evident that the owners of the family businesses have less interest 

in inspiring their employees to engage in continuous learning within their companies. Instead, they 

expect them to get on with the “day-to-day job”. The following excerpts from the interviews confirm 

this: 

-  “I find that directors and managers that try to be controlling, that are not open to other ideas, 

and they do not inspire learning of the employees”  C-E3 

-  “Respect and reverence are important, and bosses always expect people to look up to him for 

he has the final say in everything” B-E3 

- “it is important that the leaders should define what they want to achieve, and help employees 

to gain required knowledge and skills, but I am not sure it is happening here” D-E2 

In contrast, Company E actively encouraged leadership demonstration at all levels to enable 

individuals to identify themselves for promotion through the business. The onus was still on the 

individual to step forward, but the demonstration of leadership itself was what was supported by the 

business. Two employees cited an example of opportunities that they get to take informal leadership 

responsibility for their areas of work: 

- “…for example, I went on a “Panel Beating and spraying training” and I guess I started doing 

some work right. And then I was requested to teach some techniques to others, which was 

great.” E-E2 

Senge et al (1990, 1994) noted that leadership did not need to be shown as ground-breaking, but just 

as the ability for individuals to demonstrate leadership in their own field or area of influence within 

the organisation, which was indicated to exist in Company E. 
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6.5.6 Exploring LO Characteristics that belong to “Structure” at the Individual level 

The 18 interviewees who represent the individual level of the six case study family businesses provided 

their views regarding the flow of information, structure, work process, and system thinking. The 

following key themes were drawn from the interview transcriptions:  

Main themes Number of similar 

responses 

“Lack of information coming to the individual level” 2 

“Lack of flow of information ” 5 

“Lack of clarity of the information” 4 

“Adequate flow of information  5 

“Know where to go for correct information” 3 

“Do not know where to go for correct information” 5 

“Flat structure”  2 

“Flat structure helps personal learning” 1 

TABLE 20: SUMMARY OF MAIN THEMES OF "STRUCTURE AND PROCESS DOMAIN"- AT THE INDIVIDUAL LEVEL  

The lack of flow of information refers to respondents understanding that they have lacked receiving 

required information during the different work processes in order to make sure they have a common 

understanding of their contents. The quotation below gives an example of this:  

- “we’re suffering from the problem the management and staff never talk the same language, 

and don’t have a common understanding about it... “ A-E2 

Another employee from Company D stressed the importance of accurate information as well as the 

clarity of the information to rectify daily issues: 

- “there’s a need to know how the management thinks about vision and strategies, because in 

order to do my job, I need much more information and clarification with the management on 

daily issues” B-E3 

The inadequate flow of information is also related to the perception that no one has been responsible 

for the implementation process and that no one has followed up the strategy work. The following 

quotation illustrates this:  
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- “...sometimes owners are making decisions and then they assume the decisions are 

implemented. There’s a need to make individuals responsible for the implementation process.” 

C-E2 

According to the employees of Company E, the flow of information is “not too bad” since the 

information they want in order to perform their day-to-day jobs can be obtained from the team 

leaders. Furthermore, they have mentioned that their feedback on certain work processes is also 

conveyed up to the leaders of the family business. In addition, there was a business newsletter which 

was distributed among the employees that can also be accessed electronically, which facilitates a 

further flow of information as mentioned by Jeon (2009).  

Furthermore, employees of Company D were happy with the way they exchange information among 

their teams, which, according to them supports their learning process, too; 

- “…we go through that regularly in our regular sort of team meetings and that has a log of 

basically every job that you know are coming up - the sort of pre-site, then sales, on-site, what’s 

been finished - and just having a chat round the table you can learn a few lessons…” D-E3 

The structure and system are points that pervade much of the LO literature across each of the five 

disciplines. Interestingly, none of the research appears to suggest a best practice structure for a LO to 

follow. Goh & Richards (1998) is the only one who appears to come close, as noted in Section 4.3.5. 

This is probably sensible as there will be many drivers that dictate the organisation’s structure. What 

is clear is that those within the structure need to feel that it is conducive to their individual learning 

and mastery if this element is to be a success. The structures of the family businesses are usually flat 

and lean, as mentioned in Section 2.7, so that the learning loop tends to be relatively straightforward 

and with a rapid process for implementation (Eckrich & McClure, 2011; T. Zellweger, 2017). The 

organisational structures of the family businesses selected for this study also had fairly flat structures. 

However, there are tendencies showing that respondents understand there has been a lack of 

communication during when they carry out their day-to-day work routines. A LO is characterised by a 

strong common vision with which all organisational members can identify, however this requires 

communication. Consequently, this learning organisational characteristic was not indicated to prevail 

in all the family businesses selected for this study. 

The system thinking refers to how all the units organised in the completion of the processes 

systematically and continuously involving all the staff in dialogue in order to achieve a common 

understanding (Little, 2016; Poell, 1999). According to the interview respondent, this resulted in a 
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strong sense of moving in the same direction and strengthened the group’s sense of well-being. The 

quotation below gives an example of this:  

- “yes, I think it is important we work as a one big system, rather than doing our own bits 

separately” A-E2 

However, some employees are lacking the understanding regarding the system thinking as 

commented by one employee of Company B: 

- “ I think many of them (colleagues/employees) do not see how their job role fit in one the big 

process, mainly the ones who join the business recently. So they often struggle with where to 

next? and what to do next?” 

Therefore, it would be advantageous for the management and the more experienced staff to 

constantly share their understanding on the complete process to other employees who are lacking 

this understanding that will be further analysed in the next chapter.  

6.5.7 Exploring the LO Characteristic: “connecting to the environment” at the Individual level 

The ability to flex and adapt to the changing business environment without needing to overhaul the 

business is the final domain of learning organisational characteristics. Both owners and team leaders 

implied the importance of becoming aware about the business environment in order to adjust the 

business strategies and work processes respectively. The individual employees were also requested 

to show their understanding on this characteristic. They answered the question: “how do you see and 

react to the changes happening in the business environment affecting you as an employee of this 

company?” and some of the important themes highlighted below: 

- “ Yes we are normally aware what is going around the business and what customers want, 

because we are the face of the businesses at many occasions” A-E 2 

- “ Yes, in fact topics such as “Brexit” is constantly in the discussions, and we were requested to 

give our opinions in the team level” B-E3 

- “ We know Brexit going to be a key issue, and many of us suspect that the company might have 

to take some dramatic step such as merge with an Irish Company in case if something 

unfavourable happen. So yes, we discuss what would be the consequences if this happen.. what 

will happen to our jobs like, and what changes may happen to work process” C-E1 

- “Since we directly deal with the customers, we have a good understand on how their needs 

going to change over the time. For example, they are always inquiring about the diesel vehicles 
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and the regulations that are going to change which impact the diesel vehicles eventually. So 

yes, it is very important that we know what is happening outside the business” E-E3 

Company F has some working partnerships in other European countries, which allows employees to 

participate in some workshops to glean learning from further afield and examine how things are being 

delivered within completely different cultures. One of the employees who was a participant of this 

research attended one of these workshops and he stated: 

-  “…you sometimes get this opportunity to go to these cross-network things, so went to [country] 

and I met people from [construction industry sector] in [country]. It was interesting to see how 

they adopt new technologies better than here. Those things are quite good for, for learning…” 

F-E1 

This type of learning might be the most valuable to Company F, as it has allowed individuals to change 

their viewpoint on an issue and thereby come up with an improved solution compared to what it might 

have with “accepted” thinking. It was clear from the way these inter-country knowledge exchanges 

were talked about, that it was seen as an exciting source of connecting businesses to their 

environments while all the employees participate in understanding the process.  

6.7 Chapter Conclusions 

The findings presented in Chapter Six identified that the all the participants of the case study 

interviews adhered to the definition for the family businesses of this study. The majority of family 

businesses selected for this study started in the 1970s. All family businesses interviewed were 

classified as medium-sized or large family businesses. 

The questions were created in order to explore whether LO characteristics identified for this study 

were present in the medium and large family businesses in North West England. Interviews were 

conducted in three levels where six owners represented the organisational level of their family 

businesses, six team leaders or supervisors represented the team level of each family business, and 

18 employees (three from each company) represented the individual level of the family businesses. 

This chapter reviewed the research findings for the LO characteristics identified and justified in the 

conceptual framework. Some of the characteristics were already existent in the organisational, team, 

and individual level, while some of the characteristics were present in varying degrees related to the 

perceived understanding of owners, team leaders, and the employees.  

Section 1.3 of this study posed the research question that this study aims to answer: “Do medium and 

large family businesses display the characteristics of the learning organisation at the individual, team, 
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and organisational level?” 

The findings presented in this chapter show that medium and large-sized family businesses do display 

some characteristics of the learning organisation at the individual, team, and organisational level. The 

following chapter, Chapter Seven, provides further analysis of the findings and discusses 

recommendations and the implications of the findings on theory and practice before a review is 

provided of the contributions to the existing body of knowledge of LO and family businesses. 
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7.1 Chapter introduction 

This final chapter concludes the research by way of drawing together a final summary of this thesis. It 

should be seen as an extension to the analysis based on the findings of the interviews, as it provides 

limitations, suggestions for future research, and general recommendations. The objective of this 

concluding chapter is to summarise the key issues and research findings that underpin this thesis, 

which in turn may have an influence on the nature and direction of further studies in the field of family 

businesses and assist family businesses aspiring to become a LO. The overall purpose of this research 

study is to contribute to and expand the existing body of theory on family businesses and the LO. It is 

envisaged that this study will add new knowledge to both areas of family businesses and LO and also 

assist in developing and broadening the scope of any future studies in both areas. 

This chapter also aims to achieve the fourth objective of this research: To suggest a model to assess 

the LO concept in family business and to suggest practical approaches and empirical methods to 

implementing LO concept within family businesses in the North West of England. Therefore, if the 

medium and large family businesses consider becoming LO or adopting some of the key 

characteristics, this can be utilised to ensure their structure and systems are designed so as to enable 

the characteristics of the LO to exist within. 

7.1.1 Structure of the chapter 

This chapter is divided into six sections. The first section, Section 7.2, provides an introduction to the 

chapter, reiterates the objectives and research question, and gives a brief examination of the thesis 

structure and the research design. Section 7.3 summarises the main findings and analysis derived from 

it. This discussion is further subdivided into further sections that provide a discussion and 

recommendations for each LO domain with a multilevel format. Section 7.4 identifies the theoretical 

and empirical contributions to knowledge derived from this study. Section 7.5 discusses the 

limitations of the research, and Section 7.6 identifies directions for further research. The final section, 

Section 8.7 gives a concluding statement to the study. 

7.2 Summary of the of the previous chapters 

The key question this thesis addresses is: “Do medium and large sized family businesses in North West 

England, display the characteristics of the learning organisation at the individual, team, and 

organisational level?” In order to answer the research question, it is further examined through the 

identification of four investigation objectives.  
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A three-stage process was followed to accomplish the above goals. The first critical review of the 

extant literature was undertaken to understand the existing theory of the family business and the LO. 

Second, 16 characteristics which fall into seven domains were selected by using an integrative 

literature review and taxonomy method. Third, a qualitative data collection was carried out in six 

businesses in the selected region in order to understand to which extent these characteristics can be 

identified within the selected businesses.  

As mentioned above, this section provides a summary of the chapters. Chapter One served as an 

introductory chapter to the thesis. The chapter started with an orientation and overview of the 

research project, highlighting the importance of both family businesses and the LO concept. Chapter 

One further summarised the focus of this research project and the importance of the topic area and 

it included a statement of the aim and objectives of this research. Additionally, Chapter One provided 

an orientation and overview of the research project covering general statements and justifications for 

the study that were of importance to the topic area. 

Chapters Two and Three provided the critical review of the family businesses and LO literature 

respectively. Chapter Two, Section 3.2 has identified numerous definitions of the term family business. 

The conclusion that derived from the findings is that all case study interviewees adhered to the 

definition of family business posed in this study. It further shows the importance family businesses 

place on the role of the family in the business by maintaining ownership within the family and/or 

providing a source of employment for family members and/or decision-making authority being held 

by family members.  

The literature on the LO concept was examined in Chapter Three. Section 3.2 to Section 3.5 explains 

the historical context of the learning organisation and identifies how this concept emanates from 

organisational development; economic shifts to globalisation, deregulation, and information-based 

industry; and total quality management. Chapter Three, Section 3.7 presents a discussion of 

definitions of the learning organisation. 

The definition of the learning organisation used in this study is the definition posed by Watkins and 

Marsick (1999): 

- Learning organisation  is defined as “one that learns continuously and transform itself. Learning 

takes place in individuals, teams, the organisation s and even the communities with which the 

organisation interacts. Learning is a continuous, strategically used process, integrated with and 

running parallel to, work. Learning results in changes in knowledge, beliefs, and behaviours. 
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Learning also enhances organisational capacity for innovation and growth. The learning 

organisation  has embedded systems to capture and share learning” (1999, p. 8) 

The elements of the learning organisation are discussed further and Section 3.6.4 highlights that in 

order to identify the factors contributing to the learning organisation, one must analyse an 

organisation based on the prominent characteristics of LO. Prior to that, the distinction between 

organisational learning and the learning organisation is also examined in Section 3.10. The models of 

the learning organisation are discussed and Section 3.11 highlights that in order to identify the factors 

contributing to the learning organisation, one must analyse an organisation based on three levels: the 

individual level, the team level, and the organisational level (Argyris and Schön, 1978; Hedberg, 1981; 

Kim, 1993; Klimecki et al. 1991; Marquardt, 1996; Simons, 1995).  

Since there are many definitions, views, and ideas scattered throughout the spectrum of the LO 

concept, in different forms of definitions, models, and books, finding the common ground which was 

agreed by most scholars and other groups was invaluable. Therefore, seven domains have been 

identified and 22 LO organisational characteristics were alienated into seven domains using the 

integrative literature and taxonomy method. Among the 22 characteristics, 16 of them were selected 

according to the 40 writings of various authors and academics who considered them as the 

characteristics of the LO. None of them have considered all 16 in their writings, however, authors have 

analysed their writings to identify what characteristics they were explaining and including in the LO 

concept. Therefore, Chapter Four presented the conceptual framework adopted for this research, 

which combined the 16 most common characteristics to see whether these characteristics can be seen 

in the FB context.  

Chapter Five covered the methodology of this thesis and indicated the adoption of a constructionist 

ontological stance, with an interpretivist epistemological position. Multiple case study strategy was 

used, therefore six medium and large family businesses from North West England have been chosen 

using purposeful sampling. 30 interviews were carried out with six family business owners, six team 

leaders/managers, and 18 employees, and the transcripts of these interviews were analysed using 

thematic analysis.  

Chapter Six discussed the findings of the qualitative interviews and the analysis of findings which 

synthesised the theoretical underpinnings in LO literature and the data collected from the family 

businesses. The summary of the previous chapters in this thesis indicates that the findings of the data 

collection and analysis were studied thorough literature review on this topic area. This thesis therefore 

has a strong foundation to provide conclusions, recommendations, and suggestions for future 
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research that are valid. Therefore, the following discussion takes the form of examining the research 

results based on the dimensions of the learning organisation at the individual, team, and 

organisational level with a further discussion of the research findings based on medium and large 

family businesses in North West England. 

7.3 Summary of main findings and implications 

This research explored the relevance of the LO concept to the context of family businesses and 

identified whether the characteristics of LO were already prevailing in the medium and large family 

businesses and in the absence of them to what extent they can fit in the family business context. This 

research approach started with highlighting the scope and importance of the family businesses which 

focused on the particular contingencies and unique features of family businesses and explore fitting 

these contextual contingencies and the unique features of different characteristics of LO. The research 

conducted on the LO concept around the world in different contexts have provided evidences to show 

that the LO concept has a value that can be utilised in the family businesses as well. Additionally, based 

on limited research conducted previously looking into the family businesses as LO, this research took 

the position with the postulation that the LO idea has value in the selected family business context. 

Moreover, due to the scarcity of academic research and subsequent publications on how the LO 

concept fits the family businesses, this research also considered that the relatively few family 

businesses would indicate these LO characteristics within their organisations. Furthermore, this 

research is framed within the LO characteristics selected through an integrated literature review and 

taxonomy method. 

In the literature review of the thesis, it was argued that the LO idea can create a value enhancement 

in the performance of family businesses. According to Slater and Narver (1995) and Birdthistle and 

Garavan (2011) family businesses possess a vital capacity to learn which will affect the propensity of 

the firm to create and use knowledge (Kungwansupaphan & Siengthai, 2014), becoming more 

learning-oriented, which will increase the capacity to promote change and adaptation for sustainable 

continuity (Martinette & Obenchain-Leeson, 2012) and better financial performances. Harrison and 

Leiitch (2005) further argue that since family businesses possess a great capacity to learn and update 

their knowledge, they will respond more effectively to environmental uncertainty and secure long-

term competitive advantage. Therefore, by discussing the specific contextual contingencies and 

uniqueness of family businesses as well as the important characteristics of the LO concept, the 

research question was formed to see whether and if so in what way, the idea that the LO can enhance 

family businesses was scrutinized. These LO characteristics were explored in three levels of the 
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selected family businesses to align with the LO characteristic which advocates learning to take place 

in all levels of an organisation where many LO writers showed consensus with.  

This research was carried out in six medium and large family businesses in North West England. Each 

case study was comprised of one owner, one team leader, and three employees. The following 

identifies the major findings of the interviews pertaining to the personal and business background of 

the respondents and their business. 

Academic publications on family businesses and the LO are as yet rather sparse and there are major 

gaps in the understanding concerning how the LO fits the family businesses, more specifically in the 

medium and large family business context. According the Birdthistle (2006) family businesses provide 

a dynamic, diverse, and rich context in which to study the LO. As discussed in Chapter Two, the 

literature review on family businesses, these businesses have a dominant group that is a family who 

is likely to hold a multiplicity of positions such as employees, managers, directors, or owners. The 

family group will influence the behaviour and actions of non-family managers and employees (Arregle 

et al. 2007). This was evident in the findings of the interviews where owners/directors of the six family 

businesses participated of this study were directly involved in every aspect of the business. Therefore, 

they represented the organisational level since their influence on these characteristics was to prevail 

or if not how to fit the LO concept to family business. Since the cooperative governance structure of 

family businesses provides significant discretionary power to the owners and the family (Aguilera & 

Crespi-Cladera 2012), these powers are beneficial where the owners’ decisions and perspective decide 

to what extent the businesses want to become a LO or adopt some of the LO characteristics. 

Therefore, the findings suggested that Company E, which is a medium -sized vehicle repair company 

was already adhered to some of the LO characteristics discussed in this thesis. Additionally, Company 

F, which is a large-sized construction company has illustrated some of the evidence for the prevalence 

of LO characteristics. The similarity of these two companies was that the owners provide non-family 

employees with positive and genuine support and greater motivation to participate in and engage in 

learning. However, the following three issues in companies A, B, C, and D have negatively impacted 

the creation of a LO.   

These four key issues pose challenges for these family businesses to become truly LO. First, there 

seems to be a proliferation of family businesses that endorse and practise learning organisation 

characteristics, including the ones in this study. There is a general acceptance among owners, 

management, and employees that LO is an effective and synergistic practice for the growth and 

development of a competitive and responsive organisation in competitive business environments. Yet 

too many changes can be difficult to implement, and it will take a significant amount of time to 
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establish trust and belief in the decisions made by the owners in order to create a “learning climate”. 

The owners are still perceived to hold full power over decisions on every aspect of the business, 

development, and progress of their staff. Therefore, the changes are still often implemented at a 

slower rate unless owners’ positive input and decisions are based on the perceived sustainable 

advantages to the business and employees to all levels rather than to the advantages of the family. 

Though the LO concept highlights the emphasis on empowerment, the authoritative style of 

leadership and management still prevailed. This could reflect an indoctrination of traditional family 

business ethics premised on respecting the authority of the owners without question or challenge.  

Second, the effort put into creating a culture where learning can thrive is not adequate. It was revealed 

that the elements of the learning culture discussed in Chapter Four, such as experimentation, are also 

largely congruent with the owners’ intention of encouraging creativity and innovation. Yet there is an 

emergent tension between experimentation and the fear of mistakes and family business culture 

along with their respective consequences. High levels of performance anxiety threaten to stall possible 

chances of creative organisational experimentation. This tension is a product of a culture that is largely 

risk-averse, wherein people are often inordinately scared of mistakes.  

Third, the “important” organisational ideas and decisions have been seen as emanating from the 

owners. This attitude is related to the traditional cultural obedience of organisational and political 

superiors, an obedience that potentially undermines the benefits of a democratic and inclusive 

approach to organisation. The critical issue then is not whether organisations are willing to involve 

employees in decision-making, but whether employees are ready for such a conceptual change. 

Fourth, for many employees, learning is hardly ever perceived as a joy; this is due to an absence of a 

total reward scheme or system which could encourage the individuals and teams to participate in 

learning processes more often and effectively. This line of thought is pervasive, even the emphasis 

and call for lifelong learning is sadly often mistaken as a route only for career advancement, and not 

as an attempt to build the capacity to learn. Therefore, these four medium and large family businesses 

have failed to achieve a synergistic alignment of personal and organisational goals at the individual 

and team levels, and some of the key reasons are that the learning and thinking styles of the owners 

of the family businesses who shape the beliefs of the people seem unchanged. Moreover, the focus 

of family business leadership on parsimony (Miller & Le Breton -Miller 2005), internal efficiency 

(Gomez-Merija et al. 2007), reluctance to share the vision with the non-family employees, and the lack 

of resources (Wu et al. 2007) have resulted in an under-investment in activities to support the 

emergence of learning characteristics. These factors have predominately hindered the emergence of 

a learning culture within these four organisations, therefore, with strategic review, systems, 
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development, and cultural change within family businesses in the medium and large family businesses, 

they have the potential to become learning organisations.  

Below is a summary of the recommendations for medium and large family businesses, which will lead 

to the emergence of a LO model for these businesses.  

7.3.1 Summary of the findings and recommendations- Learning Domain 

As challenges to implement the LO concept with the family businesses highlighted above, following 

recommendations could be suggested to enable the LO characteristics of the learning domain to 

become feasible to exist. These recommendations could be established in order to create and 

continue the transfer of knowledge across the business in all three levels and integrate learning into 

the operations, businesses, and day-to-day work scenarios.  

7.3.2.1 Individual 

 Existing  Recommendation 

Learning 

Domain 

- Less 
acknowledgement 
of the importance 
of individual 
learning. 
 

- Opportunities to encourage employees to 
experiment on new ways of doing their work tasks 
as it was seen lesser in the family businesses.  

- Encouraging employees to ask questions regarding 
their job tasks 

- The self-study and self-learning about work-related 
tasks should be encouraged and valued. 

- System that enables the creation of continuous 
learning opportunities for the employees. 

- Encouraging to express their past mistakes to 
others and how they rectified them. 

TABLE 21:EXISTING VS RECOMMENDATION FOR THE INCORPORATING CHARACTERISTICS OF THE LEARNING DOMAIN 

 

7.3.2.2 Team level 

 Existing  Recommendation 

Learning Domain - Less 

acknowledgement 

of the importance of 

team learning 

Team discussion time 

Team leaders or the experienced members of the 

team become mentors/coaches 

Recognition should be used frequently  

TABLE 22:  EXISTING VS RECOMMENDATION FOR THE INCORPORATING CHARACTERISTICS OF THE LEARNING DOMAIN- TEAM 

LEVEL 
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• Time given to support learning in the team level. Studies acknowledged in Chapter Four, 

Section 4.5 identified that medium and large family businesses find it difficult to allocate time 

to learning. However, having a “team discussion time” within the teams discussing about the 

issues that relate to their day-to-day work will enable team leaders, managers, and the owners 

to identify the issues, and at the same time receive the suggestions to rectify them as well. 

• Problems should be viewed by employees as an opportunity to learn. Chapter Four, Section 

4.4.2 identifies that informal learning strategies are commonplace in medium and large family 

businesses. Therefore, adopting “coaching sessions” or a “coaching colleague” within the work 

environment would enable on-the-job training by experienced staff to those that are less 

experienced.  

• Recognition should be a frequent element of day-to-day teamwork, since it will motive and 

acknowledge the work of the employees.  

• Teams are rewarded for their achievements as a team. It is recommended that for the team 

to work effectively, the family firm needs to provide rewards for their achievements as a 

team. These rewards can be either financial or non-financial ones.  

7.3.2.3 Organisational level 

 Existing  Recommendation 

Learning Domain Less budget 
allocation for 
learning 
 
Less recognition for 
the learning done 
by the individual 
employees and the 
teams  

- Opportunities to encourage employees to 
experiment on new ways of doing their work 
tasks as it was seen lesser in the family 
businesses.  

- Recommendations for incorporating 
characteristics of the learning domain 

Maintaining a “Skills inventory” 

- System that enables the creation of 
continuous learning opportunities for the 
employees. 

- Allocation of more financial resources to 
employees to support their learning 

TABLE 23: EXISTING VS RECOMMENDATION FOR THE INCORPORATING CHARACTERISTICS OF THE LEARNING DOMAIN 
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• Allocate financial resources and other resources to employees to support their learning. The 

three medium-sized businesses identified that they only had a limited budget allocation for 

learning. It is therefore suggested that these family businesses devise a yearly budget so as to 

allow employees to support their learning. It is also important that family businesses 

communicate to their employees that the budget is available for their use.  

• Time given to support learning. Studies identified in Chapter Four, Section 4.5 identified that 

medium and large family businesses find it difficult to allocate time to learning. However, 

having a “huddle time” to discuss about the issues that relate to their day-to-day work will 

enable team leaders, managers, and the owners to identify the issues and at the same time 

receive the suggestions to rectify them as well. 

• Reward employees for learning. Rewards, either financial or non-financial, can act as motivating 

factors for employees. By having a reward scheme within the medium and large family 

businesses, this can lead to employees being better motivated and “feeling” like part of the 

family business due to the recognition for the learning they have achieved.  

• Maintaining a “skills inventory” would be helpful to see what individual or team of individuals 

deliver the best solution or can troubleshoot when needed. This skill inventory can be updated 

frequently and routinely, which will provide an opportunity to use as an employee motivation 

as well as can incorporation in the total reward strategy.  

• Enable employees to get needed information at any time quickly and easily. Family businesses 

should ensure that the information they receive is accessible to employees. This can be in 

electronic form or paper storage of information.  

Both medium and large family businesses who participated in this study were found to have strategies 

and systems to improve the learning of the employees. The analysis based on the findings of the 

interviews was mentioned in Chapter Six. However, this does not mean that they cannot improve on 

the already pre-existing systems in operation in the family businesses. It is suggested that large and 

medium-sized family businesses adopt a strategy whereby they identify a company that is renowned 

for its “best practices” and analyse their strategy to adopt principles of business similar to that 

company. Furthermore, a constant evaluation of the internal operations of the small and medium-

sized family firms will identify areas that are weak and need new systems to overcome those flaws. 
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7.3.2 Summary of the findings and recommendations – Culture Domain 

The “learning culture domain” of the learning organisation concept explains in different terms such as 

“supportive”, “openness and trust”, “commitment for learning and tolerance”, “encouragement to 

learn”, and “corporative” learning climate or atmosphere. This refers to an organisation’s effort in 

creating a culture of questioning, feedback, and experimentation (Watkins and Marsick, 1997) and all 

the other LO characteristics are embedded to this characteristic, since without a “learning culture”, it 

is hard to recognise the characteristics of LO. 

It was shown that the absence of the learning culture has constituted a systemic barrier to effective 

learning and adaptation. The LO concept is incongruent culturally in a context such as family 

businesses where owners like to control every aspect of the business, as mentioned before. Therefore, 

there is a need to address the specific cultural practices, so all the members of the business 

understand the practices of the LO concept. 

However, further analysis was conducted to examine each individual question posed that, collectively, 

leads to the learning culture at the medium and large family businesses. Table 26 below summarises 

the existing features of organisational cultures of the selected family businesses that are related to 

the learning culture, which were identified by the interviewees of this research. After analysing these 

findings, the recommendations for three levels of medium and large family businesses so as to enable 

the “learning culture” to occur within the family firm. 

TABLE 24: RECOMMENDATION FOR THE INCORPORATING CHARACTERISTICS OF THE CULTURE DOMAIN 

 Existing  
Recommendation 

Individual level  - Encouraging employees to ask questions regarding their job tasks 

Team Level - Improvements should be made on encouraging all the team members to 
be involved in providing suggestions during the decision-making process in 
order to share the accountability and responsibility for their tasks. 

 
-  Improvements should be made so as to encourage employees to listen to 

each other and feedback mechanisms need to be implemented. 
Additionally, team members need to be encouraged to treat each other 
with respect. 

 

Organisational Level - Owners should maintain interaction with every level of the organisations 
in order to provide a sense of belonging among the employees. 
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- Enable team building to occur and a result of this would be respect between employees and 

managers. 

-  The family businesses need to ensure that teams have the freedom to adapt their goals and 

team members treat each other as equals.  

- Teams need to be assured and confident that the family business will act on their 

recommendations. It is suggested that if the family business has teams working within 

the business, the team must be confident that the business will act on their 

suggestions and recommendations. Having the team involved in meetings with 

reference to issues they have been working on, could be satisfactory enough for the 

team. 

It was found that family businesses that are operating in dynamic sectors such as construction and 

automotive, are indicating a better relation to the “learning culture” described in the LO concept. The 

individual skills-set, or personal mastery is in demand, therefore, employees are more encouraged 

and motivated to learn and acquire more vocational qualifications. Additionally, they have been 

requested and encouraged to discuss the problems they come across in their day-to-day work in order 

to reach the best possible outcomes. 

The findings identified in Chapter Six, Section 6.5.1, identifies that Company E and Company F are 

promoting a learning culture among their employees better than rest of the companies. However, 

they could further improve on giving feedback and encouraging employees to listen to each other’s 

views on work tasks. Therefore, it is recommended that these family businesses: 

- Encourage employees to give open and honest feedback to each other regarding the work 

processes. These family businesses should ensure that an effective communication system 

exists, which enables feedback to be given to employees and to each other. This can be 

formalised through regular meetings, implementing a secure and professional instant 

communication method using technology. 

Additionally, it is also recommended that other family businesses should:  

- Encourage employees to ask “why” regardless of their status. This means that a questioning 

culture needs to be established within the family businesses. Furthermore, people’s role 

within the family businesses should not prohibit employees questioning others regarding why 

they are doing certain things/actions within the family businesses. This therefore enables 

better communication, respect, and feedback within the family business. Furthermore, by 
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adopting this strategy, the micro family firm is allowing the culture to change to a supporting 

and questioning type one.  

- Employees need to ask what others think whenever they state their views. By enabling this 

within the family businesses, the business is allowing employees to gain productive reasoning 

skills to express their views.  

- Rotate responsibilities within the family business, thereby establishing trust within the firm.  

7.3.3 Summary of the findings and recommendations of Strategy  

In the strategy domain, three characteristics were included: (i) having a shared vision; (ii) learning 

strategies embedded into organisational strategies; and (iii) empowerment in participation. 

Chapter Three, Section 3.9 identifies that having a collective vision means that people are involved in 

setting, owning, and implementing a joint vision; responsibility is distributed close to decision-making 

so that people are motivated to learn what they are held accountable for (Watkins and Marsick, 1997). 

After an analysis of the interview data, it was evident that team leaders had better awareness about 

the shared vision than most employees who participated in the research. The vison that the founder 

or the founding family has for the family business is often not shared within the employees of the 

company. However, the employees who participated in this research from companies E and F had a 

fairly better understanding about what their company is trying to achieve and how their role 

corresponds with the vison of the organisation.  

 Recommendation 

Individual 

Level 

-Family businesses need to recognise employees for taking the initiative;  

-Additionally, the owners and management should invite employees to contribute to the 

family business vision. 

Team level  

- The team leaders should act as a connection between the owners and the employees in 

order to pass the shared vision down to the employee level as well as to inform the owners 

about any practical challenges that employees and teams face while working towards 

achieving the collective or shared vision. 

Organisational 

Level 

A management strategy needs to be implemented that supports requests for learning; that 

empowers others to help carry out the vision of the firm and to continually look for 

opportunities to learn. 

TABLE 25: RECOMMENDATION FOR  THE INCORPORATING CHARACTERISTICS OF THE STRATEGY DOMAIN 
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Apart from Company E, the other five family businesses have shown a lesser likeliness of having a high 

degree of employee empowerment and decentralism, both of which are necessary for a learning 

strategy that facilitates the LO to emerge and flourish. The family involvement in the organisational 

level represented strength where there is a willingness by the owners to promote a learning strategy 

and learning structure. The recommended initiatives that help to create a learning strategy include 

collaborative teams consisting of family and non-family employees addressing issues; networking and 

relationship-building with non-family employees and external sources of expertise; the use of whole 

system, planning, and decision-making forums; and enabling the empowerment and the flow of 

learning between family and non-family employees. 

7.3.4 Summary of the findings and recommendations of Leadership and Management 

Supportive leadership is a particularly important factor contributing to the climate for learning in the 

LO. Senior family business leadership may view elements of a climate for learning as a threat to their 

authority and decision-making prerogative. Recommended behaviours required of family leadership 

include making learning part of the family business strategy; legitimizing learning at all levels within 

the business; and demonstrating positive role models in regard to promoting a climate for learning.  

The management style in family businesses typically operates on the principle of keeping control and 

influence within the family (Miller & Le Breton-Miller 2006). A strong family influence on the managers 

to control may be counterproductive to implementing a LO and therefore, less hierarchical control 

mechanism will encourage managers to work collaboratively rather than competitively. 

7.3.5 Summary of the findings and recommendations (Structure/System) and Process 

As mentioned in the literature review and inveterate in the findings of the interview data, the family 

businesses typically had strong hierarchical structures that are not always conductive to the 

emergence of a LO. Additionally, management can use their managerial positions and control to 

impose difficult alterations to the work processes, which may lead to a managerial entrenchment. 

Therefore, it is recommended to adopt effective horizontal structures, reduce power differences, and 

for employees to have opportunities to question and add ideas to improve work processes should be 

encouraged. In order to do so, the interaction between family and non-family employees should be 

increased. 
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7.3.6 Summary of the findings and recommendations- Connecting to the Business 

Environment.  

This characteristic reflects the family business moving forward by successfully connecting the internal 

and external environments. This means that employees are helped to see the impact of their work on 

the entire business; people scan the environment and use the information they get to adjust their 

work practices and the organisation is linked to the community. The results of the findings discussed 

above and identified in Chapter Six, acknowledged that medium-and large sized family businesses 

have nearly all the systems they need so as to have the organisation connected to its environment. 

However, further improvements on a strategy whereby it enables the firm to have a global perspective 

which enables businesses to deal with both domestic and international customers and/or competitors 

as well as difficult business circumstances such as Brexit. This perspective can take the form of having 

the new technologies accessible at work, partaking in conferences, and/or attending seminars that 

have an international theme.  

7.3.7 Characteristics of Learning Organisation at the three levels 

The importance of the individual, team, and organisational level within the framework of the learning 

organisation theory has resulted in the following research objective being stated: 

RO3 To explore the existing LO characteristics at the individual, team, and organisational 

level and suggest the learning strategies that can be adopted in the FB according to 

the LO concept. 

Therefore, first, according to the research findings, it is evident that among the LO characteristics 

selected for this study, some were presented at the individual level of the family businesses selected. 

These were illustrated and discussed above under seven domains.   

The majority of the employees thought there are less opportunities being provided for them at this 

level. However, it was evident that the majority of the employees from companies E and F consider 

they have been provided with a fair amount of opportunities to continuous learning, learning culture, 

processes to facilitate the learning, leadership helping them to learn, and a good understanding about 

the business environment they operate in. 

However, the use of a reward system, bringing expert knowledge into the businesses, maintaining a 

“skill inventory” or a database of skills and qualifications of employees will massively help these 
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businesses to create a workforce that inclines to improve continuously, positive towards work tasks 

and with more tolerance and acceptance towards each other’s views. 

Second, based on the literature review and the contributions made by the framework of the theory of 

the LO used in this study, the importance of teams working in a firm aspiring to be a LO has been 

identified in Research Objective 3 (RO3) as mentioned before. 

Using the theoretical foundation of this study of how selected characteristics of LO apply to the team 

level is explored through the interview data. The characteristics of LO have been considered to be 

influenced on the work design which uses teams to access different modes of thinking; teams are 

expected to learn together and work together; collaboration is valued by the culture of the business; 

and teams are rewarded by the business (Watkins and Marsick, 1997). 

The findings of Chapter Six, Section 6.5.2 reveal that both medium-sized and large family businesses 

were found to enable team learning within the business. However, this does not mean that they 

cannot improve on the already pre-existing operations of teams within the family businesses. It is 

recommended that the medium and large family businesses ensure that team members are rewarded 

for their achievements as a team and they are involved in strategy development at management level. 

These results contribute to the fulfilment of the third research objective by investigating if medium 

and large family businesses use and support learning at the team level. To conclude, the findings 

identify that medium and large family businesses do use and support learning at the team level, 

however, recommendations have been proposed to improve team involvement in the medium and 

large family businesses. To conclude, Research Objective 3 (RO3) in relation to the team level has been 

achieved through the research methodology adopted for this study and it was also found that the 

industry of the family business operating, as well as how innovative the businesses would like to 

become influences the use and support of learning for teams operating in the company. 

Third, at the organisational level, the findings of the research agree with Vallejo (2011), who suggested 

that organisational culture in family businesses is characterised by family values of commitment, 

harmony, succession, and long-term orientation. They are likely to place less value on external advice 

and they espouse a strong dependence on family members, as mentioned by Chrisman et.al. (2012). 

Therefore, these case study organisations in general showed less likeliness to be participatory, 

democratic, and supportive towards employee learning, therefore, the environment for a learning 

climate is not well developed in theses family businesses. Risk-taking, experimentation, acceptance of 

mistakes, and time for reflection are not central in their cultures. However, providing a climate for 
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learning would provide non-family employees with a greater motivation to participate in and engage 

in learning. 

7.4 Learning Organisation Model for Family Businesses 

Figure 17 illustrates a model of the learning organisation adopted within a family business. The following 

sections explain each step of the model in detail. 

 

 

The above model is further explained below. 

 

FIGURE 15:  LEARNING ORGANISATION MODEL FOR FAMILY BUSINESSES 
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LO characteristic domain Fit with Family Business  Necessary action to implement 

LO structure Doubtful fit due to the influence 

of the following: 

 

  

• Centralized decision-
making processes and 
hierarchical structures 
are less conductive to 
learning organisations 

 

8 • Encourage family 
businesses to move 
towards more horizontal 
structures and fewer 
power differences to 
facilitate learning 
organisation 

• Employee and team 
involvement in decision-
making processes 

• Ineffective selection 
processes that result in 
executive positions being 
filled by poorly skilled 
individuals 
 

Low levels of trust, 
perceived inequities, and 
nepotism in the firm 

9 • Encourage greater inter-
unit coordination and the 
creation of project teams 
consisting of family and 
non-family members 

LO Culture Based on the findings on existing 
fit: 

  

• Lack of transformational 
leadership within family 
businesses  

 

4 • Transformational 
leadership that creates a 
trust-focused climate that 
allows employees to learn 
from mistakes and to 
challenge issues 

• Parsimonious decision-
making by the owners 
less committed to 
demonstrating role 
models for learning 

 

5 • The promotion of a long-
term orientation leading 
to consideration of long-
term growth and learning 
issues 

 

• Limited interaction and 
sharing of learning 
between family and non-
family members 

 

 

 

6 • The espousal of values 
associated with 
empowerment, 
involvement, innovation, 
and collaboration 

• Encouragement and 
acknowledgement for the 
learning within the family 
business and facilitating 
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TABLE 26: ELEMENTS OF THE LEARNING ORGANISATION MODEL FOR FAMILY BUSINESSES 

 

dialogue to discuss about 
ideas, work knowledge 
gaps, and transmission of 
knowledge. 

• Ineffective reward 
management processes 
encouraging low risk-
taking, less openness to 
learning, and new ways 
of doing things 

7 • Implementation of 
effective total rewards 
strategy to encourage and 
enhance employee 
learning and performance  

Continuous learning Findings on existing fit: 

 

  

 

• Too much promotion of 
issues related to risk 
aversion rather than the 
learning 

 

1 • Create opportunities to 
share tacit, non-codified 
knowledge between 
family members on a 
regular basis 

• Low-trust climates that 
reinforce a tendency of 
employees to avoid 
making mistakes in the 
interest of learning 

2 • The use of informal and 
coaching processes 
between family and non-
family members 

• Poor social capital 
between family and non-
family members 
resulting in poor sharing 
of knowledge and 
learning 

3 • Encourage team learning 
processes to facilitate 
learning at work 

Organisational learning Partial fit due to evidence in 
findings of the following: 

  

• Wedges between family 
and non-family resulting 
in poor knowledge 
sharing and use of tacit 
learning 

 

10  

• Unwillingness to engage 
with ideas and concepts 
that conflict with core 
family values and 
conservatism 

• Difficulties incorporating 
knowledge and routines 
into family business 
mental models 

11  
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Organisational level- Approaches by the owners 

In order for a family business to adopt the characteristics of the LO, it is necessary to ensure that the 

business is structured so as to enable this adoption to occur. The following approaches can be taken 

in the organisational level. The first approach is for the owners to clarify their vision and share it with 

all the employees of the businesses. Not only do the owners need to share the vision, but also present 

the advantages, benefits, and rewards that employees could receive by working towards the 

materialisation of the shared vision. The second approach indicates that the owners of the business 

should provide leadership towards organisational learning. They can encourage employees at every 

level to engage with the learning and assist to create continuous learning opportunities. The third 

approach requires a family business that is composed of a structure and systems that are adaptive to 

change and it is suggested that that the family business structure should include the following: a 

management board with outside advisors; the empowerment of non-family members; the 

development of teams; and the implementation of a learning culture. The fourth approach requires 

the family business to implement systems that enable the characteristics of the learning organisation 

to be adopted within. It is suggested that the business develops a system where the gaps between 

actual and desired results are identified, thus everyone in the business should be skilled at recognising 

problems and solving them creatively. Furthermore, it is recommended that a budgeting system be 

developed for the provision of learning and training. Additionally, as the business grows, the founders’ 

or the owners’ time should be devoted to strategic planning and the determination of future goals 

and objectives, therefore it is suggested that a delegation system be planned and implemented. 

Additionally, owners maintain a vice versa connection and influence across the business and, 

therefore, it is suggested that the family business devise plans for its future. These plans should 

identify the training goals of family and non-family employees. The family business needs to plan for 

the integration of learning within the working environment and this is done through the analysis of 

the skills-set of the individuals and the goals of the business, which leads into the next approach, at 

the team level.  

Team Level 

The first phase of Step Three is ensuring that there is communication and feedback between the 

individuals within the team, team leaders as well as between team in the organisation and the 

management of the business. This can be done through regular meetings with management and/or 

enabling team members to have an “upward” communication with management. In addition to this, 

recording and analysis of performance records for each team member is important as well, therefore, 

the total rewards can be linked to the performances and achievements. Moreover, the second 
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approach is ensuring that the team is rewarded for its actions. This phase of the model of the LO for 

medium and large family businesses recommends a total reward strategy be implemented for the 

team, and that could take the form of an intrinsic or extrinsic reward, or an appropriate mix of both. 

Individual Level 

Family businesses are unique entities in comparison to non-family businesses in that they may have 

family and non-family employees working within the business. To adopt the characteristics of the LO, 

it is recommended that the family business should ensure that there is constant and supportive 

dialogue, and that they promote inquiry between management and staff, and that there is a 

continuous feedback loop between the two. Dialogue, inquiry, and feedback can be achieved on a 

formal or informal basis and the cost is typically insignificant. The business can use emails, 

weekly/monthly meetings, billboards, and/or one-to-one basis. It is suggested that family businesses 

should identify and plan for the necessary skills of their staff. By implementing a skills-set database 

through an IT system (“skills inventory”), the business will be aware of the skills and lack of them of 

their employees. Furthermore, the family business can use the identification of employees’ skills for 

appraisal purposes and to be adaptive to the needs of their employees. Moreover, as discussed in the 

next step, the allocation of a rewards scheme should be devised, which will be linked to the skill 

inventory (extrinsic reward) and day-to-day operations (intrinsic rewards). 

Learning-supportive Culture 

The impact of “culture” was also discussed in the literature review earlier, with a number of writers 

arguing that adopting a learning organisational culture will greatly facilitate to becoming a LO. The 

learning culture discussed in the section debated changing the mind-sets of owners, managers, team 

leaders, and employees at large towards encouraging discussion, dialogue, and inquiry, tolerating 

mistakes, and creating a climate of trust and openness. As mentioned in Section 2.3, many authors 

have emphasised the importance of creating a learning culture as one of the critical issues that need 

to be addressed before an organisation can even embark on the journey to become a learning 

organisation. 

Therefore, in order to adopt this model successfully, family businesses may consider creating a culture 

where, “no mistakes” towards “tolerating experimentation and failure” and “learning from past and 

best practices”, from “control” to “participation”, and from “no questions” to “dialogue and promoting 

inquiry”, which are essential to a successful adaptation of steps One, Two, Three, and Four of the 

above model. This has been identified as key in this study for family businesses to be successful in 

fostering organisational learning and innovation. It therefore seems that what makes family 
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businesses become successful LO is the ability to create the right climate or a “learning-supportive 

culture” (Bishop et al. 2006) where such learning and innovation can take place.  

7.5 Theoretical and Empirical contribution of the thesis 

This research developed a theoretical framework of LO to explore whether medium and large family 

businesses in the North West England display the characteristics of LO at three different levels of such 

organisation. These three levels are individual, team and organisational. The existent research on how 

LO can be applied to family businesses is limited, as a result there are major gaps in the general 

understanding of how the LO concept fits the family businesses which were discussed in section 3.9. 

By assessing the prevalence of LO characteristics in medium and large family businesses in the North 

West region, one of the major contributions of this research is to devise an empirically grounded 

model of LO characteristics building upon the extant literature.  In doing so the research makes a 

number of contributions: to knowledge of LO, knowledge of medium and large family businesses and 

such research methodology.  These contributions are elaborated below.   

Contribution 1 – The thesis develops understanding of LO concept, presents an original theoretical 

framework and model of LO characteristics.  

A major contribution of this thesis is the fact it bridges the connections between different perspectives 

on LO concept and extends this into a more advanced theoretical framework. The theoretical 

framework developed has the potential to advance understanding of the LO characteristics prevailing 

in the medium and large family businesses. Many scholars and practitioners (Greenan & Lorenz, 2009; 

Samantaray, 2017; Till, Amin, & McKimm, 2016) identify that a handful of remarkable barriers have 

been identified that require resolution in order to make the LO idea actionable. One of the main 

barriers is the conceptual confusion created by the general lack of an agreed definition. This has 

contributed to a growing disparity between literature that makes different assumptions and focuses 

on a variety of different issues relating to LO.  The theoretical framework that is developed in this 

thesis helps to address this. 

The review of the work of notable authors in the field of LO, conducted in Chapter Three, reveals a 

resurgence of companies wanting to become Learning Organisations (Easterby-Smith & Lyles, 2011; 

Ege, Esen, & Aşık Dizdar, 2017; Geppert & Mike, 2017; Senge, 2010) . This has been prompted by the 

transformation of the business world into an intensely competitive, turbulent and often ruthless 

environment (Bratianu,2015; Fawzy, 2013; Senge,2010). It is through this literature review and the 

identification of numerous issues, such as the factors that contribute to the learning organisation at 

the individual, team and organisational levels, that the “theoretical frame-of-reference” and the 
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“terminology for the analysis of learning organisation characteristics” and has been developed. The 

development of these factors can be seen not only as a vital fundamental step in the course of this 

thesis, but also as a major contribution to providing structure and improving future academic study of 

the LO. Furthermore, the thesis broadens the base of data that can been used in future LO research 

which is particularly important since previous research on how LO concept being applied for family 

businesses is limited. 

Contribution 2 – Developing an understanding of medium and large family businesses in North West 

England. 

Family businesses are generally considered among a relatively new stream of business studies and 

analysis in managerial and organisational studies. Consequently family businesses have largely been 

omitted from rigorous conceptual and empirical studies (Litz, 2012; Cano-Rubio et al., 2017). Over the 

last two decades, it is recognised that family businesses have had a large macroeconomic impact and, 

as a result, it’s clear that they will remain viable enterprises in the future (Riehle, 2003; Cano-Rubio et 

al., 2017). Although family business research is a young field of inquiry, it is gaining increasing interest 

among a diverse group of researchers. Therefore, this thesis contributes to the growing stream of 

research on family business by developing a conceptual model on the potential for medium and large 

family businesses to be learning organisations—an area which research has been ‘particularly scarce’ 

to date. 

Moreover, this study has contributed to the developing understanding of family businesses. Notably, 

the literature review, in chapter two, presented a discussion regarding how family businesses make a 

significant impact on global economies. Research on family businesses is particularly scarce in North 

West England, and through the synthesis of the literature conducted in Chapter Two this study 

provides a comprehensive foundation for future academic study of the family business in this region 

and beyond. This study has therefore able to make a contribution to the field of LO by proposing a 

framework to identify existing and suitable LO characteristics in the family businesses, thereby 

providing a frame-of-reference for the analysis of family businesses as learning organisations. While 

also providing an appropriate language for this, and future, analysis of LO literature.  

Contribution 3 – The thesis makes a methodological and analytical contribution 

Chapter four connected the two primary theoretical frameworks used for this research; family 

businesses and LO.  This synthesis adds to the literature, assessing the characteristics of LO within the 

specific context of medium and large family businesses. In doing so a taxonomy of LO characteristics 

was developed using integrative literature techniques. According to the taxonomy, seven learning 
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domains were selected, under which 22 characteristics were categorised based on their similarities 

and differences. Finally, 16 of these characteristics were identified as the most cited within the 40 

analysed studies relating to the LO concept. 

Within chapter four, section 4.4 identifies the importance of learning for medium and large family 

businesses. The implication this has for educationalists and government agencies is primarily felt 

through the identification of training strategies typically adopted by medium and large family 

businesses. This thus assists in the overall understanding of the enablers and disablers of training for 

family medium and large family businesses. If educationalists and Government agencies devise 

training programmes for family medium and large family businesses, they will need to be aware of 

these issues and concerns that family businesses have when they are contemplating training 

programmes. This thesis broadens the base of data such programmers can access when devising 

training programmes (Rojo-Ramírez, 2016) specifically for family businesses. 

The data set gathered and utilised in the analysis of this study also contributes to research on family 

businesses, which represent medium and large family businesses in a selected region across four 

major sectors and industries. These qualitative data have been collected for the purpose of exploring 

the LO characteristics in the family businesses in these sectors which has not performed before. 

Additionally, chapter four identifies the characteristics necessary for a business to be considered a LO. 

Chapter five has presented a reusable instrument (interview guide) that explores the learning 

organisation’s characteristics within a family business. Researchers and members of family businesses 

who wish to examine the LO characteristics within family business can refer to the research methods 

and research instrument used in this study. 

Thus, this research steps towards understand the ‘make-up’ of this form of businesses, which can be 

furthered by future research. The empirical findings identify the current approaches to learning by 

medium and large family businesses. Moreover, these findings can aid trainers in understanding how 

to devise programmes for medium and large family businesses by understanding the importance of 

formal training for both family and non-family members.  

Chapter six presents the empirical findings of the research and identifies that these type of family 

businesses have the potential to be learning organisations. The contribution of this thesis can 

influence the owners and employees of family businesses to identify specific areas of business that 

needs improvements in order for the family business to reach the potential and become a learning 

organisations. Furthermore, it is suggested that if family businesses become more creative and more 

sustainable then they would become more effective at encouraging employees to present their own 
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ideas, based on personal knowledge and experience, and discuss them with others within the business 

context.  

7.6 Limitations of the Study  

This thesis’ encouraging results should be interpreted with caution in view of the study’s potential 

limitations. The generalisability of the findings is limited by the sample selected, which is taken from 

North West England and from a set of family businesses representing the medium and large family 

business population. Furthermore, for the purposes of conceptualisation, reliance was placed on 

learning organisation models developed during the last 30 years. While these models were extremely 

instructive, their application must be treated with attention due to cultural differences, definitional 

differences in relation to medium and large-sized family businesses. 

Collecting data of the type used in this research is a time-consuming process and businesses are often 

reluctant to share information about their strategy and business operations. Additionally, as in several 

parts of the world, family-owned businesses of this region do not share information about their 

diverse operations with the public, as previously found by Dess and Robinson (1984). Therefore, the 

data were collected from the owner, manager, and/or a member of the Board of Directors. The fact 

that data were collected primarily from one source should also be considered when interpreting the 

results. 

While the results of the qualitative research and tests for source bias were reassuring, it would have 

been ideal to collect data from a larger number of multiple sources, such as from more than one family 

member, as well as from more non-family employees, and/or multiple members of the Board of 

Directors. In addition to this, the number of case studies used for this study was six, whereas adding 

more case studies from both medium and large categories would have increased the validation of 

results. However, constraints on the resources have limited the use of more case studies in this 

research. These limitations notwithstanding, the results have several implications for effective 

managerial practices and future theory development.  

This study has focused on medium and large family businesses as defined by the BEIS (Department of 

Business and Industrial Strategy), with a particular focus on one of the parameters of the definition; 

that being the number of employees active. The other two parameters: turnover volume, and/or end 

of year financial performance have been omitted in this study for two reasons: firstly, questioning 

family businesses about their turnover volume and/or end of year financial performance was deemed 

unsuitable for this type of study and fears of a reduction in the response rate took precedence over 

the desire to establish the profitability of the family business. Secondly, family businesses are known 
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for their concern for privacy (Dess and Robinson, 1984) and the author wanted the respondents to be 

assured that the information would be confidential and used for research findings only. Further 

studies may wish to establish the turnover volume and/or end of year financial performance but 

should be aware of the concerns family businesses have in divulging this information. 

This study investigated the learning strategies of family businesses classified as medium and large 

family businesses in the selected region by asking the owners, team leaders, and employees to make 

assessments and judgements on their own businesses’ learning organisation characteristics through 

semi-structured interview guides. These factors could introduce a certain element of bias to the 

research. However, due to the number of interviews conducted and the interview approach has 

resulted in a credible amount of data, therefore, conclusions disseminated still have reliability. 

On a philosophical note and as with any investigation, the researcher’s own inclinations may have 

influenced the research process and outcomes. While the empirical investigation approach may reflect 

the researcher’s bias, it was felt that the study fulfils its objectives of the research study into the 

medium and large family businesses in the North West region within the framework of the 

characteristics of the LO. 

7.7 Further Research  

The lack of research on family businesses in North West England is noticeable even though research 

on family businesses has shown considerable international expansion over the past number of years 

(Peck et al., 2018). Research on other business types such as small, medium, and large non-family 

businesses and new business start-ups has expanded rapidly in the UK in parallel with the increasing 

recognition of the importance of small, medium, and large family businesses and small business start-

ups in modern economies (Thurman et al., 2016). However, research on family businesses in NW 

England has shown no comparable expansion over this period. The findings of this thesis therefore 

point to several further research opportunities for the family businesses and utilising the LO 

characteristics framework. 

The research has revealed some specific answers to the question of to what extent the LO 

characteristic is shown in the medium and large family businesses of North West England. A number 

of key contributions to knowledge have been identified in Section 7.5. Additionally, a number of 

limitations of the research have already been recognised in the previous Section 7.6. The particular 

limitations of the research may help identify where further research can apply (Polonsky & Waller, 

2010) in order to further explore, test, and refine the LO model for medium and large family businesses 

in the North West region discussed in this study.  
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Future research suggestions can be categorised in two ways. The first category is possible theoretical 

and methodological extensions and future developments of this current research. These suggestions 

in many ways reflect some of the limitations of the research to date. They are areas that present 

themselves as the research progresses as interesting avenues to pursue. These other areas were 

viewed as exciting opportunities to extend this study in the future. The second category is new 

directions inspired by undertaking this study, closely linked, but taking some aspects in a different 

direction or a different context. 

First, in terms of extending further studies more members of the governing families could be 

interviewed, especially the next generation of the family businesses to explore how they perceive the 

concept of LO and its characteristics. Additionally, while beyond the scope of this research, a recurring 

theme throughout the interviews was the implementation of a learning culture. It would seem that 

implementing a “leaning culture” within the family businesses is crucial to the implementation of the 

other LO characteristics. Therefore, future research can be to develop a deeper understanding of how 

a “learning culture” could be implemented within family businesses. Moreover, the lack of research 

on family businesses in North West England is noticeable even though research on family businesses 

has shown considerable international expansion over the past number of years. Apart from very 

limited studies, research on medium and large family businesses in the NW England is rather sparse. 

The findings of this thesis therefore point to several further research opportunities. Especially, the 

theoretical framework and the research methodology used in this research can help future 

researchers to re-run or update the study to evaluate the understanding of the application of LO 

characteristics framework to medium and large family businesses. Therefore, this research can re-run 

with existing and other medium and large family businesses, using similar or alternative research 

methods. A further exploration, test and refining of the integrative model of LO characteristics could 

be applied to different sizes and different types, such as non-family medium and large businesses, 

family and non-family SME and start-up businesses of the same region or in a different one to establish 

whether the research conceptualisation of LO characteristics revealed in the six medium and large 

family businesses remains valid, and to further develop and refine the LO model for family businesses.  

Secondly, to suggest the new research direction; there could be more systematic research on the 

learning organisational concept put into different contexts. According to Ortenbald (2013) research 

work done on the LO concept can be regarded as “isolated islands without bridges in between; that is, 

they rarely explicitly build on each other” (p.384). Therefore, the research projects could be conducted 

on the relevance of the LO concept to organisations in various contexts where the findings of the 

studies would be compared to expand the existing stream of knowledge about the LO. The potential 
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insight gained in examining the data from another context could illuminate the application of the LO 

model discussed in this study. Finally, the research conceptualisation and LO model for family 

businesses could be applied to longitudinal studies to investigate processes of identifying and 

implementing the LO characteristics over time and across different contexts.   

7.8 Conclusion  

The first section of this chapter is concerned with a recap of the entire thesis, chapter-by-chapter. 

Second, the main findings of this research project are presented along with implications for practice 

where applicable. Third, the research aims and objectives are reflected upon. Fourthly, the limitations 

of this study are presented, interview participant selection, and data analysis. Finally, 

recommendations for future research are presented, along with reflection on the investigation 

process. 

Family businesses are an important and viable sector of the UK’s economy. However, research on the 

potential of family businesses as LO has been limited in past research. Using data from family 

businesses, this thesis has examined the characteristics of the learning organisation at the individual, 

team, and organisational level that exists in medium and large family businesses in North West 

England. The results show that medium-sized and large family businesses display some of the 

characteristics of learning organisation, but not all of them. Therefore, with strategic review, systems 

development, and cultural change within family businesses in North West England, they have the 

potential to be LO. 

To recap, the research aims and objectives of this thesis are restated and critically examined in relation 

to their achievement. The research objectives were selected in order to aid in the successful 

completion of the overall research aim. The objectives are described and explained as follows: 

Objective 1:  

To critically explore the literature on family businesses, particularly, examine the approaches to define 

family businesses and dynamics of the family business compared to non-family businesses. This 

objective consisted of a critical examination of the literature pertaining to the topic of family 

businesses. This was mainly achieved through Chapter Two, the literature review; Family Business 

Dynamics. This chapter examined the main theoretical underpinnings family business literature. 

Objective 2:  
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To critically explore the literature on LO; how the LO concept was developed, different models of the 

concept, and assessment of the LO characteristics which are common to most models. This objective 

consisted of a critical examination of the literature pertaining to the topic of learning organisations 

and analysing several different models of the concept. 

Objective 3:  

To investigate whether medium and large family businesses in the North West of England display 

characteristics of LO. Objective 3 was primarily concerned with the analysis and discussion of the 

information acquired through the literature review, development of the conceptual framework, and 

the interviews conducted with case study participants. This was achieved through Chapter Six and 

Seven, Findings and Analysis. 

Objective 4: 

To suggest a model of the LO that can be modified and adapted for family businesses in family 

businesses in North West of England. 

Finally, this thesis contributes a model of the learning organisation that can be modified and adapted 

for family businesses in North West England (Figure 17). The model has evolved from the literature 

review conducted in chapters Two and Three and is also based on the findings of the six medium and 

large family businesses presented in Chapter Six. Not only this has achieved Objective 4 of the thesis, 

but it also provided insights for the family businesses if they have made the decision that they would 

like to implement the characteristics of the learning organisation.  

This thesis posed the following question: 

“Do medium and large family businesses display the characteristics of the learning organisation at the 

individual, team, and organisational level?” 

Through the discussion in the literature and the findings presented in Chapter Six, as well as the 

conclusion derived from the analysis conducted, this question is answered. The results indicate that 

both medium and large family businesses display many of the characteristics of the learning 

organisation at the individual, team, and/or organisational level. The outcome of this study is a model 

of the learning organisation that medium and large family businesses can adopt so as to ensure their 

culture, structure, and systems are designed to enable the characteristics of the learning organisation 

to exist within. 
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Moreover, according to the research conducted for this thesis, it was evident that the more dynamic 

the industry in which the family business is involved, more characteristics of LO can be identified 

within the business. Especially with the automotive industry and construction industry where new 

technologies and new methods are contributing to the rigorous change in the industries and the 

employees and teams have to adapt quicker than ever before. This conclusion has arrived based on 

the findings and analysis of the interview data of Company E and Company F. Therefore, if the family 

businesses anticipate sustainable, long-term success, then it would be massively advantageous to 

become a LO or adopt relevant characteristics of LO. 
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Doctoral  Research – Family Businesses of North West England as Learning Organisations 

Yimashi Silva, University of Chester 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

A  Background 

1. Business Name (Optional): ……………………………………………………………………………… 

2. Do you consider your business to be a family business? Yes         No 

A1 Personal Background 

3. Job Title : ………………………………………………………………………………………. 

3. Job level : Owner  Manager supervisor/team leader  employee 

4. Qualifications: Secondary Level  Vocational/ Technical/professional Training or qualification     

University degree Postgrad   Doctorate Other…………………… 

5. Nature of professional training: None   Engineering  Accounting 

    Law          Administrative       Computing & IT   

   

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Owner/ founder 

6. In which year did you start/join the business? …………………………………… 

7. If you are not the owner, are you related to the owner? Yes  No 
If Yes, how are you related to the owner?......................................... 

Team Leader/Supervisor/ Manager 

6. In which year did you join the business? …………………………………… 

7. Are you related to the owner or governing family? Yes  No 
If Yes, how are you related to the owner?......................................... 

Employee 

6. In which year did you join the business/employment? …………………………………… 

7. Are you related to the owner or governing family? Yes  No 
If Yes, how are you related to the owner?......................................... 
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Appendix A/Data collection Instrument 

A-1 Organisational Level/ Owners 

1. How you create opportunities for continuous learning at your business?  

• Looking ahead, how clear is it for you that your employees will be able to 
continue learning?  

• Do you perceive conflict between tasks of them and learning? 
 

2. Any extrinsic and intrinsic rewards attached to performance?  

• Do you reward learning?  

• How is learning encouraged? 
3. Do others inform you the best way of doing certain tasks and what did they learn from doing it 

in a different way? 

• Do you think it helps when more experienced colleagues/staff describe 

certain things using their experience? 

• What feedback loops are in place within the organisation to ensure that 

lessons learned become implemented? 

4. Do you think you have a culture which supports the organisational learning to take place at 

your workplace? 

• Encourage to question things 

• Ability to engage in open dialogues and discussions. 

• Encourage to discuss about mistakes you or others made in the past 
5. Do you think that you/your family contribute towards the organisational learning? 
6. Do you encourage your staff to take responsibility for their own personal growth? If so how? 

How is it encouraged?  
7. Do you see team learning take place within  the teams? 

• How is the usefulness of internal meetings (with teams) in relation  to what is 
being learned that can improve the business? 

8. How you share your vision with the others? 
9. Is organisational learning influence strategy making? 

10. Do you think you pay attention to  opinions of others during the business decision process? 
11. Do you think as the leader of your business, influence the learning happening in your business? 
12. Is information shared across/up/down the company and teams?  

• Do you think is it important that you disseminate information within all the 
members of the business even though they might not significantly important to 
their tasks? 

13. Do you think the teams/departments and operations they are carrying out are well connected 
or work as a system? 

14. Do you think the teams/departments and operations they are carrying out are well connected 
or work as a system? 

15. Does the structure of your business support the organisational learning? 

16. What is the procedure for implementing learning process change/improvement within the 

team/organisation? 

17. How does the organisation adopt to changes in the business environment? 
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A-2 Interview Guide- Team Level 

1. How you see opportunities for continuous learning at the team level? 

• Looking ahead, how clear is it for you that your team will be able to continue 

learning?  

• Do you perceive conflict between tasks of the team and learning? 
2. How do you increase performance of your team by encouraging their learning and do you 

have any rewards for that? 

• Do teams receive feedback on their learning? Do you reward learning? How is 
learning encouraged? 

3. Do your team members inform you the best way of doing certain tasks and what did they 
learn from doing it in a different way? 

• Do you think it helps when more experienced team  colleague describes certain 
things using their experience? 

4. Do you think you have a culture which supports the team learning to take place at your 
workplace? 

• Encourage to question things 

• Ability to engage in open dialogues and discussions. 

• Encourage to discuss about mistakes you or others made in the past 

5. Do you have a clear idea how you could help to develop individuals by team learning? 

• Do you encourage your team members to learn certain skills which helps 

overall team learning/performance? 

6. Do you think that your team contribute towards the organisational learning? 

• Share information 

• Trouble shooting and rectifying the solution 

7. Do you think you have the opportunity to bring your abilities into a team and work 

collaboratively for better results? 

8. Do you think your team understand the vision of this company? 

• What is it that your team do (or have done) at work to realise this vision? 

9. Do you think the knowledge of the teams are helpful in the strategy making? 

10. Do you think  opinion of your team are considered whenever the owners/management 

make decisions? 

11. Do you encourage your team members to learn? 
12. Is information shared across/up/down the company and teams?  

• Do you think is it important that you disseminate information within all the 

members of the team even though they might not significantly important to 

their tasks? 

13. Does the structure of your business support the team learning? 

14. Do you think the teams, departments and operations they are carrying out are well 

connected or work as a system? 

15. Is it feasible to implement learning process within the team/s? 

16. How does the teams react to the changes happen in the external environment? 

• Do you have an opportunity to discuss about issues in the businesses 

environment within the team/s and is your opinion heard? 
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A-3 Interview Guide- Individual level 

1. Do you think you receive enough opportunities to learn here? 

• Looking ahead, how clear is it for you that you will be able to continue 

learning?  

• Do you perceive conflict between your job and learning? 

2. Do you receive performance appraisals?  
• Do you receive feedback on their learning? Do you reward learning? How is 

learning encouraged? 
3. Do others inform you the best way of doing certain tasks and what did they learn from doing 

it in a different way? 
• Do you think it helps when more experienced colleague describes certain 

things using their experience? 
4. Do you think you have a culture which supports the learning to take place at your 

workplace? 

• Encourage to question things 

• Ability to engage in open dialogues and discussions. 

• Encourage to discuss about mistakes you or others made in the past 

5. Do you think organisation is learning/organisational learning happening? 

6. Do you have a clear idea what you would like to become and how do your workplace 

support this?  

• Have you felt uncertain about the job tasks? 

• Have you identified the skills you want to  develop? 

7. Do you think you have the opportunity to bring your abilities into a team and work 

collaboratively for better results? 

8. Do you understand/follow the vision of this company? 

• Do you remember the  formal vision? 

•  Does it motivate you? 

• What is it that you do (or have done) at work to realize this vision? 

9. Do you aware any strategies developed to improve learning and therefore improve the 

efficiency of the employees? 

10. Do you think your opinion/s are considered whenever the management/ team leadership 

make decisions? 

11. Do you think as the leader of your business, influence or encourage the individual learning in 
your business? 

12. Is information shared across/up/down the company?  

13. Do you think the departments and operations they are carrying out are well connected or 

work as a system? 

14. Does the structure of your business support the individual learning? 

15. What is the procedure for implementing learning process change/improvement within the 

organisation? 

• What is the organisation’s process for evaluating and implementing 

employee ideas? 

16. Do you have an opportunity to discuss about issues in the businesses environment and is 

your opinion heard? 
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Appendix B- Letter to Case study Organisations 
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Name 

Address                                                                                                                 

 

1 February 2017 

 

Dear  

Learning Organisations in Family Businesses 

I wonder whether I can ask for your help with some research we’re doing at the Business Research 

Institute.  You are one of the best family businesses I know and very focused on learning, and 

therefore can I ask for your support alongside one of my Doctoral students. 

I would greatly appreciate it if you would allow access, for discussion with your company, to my 

Doctoral Researcher Ms Yimashi Silva. 

Yimashi is conducting major research into how organisations learn and become competitive and are 

successful.  She has successfully completed both an Undergraduate Degree in Business and an MBA 

at the University of Chester, which has led to her looking at how organisations learn and develop. 

I attach a copy of a note on Yimashi’s research and also a copy of her brief CV. 

Yimashi is a tremendous student, full of vitality and I think you will enjoy meeting her.  She needs 

assistance really in understanding how you develop your own learning within your business as best 

you can. 

I would greatly appreciate it if you could help her.  And if I do not hear from you I will put her in 

contact with you next week. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Professor Phil Harris, BA (Hons), CertEd, PhD,  FAM, FAMS, FCIM, FIPR, FRSA, 
Executive Director, Business Research Institute,  
Westminster Chair of Marketing and Public Affairs 
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Appendix C- Taxonomy Table 
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Taxonomy Table : Subset 2- 21 characteristics against the 40 writings of LO 
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1. 1 Argyris & Schon 1978  X    X X X X        X    

2 Hedberg 1981      X  X          X    

3 Fiol & Lyles 1985 X X      X X   X         

4 Senge 1990 X  X X  X X X X X  X  X  X X X X X 

5 Huber 1991  X       X       X   X X 

6 Klimecki et al 1991 X     X  X           X  

7 Pedler et al 1991 X  X   X X X X  X X X X X  X X X X 

8 Marquardt 1992 X X X  X X  X   X   X     X X 
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9 Dodgson 1993 X             X  X X  X  

10 Garvin 1993 X     X  X X  X   X     X X 

11 Watkins and Marsick  1993 X X X  X X X X X X X X X X  X   X 

 

X 

12 Weick & Roberts 1993      X X     X   X X    X 

13 Bennett and 
O’Brien  

1994 X X    X X X X     X  X X  X X 

14 Nonaka  1994  X  X X X  X   X X   X X     

15 Drew and Smith 1995   X X   X  X    X X      X 

16 Kerka  1995 X       X X   X       X  

17 Nevis, DiBelle and 

Gould 

1995 X     X X     X    X  X    

18 Thompson 1995   X   X X X X          X X 

19 Kaplan and Norton 1996   X     X    X X X  X    X   

20 Hitt,  1996 X   X  X   X  X     X       

21 Gardiner and Whiting 1997 X X    X  X X        X  X  

22 Evans 1998  X    X   X   X X  X     X   

23 Goh 1998 X  X X  X X X X     X       

24 Crossan et al 1999 X X   X X X  X   X    X   X  

25 DiBella and 
Nevis  

1998 X  X X X X X X X   X        X   

26 Griego, Geroy, and 

Wright’s 

2000 X X      X    X X X X X     

27 Garratt  2000 X   X  X  X X  X   X    X X X 

28 Gorelick, Milton, and 

April  

2004 X X    X X  X   X   X      

29 Gorlick 2005 X  X   X  X    X X      X  
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30 Moilanen 2005 X   X  X X X X  X   X  X     

31 Thomas and Allen 2006 X        X X  X   X    X  

32 Gupta 2008 X X     X X X   X X X  X     

33 Liao et al.  2010 X      X    X    X  X     

34 Pinxten et al. , 2011  X X             X X X   

35 Otenblad  2011 X  X   X  X X   X  X X X   X X 

36 Reason 2011 X      X  X   X X   X X    

37 Baldwinn & Gould 2011 X  X   X  X X X X X    X     

38 Ali  2012 X      X     X X X X X  X   

39 Soliman 2015 X     X X X X   X  X       

40 Maturity Model  2017 X   X X X X X X   X X  X X   X X 

 Total  30 1

4 

13 9 7 28 18 2

7 

26 4 11 21 12 18 14 21 11 5 18 16 
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Appendix D- Typology of Dimensions of Definitions of Family Business 
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Appendix D:  Typology of Dimensions of Definitions. Source: The author, (based on Martos(2007), p. 477; Kontinen and Ojala (2010a) and Arregle et al. (2012) 

 

Dimension Authors Notable FB definition/Concept 

Uni-dimensional 

 

 Ownership 

 

Barnes & Hershon, 1976; Davis & Harvestion, 

1988; Lansberg et al., 1988; Donckels & 

Frohlich, 1991;  Okoroafo (1999) Littunen & 

Hyrsky, 2000; Okoroafo and Perry (2010)  

Fuentes-Lombardo et al. (2011); Arregle et 

al. (2012); Colli et al. (2013);Calabrò et al. 

(2016) 

 

 

- Family business is one which its owner identifies as a family business (Okoroafo,1999) 
- A family firm is one in which ownership by persons outside the family does not 

exceed 49% (Arregle et al. ,2012). 
- A family business is one in which at least 50.1% is owned by one family (Calabrò et al. 

,2016) 
- Family businesses are companies in which the founder or a member of the family is 

the company director or owns more than 5% of the firm’s equity (Colli et al. ,2013) 

Management 

 

Barry, 1975; Davis & Tagiuri, 1983; Dreux, 

1990; Ward, 1990; Filbeck & Lee, 2000; 

Zahra (2005) 

 

- Family firm is what the company’s CEO or highest senior executive classifies as family 
business (Zahra, 2005). 

 

Family involvement 

 

Beckhard & Dyer, 1983; Davis, 1983 Handler, 

1990; Chua et al., 1999; Steier, 2001; Upton 

et al., 2001; Astrachan et al., 2002; Chrisman 

et al., 2003; Dyer, 2003; Cerrato & Piva 

(2012); Mitter et al. (2014) 

 

 

- Family management is a continuous variable measuring a greater or lesser 
involvement of the business-owning family  (Cerrato and Piva, 2012) 

- Applying the F-PEC Scale, an FB is a firm with a Substantial Family Influence (SFI) 
indicator higher than 1 (Mitter et al. ,2014) 
 



259 
 

Existence of 

generational 

handover 

Donnelly, 1964; Churchill & Hatten, 1987 

Sharma et al., 1997; Tan & Fock, 2001 

 

- The key factor that stands out is the role of the entrepreneurial leader in the 
subsequent generations. This leader-entrepreneur is central to business 
regeneration. He/she is the one who decides the shape the family business takes in 
the future (Tan & Fock, 2001) 

Bi-dimensional 

definitions 

Ownership and 

management 

 

 

Rosenblatt et al., 1985; Dyer, 1986; Pratt & 

Davis, 1986; Stern, 1986; Leach et al., 1990 

Gallo & Sveen, 1991; Lyman, 1991; Holland 

& Oliver, 1992; Welsch, 1993; Carsrud, 1994  

Covin, 1994 ; Fiegener et al., 1994; Lank et 

al., 1994; Lansberg & Astrachan, 1994; 

Corbetta, 1995; Ginebra, 1997; Stavrou & 

Swiercz, 1998 

Westhead & Cowling, 1998; Donckels & 

Lambrecht, 1999; Kelly et al., 2000; Klein, 

2000; Shepherd & Zacharakis, 2000; Tsang, 

2001, 2002; Graves and Thomas (2004); 

Fernández and Nieto (2005); Claver et al. 

(2007); Gómez-Mejía, Makri, & Larraza 

(2010) Kontinen and Ojala (2010b); Sciascia 

et al. (2012);Segaro, Larimo, and Jones 

(2014) 

- An FB is a firm where a family owns the majority of stock and exercises full 
managerial control (Tsang, 2002). 

- An FB is a firm that is majority family owned (50%) and has at least one family 
member in the management team (Graves and Thomas, 2004) 

- An FB is a firm that belongs to a family, and one or more members of the owner 
family are in management positions (Fernández and Nieto, 2005) 

-  An FB is a firm that is majority family owned (50%) and the general management is 
executed by one family member. 

- An FB is a firm where there are two or more family members in management 
positions and at least 10% of shares with voting rights are owned by persons related 
to the family (Gómez-Mejía, Makri, & Larraza, 2010) 

- A family firm is a firm that is majority family-owned and has at least one family 
member in the management team. 

- The firm has to have been in business for over 10 years, have more than $1 Million in 
sales, be owned by a family, and have at least one family member in the 
management or on the board of directors.  (Sciascia et al., 2012) 

- An FB is a firm that belongs to a family with one or more family members in 
managerial positions (Segaro, Larimo, and Jones, 2014) 

Ownership & 

involvement 

Basly (2007) 

 

 

- The family firm is a firm controlled by one or more families involved in governance or 
management or at least holding capital stakes in the organisation (Basly, 2007) 
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Tri-dimensional 

definitions 

Self-perception, 

ownership & 

management 

Segaro (2012) 

 

- A family firm is a firm that belongs to a family with one or more members in 
managerial positions, and that is also viewed by the owners and/or managers as a 
family business (Segaro, 2012) 
 

Ownership, 

continuity & 

management 

Yeung (2000) 

Kansikas et al. (2012) 

 

- There is no explicit definition of FB, but FBs’ main characteristics are as follows: 
ownership, management and continuity by at least two generations of family 
members (Yeung, 2000). 

Four- 

dimensional 

definitions 

Self-perception, 

ownership, 

management & 

continuity 

Crick et al. (2006) - A firm is a family business if: 1) the senior executive regards their company as a 
family business; 2) the majority of ordinary voting shares in the firm are owned by 
members of the largest family group that are related by blood or marriage; 3) the 
management team of the firm is comprised mainly of members drawn from the 
single dominant family group who own the business; and 4) the firm has experienced 
an inter-generational ownership transition to a second or later generation of family 
members drawn from the single dominant family group owning the business. (Crick 
et al.,2006) 

 Ownership, 

management, 

involvement & 

continuity 

Kontinen and Ojala (2012b)  

Tsao and Lien (2013) 

- A family firm is a firm in which the family: 1) controls the largest block of shares or 
votes; 2) has one or more of its members in key management positions; and 3) has 
members of more than one generation actively involved in the business.  

- The family business concept is based on the involvement (1) of the family in 
managing the firm (management); the share of capital held by the family 
(ownership); and 3) the possibility of passing the business onto the next generation 
(continuity) (Tsao and Lien, 2013) 

 

 


