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A B S T R A C T

We develop a framework suggesting how psychological needs may motivate individual identifications with, and
identifiers of, family businesses. Grounded in extant research, our framework describes how six types of psy-
chological needs (i.e., needs for self-esteem, continuity, distinctiveness, meaning, efficacy/control, and be-
longing) can both: (1) motivate individuals to identify with family firms that are defined by specific char-
acteristics, and (2) motivate family firm identifiers to promote specific characteristics as defining their firms.
Interestingly, our framework indicates that the characteristic that most commonly motivates family firm iden-
tifications and identifiers (by satisfying a number of psychological needs) is not “positive image” (as predicted by
theories of social identification), but “shared values”. Further, our framework suggests that some family firm
characteristics (e.g., “family firm image”) may both motivate and demotivate identifications and identifiers by
simultaneously satisfying some psychological needs (e.g., needs for distinctiveness), while preventing the sa-
tisfaction of other needs (e.g., needs for efficacy). Based on our framework, we outline an agenda for future
research that may extend our understanding of the role of psychological needs in family firm identification.

1. Introduction

Organizational identification is commonly defined as a perception
of overlap between one’s identity and the identity of an organization
(Ashforth & Mael, 1989). In turn, organizational identifiers are in-
dividuals who define themselves, at least in part, via their affiliation
with an organization (e.g., “I am a State University alumnus”) (Hogg &
Terry, 2000).

Organizational identification with family firms has been shown to
have important implications for both the firms and their members.1 For
example, strong identification with a family firm has been argued to
motivate leaders and owners to take a long-term and multi-generational
view of the firm (Pieper, 2007), which puts the well-being of the firm
ahead of their own well-being (Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2005). This is
the basis of stewardship theory (Davis, Schoorman, & Donaldson,
1997), which has been used to explain why large, publicly-traded fa-
mily firms outperform their non-family owned counterparts (Miller &
Le Breton-Miller, 2006). In addition, identification with a family firm
has been shown to motivate family members to pursue non-financial
goals, such as preserving unity and family values, maintaining family

control over the firm, and upholding the firm’s prestige and image
(Cabrera-Suárez, Déniz-Déniz, & Martín-Santana, 2014). Finally, iden-
tification with a family firm is argued to be associated with a number of
socioemotional outcomes for members (Berrone, Cruz, & Gomez-Mejia,
2012; Gomez-Mejia, Nunez-Nickel, & Gutierrez, 2001; Gomez-Mejia,
Cruz, Berrone, & De Castro, 2011; Zellweger, Eddleston, & Kellermanns,
2010), such as pride in the firm, enjoyment of ownership, and pleasure
in caretaking of the firm for future generations (Brundin, Samuelsson, &
Melin, 2014; Morgan & Gomez-Mejia, 2014; Zellweger & Astrachan,
2008).

At the same time, organizational identification with family firms
and the pursuit of non-financial goals may cause firm identifiers to be
unduly risk-averse (Belenzon, Patacconi, & Zarutskie, 2016) and avoi-
dant of collaboration with those outside of the firm (Cannella, Jones, &
Withers, 2015). As Colli (2013) notes: “Family firms may be unwilling
to accept the risk of co-operation for many reasons which are related to
their own nature.” In particular, Colli (2013: 586) suggests that:

“… family firms are very often characterized by a strong identity
which may hinder their propensity to co-operate with other
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organizations, and also by a culture of secrecy and scarce disclosure,
which may create problems when co-operative initiatives make it
necessary to disclose information which is normally kept within the
family.”

Thus, the goal of maintaining family control over the firm may lead
firm managers to avoid hiring non-family experts into management
positions, even when those experts may possess needed skills and ex-
pertise not available within the family (see Brundin et al., 2014). Fur-
ther, strong identification within family firms may also be associated
with strong alignment between firm member values and family values
(Sundaramurthy & Kreiner, 2008), which in some cases may enhance
the performance of qualified family members; but in others, may am-
plify the negative consequences of less qualified family members in key
leadership posts (Firfiray, Cruz, Neacsu, & Gomez-Mejia, 2018; Hwang,
1990; Jaskiewicz, Uhlenbruck, Balkin, & Reay, 2013). In a similar vein,
high levels of identification (in particular, identification linked to a
psychological need for continuity, as discussed later) may motivate
some family businesses to refuse to change or to innovate, while it may
lead others to adapt to (and even anticipate) changing environment and
market conditions more readily (see, e.g., Rondi, De Massis, & Kotlar, In
Press). Finally, customers, employees and job seekers may identify
differently with some family firms than with others, and these differ-
ences may well be based on the variance in motives that family firms
provide their stakeholders as means for identification (e.g., Astrachan,
Botero, Astrachan, & Prügl, 2018; Binz, Hair, Pieper, & Baldauf, 2013;
Binz Astrachan & Botero, 2018; Lude & Prügl, 2018; Matherne,
Waterwall, Ring, & Credo, 2017).

Given these important outcomes, it seems relevant to understand
what motivates identifications with, and identifiers of, family firms.
That is, what motivates individuals to identify with family firms, and in
turn, what motives drive family firm identifiers. To date, however, fa-
mily business research has said little about the psychological mechan-
isms that may lead individuals to establish and maintain identifications
with family firms. This gap in understanding seems particularly re-
levant in light of the wave of recent research recognizing the im-
portance of psychological phenomena in the context of family firms
(Nicholson, 2008; Pieper, 2010; Sharma, 2004) and the need to explore
heterogeneities among the vast population of family firms (Chua,
Chrisman, Steier, & Rau, 2012; Memili & Dibrell, 2019; Nordqvist,
Sharma, & Chirico, 2014). These heterogeneities may be due, in part, to
different configurations of motives that family firms provide their
members as means for identification, and, in turn, the variety of ways in
which individuals identify with family firms.

In this article, we attempt to fill this gap by developing a framework
that suggests how and why particular psychological needs are related to
individual identifications with family firms. Before developing this
framework, however, we discuss the types of psychological needs that
may motivate organizational identifications and identifiers.

2. Psychological needs that may motivate organizational
identifications and identifiers

Extant research on the self-concept has shown that identifications
with groups and organizations may help individuals to maintain posi-
tive and desired self-concepts (Baumeister, 1998; Showers & Cantor,
1985). Stated another way, psychological research has identified a set
of psychological needs that appear to motivate individuals to identify with
organizations. In turn, research suggests that identifiers may be motivated
by these same needs to maintain specific images of organizations with which
they identify (i.e., images linked to specific characteristics like prestige
or trustworthiness). In short, there is substantial evidence that organi-
zational identifications and identifiers are motivated by psychological
needs to maintain positive and desired self-concepts (Easterbrook &
Vignoles, 2012; Thomas et al., 2017; Vignoles, Manzi, Regalia,
Jemmolo, & Scabini, 2008; Vignoles, Chryssochoou, & Breakwell, 2002;

Vignoles, Regalia, Manzi, Golledge, & Scabini, 2006).2

This research identifies six psychological needs that appear parti-
cularly important to the individual self-concept and that have been
shown to motivate both group identification and group identifiers: (1)
self-esteem (or self-enhancement), (2) continuity, (3) distinctiveness,
(4) meaning (or uncertainty reduction), (5) efficacy/control, and (6)
belonging. These six needs have been echoed in reviews of identity
motives (2006, Easterbrook & Vignoles, 2012; Thomas et al., 2017;
Vignoles et al., 2002), and, according to Motivated Identity Construc-
tion Theory (Vignoles et al., 2008), comprise the set of needs necessary
to maintain an adaptive and useful sense of self. In the following sec-
tions, we define these six psychological needs and discuss findings that
suggest how these needs may motivate collective (e.g., group or orga-
nizational) identifications and identifiers.

2.1. Self-esteem

The self-esteem motive refers to “the motivation to maintain and
enhance a positive conception of oneself” (Gecas, 1982: 20). Smeekes
and Verkuyten (2015) measurement of collective self-esteem includes
the items: “Being [a member of X group] gives me a positive feeling
about myself”, and “The fact that I am [a member of X group] gives me
a proud feeling”. According to Terror Management Theory (Greenberg,
Solomon, & Pyszczynski, 1997), individuals seek high levels of self-es-
teem as a shield against the general anxiety (and terror) that accom-
panies the human condition, i.e., the notion “that we humans are
merely transient animals groping to survive in a meaningless universe,
destined only to die and decay” (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, Solomon,
Arndt, & Schimel, 2004: 436). In line with these ideas, theorists suggest
that self-esteem is gained by living up to socially-constructed standards
of human worth (Pyszczynski et al., 2004).

In terms of the consequences of needs for self-esteem for group or
collective identification, psychologists have argued that this motive
may lead individuals to attend to and claim positive information about
their collectives, as a means of self-enhancement (Abrams & Hogg,
1988). For example, to the extent that they expect a group, to which
they belong, to reflect on their own value or worth, individuals can be
expected to assign it to a category with more positive valence
(Baumeister, 1998; Fiske, Lin, & Neuberg, 1999). Further, individuals
may seek to downgrade comparison out-groups as a means of bolstering
the relative value and worth of their own in-groups (Baumeister, 1998).
By contrast, rejection from valued social groups has been shown to
lower self-esteem in individuals (Leary & Downs, 1995).

In turn, when membership in a group is perceived to reflect posi-
tively on individuals, those individuals will be more likely to be com-
mitted to and identify with that group (Ellemers, Kortekaas, &
Ouwerkerk, 1999). Thus, in empirical studies, the most common pre-
dictor of organizational identification is what theorists have called
“Perceived External Prestige” (Ashforth & Mael, 1989) – which is a
perception that an organization “has a good reputation”, “is thought
highly of” or “is considered prestigious” (e.g., Bartels, Pruyn, & de Jong,
2009; Currás-Pérez, Bigné-Alcañiz, & Alvarado-Herrera, 2009; Fuller
et al., 2009; George & Chattopadhyay, 2005; Reade, 2001; Smidts,
Pruyn, & Van Riel, 2001).

2.2. Continuity

The continuity motive refers to a desire to maintain a sense of

2 Note that in this paper, we are using a definition of organizational identity
that is grounded in social psychological research (e.g., Abrams & Hogg, 1990;
Ashforth & Mael, 1989). This perspective focuses on motivated cognition by
insiders to definine organizational identity. This contrasts with more socio-
logical perspectives on identity (e.g., Negro, Koçak, & Hsu, 2010) that focus on
categorizations by external audiences to define organizational identity.
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“continuity across time and situation” within one’s self-concept
(Breakwell, 1986: 24). In this definition, continuity allows for change,
but requires a linking of past, present, and future selves. Further, when
self-continuity is related to one’s membership in social groups (i.e., “the
feeling that identifying with a group connects one’s past, present, and
future self”), researchers have labeled this “collective self-continuity”
(Smeekes & Verkuyten, 2015). Based on previous research (Easterbrook
& Vignoles, 2012), collective self-continuity has been measured by
items such as “Being [a member of X collective] gives me a sense of
continuity—between past, present, and future”, and “Being [a member
of X collective] gives me the feeling that I am part of a long-shared
history” (Smeekes & Verkuyten, 2015).

In terms of how needs for continuity may relate to one’s identifi-
cations with social groups, researchers suggest that threats to the con-
tinued existence of one’s important in-groups may lead individuals to
engage in behaviors to protect those groups in their pre-existing form
(e.g., to monitor membership in those groups or prevent changes in
those groups’ identities), and thus, protect the future of one’s self-
concept based on group membership (Vignoles et al., 2008).

While acts of collective identity maintenance may reduce threats to
one’s self-continuity, other actions may actually bolster one’s sense of
self-continuity, and thus, buffer the one from self-continuity threats. In
this vein, Smeekes and Verkuyten (2015) argued that feelings of group-
based nostalgia (e.g., feelings of longing for past group states, such as
the way things were before an organizational merger), could bolster
feelings of collective self-continuity in members who identify with past
group states. At the same time, they argued that such group-based
nostalgia might also prevent the integration of members who identify
with past group states with those who identify with new group states
(Milligan, 2003). Thus, protecting collective self-continuity may lead to
group isolation and inter-group conflict.

2.3. Distinctiveness

The distinctiveness motive leads individuals to strive for the es-
tablishment and maintenance of a sense of differentiation from others
(Vignoles et al., 2002). Measurement scales for social distinctiveness
(e.g., Easterbrook & Vignoles, 2012; Smeekes & Verkuyten, 2015) in-
clude items such as: “Being [a member of X group] gives me the feeling
that I am different from other people”, “Being [a member of X group]
gives me the feeling that I am special”, and “I feel that being [a member
of X group] distinguishes me from other people.”

Lack of distinctiveness or uniqueness is argued to be threatening to
the self-concept (Fromkin & Snyder, 1980), and has been shown to lead
individuals who are members of mainstream social groups to re-cate-
gorize themselves as members of non-mainstream, social groups in
order to appear more unique (Hornsey & Jetten, 2004). More specifi-
cally, according to Optimal Distinctiveness Theory (Brewer, 1991),
people strive for self-concepts that provide enough social differentiation
to portray them as unique and “special” in some ways, but not so much
differentiation that they are portrayed as illegitimate and excluded.
Based on this model, individual needs for distinctiveness may be met by
affiliation with groups or collectives that provide an optimal level of
differentiation (versus assimilation) for their members.

Subsequent research has validated this model, by showing how in-
dividuals choose group affiliations that provide them with either more
distinctiveness (when distinctiveness is threatened, but assimilation is
not), or more similarity (when assimilation is threatened, but distinc-
tiveness is not) (Brewer & Pickett, 1999). Interestingly, however, across
all situations, subjects reported that membership in distinctive groups
was more important to their self-concepts that membership in common
groups (Brewer & Pickett, 1999). These findings fit with other research
showing that the more individuals perceive their groups as distinctive,
the more they are committed to those groups (Sheldon & Bettencourt,
2002).

2.4. Meaning

The meaning motive refers to the need to find significance or pur-
pose in one’s own existence (Baumeister, 1998). With respect to
membership in social groups, Easterbrook and Vignoles (2012) mea-
sured the meaning motive with the single item: “How much does [being
a member of group X] give you a sense that your life is meaningful?”

The need for meaning has been linked to theory on Subjective
Uncertainty Reduction (Hogg, 2000). According to this theory, “…
certainty renders existence meaningful and gives one confidence in how
to behave, and what to expect from one’s physical and social environ-
ment” (Hogg, 2000: 227). By contrast, uncertainty about one’s “atti-
tudes, beliefs, feelings and perceptions, as well as about oneself and
other people, is aversive … because it is ultimately associated with
reduced control over one’s life” (Hogg, 2000: 227).

With regard to group identifications, individuals high in uncertainty
(i.e., who would be presumed to be high on “need for meaning”) have
been shown to both join (Sussman & Hogg, 1999) and identify with
groups as means of satisfying this need (Jetten, Hogg, & Mullin, 2000).
Further, individuals who are high in uncertainty more readily identify
with low-status groups than do individuals who are low in uncertainty
(Reid & Hogg, 2005). Such identification appears to provide meaning to
these individuals, even if it does not provide self-esteem enhancement.
By contrast, individuals low in uncertainty prefer to identify with high
(vs. low) status groups. Thus, it appears that the need for self-esteem
enhancement becomes dominant only when the need for meaning is
satisfied. This may explain why Vignoles et al. (2006) found that of the
meaning motive actually “equaled or outshone” the self-esteem motive
in their experimental subjects’ ratings of identity motives.

2.5. Efficacy/control

The efficacy/control motive is oriented toward maintaining and
enhancing feelings of “competence and control” (Breakwell, 1993:
205). With regard to group connection, Smeekes and Verkuyten (2015)
measured self-efficacy via the items: “My [membership in group X]
provides me with confidence to achieve my goals”, and “Being [a
member of group X] gives me a feeling of certainty that I am capable of
doing the things I want to do”.

Perceptions of general self-efficacy/control are associated with
feelings of predictability and mastery over life events and allow in-
dividuals to better meet life challenges and maintain peace of mind
(Maddux, 2002). Thus, a high need for self-efficacy/control reflects a
strong desire to acquire and maintain feelings of mastery and ability to
endure difficulties, and to avoid feelings of helplessness. By contrast, a
lack of self-efficacy/control is associated with a sense of helplessness in
individuals and a lowered ability to overcome life challenges (Maddux,
2002).

In terms of effects of needs for self-efficacy/control on social iden-
tifications, little research has examined this relationship. Yet, theorists
have argued that high needs for efficacy/control may lead individuals
to seek out or alter work environments to better suit their capabilities
and skills (Black & Ashford, 1995). In partial support of this notion,
Black and Ashford (1995) found that “need for control” was positively
correlated with workers’ decisions to change recently acquired jobs
(e.g., redefine their role, alter procedures, institute new work goals).
Extrapolating from these findings, one might expect that group identi-
fications would also be influenced by need for efficacy/control (i.e.,
high need for efficacy/control may lead individuals to connect with
work groups in which their skills are most likely to be valued and
useful).

2.6. Belonging

The belonging motive refers to the need to maintain or enhance
feelings of closeness to, or acceptance by, other people, whether in
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dyadic relationships or within in-groups. According to Baumeister and
Leary’s (1995), Belongingness Hypothesis, “human beings have a per-
vasive drive to form and maintain at least a minimum quantity of
lasting, positive, and significant interpersonal relationships.” With re-
spect to social groups, Smeekes and Verkuyten (2015) measured the
belonging motive with the items: “Being [a member of X group] gives
me the feeling that I am close to other people”, and “Being [a member
of X group] gives me the feeling that I am at home with other people.”

Satisfied needs for belonging appear to have positive implications
for individuals and the groups with which they identify. For example,
psychological research has shown that perceptions of “group inclusion”
(i.e., the extent to which individuals feel “included in a group”, “well-
integrated in a group”, and “a sense of belongingness within a group”)
are associated with greater positive affect and intrinsic motivation
among group members (Sheldon & Bettencourt, 2002). Related research
has shown that greater perceptions of inclusion in health care teams is
associated with higher levels of psychological safety and team en-
gagement by team members (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006).

By contrast, research suggests that a lack of belongingness may lead
to negative outcomes for individuals and their groups. For example,
theorists have argued that unmet needs for belongingness may lead
people to engage in adverse group behaviors, such as unquestioning
agreement with another group member’s decision, acquiescence, or
participation in negative behaviors sanctioned by a group (Clark,
1992). In addition, researchers have shown that individuals may
downplay individuating characteristics while pretending to embrace
the values of a group or organization to which they desire belonging
(Shore et al., 2011; Eck, Schoel, & Greifeneder, 2017). Over time, re-
searchers have shown that emotional exhaustion and turnover may
result from efforts to conform to group norms to maintain belonging
(Hewlin, 2009). These findings fit with predictions of Optimal Dis-
tinctiveness Theory (Brewer, 1991).

3. How psychological needs relate to identification with family
firms: A framework

Based on our understanding of organizational identification and
psychological needs discussed above, we undertook a selective review
of extant empirical research on family firms, specifically searching for
evidence that linked psychological needs to identification with family
firms.3 We predicted that general links between psychological needs
and identification with family firms might exist because family firms
are thought to engender strong emotional and cognitive connections
with their members. For example, the extensive theorizing on socio-
emotional wealth in family firms (Gomez-Mejia, Haynes, Nunez-Nickel,
Jacobson, & Moyano-Fuentes, 2007) proposes that family-firm mem-
bership may lead to feelings and thoughts of harmony, belonging, and
trust (Morgan & Gomez-Mejia, 2014). Further, we anticipated that
specific types of psychological needs (e.g., needs for continuity) might
motivate identification with specific types of family firms (e.g., family
firms defined by long-standing values and inter-generational leader-
ship).

Although much of the research we examined did not focus, ex-
plicitly, on links between psychological needs and organizational
identifications, our careful reading of findings provided evidence that
these links did exist and were important in producing identification
with family firms. In particular, we found that, although need for self-
esteem was found to routinely relate to identification with family firms,
a number of the other psychological needs identified earlier were im-
portant to understanding identification with family firms.

In the following sections, we discuss how each of the six

psychological needs discussed earlier appear to motivate identification
with, and identifiers of, family firms. In particular, we found that these
six psychological needs motivated (1) individuals to identify with firms
defined by specific characteristics, and (2) firm identifiers to promote
specific characteristics as defining of their firms. We display these links
in a framework depicted in Fig. 1 and discuss them below.

3.1. Identifications and identifiers motivated by needs for self-esteem

First, we found evidence that family firm identifications and iden-
tifiers are motivated by individual needs for self-esteem. Thus, nu-
merous findings suggest that family firm employees will pursue iden-
tification with family firms that enhance their status, prestige, or
reputation in some positive way – thereby satisfying their needs for self-
esteem. At the same time, other findings suggest that employees and
owners of family firms, who already identify with these firms, are
motivated by needs for self-esteem to burnish the reputations of their
firms. In other words, because their self-esteem is already linked to the
reputation of their firm, family firm members are strongly motivated to
enhance that reputation as a means of protecting and enhancing their
self-esteem (Abrams & Hogg, 1988). This is because family members
cannot easily distance themselves from a family business that develops
a negative reputation. As Dyer and Whetten (2006) summarize:

“To avoid negative self-views, members who closely identify with a
group that develops a bad reputation will, other things being equal,
switch to groups with better reputations. The obvious problem fa-
mily firm owners face is that in response to bad publicity they
cannot, practically speaking, switch groups. Although they may sell
off their shares in disgust, they cannot escape the fact that their
family, in some sense, is the offending firm.”

In support of these arguments, several studies have shown that fa-
mily firm members identify with their firms, at least in part, because
those firms have positive images or reputations that reflect, positively, on
them (Glover & Reay, 2015; Knapp, Smith, Kreiner, Sundaramurthy, &
Barton, 2013). For example, in a study of 20 family businesses, Brundin
et al. (2014) found that taking pride in one’s family business, because it
was viewed as having a positive reputation, was commonly reported to
enhance employee identification with a family firm. As one family firm
member noted,

“Since I am – and have always been – involved in this business, it is
hard to imagine being without it. It is all so natural to me, it’s who I
am, it’s in my blood. I am a bit proud of this company. I think it is a
piece of jewelry.” (Brundin et al., 2014: 24)

In this case, defining the firm as “a piece of jewelry”, suggests that
the firm’s reputation was positive. Further, by “wearing” that jewelry
publicly (claiming affiliation with the firm), the employee signifies her/
his identification with the firm.

Theorists have also argued that the desire for self-esteem may mo-
tivate even non-family members to identify with a positively-viewed
firm. In this vein, Marler and Stanley (2018) propose that being friends
with family members will lead to stronger firm identification by non-
family employees. This is because friends of family members “will likely
see the firm through the lens of their in-group family friends who enjoy
the prestige, high quality interactions with leaders, more desirable job
assignments, and other benefits associated with belonging to the in-
group” (Marler & Stanley, 2018). In turn, they predict that such self-
esteem enhancing perceptions will lead to greater firm identification.

In addition, extant research suggests that existing identification
with a family firm may motivate individuals to enhance the reputation
of the firm. For example, in a cross-national study of identification with
family firms, Deephouse and Jaskiewicz (2013) found evidence for a
positive relationship between the presence of the family’s name in the
firm’s name and a positive corporate reputation. In explaining these
findings, the authors argue that having the “… family’s name in the

3 Note, we did not intend this to be a comprehensive review of all empirical
research on family firms. Rather, we used this as an exploration of extant lit-
erature that linked psychological needs to identification with family firms.
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firm’s name … contributes to family members’ identification with the
firm and thus increases motivation to engage in actions to enhance
corporate reputation.” Gomez-Mejia et al. (2007: 108) echo this rea-
soning by noting that: “the family employee’s social status is closely
tied to his or her employer, and an enduring attachment means that
self-concept and self-esteem are likely enhanced through long-term
identification with the firm that often bears the person’s name.”

Finally, there is evidence that needs for self-esteem may motivate
identification with firms that are not just defined by general positive
images, but also by shared values with the identifier, which may be
viewed as a positive attribute of the organization. Thus, in a survey
study of 18 family firms, Carmon, Miller, Raile, and Roers (2010))
found that perceptions of homophily (i.e., attitude similarity) among
both family and non-family member employees was related to both
organizational commitment and identification. The characteristic of
homophily may be viewed as an indication that employees have
“shared values” with others in the firm. The authors propose that
homophily predicted commitment and identification because it was
perceived as a positive characteristic of a firm and thus, enhanced the
self-esteem of firm employees (Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, Porter, & Ng,
2001; De Cremer, 2002).

3.2. Identifications and identifiers motivated by needs for continuity

Second, our review of family business research provides evidence
that organizational identifications and identifiers are motivated by
needs for continuity. In some of these cases, desires to connect the fa-
mily firm to one’s past, present, and future appears to motivate firm

members to connect with long-held, shared values that define and
identify the family firm. In this manner, Konopaski, Jack, and Hamilton
(2015)) discuss how fulfilling needs for continuity (e.g., through shared
experiences and symbols, like a long-standing maple tree on a family
farm) provided a general connection to family firm values by later
generations of family owners. As the authors noted in their study of
family firms:

“… shared experiences were used to connect generations … and also
for continuity … and the role the family played in the present and
the past. … Indeed, symbols, sayings, and relationships became
mechanisms through which generations were linked and able to
connect.” (Konopaski et al., 2015: 353).

In the same manner, theorists have argued that the need continuity
may be a motivating factor for organizational identification by owners
and leaders of family firms whose identities are tied to the transge-
nerational leadership of the firm (Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2011;
Miller, Le Breton-Miller, & Lester, 2011; Zellweger, Nason, Nordqvist, &
Brush, 2013). That is, keeping leadership among family members is
argued to preserve core values and ideals that define the firm’s identity,
over time. As Zellweger et al. (2013): 236) argue, “transgenerational
sustainability intentions [in leadership] are a way for the family to
maintain a stable self-concept over time.” In turn, the stability of a
family self-concept is thought to contribute to stability in firm members’
self-concepts.

In turn, members who already identify with a family firm may be
motivated to preserve long-standing, shared values associated with the
firm. For instance, Belenzon et al. (2016) found in a survey study of

Fig. 1. How Psychological Needs Motivate Identification with and Identifiers of Family Firms.
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European family firms that firms headed by married couples engaged in
more conservative financial management, including having higher
profit margins, returns on assets, and survival rates compared to single-
owner or unrelated-owners’ firms, but also slower rates of growth and
external debt. The authors argue that these findings result from the
greater motives for continuity among married couple leaders (“who
may perceive the firm as a legacy or bequest to their children”
(Belenzon et al., 2016: 2612)), which is embodied in values such as
“conservative financial management”. Similarly, in a study of family
firm governance, Cannella et al. (2015) found that family firms were
more likely to interlock with other family firms, select directors with
more experience in family firms, and keep directors on their boards
longer. The authors suggest that these findings were partly due to a
need for continuity in ownership by family firm members, which helped
them maintain shared values of the firm.

Theorists have also argued that needs for continuity may motivate
organizational identification by family firm members who are con-
fronted with the need to affirm multiple selves. Milton (2008: 1065) has
defined such affirmation as “identity confirmation”, i.e.:

“Identity confirmation is a subjective state that exists when an in-
dividual’s social and personal context is consistent with and thereby
supportive of his or her “self-defined” identities (Milton, 1998;
Milton & Westphal, 2005). A person’s identities are confirmed in a
family business or other organization to the extent that others
therein, the organization itself, and his or her work are consistent
with his or her identities.”

Milton (2008) further argued that identity confirmation is especially
important in family firms, where multiple self-concepts (e.g., that of
family member, organizational member, owner and leader) may come
into conflict (e.g., being a caring family member may conflict with
being a competent organizational leader). In these contexts, Milton
(2008) argues that the need for continuity in one’s self-concept may be
especially salient and may drive one’s identification with a family firm
that provides such continuity through shared values.

In this vein, a study by Glover and Reay (2015) showed that owners
of family dairy farms were motivated to engage in business strategies
that helped them maintain continuity in their self-concepts vis-à-vis
their firm and family values. In these cases, maintaining the identity of
a “family business” meant affirming both the family and the business
values of the firm. Thus, during times of financial hardship, members of
firms that chose to diversify away from farming, and thus, dilute the
firm values, experienced a loss of attachment and identification with
the firm. At the same time, members of firms that chose to sacrifice
family values by working long hours, experienced stress and family
conflict. Only members of firms that compromised between the needs of
the family and the needs of the firm maintained healthy attachments to
their firms.

3.3. Identifications and identifiers motivated by needs for distinctiveness

Third, our review of extant research provides evidence that needs
for distinctiveness motivates identifiers of family firms. In particular,
we found evidence that family firm identifiers – especially leaders –
were motivated to maintain a distinctive “family firm” image (Memili,
Eddleston, Kellermanns, Zellweger, & Barnett, 2010; Zellweger,
Kellermanns, Chrisman, & Chua, 2012). For example, based on their
findings from a study of 163 Swiss family firms, Memili et al. (2010)
argued leaders who identified with their firms (i.e., saw the firm as an
“extension of themselves”) were more likely to promote images of their
firms as defined by the following characteristics: “The family firm name
is recognized in the community”, “The family name is used as brand”,
“In our advertisement, we mention that we are a family business”,
“Most of our customers know that we are a family business” and “The
fact that we are a family business is a great marketing tool.”

Further, Memili et al. (2010) argue that such a “family firm” image

may carry with it other characteristics often thought of as shared values,
including “trustworthiness” (Dyer & Whetten, 2006; Ward & Aronoff,
1995), “customer-orientation” (Cooper, Upton, & Seaman, 2005), and a
“quality focus” (Sundaramurthy & Kreiner, 2008). In turn, the authors
suggest that identifying family firm members would also be motivated
to maintain these distinctive shared values as characteristics of their
firms. As Memili et al. (2010) note:

“Seeing the family as one with the firm—sharing values, goals, and
membership—can have a profound impact on organizational beha-
vior. … family members may see themselves as extensions of their
firm, causing them to want to portray the family firm in a positive
light (Dyer & Whetten, 2006) and behave in ways that support fa-
mily firm principles and goals.”

In support of these suggestions, Zellweger et al. (2012) found that
family firm members who were committed to shared values such as
“long-term orientation” and “community social ties” were more likely
to promote a “family firm” image to stakeholders.

In another example, Micelotta and Raynard (2011) examined how
identifiers of family firms promoted distinctive shared values that were
aligned with the firm’s brand identity. For example, some firm leaders
promoted firm values tied to the original founding family and the
handing-down of craft over generations, e.g., “We take pride in being
the oldest jewelry company in the work. … fourteen generations have
transmitted … know-how and ancestral skills” (Micelotta & Raynard,
2011). While other firm leaders promoted firm values tied to new
technology and innovation, e.g., “… far from being complacent, we
strive for continual improvement. … The future of our business is based
on continuous innovation” (Micelotta & Raynard, 2011). Yet, in both
cases, the need for distinctiveness appears to motivate family firm
identifiers to promote distinctive identities tied to shared firm values.

3.4. Identifications and identifiers motivated by needs for meaning

Fourth, our review provides evidence that family firm identifica-
tions and identifiers are motivated by individual needs for meaning. As
noted earlier, needs for meaning are related to desires for significance
and purpose in one’s life (Baumeister, 1998). For family firm identifiers,
extant research suggests that such needs for meaning motivate these
individuals to promote shared values related to ethical modes of conduct
and high quality (versus values related to social status and economic
performance), (Gatrell, Jenkins, & Tucker, 2001; Koiranen, 2002). For
example, in a study of 100+ year-old Finnish family firms, Koiranen
(2002) found that honesty, credibility, and obeying the law were
identified as the top values that defined these firms. The author sug-
gests that these ethical values provided meaning to family firm mem-
bers because they are aligned with national values in the country of
Finland. In this way, the century-old family firms in this study tied their
business identities to their home country’s national identity, which
provided a stable and prized source of meaning for family firm mem-
bers.

In a similar fashion, other researchers have found evidence that
family firms may satisfy members needs for meaning by linking firm
identities to broad national or cultural values that are shared among
members. As Sundaramurthy and Kreiner (2008: 423) note: “Collecti-
vist cultures such as Japan, Korea, and China focus considerably on the
family, and therefore, individuals derive their self-definition from their
family identity.” In this manner, Hwang (1990) describes how Con-
fucian values provide meaning to Chinese family firms, and in turn,
motivate family members to strongly identify with the firm as a means
of attaining such meaning. In particular, Hwang (1990) suggests that
the Confucian value of working hard to further the success of a family
firm provides meaning to family firm identifiers (Hwang, 1990).
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3.5. Identifications and identifiers motivated by needs for efficacy/control

Fifth, our review provides evidence that family firm identifiers and
identifications are motivated by needs for efficacy/control. First, we
found evidence that family firm identifiers were motivated by needs for
efficacy and control to promote their family firms as “professional
firms” that valued the abilities and merits of employees, rather than
merely family membership. Such “professional firm” characteristics
stood in contrast to many of the characteristics that define “family
firms” – such as loyalty to founding families and a focus on long-
standing relationships over economic performance (Memili et al., 2010;
Zellweger et al., 2012).

In this manner, Knapp et al. (2013) found that founding family
members were careful to promote their firm’s identity in a way that
showed it to be a professional firm in which one’s success was de-
termined by merit instead of family ties. As one family member noted:

“I have those mixed feelings because on one hand I feel if I were
working for another company and being successful, I have proven
that I can be successful on my own merits. Whereas if you are suc-
cessful in a family business you are not necessarily proving anything
because people just think that because you are a family member you
got that job—It is hard I think for your own psyche to prove success.
(#2/Female/Family/Manager-Board Member/Builders Inc.),”
(Knapp et al., 2013: 342).

Another reported:

“For example, the other night when somebody asked me what I did. .
. I started out saying a family business. The initial response from the
person was, “Oh so you work for Daddy.” I was like, “Well, I don’t
know actually.” (#29/Female/Family)” (Knapp et al., 2013: 345).

These examples illustrate how motives for self-efficacy may lead
family firm members to downplay the “family firm” identity of their
employer and highlight it’s “professional firm” identity.

In a similar manner, we found evidence that family firm employees
may identify more strongly with firms that engage in professional ac-
tivities (e.g., distributively fair pay and promotion decisions) that help
meet their needs for efficacy/control. For example, in a study non-fa-
mily employees of family firms, Sieger, Bernhard, and Frey (2011))
found that the outcomes of psychological ownership (e.g., “This is MY
organization”) and affective commitment (e.g., “This organization has a
great deal of personal meaning for me’’) – which are conceptually si-
milar to organizational identification – were increased to the extent that
non-family employees perceived pay and promotion distributions to be
fair. Further, the authors argue that such effects may occur because fair
pay and promotion outcomes enhance perceptions that the firm itself is
fair, which in turn, gives employees a sense of control. As Sieger et al.
(2011) note:

“… just procedures in the context of an appraisal interview will
make non-family employees perceive that the family firm as a whole
is just, which facilitates the evolvement of ownership feelings. In
addition, just procedures give non-family employees a sense of
influence and control, which is one of the main antecedents to
psychological ownership.”

3.6. Identifications and identifiers motivated by needs for belonging

Finally, our review provided evidence that family firm identification
was motivated by needs for belonging. In these cases, it appears that
needs for belonging may motivate identification with firms that are
defined by a set of shared values that bond family firm members.

For example, Cabrera-Suárez et al. (2014) found, in a study of pri-
vate family firms in Spain, that positive family emotional cohesion
(Björnberg & Nicholson, 2007), predicted family firm identification.
Björnberg and Nicholson’s (2007) scale of family emotional cohesion is

defined by items such as, “the emotional bond between us all is very
strong”, “family members make each other feel secure”, and “in this
family we usually feel happy to be with each other” —which are similar
to those used in scales of belonging described earlier (see Smeekes &
Verkuyten, 2015). Thus, these findings suggest that family firms that
satisfy needs for belonging may motivate firm identification.

Further, the firms in this study were all “private”, i.e.,

“… family firms with a concentrated shareholder base and family
member insiders active in management and on the board. … The
existence of nonfamily shareholders is very unlikely and there is a
strong presence of family members in TMT and on the board of
directors.” (Cabrera-Suárez et al., 2014: 291).

These characteristics make it likely that these family firms were
defined by a strong set of shared values that were widely-known. In
support of this notion, Cabrera-Suárez et al. (2014) found that identi-
fiers with these family firms also perceived them to be high in cognitive
cohesion, i.e., “In this family we have similar views on things,” “In this
family our values are very similar” (Björnberg & Nicholson, 2007).
Thus, “cognitive cohesion” appears to be measuring a firm’s level of
shared values. As a result, these findings suggest that needs for be-
longing may be especially motivating of identification with family firms
defined by shared values.

4. Psychological needs and family firm identification:
Implications for theory and future research

This article makes several contributions to research on organiza-
tional identity and family business. For structural purposes, we discuss
theoretical contributions and future research directions for organiza-
tional identity research first and then move on to family business re-
search. However, since scientific progress ultimately hinges on progress
in both areas, we see these contributions and future research directions
as mutually reinforcing and encourage “pollination” across these areas.

4.1. Implications for organizational identity research

Starting with an understanding of the six psychological needs that
may motivate organizational identification (i.e., needs for self-esteem,
distinctiveness, continuity, efficacy/control, meaning, and belonging),
we undertook a selective review of extant empirical research on family
firms, searching for evidence that linked these six needs to identifica-
tion with specific family firm characteristics. We systematically traced
how each of the six psychological needs motivated individuals to
identify with family firms defined by specific characteristics and, in
turn, motivated firm identifiers to promote specific characteristics as
defining of their firms. The pattern that emerged over the course of this
review (see Fig. 1) revealed “shared values” as the characteristic that
most commonly motivated family firm identifications and identifiers by
satisfying a number of psychological needs. This insight, although
tentative given the limited number of studies on which our research is
based, is interesting for several reasons.

First, theories of social identification usually predict “positive
image” (as a means to satisfy needs for self-esteem) to be the char-
acteristic that most frequently motivates collective identification and
identifiers (e.g., Abrams & Hogg, 1988). By contrast, shared values have
been largely neglected in identity research as a potential characteristic
that may motivate collective identification and identifiers. In fact,
shared values only recently came to the fore in identity research. To the
best of our knowledge, only two studies have investigated the phe-
nomenon so far. In one example, Edwards and Cable (2009) studied
value congruence (which can be interpreted as a synonym for shared
values) and, found that value congruence influenced organizational
identification via its effects on employees’ trust in an organization. In
the other example, Elsbach and Cable (2018) found that fan identifi-
cation with an auto racing collective was primarily predicted by

K.D. Elsbach and T.M. Pieper Journal of Family Business Strategy xxx (xxxx) xxxx

7



“perceived opportunity for authentic self-expression” of important va-
lues that they shared with that collective. Thus, in both these cases, a
person’s recognition that they shared values with an organization ap-
peared to be an important predictor of that person’s identification with
the organization. Yet, these studies do not relate this link between
shared values and identification to underlying psychological needs. In
this way, these studies leave open the question of “what motivates in-
dividuals to identify with organizations with which they share values?”

The current research helps to answer this question by identifying
how shared values might help individuals to meet several different
psychological needs, including needs for self-esteem enhancement,
continuity, meaning, distinctiveness, and belonging. In turn, the current
framework suggests a number of avenues for future research linking
shared values to psychological needs relevant to organizational iden-
tification. For example, it would be interesting to explore which types
of shared values satisfy which psychological needs. Could it be that
some shared values are more effective at satisfying some psychological
needs than others? Also, which needs are most influenced by shared
values? That is, do some needs (e.g., needs for belonging) rely more on
the recognition of shared values than other needs (e.g., needs for self-
esteem enhancement)? Family businesses provide an ideal context in
which to explore these as well as other questions pertaining to the role
of shared values in identity formation and maintenance.

Second, while the main focus of our analysis relied on under-
standing the influence of certain psychological motives on identifica-
tion with or promotion of particular family firm characteristics, there
exists a reciprocal relationship between family firm characteristics and
identity motives worthy of further exploration. In their research,
Vignoles et al. (2006) identified several positive bidirectional effects
between identity elements and psychological needs (e.g., positive firm
images satisfy psychological needs for self-esteem enhancement, and
psychological needs for self-esteem enhancement lead to positive firm
images). Transferred to the context of our research, it may be that
specific psychological needs may cause family firm members to per-
ceive their family firms in ways that help meet these needs. That is, in
addition to promoting positive characteristics of their family firms, the
need for self-esteem enhancement – for example – might lead family
firm members to attend to and focus on only positive characteristics of
their family firm, while neglecting its more negative characteristics.
This notion suggests several future research questions. For example,
which psychological needs might influence perceptions of a firm’s
identity most significantly? Also, how might competing needs lead to
conflicts in the firm characteristics on which firm members focus?

Along the lines of this last question, the results from our analysis
suggest that some family firm characteristics (such as family firm
image) may both motivate and demotivate identifications and identifiers
at the same time by satisfying some psychological needs (e.g., needs for
distinctiveness), while preventing the satisfaction of others (e.g., needs
for efficacy). The idea that the very same characteristic may simulta-
neously satisfy some motives but frustrate others has yet to gain trac-
tion in the mainstream identity literature. Family firms are known to be
particularly rich in bivalent attributes (Tagiuri & Davis, 1996), and thus
can offer valuable insights into the fundamental question why some
individuals are attracted to certain types of organizations, and, perhaps
even more importantly, how individuals balance motivating and de-
motivating identifications in organizational contexts, especially when
family or firm characteristics are difficult to change (such as company
or family name or ownership position), or perhaps even impossible to
change at all (such as family membership).

4.2. Implications for family business research

The reciprocal relationship between family firm characteristics and
identity motives raises several other interesting questions relevant to
research on family firms. As shown in this paper, family firms may
actively promote certain family and/or organizational characteristics in

an effort to motivate their members to identify with the family and/or
firm. In this regard, the study of family business holds great promise to
help answer the call by Vignoles et al. (2006) for greater exploration of
the different ways in which each of the six psychological motives can be
satisfied.

For instance, “a sense of continuity can be maintained by denying
change or by constructing a narrative account of one’s history
(Chandler, Lalonde, Sokol, & Hallett, 2003)” (Vignoles et al., 2006:
328). Indeed, some family businesses may refuse to change or to in-
novate in order to maintain a sense of continuity, whereas others
consciously embrace the need to constantly adapt to changing in-
dustries, markets, and environments (Rondi et al., In Press). In fact,
some business families use narratives purposefully to develop and
maintain their collective identities (Hamilton, Cruz, & Jack, 2017) and
to carry their entrepreneurial legacies across multiple generations
(Jaskiewicz, Combs, & Rau, 2015). The differing orientations toward
maintaining a sense of continuity (i.e., by denying change or by con-
structing a narrative that embraces change) have profound implications
for the strategies that families may adopt to maintain, enhance, or
defend their identities and may contribute to a better understanding of
the heterogeneities that exist among family firms (Chua et al., 2012;
Memili & Dibrell, 2019; Nordqvist et al., 2014).

Relatedly, a lingering question in family business studies pertains to
why and how family businesses differ in their goals, characteristics, and
strategies (e.g., Chua, Chrisman, De Massis, & Wang, 2018; Vazquez &
Rocha, 2018; Williams, Pieper, Kellermanns, & Astrachan, 2018). Based
on identity research and on the emergent insights from this paper, the
answer may lie in the extent to which these attributes help satisfy
psychological needs of the organization’s members. Several questions
are worthy of further exploration in this regard: How do family busi-
nesses create environments that lend themselves to satisfying psycho-
logical needs? How many, and which needs do family businesses tend to
satisfy more or less frequently? In what order are these needs satisfied?
Which family/business characteristics are more (or less) effective in
satisfying certain needs?

Given the nature of our review and selected literature analysis, we
obviously cannot draw definite conclusions regarding the reciprocal
effect of family firm characteristics on certain psychological needs with
any degree of certainty. But it does appear in our framework (Fig. 1)
that shared values are the characteristic that was most frequently as-
sociated with satisfying various psychological needs. Thus, developing
and maintaining a set of shared values seems to be an effective strategy
to satisfy multiple psychological needs at once.

Similarly, it may be useful for family business researchers to ex-
amine situations where the identity of the business may not necessarily
align with the identity of the family, and how psychological motives
play a role in resolving this misalignment. For example, in 2014 the
Rockefeller Brothers Fund announced that it was divesting from fossil
fuels – the bedrock of the original Rockefeller fortune. Two years later,
another family foundation, the Rockefeller Family Fund, also an-
nounced that it would no longer invest in fossil fuels (Milburn, 2015;
Wade & Driver, 2016). Both decisions were a result of the owning fa-
mily (in particular, the younger generation) reorienting itself toward
investments into sustainable sources of energy. But what was moti-
vating Rockefeller family members to make these specific identity
changes? In light of our framework, cases like these provide an op-
portunity to explore how psychological motives might influence busi-
ness families to consider changes in their identity, and also explain the
direction of those changes.

Last but not least, while we have primarily looked at family owner-
managers in our analyses and accounts thus far, it is important to note
that family businesses consist of multiple groups of both family and
non-family members (at varying levels, including family, owners,
managers, employees, and customers), each with their own individual
and group identities and associated psychological motives. In this vein,
future research may look at how family and non-family identities relate
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to one another vis-à-vis psychological motives. For instance, are char-
acteristics that satisfy the psychological needs of family members versus
non-family members the same or different? Further, how might psy-
chological motives lead family and non-family members to form a
“meta-identity” for a family firm (Shepherd & Haynie, 2009)?

In summary, a number of important issues relating identity and
psychological motives in family business have been highlighted by our
review, but these also point to a number of unanswered questions. We
hope our contributions spark some interest among family business and
identity researchers to pursue these questions.
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