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Conflict Management Strategies and the
Digitalization of Family Firms: The

Moderating Role of Generational
Ownership Dispersion

Tobias R. Bürgel and Martin R. W. Hiebl

Abstract—Family business research indicates that digital trans-
formation may lead to substantial conflicts. However, little is known
about how conflict management strategies address such conflicts.
We thus mobilize conflict theory and empirically examine the im-
pact of these strategies on the level of family business digitalization
and whether such strategies are contingent on the number of own-
ership generations involved. To do so, we draw on a combination
of a survey of 85 German family firms and in-depth interviews
with 13 family business actors. Our quantitative results indicate
that selected strategies can help reach higher levels of digitaliza-
tion, but their effects are contingent on generational ownership
dispersion. Additionally, our qualitative insights suggest that, in
case of multiple active ownership generations, senior family gen-
erations feel less responsible for digitalization and pass it on to the
younger generation. However, where ownership is concentrated in
one generation, collaboration strategies seem crucial to prevent
digitalization-related conflicts.

Index Terms—Conflict management, conflict theory, digital
transformation, digitalization, family firm, generational ownership
dispersion.

I. INTRODUCTION

FOR many contemporary family businesses, a digital busi-
ness strategy can be critical in the current business environ-

ment and may improve their professionalization. Successfully
digitalizing the family business can have positive effects on
family firms’ performance and increase the likelihood of their
long-term survival [1], [2], [3], [4]. In general terms, digital-
ization describes the “manifold sociotechnical phenomena and
processes of adopting and using digital technologies in broader
individual, organizational, and societal contexts” ([5], p. 301).
This definition applies to hardware- and software-related inno-
vation [6]. Over recent decades, digitalization has become an
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indispensable part of everyday business life. Artificial intelli-
gence, Big Data, blockchain, cloud computing, robotic process
automation, three-dimensional printing, 5G technology, the In-
ternet of Things, and many more opportunities are subsegments
of the ongoing digital transformation [7], [8], [9], [10]. These
innovations could also enhance the company’s overall perfor-
mance [11]. At the same time, the overarching digital transfor-
mation of individual businesses can be categorized into three in-
cremental stages, namely process digitalization, product/service
digitalization, and business model digitalization [12].

While existing evidence suggests that most family firms are
still in the first stage of process digitalization [12], software-
based technologies have become increasingly affordable [13].
Thus, even small companies, many of which are family busi-
nesses, have become increasingly professional through digi-
talization [14]. Still, family firms tend to show idiosyncrasies
regarding their digital transformation [14], [15]. Family firms
are businesses where family members are usually involved
in the firm’s ownership, governance, and management [16],
[17]. Therefore, most decisions rendered in family firms are
influenced by family considerations, traditions, and values [18].
In line with this notion, former research has highlighted that
such family considerations considerably impact business trans-
formation processes, including innovation processes [19], [20],
[21], [22]. Similarly, it has been found that the implementation of
digital technologies or a digital business model transformation
is considerably shaped by family interests [23], [24], [25]. While
such digital transformation can be expected to bring about new
opportunities for family firms, it may also entail substantial risks
for family firms (e.g., [2], [12], [14], [15], [22], [26], [27], [28],
[29]). For instance, Soluk and Kammerlander [12] found that
family firms undergoing a digital transformation often face chal-
lenges due to conflicts arising due to the digital transformation
[30], [31]. Relatedly, Weyrauch et al. [32] highlighted the critical
but often overlooked role of conflict and conflict resolution in
realizing important innovation endeavors in an organizational
context, such as digital transformation.

Due to the close ties among family members, conflict theory is
a widely recognized theoretical lens in family business research
(e.g., [33], [34], [35], [36], [37], [38], [39]), which we also adopt
in this article. The relationships between family members (e.g.,
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parents, children, or distant relatives) are often complicated [40].
The roots for conflicts lie in the unique and complex interplay
of family members’ roles. These roles may include membership
in the private owner family, being an employee or manager in
the family business and holding ownership rights in the business
[41], [42]. Such complex role sets imply that family members
are usually concerned about both family and business outcomes
(e.g., [43], [44]). At the same time, these multiple interests may
interfere with each other and lead to conflicts, especially when
several family generations are involved in the business [45].
Conflict theory thus suggests that the potential for conflicts in
family firms often stems from norms, personal influence on
decision-making, different treatment of family members, sib-
ling rivalry, unequal distribution of power, and differing views,
values and goals among the family generations involved in the
business [43], [46], [47]. Family firms can substantially suffer
from such internal conflict, especially during transformation
processes (e.g., [48], [49]), as they may overshadow business
concerns [50], [51], [52], [53], and lead to lower operational
performance, reduced profitability, and even the risk of business
failure. However, conflict theory also suggests that a moderate
level of conflict in family firms, where there are disagree-
ments or tensions between parties but the conflict has not es-
calated, can be beneficial to achieving both business and family
outcomes [54].

Equipped with these earlier insights into family business con-
flicts, in this article, we examine whether conflict management
strategies can help overcome the conflicts related to digital-
ization within family firms, especially in those with multiple
ownership generations. This article considers three established
conflict management strategies by Sorenson [44] (avoidance,
collaboration, and compromise) that we apply to the new field
of family businesses’ digital transformation. While avoidance
aims to leave conflicts unresolved, either temporarily or per-
manently; compromise refers to finding a solution that may not
fully satisfy everyone involved; collaboration involves all parties
in the decision-making process to reach a mutually beneficial
solution. In addition, following Alvarado-Alvarez et al. [55], we
integrate generational ownership dispersion as a potential mod-
erating factor in the relationship between conflict management
strategies and digitalization. Generational ownership dispersion
occurs when the ownership rights in the family business are
dispersed among several family generations [56], [57]. Family
business research has shown that firms with only one ownership
generation have less potential for harmful conflicts. This low
conflict potential is theorized to stem from the scope of personal
contact, which prevents the emergence of relationship conflicts
[37], [40]. In contrast, conflicts may be more likely to arise
in family firms with two or more ownership generations, espe-
cially regarding the digital transformation. This is because the
younger, tech-savvy generation, who often have experience and
knowledge acquired outside the family firm, may have differing
abilities and willingness to push for the adaptation of new tech-
nologies to align the business for the future [6], [46]. Meanwhile,
the older generation may be more defensive and stick to the
status quo, preferring to continue doing business as usual and
resisting change (e.g., [30], [58]). Therefore, the digitalization of

family businesses may lead to conflicts between generations, and
conflict management strategies could be particularly valuable.
To summarize, we, therefore, address the following research
question:

How do different conflict management strategies influence the dig-
italization of family firms and to what extent is this relationship
moderated by generational ownership dispersion?

To address this research question, we rely on a mixed-methods
approach. First, we include survey data from 85 German family
firms with a maximum of 3000 employees. We find support for
the notion that the effect of conflict management strategies on
digitalization is contingent on generational ownership disper-
sion. To further analyze these quantitative results, we conducted
thirteen in-depth interviews with family firm actors, six with
family firms that had already participated in the quantitative
studies, and seven with additional family firms.

Our findings contribute to the literature in three primary ways.
First, we contribute to the literature on conflict theory applied
to family firms (e.g., [36], [51], [54]). This article is among the
first to deliver empirical evidence focusing on conflicts about
the digitalization of family firms. Our survey reveals that many
family firms experience process conflicts during the digitaliza-
tion process. Second, we add to the literature by demonstrating
that conflict management strategies, particularly compromise,
and collaboration, may help alleviate such conflicts and support
family business digitalization. At the same time, third, our
findings show that the effectiveness collaboration is contingent
on the number of family generations holding ownership rights
(i.e., generational ownership dispersion). Moreover, this finding
adds to the literature by highlighting the large heterogeneity
among family firms and the importance of tailoring conflict
management strategies to the specific context. That is, some
conflict management strategies seem more effective than others
during family business digitalization (e.g., [59], [60]).

The rest of the article is organized as follows. Section II
positions this article in the existing literature and develops the
hypotheses. Section III describes our mixed-methods research
setup. Section IV presents the results of our analysis. Finally,
Section V concludes this article.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESES

A. Digitalization and Family Firms

Digitalization has become a ubiquitous part of everyday pri-
vate and business life; indeed, it can be expected to become an
even more ubiquitous part in the future, further changing how
companies and employees work [61]. Although research on the
digital transformation of family firms is still in its infancy [14],
[15], [26], empirical studies have found that it can be divided
into three incremental steps [12]: process digitalization, prod-
uct/service digitalization, and business model digitalization. As
the first step of digital transformation, process digitalization
describes the adaption of family firms’ IT standards to the
requirements of their business partners along the supply chain.
Therefore, process digitalization is concerned with existing so-
cial ties and the ability to meet the requirements of suppliers
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and customers. Such process digitalization is, for instance, re-
flected in implementing or modifying firms’ enterprise resource
planning systems. By contrast, product and service digitaliza-
tion describes family firms’ capacity and resources to create
technological opportunities (e.g., digital products and services).
Business model digitalization represents the last step of digi-
tal transformation through continuous renewal. In this regard,
Plomp et al. [62] assumed that companies, regardless of their
form, are still relatively at the beginning of their digitalization
efforts and limit this mainly to processes.

In the short run, these steps are expected to help ensure
family firms’ business professionalization; in the long run,
digitalization is crucial for survival [1]. These steps suggested
by Soluk and Kammerlander [12] indicate that digitalization
is more than a technical process; it can be a game-changer
for business models and, therefore, a new way for how family
firms can operate. The more flexible, less formalized, very
entrepreneurial, and superior decision-making characteristics of
family firms can give them an advantage over nonfamily firms
[63], allowing them to digitalize their businesses quickly [2],
[14]. However, only a minority of family firms have reached
the last stage of digitalization, namely, the digitalization of their
business model [12]. Family businesses must therefore always
manage to find a middle way between incremental innovation
(exploitation), i.e., the optimization of existing technologies, and
such new and more radical innovations (exploration), e.g., digital
transformation [64]. The crucial question is how family firms
are affected by digital transformation and the advantages and
challenges they face.

In line with this notion, previous article has shown that
although family firms are outstanding at facing incremental
innovations, they may be less equipped for radical techno-
logical innovations, such as digitalization and digital trans-
formation (e.g., [65]). Indeed, family firms seem to be more
risk-averse to exploratory technological innovations [66], [67],
[68]. Moreover, former research indicates that family businesses
and their decision-makers do not always follow strict economic
goals in their decision-making, but also pursue noneconomic
goals [69], [70], even if a strategic decision does not have ob-
vious economic benefits [71], [72], [73]. This phenomenon can
be traced back to considerations around socioemotional wealth
(SEW), which is defined as the “affective endowment of family
owners” (70, p. 654), and describes the way in which family
owners are driven by various sets of motives. These motives
could be influenced, for example, by family bonds, identification
of the family members with the firm, and emotional attachment
[71], [72].

SEW considerations can also be a cause for conflicts in
family firms, particularly when it comes to decision-making
and governance. Family members may prioritize their emo-
tional attachment to the firm over strategic priorities and in-
vestments [71]. The resulting divergence in family members’
views about the usefulness and risks of digitalization may cause
conflicts. Hence, family members may be hesitant to adopt ex-
plorative innovations, such as new digital technologies, because
they are perceived as a threat to the family’s traditions, values,
and identity [74]. Digitalization may also require a significant

investment of time and resources, which can create conflicts
between preserving SEW and pursuing financial growth.

B. Conflict Theory and Conflict Types in Family Firms

This article focuses on process digitalization since most fam-
ily firms have not completed the first steps in implementing a
focused digitalization roadmap [14], [75]. As indicated above,
for most family firms, process digitalization may be the first and
primary challenge when it comes to digitalization [12]. However,
even such process digitalization can lead to and enhance the
conflict potential in family firms. Conflict theory is a frame-
work that is particularly relevant for understanding conflicts in
family business. Conflicts in family firms may normally arise in
combination with decision-making [35], since most decisions
are influenced by differences in individual goals, interests, and
values [25]. In general, the conflict potential in family firms
is due to the close ties and relationships among family mem-
bers, leading to a complex interplay among family business,
family ownership, and family business ownership [33], [34],
[35], [36], [41], [47], [76]. This is reflected in the various and
often overlapping roles in family businesses [40] as indicated
above. Family firms usually take longer than nonfamily firms to
adopt technological innovations because the older generations
in charge are more resistant to new technological innovations
than younger family generations and thus try to avoid or delay
technological change [77]. This can be caused by a lack of
technical knowledge and a desire to maintain the status quo
and may challenge the strategic alignment of the family firm’s
digitalization effort [68]. Therefore, different types of conflicts
can occur [67].

In this article, we mobilize conflict theory to view digital-
ization as an essential cause for conflicts currently effecting
many family firms worldwide. Conflict theory suggests that
conflicts can start on a small scale as disagreements, but if
not addressed, can develop into serious disputes over time [40].
This can manifest itself in competing goals, personal hostility,
disrespect, aggressive behavior, loss of constructiveness, and
hatred. However, following conflict theory, a moderate extent of
conflicts in family firms is beneficial to achieve both family and
business outcomes (e.g., [36], [54]). This is because moderate
conflicts in family businesses allow space for new ideas to be
exchanged, which do not need to be addressed if the potential
for conflict is low or cannot be addressed if the potential for
conflict is high or paralyzes. Moderate conflicts therefore do not
paralyze work but move it forward. Hence, when a conflict is well
managed, for instance, with the help of conflict management
strategies, differing perspectives can lead to better solutions than
when there are concurring, nonconflicting perspectives [40].

Conflict theory states that conflicts can be separated into
cognitive, process, and relationship types. Cognitive conflicts
focus on strategies, goals, and open discussion, whereas mental
disputes focus on the capabilities and talents of family members.
Past research has found that cognitive and process conflicts
positively relate to problem-solving, creativity, and family firm
performance [36], [78], [79]. In contrast, relationship conflicts
(i.e., tension and anger between group members) are negatively
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related to family decision-making and harm the achievement
of performance goals [37], [54], [80]. Given this background
and our above definition of digitalization, we view digitalization
and digital transformation as drivers of potential cognitive and
process conflicts.

C. Conflict Management Strategies and the Digitalization of
Family Firms

As Omrani et al. [7] suggested, a business’s internal environ-
ment is an essential predictor of digital adoption. For family
firms, conflicts among family business owners and associated
conflict management strategies are an integral part of the internal
environment. Without such strategies, conflicts can loom over
everything and possibly reach high and uncontrollable levels.
Conflicts in family firms can have their roots within the control-
ling family, the family members who are owners, and the family
business. However, regardless of the origin of these conflicts,
these conflicts can significantly impair operational and strategic
decision-making and, in the worst case, even curtail a family
firm’s ability to act and succeed.

Family firms are thus regularly advised to apply conflict man-
agement strategies to reduce the destructive conflict potential to
a moderate level [35]. One possible solution for solving conflicts
is the so-called dual-concern model, which categorizes concern
into two dimensions that go along with the five underlying
conflict management strategies: concern for others and concern
for self. Each dimension has two expressions for its application,
namely, low and high. Collaboration, compromise, and avoid-
ance are the three possible solutions to an integrative approach
along these dimensions and their expressions. This means these
three conflict management strategies lie on the opposite extremes
of these two dimensions and describe the extent to which each
individual is involved in finding the family firm’s best solution.
Family firms can apply these strategies to address extended
family members’ problem-solving and find appropriate answers
(e.g., [44], [81], [82]). We next discuss these three conflict
management strategies in more detail and develop hypotheses on
how they are expected to affect the digitalization of family firms.
We rely on the three integrative conflict management strategies
described below.

Avoidance is one strategy in the contingency either/or ap-
proach [41], [83]. This approach includes settings within which
family members can choose between self-interest and accom-
modating others’ interests. Furthermore, it is characterized by
failing to achieve the desired business and family outcomes.
Through the absence of direct communication about existing
conflicts, avoidance manifests in a lack of reaction to con-
flicts [84]. Therefore, frustration, negative feelings, and in-
creased relationship tensions can occur. Such a denial of conflicts
[44] and the withdrawal of family members from the family
and/or business (e.g., through retirement, childbirth, and di-
vorce) can be possible reasons for using this conflict manage-
ment strategy [85], [86]. Hence, an avoidance strategy may be a
practical solution for low-intensity conflicts and those between
family and nonfamily members. Still, it may be unsuitable for
disputes between family members. In the case of high-intensity

conflicts, this strategy can lead to unsolved issues, limited
productivity, and rising rivalry within the family. Therefore,
avoidance can result in a more destructive conflict potential and
reduced organizational performance [87], [88]. In this context,
avoidance leads to unsolved questions and problems related to
digitalization.

A lack of consensus or discussion is likely to leave important
questions regarding digitalization open. The result could be a
failure to develop and implement a comprehensive digitaliza-
tion strategy that could contribute to raising the family firms’
digitalization level [62]. If questions regarding digitalization still
trigger tensions and conflicts despite an avoidance strategy, such
conflicts may only be approached very cautiously, and attempts
will be made to avoid the conflict and related disputes. As a
result, family firms resorting to such avoidance strategies can
be expected to not address important digitalization steps and are
likely to experience a lower level of digitalization. Hence:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). The level of avoidance is negatively related to
the extent of family business digitalization.

Compromise belongs to the both/and approach [41], [83]. It
means accepting the persistence and interdependency of contra-
dictory forces in family firms (e.g., the conflicts between family
generations and between family and nonfamily members). This
strategy is characterized by finding a middle course to broker
an acceptable solution to achieve both business and family
outcomes [89]. Finding a compromise between business and
family outcomes can lead to solutions that focus on “keeping
the peace” within the family and family firm. Although no
one feels completely satisfied with the found solution, no one
feels completely dissatisfied either. This conflict management
strategy is thus depicted by a mentality of “giving in” to prevent
harmful feelings and tensions from arising in relationships.
Due to a more participatory decision-making, a compromise
strategy may help minimize or reduce conflicts to a moderate
level [84], [90]. If applied successfully, the family firm can
achieve the desired business and family goals, but not to the
highest possible extent due to the latent conflicts between those
goals [91]. Therefore, this strategy can support the outcomes
of the family firm since a moderate level of process, cognitive
conflicts, and a lower level of relationship conflicts raise firm
performance [54], [80], [92]. By including several important
family business actors, the digitalization of family firms may
also have a broader and thus firmer foundation, which is assumed
to be beneficial to digitalization processes [62]. Overall, we can
thus expect a compromising conflict management strategy to be
beneficial to the extent of family firm digitalization. Hence:

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). The level of compromise is positively related
to the extent of family business digitalization.

Collaboration is also part of the both/and approach [41],
[83] and is characterized by achieving the desired business and
family outcomes through highly participative decision-making.
Collaboration reveals itself through open communication about
potential conflicts. This results in mutual support, mutual trust,
high effort, creativity, and, therefore, cohesive and positive
relationships [93]. Achieving this jointly agreed, acceptable
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solution for each party involved in the overarching goal means
no sacrifices need to be made [85]. Applied to the digitalization
of family businesses, this may imply that a joint digitalization
strategy could be developed, which is theorized to be an impor-
tant driver of actual digitalization [62]. In addition, this conflict
management strategy is also characterized by organizational
learning and continuous improvement. Thus, the likelihood of
reaching business goals, such as digitalization, can increase [44],
[52], [94].

Nevertheless, this strategy is impractical for solving short-
term conflicts and decision-making. Furthermore, it might be
unsuitable for family firms with a low level of trust. Similar to
compromise, while a collaboration strategy may help to reduce
or eliminate task and relationship conflicts due to participatory
decision-making [84], [90], negative family or business out-
comes remain possible, meaning a certain level of conflicts can
still arise. Given the abovementioned benefits of a compromise
strategy, on balance, the family business conflicts literature
suggests that collaboration strategies are often helpful in solving
family business challenges, such as digitalization [41]. Hence:

Hypothesis 1c (H1c). The level of collaboration is positively related
to the extent of family business digitalization.

D. Moderating Role of Generational Ownership Dispersion

In addition, we assume that generational ownership dispersion
moderates the relationships proposed in H1a, H1b, and H1c.
At a conceptual level, generational ownership dispersion occurs
when at least two family generations hold ownership stakes in the
family firm (e.g., [57]). It heavily influences the decision-making
processes in family firms due to the rivalry and conflicts within
and between multiple generations [47], [56]. Therefore, various
generations take part in the decision-making process and the
likelihood of potential conflicts increases, which could derive
from a lower output, such as reduced firm performance [36].
In line with this notion, Davis and Haverston [40] were able to
establish that conflicts in family firms are generally related to the
number of generations. These authors also emphasized that the
so-called generational shadow favors conflicts. This effect can be
characterized by the changing dynamics among family members
when each new generation enters the firm, resulting in complex
interactions. Davis and Haverston [40] therefore suggest that in
order to reduce the potential for conflict, the influence of the
older generation should be reduced, or appropriate tools should
be used to reach consensual decisions.

These dynamics seem to be particularly pertinent when a new
generation becomes part of the ownership structure. The degree
of ownership involvement varies by family firm. The decisions
made in the firm could be driven by altruism and a strong
incentive to maximize the family’s and the firm’s welfare [90].
In family firms with one ownership generation, the generation in
charge might be more open to external advice from, for example,
family members without an ownership stake and nonfamily man-
agers, especially when there could be a substantial impact on the
strategic future of the firm and, thus, later generations. Therefore,
in strategic decision-making, the older generation may be open
to the insights and knowledge of the younger generation, even if

they are not in partial charge. The opinions of later generations
could help avoid potential conflict before the earlier generation
cedes control [41]. Hence, conflict could be maintained low, and
conflict management strategies could better impact ownership
behaviors. High generational ownership dispersion (i.e., two or
more family generations with an ownership stake) is associated
with agency problems and an increased risk of different types
of conflicts [41], [94], [95], primarily across generations owing
to their different points of view [72], [96]. In these situations,
each family generation and their members may want to force
their decisions on the others [97]. These conflicts may lead to
short-term decision-making, increasing the likelihood of formu-
lating harmful strategies and hampering business outcomes and
technological innovations [57], [90], [97], [98].

In such an environment, the younger generation can be ex-
pected to foster digital transformation because they are usually
more tech-savvy. In contrast, older generations can sometimes be
defensive, stick to the status quo, and show a high unwillingness
and resistance to (digital) change [2], [12], [99]. Norms, personal
influence on decision-making, the different treatment of family
members, interpersonal conflicts, sibling rivalry, a lack of trust
and commitment between family and non-family managers, and
different views on the strategic direction of the family firm
can overshadow business concerns and diminish more radical
innovations as well as its success [43], [50], [51], [52], [53].
Thus, in line with conflict theory, family firms with two or more
ownership generations usually show a higher potential for con-
flicts, leading to self-interest, reducing performance [36], [43],
and hampering innovation [100]. Large parts of the literature
suggest family business conflicts between older and younger
family owner generations (e.g., [85]). By contrast, in family
firms with only one ownership generation, conflicts are often
less harmful and can even improve the firm’s outcomes.

Consequently, we can expect that conflict management strate-
gies, such as avoidance, compromise, and collaboration, are
especially relevant and helpful in family firms where two or more
family generations hold ownership rights. Hence, we expect
the relationship between conflict management strategies and
digitalization to be more pronounced for firms with two or more
family ownership generations than those with only one family
ownership generation, as in the latter firms, the conflict levels
around digitalization can be expected to be lower anyway (e.g.,
[58]). Based on the above considerations, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2a (H2a). The relationship described in H1a (avoidance)
is more pronounced if two or more family generations are involved
in the ownership.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b). The relationship described in H1b (compro-
mise) is more pronounced if two or more family generations are
involved in the ownership.

Hypothesis 2c (H2c). The relationship described in H1c (collaborate)
is more pronounced if two or more family generations are involved
in the ownership.

A visual summary of our hypotheses can be found in Fig. 1.
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Fig. 1. Research model.

III. METHODS

A. Sampling and Data

To address our central research question, we employ a mixed-
methods research design, consisting of a survey and in-depth
interviews with family business actors to get a closer understand-
ing of the dynamics of conflicts, conflict management strategies,
and digitalization processes in family firms. Our survey targeted
German Mittelstand firms as family firms are widespread in the
German Mittelstand. The typical German family firm is often
viewed as being part of the Mittelstand and, therefore, not very
large and not publicly listed [101], [102]. At the same time,
family firms in the German Mittelstand especially face chal-
lenges when it comes to digital transformation [2], [103], [104].
Following De Massis et al. [105] and Becker et al. [106], our
target population of Mittelstand firms contains only firms with
3000 employees or less. We obtained the survey addresses
from the Amadeus database. Listed firms and firms from the
financial services industry were excluded due to their unique
characteristics when it comes to digitalization [107], [108].

In the survey, we targeted the top management team, specif-
ically CEOs, since it can be assumed that they are the most
knowledgeable respondents about their business [109]. CEOs
often hold a unique position in family businesses as they are
usually responsible for maintaining close ties with the control-
ling family while simultaneously driving business performance.
Therefore, CEOs have an excellent and comprehensive overview
of their firms’ activities and the nature of the collaboration in the
top management team [109]. In family firms, we can distinguish
between CEOs belonging to the controlling family (i.e., family
CEOs) and CEOs not belonging to the family (i.e., nonfamily
CEOs). However, regardless of family status, CEOs usually
have close ties with the controlling family and an excellent
understanding of what is driving them as well as potential
conflicts [110]. We thus deem both family and nonfamily CEOs
to be well-suited informants for the survey part of this article.
Research has also shown that a company’s executives have a
decisive influence on digitalization [111] and are thus deemed
an excellent group of respondents for issues around digital
transformation, including conflicts.

To increase the likelihood of response, we manually identified
the personal e-mail addresses of top managers, especially CEOs
of Mittelstand firms that are located near our university. We
particularly identified firms situated close to our university since
past research has shown that geographic proximity between sur-
vey authors and potential respondents results in higher response
rates [112]. This process resulted in a target population of 1118
firms. We sent out an initial mailing in early July 2020 and
later sent multiple follow-up reminders through the middle of
August 2020, as recommended by Dillman et al. [113]. In all
our mailings, we indicated the university sponsorship of our
survey to obtain full transparency (cf. [114]). Furthermore, we
offered our survey addressees two incentives upon completing
the survey [115]. Survey respondents could choose between
receiving none, one, or both incentives: 1) an executive research
report; and 2) a donation of EUR 10 to a charity of their choice.

We received 156 complete or partially complete question-
naires, resulting in an overall response rate of 13.95%. This
response rate is comparable to similar recent survey studies
drawing primarily on small- and medium-sized firms (e.g.,
[116], [117], [118]). This initial set of responses included family
and nonfamily firms since there was no viable option to identify
family firms upfront. Therefore, we needed to determine the
family firms among our responses. To do so, we relied on
the self-assessment approach, which is a usual way to define
family firms in family business research (e.g., [17], [90], [95]).
Specifically, we asked the respondents whether they considered
their firm a family firm or not, and excluded those firms that
did not view their firm as a family firm. The final sample
contained only those firms that identified themselves as family
firms. Hence, 71 of the 156 respondents had to be removed due
to their missing family firm status and/or incomplete answers
on the variables of interest considered in this article. We only
used the 85 family business cases with complete information on
the measures relevant to this article. Although this number of
observations is low (and lower than we desired), it is in line with
comparable survey-based family firm studies published recently
owing to a complex and sensitive subject area (e.g., [119]). Fur-
thermore, family firm studies often suffer from low sample sizes
and response rates, as such firms tend to be reserved, especially
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TABLE I
COMPARISON OF GENERAL PROCESS CONFLICTS AND SPECIFIC PROCESS CONFLICTS ABOUT DIGITALIZATION

TABLE II
COMPARISON OF THE VARIABLES FOR LATE AND EARLY RESPONDENTS

when sensitive data are involved to keep the secrets of the family
private [120], [121]. In addition, considering that the response
rate in family business research has generally decreased over
recent decades (e.g., [122], [123]), especially those targeting top
executives [124], our achieved number of observations seems
sufficient for conducting our statistical analyses (cf. [125]).

Note that this article started with the assumption that family
firms, indeed, would experience conflicts around digitalization
and that conflict management strategies may help alleviate such
conflicts. To ascertain that such conflicts indeed are present
in our sampled firms, we first examined two types of family
firm conflicts: general process conflicts and specific process
conflicts about digitalization. The process conflict variable was
measured using the multi-item scale presented by Kellermanns
and Eddleston [84]. The direct comparison of these two types
of conflicts in Table I shows that, in particular, process conflicts
about digitalization are more pronounced among our sampled
firms than general process conflicts. These descriptive findings
underpin that conflicts around digitalization are very present
in many contemporary family firms, including those in our
sample. Note, however, that the two conflict variables presented
in Table I are not further used in our below analyses due
to the cross-sectional nature of our sample. These descriptive
findings nevertheless show that conflicts around digitalization
are a relevant phenomenon that is present in many family firms
we surveyed.

1) Nonresponse Bias: Nonresponse bias occurs when the
percentage of nonrespondents is high, and thus the usable sample
is biased [126], [127]. To analyze the likelihood of nonresponse
bias in this article, we used the common approach of testing
for differences between early and late respondents. Since late
respondents are considered more similar to nonrespondents than

early respondents, we used late respondents as a proxy for
nonrespondents (e.g., [128], [129]). Table II shows the mean
values of all the variables included in this article and com-
pares the subsamples between early respondents (25th quantile)
and late respondents (75th quantile) [130]. We first used a
Kolmogorov–Smirnov test and a Shapiro–Wilk test to analyze
whether the constructs in this article follow a normal distribution.
We found that none of the variables, except past performance,
were normally distributed. Hence, we used a t-test for past
performance. For all the other variables except generational
ownership dispersion, industry, firm size, and strategy, we used
the nonparametric Mann–Whitney U-test. For the dichotomous
variables, we used the nonparametric chi-square test. We found
no significant difference between early and late respondents,
suggesting our sample did not suffer from nonresponse bias.

2) Common Method Bias: We obtained the independent and
dependent variables from the same source; therefore, this article
design could suffer from potential common method bias. To
mitigate common method bias, we took several procedures.
First, we separated the measurements of the independent and
dependent variables in the flow of our questionnaire to avoid
participants drawing their own conclusions about the hypothe-
ses, which can evoke social desirability bias (e.g., [131], [132],
[133]). Second, we ensured the respondents’ anonymity. Third,
we used the feedback from an extensive pretest on the variables
involved in this article [131]. Fourth, we integrated a marker
variable ([125], [133], [134], [135], [136], [137]) theoretically
unrelated to at least one of our variables (i.e., donation, a
dummy variable) into our questionnaire. As indicated above,
we asked survey respondents whether they wanted to receive
an executive research report and/or a donation of EUR 10 to a
charity of their choice (or neither of these choices). Based on this
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information, we developed the dichotomous variable donation,
coded one if a donation was desired and zero otherwise.1 We
then computed the correlations between this variable and all the
other variables in this article (see Table VI) [134], [138]. The
maximum significant correlation value was relatively low (i.e.,
−0.180; see Cohen [140] for the correlation effect size). Hence,
these correlations did not indicate common method bias [140].
Fifth, we used Harman’s one-factor test, based on an exploratory
factor analysis, to identify potential common method variance
[132], [133], [141], [142]. We computed all our study variables
as a single variable, showing that no single factor explains most
of the covariance between the variables (the most crucial factor
accounts for only 13.51% of the covariance). The results of
these procedures indicated that the relationships in our survey
regression are unlikely to be affected by common method bias.

B. Measures

Since the constructs in this article relied on established scales
from the English-language literature, we translated all the ques-
tions in our survey into German. We back-translated them into
English to check whether the German translation precisely con-
veyed the meaning of the original questions (cf. [143], [144]).
The back-translation was conducted by a fellow researcher not
further involved in this research project. In addition, we used
extensive and helpful feedback from a pretest of our question-
naire involving five academics and five practitioners to ensure
the comprehensibility and flow of the questionnaire (cf. [145]).
The variables were collected using a structured survey, including
only closed-ended questions.

To establish the construct validity of the multi-item constructs
of our survey, we conducted a principle component analysis
(PCA). Following Field [146] and Hair et al. [147], we sup-
pressed factor loadings (i.e., PCA loadings) below 0.30. To
interpret the factor groupings, we used varimax rotation to
maximize the dispersion of the loads within the factors so that a
smaller number of variables loaded onto each factor [146]. After
removing cross-loadings, we ensured several items belonged to
one factor [148]. We performed several empirical tests to estab-
lish the content and construct validity of our measures [149].
To test unidimensionality, we conducted Bartlett’s test of item
correlation (Bartlett’s test = 0.00) and Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin
statistics (KMO > 0.5). For the multi-item constructs in this ar-
ticle, we also calculated Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability
(CR), and average variance extracted (AVE) values [150]. Not
all the constructs reached the recommended threshold (0.70) for
Cronbach’s alpha values suggested by Nunnally [149]. However,
similar situations have been noted in the family firm literature
(cf. [44]). The CR statistics were all above the threshold of 0.70.
The AVE values exceeded the threshold of 0.50, indicating the
adequate reliability and validity of the constructs [151].

1Donation as a single-item measure is not a perfect marker variable, as noted
by Lindell and Whitney [132] and Williams et al. [136]. However, this marker
variable did not lengthen our questionnaire compared with additionally including
a multi-item measure. Furthermore, our procedure was in line with that of Calic
and Ghasemaghaei [138].

1) Dependent Variable: Digitalization was measured using
a reverse-coded scale adapted from Plomp et al. [62]. Plomp
et al. [62] built a so-called digitization maturity construct that
measures the extent to which companies have digitalized their
supply chains. We adapted this approach by focusing solely
on the technological maturity dimensions. This measurement
initially included nine statements for both the supply and the
demand dimensions, such as “ordering goods or services online”
versus “receiving online orders” and “managing the capacity
or inventories of suppliers” versus “managing the capacity or
inventories of customers” (for the complete list of items, see
Table III). We asked respondents to indicate the extent to which
their firms used specific IT systems/applications to manage these
process characteristics and offered four answer categories [62]:
1) no; 2) yes, for only one of our suppliers/customers; 3) yes,
for some of our suppliers/customers; and 4) yes, for most of our
suppliers/customers. The nine-item “digitalization customer”
construct was validated using a PCA with varimax rotation.
The nine items loaded onto three factors and indicated satis-
factory reliability (see Table III). The KMO measure verified
the sampling adequacy of the analysis (KMO = 0.65, which
is “mediocre” according to Kaiser and Rice [152]), and all the
KMO values for the individual items were above 0.51 compared
with an acceptable limit of 0.50 [152]. The three factors jointly
explained 62.21% of the variance and had eigenvalues over
Kaiser’s criterion of 1. The nine-item “digitalization supplier”
construct was also based on a PCA with varimax rotation (see
Table III). To ensure the reliability and validity of the analysis,
we eliminated two items because of their cross-loadings. The
KMO measure verified the sampling adequacy of the analysis
(KMO = 0.73, which indicates “middling” according to Kaiser
and Rice [152]), and all the KMO values for the individual items
were above 0.59 [152]. The seven items showed satisfactory
reliability and loaded onto two factors (see Table III). These
two factors had eigenvalues over Kaiser’s criterion of 1 and
jointly explained 58.92% of the variance. For our analysis, we
computed the average of both dimensions as our appropriate
variable, digitalization, ranked from high (4) to low (1).

2) Independent Variable: In line with the literature [44],
[91], the three conflict management strategies (i.e., avoidance,
compromise, and collaboration) were measured by established
multi-item scales, including nine items initially. The items
were measured using a seven-point Likert scale anchored from
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” We included eight items
in the analysis because of reliability and validity issues. The
final multi-item constructs are based on a PCA with varimax
rotation (see Table III). The KMO measure verified the sampling
adequacy of the analysis: (KMO= 0.62 “mediocre” according to
Kaiser and Rice [152]), and all the KMO values for the individual
items were higher than 0.51 [152]. The eight items, therefore,
indicated satisfactory reliability (see Table III) and loaded onto
three factors. We termed the three resulting variables: avoidance,
compromise, and collaboration. These three factors had eigen-
values over Kaiser’s criterion of 1 and jointly explained 75.39%
of the variance.

3) Moderator Variable: Our moderator variable, genera-
tional ownership dispersion, was measured using a single item
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TABLE III
CONSTRUCT VALIDITY OF DIGITALIZATION, THE THREE CONFLICT MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES, AND PAST PERFORMANCE

based on previous family business studies (e.g., [36], [154]). We
asked respondents to indicate how many family generations were
part of the ownership structure (e.g., [36], [94]). Three options
were available: one generation, two generations, and three or
more generations. Based on this information, we developed
the dichotomous variable generational ownership dispersion,
coded one for a family firm with two or more generations

involved and zero for a family firm with one generation in
charge.

4) Control Variables: In our model, we integrated several
relevant control variables; hence, we controlled for the follow-
ing four variables theoretically or empirically related to family
firms’ level of digitalization. First, we controlled for firm size
because larger family firms often have better access to finance;
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TABLE IV
DESCRIPTIVE INFORMATION ON CASE FIRMS AND INTERVIEWEES

hence, they have more resources to invest in radical innovations
[62], [154], [155]). By contrast, small- and medium-sized family
firms usually have less economic power and severe resource
constraints (e.g., [156]), often leading them to avoid or postpone
digital transformation processes [8]. The respective dichoto-
mous variable firm size was measured based on the number of
employees (e.g., [36]), coded one if the family firm had more
than 499 employees and zero otherwise.

Second, we controlled for industry because some industries
are traditionally more prone to adopt new technologies, and
innovations such as digital transformation are relatively more
important [154]. Since most of the observed firms belong to the
manufacturing industry (see Table V), we refrain from listing
the various sectors individually. Therefore, industry represents
a dummy variable, coded if the firm primarily belongs to
the manufacturing industry and zero otherwise (i.e., all other
sectors).

Third, we controlled for strategy since the family firm’s
strategic orientation can shape how it reacts to technological
change [157]. We operationalized this variable based on two
of Miles and Snow’s [158] strategic archetypes: prospectors
and defenders. While “defenders operate in relatively stable
product areas, offer more limited products than competitors,
and compete through cost leadership, quality, and service,”
prospector firms “compete through new products and market
development” ([159], p. 359). Based on a short description
of these two types of firms, we asked the respondents to
choose which description fits their firm best. Based on the

respondent’s choice, we developed the dichotomous variable
strategy, coded one for prospector firms and zero for defender
firms.

Fourth, we controlled for past performance because a higher
degree of retained earnings and financial resources may lead
to higher investment [160]—which can be expected to include
investments in digitalization processes. We measured past per-
formance on an eight-item scale based on the measurement
proposed by [80]. We included seven items in the study because
of reliability and validity issues. The respondents were asked to
assess their firms’ performance compared with their competitors
in the 3 years before the survey. The items were measured
using a seven-point Likert scale from “lower than competitors”
to “higher than competitors.” The PCA results showed that
the items loaded onto two factors (see Table III). Both factors
were metrically scaled and calculated as the mean value of the
individual items. We computed the average of both performance
factors as past performance.

C. Qualitative Interviews

To examine the modes of digitalization, the impact of multiple
family generations, and applied conflict management strategies
to overcome or prevent conflicts related to digitalization, we
additionally conducted 13 semi-structured interviews with fam-
ily business actors [161]. Frank et al. [35] have suggested that
interviews are particularly valuable to analyze family business
conflicts, as they can generate insights that could not be reached
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with empirical-quantitative methods. The interviews were con-
ducted with representatives of German family firms: owners,
top managers, family members, and nonfamily managers. We
conducted these interviews after we had obtained the above
quantitative results to better assess and make sense of these
survey results.

The family firms selected for the interviews consisted of six
participants from the prior quantitative study (i.e., family firms
that have already been part of the quantitative-based research)
and seven additional family firms. Similar to the above survey,
we tried to use geographic proximity between survey authors
and potential interviewees to increase the likelihood of partic-
ipation. Thus, the firms were selected to be located close to
our university, i.e., in the same or neighboring German federal
state. For this procedure, we used Bureau van Dijk’s Amadeus
database again, which included the location of the firm’s head-
quarters and each firm’s contact information. We also searched
for potential companies due to personal contact, e.g., at various
fairs. An additional sample criterion was firm size. We focused
on family businesses with more than nine employees to exclude
microenterprises since we expected that most of the micro family
firms will not be comparable to much larger family firms when
it comes to problems and conflicts regarding digitalization. To
keep the companies comparable between our survey and the
interview study, the upper limit for the additional companies
(i.e., 3000 employees) was also applied when searching for
interviewees. Another important criterion was the ownership
structure. We were careful to include both family businesses
whose ownership family spans only one and others that span
several generations. This was necessary to connect our qualita-
tive insights to the moderator variable from the survey study, i.e.,
ownership dispersion. This information could be crystallized
through online research of the respective companies or asked
in a personal exchange. Therefore, family firms of different
ages, sizes, industries, generations, and generational ownership
dispersion were included in our interview study (see Table IV).
One person was interviewed for each of the 13 companies in this
article.

The interviews were conducted during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, and we thus used online video communication software.
The interview guide developed for this follow-up survey was sent
to the interviewees in advance. The interviews were recorded
with the permission of the interviewees, transcribed immediately
afterward, and analyzed alongside the prior insights from the
literature and our quantitative results. Respondents were assured
that all data would be kept confidential and their identity would
not be revealed. In particular, to better understand the variance in
conflict management strategies across several ownership genera-
tions, the strategies presented in the literature (e.g., [44]), namely
avoidance, compromise, and collaboration, were analyzed using
a deductive approach following Mayring [162]. At the same
time, we remained open to additional inductive insights from
our interviews. Thus, our additional interview findings cannot
be viewed as fully resulting from a deductive approach but rather
from a combination of deduction and induction methods, ren-
dering our approach to analyzing the interviews abductive [163].
We used a software-based evaluation tool to code and analyze
our interview data and generate additional interview findings.

For these investigations, we focus on the primary outcomes
regarding digitalization, its potential for conflicts, and possible
strategies for resolving such inconsistencies.

IV. RESULTS

A. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Table V shows the descriptive statistics of our variables [e.g.,
N, mean, median, and standard deviation (SD)]. Digitalization
ranges from 1.2 to 3.0, with a mean of 2.15 (SD = 0.46).
These descriptive statistics indicate a relatively modest extent
of digitalization in the German family firms we analyzed, as the
theoretical maximum of our digitalization variable would be 4.
Regarding the conflict management strategies, the respondents
rated collaboration the highest (mean = 5.33), followed by
compromise (mean = 4.57) and avoidance (mean = 3.35).

Table VI presents the correlation matrix. Due to the various
scale levels of our variables, we used different measures of
associations (for further information, see Field [146]). For the
correlations between the metric and dichotomous variables,
point-biserial correlation coefficients were applied. Pearson cor-
relation coefficients were used for the correlations between the
metric variables. For the correlations between the dichotomous
variables, Phi values were deployed. Significant correlations at
p ≤ 0.05 are indicated in bold. There are some significant asso-
ciations between the variables. Digitalization is negatively cor-
related with collaboration, while it is positively correlated with
firm size, and generational ownership dispersion is positively
correlated with manufacturing. However, all the correlations are
below the accepted threshold of 0.70; hence, multicollinear-
ity is unlikely to be a concern in our analyses [140], [148],
[164].

B. Multiple Regression Analyses

Following Hartmann and Moers [165], Table VII provides
the results of the hierarchical regression analysis. Our first
model contains the control variables only (Model 1). The main
effects suggested in H1 are included in Model 2. Finally, the
complete model (Model 3) adds the interaction terms between
the conflict management strategies (avoidance, compromise, and
collaboration) and generational ownership dispersion. To better
interpret the main effects and further assess potential multi-
collinearity issues, we mean-center all the variables involved
in the interaction term [146], [147], [166]. In addition to the
correlation matrix mentioned above, we further test whether
multicollinearity issues might arise. Multicollinearity can be
expected not to be an issue when the variance inflation factors
(VIFs) are below the recommended threshold of 10 (e.g., [147],
[164]). All the VIFs in our regression models are well below
this threshold and even below 2. Hence, we do not have any
indications that our results would suffer from multicollinearity
issues.

Our hierarchical regression setup is supported because our
full model (Model 3) features the highest R2 of all the models
(0.36). Further, all three models have significant F statistics
(p < 0.01). To hold sufficient statistical power, our 11 indepen-
dent variables in Model 3 would require a minimum number

This article has been accepted for inclusion in a future issue of this journal. Content is final as presented, with the exception of pagination. 



12 IEEE TRANSACTIONS ON ENGINEERING MANAGEMENT

TABLE V
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

TABLE VI
CORRELATION MATRIX

TABLE VII
HIERARCHICAL REGRESSION ANALYSIS

between 55 observations (that is, five times the number of
independent variables in the complete regression analysis, see
Hair et al. [147]) and 75 observations (that is, 20 plus 5 times the
number of independent variables, see Khamis and Kepler [167]).
Hence, all three models should hold appropriate statistical power
since our number of observations (85) is above both these
thresholds.

In Model 1, we estimated the control variables’ effects. These
variables explain a relatively large proportion of the variance
(R2 = 0.28). However, the control variables in Model 1

suggest only one significant effect. We find a positive relation-
ship between firm size and digitalization (b = 0.476, p < 0.01),
following our assumption that small family firms would be less
likely than large family firms to have the resources to invest in
digital transformation processes [62], [168].

In Model 2, we include the direct effects proposed in H1(a–c).
The explained variance increases significantly (R2 = 0.32).
However, we only find one significant direct effect on digi-
talization besides its positive relationship with firm size (b =
0.508, p< 0.01). That is, compromise is significantly associated
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Fig. 2. Interaction between collaboration and generational ownership dispersion.

with digitalization (b = 0.203, p < 0.10), providing support for
hypothesis H1b. Model 2 shows no significant direct effect of
avoidance and collaboration on digitalization. Hence, H1a and
H1c are not supported.

In Model 3, we include the interaction terms of the conflict
management strategies and generational ownership dispersion.
The significant predictors firm size (b = 0.501, p < 0.01) and
compromise (b = 0.216, p < 0.10) are also confirmed in Model
3. Therefore, H1b receives further support from this model.
In addition, one of the three proposed interaction effects, the
moderating role of generational ownership dispersion in the
relationship between collaboration and digitalization, turns out
to be significant (b =−0.189, p < 0.10). These findings support
H2c. In contrast, the other two interaction terms are unrelated
to digitalization. Thus, H2a and H2b are not supported.

Fig. 2 plots the significant interaction effect found in Model
3, showing that a collaboration conflict management strategy
positively impacts digitalization in family firms with only one
ownership generation (see the solid line in Fig. 2). By contrast,
the results show that when family ownership is dispersed over
two or more generations, a high level of collaboration does
not affect digitalization in family firms (see the almost flat
dotted line in Fig. 2). In summary, the plot in Fig. 2 suggests
that the relationship between collaboration and digitalization
is more pronounced for family firms with only one ownership
generation. That is, while the interaction term is significant in
Model 3, the underlying dynamic is different from hypothesis
H2c, where we proposed that this relationship would be more
pronounced in family firms with ownership dispersed over two
or more family generations. We thus turn to our insights from the
qualitative interviews to make sense of this surprising finding.

C. Qualitative Interviews

The results of the interviews confirm our descriptive findings
that digitalization is a hot and conflict-ridden topic for many con-
temporary family firms (see Table I). However, our interviewees’
understanding of their family firms’ current digitalization efforts

is often related to process digitalization only, which aligns with
earlier evidence presented by Soluk and Kammerlander [12].
That is, most interviewed family firm actors connect digital-
ization with efficiency and effectiveness improvements, which
underpins our choice to focus on process digitalization in our
quantitative survey. Only three of the 13 interviewees describe
digitalization as the transformation of previously analog busi-
ness models into digital ones. For instance, the younger gener-
ation family CEO of Beta, a company in the nonmanufacturing
industry with more than 500 employees and one-generation
ownership, stated: “Digitalization is not about organizational
or production processes. For us, that would mean digitalizing
organizational processes so that we have more time, more time
for our employees, and more time for our customers.”

All interviewed family firm actors noted that the challenges
of digitalization could not simply be avoided and that their
firms are actively taking entrepreneurial actions. Therefore,
our interviews confirm our nonsignificant results on avoidance
and detail that avoiding conflicts triggered by digitalization by
trying to evade the issue seems unsuitable. Indeed, only one
interviewee mentioned this strategy as a possible approach.
The younger generation family member soon to join the fam-
ily firm Theta, a company in the nonmanufacturing industry
with less than 500 employees and a multigeneration ownership,
acknowledged that he is “more of a conflict-avoiding person
if possible,” which explains his preference for the avoidance
strategy.

In contrast, our survey findings suggest that adopting compro-
mise as a strategy to overcome conflicts during the digitalization
of family firms is a widespread and suitable approach. Many
interviewees indicated a broad consensus in their firms about
compromise strategies around digitalization. Several intervie-
wees used expressions like “finding a consensus,” “using medi-
ation,” and “convincing others” to describe their approaches to
conflicts around digitalization. For instance, the nonfamily CEO
of Epsilon, a company in the manufacturing industry with less
than 500 employees and one-generation ownership, explained:
“( …) we drive forward here with a perfect consensus.”
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TABLE VIII
ADDITIONAL INTERVIEW STATEMENTS

Our quantitative analyses in Table VII did not indicate a sig-
nificant direct effect of collaboration as a conflict management
strategy on digitalization. Our interviews show, however, that the
respective family firms are resorting to this strategy to some ex-
tent. Here, words like “communication,” “transparency,” “opin-
ion,” and “rules” were mentioned several times. For instance, the
family CEO of Beta, a company in the nonmanufacturing indus-
try with less than 500 employees and one-generation ownership,
noted: “( …) everyone contributes their own opinion. And the
decision or whether the opinion is subsequently considered or
not is something else. However, that doesn’t depend on whether
I don’t hold the opinion, or my esteemed colleague doesn’t hold
the opinion. Therefore, the opinion that makes the most sense is
always valued and taken. ( …) The impulse before that is always
thrown into the room, and then everyone can give their opinion
on whether they like it or not.”

In addition, our interview data illustrate how collaboration
may help overcome conflicts during the digitalization of fam-
ily firms and thus help to interpret our significant finding
on the moderating role of generational ownership dispersion
in the relationship between a collaboration conflict manage-
ment strategy and digitalization. Our interviews indicate that in

family firms with multiple ownership generations, digitalization
is usually not addressed collaboratively by actors from different
generations. In contrast, our interviews indicate that in such
family firms with generational ownership dispersion, the senior
generations often delegate digitalization efforts to more junior
generations due to the lack of expertise of the older genera-
tion around digitalization topics. Still, the different generations
may need to compromise on a shared capital allocation, but
collaboration is a less relevant conflict management strategy
for such family firms with generational ownership dispersion.
For instance, the nonfamily CEO of Alpha, a company in the
nonmanufacturing industry with more than 500 employees and
multigeneration ownership, told us: “In the young generation,
the topic of digitalization has arrived very differently ( …) these
are digital natives, you don’t have to tell them anything more
about it. My generation (older generation) want to be convinced,
but they understand that digitalization plays a role.”

In contrast, the family firms covered by our interviews owned
by one family generation are already exclusively led and owned
by the younger, succeeding generation. While our interviews
with actors from such family firms did not yield many conflict
narratives, the notion that older generations do not actively
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collaborate in digitalization efforts may help explain our sig-
nificant but surprising interaction results above (see Table VII).
That is, collaboration as a conflict management strategy may
be most beneficial in family firms where just one ownership
generation is left but where there are potentially several owners
from the same (young) generation who need to collaborate on
their family firms’ further digitalization endeavors. Further il-
lustrative quotes from our interviews can be found in Table VIII.

To summarize our interview findings, we did not find much
evidence of avoidance strategies here, but several indications
of compromise strategies, which is consistent with the non-
significant results on avoidance and the significant direct effect
of compromise on family business digitalization levels in our
quantitative survey. In addition, our interviews suggest that the
significant interaction effect we found between collaboration
and generational ownership dispersion can be explained by the
notion that collaboration seems to be a relevant conflict manage-
ment strategy only in family firms owned by same generation,
usually younger generation family members. In contrast, in
family firms with more than one family generation involved
in ownership, collaboration does not seem to be an essential
strategy as our interviews indicate that in such family firms, inter-
generational collaboration on digitalization efforts does usually
not occur, while a compromise strategy on the principal strategic
direction of the family firm is still needed (as indicated by the
significant direct effect of this conflict management strategy on
digitalization in Table VII). In contrast, in family firms with
multiple ownership generations, digitalization tasks tend to be
delegated to younger generations.

V. CONCLUSION

A. Discussion and Contributions

With this article, we aimed to shed more light on how conflict
management strategies may help family firms reach higher levels
of digitalization since we assumed—and found—that many
contemporary family firms experience conflicts around digital-
ization. In addition, we expected such conflicts to be particularly
pronounced in family firms where ownership is dispersed among
two or more family generations since we expected that conflicts
might mainly occur between older and younger family owners.
Our results indicate that not all conflict management strategies
help to address digitalization issues. We found that avoidance
is an ineffective conflict management strategy for digitalization
issues in family firms. Our interviews indicate that digitalization
is here to stay and discussions around this topic cannot simply be
avoided. In contrast, our survey and interview findings show that
compromise is positively related to higher levels of digitalization
in family firms. Finally, the impact of collaboration is more
pronounced in family firms with owners from a single-family
generation. This article thus underscores the importance of
tailored conflict management strategies to promote digitalization
and enhance competitiveness in family firms. It highlights the
need for family firms to recognize the significance of digitaliza-
tion in modern business operations and to use effective conflict
management strategies to address digitalization issues.

In summary, we contribute to the literature in three primary
ways. First, we contribute to the family business literature on

conflict theory (e.g., [36], [41], [44]). Former research has
documented that for certain conflicts—for instance, relation-
ship, process, and task conflicts—so-called conflict management
strategies have an impact on the output of family firms, in partic-
ular, organizational performance (e.g., [36], [44], [169], [170])
or innovation (e.g., [46]), especially for disruptive innovations
(e.g., [31]). To what extent conflicts are to be considered in
the case of digitalization and digital transformation has not been
empirically examined to date. Therefore, this article is among the
first to deliver empirical evidence focusing on conflicts regarding
the digitalization of family firms. In the literature, it has been
assumed that there could be an increased potential for conflict
in relation to digitalization (e.g., [12]), but this has not yet been
analyzed in quantitative studies based on measurable conflict
levels. Our survey shows that many family firms experience
process conflicts regarding digitalizing their businesses.

At the same time, and second, we add to this literature by
demonstrating that selected conflict management strategies—in
particular, compromise and collaboration—may help to alleviate
such conflicts and support family business digitalization. While
Weyrauch et al. [32] presented one generic approach to deal
with innovation-related conflicts, we highlight several estab-
lished conflict resolution techniques that apply to family firms
and, thus, most firms worldwide. Whereas collaboration has
been studied more frequently in the literature as a strategy and
has been found to increase corporate performance effectively
(e.g., [169], [170]), compromise has not yet been studied so
profoundly as a conflict management strategy. Our survey and
interview data show that compromise is an important conflict
management strategy that can solve digitalization conflicts and
help foster family firms’ digitalization—irrespective of whether
ownership is dispersed among several family generations. In this
way, this article adds to the growing literature on the digitaliza-
tion of family firms [12], [14], [15], [26], [28], [58] by high-
lighting an important strategy that can be used by family firms
experiencing troubles or conflicts in their digitalization efforts.

Third, this article shows that the effectiveness of the collabo-
ration conflict management strategy is contingent on the number
of family generations holding ownership rights (i.e., genera-
tional ownership dispersion). This further adds to the literature
on the digitalization of family firms and the literature on the
effectiveness of conflict management strategies in family firms
(e.g., [41], [43]). This article indicates that the heterogeneity
among large family firms renders some strategies more effective
than others (e.g., [59], [60]). In family businesses where several
family generations are involved as owners, collaboration is a
less pronounced strategy to manage digitalization conflicts than
in family businesses where only one family generation acts
as owner. This finding is surprising, since we assumed from
the earlier literature that collaboration between the generations
could be strengthened by such a strategy, especially in the
context of digitalization. However, our interview data suggest
that older family generations often do not want to be actively
involved with digitalization and pass this topic on to the younger
and, in their opinion, more tech affine generations. This article
thus contributes to the literature on family business conflicts
[41], [43] by finding that conflict management strategies may
need to be adapted for conflicts around digitalization, and that
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earlier findings on the effectiveness of specific strategies such as
collaboration cannot just be applied to technology-related chal-
lenges such as family business digitalization. Hence, this article
adds a significant moderator of the relationship between conflict
management strategies and family business digitalization: that
is, generational ownership dispersion.

B. Implications for Practice

As a practical implication, this article suggests that family
firms facing conflicts around digitalization can benefit from
implementing conflict management strategies to promote the
digitalization of their business. In particular, compromise con-
flict management strategies seem advisable since they were
found to directly impact the level of digitalization, regardless
of the number of ownership generations in the family firm.
In contrast, our findings suggest that family firms should only
focus on collaboration conflict management strategies around
digitalization when there is one ownership generation. In this
case, they can sort out digitalization-related conflicts in the same
(younger) generation and thus foster higher levels of digital-
ization and ensure their business remains competitive in the
rapidly evolving technological landscape. In contrast, in cases
of multiple ownership generations, collaboration strategies do
not promise much value for family firms as older generations
tend to delegate digitalization efforts to younger generations.
Finally, our findings imply that family firms should not use
avoidance conflict management strategies when it comes to the
digital transformation since digital business models are here to
stay and their application cannot simply be avoided.

C. Limitations

Like other research, our findings are not free from limitations.
First, the participating family firms are located in one European
country, Germany; thus, our results cannot be generalized to
other countries with different cultural settings and potentially
different cultural norms regarding handling conflicts. Hence,
family business research using data from additional regions (e.g.,
non-European countries) is needed to corroborate our findings.
Second, our sample is composed of Mittelstand firms, which
have been shown to have different dynamics when innovating
than larger firms [97]. At the same time, however, most family
firms worldwide are not large and German Mittelstand firms are
generally perceived as representing very typical family firms
[10], [101]. Hence, while our results may not generalize to larger
family firms, they are likely representative of the challenges
faced by many family firms worldwide when it comes to digital
transformation. Third, the data collection period represents a
possible limitation. We collected the survey data during a global
pandemic. Furthermore, a digital transformation cannot be ac-
complished quickly. Hence, we cannot determine how much the
process has progressed or even been completed during the data
collection period, which prevents us from objectively measuring
the firms’ digitalization effort’s success or failure. This should
be considered since the respondents’ answers depend strongly
on their current mood, especially during mood-forming events,
such as a pandemic and potential discrepancies in the company’s
strategic direction [131]. A longitudinal investigation may thus

be warranted to understand the long-term influence of poten-
tial conflicts and conflict management strategies on the digital
transformation of family firms. Fourth, the respondents’ answers
could be subjective, especially when they are a part of the older
generation, which has a significant impact on decision-making
[171].

Consequently, their suggestions, especially conflict manage-
ment solutions, could be caused by their perceptions and may
deviate from the firms’ objective situation [106]. Further cor-
roborating and contextualizing our findings by in-depth case
studies that are able to capture the views from multiple actors
is thus an additional fruitful research avenue to create a deeper
understanding of the successful digital transformation of family
businesses. This topic is promised to accompany us for many
years to come.
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