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1 Introduction 

INTRODUCTION TO THE THESIS 

BACKGROUND AND MOTIVATION  

Family businesses offer a context for investigating “complex and multidisciplinary 

organizational phenomena of interest to many business disciplines” (Neubaum, 2018: 31) and 

have received much scholarly attention since the ignition of this field of study. In particular, 

research on family businesses considers it essential to explain and clarify how these companies 

differ from other types of organizations (Zahra & Sharma, 2004). Family businesses are 

presented as the world’s oldest and most pervasive form of hybrid organizations, that combines 

multiple institutional logics (Bika & Joy, 2018) from “two otherwise separate social categories” 

namely family and business (Werbel & Walter, 2002; Whetten, Foreman, & Dyer, 2014: 480). 

The hybrid organizational form of family businesses is defined as a "meta-system of the family, 

the company and the individual members" (Knapp, Smith, Kreiner, Sundaramurthy, & Barton, 

2013: 1) that combines two or more identity types that one would not normally expect to work 

together (Albert & Whetten, 1985).  

Research that views a family business as a company with a hybrid identity must 

overcome limitations that arise when it is considered as two separate systems (Boers & 

Nordqvist, 2011). For instance, management by the business-owning family is not characterized 

by the separation of these domains, but by the unification of ownership and control. Above all, 

one of the central premises for organizational survival in family businesses is the “simultaneous 

development of functional families and profitable firms” over time (Sharma, 2004: 5). The 

strategic concern of management is no longer the preservation of the separation between work 

and family, but the ability to manage and balance a dynamic overlap (von Schlippe & 

Schneewind, 2014). 



 

2 Introduction 

Recent research has put special focus on the work-family interface in family businesses 

(Michael-Tsabari, Houshmand, Strike, Treister, 2020), based on the complex relationship 

between the family and business levels (Neubaum, 2018). In general, work and family are 

interdependent and complement each other (Werbel & Walter, 2002). Yet the 

interchangeability of both areas becomes particularly apparent in the context of family 

businesses, where the domains of family and business are presented as mutually contingent. 

The family dimension is an integral part of managing family businesses, while characteristics 

of the work domain influence the work-family interface as well (Michael-Tsabari et al., 2020; 

Sharma, 2004). In addition, there is bidirectional enrichment between the two areas when 

experience in one area improves quality of life in the other (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006). 

Researches have yet to further explore how the independence, overlap, and relatedness 

of these competing social categories influence processes, decisions, and outcomes that lead to 

profitability and success (Neubaum, 2018; Payne, 2018). There still remain gaps with respect 

to the influence of corporate structures on the individuals who operate within them (Dobrev & 

Kim, 2019). Although considerable interest has been directed towards the question of how an 

individual’s self-concept relates to organizational life (e.g. Gioia, Patvardhan, Hamilton, & 

Corley, 2013; Ravasi & Canato, 2013; Welbourne & Paterson, 2016), few studies have 

examined the identity social-structure link in family businesses. In particular, “mechanisms that 

are related to identity” (Jaskiewicz, Heinrichs, Rau, & Reay, 2016: 810), used by individuals 

to manage their complex environment, receive too little scientific attention. 

The structural overlap of the family and business domains offers individual members a 

complex context for the occupation of multiple roles in both domains simultaneously. Since 

family members hold overlapping roles in business and family settings, family businesses 

“provide a rich setting where simultaneous interference and enhancement coexist” 

(Michael-Tsabari et al., 2020: 82). Interplay between the business and family systems promotes 

multi-faceted interactions among those family members who take on work roles in the family 
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business in addition to their family roles. In many family businesses, it is not possible to clearly 

distinguish the business or family from the persons comprising them, as “the owners cannot 

cease treating one another like family, and neither can they afford to cease operating like a 

business” (Whetten, Foreman, & Dyer, 2014: 486). There is high pressure from the work and 

family domains to conform to roles. These are more tightly prescribed in family businesses than 

in ordinary executive roles (Tagiuri & Davis, 1996), especially “when the work and family 

roles are salient or central to the person's self-concept” (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985: 77). While 

individuals balance obligations to act in their own best interests as well as those of the company 

and the family (Milton, 2008), “pressures from the work and family domains are mutually 

incompatible in some respect” (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985: 77). In addition, “difficult 

relationships which can be managed under normal circumstances fracture when placed under 

the amplified pressure of running a business” (Nicholson, 2014). As a consequence, individuals 

in family businesses “face pronounced and emotionally laden social dilemmas” that would be 

unknown in nonfamily firms (Milton, 2008: 1077). Therefore, Cooper, Kidwell, and Eddleston 

(2013: 468) claim that “work-family role dynamics are a key process in determining the success 

of such businesses in present and future generations.” The work-family role dynamic is of great 

importance not only for the overall success of the family business, but especially in the context 

of succession, since the overlapping, relational, and concurrently “social character of identities 

in family businesses complicate[s] family business succession” (Milton, 2008: 1070). Family 

involvement and interaction among individuals during an intergenerational succession event 

are undoubtedly eminently high, imposing more considerable complexities on family business 

organizations than on other types of organizations (Milton, 2008). 

Family firm succession offers a context to explain the role identity dynamics of the 

individuals involved, with previous models insufficient in this regard. Although many aspects 

of succession in family businesses have been investigated, the research can further benefit from 

additional insight in role transition and identity dynamics (Long & Chrisman, 2014). This 
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dissertation addresses two manifestations of work-family role dynamic during intergenerational 

succession, namely the multiplicity of roles and the transition between roles and thereby focuses 

on identity to shed light on psychological and sociological processes (Filser, Kraus, & Märk, 

2013). 

Firstly, family businesses provide a suitable and rich area for research on the multiplicity 

of identity, offering an opportunity to examine the work and broader life contexts that make 

multiple or multifaceted identities salient simultaneously (Ramarajan, 2014; Whetten, 

Foreman, & Dyer, 2014). Lam (2011) proposes that individuals inevitably play multi-entity 

roles simultaneously in the succession process. Multiple identities exist not only within a 

person, but also across persons and within a situation. Succession resembles a situation in which 

multiple identities are held by different persons interacting together in a social setting, as 

distinct sets of relationships are mutually contingent. Having multiple roles also means having 

distinct, multiple identities associated with them. Identity multiplicity presents a distinct basis 

for identity tensions. A central tenet of the paper is that individuals in fact hold multiple 

identities (Pratt & Rafaeli, 1997; Stryker, 1968; Yagi, & Kleinberg, 2011) based on “distinct 

networks of relationships in which they occupy positions and play roles” (Stryker, & Burke, 

2000: 286). Burke (2003: 5) defines identity to be “the set of meaning people hold for 

themselves that define ‘what it means’ to be who they are as persons, as role occupants, and as 

group members.” An identity offers pieces of information about the “who am I” question 

(Thoits, 1992) by exploring the “knowledge, meanings, and experiences that are self-defining” 

(Ramarajan, 2014: 593) and unique to any individual (Welbourne, & Paterson, 2016).  

More research is required to explain how individuals manage the multiple facets of their 

identities (Koerner, 2014). This paper attempts to address the call for more research on “the 

cognitive hierarchy and salience of various role-based identities” (Knapp et al., 2013: 20). Few 

studies examine the nature and interplay of multiple identities within a person, especially since 

“research that specifically examines how multiple identities shape important processes and 
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outcomes in organizations is still in its infancy” (Ramarajan, 2014: 590). Yu, Lumpkin, 

Sorenson, and Brigham (2012) highlight that investigating identities of involved family 

members provides a profound understanding of business-owning families in general. Moreover, 

research calls for more investigation into the match of specific tactics to address particular 

identity tensions (Kreiner & Sheep, 2006: 1054). Therefore, this study investigates which 

meanings successors have for the multiple identities they claim during succession, as well as 

how these identities relate to one another, so as to examine how they manage these multiple 

identities and cope with identity tensions. 

Secondly, since the infancy of family business research, succession has been conceived 

of in terms of role transition theory (Handler, 1991; Handler, 1994). In general, individuals are 

constantly in a state of becoming, while they repeatedly move “between and through various 

roles and their attached identities and relationships” (Ashforth, 2001: 3). Role transition covers 

the process by which individuals move through and between these various roles during daily 

interactions and over the course of their lives. As “there are tremendous variances in the nature 

of roles, role boundaries, role identities, role sets, and role transitions” (Ashforth, 2001: 13), 

role transitions can come in different forms and sizes depending on the circumstances and roles 

between which individuals transition. Succession is specifically presented as mutual role 

adjustment process between the founder and next-generation family member (Handler, 1991). 

A succession transition in family businesses imposes a wide variety of significant 

changes on the business, on the family, and especially on the individuals involved. Given that 

structural changes often have psychological consequences, “work role transitions can have 

profound significance for the future development of individuals and their organizations” 

(Nicholson, 1984: 172). Therefore, succession is considered “one of the most challenging tasks 

in an organizational life” (Zahra & Sharma, 2004), particularly because “incumbents, 

successors, and others in family businesses face identity challenges that would be unknown in 

nonfamily firms” (Milton, 2008: 1070). The interdependent overlapping structure of the family 
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and business domain presents a complex context characterized by relationships in which a dyad 

of successor and incumbent inhabits both spheres simultaneously.  

Successor and incumbent are the core participants during succession (Barach & 

Ganitsky, 1995: 132) and “must come to feel comfortable with one another” for the process to 

unfold efficiently (Barach & Ganitsky, 1995: 131). A prerequisite for this is that they develop 

the capacity to confirm each other’s identities. Family firms that fail to induce this process 

“suboptimize on these relational dimensions that would otherwise strengthen and differentiate 

them from nonfamily businesses” (Milton, 2008: 1067). Succession offers a suitable context 

for examining the interpersonal dynamics between successor and incumbent, since group-level 

factors are presented as strongly influencing the succession process (Handler, 1994). However, 

relational identity dynamics between successor and incumbent have been neglected, and the 

importance of relational aspects of role identities marginalized (Reay, Goodrici, Waldorff, & 

Casebeer, 2017). This dissertation hence investigates how successor and incumbent affect each 

other’s identity development and engage in mutual co-construction to manage role transition 

during succession.  

In summary, this dissertation focuses on the overlap between family, business, and 

ownership in situations where work is often directly connected to the family. Family businesses 

offer an opportunity to examine a context that makes multiple identities salient simultaneously, 

especially during succession. This dissertation focuses on the hybrid structure as a context for 

individual processes based on the multiple roles they hold and the multi-faceted interactions 

they experience. Family business research, and especially research on succession, benefits from 

an identity perspective because it offers a fruitful theoretical and empirical means of linking 

social structure, multiple identities, and relational mechanisms in identity construction. The 

dissertation will provide the family business field with a novel perspective both theoretically 

and empirically constructed, thereby providing a multitude of contributions to the current state 

of research on family firms.  
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RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

The overarching objective of this dissertation is to expand our knowledge of identity, its 

multiplicity, and its related processes on the individual and relational levels, with special regard 

to the unique, hybrid structure of family businesses and the peculiarities resulting from it. To 

achieve this objective, the three essays of this dissertation build logically on each other and are 

conceptually interrelated. The first essay aims at providing and advancing an integrated 

understanding of identity by reviewing and examining the concept of identity in organizational 

studies.  

Essay 1 provides an essential theoretical and conceptual foundation for Essay 2 and 

Essay 3. Firstly, the review maps individual, social, and relational identity types and provides 

an understanding of identity multiplicity. This underpins the second essay, which in turn 

examines the successor’s multiple identities based on the hybrid nature of family firms. 

Secondly, the review further maps identity processes and their impact on organizational 

phenomena. These are investigated in Essay 3 in the context of role transitions during 

succession. Each essay uses a specific theoretical perspective and appropriate methodology to 

approach each research question and contribute to both theory and practice. In the course of 

this dissertation, the following research questions will be examined:  

Essay 1: What do we know about the construct of identity in organizational research, and how 

do scholars integrate identity perspectives?  

Essay 2: Which identities do successors refer to most strongly in their self-perception, and how 

do they deal with these multiple identities and with the resulting identity tensions during 

succession? 

Essay 3: Which mutual practices constitute identity co-construction in the case of 

intergenerational succession, and how do successors and incumbents influence each other's 

identity development in order to cope with the role change during succession? 
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Table 0-1:  Overview of research objectives and the resulting identity concepts under 
scrutiny (source: own) 

 Objective Identity concepts  
Essay 1 Review identity 

in organizational 
studies 

Identity types Identity 
processes 

Identity impact 
area 

Essay 2 Investigate 
identity 
multiplicity 

Personal identity, 
identity as family 
member and as 
successor 

Perceptual 
control process 

Cope with 
identity 
tensions 

Essay 3 Introduce 
identity co-
construction 

Relational 
identity 

Identity 
co-construction 

Manage role 
transition 

 

Objectives of the first essay 

The area of identity research is wide-ranging, and the pace of organizational research on identity 

has continued to accelerate (Côté, 2006; Vignoles, Schwartz, & Luyckx, 2011). This clear 

upward trend in scholarly engagement with an identity focus highlights a growing interest in 

identity as a powerful multilevel-construct in social sciences, psychology, and organizational 

studies (Ashforth, Rogers, & Corley, 2011; Vignoles, Schwartz, & Luyckx, 2011). However, 

organizational studies have yet to fully acknowledge theoretical differences and similarities 

between theories on identity. Scholars often loosely apply the term ‘identity’, as “it has been 

used to refer to many different things” (Vignoles, Schwartz, & Luyckx, 2011: 2). The entry of 

‘identity’ into popular use as a catch-all-label (Vignoles, Schwartz, & Luyckx, 2011) across 

numerous contexts, and resulting disparate approaches to understanding it, have elicited a 

fragmented body of knowledge.  

Due to the varying usage of identity types, “the study of every possible identity is 

daunting, and researchers need guidance in selecting which identities to include” (Welbourne 

& Paterson, 2016: 3). Therefore, the main goal of this review is to organize prior research, 

clarify conceptual underpinnings and themes, and facilitate understanding of the concept of 

identity. To identify avenues for future research, the objective here is to present a research 
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agenda based on the structured literature review. As “the tendency toward within-level research 

has left important questions regarding between-level dynamics largely unanswered” (Ashforth, 

Rogers, & Corley, 2011: 1144), this review further examines and synthesizes the level of 

analysis at which the selected studies apply identity perspectives. Ultimately, this review 

proposes multi-level research towards a general identity theory that bridges and integrates 

theoretical perspectives, with a goal of creating a comprehensive understanding of identity.  

Objectives of the second essay 

Research at present seeks to investigate how identities and social environments sustain and 

shape one another, “when and how people occupy multiple identities simultaneously” (Smith-

Lovin, 2003: 168), and when multiple identities are salient at a single point in time (Ramarajan, 

2014). Whetten, Foreman, and Dyer (2014: 493) present family firms as a suitable research 

context “for examining the all-too-common phenomenon of multiple or multifaceted identities 

in organizations,” where the dual system promotes simultaneousness of such identities. This 

essay deals with the question of how multiple identities are linked to the underlying complexity 

of the social structure in which an individual is situated. In the specific context of 

intergenerational succession, the interchangeability of the domains of family and business 

becomes particularly apparent, as family- and work-related identities appear inseparable. 

However, the application of identity theory to the study of family businesses has been 

surprisingly rare (Reay, 2009). 

An introductory objective of the second essay is to highlight peculiarities of the dual 

system that exists in family business, and succession especially, and its implications for 

individuals involved. As research that specifically examines “how multiple identities shape 

important processes and outcomes in organizations is still in its infancy” (Ramarajan, 2014: 

590), the main aim is to understand the meanings that successors have for the multiple identities 

they claim during succession, and how they relate to one another. The essay further aims to 
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explain how individuals manage multiple facets of their identities based on diverse and 

interdependent family, business, and personal identity ties (Koerner, 2014; Milton, 2008). It 

also addresses the call for more research to “decompose identity management strategies ‘in-

use’” (Shepherd & Haynie, 2009a: 331). By exploring the social psychology of the successor’s 

identity multiplicity, the essay focuses on the individual’s power as a proactive agent in 

personal and role development, and offers a deeper understanding of how roles, identities, and 

careers develop. 

Objectives of the third essay 

Many scholars choose a psychodynamic, relationship-centered approach (Fiegener, Brown, 

Prince, & File, 1996) in their study of succession. Succession offers a suitable context for 

examining the interpersonal dynamics between successor and incumbent, since group-level 

factors are presented to strongly influence succession (Handler, 1994). However, relational 

identity dynamics between successor and incumbent have been neglected and the importance 

of the relational aspect of role identities has been marginalized (Reay, Goodrici, Waldorff, & 

Casebeer, 2017). One such relational aspect is identity formation. In this regard, identity co-

construction is introduced as a relational lens through which to view individual and mutual 

behavior within family firms.  

The aim of this paper is to understand the challenges of the transition process during the 

phase of co-habitation, while considering the succession experience from both the perspectives 

of the incumbent as well as successor generation family member. Since succession affects both 

incumbents and successors simultaneously, it is critical to understand the relational dynamics 

through which the involved role identities are negotiated and can change (Reay et al., 2017). 

The essay aims to contribute a sociological and psychological perspective to management 

succession in family firms by uncovering additional cognitive and behavioral processes used 

specifically by family business participants (Pieper, 2010; Sundaramurthy & Kreiner, 2008) 
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during role transitions brought upon by inter-generational succession. Above all, the essay 

contributes to the call for more research on relational identity through the “identification of 

identity tactics” (Knapp et al., 2013: 20). In doing so, Essay 3 presents relational insight on role 

transition and identity development. 

 Taken together, the three essays provide an overview of the central role of identity and 

identity processes in the context of succession. The first essay provides a theoretical foundation 

on which the understanding of the two subsequent essays is based. To comprehend identity 

multiplicity, it is important to gain an understanding of the available types of identity. Similarly, 

to address identity formation and change requires knowledge of existing identity processes. As 

people hold multiple identities related to their group memberships and role occupations, an 

important component of life-course research has been the investigation of psychological and if 

relevant physical movement transitions between those roles. This dissertation creates the 

connection between these elements and a basis for understanding the complexity of multiple 

identities and the transitions between them both within and across a person. Above all, this 

research work clarifies the structural conditions under which multiple identities are likely to be 

activated in the same setting and at the same time, and the impact that interpersonal 

relationships exert on an individual's ability to deal with identity issues and role changes. Table 

0-2 provides an overview of the three individual essays and presents their main foundations, as 

well as their main findings.  
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Table 0-2: Overview of the three individual essays (source: own) 
 

Essay 1 Essay 2 Essay 3 
Title Toward an Integrated Understanding of 

Identity: Review and Examination of 
Identity in Organizational Studies  

How successors navigate multiple identities 
during succession: A perceptual control 
perspective 

Role transition during intergenerational 
succession in family businesses: Introducing 
the relational process of identity co-
construction between incumbent and 
successor  

Research 
question(s) 

What do we know about the construct of 
identity in organizational research, and how do 
scholars integrate identity perspectives?  

Which identities do successors refer to most 
strongly in their self-perception, and how do 
they deal with these multiple identities and 
with the resulting identity tensions during 
succession? 

Which mutual practices constitute identity co-
construction in the case of intergenerational 
succession, and how do successors and 
incumbents influence each other's identity 
development in order to cope with the role 
change during succession? 

Theoretical 
framework 

Identity theory and social identity theory  Identity theory and social identity theory  Identity theory  

Main 
contributions 

Essay 1 offers a deeper understanding of the 
nature of identity and illustrates the intellectual 
status and progression of identity research in 
organizational studies. The overview serves as 
a starting point for a deeper, more concise, and 
multi-level usage of the identity concept in 
organizational studies.  

Essay 2 presents the interplay of multiple 
identities and contribute to the perceptual 
control process. In doing so, it presents identity 
management tactics to cope with identity 
tensions. It also provides a richer view of 
sociological and psychological aspects of 
succession.  

Essay 3 adds to the understanding of 
succession as mutual role transition by 
introducing identity co-construction as 
relational process of identity formation 
between incumbents and successors. It 
elaborates on how individuals manage role 
transitions through interaction with others.  

Methodology Systematic, conceptual literature review Empirical qualitative, multiple case study Empirical qualitative, multiple case study 

Sample 153 published research articles from peer-
reviewed journals  

30 successors from family businesses, resulting 
in 30 semi-structured interviews plus 6 
observations 

13 case firms, resulting in 23 semi-structured 
interviews plus observations 

Data collection Keyword search Interviews and observations Interviews and observations 
Main findings The essay establishes three categories that are 

subject to comparison and further analysis, 
termed ‘identity content,’ ‘identity process,’ 
and ‘identity impact.’ The review illustrates 
the intellectual status and progression of 
identity research in organizational studies 

Based on identity multiplicity, identity tensions 
emerge for which successors develop 
behavioral strategies to deal with the identity 
confusion. Four areas of identity confusion and 
consistent behavioral strategies are identified.  

The essay establishes the process of co-
construction and develops four integral 
elements and their intertwined nature in 
identity formation.  

Publication status  Unpublished manuscript Unpublished manuscript Unpublished manuscript 
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RESEARCH APPROACH AND COURSE OF INVESTIGATION 

In order to meet the research goals mentioned, I use different research approaches within the 

scope of the respective essays. This dissertation consists of three independent essays that 

address the research questions highlighted above in a structured and coherent manner. 

To address the first research question of what we know about the construct of identity 

in organizational research and how scholars integrate identity perspectives, the first essay 

presents a structured literature review and provides an overview of current knowledge on 

identity on the personal level in organizational studies. To build a integrative conceptual review 

regarding identity in organizational studies, the conduct and reporting of the first essay adhere 

to common approaches to systematic literature reviews (Boland, Cherry, & Dickson, 2017). As 

journal lists are regarded as the “most important metrics of research quality” (Peters, Daniels, 

Hodgkinson, & Haslam, 2014: 1786), and given the large number of potential journals 

available, the review selects a number of available publications that are regarded as outstanding 

and leading academic business research. To ensure scientific rigor, the essay focuses on 19 

influential, top-ranked, peer-reviewed journals.1 Criteria are established to systematically 

search for suitable literature and to gather, select, categorize, and analyze the selected 

publications. From within a timeframe of 2009 to 2019, 207 articles are identified focusing on 

identity and containing the search term “identit*” in the title as well as the abstract.  

The review takes into consideration publications that explicitly explore identity on the 

individual, relational, and social level of analysis. Henceforward, papers omitted deliberately 

 
1 Academy of Management Annals, Academy of Management Journal, Academy of Management Review, 
Administrative Science Quarterly, Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, Family Business Review, Journal of 
Applied Psychology, Journal of Business Venturing, Journal of International Business Studies, Journal of 
Management, Journal of Management Studies, Journal of Organizational Behavior, Management Science, 
Organization Science, Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, Personnel Psychology, Strategic 
Management Journal, The Leadership Quarterly, Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal 
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are those in which identity was used solely in that realm of organizational identity. Ultimately, 

the initial working list is reduced to 153 studies more rigorously reviewed.  

The analysis of 153 publications is divided into two parts. Firstly, the study presents the 

application of the identity concept. The second step of categorization focuses on identity 

perspectives and research level applied, with explicit consideration of within-level and 

between-level directed research. In the service of ‘gap-spotting’ and ‘assumption-challenging’ 

(Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011), the review aims at developing evidence-informed management 

knowledge (Tranfield, Denyer, & Smart, 2003). The essay provides a research agenda, 

presenting possibilities to expand, substantiate, or validate the state of research in the future. In 

doing to, the essay serves as foundation and inspiration for the succeeding two essays on 

identity multiplicity and identity formation. The succeeding two essays adopt an identity-based 

perspective on family businesses because “identity theory provides both a conceptual 

justification for many commonly observed behaviors in family firms and new lens through 

which other hard-to-explain behaviors can be investigated” (Milton, 2008: 1064).  

The main objective of the second essay is to focus on identity multiplicity and address 

the questions of which identities successors refer to most strongly in their self-perception, and 

how they deal with these multiple identities and with the resulting identity tensions during 

succession. Essay 2 opts for an interpretative, qualitative study approach that is based on 

personal experience of the studied actors, their psychology, and their behavior in light of their 

succession. The study design is based on different data sources, namely internet research, 

observations, and interviews. Interpretivism encourages data collection techniques that are 

based on in-depth, qualitative investigations (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). The main 

means of data collection are in-depth interviews that took place either on site in the family 

business or via telephone. Only one active successor per organization is interviewed, resulting 

in 30 semi-structured interviews over the course of each session lasting 60 minutes on average. 

Internet-based research about the family businesses and their history, development, and 
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management provides basic information about and familiarization with the characteristics. 

These are briefly asked for at the beginning of the interviews to allow for quick access to the 

topic and a trustworthy relationship with the respondent. Six observations focus on stories of 

successors about their experiences in the family business and during succession, which they 

have presented as speakers at conferences and events. 

To meet the call for more diverse research methodologies in family firm research, the 

paper aims at including discursive analysis and to “explore identity in greater detail through 

narrative approaches” (Kjellander, Nordqvist, & Welter, 2011: 40). Bjursell and Melin (2011) 

establish identity as narrative construction, and in conclusion narratives as suitable artefacts for 

investigating entrepreneurial identities in the family business context. Discourse analysis is 

suitable to examine the process through which meanings are generated and maintained, and it 

involves examining how discourse shapes an understanding of social reality, in particular 

during succession (Daymon & Holloway, 2001). The narrative approach in this study builds on 

how interviewees use narratives as a temporal structuring effort to give meaning to change so 

as to establish and maintain the continuity of self-awareness beyond the biographical changes 

during succession. The analysis of Essay 2 adheres to common approaches to coding (Straus & 

Corbin, 1998) and discovering theoretical concepts (Chamaz, 2014). Based on the coding and 

analysis of interviews with successors from different family businesses, a data structure was 

developed that represents the essential content components of the resulting model about identity 

multiplicity and behavioral agency. The iteration between data and literature facilitates broad 

theorizing, and the establishment of broad constructs to provide insight into the processes 

during the perceptual control process.  

The third essay addresses the questions of which mutual practices constitute identity co-

construction in the case of intergenerational succession, and how successors and incumbents 

influence each other's identity development in order to cope with the role change during 

succession. Qualitative research provides a powerful tool to understand how meaning is created 
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and identities evolve during succession. The qualitative design aims to advance the field of 

identity formation by “providing unique, memorable, socially important and theoretically 

meaningful contributions” (Gephart, 2004: 462). Further, the paper adopts an interpretive 

stance. The philosophical paradigm of interpretivism is defined as “an epistemological position 

that requires the social scientist to grasp the subjective meaning of social action” (Bryman, 

2004: 540). The study design follows an inductive case-centered approach (Eisenhardt, 1989) 

that is based on 13 independent cases. Interviews were conducted with the incumbent in two 

case forms, and with both the successor and the owner in 10 companies. A total of 23 interviews 

with an average duration of 60 minutes were completed. In the last company, observations of 

the successor and owner were made over a period of three years. To gain in-depth 

understanding, I focus on critical interactions and collect direct observations of social behavior 

such as to facilitate developing broad psychological processes. Through this qualitative 

research approach, the paper provides “detailed descriptions of actual actions in real-life 

contexts that recover and preserve the actual meanings that actors ascribe to these actions and 

settings” (Gephart, 2004: 455). To some extent, data collection, coding, and analysis of the 

interviews and observations was a joint process (Glasser & Strauss, 1967), as the 

interconnections between the dimensions crafted from the interviews were probed through 

emergent observations that provided new insight (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

Essay 3 uses the same approach to coding as Essay 2. Since observations “provide a 

social context for what people say in the field about themselves and others” (Marvasti, 20014: 

359), they prove useful for investigating the psychological and social processes by which 

individuals both create meaning during succession and construct their everyday reality in 

interactions. The observations are used to shed light on the results of the coding process in the 

context of the experienced interaction, and thus to uncover conclusions about the interaction of 

the dimensions, or possible shortcomings in the process flow.  
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STRUCTURE OF THIS DISSERTATION  

Each of the following three chapters contains a conceptually coherent but independent research 

essay of which I am the sole author. The last chapter contains a brief summary of the results 

and draws overall conclusions. The scope of each chapter and the underlying research project 

is summarized by the abstracts of the individual papers, which are presented below. 

ABSTRACTS OF THE THREE ESSAYS  

Essay 1 - Toward an Integrated Understanding of Identity: Review and Examination of 

Identity in Organizational Studies 

In organizational research, studies increasingly draw on identity theory and social identity 

theory in order to explain social phenomena in organizational life. Yet in doing so, different 

definitions, aspects, and assumptions of identity are used, resulting in disparate approaches to 

the concept and a fragmented body of knowledge. The overall aim of the review is to collect, 

organize, and structure the research state of, application, and integration of identity in 

organizational studies, and to further advance the integration of perspectives. The review 

capitalizes and builds upon the insights of 153 articles in the time period from 2009 to 2019. I 

present six clusters for the categorization of identity research: Context, level of analysis, 

research level, identity types, processes, and impact areas. The review maps identity types, 

processes, and their impact on organizational phenomena with special regard to the levels of 

analysis most frequently applied, namely individual, social, and relational, while explicitly 

considering within-level and between-level directed research. As a result, the review introduces 

a research agenda and proposes multi-level research towards a general identity theory that 

bridges and integrates different perspectives, with an ultimate goal of creating a comprehensive 

understanding of identity. The integration of identity perspectives to elaborate on the facets of 

a single identity creates space within which to advance a discussion of an understanding of the 
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multiplicity of identity: From a present focus on switching between several identities, to a future 

understanding of having multiple aspects of a single identity. 

Essay 2 - How successors navigate multiple identities during succession: A perceptual 

control perspective 

Family businesses combine the two domains of family and business, and therefore offer a 

unique context for researching multiple identities. Multiple identities are understood as the set 

of meanings individuals hold about who they are as an individual, as a role occupant, and as a 

social actor. Tensions therefore may exist between these different identities. The management 

of multiple identities is a dynamic process that goes on throughout various life stages. This 

paper uncovers critical dimensions in the lives of successors during succession and focuses on 

their unique life stories. The qualitative study investigates which are the most salient identities 

that successors refer to, and how they manage these multiple identities and cope with emerging 

identity tensions during succession. The study aims to do so by assessing meanings that 

successors have for the multiple identities which they claim during succession, as well as how 

these identities relate to one another. In doing so, the paper examines how individuals create 

coherent and more or less stable definitions of themselves through behavioral strategies based 

on a perception control process. Through gradual behavioral adaptation, successors manage 

conflicting demands on the self-concept, and use their succession experience as a pathway 

towards self-formation. The paper focuses on the capacity and power of the individual as a 

proactive agent in personal as well as role development, and in doing so offers a deeper 

understanding of how roles, identities, and careers develop. 
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Essay 3 - Role transition during intergenerational succession in family businesses: 

Introducing the relational process of identity co-construction between incumbent and 

successor  

Individuals face the lifelong challenges of both finding meaningful work and letting go of it at 

some point in later working life. Intergenerational succession in family businesses combines 

these two challenges and places them in direct relation to each other, whereby an entry of one 

causes the exit of the other. Co-habitation describes the phase during which both incumbent 

and successor engage in the processes of role adjustment and identity development. However, 

the centrality of identity to succession as a process of role transition is often neglected. 

Succession rarely ends up being a simple passing of the baton, and often involves complex 

psychological and sociological processes. Moreover, the relational dynamics of the processes 

through which the involved role identities are negotiated, and in turn change, have not yet been 

extensively researched. Given that role changes occur within social interactions, and identity is 

a relational construct, identity development during role transition is presented as a process of 

co-construction during which relational dynamics lead to role clarification and adjustment, as 

well as identity claiming and granting. Through qualitative research based on 13 independent 

cases, the paper sheds light on how incumbents and successors manage role transitions, engage 

in combined efforts of mutual identity co-construction to cope with the identity tensions brought 

upon by succession, and ultimately accomplish role identity changes.  
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ESSAY 1: Toward an integrated understanding of identity: Review and examination of 
identity in organizational studies2 

INTRODUCTION 

The study of an individual’s identity has served as a ‘battleground’ for the proponents of 

different theories of human nature (Cooley, 1922; Sullivan, 1986). Thus, almost every 

philosopher, psychologist, humanist, or neuroscientist who has ever thought about humans has 

had to make some claim about the nature of identity and how it manifests itself. The importance 

of an individual’s identity for the functioning of society has long been established, with identity 

linked to effects on individual development (Marcia, 2002) and human experience (Conroy & 

O'Leary-Kelly, 2014). Ever since the dawn of theories on identity, organizational scholars have 

been researching identity as a means of explaining and understanding social structure, human 

interaction, and behavior (Hogg & Terry, 2012), as well as an additional “wide variety of 

organizational phenomena and outcomes” (Ashforth, Rogers, & Corley, 2011: 1144). 

Throughout this research, considerable interest has been directed towards how an individual’s 

self-concept relates to organizational life (e.g. Gioia, Patvardhan, Hamilton, & Corley, 2013; 

Ravasi & Canato, 2013; Welbourne & Paterson, 2016). Consequently, identity is increasingly 

used as an explanatory concept in academia as well as in practice (Ashforth, Rogers, & Corley, 

2011; Cameron, 2004). There has been a clear upward trend in scholarly engagement with an 

identity focus, making it one of the most commonly studied constructs with a manifold 

application and highlighting the growing interest in and importance of identity as a powerful 

and multilevel-construct in psychology, the social sciences, as well as organizational studies 

(Ashforth, Rogers, & Corley, 2011; Vignoles, Schwartz, & Luyckx, 2011). As the pace of 

organizational research on identity has continued to accelerate (Côté, 2006; Vignoles, 

 

2 Schade, A. C. (2020c). Toward an integrated understanding of identity: Review and examination of identity in 
organizational studies. Unpublished working paper. 
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Schwartz, & Luyckx, 2011; Table 1-2), studies have increasingly drawn on identity theory and 

social identity theory in order to explain social phenomena in organizational life. In psychology 

and sociology literature, scholars systematically compare identity theory and social identity 

theory, highlighting differences as well as similarities between these two perspectives (Deaux 

& Burke, 2010; Hogg, Terry, & White, 1995; Schwartz, Luyckx, & Vignoles, 2011). Identity 

theory describes an underlying set of ideas about identity in regard to one’s position in society, 

especially within role relations while social identity theory pictures identity in terms of social 

categories and group affiliation.  

However, this literature review suggests that organizational research has not yet fully 

recognized the theoretical differences and similarities between these theories. In this context, 

scholars often loosely apply identity as referring “to many different things” (Vignoles, 

Schwartz, & Luyckx, 2011: 2). This tendency has in turn spurred a trend in organizational 

studies of blending identity perspectives (Ramarajan, 20014). In recent years, it has also 

become increasingly common for scholars to introduce additional identity types to specify 

distinct domains in which identity plays a significant role for the individual. The entry of the 

term ‘identity’ as a catch-all-label (Vignoles, Schwartz, & Luyckx, 2011) into popular use 

across numerous disparate contexts has muddied the waters even further. Côté (2006: 6) claims 

the concept of identity to have become “another Tower of Babel.” Therefore, disparate 

approaches to the term have elicited a fragmented body of knowledge. In popular and scientific 

usage, “’identity’ [has] become [a concept] which alternately circumscribes something so large 

and so seemingly self-evident that to demand a definition would almost seem petty, while at 

other times [it] designates something made so narrow for purposes of measurement that the 

overall meaning is lost and it could just as well be called something else” (Erikson, 1968: 15). 

Today, Erikson’s (1968) claim about the range in conceptualization and the considerable variety 

in usage (Stryker & Burke, 2000) remains applicable to the extensive literature on identity in 

contemporary organizational studies. The extensive spectrum between implicitness and 
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explicitness highlights the construct’s intricacy as well as its key theoretical challenge. This 

paper asserts, that it is challenging to develop relevant and rigorous research about the 

individual’s identity with regard to its influence on organizational behavior based on such an 

indefinite conception. Due to the variability in usage of identity types, “the study of every 

possible identity is daunting, and researchers need guidance in selecting which identities to 

include” (Welbourne & Paterson, 2016: 3). In view of this development, a literature review is 

now justified to shed light on the general trends and investigate broad topics.  

Scholars promote a more integrated view towards a general identity theory (Stets & 

Burke, 2000; Vignoles et al., 2011) that addresses research on different levels of identity. 

Ashforth, Rogers, and Corley (2011: 1144) claim that “the tendency toward within-level 

research has left important questions regarding between-level dynamics largely unanswered,” 

especially once between-level interrelationships manifest through the multiplicity of identity. 

Vignoles and colleagues (2011: 4) state that multiple aspects of identity intersect and interact 

with each other and, taken together, “may provide the basis for an integrated operational 

definition of identity.” The requirement to integrate more than one identity perspective is 

clearly enunciated by Burke, Owens, Serpe, and Thoits (2003: 2) who argue that “by seeing all 

of these identities as theoretically isomorphic, but having different bases or sources, a 

unification of the different uses of identities might better be achieved.”  

The goal of the review is to organize prior research, clarify conceptual underpinnings 

and themes, and facilitate understanding of the concept of identity. The review provides a 

comprehensive literature review with explicit consideration of within-level and multi-level 

directed research, therein examining and synthesizing the level of analysis at which the selected 

studies apply identity perspectives. In this context, the review explores how several 

perspectives can be combined. Given the high number of publications in the field of identity 

research in organizational literature, the chosen period under scrutiny (2009-2019) allows a 

large-scale overview of the state of research and simultaneously describes specifically the latest 
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insight into the development of that research. Considering a timeframe ranging from 2009 until 

2019, 153 publications are reviewed more deeply. Criteria are established to systematically 

search for suitable literature and to gather, select, categorize, and analyze the selected 

publications. As a first contribution, the review elaborates a framework that clarifies and 

organizes existing knowledge about identity, as well as setting the identity aspects in relation 

to each other. In bringing together the findings from organizational research on identity, this 

review offers a greater overview, a broader understanding, and a clearer classification of the 

concept of identity and its application, revealing three distinct areas of research: identity 

content, processes, and impact area. The first area, termed identity content, presents the identity 

types that occur in the publications selected. The second area, termed identity processes, 

describes cognitive and psychological processes around identity, as well as their triggers. The 

third area, termed identity impact, introduces identity enactment through its impact areas in 

organizational settings. Each relevant area of identity research in organizational studies is 

subject to a more in-depth analysis so as to adequately understand the evolution of different 

issues. As a second contribution, the review offers several opportunities to extend the literature. 

It does so by ‘gap-spotting’ (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011: 247), challenging the existing body 

of literature through problematization and highlighting understudied issues in each identified 

identity-research area. In doing so, the review presents research possibilities that have been 

overlooked implicitly to date and that are in need of additional future research. In bringing 

together the findings from organizational research, the review leads to a greater understanding 

of how organizational research applies the concept of identity and integrates the different 

theoretical identity perspectives. In closing, the review proposes multi-level research towards 

a general identity theory that bridges and integrates the single perspectives to advance a 

comprehensive understanding of identity.  
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METHODOLOGY 

To build the integrative conceptual review regarding identity in organizational studies, I 

combine a systematic literature review of the current knowledge on and application and 

integration of identity in organizational studies with the elaboration of a framework as well as 

a research agenda toward the integration of identity perspectives and between-level research. 

As conduct and reporting of this paper adhere to the common approaches to systematic 

literature reviews (Boland, Cherry, & Dickson, 2017), the review aims at developing evidence-

informed management knowledge (Tranfield, Denyer, & Smart, 2003). The overall research 

objective (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009) is to collect, organize, and structure the current 

knowledge on and application and integration of identity in organizational studies. The 

following chapter presents the steps taken in the service of ‘gap-spotting’ and ‘assumption-

challenging’ (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011), as well as to systematically search for suitable 

literature and to gather, select, categorize, and analyze the selected publications. Table 1-1 

presents the stepwise approach of the literature selection and review process. 
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Table 1-1: Paper selection and review approach (source: own) 

Research objective: 
• Collect, organize, and structure the current knowledge on and application of identity in 

organizational studies  
• Understand the integration of identity perspectives 
• Extent and question paradigms in the literature 

Boundaries of the review: 
• Organizational research 
• Identity at the individual, role, and social level  

Journals included: 
• Academy of Management Annals, Academy of Management Journal, Academy of 

Management Review, Administrative Science Quarterly, Entrepreneurship Theory and 
Practice, Family Business Review, Journal of Applied Psychology, Journal of Business 
Venturing, Journal of International Business Studies, Journal of Management, Journal of 
Management Studies, Journal of Organizational Behavior, Management Science, 
Organization Science, Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 
Personnel Psychology, Strategic Management Journal, The Leadership Quarterly, 
Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal 

• Search conducted in EBSCO Discovery Service, Emerald Insight, JSTOR Journal 
Archive, and ScienceDirect  

Search approach: 
• Electronic & manual searching 
• Search term: “identit*” 

Inclusion criteria: # Citations 

1 Initial number of articles: 1973-2019 337 

2 Time period taken into consideration: 2009-2019 207 

3 After reading the abstracts: Identity at the individual, role, and social 
level  

153 

Categorization of the articles according to: 
• Identity type, process, and impact 
• Identity perspective and research level 

Gap-spotting: 
• Highlighting under-researched areas and 

inconclusive findings  
• Proposing a research agenda 

Assumption-challenging: 
• Challenging leading assumptions 
• Proposing integration of identity  
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Journals included and publications selected 

After preliminary searches, the scope and strategy for searching and selecting appropriate 

literature is determined (Table 1-1) and contain the following criteria and steps. As journal lists 

are regarded as the “most important metrics of research quality” (Peters, Daniels, Hodgkinson, 

& Haslam, 2014: 1786) and given the large number of potential journals available, the review 

selects a number of available publications that are regarded as outstanding and leading 

academic business research. Given the large number of potential journals available, the review 

focuses on the areas of general business administration, entrepreneurship, organization and 

personnel, small and medium-sized enterprises, strategic management, organizational behavior, 

and psychology to shed light on the individual’s identity in organizational life. As a basis for 

the systematic literature review, I include 19 influential, top-ranked, peer-reviewed journals 

(Table 1-1). Different bibliographic databases are considered for collecting suitable journals 

and articles. The articles in the review stem from the following databases: EBSCO Discovery 

Service, Emerald Insight, JSTOR Journal Archive, and ScienceDirect. The search within the 

databases yields a high number of publications. Therefore, the search is repeated specifically 

for each of the presented journals separately.  

The term “identit*” is used as a keyword given that it forms the root word for both the 

terms “identity” and “identities.” No other search strings with further specification are used to 

ensure a body of literature focused on the identity concept. To further ensure a high research 

focus on the concept of identity, studies were excluded where the term “identit*” appeared only 

either in the title or the abstract, or in neither of the two, so that in turn studies with “identit*” 

in both the title and the abstract are selected for the review. Organizational research on identity 

dates back to the late 1950s, but articles employing the specific selection criteria begin in 1973. 

In a range from 1973 until the end of 2019, 337 articles with the term “identit*” in both title 

and abstract are identified. In order to further concentrate the basis for the analysis, the review 

considers the time period from 2009 to 2019. The emerging work on the integration of identity 
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perspectives based on the comparison of theories by Hogg, Terry, and White (1995) and Stets 

and Burke (2000) is expected to have a time-lag effect on research as research covering several 

identity perspectives begins around the year 2009. These 11 years entail 207 publications and 

are characterized by a strong increase in publication averaging 19 additional citations per year.  

After a preliminary examination consisting of screening titles and abstracts of the 

publications contained in the initial working list, I determine the level of analysis being 

addressed in each article. The review takes publications into consideration that explicitly 

explore identity on the individual, relational, and social level of analysis. Henceforward, papers 

omitted deliberately are those in which identity was used solely in that realm of organizational 

identity which considers either the social constructivist view on organizational identity or the 

central, enduring, and distinctive attributes of the organization as an autonomous entity (Albert, 

& Whetten, 1985). Ultimately, the initial working list is reduced to 153 studies that I review 

more deeply. The systematic search of suitable publications yielded no findings within the 

constraints of the previously described premises, however, in one of the 19 selected journals, 

namely Management Science. Therefore, the analysis is based on the remaining 18 journals. 

Table 1-2 presents the number of papers in each of the journals selected by year (2009-2019). 
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Table 1-2: Number of papers in each of journals selected by year 2009-2019 (source: own) 

Selected journals 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 TOTAL 

Academy of Management Annals      1      1 
Academy of Management Journal  2 1 3 1 4   5 2 3 21 
Academy of Management Review 1 4 3 1 1 2 4  2 3 6 27 
Administrative Science Quarterly         1 4  5 
Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice 2  1    1 1    5 
Family Business Review 1           1 
Journal of Applied Psychology 2 1  2 1 1 1 1 1 1 3 14 
Journal of Business Venturing 1 1   1   1 1 4 1 10 
Journal of International Business Studies   2    3 1 3 2  11 
Journal of Management      2 1 1 3 1  8 
Journal of Management Studies  1 1  1 1   1   5 
Journal of Organizational Behavior 1 1 1   2 2     7 
Organization Science  1 1 1 1  1 2 1  1 9 
Organizational Behavior and Human 
Decision Processes 

     1  1 1 2 1 6 

Personnel Psychology    1 2   1 1   5 
Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal         1   1 
Strategic Management Journal   1         1 
The Leadership Quarterly  1 1 1 2 3 2  3 3  16 

TOTAL 8 12 12 9 10 17 15 9 24 22 15 153 
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Categorization and analysis of selected publications 

Once relevant papers had been identified, all 153 papers were reviewed more deeply. The 

analysis of 153 publications is divided into two parts. Firstly, the study presents the application 

of the identity concept. In order to establish an overview of the current focus of organizational 

research at hand, a keyword analysis of all the abstracts determines which words are particularly 

relevant in a present body of text. Keywords are selected that give insight into the most 

commonly addressed topics in organizational studies with an identity focus. Additional 

keywords emerge that are not readily apparent at first glance. I develop broader thematic areas 

and cluster the publications accordingly. I establish three categories that are subject to 

comparison and further analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 1990), termed ‘identity content,’ ‘identity 

process,’ and ‘identity impact.’ In the category termed ‘identity content,’ papers contribute to 

the knowledge of a certain type of identity, either empirically and/or theoretically. The category 

‘identity process’ is comprised of those papers that focus on mechanisms around identity 

(Ashforth et al., 2011). Finally, the category ‘identity impact’ includes papers that present the 

impact that either identity in general or a specific identity bear on certain aspects of 

organizational life. This clustering produces a list of identity types, processes, and identity 

impact areas that are regularly under consideration in organizational studies. The review also 

shows which organizational members receive the most attention with regard to their identity or 

their undergoing identity processes.  

The second step of categorization focuses on identity perspectives and research level 

applied, with explicit consideration of within-level and between-level directed research. 

Grounded in different scientific disciplines, existing perspectives on identity focus on three 

different bases for an individual’s self-concept, namely: The individual, the relational, and the 

social (Vignoles et al., 2011). The publications are categorized according to their affiliation to 

one or more identity perspectives. When the publication focuses on a single perspective, the 
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publication is designated as ‘within-level research.’ In contrast, research that incorporates more 

than one identity perspective is termed ‘between-level research.’ This distinction offers insight 

into the combination and integration of identity perspectives. The trend towards between-level 

research is analyzed and a research agenda established, presenting possibilities to expand, 

substantiate, or validate the state of research in the future.  

FINDINGS 

APPLICATION OF IDENTITY ASPECTS IN ORGANIZATIONAL STUDIES 

The body of knowledge offers insights related to the application and integration of identity 

perspectives, types, processes, and impact areas in organizational studies. Against the 

background of developments in identity research in organizational studies, the review 

elaborates a framework that clarifies and organizes the knowledge in the field as basis for 

developing a future research agenda. The key components of the framework are portrayed in 

Figure 1-1. Below, the review elaborates on the elements presented in the framework on identity 

in organizational life.  

Figure 1-1: Framework of identity relevant concepts (source: own) 
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Looking at the application of identity theories, there are several areas for deeper 

consideration. The first area offers a short overview of the theoretical nature of the three identity 

perspectives that build the foundation for any research on identity. The identity perspectives 

provide the basis on which identities are built: Personal, social, and role. The level of analysis 

that in turn presents the organizational members constantly under scrutiny. Secondly, the 

identity content in the form of identity types that occur in the 153 citation are presented with 

two distinctions. On the one hand, three generic identity types based on the identity perspectives 

are introduced. On the other hand, as it has become increasingly common for scholars to 

introduce additional identity types to specify their research focus, emergent identity types are 

presented. Thirdly, cognitive and psychological processes around identity and their triggers are 

introduced. Lastly, the identity enactment through its impact on organizational phenomena is 

summarized.  

Identity perspectives  

Perspectives on identity which exhibit similarities have likely emerged separately and 

developed independently. They differ in their theoretical nature (Vignoles, Schwartz, & 

Luyckx, 2011). Grounded in different scientific disciplines, existing theories on identity focus 

on three different bases for an individual’s self-concept, namely: The individual, the relational, 

and the social (Vignoles, Schwartz, & Luyckx, 2011). In a nutshell, Burke (2003: 5) defines 

identity to be “the set of meaning people hold for themselves that define ‘what it means’ to be 

who they are as persons, as role occupants, and as group members.”  

Firstly, regarding identity as a person, the developmental perspective (Erikson, 1968) 

focuses on personality and idiosyncratic traits that individuals present. The distinctive set of an 

individual’s personal characteristics (Koerner, 2014) describe the personal identity as a unique 

person being different from others. The personal characteristics are culturally recognized and 

individually internalized as one’s own (Burke, & Stets, 2009). Shepherd and Haynie (2009a) 
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claim that the distinctiveness fostered in the personal identity is a source of meaning. focuses 

on personality and psychological processes.  

Secondly, research focuses on role occupations and role relations. In terms of role 

occupancy, identity theory offers insight into the nature of role identity. Within identity theory, 

traditional symbolic interactionism and structural symbolic interactionism describe underlying 

set of ideas about identity. Above all, the perspectives emphasize the interdependence between 

social structure, identity, and behavior (Stryker & Burke, 2000). The traditional symbolic 

interaction perspective focuses on the constant creation and re-creation of identities, action, and 

society, while the structural symbolic interaction perspective focuses on stability and constancy 

of identity, action, and society. In the beginning of the 20th century, Charles Cooley (1922) 

presented the view that the individual and the society are organically connected and 

interdependently determine one another like “two sides of the same coin” (Burke, 2004: 5). As 

identities are tied to positions in the social structure, the self must be understood in its social 

relation and not in isolation (Burke, 2004). Henceforward, identity thus becomes a relational 

construct based on role occupations and role relations. In conclusion, for the individual as role 

occupant, the relational identity includes role expectations as well as partner-shared attributes 

stemming from a role relationship. 

Thirdly, research takes the membership to different groups in the organizational context 

into consideration. In 1972, Tajfel first introduced the concept of social identity based on group 

membership. The social psychological perspective of intergroup relations (Hogg, Terry, & 

White, 1995; Jost & Elsbach, 2012) focuses on the nature as well as on the causes of human 

social behavior and intergroup dynamics. In succession, Tajfel and Turner (1979) present an 

integrative theory of intergroup conflict. This piece of theory is considered a classic 

groundwork of social identity theory. Special emphasis is put on the relationship between self-

concept and group behavior (Hogg & Terry, 2012) as well as on possible problems between 

members of different groups (Jost & Elsbach, 2012). Consequently, for the individual as a group 
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member, the social identity includes in-group-shared attributes (Sedikides, Gaertner, & 

O’Mara, 2011). An increased focus on social groups builds a foundation for organization 

studies to adopt ideas from social identity research. Table 1-3 offers an overview of the three 

identity perspectives. 

Table 1-3: Overview of the three identity perspectives (adapted from Stets & Burke, 2009) 

 

Level of analysis 

Companies bring together many different people, all with their own personality. As work is 

acknowledged to be a source of identity, a reciprocal relation between vocational experiences 

and personality is established. Research focuses on assessing the personality attributes of 

an individual and on investigating the relationship between personality traits and occupational 

characteristics (Wille & De Fruyt, 2014). For example, characteristics such as narcissism, 

comprised of “grandiosity, self-importance, and a sense of superiority and entitlement” (Galvin, 

Lange, & Ashforth, 2015: 163), are investigated regarding their impact on organizational 

identification. In the presence of narcissism, organizational identification lets employees view 

the organization as “eminently exploitable” for their personal gain (Galvin, Lange, & Ashforth, 

2015: 163).  

 
Person identity  Role identity Social identity 

Theory Developmental 
psychology 

Identity theory Social identity theory 

Definition Individual’s subjective 
sense of personal 
uniqueness, self-
sameness, and 
continuity  

Partner-shared 
attributes; internalized, 
socially constructed role 
expectations 

Ingroup-shared 
attributes, social 
categories and group 
memberships 

Basis Individual categories, 
culturally recognized 
characteristics, 
individually 
internalized 

Roles, shared cultural 
knowledge, personal 
experience; link to a few 
different others in the 
role set, counter identity 

Socially recognized 
characteristics; link 
to many similar 
others in the group 
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In determining a person’s role occupation, scholars focus on participants in- and outside 

of organizational life, but more so on organizational members. The majority of research 

investigates the common employee, while the other publications focus on specific types of 

employees. Identity plays a significant role even before individuals start working for an 

organization. While demand for highly skilled workers is increasing, employing and above all 

keeping qualified specialists in a company has become a key challenge. Applicants and soon-

to-be employees are an important area of organizational research (Griepentrog, Harold, Holtz, 

Klimoski, & Marsh, 2012; Rupp, Shao, Thornton, & Skarlicki: 2013). The applicants’ identities 

influence their identification with the possible employer, the attraction they ascribe to the firm 

(Banks, Kepes, Joshi, & Seers, 2016), and their intention to finalize one’s application. For 

example, applicants who identify with an organization to a high degree will have higher 

intentions to join the company and consequently be less inclined to withdraw from the 

application (Griepentrog et al., 2012). Once individuals have entered the workforce of a 

particular organization, research focuses on individuals with different role occupations within 

the organization, highlighting the various ways in which identities impact organizational 

phenomena and, above all, the member’s behavior. Starting at the top of an organization, 

research focuses on top management positions such as directors (Withers, Corley, & Hillman, 

2012) and managers (Huy, 2011; Lok, 2010). Research claims identity to have an impact on the 

person’s decision-making and behavior. Experts are central, influential organizational actors 

who possess special knowledge and whose judgments are subject to their personal and social 

identities (Peters et al., 2014). Further, the membership of experts in a certain profession 

receives much scholarly attention (Meek & Wood, 2016; Mitchell & Boyle, 2015). For 

example, research on occupations with a medical background (Goodrick & Reay, 2010) or 

aviation (Fraher & Gabriel, 2014) highlight the importance of the institutional environment in 

shaping and legitimizing an individual’s professional identity. Employees transfer the 

expectations they and society have of their job description to their self-image. In terms of 
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entrepreneurship, there are different roles that are illuminated. First of all, the identity of 

founders (Fauchart & Gruber, 2011; Galvin, Lange, & Ashforth, 2015; Hoang & Gimeno, 2010; 

Powell & Baker, 2014) is acknowledged to have a lasting influence on the organization with 

regard to its business model, organizational culture, and chosen industry. In some accordance 

with the research on top management positions, the identities of a founder systematically shape 

key decisions in the creation of new firms. When comparing founders to family firms, the 

differences between the types of entrepreneurs are traced back to their social contexts and 

identities (Miller, Breton‐Miller, & Lester, 2011). Due to the special nature of family firms 

(Klein, 2008) business-owning family members show heightened identification with their 

organization that in turn shapes their decision making (Deephouse & Jaskiewicz, 2013), 

especially in light of entrepreneurial opportunities (Shepherd & Haynie, 2009b). Entrepreneurs 

in general receive heightened attention due to their specific identity (Shepherd & Haynie, 

2009a), entrepreneurial and identity aspiration (Farmer, Yao, & Kung‐Mcintyre, 2009; Mollick, 

2016), passion (Murnieks, Mosakowski, & Cardon, 2014; Oo, Allison, Sahaym, & Juasrikul, 

2019), or motivation (Phillips, Tracey, & Karra, 2013). All these manifestations result from the 

characteristics commonly ascribed by society to entrepreneurs.  

In terms of role relations, social interactions continuously take place within 

organizations, leading to relationship-building. Under more scrutiny are the type of 

relationships that are grounded in distinct roles that foster a counter-role. The central 

relationship of leaders (Johnson, Venus, Lanaj, Mao, & CHang, 2012; Ormiston & Wong, 2013; 

Sun, 2013) with other organizational members, more specifically with subordinates, is subject 

to identity dynamics. When it comes to role and relational identity, a strong body within the 

studies investigates specifically the dyad between leaders and followers (DeRue & Ashford, 

2010; Jackson & Johnson, 2012; Johnson, 2010; Lord, Gatti, & Chui, 2016; Tee, Paulsen, & 

Ashkanasy, 2013). Concerning the dyadic interaction between leaders and followers, different 

identities play a crucial role. A positive manager-subordinate relationship fosters higher task 
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performance, positive citizenship behavior, and fruitful leader-member exchange. Concerning 

social comparison, Guillén, Mayo, and Korotov (2015) shed light on leader identity and provide 

a comprehensive model of motivation to lead. They further bridge literature on social 

comparison and leadership identity (Guillén, Mayo, & Korotov, 2015: 803). Subašić, Reynolds, 

Turner, Veenstra, and Haslam (2011) present social identity processes as a strategic method to 

promote leader authority. Sun (2013) defines and elaborates on leaders with servant identity 

and their cognitive and behavioral disposition.  

Thirdly, research on the social level focuses on groups that are established according to 

a specific social category and to which employees claim membership. For example. group-

based identity research (Fiol, Pratt, & O'Connor, 2009) concerns groups such as minorities 

(Creed, DeJordy, & Lok, 2010; Lyons, Wessel, Ghumman, Ryan, & Kim, 2014), or, more 

concretely, women (Karelaia & Guillén, 2014; Ladge, Clair, & Greenberg, 2012; Marlow & 

McAdam, 2015). Often confronted with stigmatized identities, members of minorities demand 

more grounds for identification through the organizational structure and justification for their 

membership. For example, recent research presents pathways through which individuals can 

leverage their minority identity to facilitate progress toward work-related goals and create 

positive organizational scholarship (Cha & Roberts, 2019). 

Gap-spotting: The analysis shows that while considerable attention has been directed 

toward understanding certain individuals, relationships, and groups, a systematic approach to 

investigating the link between organizational position and identity provides a more profound 

insight into the distinct relationship between an individual’s self-concept and organizational 

life. Due to the inherent link between social structure and identity (Burke, 2004), it is important 

to understand the individual’s identity as bound to the social arena of the organization. A 

systematic overview and categorization of possible group affiliations across the organization, 

as well as the diverse relationships among organizational members from equal or different 

hierarchy levels, supports a more elaborate analysis of identity mechanisms within companies. 
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Setting the object of investigation in relation to the entire company simplifies the analysis of 

the identity effects on their behavior and favors the deduction of higher-level connections 

between identity dynamics and organizational outcome. Although research concentrates on a 

universal idea of the worker, on specific role relationships, or on occupational and social 

groups, there is still a lack of a deeper understanding of the connections between social 

structures and identity perspectives.  

The decision on the research topic provides guidance on the identity perspective to be 

chosen. Once it is clear who is being investigated, a precise analysis of the identity basis - either 

personal, relational, or social – is important to apply the appropriate identity perspective as a 

theoretical lens. If, for example, a group is being researched but its relationship to the opposing 

group is the most relevant consideration, then the importance of the role relationship exceeds 

that of focusing on the equality of the group members and the difference between them and the 

other group members. The analysis shows that while considerable focus has been directed 

toward understanding the relationship among different hierarchical levels, future research can 

investigate how the relationship among peers influences role identities they develop together. 

Research is needed to explore same-level relationships that are subject to the dyad between 

identity and counter-identity.  

Identity content 

In the category "identity content", the works contribute either empirically and/or theoretically 

to the knowledge of a certain type of identity. In total, five publications (Ashcraft, 2012; 

Ashforth, Rogers, & Corley, 2011; Horton, Bayerl, & Jacobs, 2014; Ramarajan, 2014; & Sun, 

2013) refer exclusively to the further development of a type of identity and not to identity 

processes or their effects. Most quotes combine identity content with other aspects of identity. 

The following section introduces the assumptions about the specific type of identity on which 

the individual researchers base their work.  
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The collection of identity types is divided into generic categories of social, role and 

personal identity (Table 1-4) and into the broader clusters of comprehensive, work, and non-

work identities. Other identity types are clustered and presented (Table 1-5). In the following 

section, the generic identity types are presented as a basis for further analysis. As far as the 

theoretical basis is concerned, some of the identity types presented are understood to be 

synonymous with generic identity types such as personal, role, and social identity, or merely 

add an aspect of further specification (e.g., creative, professional, superordinate). The 

occurrence of these types is described, and their synonyms are presented.  

Occurrence and application of generic identity types 

In comparison to role and social identity, personal identity is less frequently referred to in the 

sampled articles. With regard to personal identity, terms such as ‘individual identity’ (Johnson, 

Venus, Lanaj, Mao, & Chang, 2012; Koppman, Mattarelli, & Gupta, 2016) or ‘internal identity’ 

(Meister, Jehn, & Thatcher, 2014; Meister, Sinclair, & Jehn, 2017) are synonyms for individual 

identity and also refer to an idiosyncratic sense of self that is informed by unique characteristics 

of the focal individual, a motivation primarily by personal values and goals, and involve self-

definitions based on one’s separateness from others. For example, research shows that 

“individual identities [are] uniquely related to transformational and abusive behavior [and leads 

to] variance in perceived leader effectiveness” (Johnson et al., 2012: 1262). The expectations 

and values of personal identities shape judgments of professionals (Peters et al., 2014) that in 

turn influence their decision-making and behavior because they aim at protecting the identity. 

Organizations play a crucial role in the individuals’ capacity to do so by providing opportunities 

for personal identity to be claimed, respected, and granted (Rogers, Corley, & Ashforth, 2017).  

As identities are tied to positions in the social structure, another fundamental concern 

regarding one’s identity is the question: “What is my position and/or role in society?” For 

example, “while at work, a professional may define himself differently from when he is at home 
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with his family or out for dinner with long-time friends” (Meister, Jehn, & Thatcher, 2014: 

492). A specific role supplies the individual with a dual foundation for identity formation. The 

first foundation relates to the role as position in a social system, and the second draws from the 

social relations that arise due to the role occupancy. Firstly, identities are defined by the central 

and peripheral characteristics representative of a given role (Ashforth et al., 2011). Role 

identifications are self-conceptions, self-referent cognitions, or self-definitions that people 

apply to themselves because of the role positions they occupy (Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 

2011). Secondly, identity theory is a microsociological perspective (Hogg, Terry, & White, 

1995) that examines everyday human social interactions, linking the individual to a few 

different others in the role set. People recognize each other as role occupants (Miller, & Le 

Breton-Miller, 2011), promoting a person-based, relational-level identity (Sluss & Ashforth, 

2007). Role identity represents an “internalized positional designations that represent the 

person’s participation in structured role relationships” (Stryker & Serpe 1982: 206). These 

structured role relationships are based on dyadic, complementary role-relations between 

individuals in a dyad (Stets & Burke, 2000). Role identity and its synonyms such as ‘role-based 

identity’ (Bolinger, Klotz, & Leavitt, 2018; Welbourne & Paterson, 2016) and ‘relational 

identity’ (Johnson, 2010; Methot, Rosado-Solomon, & Allen, 2018) refer to the individual’s 

identity in terms of the enactment of a role within a role relation. For example, the position 

employees have in an organization plays a crucial role in determining whether individuals have 

core or noncore roles within this social structure, and in turn their influence on group 

functioning and the relational climate of organizations (Bolinger, Klotz, & Leavitt, 2018). 

Welbourne & Paterson (2016) identify diverse role-based identities that are work-relevant in 

order to represent a more realistic and richer view of identity at work. This view has potential 

to lead to new insights in human resource management, such as the effect of interventions on 

employee behaviors and related outcomes like task performance. Relational identity describes 

how the positions in an organization sets employees in relation to one another and impacts how 
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individuals view and define themselves in the context of their dyadic and collective 

relationships (Methot, Rosado-Solomon, & Allen, 2018). The quality of the relation between 

two roles has influence on outcomes such as subordinate task performance and citizenship 

behaviors (Johnson, 2010), relational identification with leaders (Steffens, Haslam, & Reicher, 

2014) or as pathways for the transmission of resources (Methot et al., 2018). 

In addition to considering personal and interpersonal contexts, individuals place 

themselves in terms of social categories and define themselves based on the characteristics of 

the social group they belong to. “Who am I as group member?” becomes the leading identity 

question concerning group phenomena. Therefore, self-definitions are based on group 

membership and their defining socially shared categories. Social identity theory focuses on the 

self-definition that an individual derives from the belonging to a group (McCall & Simmons, 

1978; Hogg, & Terry, 2012). The concept of social identity is established based on group level 

and on positions in society. Social identity links the individual to many similar others, both in 

cognitive and evaluative terms. For example, individuals classify themselves according to 

demographic variables such as age, gender, or nationality, as well as into social categories, one 

of which is organizational membership (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Hogg, & Terry, 2012; McCall, 

& Simmons, 1978). Social identity is often equated with ‘collective identity’ (Ashforth, Rogers, 

& Corley, 2011; Bagozzi, Bergami, Marzocchi, & Morandin, 2012), ‘group identity’ (Haslam, 

Steffens, Peters, Boyce, Mallett, & Fransen, 2017), ‘member identity’ (Brickson, 2013), or 

‘shared identity’ (McDermott, 2018; Phillips, Tracey, & Karra, 2013; Tee, Paulsen, & 

Ashkanasy, 2013). All of these identity types that refer to associations or memberships with 

collectives, groups, or social categories. For example, research elaborates different targets for 

collective identities such as small friendship groups, virtual communities, the product brand, 

and the company (Bagozzi et al., 2012), highlighting the possibility for individuals to develop 

multiple identities. Another example concerning group identity focuses on leadership as process 

of group identity development and examine how leaders can manage group identities in the 
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workplace to create a shared sense of group identity. In terms of shared identity (Phillips, 

Tracey, & Karra, 2013), reflecting on and communicating one’s identity to others enables 

individuals with a stigmatized identity to become agents of social change in negotiations of 

identity meanings at work. Table 1-4 gives an overview of the occurrence of the three 

categories, personal, role, and social identity types, including synonyms, either in the title, 

abstract, or both of the 153 citations (see page 61).  

Gap-spotting: Researchers make use of adjectives to further specify and describe the 

nature of each of the three generic identity types. In doing so, evaluative or positioning 

properties are emphasized. These characteristics are grounded in the nature of the relationship, 

role, or group under consideration. Further elaboration is needed on whether adding such a form 

of specification to the identity archetypes increases theoretical rigor. It should also be noted 

that terms are used for the generic identities that have the same or a very similar scope of 

meaning. In the area of social identity theory especially, a variety of synonyms are used for 

social identity. In order to maintain clarity in the theoretical application of identity perspectives 

and to avoid confusion, researchers can limit themselves to using the original names, or at least 

reduce the use of synonyms. Simultaneously, the relationship between synonyms should be 

considered more closely to introduce similarities and differences, thus improving their scope of 

application. Future research may raise the question of what differences exist between the 

different types of identity and in what research context they are most likely to be studied. 

Moreover, research must assure that the additional property is actually based on the specific 

identity base, not on personal character traits.  

Occurrence and application of emergent identity types in organizational studies  

In recent years, it has become increasingly common for scholars to introduce additional identity 

types to specify certain aspects of an individual’s self-concept. Besides the generic identity 

types, the emerged identity types are presented in the following section. Taking into 
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consideration the selected studies, 27 different identity types are analyzed in more depth (Table 

1-5) and are divided into three categories: Comprehensive, work, and non-work identities.  

The first cluster is comprised of comprehensive identity types that describe an 

individual’s sense of self in any domain or phase of life. These types can be based on all of the 

three generic identity types and thus be subject to personal characteristics, group membership, 

or the enactment of a role, depending on the individual’s point of reference. There are identity 

types characterized by a time component so that they relate to the present time (‘current 

identity:’ Brickson; 2013; Ladge, Clair, & Greenberg, 2012) or to a time to come (‘future 

identity:’ Ladge, Clair, & Greenberg, 2012; or ‘expected identity:’ Brickson, 2013; Reid, 2015). 

Considering a time component is especially important when it comes to changing identity over 

time. A transition process due to anticipated identity changes can only be mapped if a current 

identity variant is compared with the future variant. In terms of an expected identity, research 

discusses a general truth about a future state of the self rather than a specific current instance. 

An appraising component gives rise to evaluative and aspirational characteristics of identity 

(‘positive identity:’ Dutton, Roberts, & Bednar, 2010; Learmonth & Humphreys, 2011) and 

describes the underlying examination of the value, condition, progress, and qualities of the 

identity under scrutiny. For instance, an individual may harbor identities they perceive to be 

viewed positively (Lyons et al., 2014). Another form of constructed identity is that 

communicated to others. The narrative identity is defined by the identity claims through an 

individual makes a point about themselves (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010; Phillips, Tracey, & 

Karra, 2013). ‘Moral identity’ (Ormiston & Wong, 2013; Rupp et al., 2013; Skarlicki, van 

Jaarsveld, Shao, Song, & Wang, 2016; Taylor, Griffith, Vadera, Folger, & Letwin, 2019; 

Winterich, Aquino, Mittal, & Swartz, 2013), receives particular attention and is defined by the 

centrality of being a moral person to one’s self-definition (Rupp et al., 2013).  

The second cluster refers to identities that are based on domains outside of work, 

meaning specific social categories (e.g. ‘family identity:’ Dahm, Kim, Glomb, & Harrison, 
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2019; Ladge & Little, 2019; Masterson & Hoobler, 2015). ‘Ethnic identity’, like ‘national 

identity’ (Moore, 2011), or ‘demographic identity’ (Clair, Humberd, Rouse, & Jones, 2019) 

refers to people who share origins. Belonging to a certain group of people that speak a distinct 

language gives individuals a basis for a ‘linguistic identity’ (Bordia & Bordia, 2015). ‘Gender 

identity’ (Karelaia & Guillén, 2014; Martinez, Sawyer, Thoroughgood, Ruggs, & Smith, 2017) 

refers to a division by sex, usually masculine or feminine. Research focuses on women and 

gender identities of those who do not identify or exclusively identify with their sex assigned at 

birth. ‘Maternal identity’ (Ladge, Clair, & Greenberg, 2012) refers specifically to the role 

identity held by mothers. Research on minority identity (Lyons et al., 2014) focuses on groups 

in society who differ from the majority, and on the repercussions of minority identity on 

organizational phenomena.  

The third cluster refers to identities derived from the membership to an organization. 

Wille & De Fruyt (2014: 262) claim work to be a „source of identity” while individuals situate 

themselves and others in the work context. The organizational context suggests many identities 

from which an individual can choose. Based on the employment by an organization, ‘vocational 

identity’ (Vijaykumar & Lavanya, 2015), ‘work identity’ (Koppman, Mattarelli, & Gupta, 

2016; Ramarajan & Reid, 2013; Shepherd & Williams, 2018), ‘work-related identity’ (Conroy 

& O'Leary-Kelly, 2014), and ‘workplace identity’ (Horton, Bayerl, & Jacobs, 2014; Martinez 

et al., 2017) represent multiple aspects of the work life and can relate to career, team, occupation 

(Ashcraft, 2012; Dutton, Roberts, & Bednar, 2010; Fraher & Gabriel, 2014), profession (Reid, 

2015), or the organization itself (Knapp, Smith, Kreiner, Sundaramurthy, & Barton, 2009). 

Within the organizational context, identities rest upon the enactment of the role of being an 

entrepreneur (entrepreneurial identity, Clarke & Holt, 2017; Miller & Breton-Miller, 2011; 

Mollick, 2016; Murnieks, Mosakowski, & Cardon, 2014), founder (Fauchart & Gruber, 2011; 

Hoang & Gimeno, 2010; Powell & Baker, 2014; Powell & Baker, 2017), leader (Guillén, Mayo, 

& Korotov, 2015; Johnson et al., 2012; Miscenko, Guenter, & Day, 2017), servant leader (Sun, 
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2013), or follower (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Epitropaki, Kark, Mainemelis & Lord, 2017; 

Jackson & Johnson, 2012). Table 1-5 gives an overview of the occurrence of the three 

categories, including synonyms, in either the title, abstract, or both of the 153 citations (see 

page 64).  

Gap-spotting: Scholars often aim at reducing the complexity of the identity construct 

by introducing specific types of identity that fit the research context. The specifications reveal 

the domain and relational or social foundation for the specific identity type. Due to the existing 

disparate literature on identity, however, this results in the introduction of identity types with 

different titles that refer to the same sphere of activity and identity content. As an example, the 

three terms ‘work identity’ (Farmer & van Dyne, 2010), ‘workplace identity,’ and ‘work-related 

identity,’ are all used in relation to the individual in the context of their work environment. The 

use of different labels for a single underlying identity type creates a certain degree of 

complexity. Future research may raise the questions of what differences and similarities exist 

between the different types and which measures improve the scope of application of such 

synonyms.  

Identity processes 

The category “identity process” entails papers with a focus on mechanisms around identity 

(Ashforth et al., 2011). Of the 153 publications, 71 have been categorized as having a process 

orientation, in comparison to 77 with an impact focus and 5 concerning the elaboration on 

identity content. The analysis of the 71 process-oriented studies identifies 16 identity processes 

that continuously operate in organizational contexts. Table 1-6 gives an overview of the 

occurring identity processes presented in organizational studies (see page 67).  

Some of the identity processes are based on the relationship and matching between two 

parties. Principally, these processes serve to bring people together and make their position clear 

by expressing an identity. ‘Identification’ (Brickson, 2013; Jones & Volpe, 2011; Galvin, 
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Lange, & Ashforth, 2015; Taylor et al., 2019) presents a process by which organizational 

members evaluate the organization (Brickson, 2013; Deephouse, & Jaskiewicz, 2013; 

Korschun, 2015) or team (Hirst, Van Dick, & Van Knippenberg, 2009) as identification targets 

through the frame of their own self-concept. When engaged in ‘identity verification,’ as part of 

‘identity management,’ individuals make decisions about how they present their identities to 

others (Lyons et al., 2014). Ibarra and Barbulescu (2010) investigate narrative identity work to 

express employees’ new role identity while undergoing work role transitions. Phillips, Tracey, 

and Karra (2013: 134) discuss how entrepreneurs strategically construct portfolio ties through 

narrative identity work and explore the shared identity narratives. Due to psychological 

ownership of their creative ideas, founders also engage in identity work in their reaction to 

external feedback during revisions (Grimes, 2018). ‘Identity symbolization’ (Winterich et al, 

2013) reflects the degree to which one expresses one's specific identity concerns. Once an 

identity has been expressed, the reciprocal processes of ‘identity comprehension’ and ‘identity 

confirmation’ take place. ‘Identity construction’ involves also a reciprocal process during social 

interactions that promote claiming and granting a particular identity (DeRue & Ashford, 2010), 

also embedded in leadership dynamics. For example, leadership practices benefit from an 

identity perspective to enhance the leadership perceptions and leader-follower relationships 

(Marchiondo, Myers, & Kopelman, 2015). 

Some of the identity processes are set in motion due to intrinsic change motives of 

individuals. For instance, the process of ‘identity comparison’ manifests itself as an intrinsic, 

evaluative assessment of one’s current, desired, or future identity, and of the extent to which a 

certain membership meets salient identity motives (Brickson, 2013). Therefore, individuals 

regularly undertake the process of ‘identity development’ (Karelaia & Guillén, 2014; 

Vijaykumar & Lavanya, 2015), a dynamic comparison between the current and desired identity, 

in order to undertake steps toward necessary change. Similarly, ‘identity construction’ involves 

individuals’ taking on and/or modifying some aspect of an identity (Dutton, Roberts, & Bednar, 
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2010). As people have more than one identity, overlaps or conflicts between them may arise. 

‘Identity integration’ describes the degree to which individuals manage to integrate several 

identities and cope with the tensions of conflicting values. Ebrahimi, Kouchaki, and Patrick 

(2020) examine the “effect of individuals’ subjective perceptions of the overlap among different 

identities,” especially those from the work and home domains, on the individuals’ emotions and 

behavior. Especially, they investigate the individuals’ feelings of authenticity and the likelihood 

of engaging in unethical behavior.  

Other processes are subject to extrinsic change motives, meaning that an external trigger 

sets in motion identity dynamics. Identity dynamics refer to the responses of individuals 

towards identity threats (Kreiner, Ashforth, & Sluss, 2006). The process of response is termed 

‘identity work’ or ‘identity management.’ Threads to identity and the process of ‘identity 

management’ have received much attention in recent years (Fini, Jourdan, & Perkmann, 2018; 

King, Mohr, Peddie, Jones, & Kendra, 2017; Ladge & Little, 2019; Mohr, Markell, King, Jones, 

Peddie, & Kendra, 2019). Research on ‘identity work’ and ‘identity management’ has generally 

proceeded separately from research on ‘identity creation.’ ‘Identity work’ (Creed, DeJordy, & 

Lok, 2010; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010; Knapp et al., 2009; Phillips, Tracey, & Karra, 2013), 

through which the experience of identity contradiction can be resolved (Creed, DeJordy, & Lok, 

2010), is required to sustain feelings of authenticity (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010), to manage 

individual and organizational boundaries (Knapp et al. 2009). Identity management strategies 

range from compartmentalization and integration (Shepherd & Haynie, 2009a), negotiation 

(Ramarajan, & Reid, 2013), or everyday lying (Leavitt &, Sluss, 2015), to cognitive appraisals, 

self-verification, and impression management (Meister, Jehn, & Thatcher; 2014). Fiol, Pratt, 

and O´Connor (2009) present a multiphase process by which conflicting group identities shift 

in order to circumvent further identity tension and tackle identity conflict.  

‘Identity change’ (Fiol, Pratt, & O'Connor, 2009; Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006; 

Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010; Ladge, Clair, & Greenberg, 2012) presents transitions in an 
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individual’s self-definitions due to new roles, skills, behaviors, attitudes, and patterns of 

interpersonal interactions, or memberships. Once an individual experiences ‘identity loss’ by 

losing a cherished sense of self, a valued position or job location, or an esteemed colleague, 

identity forfeiture is inevitable. The damage to or the loss of an identity often requires 

“surrender of the current meaning of self and realignment to a new meaning” (Conroy & 

O'Leary-Kelly, 2014: 67). As a result, ‘identity transitions’ involve a process of evolution in 

self-definition and adaptation to identity change (Ladge, Clair, & Greenberg, 2012).  

Gap-spotting: The overview shows that considerable attention has been paid to those 

identity processes that support individuals in positioning themselves within social structures 

and in coping with change. Due to the high number of processes that rely on very similar 

mechanisms, differences in their application areas are difficult to detect. Future research may 

raise the question of how the single mechanisms build on and interact with each other to offer 

valuable insight into the main aspects of identity processes. Moreover, research may investigate 

which circumstances trigger certain identity processes. While individuals deliberately 

undertake some identity processes, other processes may not necessarily involve such conscious 

effort or may even occur unconsciously, while others again depend on the presence and 

participation of others in the identity process. Creating clarity about the different triggers serves 

to simplify the application of the processes to the research context and deriving 

recommendations for action.  

Identity impact areas and enactment  

The category “identity impact” includes articles that present the impact that either identity in 

general or a specific identity bears on certain aspects of organizational life. Regularly, identity 

types are presented in the context of their impact on organizational phenomena. Research on 

identity in organizational contexts has explored how organizations and occupations relate to 

people’s identities. A strong body of knowledge relates to the impact that distinct types of 
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identity outside of the work domain exert on the individual at the workplace. Through 

classification of selected articles, the analysis presents several areas that receive the most 

scholarly attention in relation to identity impact. Due to the fact that identity manifests itself in 

action and that the behavior of employees at every level of the hierarchy affects the company, 

the influence of identity on behavior plays a particularly essential role in organizational studies. 

Consequently, research mainly focuses on the impact of identity on employee behavior in 

general. However, there are six other areas that deal with behavior in a particular context: 

Commitment, decision-making, followership, leadership, performance, and well-being.  

There are distinct types of identity whose influence on behavior is particularly 

scrutinized. ‘Moral identity’ plays a significant role in social interactions in the workplace. It 

is defined by the centrality and chronic availability of morality for one’s self-definition (Rupp 

et al., 2013). Moral identity research explains individual differences in moral identity, its 

symbolization (Ormiston, & Wong, 2013), its evaluative implications through moral values, 

and the regulatory link between one’s moral judgment (Leavitt, Reynolds, Barnes, Schilpzand, 

& Hannah, 2012) and behavior (Kennedy, Kray, & Ku, 2017; Rupp et al., 2013; Taylor et al., 

2019; Winterich et al., 2013). Other identities may also have moral implications (Leavitt et al., 

2012).  

Identity exerts impact on different organizational levels. On the individual level, four 

areas receive much attention, namely: Decision-making (Fauchart & Gruber, 2011; Huy, 2011; 

Leavitt et al., 2012; Peters et al., 2014; Wille & De Fruyt, 2014), well-being (Karelaia & 

Guillén, 2014), commitment (Johnson, Chang, & Yang, 2010), and performance (Chen, Zhu, 

& Zhou, 2015; Jackson & Johnson, 2012; Sieger, Gruber, Fauchart, & Zellweger, 2016; 

Welbourne & Paterson, 2016). The influence that identities have on decision-making is 

presented in different areas. Huy (2011) examines the impact of the activation of managers’ 

organizational-related social identity on decision-making in the light of particular strategic 

initiatives. Identity further influences an individual’s career choice to fit one’s personality 
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(Wille & De Fruyt, 2014) or lets individuals be satisfied with career preferences. Decisions can 

also take the form of quality ratings (Peters et al., 2014) or moral obligations (Leavitt et al., 

2012). In terms of occupational safety and health, psychosocial risks and work-related stress 

have become challenges that have a significant impact not only on individual health, but also 

on businesses and economies. Vijaykumar & Lavanya (2015: 52) provide human resource 

personnel with a developmental perspective of vocational identity on well-being, which in turn 

has “implications for employee engagement in the organization.” Taking a social identity 

perspective, Karelaia and Guillén (2014) highlight the impact of positive gender and leader 

identity among women on their psychological and motivational well-being. Learmonth and 

Humphreys (2011: 426) argue for a more positive lens on “how workers can derive a satisfying 

identity from reacting [resistingly] to managers.” In terms of human resource management and 

recruiting, Griepentrog and colleagues (2012) present organizational identification to influence 

applicants’ pursuit intentions and withdrawal from the application process. Welbourne and 

Paterson (2016: 15) highlight the impact identity has on human resource management focusing 

on human resource interventions and employee performance. Fraher and Gabriel (2014) 

investigate how the occupational identity as a pilot anchored in the childhood dream of future 

occupation impacts the response to job loss, and in turn work transition. Ashcraft (2012: 6) 

captures occupational identity to “yield systematic forms of advantage and disadvantage as 

occupations come to appear ‘naturally’ possessed of features that fit certain people yet are 

improbable for others.” Employees are inherently a very important from of capital for the 

organization. Depending on their satisfaction, employees’ motivation increases. Satisfied 

employees are characterized by a higher willingness to perform. Johnson, Chang, and Yang 

(2010: 226) present a “model that specifies how commitment, identity, and regulatory focus are 

interrelated and distinguish among different types of commitments by crossing self-identity 

levels.” The capitalization on and flow of knowledge (Kane, 2010; Reiche, Harzing, & Pudelko, 

2015) depend on the conceptualization of a shared social identity. For example, identities have 
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impact on task performance and service performance (Chen, Zhu, & Zhou, 2015). Miller, Le 

Breton-Miller, and Lester (2011) compare the different impacts that the role identities of family 

owners and of lone founders have on strategy and performance. In terms of entrepreneurship, 

identity affects various dimensions such as systematic classification of founders' social 

identities (Sieger et al., 2016), including the process and success of founding (Hoang & 

Gimeno, 2010), venturing (Fauchart & Gruber, 2011), and entrepreneurial orientation (Miller 

& Le Breton-Miller, 2011), as well as the entrepreneur’s behavior, passion, and self-efficacy 

(Murnieks, Mosakowski, & Cardon, 2014). Gruber and MacMillan (2017) use identity theory 

to present different types of entrepreneurs. Ultimately identity confusion, conflict, or tension 

affects individuals in their workplace. Horton, Bayerl, and Jacobs (2014) analyze workplace 

identity conflicts and their constructive impact on change. The reciprocal nature of the 

relationship between followership (Epitropaki et al., 2017; Seyranian, 2014; Tee, Paulsen, & 

Ashkanasy, 2013) and leadership (Ormiston & Wong, 2013; Subašić et al., 2011; Wang & 

Cheng, 2010) is discussed in organizational studies on identity. Concerning the dyadic 

interaction between leaders and followers, identities play a crucial role. A positive manager-

subordinate relationship fosters higher task performance, positive citizenship behavior, and 

fruitful leader–member exchange (Jackson & Johnson, 2012; Johnson, 2010). Identity has 

impact on motivation to lead (Guillén, Mayo, & Korotov, 2015), leader authority (Subašić et 

al., 2011), and relational identification (Steffens, Haslam, & Reicher, 2014; Taylor et al., 2019). 

Gap-spotting: Despite behavior being subject to environmental determinants, person-

based theories of behavior argue that environments are subject to how people behave in them 

(Schneider, 1987). The inseparability of person and situation fosters the manifestation of 

identity in behavior. Due to the strong focus on research that focuses particularly on the 

influence of identity on behavior, future research may investigate which other factors influence 

behavior in addition to identity. For example, it is important to examine combinations of 

specific personal and situational dispositions to predict their combined effects on behavior. 
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Nevertheless, as research focuses specifically on the specifics of a particular situation, it is 

unclear how strongly findings generalize to other settings, identity perspectives, or even other 

identity types. In terms of impact areas, the behavior of employees at all levels of hierarchy has 

far-reaching influence on the day-to-day operations and organizational orientation. Deriving 

the strongest organizational spheres of influence supports a seamless application of identity 

research in organizational studies and facilitates a backward approach to focusing on the 

appropriate identity factors. Future research is needed to provide a conceptual framework so as 

to improve the validity of identity in predicting behavior. 

Research levels considered 

The analysis shows that while considerable attention has been directed toward understanding 

identity specifics, research on identity is structured differently in terms of the applied research 

level. The review ensures that all 153 publications are assigned to one, several, or no identity 

perspectives. As result, 126 publications are referred to as within-level and 27 citations as 

between-level analysis.  

Within-level research 

The main body of 126 publications is based on within-level research that focuses predominantly 

on one identity perspective or on a specific type or process of identity. So far, the review has 

focused on within-level research, presenting identity types, identity processes, and identity 

impact areas through identity enactment. As the main findings from within-level research have 

been presented in the previous chapter about the application of identity, the following paragraph 

presents the resulting weaknesses according to the research level.  

Gap-spotting: Regarding interdependent identities (Johnson & Lord, 2010), namely 

role, relational, and social identity, much scholarly attention has been paid to framing identity 

with respect to identity theory and social identity theory. Most identity research and empirical 
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investigations focus on a distinct level of analysis: The individual, the dyad, or the group 

(Ashforth, Rogers, & Corley, 2011). They have furthermore directed their attention at no more 

than one or two identity types at a time (Welbourne & Paterson, 2016), and are “replicating the 

unfortunate split between sociological and psychological versions of identity theory” (Powell 

& Baker, 2014: 1427). Consequently, “by focusing research on one, or even two, identities at a 

time the unintended identity-related consequences of organizational interventions remain 

unknown” (Welbourne & Paterson, 2016: 3). Moreover, to study an identity issue from the view 

of a single identity perspective without incorporating the assumptions identified in other 

perspectives can necessarily provide no more than a partial understanding of the issue at hand. 

According to Ashforth, Rogers, and Corley (2011: 1145), “different research traditions inform 

work at each level of analysis, making an all-inclusive definition of identity problematic.” 

However, “identities are both role and social-group based, so examining one without the other 

hampers understanding of the [organizational] phenomenon” (Hillman, Nicholson, & 

Shropshire, 2008: 452). Likewise, Ashforth and colleagues (2011: 1144) claim that “the 

tendency toward within-level research has left important questions regarding between-level 

dynamics largely unanswered,” especially once between-level interrelationships manifest 

through the multiplicity of identity. Ultimately, Ashforth, Rogers, & Corley (2011: 1145) argue 

in favor of moving beyond parallel models of identity for each level of analysis, stating that 

“cross-level models should lead to greater parsimony.” 

Between-level research: Dual-perspective integration 

The categorization shows that scholars have begun to integrate more than one identity 

perspective in their research on identity in organizational studies. The review offers insight into 

how organizational research integrates the different theoretical perspectives on identity. 

Between-level research is aimed at linking constructs across identity perspectives. Scholars 

increasingly examine more than one identity and especially multiple identities with different 
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bases such as unique character, role occupation, or social membership. The categorization into 

identity perspectives presents two combinations. Firstly, personal and social identity 

perspectives are combined. Secondly, role and social identity perspectives are integrated.  

Firstly, researchers compare how personal and social identities affect individuals in the 

work context. Peters and colleagues (2014) investigate individual identity concerns and the 

impact that both personal and social identities of individuals have on their work output. In 

addition to personal identity, three social identities are focused on, differing in impact on the 

decision-making of experts in terms of their quality evaluation (Peters et al., 2014). Knapp and 

colleagues (2009: 336) combine individual and organizational identity theory to investigate 

“how individuals use identity work tactics to manage individual and organizational boundaries 

in family businesses.” Johnson and Lord (2010) investigate the mediating effects of individual 

and interdependent identities on the relation between justice effects and trust, as well as on 

cooperative and counterproductive behavior. Yagil and Medler-Liraz (2013: 473) base their 

research on the interplay between personal and service identities of employees in order to 

“explore service employees' transient authenticity in their interactions with customers” as well 

as the impact that identity exerts on their sense of authenticity. 

Secondly, based on research that compares social and role identity, scholars focus on 

the salience of multiple role and social identities, using this to investigate the implication of the 

multiple salience and interrelationships on individual behavior and organizational outcome. 

Mollick (2016) combines social identity theory and role identity theory to distinguish different 

identities and their impact on the propensity to commercialization of products. In the context 

of entrepreneurship and ownership, Miller and Le Breton-Miller (2011) describe how distinct 

combinations of social and role identities among founders reflect subsequent differences in 

ownership structures of family firms. Powell and Baker (2014) explore the social and relational 

nature of the founder’s identity, its composition, and its ultimate impact on decision-making 

and the firm’s strategic response to adversity. By focusing simultaneously on role and social 
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identities, Powell and Baker (2014) show how business owners create role identities to express 

their social identities. 

Gap-spotting: The analysis shows that considerable attention has been directed toward 

understanding identity dynamics at the workplace. Recent evidence indicates that the interplay 

between social identity and the other two types, role and individual identity, has received 

increasing coverage. Given the dominance of roles in companies alongside group affiliation, 

the interplay of role identity with other types is fundamentally important. However, as the 

individual identity is independent of situation and position, its idiosyncratic nature has far 

reaching influence on other identities. Research that focuses on the combination of individual 

and role-based identities can be further developed to reveal the specific influence of individual 

characteristics on the execution of roles. Inconclusion, the combinations observed of two 

identity perspectives show a beginning tendency to break up theoretical silos. If the three 

combinations between two of the basic identity types are combined all at once, a systematic 

basis for the integration of the three basic types can be established. 

Between-level: Integrated approach to identity  

Research indicates a need to address the simultaneous presence of multiple identities and how 

individuals manage these (Koerner, 2014). Ramarajan (2014: 44) invites “scholars to examine 

more than one identity or identity pair.” Other scholars promote a more integrated view towards 

a general identity theory (Stets & Burke, 2000; Vignoles et al., 2011). Vignoles and colleagues 

(2011: 4) claim that multiple aspects of identity intersect and interact with each other, and that 

taken together, they “may provide the basis for an integrated operational definition of identity.” 

Depending on the context, the same identity can be represented as either a personal, a relational, 

or a social aspect of the individual’s self-concept (Simon, 1997; Vignoles, Schwartz, & Luyckx, 

2011). Additionally, Burke, Owens, Serpe, and Thoits (2003: 2) argue that, “by seeing all of 
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these identities as theoretically isomorphic, but having different bases or sources, a unification 

of the different uses of identities might better be achieved.”  

In light of an integrated approach to identity research, some scholars investigate the 

existence of and interplay among all three generic identity types. Ashforth, Rogers, and Corley 

(2011) present research on identity in organizations that encompasses multiple levels of 

analysis, as well as the content and processes of organization-based identities. Ramarajan 

(2014) offers an identity network approach and examines the multiplicity of identities and their 

interrelationships. DeRue and Ashford (2010) argue that a leadership identity comprises three 

elements: Individual internalization, relational recognition, and collective endorsement. 

Likewise, Johnson and colleagues (2012) examine all three identity levels in their study on 

leader identity as a predictor of leader behavior and leader effectiveness. More specifically, 

they examine trait-based identity that predicts general propensities to engage in certain 

behavior, and furthermore explore the triple impact that leaders’ social, relational, and 

individual identities have on their behavior towards others. Johnson, Chang, and Yang (2010) 

argue that individual, relational, and collective identities give rise to different forms of 

commitment. Withers, Corley, & Hillman (2012) present the positive as well as negative 

interrelationship between directors’ individual, relational, and collective identities and their 

impact on voluntary decisions. Bagozzi and colleagues (2012) develop a theory of personal, 

relational, and collective identities that links organizations and consumers and shows an 

interplay amongst the identities. The presence of a multiplicity of identities on diverse 

interaction levels promotes tension, and in turn necessitates identity management strategies. 

Horton, Bayerl, & Jacobs (2014) investigate work-related identity conflict on all three levels of 

analysis. Leavitt and Sluss (2015: 587) present identity management strategies against identity 

threats at the personal, relational, or collective level, and subsequently develop a 

“comprehensive model of everyday lying as socially motivated and identity-based behavior 

with implications for ongoing workplace relationships.” 
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Gap-spotting: For the integration of perspectives, it is important not to neglect the basic 

assumptions of the individual theories. Likewise, it is essential to evaluate which research 

context makes it possible to examine all three types of identities simultaneously. A fruitful area 

to expand research would be the exploration of under which circumstances identities overlap 

or appear simultaneously, and how individual-level and collective-level identities inform each 

other. Future research might seek to uncover methods to integrate role, social, and person 

identities into theory and empirical work.  

DISCUSSION: RESEARCH AGENDA TOWARD IDENTITY INTEGRATION 

Possibilities to expand, concretize, or validate the state of research in the future can be found 

on both levels of research. Firstly, in within-level research, all four areas offer room for further 

insightful research. As previously described, considerable focus has been directed toward 

understanding employees in general, holders of specific occupations, diverse group members, 

and role relations. Once it is clear who is being investigated, a precise analysis of the identity 

basis, be it personal, relational, or social, is important in order to apply the appropriate identity 

perspective as a theoretical lens. The decision on the research subject provides information 

about the identity perspective to be selected. The in-depth understanding of the 

interrelationships among the social structures and identity perspectives facilitates the deduction 

of higher-level connections between identity dynamics and organizational outcome. While 

maintaining clarity in the theoretical application of identity perspectives, the trimming of 

identity labels in use and the application of appropriate identity types to the research context 

both serve to ensure rigorous identity research in organizational studies. Moreover, it is 

important to build a basic understanding of which circumstances trigger certain identity 

processes. Creating clarity about the different triggers for identity processes simplifies the 

application of these processes to the research context, and the deriving of recommendations for 

action. A process model guiding how the single mechanisms build on and interact with each 
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other offers valuable insight into the main aspects of identity processes. Furthermore, it is 

important to examine the combination of specific personal and situational dispositions so as to 

predict their combined effects on behavior. In terms of impact areas, the behavior of employees 

on all levels of hierarchy has a far-reaching influence on day-to-day operations and 

organizational orientation. Deriving the strongest organizational spheres of influence supports 

a seamless application of identity research in organizational studies and facilitates a backward 

approach to focusing on the appropriate identity factors. It is essential to provide a conceptual 

framework for improving the validity of identity in predicting behavior. Each of these areas 

among the within-level research offers fruitful starting points for further research on analyzing 

identity factors in the organizational context. With regard to between-level research on identity 

in organizational studies, a cornerstone for the integration of perspectives has already been laid. 

The combination of two identity perspectives shows a beginning tendency to break up 

theoretical silos. If the three combinations between two of the basic identity types are combined 

simultaneously, a systematic basis for the integration of the three basic types is supported. For 

the integration of perspectives, it is important not to neglect the basic assumptions of the 

individual theories, and to explore how identities become linked across levels of analysis 

(Ashforth, Rogers, & Corley, 2011). 

Research to date investigates how the presence of multiple types of identities with 

different theoretical foundations affects the behavior of an individual and, in turn, each 

organizational interaction. Some identity types are already presented from different 

perspectives. For instance, the identity of an entrepreneur is characterized in terms both of its 

idiosyncratic nature (Shepherd, & Haynie, 2009a), its gender (Karelaia & Guillén, 2014; 

Martinez et al., 2017) and of the entrepreneurial role (Farmer, Yao, & Kung‐Mcintyre, 2009). 

Similarly, a founder’s identity is investigated through the lens of role occupancy (Hoang & 

Gimeno, 2010), social identity theory (Fauchart & Gruber, 2011; Sieger et al., 2016), or its 

narcissistic individuality traits (Galvin, Lange, & Ashforth, 2015). Powell and Baker (2014) 
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present the founder identity both with the help of social identity theory and identity theory as 

being simultaneously a role and social identity. By using both theories to analyze one specific 

type of identity, Powell and Baker (2014) begin to integrate the perspectives more holistically.  

Future research might seek to uncover methods for the integration of role, social, and 

personal identities into theory and empirical work. Research on single identities that is 

nourished through different bases provides a basis for an integrated operational definition of 

identity. Furthermore, a range of diverse but related contents and processes are encompassed 

within one study. It is essential to evaluate which research context makes it possible to examine 

all three types of identities simultaneously. A fruitful area to expand research would be to 

explore under which circumstances identities overlap or appear simultaneously. Future research 

is also needed in order to elaborate on which aspects of identity intersect, inform and interact 

with each other, and in order to investigate to what extent individuals feel that the multiple 

identities are compatible, contradictory, or even incompatible. Ultimately, efforts to date have 

yet to initiate a convergence of definitions into a commonly agreed upon conceptualization of 

identity that encompasses all identity aspects. The integration of identity perspectives to 

elaborate on the facets of one identity opens up space to move the discussion on an 

understanding of the multiplicity of identity: From a present focus on switching between several 

identities, to a future understanding of having multiple aspects of a single identity.  

LIMITATIONS AND THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

The manner in which the overview is structured leaves room for limitations and improvements. 

As the review is based on bibliographic research, additional reviews may be employed to gain 

a richer data basis from which to complement this study. In this manner, each relevant area of 

identity research in organizational studies is subject to a more in-depth analysis so as to 

adequately understand the evolution of different issues. Henceforward, the development of 

different issues and propositions for future directions is encouraged. Due to the high number of 
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publications in the field of identity research in organizational literature, the chosen period 

describes a brief insight into the development of that research. If the entire period is included 

in the analysis, then a broader might picture should emerge. Moreover, research of the last few 

years provides information primarily on recent trends. The chosen area of research is very wide-

ranging, and this allows a large-scale overview of the state of research. However, in order to 

obtain more particular insight into the integration of identity perspectives, the research area 

must be narrowed, and limited specifically to those publications that encompass more than one 

identity perspective. Lastly, due to the blending of identity perspectives and loose application 

of their underlying assumptions, the categorization of citations to one distinct or several identity 

perspectives may to some degree remain open to interpretation and discussion.  

As a first contribution, the review elaborates a framework that clarifies and organizes 

existing knowledge about identity, as well as setting the identity aspects in relation to each 

other. In bringing together the findings from organizational research on identity, this review 

offers a greater overview of the concept of identity and its application. By establishing an 

overview of identity theories in use, I provide organizational researchers with a broader 

understanding and classification of available identity perspectives, types, processes, and impact 

areas. The review provides an integrated approach to identity, builds bridges among areas, and 

facilitates the interconnection between as well as the integration among various perspectives 

on identity. The overview thus serves as a starting point for a deeper, more concise, and multi-

level usage of the identity concept in organizational studies. As a second contribution, the 

review offers several opportunities to extend the literature. It does so by ‘gap-spotting’ 

(Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011: 247), challenging the existing body of literature through 

problematization and highlighting understudied issues in each identified identity-research area, 

and by presenting research possibilities that have been overlooked implicitly to date and that 

are in need of additional future research. The review is hence designed to serve as a basis for 

future research by providing a guideline for more precise future work with the identity theories. 
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As a third contribution, the review examines and synthesizes the level of analysis at which 

organizational studies apply identity perspectives. In bringing together the findings from 

organizational research, the review leads to a greater understanding of how organizational 

research applies the concept of identity and integrates the different theoretical identity 

perspectives.  

CONCLUSION 

This paper has drawn upon various disciplines and traditions that present the distinct identity 

perspectives and speak to the notion of identity multiplicity and identity processes. The purpose 

of this review was to shed light on the application and integration of identity perspectives in 

organizational studies. In conclusion, the review inspires and encourages discussion and further 

facilitate theory development. With future research both focusing on clarifying the diverse 

aspects of identity and also encouraging an integrated approach to identity, research is equipped 

to tackle complex research issues. 
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Table 1-4: Occurrence of generic identity types: Personal, role, and social identity types (source: own) 

 
ROLE IDENTITY TYPES  
Relational identity • n/a • Steffens, Haslam, & Reicher (2014) • Johnson (2010) 

• Methot, Rosado-Solomon, & Allen (2018) 

Role identity • n/a • Bolinger, Klotz, & Leavitt (2018) 

• Caza, Moss, & Vough (2018)  

• Goodrick & Reay (2010) 

• Ibarra & Barbulescu (2010)  

• Miller, Breton‐Miller, & Lester (2011)  

• Pan, Gruber, & Binder (2019) 

• Powell & Baker (2014) 

• Reay, Goodrick, Waldorff, & Casebeer (2017) 

• Wang & Cheng (2010) 

• Wry & York (2019) 

• Hoang & Gimeno (2010)  

• Kwok, Hanig, Brown, & Shen (2018) 

• Mathias & Williams (2017)  

• Maurer & London (2015) 

  

Type Title Abstract Title & abstract 
PERSONAL IDENTITY TYPES 
Individual identity • n/a • Johnson, Venus, Lanaj, Mao, & Chang (2012) 

• Koppman, Mattarelli, & Gupta (2016) 

• n/a 

Internal identity • n/a • Meister, Jehn, & Thatcher (2014) 

• Meister, Sinclair, & Jehn (2017) 

• n/a 

Personal identity • n/a • Pan, Gruber, & Binder (2019) 

• Peters, Daniels, Hodgkinson, & Haslam 
(2014) 

• Petriglieri, & Obodaru (2018) 

• Ramarajan (2014) 

• Rogers, Corley, & Ashforth (2017) 

• Wry & York (2019) 

• n/a 

Self-identity • n/a • Chen, Zhu, & Zhou (2015) 

• Johnson (2010) 

• Johnson & Yang (2010) 

• Mollick (2016) 

• Jackson & Johnson (2012)  

• Johnson & Lord (2010)  

• Schilpzand & Huang (2018) 
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Type Title Abstract Title & abstract 
Creative role identity • n/a • n/a • Wang & Cheng (2010) 

Professional role 
identity 

• n/a • n/a • Goodrick & Reay (2010) 

• Reay, Goodrick, Waldorff, & Casebeer (2017) 

Role-based identity • n/a • Bolinger, Klotz, & Leavitt (2018) • Welbourne & Paterson (2016) 

 
SOCIAL IDENTITY TYPES 
Collective identity • n/a • Ashforth, Rogers, & Corley (2011) 

• Bagozzi, Bergami, Marzocchi, & Morandin 
(2012) 

• Johnson (2010) 

• Johnson, Venus, Lanaj, Mao, & Chang (2012) 

• Powell & Baker (2014) 

• Ramarajan, Berger, & Greenspan (2017) 

• Withers, Corley, & Hillman (2012) 

• n/a 

Group identity • n/a • Haslam, Steffens, Peters, Boyce, Mallett, & 
Fransen (2017) 

• n/a 

Member identity • n/a • Brickson (2013) • n/a 

Shared identity • n/a • Lyons, Pek, & Wessel (2017) 

• McDermott (2018) 
Phillips, Tracey, & Karra (2013) 

• Steffens, Haslam, Peters, & Quiggin (2018) 

• Tee, Paulsen, & Ashkanasy (2013) 

• n/a 

Social Identity • Miller & Breton‐Miller (2011) 

• Steffens, Haslam, & Reicher (2014) 

• Ashcraft (2012) 

• Chen, Zhu, & Zhou (2015) 

• Farmer & Van Dyne (2017) 

• Fauchart & Gruber (2011) 

• Fiol, Pratt, & O'Connor (2009) 

• Fuchs, Sting, Schlickel, & Alexy (2019) 

• Gruber & MacMillan (2017) 

• Blader & Tyler (2009) 

• Brändle, Berger, Golla, & Kuckertz (2018) 

• Carmeli, Brammer, Gomes, & Tarba (2017) 

• Deephouse & Jaskiewicz (2013) 

• Dentoni, Pascucci, Poldner, & Gartner (2018) 

• Griepentrog, Harold, Holtz, Klimoski, & 
Marsh (2012) 
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Type Title Abstract Title & abstract 
Social Identity 
(continued) 

 • Koerner (2014) 

• Kyratsis, Atun, Phillips, Tracey, & George 
(2017) 

• Leavitt & Sluss (2015) 

• Leigh & Melwani (2019) 

• Lord, Gatti, & Chui (2016) 

• Lyons, Wessel, Ghumman, Ryan, & Kim 
(2014) 

• Mayer, Greenbaum, Kuenzi, & Shteynberg 
(2009) 

• McDermott (2018) 

• Mitchell & Boyle (2015) 

• Peters, Daniels, Hodgkinson, & Haslam 
(2014) 

• Ramarajan, Berger, & Greenspan 
(2017)Rogers, Corley, & Ashforth (2017) 

• Shepherd & Haynie (2009) 

• Van Rossem (2019) 

• Wry & York (2019) 

• Haslam, Steffens, Peters, Boyce, Mallett, & 
Fransen (2017) 

• Hirst, Van Dick, & Van Knippenberg (2009) 

• Huy (2011) 

• Jones & Volpe (2011) 

• Kane (2010) 

• Kane & Levina (2017) 

• Karelaia & Guillén (2014) 

• Korschun (2015) 

• Reiche, Harzing, & Pudelko (2015) 

• Selenko, Mäkikangas, & Stride (2017) 

• Seyranian (2014) 

• Sieger, Gruber, Fauchart, & Zellweger 
(2016)Steffens et al. (2014) 

• Subašić, Reynolds, Turner, Veenstra, & 
Haslam (2011)  

• Tee, Paulsen, & Ashkanasy (2013) 

• Veltrop, Molleman, Hooghiemstra, & van Ees 
(2018) 

• White, Stackhouse, & Argo (2018) 
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Table 1-5: Occurrence of emergent identity types: Comprehensive, work, and non-work identity types (source: own) 

 
NONWORK IDENTITY TYPES 
Disability identity • n/a • Santuzzi, & Waltz (2016) •  n/a 

Family identity • n/a • Ladge & Little (2019) • Dahm, Kim, Glomb, & Harrison (2019) 

• Masterson & Hoobler (2015) 

Gender identity •  n/a • Martinez, Sawyer, Thoroughgood, Ruggs, & 
Smith (2017) 

• n/a 

Positive gender identity •  n/a • Karelaia & Guillén (2014) • n/a 

Linguistic identity •  n/a • n/a • Bordia & Bordia (2015) 

Minority identity •  n/a • n/a  • Cha & Roberts (2019) 

  

COMPREHENSIVE IDENTITY TYPES 
Current identity • n/a • Brickson (2013) • n/a 

Expected identity • n/a • Brickson (2013) 

• Reid (2015) 

• n/a 

Forgone identity • n/a • Obodaru (2017) • n/a 

Future identity • n/a • Dahm, Kim, Glomb, & Harrison (2019) • n/a 

Narrative identity • n/a • n/a • Ibarra & Barbulescu (2010) 

• Phillips, Tracey, & Karra (2013) 

Perceived identity • n/a • Leavitt & Sluss (2015) 

• Steffens, Haslam, Peters, & Quiggin (2018) 

• n/a 

Positive identity • Dutton, Roberts, & Bednar (2010) 

• Learmonth & Humphreys (2011) 

• Dutton, Roberts, & Bednar (2011) 

• Koppman, Mattarelli, & Gupta (2016) 

• Shepherd & Williams (2018) 

• Rogers, Corley, & Ashforth (2017) 

Positive social identity • n/a • Seyranian (2014) • Karelaia & Guillén (2014) 

Transitional identity • n/a • Rogers, Corley, & Ashforth (2017) • n/a 
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Types Title Abstract Title & abstract  

Moral identity •  n/a • Leavitt, Reynolds, Barnes, Schilpzand, & 
Hannah (2012) 

• Kennedy, Kray, & Ku (2017) 

• Ormiston & Wong (2013) 

• Rupp, Shao, Thornton, & Skarlicki (2013) 

• Skarlicki, van Jaarsveld, Shao, Song, & 
Wang (2016) 

• Taylor, Griffith, Vadera, Folger, & Letwin 
(2019) 

• Winterich, Aquino, Mittal, & Swartz (2013) 

National identity • n/a • n/a • Moore (2011) 

Nonwork identity • n/a • Ladge, Clair, & Greenberg (2012) • Ramarajan & Reid (2013) 

Political identity • McDermott (2018) • n/a • n/a 

Stigmatized identity • n/a • Lyons, Pek, & Wessel (2017)  

• King, Mohr, Peddie, Jones, & Kendra (2017) 

• n/a 

 
WORK IDENTITY TYPES 
Entrepreneurial 
identity 

•  n/a • Miller & Breton‐Miller (2011) 

• Mollick (2016) 

• Murnieks, Cardon, & Haynie (2018) 

• Murnieks, Mosakowski, & Cardon (2014) 

• Clarke & Holt (2017) 

Follower identity •  n/a • DeRue & Ashford (2010) 

• Epitropaki, Kark, Mainemelis & Lord (2017) 

• Jackson & Johnson (2012) 

•  n/a 

Founder identity •  n/a • Pan, Gruber, & Binder (2019) 

• Powell & Baker (2017) 

• Fauchart & Gruber (2011) 

• Powell & Baker (2014) 

Leader identity • Guillén, Mayo, & Korotov (2015) • Karelaia & Guillén (2014) 

• Kwok, Hanig, Brown, & Shen (2018) 

• Marchiondo, Myers, & Kopelman (2015) 

• Maurer & London (2015) 

• Johnson, Venus, Lanaj, Mao, & Chang 
(2012) 

• Miscenko, Guenter, & Day (2017) 

Leadership identity •  n/a • Maurer & London (2015) • DeRue & Ashford (2010) 

• Marchiondo, Myers, & Kopelman (2015) 
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Types Title Abstract Title & abstract  

Occupational identity •  n/a • Vijaykumar & Lavanya (2015) • Ashcraft (2012) 
Fraher & Gabriel (2014) 

• Leavitt, Reynolds, Barnes, Schilpzand, & 
Hannah (2012) 

• Nelson & Irwin (2014) 

• Shantz, Kistruck, & Zietsma (2018) 

Organizational identity •  n/a •  n/a • Knapp, Smith, Kreiner, Sundaramurthy, & 
Barton (2009) 

Professional identity •  n/a •  n/a • Kyratsis, Atun, Phillips, Tracey, & George 
(2017) 

• Lifshitz-Assaf (2018) 

• Obodaru (2017) 

• Petriglieri, & Obodaru (2018) 

• Reid (2015) 

Servant identity •  n/a • n/a  • Sun (2013) 

Superordinate (social) 
identity 

•  n/a • n/a • Kane (2010) 

Vocational identity •  n/a • n/a • Vijaykumar & Lavanya (2015) 

Work identity • Koppman, Mattarelli, & Gupta (2016) • Ladge, Clair, & Greenberg (2012) 

• Learmonth & Humphreys (2011) 

• Meek, & Wood (2016) 

• Caza, Moss, & Vough (2018) 

• Petriglieri, Ashford, & Wrzesniewski (2018) 

• Ramarajan & Reid (2013) 

• Shepherd & Williams (2018) 

Work-related identity •  n/a • Dutton, Roberts, & Bednar (2010) 

• Meister, Jehn, & Thatcher (2014) 

• Conroy & O'Leary-Kelly (2014) 

Workplace identity •  n/a • Horton, Bayerl, & Jacobs (2014) 

• Martinez, Sawyer, Thoroughgood, Ruggs, & 
Smith (2017) 

•  n/a 
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Table 1-6: Occurrence of diverse identity processes within the selected literature (source: own) 

 PROCESSES 
 

Intrinsic  Extrinsic Reciprocal 
Definition Actively pursued identity process Involuntary identity process initiated due to 

external circumstances 
Identity process undertaken in relation to 
others 

Types • Identity adaptation 
Ladge & Little (2019) 
Meek, & Wood (2016) 
Wittman (2019) 
 

• Identity comparison 
Brickson (2013) 
 

• Identity construction 
Dutton, Roberts, & Bednar (2010) 
Dutton, Roberts, & Bednar (2011) 
Koppman, Mattarelli, & Gupta (2016) 
Learmonth & Humphreys (2011) 
Lok (2010) 
Marchiondo, Myers, & Kopelman (2015) 
Obodaru (2017) 
 

• Identity development 
Haslam, Steffens, Peters, Boyce, Mallett, & 
Fransen (2017)  
Karelaia & Guillén (2014)  
Maurer & London (2015)  
Miscenko, Guenter, & Day (2017)  
Petriglieri, & Obodaru (2018)  
Vijaykumar & Lavanya (2015) 
 

• Identity fusion 
Leigh & Melwani (2019) 
  

• Identity change 
Reay, Goodrick, Waldorff, & Casebeer 
(2017) 
Wittman (2019) 
 

• Identity dynamics 
Epitropaki, Kark, Mainemelis & Lord 
(2017)  
Koerner (2014) 
 

• Identity work  
Epitropaki, Kark, Mainemelis & Lord 
(2017) 
Ibarra & Barbulescu (2010) 
Knapp, Smith, Kreiner, Sundaramurthy, & 
Barton (2009) 
Koerner (2014) 
Kyratsis, Atun, Phillips, Tracey, & George 
(2017) 
Lifshitz-Assaf (2018) 
Lok (2010) 
Marlow & McAdam (2015) 
Petriglieri, Ashford, & Wrzesniewski 
(2018) 
Phillips, Tracey, & Karra (2013) 
Reay, Goodrick, Waldorff, & Casebeer 
(2017) 
Shepherd & Haynie (2009) 
 
  

• Identification 
Banks, Kepes, Joshi, & Seers (2016)  
Bolinger, Klotz, & Leavitt (2018)  
Brickson (2013)  
Carmeli, Brammer, Gomes, & Tarba 
(2017)  
Chen, Zhu, & Zhou (2015)  
Deephouse & Jaskiewicz (2013)  
Fiol, Pratt, & O'Connor (2009)  
Galvin, Lange, & Ashforth (2015)  
Hirst, Van Dick, & Van Knippenberg 
(2009)  
Jones & Volpe (2011)  
Korschun (2015)  
Pan, Gruber, & Binder (2019)  
Ramarajan, Rothbard, & Wilk (2017)  
Schilpzand & Huang (2018)  
Seyranian (2014) 
Steffens, Haslam, & Reicher (2014) 
Steffens, Haslam, Peters, & Quiggin (2018)  
Taylor, Griffith, Vadera, Folger, & Letwin 
(2019)  
Tee, Paulsen, & Ashkanasy (2013)  
Toubiana (2019)  
Veltrop, Molleman, Hooghiemstra, & van 
Ees (2018)  
White, Stackhouse, & Argo (2018)  
Wittman (2019)  
Yagil & Medler-Liraz (2013)  
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Intrinsic  Extrinsic Reciprocal 

Types (continued) • Identity integration 
Ebrahimi, Kouchaki, & Patrick (2020) 

• Identity management 
Steffens et al. (2014) 
Ramarajan & Reid (2013) 
Mohr, Markell, King, Jones, Peddie, & 
Kendra (2019) 
Martinez, Sawyer, Thoroughgood, Ruggs, 
& Smith (2017) 
Lyons, Wessel, Ghumman, Ryan, & Kim 
(2014) 
Lyons, Pek, & Wessel (2017) 
King, Mohr, Peddie, Jones, & Kendra 
(2017) 
 

• Identity transition 
Conroy & O'Leary-Kelly (2014) 
Ladge, Clair, & Greenberg (2012) 
Meister, Sinclair, & Jehn (2017) 

• Identity affirmation 
Dahm, Kim, Glomb, & Harrison (2019) 
 

• Identity symbolization 
Ormiston & Wong (2013) 
Winterich, Aquino, Mittal, & Swartz 
(2013) 
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Link between Essay 1 and Essay 2 

The findings of the first essay on the broader concept of identity provide the foundation and 

motivation for the second essay on identity multiplicity. Thereby, Essay 1 provides an overview 

of the occurrence and application of identity types in organizational studies. The structured 

literature review facilitates an understanding of identity multiplicity and creates a space within 

which to advance a discussion on how identities are composed. The essay also allows advances 

a conception of diversity of identity as consisting of several aspects of a single identity, rather 

than of changes between multiple identities. 

 The literature review highlights a small piece of research that integrates multiple 

perspectives on identity, and highlights the need for individuals to deal with multiple identities 

and their impact on behavior (Johnson, Chang, & Yang, 2010; Johnson, Venus, Lanaj, Mao, & 

Chang, 2012; Withers, Corley, & Hillman, 2012). In light of family business research, scholars 

have already recognized the need to explore possible strategies for individuals to cope with the 

diversity of identities by managing boundaries and exploiting synergies (Shepherd & Haynie, 

2009a). Nevertheless, it is promising to start one step earlier: To examine the meanings that 

successors have for the multiple identities they claim during succession, and how these 

identities relate to one another. In doing so, Essay 2 contrasts the proposition that individuals 

create a “meta-level identity that ‘manages’ the conflict between the family and the business 

identities” (Shepherd & Haynie, 2009: 1042) and stipulates the findings that multiple identity 

standards interact and intersect with each other. In the course of the analysis, the perceptual 

control process is presented as an illustration of the interaction of these aspects and their impact 

on behavior. 
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ESSAY 2: How successors navigate multiple identities during succession: A perceptual 
control perspective3 

 
“People often say that this or that person has not yet found himself.  

But the self is not something one finds, it is something one creates.” 
Thomas Szasz 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Family businesses are described as organizations with a hybrid identity (Albert & Whetten, 

1985), characterized by a dual system that by its very nature consists of "two otherwise separate 

social categories" simultaneously, namely family and business (Werbel & Walter, 2002; 

Whetten, Foreman, & Dyer, 2014: 480). Although these two social categories are considered to 

be incompatible (Whetten, Foreman, & Dyer, 2014), the context of family business presents 

the nature of these two as mutually contingent (Knapp, Smith, Kreiner, Sundaramurthy, & 

Barton, 2013). One of the central premises for organizational survival is the “simultaneous 

development of functional families and profitable firms” over time (Sharma, 2004). Because of 

the close connection between those two otherwise separate domains, identity in general is a 

particularly relevant concept for family business studies. Research is seeking opportunities to 

examine how identities and social environments support and shape each other. In particular, 

researchers are calling for more research on when and how people occupy multiple identities 

and how these manifest themselves simultaneously (Ramarajan, 2014; Smith-Lovin, 2003). 

This paper deals with the question of how multiple identities are linked to the underlying 

complexity of the social structure in which the individual is situated. It highlights the 

peculiarities of the dual system in family business with its implications for the individuals 

involved, especially during succession.  

 
3 Schade, A. C. (2020a). How successors navigate multiple identities during succession: A perceptual control 
perspective. Unpublished working paper. 
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Milton (2008: 1070) claims that “the interdependent overlapping structure and social 

character of identities in family businesses complicate family business succession.” In the 

specific context of intergenerational succession, the interchangeability of both domains of 

family and business becomes particularly apparent as the family-related identity and work-

related identity appear inseparable. This interplay between the business and family systems 

represents a unique research context that poses extraordinary challenges for individuals 

involved, since it promotes multi-faceted interactions among those family members who, in 

addition to their family roles, take on work roles in the family business. Tensions caused by the 

plurality of identities in family businesses become clear due to the “two different sets of 

organizing rules” (Whetten, Foreman, & Dyer: 480). Conflicting premises originate in 

competing identity demands (Dutton, Roberts, & Bednar, 2010; Kreiner, Hollensbe, & Sheep, 

2006) based on the multiplicity of roles and group affiliations. Since succession is presented as 

“identity-laden” (Knapp et al, 2013: 20), tensions over identity are a central characteristic of 

the succession process. Identity tensions are defined as “discursively created, conflicting 

premises that compete for the self-definition of organization members” (Pepper & Larson, 

2006: 51). Mastering these tensions is vitally important to the health as well as future 

development of individuals and organizations alike (Ashforth, 2001; Nicholson, 1984). 

However, “research that specifically examines how multiple identities shape important 

processes and outcomes in organizations is still in its infancy” (Ramarajan, 2014: 590).  

Family firms offer an opportunity to examine the work and broader life contexts and 

“the all-too-common phenomenon of multiple or multifaceted identities in organizations” based 

on the dual system (Ramarajan, 2014; Whetten, Foreman, & Dyer, 2014: 493). Individuals 

experience multiple roles in everyday life as “people have as many identities as distinct 

networks of relationships in which they occupy positions and play roles” (Stryker & Burke, 

2000: 286). Burke (2003: 5) defines identity to be “the set of meaning people hold for 

themselves that define ‘what it means’ to be who they are as persons, as role occupants, and as 
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group members.” These different types of identities are based on different theories on identity, 

namely identity theory (Stryker & Burke, 2000; Cooley, 1922) and social identity theory 

(McCall & Simmons, 1978; Tajfel, 1978). To offer an understanding of identities that are 

considered in the analysis, three prominent identities are presented, namely: Personal identity, 

family identity, and work identity. Hillman, Nicholson, and Shropshire (2008: 443) suggest that 

it is essential to apprehend the “nature of identities and their interrelationships to understand 

their effects on behavior,” as behavior is the primary impact an individual’s self-concept has 

on organizational life. Moverover, analyzing the meaning of the multiple identities that 

individuals hold, and how those identities may operate together (Smith-Lovin, 2003), is 

important in order to investigate how individuals cope with multiple identities during 

succession. Above, all, Yu, Lumpkin, Sorenson, and Brigham (2012) highlight that 

investigating the multiple identities of involved family members provides a better 

understanding of business-owning families in general.  

While it stands to reason that identity is both strongly influential and strongly affected 

in such processes, family-business researchers have dedicated surprisingly little attention to the 

subject. In fact, the application of identity theory to the study of family businesses is 

surprisingly rare (Reay, 2009). For the most part, sociological and psychological aspects (Filser, 

Kraus, & Märk, 2013; Neubauer, 2003) have been neglected and significant gaps in the 

literature remain. More research is needed firstly to understand the meanings that successors 

have for their multiple identities which they claim during succession and how these identities 

relate to one another. Furthermore, more research is required to explain how individuals manage 

the multiple facets of their identities (Koerner, 2014). Therefore, this study examines the 

following leading research questions: (a) Which identities do the successors refer to most 

strongly in their self-perception, and (b) how they deal with these multiple identities and the 

resulting identity tensions during succession.  
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In this study, I opt for an interpretative, qualitative study approach that is based on 

personal experience of the studied actors, their psychology, and their behavior during the initial 

years of succession, which are characterized by the successor’s incremental assumption of 

management responsibility. The study design is based on different qualitative data sources, 

namely exploratory internet research, six observations, and 30 in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews. From a structural symbolic interaction perspective (Burke & Stets, 2009), this paper 

aims to explore and understand the experiences of participants during their succession. It aims 

to do so by qualitatively investigating how individuals create coherent and more or less stable 

definitions of themselves. Based on the objective of explaining the successors individual 

meanings of multiple identities which are claimed during succession, the perceptual control 

process appears suitable. This approach allows to examine how these identities relate to one 

another (Burke & Stets, 2009) and to investigate how successors navigate multiple identities 

by adapting their behavior. By exploring the social psychology of the successor’s identity 

multiplicity, the paper focuses on the power of the individual as a proactive agent in personal 

as well as role development and offers a deeper understanding of how roles, identities, and 

careers develop. Gaining a better understanding of how family-business members engage in 

those processes during succession may shed light on promising succession practices. By 

offering insight into the structural condition under which multiple identities are likely to be 

activated in the same setting and at the same time, this paper presents a deeper understanding 

of identity multiplicity. This research makes a significant contribution to a comprehensive 

theoretical model of the perceptual control process (Burke & Stets, 2009). Finally, thought 

provoking impulses are given with regard to possible future research efforts in family business 

studies. 



 

 

74 Essay 2 

IDENTITY-BASED PERSPECTIVE  

To shed light on identity multiplicity in family businesses, the following section presents the 

identity types considered for the analysis and describes how multiple identities relate to one 

another and are hierarchically aligned. This paper combines a structural symbolic interaction 

perspective with the perceptual control emphasis (Burke & Stets, 2009) to show how social 

interaction, identities, and behavior are intertwined. Moreover, it focuses specifically on the 

meaning dimension of identity facilitation by exploring the meanings that successors have for 

their multiple identities which they claim during succession, how these identities interrelate, 

and how behavior facilitates identity development.  

Identity multiplicity in family businesses 

To understand the social psychology of succession, this paper takes on a structural symbolic 

interactionist perspective on identity. The concept of symbolic interactionism plays a 

fundamental role in explaining the connection between social context and the identities 

available to the individual. The structural symbolic interactionist perspective on identity 

assumes social structure to be “stable, patterned, and organized” (Burke & Stets, 2009: 53). 

Research has established that the individual and the society are organically connected and 

interdependently determine one another (Cooley, 1922). In a similar vein, Burke (2004: 5) 

claims “identities and social structure [to be] two sides of the same coin.” One of the commonly 

agreed upon assumptions is that “the self emerges within the context of a complex, organized 

society” (Burke & Stets, 2009: 37), which presents and defines those networks and categories 

that are available to the individual as the basis for identity management. From a dynamic 

perspective to the identity-social structure link, the community becomes part of the individual 

and shapes social behavior (Stryker, & Burke, 2000). In a world where individuals belong to 

multiple stakeholder groups and networks simultaneously, they have a “repertoire of discrete 

category memberships” (Hogg & Terry, 2012: 2) and come to develop different identities for 
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different contexts and situations (Weick, 1995). While a given context may suggest multiple 

potential identities (Ashforth & Johnson, 2012), Pratt and Rafaeli (1997) refer to a complex 

notion of multi-layered, hierarchically ordered identities that a given individual may be drawing 

upon.  

Multiple identities are organized in either a salience hierarchy or a prominence 

hierarchy. The arrangement is seen as improvised and negotiated, rather than as normative and 

conventional (Burke & Stets, 2009). In light of identity salience, a particular situation 

determines which identity becomes prominent. Besides the “probability of a given identity 

being invoked in a variety of situations” (Stryker, 1968), identity salience is described as the 

“readiness to use a given dimension to categorize oneself as well as others” (Toh & DeNisi, 

2007: 285). This term describes the contextual activation of identities both based on the 

importance of that identity to the current situation and on the audience the individual is 

confronted with. Identities in a person's self-concept vary in importance (Hogg & Terry, 2012) 

depending on circumstances. The prominence hierarchy regulates identities according to 

identity centrality (Hoang & Gimeno, 2010), specifically based on the subjective importance 

of the identity to the individual’s ideal self-understanding. A key assumption about the 

prominence hierarchy considers the hierarchy of identities to be relatively stable across time 

and situations (Stryker & Burke, 2000), assuming that there are costs involved in not 

performing a certain role. The subjective importance is contingent to the individual’s internal 

judgment of how central and valued the identity is to the core sense of self (Ashforth & Johnson, 

2012) and how frequently it is employed. The situational importance depends on the 

appropriateness and fit of a certain identity to the given moment. Taken together, the 

prominence hierarchy and the salience hierarchy represent an idiosyncratic structure of multiple 

identities for each person. The arrangement of the different identities in these hierarchies 

provides information about the influence of the individual identity meanings on behavior. 
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This study focuses on the dual system of family businesses, which by nature 

encompasses “two otherwise separate social categories” simultaneously (Whetten, Foreman, & 

Dyer, 2014: 480). As work and family are interdependent and complementary (Werbel & 

Walter, 2002), the interchangeability of both domains is apparent. The family system 

unmistakably influences the business system, and vice versa (Sharma, 2004). This structural 

overlap offers a context for distinct sets of relationships to be mutually contingent because 

family members involved in the business operate continuously in both systems. Thereby they 

adhere to corresponding roles of both domains and build a double bond of family and work 

relations. In many family businesses it is not possible to clearly distinguish the business or 

family role that an individual currently holds, as “the owners cannot cease treating one another 

like family, and neither can they afford to cease operating like a business” (Whetten, Foreman, 

& Dyer, 2014: 486). They are for example father and child, but also incumbent and successor. 

Anyone in a family business who bears responsibility for both family and business must live 

up to two conflicting sets of rules and logics. This paper claims that, due the two sets of 

expectations arising from the family and business domains, individuals struggle to create 

coherent and more or less stable definitions of themselves. The everyday tension caused by the 

presence of competing identities manifests in the participant’s behavior, perceptions, and 

satisfaction. Rather, they find themselves “constantly in a state of becoming, of moving 

between and through various roles and their attached identities and relationships” (Ashforth, 

2001: 3). There is high pressure to conform to roles more tightly prescribed than ordinary 

executive roles (Tagiuri & Davis, 1996). This is especially true once “reciprocity through 

obligation and behavior linked to supporting economic and social advancement” is reinforced 

(Janjuha-Jivraj & Spence, 2009: 710). This specific type of obligation is a fundamental factor 

in determining attitudes of family members towards succession (Janjuha-Jivraj & Spence, 

2009). Family involvement and interaction among individuals during an intergenerational 
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succession event are undoubtedly eminently high, imposing considerable different complexities 

on family business organizations more so than on other types of organizations (Milton, 2008).  

Identity types considered 

Two theories of identity serve as the theoretical basis for explaining how identities develop: 

social identity theory and identity theory. Social identity theory focuses on the self-definition 

that an individual derives from the belonging to a group (McCall & Simmons, 1978; Hogg & 

Terry, 2012). The concept of social identity is established on the group level and links the 

individual to many similar others, in both cognitive and evaluative terms. Identity theory offers 

insight into the nature of identity in terms of position in society, role occupations, and role 

relations. Role identity connects individuals to a few different individuals in the role set with 

whom they interact.  

Individuals are considered to have multiple identities (Pratt & Rafaeli, 1997; Stryker, 

1968; Yagi & Kleinberg, 2011) according to their individual characteristics, ascribed roles, and 

group memberships (Burke, 2007). In a nutshell, Burke (2003: 5) defines identity to be “the set 

of meanings people hold for themselves that define ‘what it means’ to be who they are as 

persons, as role occupants, and as group members.” This paper sheds light on three distinct 

identities: Personal identity, family identity, and work identity. Personal identity answers the 

“who am I” question (Thoits, 1992) by exploring the “knowledge, meanings, and experiences 

that are self-defining” (Ramarajan, 2014: 593) and unique to any individual (Welbourne & 

Paterson, 2016). The individual’s personal and distinctive characteristics (Koerner, 2014) 

describe the person as a unique individual, being different from others. The personal 

characteristics are culturally recognized and individually internalized as one’s own (Burke & 

Stets, 2009). As the meaning of personal characteristics are socially shared, the personal 

identity figures into all our interactions and social behaviors, making these characteristics high 

in salience and in turn constantly activated (Burke, 2004). Generally, the personal identity has 
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holistic qualities, is supposed to be highly self-defining, and therefore relevant across groups, 

roles, as well as interactions and situations. Personal identity is presented as an “individual’s 

subjective sense of personal sameness and continuity” (Burke, Owens, Serpe, & Thoits, 2003: 

1). The sense of sameness is based on a distinctive set of ‘transsituational’ categories that can 

be recognized as the same from one occasion to another (Markus & Kunda, 1986; McCall & 

Simmons, 1978), which). In turn, the immediate perception of one’s selfsameness and 

continuity in time fosters a “conscious feeling of having a personal identity” (Erikson, 1980: 

22). Shepherd and Haynie (2009: 320) claim that “distinctiveness serves a fundamental role in 

establishing a meaningful sense of identity,” resulting in personal identity to exhibit the highest 

degree of distinctiveness as well as the lowest degree of inclusiveness in comparison to other 

identities in one’s self-concept (Bagozzi, Bergami, Marzocchi, & Morandin, 2012; Brewer, 

1991).  

The family role structures the daily lives of most people and significantly shapes their 

identities because “one’s family acts as the initial primary reference group” (Ashforth, 2001: 

35). A family-role identity answers the question, “Who am I as a family member?” and is 

associated with the multiple roles one can enact in that capacity, for example that of a spouse, 

parent, sister, or child (Masterson & Hoobler, 2015). Furthermore, Shepherd, & Haynie (2009) 

define the family identity as the set of behavioral expectations associated with the family role. 

Individuals generally construe their family identity in terms of care and/or career, “with the 

desire to emotionally and/or physically tend to family members’ needs or enhance the security 

and well-being of one’s family through adequate economic resources” (Masterson & Hoobler, 

2015). 

As another “primary arena in which people become who they are” (Leidner, 2006: 427), 

work is regarded an important “source of identity” (Wille & De Fruyt, 2014: 262) and thus 

central to overall self-definition. Particularly, the specific kind of work and identification 

therewith is frequently central both to individuals’ self-identity, their behavior, and to the 
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identity others ascribe to them (Chreim, Williams, & Hinings, 2007; Leidner, 2006). Much 

research focuses on organization-related identities that individuals derive from their 

membership in an employing organization, in a functional department, or in a work team 

(Kreiner, Ashforth, & Sluss, 2006; Thatcher & Zhu, 2006). Moreover, participation in the 

activities in these work-related groups provide actors with shared ideologies, values, and beliefs 

(Dutton, Roberts, & Bednar, 2010). When these members identify with an employing 

organization and they conceive of their identity from the level of the organization (Ashforth, 

Rogers, & Corley, 2011), they add the organization’s identity as a partial self-definition to their 

own self-concept (Albert, Ashforth, & Dutton, 2000).  

The roles of worker and family member are not necessarily distinct. Although it may be 

the case that “while at work, a professional may define himself differently from when he is at 

home with his family” (Meister, Jehn, & Thatcher, 2014: 492), scholars increasingly challenge 

the assumption that work identity is separate from non-work identities (Ramarajan & Reid, 

2013), especially in family-owned businesses. Therefore, this paper focuses on how personal 

identity and family and professional role identities inform and interact with each other and 

discusses the interplay of these multiple identities in the specific context of succession. 

Perceptual control process  

Individuals assess the consistency between the idea of who they are and what they do (Pratt, 

Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006). This assessment entails a process of identity comparison and 

negotiation that is known in psychology as perceptual control process. The conceptual control 

process is structured as an input-process-output model composed of four components: Input, 

identity standard, comparator, and output (Burke & Stets, 2009). The meaning dimension of 

the identity standard has a moderating effect on the process. The components are now described 

in detail. 
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Stimuli in a particular situation continuously generate situational perceptions, which 

serve as input the perceptual control process. Perceptual input takes two forms. One the one 

side, self-relevant meanings that arise from the situation include how one sees oneself and offers 

information of one’s own position, highlighting important aspects of the environment. On the 

other side, as perceptual input, reflected appraisals encompass meaningful feedback of what 

individuals think of how others see and evaluate them. Usually “each person not only knows 

his or her own meanings and expectations but also knows the meanings and expectations of 

those of others in related positions” (Burke & Stets, 2009: 27). 

When an identity is activated in a particular situation, a set of internalized meanings of 

who one is, referred to as an “identity standard” becomes available to the individual (Burke & 

Stets, 2009). The identity standard serves as frame of reference and as a basis for sensemaking. 

As social knowledge structures, identity standards are stored associatively in memory (Leavitt, 

Reynolds, Barnes, Schilpzand, & Hannah, 2012) and provide the individual with a value 

system, guidelines for behavior, and grounds for identity-verification. An identity is brought 

into active use either due to its situational relevance or subjective importance in order to “render 

the social context and the individual’s place within it most meaningful” (Ashforth & Johnson, 

2012; Hogg & Terry, 2012). In order to interact with others, the individual must first establish 

both who they are and who the interaction partner is (Burke & Stets, 2009: 13). While in every 

social interaction a certain identity is invoked to match the situation at hand, each individual 

indicates to the other the meaning and intention of that salient identity. People try to behave in 

accordance with their most central identities while simultaneously aiming to keep their self-

structure intact in light of social interaction.  

A process is then initiated: Relevant cues of the reflected appraisals are compared with 

one’s self-relevant perceptions from the identity standard (Burke, 2004; Burke & Stets, 2009). 

Generally, individuals find themselves in a continuous management of identity-meaning 

(comparator) whereby they engage in self-evaluation as well as in identity comparison and 
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negotiation to keep their perception of self-in-situation in line with the self-meanings held by 

the identity standard (Burke & Stets, 2009). The control system of the individual operates to 

maintain situational meanings consistent with the meanings of the salient identity standard.  

Identity is constructed largely through a self-referential process. The perceptual control 

process results either in identity verification (fit) or identity confusion (non-verification, misfit), 

and triggers meaningful behavior. The dark side of the comparison process shows that a lack 

of verification fosters conflict, hinders communication, and can cause detrimental 

organizational processes (Klein, 2008). A mismatch between situational meaning and identity 

standard leads to non-verification of identity, to negative emotional reactions, and in turn to a 

modification in behavior (Stets & Burke, 2009). When a mismatch in the verification process 

occurs and identity confusion arises, identity work is required by the individual to diminish the 

tension and the gap between the identity standard and situational perceptions. If a person 

realizes that they come across differently than expected in a situation, individuals adapt their 

actions to go through the comparing process again, hoping for a different outcome. Individuals 

actively decide how they further present their identities to others (Lyons, Wessel, Ghumman, 

Ryan, & Kim; 2014). They decide to change their behavior until it produces the intended 

meanings (Burke & Stets, 2009). Individuals may display symptoms of stress when they are 

not able to achieve this congruity between situationally based self-perceptions and their identity 

standards.  

The goal of the perceptual control process is to achieve a match between the situational 

perception and an internal identity standard. Verifying a person’s identity also entails 

confirming highly salient personal characteristics, which lead to coherent, positive emotional 

reactions. Self-esteem and the feeling of authenticity are strengthened (Burke, & Stets, 2009; 

Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010) as perceptions of psychological coherence are bolstered. 

Consequently, the process of identity verification emphasizes the importance of congruence 

between one’s self-perception and the perception of those important others directly involved in 
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a situation (Thatcher & Zhu, 2006: 1077). As “people see themselves reflected in the reactions 

of others to them” (Burke & Stets, 2009: 25), they imagine the perceived relationship and 

resulting role expectations through which their behavior in turn becomes motivated (Johnson, 

Chang, & Yang, 2010). Burke (2004) claims verification to be a mutual, complementary, and 

reciprocal process, as the output of each role is the input to its counter-role. He also (Burke 

(2004: 10) suggests that “verifying a role identity involves not being like the other but 

performing in a way that confirms and verifies the other’s role identity, and is matched by the 

other’s performance in a fashion that verifies one’s own role identity.” As an individual 

interacts with multiple important others across situations, roles, and contexts, Thatcher and Zhu 

(2006) propose that the combination of relationships determines the richness of identity 

verification.  

As possible outcomes, either some combinations of relationships lead to an all-

embracing verification of a specific identity, or a partial verification of particular aspects of the 

individual’s entire self occurs. In a nutshell, Hatch and Schultz (2009: 23) describe the process 

as follows: “Perceptions of others are influenced by who we are and, in turn, the same 

perceptions others have impact who we are.” 

Through a perceptual control process, people construct themselves as role occupants 

and work out identity challenges in interactions with important others, highlighting identity 

(non-) verification and role-behavior adjustment. With the help of this process, individuals may 

create coherent and more or less stable definitions of themselves and maintain perceived self-

meanings (Burke & Stets, 2009: 62). Through the roles they play in organizational life and 

especially the adjustments of role behavior, individuals engage in identity work aimed at 

maintaining healthy psychological dynamics of work-life linkages. Through the analysis of 

perceptions, the perceptual control theory explains how to understand a person’s behavior with 

regards to the salient identity in action.  
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METHODOLOGY 

This paper aims to explore and understand the experiences of participants during their 

succession. It attempts to capture social and cognitive dynamics of successors, focusing herein 

on how they construct and re-construct meaning about who they are and who they want to be. 

In this study, I opt for an interpretative, qualitative study approach that is based on personal 

experience of the studied actors, their psychology, and their behavior in light of the perceptual 

control process. Interpretivism encourages data collection techniques that are based on in-

depth, qualitative investigations (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). This kind of exploratory 

research takes the form of in depth, semi-structured interviews to gain rich and detailed 

information. The study follows an induction focus to understand the meanings that successors 

attribute to events with a close understanding of the research context. The following section 

presents the study’s design, coding procedure, research philosophy, and approach to narrative 

analysis.  

Selected sample 

Organizations with a suitable case of succession were identified according to purposive 

sampling and flexible sampling that developed during the research. This study considers cases 

to be suitable if the family business is run by family members and the successors already work 

in the company for a certain at least one year. In order to be able to understand the influence of 

the dual system of the family business in the context of succession, successors have been 

selected who have joined the company within previous 1-10 years and are willing to talk about 

their personal experience. Successors differ in their age, education, and duration of employment 

by the family business. Table 2-1 presents an overview of the observations and interviews 

conducted.  



 

 

84 Essay 2 

Table 2-1: Overview of data sources and sample organizations (source: own) 

# Case 
firm 

Founding Main focus Employees Successor’s 
generation 

Data source 

1 I 1864 Steel 180 5 Observation 
2 II 1923 Chemistry 350 3 Observation 
3 II 1941 Real estate 120 3 Observation 
4 IV 1924 Automotive 

dealership 
20.000 3 Observation 

5 V 1989 Gate systems 60 2 Observation 
6 VI 1988 Energy 160 2 Observation 
7 Alpha 1954 Cosmetics 50 3 Interview 
8 Beta 1925 Kitchen design 8300 3 Interview 
9 Chi 1986 Real estate  25 2 Interview 

10 Dahu 1988 Waste management 80 2 Interview 
11 Delta 1884 Consumer goods 125 5 Interview 
12 Epsilon 1954 Cosmetics 50 3 Interview 
13 Eta 1930 Medical furniture 180 4 Interview 
14 Gamma 1828 Finance 250 7 Interview 
15 Heta 1997 Construction 40 2 Interview 
16 Iota 1997 Construction 30 2 Interview 
17 Kappa 1960 Printing house 50 2 Interview 
18 Koppa 1998 Fashion 25 2 Interview 
19 Lambda 1953 Automotive 

dealership 
1500 3 Interview 

20 My 2004 Finance 1000 2 Interview 
21 Ny 1990 Hospitality  50 2 Interview 
22 Omega 1999 Finance 20 2 Interview 
23 Omikron 1950 Telecommunication 50 3 Interview 
24 Phi 1989 Construction 10 2 Interview 
25 Phönix 1898 Wood construction 20 4 Interview 
26 Psi 2003 Consulting 160 2 Interview 
27 Rho 1950 Pharmacy 20 3 Interview 
28 Sampi 1607 Consumer goods 110 7 Interview 
29 Sigma 1980 Steel  20 2 Interview 
30 Stalo 1990 Marketing agency 50 2 Interview 
31 Tau 1917 Publishing 30 2 Interview 
32 Theta 1928 Transportation 100 4 Interview 
33 Turu 1930 Agriculture 35 4 Interview 
34 Xi 1893 Jewelry 120 4 Interview 
35 Ypsilon 1968 Automotive 

dealership 
350 2 Interview 

36 Zeta 1977 Automotive 
dealership 

250 3 Interview 
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Study design 

The study design is based on different data sources, namely internet research, observations, and 

in-depth, semi-structured interviews. Firstly, due to the increasing interest in family businesses 

and their particularities, internet research produces various succession stories based on 

published interviews in written or audio form. The first impression on the basis of these publicly 

accessible insights into family businesses allows a preliminary insight into fruitful research 

opportunities. Once organization have been selected as suitable cases, the internet research 

further focuses on the selected organizations, their history and development, and the managing 

family.  

Secondly, six observations are included in the data analysis. The observations focus on 

stories of successors about their experiences in the family business and during succession, 

which they have presented as speakers at conferences and selected events. The aim of these 

presentations is to provide other successors with personal insights into their personal challenges 

and possible approaches to overcome them. The stories serve as a suitable data source to 

illuminate the research question and develop initial dimensions, which are examined and 

elaborated in more detail with the help of the interviews.  

Thirdly, the study includes semi-structured 30 interviews as main data source. The 

study’s interview sample is comprised of 30 comparative cases and is designed to be cross-

sectional. The interviews were either conducted by telephone or took place on site at the family 

business. Only one person, one active successor per organization, was interviewed. The 

interviews lasted 60 minutes on average each over the course of a session. From the literature 

research and the theoretical positioning in identity theories with special attention to the 

perceptual control process, the following main topics for the questionnaire have emerged: the 

dual system of family businesses, personal succession experience, identity multiplicity, and 

behavioral strategies. Internet-based research about the family businesses and their history, 

development, and management provides basic information about and familiarization with the 
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characteristics, which is briefly asked for at the beginning of the interviews to allow for a quick 

access to the topic and trustworthy relationship with the respondent. The first part of the in-

depth interview guide is semi-structured and broadly focused on the succession experience of 

the participants in general as the area of experience within which they can claim certain 

knowledge and skills, feelings, expectations and privileges. The questions are formulated 

openly in order to allow for preferably long answers and personal descriptions of the events and 

emotional states. Key interview questions include examinations of the family member’s life 

and career history, personal and family involvement in the firm, roles, relationships, succession 

process, succession outcome, and satisfaction. The order of the questions varies depending on 

the course of the conversation. As themes emerged in the data, targeted questions facilitated 

patterns across interviewees. Additional questions are required to explore the research question 

and objectives given the nature of personal events to cover identity multiplicity and behavioral 

strategies. These subsequent questions are therefore developed to focus increasingly on 

meaning, behavior, and identity dynamics and are formulated in such a way that they enable 

the respondent to delve into specific events in detail. Upon completion, all of these interviews 

are transcribed word-by-word. To provide accurate accounts of the interviews, only major 

incomprehensibilities are corrected during the transcription. After the completion of all 

transcripts, they were coded in the following manner.  

Coding approach 

The key challenge of qualitative research is to make sense of the collected data and to generate 

valuable theoretical contribution (Langley & Abdallah, 2011). Taking into account the 

interviewees’ interpretations, the analysis tries to understand the successors’ lives from their 

perspectives. The cases are analyzed to abstract common constructs of identity dynamics and 

behavioral strategies by comparing the process across all cases. Hence, meanings, actions, and 

processes are analyzed as followed. The coding process is divided into three phases: An initial 
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phase, a selective phase, and a theoretical phase (Chamaz, 2014). Firstly, to consider the range 

of plausibility and generate initial categories, a detailed sentence-by-sentence analysis breaks 

the data apart (Strauss & Corbin, 1998: 65) and discovers early categories that are “provisional, 

comparative, and grounded in data” (Chamaz, 2014: 117). Secondly, most significant or 

frequent initial codes are grouped together to establish focused codes (Chamaz, 2014). 

Classifying initial categories into emergent concepts allows for conceptualizing the data. The 

emergent analysis aims to shed light on the relationship between implicit, psychological 

processes and social structure. Thirdly, to focus on theory advancement, theoretical coding 

entails integrating theory to enhance the abstraction of the codes. In the last step in the coding 

process, theoretical concepts from the perception control process are integrated into the building 

of the data structure to account for variation in the studied categories or processes. Although 

the three phases and the resulting data structure suggest linearity, the analysis process is 

iterative in nature. Finally, the data is reconstructed to form an interpretive scheme (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998). 

Based on the coding and analysis of the interviews with successors from different family 

businesses, a data structure was developed that represents the essential content components of 

the resulting model about identity multiplicity and behavioral agency. The analysis created the 

basis for the data structure and the identity framework that are presented and discussed in the 

findings sections. Figure 2-1 shows the data structure based on the established codes from 

which the perceptual control process during succession emerges, the particularities of which 

are discussed in detail below. The aggregated codes best fit to explain the dimensions relevant 

to the perceptual control process and present successors’ multiple identities in their hierarchical 

order. 
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Figure 2-1: Data structure based on the coding of interviews (source: own) 
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Research philosophy 

The paper takes an interpretive stance to “uncover the meanings by which people understand 

their own experiences” (Daymon & Holloway, 2001:102) and address multifaceted and 

complex social constructs such as identity. The process of meaning creation is inseparable from 

the social context in which it occurs. With an inductive approach to gathering and analyzing 

the data, the paper further aims at developing theory that emerges from the data. Moreover, 

qualitative research is able to capture processes that temporally evolve (Langley & Abdallah, 

2011) and are open to change. 

This paper adopts interpretivism as research philosophy that understands the nature of 

reality as socially constructed and open to change. The research is designed at the same time as 

it is being conducted, open to unanticipated events and holistic depiction of realities (Rynes & 

Gephart Jr, 2004). It is a perspective appropriate for family business studies (Dawson & Hjorth, 

2012), especially to examine the succession experience and investigate the perception side of 

identity dynamics. Interpretivism is suitable to explore subjective meanings and social 

phenomena, focusing on the details of certain situations and particularly on the reality behind 

these details (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). The epistemological assumptions have 

important implications for the way in which the data of this study is interpreted. In contrast to 

the functionalist and post-modern perspectives, the interpretive perspective focuses on 

understanding humans in their role as social actors, how individuals construct meanings about 

who they are within an organizational environment and give meaning to their work existence 

(Balmer, 2001). 

Discourse and narrative analysis 

To meet the call for more diverse research methodologies in family firm research, the paper 

aims at including discursive and narrative analysis. As this paper investigates the social 

psychology of succession and its implications on identity perception and control, discourse 
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analysis is suitable to examine the process through which meanings are generated and 

maintained (Daymon & Holloway, 2001). This paper focuses on the meanings created during 

the succession process, and on the resulting changes in or preservation of behavior. To this end, 

identity self-formation is presented as a method for individuals to pass through and adapt to the 

perceptual control process. The discourse analysis involves examining how discourse shapes 

an understanding of social reality, in particular succession (Daymon & Holloway, 2001). 

Discourse analysis is appropriate to investigate how people interact through language and 

communicate their sense of self. Discourses present a particular version of social reality, often 

constructed to promote a certain identity (Daymon & Holloway, 2001). 

Qualitative research methods are a powerful means of gaining in-depth understanding 

of emergent narratives, as “understanding social process cannot occur through hypothetical 

deduction” (Reay & Zhang, 2014). The narrative approach in this study builds on how 

interviewees use narratives as a temporal structuring effort to give meaning to temporal change 

in order to establish and maintain the continuity of self-awareness beyond the biographical 

changes during succession. The interviews encompass real time and retrospective statements 

which the narrator integrates into his life story and reproduces in a narrative manner. Story-

telling activities and discursive strategies offer insights into identity and meaning management 

during succession. An essential aspect of the biographical narrative results from the way the 

interviewees linguistically constructs their possibilities for action and behavioral initiative with 

regard to the events during succession. The in-depth interviews present autobiographical stories 

about events and life experiences of the successors, which they integrate into their life stories. 

The analysis provides insight into the autobiographical narratives of successors during a distinct 

period of life and into the understanding of the actual production of meanings (Rynes, 2004). 

The analysis focuses on how successors draw on interpretive repertoires and make their 

experience during succession meaningful in order to navigate multiple identities and cope with 

identity tensions. Table 2-2 presents a selection of citations for each key concept (see page 113). 
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FINDINGS 

To further our understanding of the important topic of inter-generational succession in family 

business, this study proposes a diverse identity approach to investigating successors’ identity 

multiplicity as well as their resulting behavioral adjustment. To this end, the perceptual control 

process is presented as a process for individuals to pass through regularly during interactions 

and to manage multiple identities simultaneously. This paper focuses on the meanings created 

during the initial years of succession, and on the resulting changes in, or preservation of, 

behavior. The results provide information about the meanings that successors have and create 

about who they are and become, and what they do to achieve a coherent sense of self. Figure 

2-2 represents the model derived from coding and the development of key concepts and their 

relationships. The key concepts encompass perceptions, multiple identity standards, 

comparator, identity confusion, and social behavior.  

Figure 2-2: Successors’ perceptual control process during succession (source: own) 
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Firstly, the findings describe the perceptions that successors address. Secondly, the 

findings present the meanings of multiple identity standards that successors relate to during the 

first years of succession. Thirdly, the dimension comparator introduces the comparison process 

between perceptions and identity standards. The successors’ comparison of their identity 

standards with the perceptions establishes four domains of identity confusion that are discussed 

here in more detail. Finally, four areas of social behavior to overcome the identity confusion 

are presented. Ultimately, the findings focus on the power of the successors as proactive agents 

in their management of meaning, coping with multiple identities, and role development. 

Successors’ perceptions  

As part of the succession process, the interviewed successors have taken up employment in the 

family business run by one of their parents. For the most part, they have all taken on new tasks 

that only to a small extent overlap with their previous work. Although they think they already 

know the family business, they have to get used to their new tasks and new position in the mesh 

between parents, employees, and possibly other shareholders. Individuals are exposed to 

interactions with others that in turn offer space for perceptions to be exchanged.  

The model starts in the upper left corner with the key dimension ‘perceptions’ that 

consists of self-perception on the one hand and reflected appraisals on the other hand. Firstly, 

perceptual input of self-relevant meanings from the situation include how one sees oneself. 

Successors reflect on their current standing in the business and in the relation to the incumbent. 

They describe what they are doing, how they are behaving, and how they are piloting their 

pathways. They also evaluate their own succession experiences from today's perspective and 

relate their assessment to their parents' stories about the previous succession: “My mother has 

already taken over the company from her grandmother, which means I suspect that she has 

already been able to avoid some of the pitfalls because she was in the same situation once” 

(Case: Alpha). The degree of clarity about their self-perception during succession influences 
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their perceived experience of tensions caused by identity multiplicity which tends to promote 

behavioral insecurity. A positive self-perception lead to the experience of effective agency, 

which is an important component of self-awareness and for coping with identity confusion.  

Secondly, successors obtain meaningful feedback from others, called reflected 

appraisals which influences their self-image and self-esteem. Within the scope of the reflected 

appraisal, two types of influence stand out in particular. Social and family influences influence 

who we think we are and how we feel about ourselves, as people see themselves reflected in 

the reactions of others to them, which often entails self-judging through the eyes of others. In 

terms of social influence, reflect on what it means for them to be recognized as a business 

family member and as successor. They express uncertainty because they don't know exactly 

what others think of them. This uncertainty is illustrated in the following quote: “So I wonder 

if people think: ‘Hopefully, [the incumbent] will be gone soon. And the boy, we can then see 

what we're doing with him?’ Or whether they are already thinking: ‘Oh, now he has his 

successor and it will go on exactly the same way’” (Case: Theta). Concerning family influence, 

successors reflect on the relationship between them and their parent, focusing on how they get 

along and communicate with each other because to them the incumbent is one of the closest 

important others within the context of succession. One important aspect of the reflected 

perceptions are thoughts on how the relation between parent and child has changed since the 

child's involvement in the business. It is important for successors to feel accepted not only by 

employees, but also by their own family. 

These are just a few examples of a multitude of perceptions that individuals may 

experience during succession. The challenge for successors is to deal with the large amount of 

self-relevant information that they derive from the interactions in which they participate and to 

maintain control over their self-image and self-esteem. Successors need to foster sureness about 

their self-concept to increase their overall identity clarity.  
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Proposition 1. Individuals must evaluate the many perceptions they gain during 
interactions and minimize them to essential core information that will flow into the next 
process step, the comparison with their multiple identity standards. 

Multiple identity standards 

In the upper right corner of the model (Figure 2-2) the key dimension ‘identity standard’ is 

located, whose components are described in detail as follows.  

As “people have as many identities as distinct networks of relationships in which they 

occupy positions and play roles” (Stryker & Burke, 2000: 286), it is the aim of this paper to 

establish which identities are subjectively most important to the successors during succession 

and how these identities relate to each other. The self-definitions, that interviewees hold, are 

one of the most important aspects of their identity and have implications for how they behave 

and cope with the multiplicity of identities and identity tensions during the succession 

transition. Being asked about their current situation and personal experiences, they articulate 

meanings by which they define themselves. Within the scope of this study, individuals present 

an idea of who they are, who they are becoming, and what they do, by reflecting on three distinct 

identity standards: Personal identity standard, identity standard as business-owning family 

member, and identity standard as a successor.  

First, the personal identity standard implies that successors see themselves as unique 

individuals. Interviewees reflect on what it means to them to be themselves. They portray their 

personal lives autobiographically, focusing on their educational background and their 

academic, personal, and professional development. Successors see themselves as strong agents 

who steer their lives in order to continue developing a unique self-image. They present their 

distinctive personality by establishing in how far they differ from others. In particular, they 

compare themselves with their parent and try to find out to what extent they are similar or 

different. For instance: “I now discover many things in myself that I used to hate about my 

father” (Case: Zeta). Often, they repeat short dialogues they have had with the parents to make 
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a point: “He asked, ‘what would you suggest for a salary now?’ And then I said exactly the 

same amount as he said. We are, I think, very similar. I think we are related” (Case: Delta). In 

addition, they express provisional selves about who they are able to or would like to become as 

they imagine holding possible identities in the future. These can guide and motivate present 

identity-relevant behavior. Especially when the successor is confronted with the possible future 

position that the incumbent currently holds, a provisional self can help him or her to get an early 

idea of the role expectations and the succession development. 

Secondly, successors describe what it means to them to be a business-owning family 

member and where they derive this meaning from. Through autobiographic statements about 

growing up in a business-owning family and their upbringing, successors describe the meaning 

they have created to form a concurring role identity of being a child in this particular type of 

family. The upbringing is also illustrated in the following quotes: “Growing up in [an 

entrepreneurial] family, so through and through [an entrepreneur]” (Case: Gamma). They also 

maintain contact with other entrepreneurial families and thus develop an understanding of what 

it means to be a member of such a family and what distinguishes their own family from others: 

“If you come from a family, from an entrepreneurial household, you think about many things 

very differently and behave differently” (Case: Lambda). Part of the upbringing also includes 

making decisions in dialogue with parents. Successors report mainly on the influence that 

parents exert, including on the choice of educational pathways of successors, in order to 

underpin some of the expectations of them as future successors. In retrospect, successors feel 

lucky to have had parental support in their life-course decisions. Especially, when it comes to 

succession as part of career planning, those involved enter into dialogue early on, even when 

final decisions are postponed to a later point in their life:  

“Very late. Only at the age of 24. I decided to go to [the family business] and, yes, I 
delayed that for a long time, which I think is also descriptive of my life style - I think I 
had to questioned the path at the beginning, to then know very precisely that I want to 
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do it, and maybe it wouldn't be easy for me to do it now, but I know exactly why I am 
doing it, so I will not easily quit” (Case: Gamma);  

Growing up in an entrepreneurial family means for many successors to know the 
business since they have been born, or at least as far as they can remember: “I've been 
here now, let’s say 30 years. So I'm 30 years old. In principle, I've been here for 30 
years” (Case: Zeta).  

Consequently, they describe the social as well as role expectations of being an 

entrepreneurial family member and of behaving as one. In doing so, successors refer to their 

family’s cohesion, describing how the family ensures involvement of family members, and how 

family members support each other. They make statements about the interaction quality and 

contact frequency between family members, and about the relation between siblings as well as 

between members of older generations.  

To build a self-image as a member of an entrepreneurial family, successors make use of 

several resources, such as social understanding and dialogue with parents and other family 

members. Nevertheless, they often adopt a distanced attitude for several years in order to gain 

an individual perception of this status. The successors’ youth is often characterized by a strong 

rejection of everything related to the family business and of feeling pressured to pursue a career 

in the family business, illustrated in the following quotes:  

“No, it actually starts much earlier that this topic is always there, the [family business] 
topic is always there, and at all stupid and unfavorable times. […] Yes, so of course this 
responsibility, this - and that is also what friends of your parents ask: And when do you 
take over? – with a certain implicitness” (Case: Gamma);  

“I had no idea what I was going to do. I only knew that everything related to [the family 
business] was totally stupid” (Case: Zeta); 

 “And that's actually going to be stupid if you wouldn't just continue and advance [the 
family business] somehow” (Case: Lambda).  

Thirdly, successor reflect on what it means to them to be a successor and how they have 

created and are still creating this meaning. Successors describe how they have been socialized 

within the family business context through their parents from early childhood on: “And then I 

decided on the family business and that's actually always the case, you never really start and 



 

 

97 Essay 2 

you never really quit” (Alpha). Through early contact to the business and employees, constant 

presence of entrepreneurial topics at home, and incremental involvement in strategic and 

operating activities, successors gain insights into entrepreneurial activities that are usually not 

available to young people from non-business-owning families. Statements about how central 

the family business is to one's everyday life include quotes like: “But otherwise it's between 

door and door, on the phone, at home, on Sunday, at Christmas – the business is always, always 

present” (Case: Gamma). As a result of early socialization, successors describe conventional 

value manifestations and the legacy of their family business. They take on part of the corporate 

identity as part of their identity as successors. In addition, identification with the company's 

product and being proud of participating in the family business helped the successors to 

overcome the temporary dis-identification during young adulthood and later assume 

responsibility that comes with the successor role:  

“So I took a bit of responsibility to take this company as a successor to the next 
generation. And for me that is not about self-actualization, but really about the fact that 
my ideal image is, my responsibility is, to hand off this company in as good as today’s 
state, if possible, even better to the next generation” (Case: Alpha).  

Moreover, through time, successors establish an idea of how society, especially the 

company’s employees and other stakeholder, conventionally expect them to behave as 

successor and add to it their own idiosyncratic, internal role expectations for pursuing the 

successor role.  

The diverse identity standards and the meaning thereof shed light on the nature of the 

multiple identities that successors are drawing upon. Additionally, to understand their effects 

on behavior the findings present the interrelationships between the three identity standards. In 

terms of the subjective importance of the different identity standards to the individual’s ideal 

self-understanding, the model combines the three identity standards in a way that two of them 

are equally important and the third is lower in hierarchy and being influenced by the other two. 

The personal identity standard and the identity standard as business-owning family member 
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appear to be hierarchically on the same level because successors do not mention moments when 

one or the other is more important to them. It is rather the case that these two standards are 

mutually dependent as the personal identity offers more individual uniqueness to the family 

domain and the family member standard nurtures the interviewee as an independent individual. 

As unique individual and as family member, interviewees receive much support from their 

parents, show high commitment to these two roles, and receive rewards from performing the 

roles. These two identity standards equally influence the standard as successor. For example, 

in situations where the family identity and the business identity are activated together, 

successors describe that they chose the family standard over their identity standard as successor, 

especially when they feel required to avoid conflict for the sake of family harmony. As 

successors, respondents also wish to be recognized as unique and to fulfill their role from the 

perspective of family membership. They personally balance their own expectations of being a 

successor, what expectations the family and other stakeholders have of them, and how they can 

meet these diverse expectations. Since the interviews is based on the topic of succession in 

family businesses, strong situational cues primarily provoke the identity standard of being the 

successor to become salient. Moreover, the frequent contextual activation results in higher 

salience, and thus in chronic accessibility of the successor identity standard.  

Proposition 2a. The multiple identity standards represent an idiosyncratic hierarchy of 
self-relevant meanings, which are ordered according to their subjective importance and 
availability to the individual as frame of reference. The earliest established identity 
standards take precedence over the more recent and evolving identity standard as 
successor. 

The simultaneous membership in several groups and the occupation of overlapping roles 

allow the individual to perceive an intersection of the defining categories. The successors 

become aware of a complex, sometimes contradictory structure of multiple identities, especially 

in situations where they have to act in accordance with one standard, although this 

simultaneously requires actions that are inconsistent with the other standard. The identity 
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standards serve as a further input for the comparison process with the perceptions. The 

challenge for the successors is to reconcile the three standards to create a balanced identity 

structure that allows them to behave in a certain way so that their identity is verified and fit to 

the perceptions.  

Proposition 2b. The multiple identity standards are entered into the comparator to be 
matched with the interactional perceptions, and which in turn provide information about 
the influence of identity meanings on behavior. 

Comparator 

The essential function of the perceptual control process includes the comparison between 

identity standards and situational perceptions. For this comparison, individuals focus above all 

on their identity as successors and on the changes brought upon by succession. Interactions 

provide successors with a great amount of perception in a large variety of formats such as self-

perceptions, reflected appraisals, and available identity standards, resulting in a complex and 

rich information situation. Individuals find themselves in a continuous management of identity-

meaning and need to deal with information overload to make sense of the available self-relevant 

cues, which is illustrated in the following quote: “I think that from that point on it really depends 

very much on how you cope with it yourself (Lambda).”  

To cope with this phenomenon at personal level, interviewees engage in a combination 

of self-reflection and status evaluation to compare relevant perceptions from the situation with 

one’s self-relevant meanings from the identity standard. On the one hand, their self-reflection 

involves the review of a past experience or incident, the critical analysis of the event, and 

thinking about how to cope with similar situations in the future. They engage in self-reflection 

and try evaluating if the identity standard they hold about being a successor matches the current 

situation. Further they think about how to cope with the situation in general and with each single 

interaction. The following quote shows how a successor deals with the conflict between his or 
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her own values and the expectations of himself or herself as a leader in comparison to the 

incumbent, and draws conclusions for his or her own actions:  

“What I used to feel was a personal insult to my own work structures. Because my own 
work structures, my own maxim is to focus on one thing, not multi-tasking. One thing 
at a time, always with the same employee, always with the employee who is sitting in 
front of me, in mutual respect, and [my father] is doing things completely differently” 
(Case: Zeta). 

On the other hand, their status assessment includes both the evaluation of the succession 

experience from a contemporary perspective and the reflection on stories of past successions 

and their impact on the present. Statements about how successor evaluate the status include 

quotes like:  

“And in this respect, the relationships with the employees, the management, and also 
the family members have already become very different since I started here. Somehow 
in a positive way for me, I think. So there has been a clear improvement” (Case: Zeta);  

“Yes, of course it was a bet, of course it was a bet, of course. That (succession) could 
have gone wrong” (Case: Alpha). 

Proposition 3. The comparator describes the comparison and matching between the two 
input factors ‘perceptions’ and ‘identity standards,’ resulting either in identity 
verification or identity confusion. The comparison process includes self-reflection and 
status evaluation. 

Identity confusion  

During the continuous management of identity meaning and the comparison of self-relevant 

perceptions, individuals experience whether their identity standard matches or differs from the 

perceptions of the situation. When the comparative examination of self-in-situation results in a 

match, an individual’s salient identities are verified. Once an individual’s identity is verified, 

behavior remains unchanged. Even if successors notice during the status evaluation that the 

succession has been mainly positive so far, they realize during self-reflection that there may 

still prevail some uncertainties. The lower right corner of the perceptual control process 

presents the key dimension ‘identity confusion’ as a result of the comparison process between 
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‘perceptions’ and ‘identity standards.’ Above all, the comparison shows four areas of identity 

confusion: Role entry difficulty, identity multiplicity, skills shortage, and behavioral insecurity. 

These four areas are explored in depth next.  

Firstly, successors are able to prepare for succession through anticipatory and early 

socialization. However, the initial phase of any transition is often characterized by a certain 

degree of insecurity. Successors realize that the succession transition not only imposes a wide 

variety of significant changes on themselves but also on their family:  

“That was new for all of us, because, as I said, until I was there, there wasn't anything 
like that in terms of the structure. And as a result, I think it was a bit difficult on the 
family side. Maybe you didn't really know what to expect because it was a new situation 
for everyone” (Case: Epsilon).  

Successors confront organizational reality of the family business and experience 

difficulties in entering into a new work role. This experience is illustrated in the following 

quote: “At the beginning it was a bit difficult for me to switch from my previous work to the 

other” (Case: Epsilon). This is especially the case when there is no concrete role description 

available or formalized position that successors take on:  

“Back then, I was sitting next to him. I had no role” (Case: Delta);  

“But this is also due to the fact that I am only here for a short time and we have to find 
a place for me. Or that we have to draw up a firm plan for what the future will look like. 
So it's not like everything is set in stone” (Case: Theta).  

Secondly, despite being socialized as successors from a young age on through their 

family, by taking on the new role as successor, individuals enter into this new role within an 

already existing role set of parent and child, where additional identities of incumbent and 

successor may become salient at the same time. Interviewees express uncertainties about which 

identity to adhere to and state how they try balancing multiple identities simultaneously. For 

the successors it seems sometimes difficult to distinguish in which area, whether family or 

business, the exchange takes place in the current interaction. The classification becomes 

especially difficult if the topics influence both domains and cannot be separated. Statements 
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about how successor balance multiple roles within the family and the business domains 

simultaneously include the following quotes:  

“As a son, as a successor, the two roles are always somehow inseparable, […] because 
you always oscillate back and forth between son and successor, or successor and 
daughter, which is true of my sisters too, you always have both roles at your hand. […] 
So, and between all these [role] options, I always have to decide at the moment, where 
it certainly helps to have all the academic constructs in mind, but which do not enable 
you to press the big pause button and to draw a three-circle model on the table and then: 
‘Dad, think about it! Where do we stand here right now?’ That will never happen. […] 
No, it is not separable. I can try to manage [the multiplicity]. And just as I separate 
factual topics in the company, I can try, I don't know, to put all family issues in one pot, 
which always takes place on Friday mornings. It's a bit like trying to wage wars in leap 
years only” (Case: Zeta). 

A third area where successors experience identity confusion is linked to their 

professional experience and capabilities. Although they are already socialized and have 

received role and context-specific knowledge, they realize that their capabilities do not yet 

match the role expectations they and others hold:  

“So, if something happened to [my father] today, I think if I were to, I would at least 
temporarily try to step in and solve it. I will not be able to solve this alone” (Case: Delta); 

“I did not actually give myself credit to run a company or to make decisions in a 
company somehow” (Case: Theta).  

The strongest uncertainty arises when they are lacking recognition from their role 

opponent, the incumbent, and are not feeling seen by the parent for who they really are or want 

to be: “And he sees my / sees the potentials that I have / he doesn't see it” (Case: Zeta). Above 

all, it takes some time for the successors to feel proficient in the new position. However, the 

transition that goes hand in hand with succession offers the successors an opportunity to build 

and test their abilities. Successors feel the need to be supported by the incumbent and especially 

receive recognition, approval, and acceptance.  

Fourthly, insecurity also tends to surface in successors once they realize the magnitude 

and significance of changes brought upon by succession:  
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“That was just new for all of us, because, as I said, the structures had not yet been so 
structured until I was there. And therefore, I think it was also a bit difficult on the family 
side. Maybe you don't have to expect what you have to expect, because it was a new 
situation for everyone” (Case: Epsilon).  

General insecurity due to the intense changes is not only becoming apparent in the 

business or family but is also transferred to the individual. Although equipped with their new 

formal role in the business, successors do not always know how to behave accordingly. 

Successors often feel insecure and under scrutiny by others. Successors also evaluate and judge 

themselves with great scrutiny. Behavioral insecurity has an overwhelming influence on their 

self-image and behavior. For example, one successor expresses the behavioral uncertainties 

trough the following quote: “But sometimes it is really difficult if you have no clue. So now 

sometimes I still don't know how to behave” (Case: Lambda).  

Taken together, these four areas of confusion pose a strong challenge to the initial years 

of succession and must be addressed individually. When successors deal with uncertainty over 

a long period of time, the doubts and negative feelings can have a significant impact on their 

lives and succession outcome. Facilitating the psychological journey during the transition 

requires some action on behalf of the individual to address the perceived identity insecurities. 

Proposition 4. The strong influence of identity non-verification leads to different areas 
of identity confusion. Individuals are encouraged to engage in identity management to 
keep their perception of self-in-situation in line with the self-meanings held by the 
identity standards.  

Succession as pathway to self-formation  

The key dimension "social behavior" in the lower left corner of the model includes four 

different social behaviors in which successors engage to address the four areas of identity 

confusion: Role development, boundary management, identity investment, and behavioral 

strategy. The findings focus on the power of the successors as a proactive agent in their own 

pursuit of verification and self-education.  
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Firstly, successors establish ways to handle the role transition by adapting to and 

modifying their role. First of all, successors often express what they don't want to do: “So that's 

not the job I'm doing here. And frankly, not the one I want to do” (Case: Gamma). Knowing in 

which activities not to engage, offers them with more freedom and innovative capacity to adjust 

their endeavors and role behavior. Autobiographic statements show how they have created their 

current role as successor and found themselves a distinct position in the family business. They 

highlight that they have established a role for themselves that has previously not existed in this 

specific manifestation. This approach is illustrated in the following quotes:  

“And it took longer, but I found my role there in the [family business] when I carved 
out a role that actually doesn't exist in [this kind of organizations]. Because, the position 
did not exist before and you have to think a little bit about what is possible now” (Case: 
Gamma).  

Individuals draw sense of belonging, value, and emotional significance from their role 

and tasks so that they are motivated to interpret the role they occupy in the most favorable light 

as a means to strengthen their own sense of self-esteem. 

Secondly, successors describe some actions they take to manage identity multiplicity by 

managing the boundaries between the family and business domains. They do so by verifying 

the parent and position themselves more clearly in their role relation with the incumbent. The 

ongoing evaluative process of the boundaries and the verification of the incumbent end up in 

the reciprocal process of assimilation with and differentiation from the incumbent with self-

evaluative consequences. Verifying the incumbent entails the tactic to perpetuate the 

established hierarchy of the role set that was established between parent and child while 

growing up. Using familiar behaviors, such as maintain the hierarchical relationship, helps to 

cope with new situations and uncertainty in behavior. In particular, the respondents apply the 

family role structure in the professional environment. In addition to accepting the parent as 

authority figure, successors verify their parent as role model concerning entrepreneurial 

achievements:  
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“From today's perspective, I say the man is right in 80 percent of cases and if I, as 
successor with, I say, three, four, five years of operational experience or maybe even 
less, manage to be right or make a contribution in 20 percent of all important decisions 
here, I have already achieved a hell of a lot” (Case: Zeta).  

Overall, they try to strengthen the boundaries between the roles of child and employee, 

while also separating the areas of business and family, by focusing on entrepreneurial activities 

in the company context. 

Thirdly, despite the authority that comes naturally with being a successor, successors 

invest in themselves as human capital and acquire further skills and confidence. Through formal 

education they try to overcome the experienced lack in skills:  

“But actually, I did not dare to lead a company or to somehow make decisions in a 
company, especially without one (formal education), it does not have to be an academic 
foundation, but at least a knowledge foundation that I now built up in the form of an 
academic foundation” (Case: Theta).  

Their self-formation encompasses self-cultivation and self-improvement, as they 

manifest part of their self-concept as corresponding to the task knowledge and role 

expectations. It includes learning business basics, acquiring novel knowledge, and enhancing 

personal sensibilities. They strive for the growth of individual capabilities and sociability. 

While they are at it, they may also acquire new values and beliefs. Identity investments enable 

them to explore and experience other facets of themselves and find joy in what they are doing:  

“And then of course you first have to see how you develop yourself, whether you can 
do it at all or not, or have fun. You should have that somehow” (Case: Lambda).  

Successors embrace the opportunity to affirm their distinctiveness and receive 

verification through positive feelings about their experiences in the family business, for 

example: “And then you think: ‘Yes, finally. I was finally right” (Lambda). However, their 

chosen labels do not necessarily evolve as they are tied to common use. Nevertheless, 

successors negotiate a personal space in how they understand and enact the role as successor. 

This self-meaning is social in nature, as it is shared with others.  
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Fourthly, there are several behavioral strategies that successors apply. As individuals 

strive for verification of their identities, they decide which social contexts to enter into and to 

remain in. Individuals perform their salient role in front of an audience and have the elementary 

desire for others to affirm and verify their salient identity. They hope for others to see them as 

they see themselves so that others’ appraisals are in line with their view of themselves. People 

strive to enter situations in which they find enactment opportunities, their salient identity 

becomes most relevant and perpetuated. To this end, successors assess the opportunity offered 

by a situation to personally receive support and rewards for being who they are. They further 

use interactions to reduce subjective uncertainty about their perceptions, self-concept, and place 

within the social world. Successors present themselves with a choice of different possibilities 

and alternatives for future action in advance of overt behavior, so as to best achieve identity 

verification. In order to enact role performance, individuals invest in self-confirming feedback 

by imagining their behavior and its subsequent social output to assess whether their identity 

claim will be verified. Conscious control of one's behavior aims at keeping their perception of 

self-in-situation in line with the self-meanings and at refraining from action to circumvent 

identity confusion. More specifically, successors transfer the values according to which they 

were brought up to their behavior in the company. Maintaining the hierarchy also means that 

successors severely restrict their behavior and retain themselves:  

“You just have to pull yourself together sometimes and sometimes better ignore things 
than addressing them” (Case: Lambda);  

“And I have to say, I've always conformed. Very submissive” (Case: Delta).  

Ultimately, successors’ self-formation is a continuous work of imagination. They 

fashion themselves using both resources: formal education and early socialization. Successors 

understand themselves as self-responsible adults within the given contextual boundaries of the 

succession process and refrain from action to circumvent identity confusion. In piloting their 

pathways through these investments, successors further establish a newly found degree of 
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independence. Although their day-to-day self-formation may also be a function of necessity 

and coping, successors start moving to independence from previous positions of dependency 

and reliance on their parents, illustrated by the following quotes:  

“[What] I still associate with a successful succession, so to speak, is the opportunity to 
say no and to position yourself as a successor in which you are not dependent on being 
loved by your parents. […] Guys, I have a top-notch apprenticeship that would allow 
me to do my job anywhere from McKinsey to Goldman Sachs, probably make very 
good money, and have a career anywhere. I do not have to rely on my dad transferring 
me €500 more or less every month” (Case: Zeta).  

“I think for me it is the strongest development at the moment when I go my own way” 
(Case: Delta). 

Throughout the process of succession, people evolve. The specific role of being a 

successor in a family business offers the individual a dual foundation for identity formation, 

namely through the role as position in the family business, and through the social relations 

between parent and child that arise due to the role occupancy. Through the analysis of 

perceptions, the perceptual control theory explains how to understand a person’s behavior with 

regard to the salient identity in action. Successors use a host of proactive behaviors to navigate 

succession and cope with the emerging identity confusions. They manage a changing identity 

while sustaining identity plurality and create a coherent and more or less stable definition of 

themselves that is relatively stable across time and situations.  

Proposition 5. The behavior of successors in the context of succession and in the course 
of interactions with important others illustrates the strategies they use to reduce 
uncertainties about their identity and to establish a corresponding role. In the recurrent 
perceptual control process, this social behavior provides the basis for further 
comparisons and adaptation of behavior during succeeding interactions. 

DISCUSSION 

The results of the study individuate several important aspects of how successors navigate 

multiple identities and accomplish identity clarity during succession. As proactive agents, 

successors engage in role development, boundary management, identity investment, and 
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behavioral strategy. Through their heightened awareness of plural selves and the many 

possibilities this offers, successors develop a sense of themselves and their possible future. They 

invest in personal development to absorb new demands, and at the same time in role 

development to redesign situational demands. Also, they construct themselves as role occupants 

and work out identity challenges in interactions with important others, such as their parents. 

Successors acquire a heightened sense of identity relativism and greater reflexivity, with a more 

conscious and deliberative approach to personal choices and identity formation. Especially 

persons who are socialized in a business-owning family tend to practice constructive and facile 

identity transitions. 

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS  

The findings contribute to organizational scholarship on identity multiplicity, to the perceptual 

control perspective within role identity theory, and to family business literature focusing on the 

hybrid nature of and succession in family businesses. The paper makes several theoretical and 

practical contributions that are developed in depth next.  

Firstly, the paper contributes to organizational scholarship on identity by introducing 

identity as a multi-level, explanatory concept to investigate how an individual’s self-concept 

relates to organizational life, particularly to the specific transition of succession. Family 

businesses provide a suitable and rich area for research on identity multiplicity because of the 

close connection between those two otherwise separate domains of work and family. The paper 

embraces the centrality of identity to succession as a process of identity management and 

development. Specifically, the paper confirms the importance of investigating the multiple 

identities of involved family members to provide a better understanding of business-owning 

families (Yu, Lumpkin, Sorenson, & Brigham, 2012).  

For most young adults, “the two roles of child and worker are mutually exclusive – that 

is, at any one point of time, they are either children or workers” (Ng, & Feldmann, 2007, 117). 
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The paper clearly shows that for successors in family businesses, these identities are closely 

linked and influence each other. Successors form a very specific group of young people who 

are confronted in a similar way with multiple identities simultaneously, stemming from 

personality, family membership, and business role. Interviewees create and present their 

personalized version of who they are as successors, as entrepreneurial family members, and 

individuals. To this end, the paper adopts interpretivism as research philosophy in order to 

explore and to understand the participants’ experiences during their succession and how 

meaning is constructed and re-constructed from their perspective. Thus, the paper challenges 

the assumption that work identity is separate from non-work identities (Ramarajan & Reid, 

2013) and represents circumstances in which several aspects of identity are interdependent. By 

offering insight into the structural condition under which multiple identities are likely to be 

activated in the same setting and at the same time, this paper presents a deeper understanding 

of identity multiplicity. Moreover, succession in family businesses offers a unique context for 

investigating the nature and relationships of those multiple identities that are salient at the same 

time and at the same context (Ramarajan, 2014; Smith-Lovin, 2003), and more interestingly 

within a role set that functions in the two domains of family and business. Therefore, the paper 

also offers an opportunity to examine the interconnection of work and broader life contexts on 

an identity level. 

Secondly, the paper contributes to the perceptual control perspective (Burke & Stets, 

2009; Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006) by uncovering a concrete connection of several 

identities from different perspectives and analyzing the interrelated processes and behaviors. 

Based on the coding process, the creation of a data structure refines the perceptual control 

model from a content perspective, highlighting the interconnection between personal, social, 

and role identities. Further, it enables the model to depict the meaning that the interviewees 

ascribe to their multiple identities and to set these into hierarchical relation to one another. The 
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paper contends that the label ‘successor’ is not a substitute for a holistic description of the 

person because other identities may have additional influence on perceptions and behavior.  

Thirdly, this paper contributes to the emerging field of research that calls for an identity‐

based approach to succession and family business research (Filser, Kraus, & Märk, 2013; 

Neubauer, 2003; Reay, 2009). The contribution to family business research encompasses the 

focus on identity multiplicity on the individual level by providing an understanding of how 

individuals manage these multiple facets of their identities. Insights into the meaning of the 

different identities at play give a richer view of the sociological and psychological aspects of 

succession. The study demonstrates the importance of an increased awareness of identity-

related factors as the multiple identities shape important processes and outcomes of succession 

practices. The focus of the practical implications is put on how the individual perceptions 

impact and are being influenced by the interaction with important others (Brown, 2015). The 

paper claims that it needs a strong sense of self to engineer identity multiplicity in a deliberative 

fashion, to continually change and adapt while remaining authentic. By exploring the social 

psychology of the successor’s experiences during succession, the paper focuses on the power 

of the individual as a proactive agent in personal as well as role development in order to address 

identity tensions. Insights from combining multiple theoretical perspectives such as identity 

theory and social identity theory build a coherent understanding of the identity concept and its 

diverse nature (Vignoles, Schwartz, & Luyckx, 2011). By shedding light on the processes of 

personal development and role development, this paper offers a deeper understanding of how 

roles, identities, and careers develop. Ultimately, the article highlights the need to strengthen 

the agency freedom of successors, and its scope and resources, to facilitate this management of 

meaning and transformational process. 
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LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH  

This paper engages in interpretive research based on a small number of observations as well as 

many in-depth interviews, allowing for recurring iteration between data and theory. A more 

detailed understanding about behavioral adjustment and identity development can be achieved 

by accompanying the succession process over an extended period of time. A gradual survey at 

multiple points of time across a certain time span can shed further light on more detailed 

changes in perception and behavior. Uncovering various critical incidents during the succession 

process offers insight into the occurrence of verification and non-verification between the 

involved parties. In addition, with a longitudinal study, a certain set of critical incidents of 

identity confusion can be investigated to allow for specific approaches to emerge from the data. 

To this end, the integration of qualitative and quantitative methods as a mixed method approach 

enables the investigation and identification of salient criteria required for successful succession. 

A methodological integration may occur during development of the data collection instruments 

to ensure conceptual alignment of concepts and constructs to incorporate new knowledge at 

each stage and at critical decision points. Of particular interest is understanding the transition 

processes as complex psychological phenomena within dynamic contexts. 

 Regarding the sample, the paper concentrates on successors who are willing to talk 

about their personal life and their unique succession experiences. However, the sample omits 

successors who do not aspire to take over the family business or even terminate ongoing 

succession due to conflicts. A promising avenue for future research may be the investigation to 

which extend these decisions against the family business and in favor of a reorientation in the 

course of the succession are related to identity tensions and in turn identity multiplicity. 

As the success of successions hinges on the interplay between the identities of 

incumbents and their successors (Brun de Pontet, Wrosch, & Gagne, 2007), future research can 

investigate how two people reciprocally shape or constrain the development of each other’s 

professional identity and engage in an adaptive progress of identity development. In addition, 
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highlighting the support individuals receive from others, the commitment individuals have to 

the role, and the rewards they receive from performing that role may offer insight into the 

centrality of identity to the process. Especially, research can investigate how successors form 

their identities through interaction with similar others, such as other successors or entrepreneurs 

who experience similar identity multiplicity. In addition, future research may discuss personal 

qualities that facilitate the centralizing functions of agency and the rearranging of multiple 

identities. The questions of how the institutionalization of anticipatory socialization and 

professionalization of succession affect the time to proficiency offers additional avenues for 

future research. Since succession in family businesses is considered a high-magnitude 

transition, characterized by both a highly visible discontinuity with previous work roles and a 

continuity in family role, the relation between business transition and family transition would 

likely become far stronger when organizational transitions are also considered.  

CONCLUSION 

In general, this paper uncovers critical dimensions in the lives of successors. Today, Ashforth’s 

(2001: 94) claim that “many difficult transitions that are prospectively feared become 

retrospectively prized” remains applicable to the context of transgenerational succession in 

family businesses. Through gradual behavioral adaptation, successors manage conflicting 

demands on the self-concept and use their succession experience as pathway to self-formation. 

Focusing on the power of the individual as a proactive agent in personal as well as role 

development offers a deeper understanding of how roles, identities, and careers develop.
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Table 2-2: Selection of representative quotations for supporting the data structure (source: own) 

IDENTITY STANDARD (1-3) 
1. Personal identity standard 

Reflecting on own 

personality and 

differentiating oneself 

from others 

• I now discover many things in myself that I used to hate about my father. 

• He asked, ‘what would you suggest for a salary now?’ And then I said exactly the same amount as he said. We are, I think, very similar. I 

think we are related. 

Thoughts about personal 

life course 

• I feel comfortable around here too. I, yes, I don't know, I think some people think people who come back to their home country are a bit 

provincial. I would reject that, because I've really gotten around in ten years now, I've seen a lot. And if I then consciously decide to come 

back, then that is a deliberate decision. 

• Everything changes. Ultimately, this is also related to personal development. I'm in my late 20's. You know, I think that nowadays few 

people in their mid, late 20's really feel as grown up as they did 30, 40 years ago. That you had children, house and other expenses. 

Autobiographic 

statements about 

educational background 

• And my training was as an all-rounder. And that is still very rare. […] I have done everything. For the last 15 years I was always in all kinds 

of departments. That's the right training for me too. But that's also rather rare. 

• I didn't think about it. Well, I've thought about where and how, and you have to do something. And economy was clear to me, too. But I 

haven't looked at rankings or studied universities or anything like that. I didn't really care about all that. 

• Yes, so not bad, but I was neither a good student, nor was I an easy student, I have to admit. And I think I already made life difficult for 

some of them back then. 

• In my case that was not so voluntary, because / well Witten is a damn good university, is a damn good student society, many clever / in my 

opinion very clever people who do interesting and exciting things. And that's what it's all about/ for me it was all about personal 

development, not so much about business studies. I taught myself that at some point afterwards. 

Statements about 

provisional self 

• Because I saw: Okay, this [family business] grows in 60 years, it's profitable. Can you make a good living and yes, that was the reason why 

I said then: I want to tell my children that. In my mid-30s, what I actually do. Do I tell them then: I'm building [a start-up], which we sort 

of flip after a year, but which is basically built on sand. Or do I tell them: We have something here with a certain substance, something that 

is somehow designed for the long term, something that makes people happy, so in principle we solve people's special problems, we get a 

lot of good feedback on our products, which of course also contributes to job satisfaction. 

• I'm not anymore. And in the meantime, I am quite clearly/ I say, I am sitting here today as someone who says quite clearly: I earn good 

money here. I have certainly invested in [my hometown]. I can certainly build my future here, which may not be the path of least resistance 

for me, but it is a very well planned and probably successful future. 
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Theoretical category Representative quotations 
2. Identity standard as business-owning family member 

Autobiographic 

statements about 

growing up and 

upbringing 

• I've been here now, let’s say 30 years. So I'm 30 years old. In principle, I've been here for 30 years.” 

• Growing up was just, the family business was always such a part of it. Of course, you always noticed it a little bit in the evening at the 

dinner table. 

• That is, of course there's a factor that it's just... it [the business] was always known to me, all my life and I've always had an interest in it. 

 • No, it actually starts much earlier that this topic is always there, the [family business] topic is always there, and at all stupid and unfavorable 

times. […] Yes, so of course this responsibility, this - and that is also what friends of your parents ask: And when do you take over? – with 

a certain implicitness. 

• Very late. Only at the age of 24. I decided to go to [the family business] and, yes, I delayed that for a long time, which I think is also 

descriptive of my life style - I think I had to questioned the path at the beginning, to then know very precisely that I want to do it, and maybe 

it wouldn't be easy for me to do it now, but I know exactly why I am doing it, so I will not easily quit. 

Describing role 

expectations of being a 

family member  

• Yes, exactly, I always make the decision, but I don't think I have made an important decision without my parents. By the way, it's not only 

like that with my dad, but also with mom. I am not someone who always needs his parents for any decisions, but I see my parents as very 

full conversational partners. And they usually always have... The advantage of parents is simple, they have their children's interests in mind 

and that's why I think they are always good conversation partners. 

• If you come from a family, from an entrepreneurial household, then you think about many things very differently and also behave differently. 

• Growing up in [an entrepreneurial] family, so through and through [an entrepreneur]. 

• I had no idea what I was going to do. I only knew that everything related to [the family business] was totally stupid 

• And that's actually going to be stupid if you wouldn't just continue and advance [the family business] somehow 

Statements about family 

cohesion  

• So to speak the last emergency stop or the last barrier, which somehow stands in the way of a complete breakdown, which is pulled out of 

the drawer during conflicts whenever/when it goes well below the belt, after a little bit of abatement / after a possible cooling phase. And 

that is in the form of the argument: I don't want to have the same relationship with any of my children as I had with my father. That is really 

strong. 

• An entrepreneurial family only functions if it is somehow harmonized as a whole, if the conflicts that always exist between individual 

persons are not quite so great. 

• Yes, as I said, you don't want to fall out with the other families, because the worst thing would be if we had to fall out and split up the 

company, or - apart from that - we couldn't take over the shares of the other family at all. 

3. Identity standard as successor 
Describing conventional 

role expectations 

• And of course, a family business is just as much shaped by moral convictions. They're just different, but they're just as good, I'd say. Long-

term orientation and consistency are, I think, the most important ones to mention. So is sustainability nowadays. 

• Of course, there are frictions, a bit of power struggles, but we don't fight here. But it doesn't mean that it's any better because of that, but it 

just happens underhandedly that you get angry or that you don't let your anger out so easily, but have to hold yourself together and hold 

back. 

• When you misbehave a little bit, it will go around quickly. 

  



 

 

115 Essay 2 

Theoretical category Representative quotations 
Describing internal role 

expectations of being a 

successor 

• And then I decided on the family business and that's actually always the case, you never really start and you never really quit. 

• So I took a bit of responsibility to take this company as a successor to the next generation. And for me that is not about self-actualization, 

but really about the fact that my ideal image is, my responsibility is, to hand off this company in as good as today’s state, if possible, even 

better to the next generation. 

• And in the company in relation to the other families, we have to be very harmonious. Otherwise we would immediately fall out when you 

just bang on the table and say now: ‘I want that!’ It just doesn't work that way. 

• And this is naturally transferred to the corporate world. And then to say: I am the smartest, greatest, most handsome! By the way, I know 

the Internet and Dad has no idea!, is certainly not the right approach. 

• This results in a very decisive component, which I also associate, so to speak, with a successful succession today, namely the opportunity 

to say no and to put oneself in a position as a successor in which one is not dependent on being loved by one's parents. 

Statements about early 

socialization within the 

family business context 

• But otherwise it's between door and door, on the phone, at home, on Sunday, at Christmas - it's always, always present. 

• It is somehow more tangible for me and I also know what value is behind it and also what a privilege it is for me to have something like 

this, that I do this kind of thing at all/ Of course, I also have a financial advantage from it. 

• In the end, it came out of my own free will, this decision that at some point in my mid-20s, I realized, okay, I actually already had something 

really great, something that built up the family, which involved a lot of love and work. 

PERCEPTION (1-2) 
1. Self-perception 

Statements on how one 

sees oneself in the 

current situation  

• If you manage to avoid or overcome the pitfall of family reorganization, which is called: son and father work together for the first time, 

colliding in all kinds of topics, in which completely different world views, completely different educations, completely different 

backgrounds collide. When I get over the cliff, where in principle everybody is, if you are honest, the system is only concerned with itself, 

where the great potential for danger for the company system lies, then at some point you come to the point where we are now, where we 

are thinking about the company in principle, i.e. by concentrating on the matter in hand. 

• This works quite well because we avoid each other. And in the areas in which we work together, it works relatively well because she already 

has the trust there. And the figures speak for themselves. So when things are going well, there is usually relatively little potential for conflict, 

and that works quite well for us. 

2. Reflected appraisals 
People see themselves 

reflected in the reactions 

of others to them  

• But it was a long way until the people here in [the family business] also accepted this and then understood that it was a much greater added 

value than if I were now an expert [in a certain area].  

• And people think, oh God, what does this guy want now again, he has nothing to say or something. It's just that it's a... It's always a family 

environment. 

• At the same time, however, this is accompanied by a change of perspective and a process in the individual minds, which means that my 

father accepts me as a legitimate successor, not only as a son, or rather, here is the beautiful expression: the management apprentice. So 

according to the motto: 'Listen carefully! You can still learn a lot from me!' But also as an equal player. Equal may be a bit exaggerated, 

but even as someone you ask in important meetings: By the way, what do you actually say to that?’ 
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Theoretical category Representative quotations 
Statements about self-

judging through the eyes 

of others 

• As far as people are concerned now, business partners or, as I just mentioned, administration and staff, I'd really like to know how I come 

across to them. Or what they think about me being here? What do they think about me? 

• So I wonder if people think: ‘Hopefully, he'll [the incumbent] be gone soon. And the boy, we can then see what we're doing with him?’ Or 

whether they are already thinking: ‘Oh, now he has his successor and it will go on exactly the same way.’  

• Sometimes a few employees, if they don't know you at all, and now somehow like me in [in a certain] department, then they talk a bit longer 

and more intensively and really look at what you say and how you behave. 

Statements about the 

relationship between 

parent and child 

• For him there's only [the family business]. That's what I criticized about there being only [the family business]. But in the meantime, I am 

also in the [the family business] and now have enough topics with him. 

• On the one hand, it has changed simply by increasing, because the contact points have increased. So, before you talked to each other maybe 

once a week or maybe three times a week, my father and I now talk to each other five hours a day. 

• I can very well imagine a model where there is a transitional period, where we are both in a lively exchange, because I believe we can work 

together very well. 

Thoughts on being 

recognized as business-

owning family member  

• And that means I'm up front with my name and my face. 

• So [the family business] is in this sense a stupidly polarizing brand, which is known by all kinds of people. Every time you drive up in an 

exciting car, you are the one from [the family business]. 

COMPARATOR (1-2) 
1. Self-reflection  

Thoughts about how to 

cope with the situation  

• First of all you have to be really neutral about/well, […]. I think that from that point on it really depends very much on how you cope with 

it yourself. 

• What I used to feel was a personal insult to my own work structures. Because my own work structures and my own maxim is focus on one 

thing, not multi-tasking. One thing at a time, always with the same employee, always with the employee who is sitting in front of me, in 

mutual respect, and [my father] is doing things completely differently. 

2. Status evaluation 
Assessing the 

succession experience 

from today's perspective 

• And in this respect, the relationship with the employees, the management and also the family members of the others has already become 

very different since I started here. Somehow in a positive way for me, I think. So there has been a clear improvement. 

• But it runs harmoniously. It's going well. It's going amazingly well. I mean, I had a pretty good idea, but it's going really well. In that respect 

I'm also satisfied. That's a good constellation. 

• Yes, of course it was a bet, of course it was a bet, of course. That could have gone wrong. 

Stories about previous 

succession and the 

implication on the 

present  

• My mother has already taken over the company from her grandmother, which means I suspect that she has already been able to avoid some 

of the pitfalls because she was in the same situation once. And the second point is that what I think works extremely well for us is that we 

don't do the same things.  

• But in my father's generation, with his two brothers, it all seemed to work in wonderful harmony. In the now following generation, it seems 

to work as well. 
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Theoretical category Representative quotations 
IDENTITY CONFUSION (1-4) 
1. Role entry difficulties 

Experiencing difficulty 

in entering into a new 

work role 

• At the beginning I also found it a little difficult to move from my everyday working life to the other. 

• That was new for all of us, because, as I said, until I was there, there wasn't anything like that in terms of the structure. And as a result, I 

think it was a bit difficult on the family side. Maybe you didn't really know what to expect because it was a new situation for everyone. 

Lacking a concrete role • But this is also due to the fact that I'm only a short time in it myself and we still have to find a place, so to speak. Or that we have to draw 

up a fixed plan for the future. Well, it's not as if everything is set in stone. Or that it's already taken for granted how it's going to work. In 

this respect, one would first have to take that into account. 

• I was sitting next to him... I had no role. 

2. Identity multiplicity 
Statements about 

balancing multiple roles 

within the family and 

the business 

simultaneously 

• As a son, as a successor, the two roles are always somehow inseparable, […] because you always oscillate back and forth between son and 

successor, or successor and daughter, which is true of my sisters too, you always have both roles at your hand. […] So, and between all 

these [role] options, I always have to decide at the moment, where it certainly helps to have all the academic constructs in mind, but which 

do not enable you to press the big pause button and to draw a three-circle model on the table and then: ‘Dad, think about it! Where do we 

stand here right now?’ That will never happen. 

• No, it is not separable. I can try to manage [the multiplicity]. And just as I separate factual topics in the company, I can try, I don't know, 

to put all family issues in one pot, which always takes place on Friday mornings. It's a bit like trying to wage wars in leap years only. 

• Yes, I think it's important that you stop there. Because you spend so much time, on the one hand as a family of course, but on the other hand 

at work and at work it's quite natural to have different ideas or opinions. That there is also potential for conflict, especially when you are 

close to each other. But up to now, at least what I have experienced from my brother and my mother has always worked out well. 

3. Skills shortages 
Realizing a mismatch 

between capabilities and 

role expectations 

• So if something happened to him today, I think if I were to, I would at least temporarily try to step in and solve it. I will not be able to solve 

this alone. 

• I did not actually give myself credit to run a company or to make decisions in a company somehow. 

Lacking recognition 

from role opponent  

• So that's not the job I'm doing here. And honestly, it's not the job I want to do either. 

• And he sees my / sees the potentials that I have / he doesn't see it. 

4. Behavioral insecurity  
Uncertainty about one's 

behavior 

 

 

• But sometimes it is really difficult if you have no clue. So now sometimes I still don't know how to behave. 

• That was just new for all of us, because, as I said, the structures had not yet been so structured until I was there. And therefore, I think it 

was also a bit difficult on the family side. Maybe you don't have to expect what you have to expect, because it was a new situation for 

everyone. 

• Of course, you first have to want to do that and you have to be able to do it. 
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Theoretical category Representative quotations 
SOCIAL BEHAVIOR (1-4) 
1. Role development 

Autobiographic 

statement about having 

created one's current 

work role 

 

 

• So that's not the job I'm doing here. And frankly, not the one I want to do. 

• And it took longer, but I found my role there in the [family business] when I carved out a role that actually doesn't exist in [this kind of 

organizations]. Because, the position did not exist before and you have to think a little bit about what is possible now. 

• Just did it like that and luckily found my role. 

• And with that, I've found a preliminary role for myself. 

2. Boundary management 
Taking on actions to 

maintain boundaries and 

the hierarchy 

• And on the part of the successor in the same way, by accepting a leading figure as an authority, i.e. I have simply learned to see my father 

as / that's why I don't say here internally: ‘Where is my father?’ But I will always say: ‘Where is the boss?’ This is a small but fine 

differentiation, if I put it like that at the reception desk, because that's when I move in a company hierarchy and clearly accept him as a 

leader, which is expressed, among other things, in such a way that I no longer get upset when he interrupts me at work 18 times a day 

because he says: ‘Come into my office for a moment.’ 

• That each of us has his own area where he doesn't get in the other's way and where both of us can exchange important things and each of 

us can tell the other what he thinks. 

Verifying the important 

other in the role-set 

• So I now claim to be able to put forward the thesis from my own experience that if you are successful in the succession, as the successor 

you have to get away from the attitude, to say what I often hear from others, to say that the old man is quirky and stubborn. 

• From today's perspective, I say the man is right in 80 percent of cases and if I, as successor with, I say, three, four, five years of operational 

experience or maybe even less, manage to be right or make a contribution in 20 percent of all important decisions here, I have already 

achieved a hell of a lot. 

3. Identity investment 
Taking on actions to 

advance own 

capabilities through 

formal education  

• But actually, I did not dare to lead a company or to somehow make decisions in a company, especially without one, it does not have to be 

an academic foundation, but at least a knowledge foundation that I now built up in the form of an academic foundation. 

• And of course, they knew that I couldn't or couldn't do anything professionally, but that's where I went and built a team that could do that. 

• In this respect, I also believe that I can do a lot of things that I at least... that is, food for thought, many food for thought that I get on the 

weekends, can be applied here. 

• And then of course you first have to see how you develop yourself, whether you can do it at all or not, or have fun. You should have that 

somehow. 

  



 

 

119 Essay 2 

Theoretical category Representative quotations 
4. Behavioral strategy 

Presenting oneself with 

a choice of different 

possibilities and 

alternatives for future 

action  

• Even if you want to. So how many situations do I have here where I would point out to my father that he has just misbehaved again, because 

he has misbehaved with a co-worker because of me, has misbehaved with my sisters, has misbehaved with me, has misbehaved in my own 

opinion, has misbehaved in perception, or has misjudged with/ or something else, or has misjudged in the matter, or, or, or, or. And in all 

these situations I have to hold myself back, I say at least 50 percent of the time, and tell myself: Either A) you talk to me later when not 

everyone else is there. All his key employees, in front of whom he then feels embarrassed. Or B) I don't talk about it at all, because it's not 

important... Or C): I address it immediately, because it crosses a line. 

• Or if it is really intra-family, I would say, or at management level, then it all depends on how the discussion proceeds, which is the point of 

contention, I would say. There are also several ways of dealing with it or strategies. 

• Sure, on the one hand you want to say, of course, how likeable you seem to them, but on the other hand you always have to keep in mind 

what if in five, six, seven, eight, nine - I don't know - ten years from now I'm standing in front of them and have to make an announcement 

here. 

• Because if you say anything, you're the asshole of the company, you won't know shit. If you don't say anything, then they say, whoa, [the 

successor], she doesn't get anything, she can't assert herself at all. 

Consciously control 

one's behavior to keep 

their perception of self-

in-situation in line with 

the self-meanings  

• One should not allow oneself to do everything then either. 

• And there you often have to wait half a year and then carefully mention it again a month later. Which does not make you independent. 

• I take myself back and I learn. 

• You just have to pull yourself together sometimes and sometimes better ignore things than addressing them. 

• And I have to say, I've always conformed. Very submissive. 

Refraining from action 

to circumvent identity 

confusion 

• [What] I still associate with a successful succession, so to speak, is the opportunity to say no and to position yourself as a successor in which 

you are not dependent on being loved by your parents. 

• I think for me it is the strongest development at the moment when I go my own way. 

• Guys, I have a top-notch apprenticeship that would allow me to do my job anywhere from McKinsey to Goldman Sachs, probably make 

very good money, and have a career anywhere. I do not have to rely on my dad transferring me € 500 more or less every month. 
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Link between Essay 2 and Essay 3 

Essay 2 focuses on structural conditions that promote multiple identities, and in consequence 

on the multiplicity of identity. It offers insight into the meanings that successors have for their 

multiple identities they claim during succession and how these identities relate to one another. 

In addition, the essay offers insight into how individuals create coherent and more or less stable 

definitions of themselves with the help of behavioral strategies. The perception control process 

is presented as a lens through which to more clearly view identity tensions and behavioral 

strategies. The essay thus focuses on the power of the individual as a proactive agent in personal 

as well as role development and offers a deeper understanding of how roles, identities, and 

careers develop. 

Nevertheless, both the social environment and the interaction that trigger the perceptual 

control process are shaped by the presence of others. Through interactions, a multitude of 

identities become interconnected not only within, but also between individuals. Succession 

presents a context for complex interactions between incumbents and successors through which 

they manage the mutual role adjustment process (Handler, 1991). It offers a suitable context 

for examining the interpersonal dynamics between successor and incumbent, since relational 

level factors are presented as strongly influencing succession (Handler, 1994). Essay 3 hence 

investigates how successor and incumbent affect each other’s identity development and engage 

in mutual co-construction so as to manage role transition during succession. 
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ESSAY 3: Role transition during intergenerational succession in family businesses: 
Introducing the relational process of identity co-construction4 

 
“An identity is like a compass helping us steer a course of interaction  

in a sea of social meaning”  
(Burke & Reitzes, 1981: 91) 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In family businesses, succession has long been understood to be a role transition for both 

incumbents and successors, wherein the role entry of one allows the role exit of the other. A 

succession transition imposes a wide variety of significant changes on the business, on the 

family, and especially on the individuals involved, given that structural changes often have 

psychological consequences. Succession is still considered “one of the most challenging tasks 

in an organizational life” (Zahra & Sharma, 2004: 334), particularly because “incumbents, 

successors, and others in family businesses face identity challenges that would be unknown in 

nonfamily firms” (Milton, 2008: 1070). The interdependent overlapping structure of the family 

and business domain presents a complex context characterized by relationships in which a dyad 

of successor and incumbent inhabits both spheres simultaneously. Interfamily succession is 

characterized by a relational complexity based on the blending of family and professional roles. 

This overlapping, relational, and concurrently, the “social character of identities in family 

businesses complicate[s] family business succession” (Milton, 2008: 1070). Due to the fact that 

the “dynamics among family members change with the entering of each generation” 

(Kellermanns & Eddleston, 2004: 210), family (Lansberg, 1988) and other relationships must 

be realigned and “the new social order within the family group” (Härtel, Bozer, & 

Levin, 2009: 389) must be accepted by those involved.  

 
4 Schade, A. C. (2020b). Role transition during intergenerational succession in family businesses: Introducing 
the relational process of identity co-construction. Unpublished working paper.  
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The social structures in family businesses (Zellweger, Chrisman, Chua, & Steier, 2019) 

have received substantial scholarly attention, and so too has the mediating effect of the 

relationship between incumbent and successor (Handler, 1991; Matthews, Moore, & Fialko, 

1999; Seymour, 1993). Many scholars choose a psychodynamic, relationship-centered 

approach (Fiegener, Brown, Prince, & File, 1996) in their study of succession. Succession 

offers a suitable context for an examination of the interpersonal dynamics between successor 

and incumbent, since relational level factors are held to strongly influence succession (Handler, 

1994). However, in the literature, relational identity dynamics between successor and 

incumbent have been neglected and the importance of the relational aspect of role identities has 

been marginalized (Reay, Goodrici, Waldorff, & Casebeer, 2017). To shed light on the 

relational level, this paper focuses on co-habitation, which is the phase in which both incumbent 

and successor simultaneously are employed by the family business and have started the 

succession process. Churchill and Hatten (1987) describe this phase as a stage of partnership, 

during which both incumbent and successor play critical roles in the succession process 

(Sharma, Chrisman, Pablo, & Chua, 2001). The aim of this paper is to understand the challenges 

of the transition process during the phase of co-habitation, while considering the succession 

experience from the perspectives of both the incumbent and the successor generation family 

member. As significant phenomena occur at the interface of multiple levels (Ashforth, 2009), 

this study combines the perspective of the individual level of both the incumbent and successor 

and places it in the context of an interpersonal perspective.  

This role transition during succession is accompanied by a mutual role adjustment 

process between the founder and next-generation family members (Handler, 1991; Michel & 

Kammerlander, 2015). Since succession affects both incumbents and successors 

simultaneously, it is critical to understand the relational dynamics through which the involved 

role identities are negotiated and can change (Reay et al., 2017). Identity work encompasses 

ongoing efforts individuals make to construct, maintain, and revise their own identities in real 
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time. Seeking to shed light on why individuals deploy identity work, researchers have been 

driven to explore topics such as identity construction (Koerner, 2014), institutional 

contradiction (Creed, DeJordy, & Lok, 2010; Kyratsis, Atun, Phillips, Tracey, & George, 

2017), creative work (Grimes, Gehman, & Cao, 2018), boundary management (Knapp, Smith, 

Kreiner, Sundaramurthy, & Barton, 2009), and transition in general (Ladge, Clair, & 

Greenberg, 2012). The question of how employees negotiate their identities has driven research 

to investigate narrative identity work (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010; Phillips, Tracey, & Karra, 

2013). Caza, Vough, and Puranik (2018) call for more empirical research on the role specific 

others play in identity work, especially how and with whom people engage. Likewise, Brown 

(2015) calls for more research on relationships between identities as well as the interactions 

between dyads. This paper proposes that succession requires the individuals to engage in 

identity work in order to manage the role transition and cope with identity tensions. The study 

sheds light on “the dual importance of incumbent and successor psychological states in 

determining succession outcomes” (Gagné, Marwick, Brun de Pontet, & Wrosch, 2019: 1) in 

order to develop a deeper understanding of the psychological and social processes by which 

individuals create meaning during succession. This paper contends that family firm succession 

offers a context for which the previous models are insufficient in explaining the role identity 

dynamics of the individuals involved. Although many aspects of succession in family 

businesses have been investigated, the research can further benefit from additional insight in 

role transition and identity development (Long & Chrisman, 2014). The identification of 

identity work tactics may provide new insights into relational identity in general (Knapp et al., 

2013). In addition, the study examines the leading research questions of a) which mutual 

practices constitute identity co-construction in the case of intergenerational succession and b) 

how successors and incumbents influence each other's identity development in order to cope 

with role change during succession.  
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The study design follows an inductive case-centered approach (Eisenhardt, 1989) that 

is based on 13 independent cases. Of these 13 cases, interviews were conducted with both the 

successor and the owner in 10 companies and in the last company observations of the successor 

and owner were made over a period of three years. Another 3 interviews with owners were 

conducted, so that a total of 23 interviews were completed. The paper aims to contribute a 

sociological and psychological perspective to management succession in family firms by 

uncovering additional cognitive and behavioral processes used specifically by family business 

participants during role transitions brought upon by inter-generational succession. The social 

context of the family business provides opportunities for identity co-construction and mutual 

verification through which the identities of each individual involved “not only verify 

themselves but also help verify other participants’ identities” (Burke & Stets, 2009: 186). I 

introduce the process of identity co-creation, a process by which identities are claimed, granted 

(Rogers, Corley, & Ashforth, 2017), and mutually verified (Burke & Stets, 2009), and roles 

clarified and adjusted. 

Understanding the nature of dyadic identity relationships provides deeper knowledge 

about social interaction and connection between individual and society (Burke & Stets, 2009; 

Petriglieri & Obodaru, 2019). Rather than investigating the succession and retirement decisions, 

the paper explores how life experiences set in motion dynamic identity processes, including 

role adaptations. Research on succession benefits from a strengthened focus on relational 

factors, as these are important in investigating mutual role adjustment and identity co-creation. 

Identity co-construction as a psychological framework is useful to theorize on phenomena such 

as business-owning family members’ “cognitions, emotions, and behaviors” (Kammerlander & 

Breugst, 2019: 227). An investigation into the processes of co-construction of identity offers 

scope for new insights into the extent to which identity negotiation and adaption influence 

succession. These insights will in turn add to our understanding of the complex range of 

individual factors impacting succession. The study pursues the objective of “integrating 



 

 

125 Essay 3 

theoretical and empirical insights from psychology to further advance our knowledge on family 

businesses” (Kammerlander & Breugst, 2019: 222). 

IDENTITY PERSPECTIVE ON SUCCESSION AS ROLE TRANSITION  

Succession in all its facets has been a dominant subject within the field of family business 

research ever since its emergence (Brun de Pontet, Wrosch, & Gagne, 2007; Chittoor & Das, 

2007; De Massis, Chua, & Chrisman, 2008). This paper investigates the nature of succession 

as role transition of both the incumbent and successor and considers succession to be a sequence 

of role-related experiences and behavioral and mental adjustments accumulated over time. 

Family businesses offer a suitable context for examining the interconnection between the role 

entry of the successor and the role exit of the owner during succession, with a special focus on 

the nature of identity tensions during this lifetime challenge. To further our understanding of 

this important topic of transition during inter-generational succession in family business, the 

current article proposes a role identity approach towards identity-formation in the form of co-

construction. Establishing the dyad as a unit of analysis facilitates research on identity 

development and co-construction in a truly relational way (Petriglieri & Obodaru, 2019). 

Identity formation is presented as co-construction between the family members involved.  

Succession as role transition  

Succession has been conceived of in terms of role transition theory since the early stages of 

family business research (Handler, 1991; Handler, 1994), more specifically as mutual role 

adjustment process between the founder and next-generation family member (Handler, 1991). 

Research has developed a comprehensive understanding of the succession process based on the 

act of transferring the company to the next generation of the family (Wright & Kellermanns, 

2011), involving a multistage process in which trigger events distinguish one stage from another 

(Cadieux, Lorrain, & Hugron, 2002; Lansberg, 1999; Murray, 2003). One such trigger event is 
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the successors’ role entry and their transition into the family business, because it will eventually 

precipitate the owners’ retirement (Cadieux, Lorrain, & Hugron, 2002). Succession is 

characterized by the role entry of the successors which results in the incumbents’ withdrawal 

from the family business with a period of delay.  

During the succession process, the roles of the predecessor and successor are important. 

They highly impact both formal and various informal, social, and tacit proceedings. Especially, 

a clear role definition is regarded a process factor facilitating intra-family succession (De 

Massis, Chua, & Chrisman, 2008). In the evolution of their business-related roles over time, 

incumbents and successors progress through different phases of involvement in the business 

(Handler, 1991). These phases and related roles are associated with particular role behavior on 

the part of the involved family members (Handler, 1994). Consequently, transitions from one 

phase to another are accompanied by changes not only in individual involvement but also in 

role behavior. According to Nicholson (1984: 173), the individual adjustment during role 

transition results in “personal development to absorb new demands, and role development to 

redesign situational demands.” Therefore, an essential part of the succession process is the 

preparation of both the incumbent and successor for their new roles (Le Breton-Miller, Miller, 

& Steier, 2004). Sharma, Chrisman, and Chua (2003) specifically present the importance of 

defining the post-succession role of the departing incumbent. Two additional important factors 

for initial satisfaction with the succession process and role appreciation are a harmonious 

relationship among family members and mutual role acceptance (Sharma et al., 2001). Due to 

the interdependencies between their family and business roles however, “successors and 

incumbents alike may be challenged by shifting their identities into their new roles” (Milton, 

2008: 1069).  

Succession rarely ends up being a simple passing of the baton and is not necessarily a 

process that incumbent and successor experience in the same manner (Davis & Tagiuri, 1989). 

Although “both the departing and incoming leaders play a critical role” in the transition 
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(Sharma, 2004: 23), their perceptions on key dimensions may vary significantly because they 

are indeed “dancing to different tunes” (Lam, 2011: 508). Moreover, incumbent and successor 

tend to differ in how they engage in an adaptive progress of role transition, as their perceptions 

of the process vary significantly (Poza, Alfred, & Maheshawi, 1997). Nevertheless, the 

incumbent’s role adjustment typically influences the adjustment process of the next-generation 

family member (Handler, 1991), and vice versa. For example, “the heir's ability to successfully 

undertake a new role allows the founder to move forward to his or her new role” (Handler 

(1994: 137) and therefore facilitates role transition. Founders are known to be more in control 

of the progression of the succession than the successors, especially because they typically 

authorize the heir's advancements (Handler, 1994). They use identity work tactics to manage 

individual boundaries by integrating and segmenting themselves and others between the 

domains of family and business (Knapp et al., 2009). In regard to retirement, incumbents deploy 

identity work “as they transition out of highly visible positions in their organizations” (Vough, 

Bataille, Noh, & Lee, 2015: 416). In contrast to the assumption that “for the owners of a small 

family business, there may be little distinction between the family role and work role such that 

the notion of a role transition is not very meaningful” (Ashforth, 2001: 5), I present the 

peculiarities of such transitions and argue that the accomplishment of role transition is crucial 

to the overall outcome of succession. 

In the course of the analysis, I shed light on succession processes so as to uncover 

cognitive and behavioral processes used specifically by family business participants as a means 

of developing their roles. While the focus is primarily on the mutuality of the process, changes 

in individual involvement and role behavior are subjects for further investigation.  

Identity formation  

Identity theory is a social psychological theory that attempts to understand from where and how 

people derive their identities according to their individual characteristics, roles, and group 
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memberships (Burke, 2007; Hogg, Terry, & White, 1995) and the resulting consequences for 

interaction and society (Burke & Stets, 2009), particularly in terms of an individuals’ role-

related behavior. The question of how people negotiate their identities and enact identity 

management strategies (Ramarajan & Reid, 2013) has received much scholarly interest.  

A specific role offers the individual a dual foundation for identity formation. The first 

foundation relates to the role as position in a social system, and the second one draws from the 

social relations that arise due to the role occupancy. Regarding the first type of formation, 

McCall and Simmons (1978: 65) define a role identity as a person’s view of “himself as he 

likes to think of himself being and acting as an occupant of position.” A role-identity provides 

the individual with a definition of “self-in-role” (Ashforth, 2001: 6), a frame of reference that 

evokes “the goals, values, beliefs, norms, interaction styles and time horizons that are typically 

associated with a role” (Ashforth, 2001: 6). Moreover, the meaning behind a role identity is 

nourished by internalized role expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000), highlighting the 

normative and conventional dimension of identity (Burke & Stets, 2009). The conventional 

dimension encompasses shared cultural expectations society holds about a social position. The 

other includes the idiosyncratic dimension, the distinctive meaning of that position held by the 

individual (Burke & Stets, 2009) that is also influenced by one’s personal experiences. As 

identities are tied to the social structure, Burke (2004: 6) claims that “categories, as identities, 

thus define us in terms of positions in society, and these positions in society are relational in 

the sense that they tie individuals together.” 

Concerning the second type of identity formation, identity is formed and sustained 

through everyday “personalized interactions” (Johnson, Chang, & Yang, 2010: 228) based on 

“structured role relationships” (Stryker & Serpe 1982: 206) within a community of and in 

relation to significant others (Chen, Boucher, & Kraus, 2011; Handler, 1991). People not only 

construct themselves as role occupants, but also recognize each other as such (Miller, & Le 

Breton-Miller, 2011). Research has already shown that people develop a professional identity 



 

 

129 Essay 3 

in and through relationships (Gersick, Dutton, & Bartunek, 2000; Petriglieri & Obodaru, 2019; 

Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006). Identity is characterized as being relational (Gioia, 

1998) due to the differentiated and complementary role-relations between individuals (Stets & 

Burke, 2000) in the role set. Moreover, enacting an identity in an interaction is always done in 

relation to a corresponding, complementary identity, a so-called ‘counter-identity’ (Burke, 

2003; Burke & Stets, 2009). Role reciprocity describes the fact that in every interaction, each 

role is connected to a counter-role, and that “each role becomes necessary to sustain its counter-

roles and thereby sustains itself” (Burke & Stets, 2009: 127). The roles of incumbent and 

successor are defined by the fact that these two roles are mutually dependent in this role set.  

People try to behave in accordance with their most central identities and simultaneously 

aim at keeping their self-structure intact in light of social interaction and identity negotiation 

with others in a situation (Stryker & Burke, 2000). Each actor in an interaction has an 

understanding of their own identity in relation to the identity of the other. Individuals behave 

accordingly. Individuals negotiate role-identity meanings with others from within a role set to 

reach a unified understanding and vindicate the behaviors that correspond to that meaning. 

Individuals chose situations and people for interactions through which their salient identity 

becomes verified. To achieve personal development, Chreim, Williams, and Hinings (2007: 

1517) maintain that “there are situations in which individuals may proactively seek changes in 

a role also by altering identity-related attributes.” In addition to the selective affiliation, 

individuals make sure that the specific interaction is suitable to verify their own identity (Burke 

& Stets, 2009). In doing so, they are willing to settle on a compromise in order to allow the 

meanings of the roles involved to be shared. When different but interrelated and complementary 

role behaviors are successfully negotiated (Burke & Stets, 2009), individuals develop a strong 

emotional attachment. Within an interpersonal identity relationship, both one’s own actions and 

one’s actions in relation to others’ actions build the grounds for verification (Buke & Stets, 

2009), and in turn for identity co-construction and confirmation of the social structures. 
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Furthermore, as a role identity is tied to other members within a role set, verification is tied up 

in mutual, complementary, and reciprocal processes. This paper introduces the concept of 

identity co-construction to account for the relational and mutual identity processes. For present 

purposes, identity co-construction is understood as joint creation of identity and covers the 

interactional processes involved (Jacoby & Ochs, 1995).  

Since identity is a relational construct, identity work at the individual level does not 

sufficiently address the identity challenges posed by succession. The paper investigates how 

relational role identity change can be accomplished through co-construction, thereby 

accounting for “the dual importance of incumbent and successor psychological states in 

determining succession outcomes” (Gagné et al., 2019). In order to investigate how successor 

and incumbent affect each other’s identity development, the paper focuses on relational identity 

dynamics between successor and incumbent during co-habitation. In particular, the paper 

investigates how the occupants of these two roles tackle identity challenges together.  

Family business context of identity co-construction 

Due to the hybrid nature of family businesses, the organization incorporates the two social 

categories of family and business, resulting in a double bond between family members who are 

also involved in the operation or management of the business. Due to the double bond, the 

antagonistic parent-child relationship has a special significance in family firms and serves as a 

basis for many research projects. A significant body of scholarly work refers to the dynamic 

and oftentimes tense relationship between the two generations (Levinson, 1971), since the 

family relationship “might lead to more or less positive outcomes in a work context and vice 

versa” (Petriglieri & Obodaru, 2019). The family connection allows the expression of family 

identities at work, and these will have been salient throughout the members’ entire lives. The 

combination of simultaneously occupied positions within the family and the company (Long & 

Chrisman, 2014), based on the parent-child and incumbent successor-successor relationships, 
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simultaneously evokes different identities. Due to the two sets of antagonistic roles that both 

participants have, it can be difficult for an interaction partner to correctly ascribe a fitting role 

to a current context, which in turn can spark confusion (Vera & Dean, 2005). This combination 

may at times elicit indistinct interactional responses from others. As “multiple generations of 

family members are involved in the day-to-day operations of the firm” (Sharma, 2004), 

individuals repeatedly alternate between family and work roles and are therefore more likely to 

experience role conflict. In addition, “multiple professional as well as personal feelings and 

experiences” make the relationship between parent and child, respectively incumbent and 

successor, a particularly complicated one (Long & Chrisman, 2014: 255), especially since 

“passing control of the business to another family member creates a principal-agent relationship 

between the incumbent and successor” (Sharma et al., 2001: 23). In conclusion, the relationship 

between incumbent and successor and their similarities or differences in identity are crucial for 

the succession process and outcome.  

Although much research has shed light on identity work and management, its 

application as a mutual tactic to role transition used by interacting parties is surprisingly rare. 

This paper argues that successor and incumbent are each in a unique position to influence the 

identity development of the other. The social context of the family business represents a 

“mutual verification context […] in which the identities of each participant not only verify 

themselves but also help verify other participants’ identities” (Burke & Stets, 2009: 186). This 

paper elaborates on how successor and incumbent mutually co-construct their identity, 

especially since “attitudes about retirement and succession are reinforced by behaviors at the 

interpersonal level” (Handler, 1991: 38). The objective is to investigate the identity dynamics 

of incumbents transitioning to retirement, the identity dynamics of successors transitioning to 

the business, and the mutual verification context during succession. The context of succession 

provides opportunities for personal, role, and social identities to be claimed, respected, and 

granted, producing social validation and enabling individuals to feel secure in their transitional 
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identities (Rogers, Corley, & Ashforth, 2017). Investigating identity work provides a deeper 

understanding of the “parallel adjustment process” (Handler, 1991: 43) and the identity 

processes of continuity and change (Brown, 2015). 

METHODOLOGY 

The aim of the present study is to develop a deeper understanding of the psychological and 

social processes, especially those based on reciprocity, by which individuals create meaning 

during succession and construct their everyday reality in interactions. This paper illustrates the 

mechanisms of identity co-construction while creating insight into the manner of how these 

interrelate and complement each other. To develop these new concepts, the paper aims at 

“understanding the essence of the organizational experience” (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 

2013: 13). Qualitative research provides a powerful tool to understand how meaning is created 

and identities evolve during succession. The qualitative design aims to advance the field of 

identity formation by “providing unique, memorable, socially important and theoretically 

meaningful contributions” (Gephart, 2004: 462).  

The methodological design for this paper is two-fold. Firstly, the development of the 

co-construction process is based on 23 semi-structured, in-depth interviews with both the 

incumbent and successor of 12 different family firms. Secondly, observations of critical 

incidents at another case firm serve as basis to further gain in-depth understanding of the 

processes of identity co-construction. Further, the paper adopts an interpretive stance. The 

philosophical paradigm of interpretivism is defined as “an epistemological position that 

requires the social scientist to grasp the subjective meaning of social action” (Bryman, 2004: 

540). Suitably, interpretivism is “an approach that focuses on human beings and the way in 

which they interpret and ascribe meaning to their experience and world” (Daymon & Holloway, 

2011: 366). The study design, coding approach, and analysis techniques are presented in detail 

in the following section. 
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Sampling and study design 

The study concentrates on a selection of family businesses where the succession has already 

officially begun with the entry of the successor and the incumbent has not yet fully transferred 

leadership or ownership. These family businesses are characterized by high involvement of the 

owning family and their active engagement in strategic and daily operation of the business. 

Moreover, the case companies are owned and run by the controlling family, so that the 

organizational vision and goals are strongly influenced by the values of the family. The family 

members interviewed and observed are directly involved in the succession experience during 

the phase of co-habitation, when both the incumbent and the successor work for the family 

business at the same time. More specifically, the paper is based on the dyad of successor and 

incumbent as unit of analysis to examine how individuals mutually construct their identities.  

The study design follows an inductive case-centered approach (Eisenhardt, 1989) that 

is based on 13 independent cases. Of these 11 cases, interviews were conducted with both the 

successor and the owner in 10 companies and in the last company observations of the successor 

and owner were made over a period of three years. Another 3 interviews of another two 

companies with the owners were conducted, so that a total of 23 interviews with an average 

duration of 60 minutes were completed. Since the research objective is to explore differences 

and similarities in how successors and incumbents deal with the role transition and develop 

their identities, in nine businesses both incumbent and successor were interviewed separately 

about all aspects of their current succession experience. In addition, the incumbent is 

interviewed about their own succession at the time when they took over the family business 

from the previous generation. Additionally, the semi-structured interview protocol includes 

questions about relationships, experiences of working together, and broader family and 

business-related topics. All of the interviews lasted an hour on average and were audio-recorded 

and verbally transcribed. The information collected in the form of narratives is mainly of an 



 

 

134 Essay 3 

autobiographical nature. It relates both to succession events in the past and to significant events 

currently taking place. Acquiring an in-depth view of these cases is sufficient to create valuable 

understanding of the co-construction and identity development experiences, where additional 

narratives would have merely constituted a repetition in different words. 

In addition to the interviews, the observation of critical interaction during three years of 

co-habitation in one family business provides in-depth insights into the context of co-

construction and “deep structure of social behavior” and meaning (Dyer & Wilkins, 1991: 615). 

Through this qualitative research approach, the paper provides “detailed descriptions of actual 

actions in real-life contexts that recover and preserve the actual meanings that actors ascribe to 

these actions and settings” (Gephart, 2004: 455). Since observations “provide a social context 

for what people say in the field about themselves and others” (Marvasti, 20014: 359), they can 

prove useful for investigating the psychological and social processes by which individuals 

create meaning during succession, and construct their everyday reality in interactions. To gain 

in-depth understanding, I focus on critical interactions and collect direct observations of social 

behavior in such a way as to facilitate developing broad psychological processes. I have 

accompanied the company over a period of three years and during this time I could observe 

some critical interactions between the successor and the owner. For the purposes of this study, 

I have identified observations as critical that involve the complexity of real situations in which 

both the incumbent and his successor interact in such a way that this interaction may potentially 

influence their working together and overall succession practices. In addition, critical 

observations include situations in which the participants confide in me stories of their 

interactions and inherent struggles. Table 3-1 offers an overview of the organizations and 

participants selected. 
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Table 3-1: Overview of data sources and sample organizations and interviewees (source: own) 

# Case firm Founding Main focus Employees Incumbent’s 
generation 

Data source Interviewees 

1 Basilisk 1931 Construction 37500 3 Telephone interview Incumbent 

2 Behemoth 1928 Public transportation 100 3 Separate interviews Incumbent & successor 

3 Chimära 
 

1930 Medical furniture 180 3 Separate interviews Incumbent & successor 

4 Dhampir 1986 Automotive 
dealership 

1400 2 One joint interview Incumbent & successor 

5 Harpyie 1828 Finance 250 6 Separate interviews Incumbent & successor 

6 Hippokamp 1953 Automotive 
dealership 

1500 2 Separate interviews Incumbent & successor 

7 Hydra 1884 Consumer goods 125 4 Separate interviews Incumbent & successor 

8 Kerberos 
 

1747 Logistics 7300 6 Separate interviews Incumbents  

9 Lamassu 
 

1955 Steel 100 2 Interview Incumbent 

10 Pegasus 1988 Waste management 80 1 Telephone interviews Incumbent & successor 

11 Rakshasa 1990 Marketing agency 50 1 Telephone interviews Incumbent & successor 

12 Sphinx 1930 Agriculture 35 3 Telephone interviews Incumbent & successor 

13 Vishap 1920 Automotive 
dealership 

560 2 Observations Incumbent & successor 
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Narrative analysis 

Interviews invite the researcher to visit the interviewees’ perspective (Merriam, 2001) while 

observations capture people’s self-presentations and interactions with others (Marvasti, 20014). 

The narrative analysis is a case-centered approach that facilitates the generation of general 

concepts and allows for “conceptual inferences about social processes” (Riessman, 2008: 13). 

It further provides insight into “how, through language, linguistic processes, signs or rhetoric, 

people (either individually or interactively) come to constitute meaning in relation to context” 

(Fletcher, De Massis, & Nordqvist, 2016: 21). The act of storytelling provides dynamic ways 

for individuals to make sense of the past as well as to establish coherence across past and present 

(Riessman, 2008). Narratives constitute past experiences that “reveal truths about human 

experiences” (Riessman, 2008: 10), while honoring individual agency. Individuals construct 

self-narratives about their autobiographical events to express their identity. In addition, 

individual differences in adjustment to succession can be understood by examining shifts in 

their stories about critical role activity (Carter & Cook, 1995). By presenting, exploring, and 

understanding the self-narratives, both prospective and retrospective identity processes are 

presented. As face-to-face exchanges promote reality construction (Riessman, 2008), 

observations provide a suitable type of narrative to analyze the inclusion of important others in 

one’s identity processes and expression. Observations shed light on social interactions, which 

are understood as dramaturgical performances of self-representation to others (Goffman, 1959). 

Identity is not employed as a descriptive category, but as “an analytical tool” (Brown, 2015: 

33) to demonstrate role adjustment and identity co-construction.  

Coding approach and model development 

To accomplish the research objectives, I categorize the empirical material from the interviews 

into first-order themes, which then provide a basis to develop second-order themes more 
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abstract and conceptual in nature (Strauss & Cobin, 1998). As I try to understand the 

participants’ views and actions from their perspective, line-by-line coding provides profound 

insight into the identity processes. Throughout the process, I move from open coding towards 

axial coding (Strauss & Cobin, 1998) to specify the properties and dimensions of the categories 

(Charmaz, 2014). The first dimension distinguishes different types of codes. There are codes 

by which both incumbent and successor describe their behavior, and there are codes that are 

cited either by the successor or by the incumbent. In the next step, I group together the second-

order topics into aggregated theoretical dimensions that provide the building blocks for a 

process model of identity co-construction. To advance the abstraction, the analysis considers 

how the codes relate to literatures on identity formation and role transition. Figure 3-1 

summarizes the process of analyzing and coding the interviews and outlines the resulting data 

structure, supported by a selection of citations shown in Table 3-2 (see page 163).  

Figure 3-1: Data structure to establish the model of identity co-construction (source: own) 
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Figure 3-2 illustrates the model derived from data aggregation and integration of the 

observations. In the next part, I will outline the empirical results using the model of identity co-

construction and explain how successors and incumbents invest in mutual identity work to deal 

with succession and role adjustment. 

Figure 3-2: The elements of identity co-construction (source: own) 

  

To some extent, data collection, coding, and analysis of the interviews and observations 

has occurred in a joint process (Glasser & Strauss, 1967), as the interconnections between the 

dimensions crafted from the interviews are probed through the emergent observations that have 

provided new insight (Eisenhardt, 1989). The study approach is “open to unanticipated events, 

and it offers holistic depictions of realities” (Gephart, 2004: 455). The case study design 

provides in-depth insight into different aspects of the individuals’ psychological processes 

related to each other. Since multiple cases allow for the creating of theoretical constructs (Dyer 

& Wilkins, 1991), the paper aims at theory generation from the empirical evidence. 
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IDENTITY CO-CONSTRUCTION DURING CO-HABITATION IN THE CONTEXT 

OF SUCCESSION  

The multiple cases represent the context of co-habitation in family businesses, during which 

the interactions between incumbent and successor in the business domain increase 

extraordinarily due to their close working relationship. Succession describes a comprehensive 

and dynamic process of role transition (Handler, 1991) in which individuals have to face a 

stronger pressure for self-formation. The cases’ settings provide a suitable opportunity to 

understand the guiding questions of how incumbents and successors engage in identity co-

construction and manage role transition. The results show that with increasing levels of working 

together, the dynamics of the people involved affect not only the content of the work, but also 

their roles and identities. Since incumbent–successor relationships in such cases are not only 

professional but also familial, the changes and challenges occur both at the familial and at the 

organizational role level. However, due to the organizational context in which the study takes 

place, the focus here is put on the professional implications of role transition.  

As people develop role identities in and through relationships (Petriglieri & Obodaru, 

2019), this paper presents how identity development is accomplished, through mutual identity 

work strategies and role transition tactics which taken together present identity co-construction. 

Based on the empirical data, insights into identity co-construction are gained so as to more 

extensively describe the individual and mutual dimensions of the process. The co-construction 

of identity comprises two types of reciprocal practices, namely role transition tactics and 

identity work strategies. Firstly, role transition tactics enable actors to engage in role 

clarification and role adjustment. Through these processes, clarity about the contents and 

expectations of a respective role is created, and possibilities are explored on the basis of which 

the roles are co-created accordingly. In this way, behavior can be adapted. Secondly, the 

involved parties engage in identity work strategies to co-construct who they are in relation to 
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each other. These strategies encompass identity granting and identity claiming, two iterative 

and mutually reinforcing processes. Based on the interviews, subsequent sections present the 

findings about identity work strategies and role transition tactics. 

Role transition tactics  

Role transition covers the process by which individuals move through and between various 

roles during daily interactions and over one’s life course. People may move repeatedly, 

occasionally, or rarely between and through various roles and their attached identities and 

relationships. Hence, role transitions can come in different forms and sizes depending on the 

circumstances and roles between which the individual transitions.  

The preparation of both the incumbent and successor for their new roles is an integral 

art of the succession process. Succession is described as far-reaching, since it involves 

considerable changes and uncertainties. To cope with and manage the role transition, both 

incumbents and successors mutually engage in two specific tactics during succession, namely 

role clarification and role adjustment. 

Role clarification 

One major uncertainty in the companies surveyed is that the changes in the characteristics of 

each role are not entirely obvious from the beginning. The end of the transition is not 

foreseeable, since in no case is a cut-off date set on which the incumbent will leave the family 

business. The individuals involved are challenged to deal with their understanding of the role 

to or from which they are transitioning. They identify uncertainties about the role they currently 

hold and its responsibilities. Nevertheless, the focus is first put on the role of the successor, as 

this role has been newly filled and the owner will remain in his long-standing role for some 

time to come. Statements about how the successor expresses uncertainty, and shows a need to 
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create clarity about the responsibilities and expectations of the new role, include the following 

quote: 

“But this is also due to the fact that I'm only a short time in it myself and we still have 
to find a place, so to speak. Or that we have to draw up a fixed plan for the future. Well, 
it's not as if everything is set in stone. Or that it's already taken for granted how it's going 
to work. In this respect, one would first have to take that into account. […] I always say 
then simply: ‘I can't decide this. Go to [my father].’ Well, that will of course change 
with time, but I think we'll find a common line for such occasions” (Case: Behemoth; 
Interviewee: successor). 

Successors feel that they have to wait for the roles to become clearer as they continue working 

together with their parents. At the same time, the incumbents take a leading position in the 

clarification of roles and enable mutual discussions and offer room for negotiation:  

“Then I would sit down with him (the successor) and say: ‘These are the issues and how 
do we want to handle them in the end?’ If one does it right, it becomes a win-win for all 
three sides. For the predecessor, the successor and for the company” (Case: Harpyie; 
Interviewee: incumbent).  

Even though the owners play a guiding part in this process, role clarification is consistently 

described as a challenging process, especially because the succession represents a unique 

situation. Still, the need to clarify the roles outweighs the effort required of the process. A clear 

role definition is regarded by the successors as an essential factor in facilitating their succession 

experience. They see it as a basic prerequisite in a family business that responsibilities are 

properly defined. Role clarifying encompasses creating clarity about the responsibilities and 

expectations of roles and establishing a clear arrangement for the ongoing succession. The 

clarification begins in the early socialization process, progresses when the successor joins the 

company, and then continues during the transition to the new roles of both successor and 

incumbent. For the owners, it is important to give employees a feeling of security and company 

survival by ensuring clarity as to who is in charge throughout and after succession. In their 

opinion however, the process will take some more time, without them having clearly specified 

this period. Developing clarity about the roles and responsibilities on the dyad provides the 
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incumbents and successors with a sense of understanding and direction. The purpose of a role 

clarification is also to help the successors and owners to understand their individual differences, 

to establish their working relationships, and to increase their cooperation as well as 

effectiveness in working together in the long term. Both the incumbent and his successor 

undertake these clarifying activities in coordination with each other within the scope of their 

role changes. Taking charge of restructuring their activities presents the incumbents with the 

power to redefine their roles both until and after retirement. To have an influence on adjustment 

enables the incumbents to partially retire from their former role.  

Proposition 1. The clarification includes the evaluation of role boundaries and the 
determination of role characteristics. The clarification serves on the one hand as a basis 
for the role adjustment, but is in turn necessary again after role adjustment to achieve 
novel clarity.  

Role adjustment 

Achieving role clarity is a critical element of role adaptation, as it enables individuals to make 

active, informed, and coordinated decisions about how to adapt their roles. The adaptation of 

roles is mainly behavioral in nature, with both the incumbent and his successor participating in 

the design of roles. On part of the incumbent, the decision to retire and the need to plan for the 

next few years of life provoke a decisive change in the role of the incumbent prior to face of 

succession. With the arrival of the successors, the working life for incumbents changes 

considerably, forcing them to withdraw partially from the continuity of their daily routines. 

Statement about changes in work following the entry of a successor include quotes such as: 

“Since [my son] arrived, my working life has changed dramatically” (Case: Behemoth; 

Interviewee: incumbent). Once the successors have worked for some time in a designated 

function in the company, or in some cases directly following their entry into the company, the 

owners hand over some of their own tasks to minimize their workload. But where there is no 

fixed exit date, incumbents look for further opportunities to remain employed at the same or 
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slightly lower levels as before. Besides handling their daily tasks, owners focus increasingly on 

specific projects and the possibility of moving to other areas, or even on executive bodies such 

as the supervisory board: “I'm not doing much day-to-day business at the moment. We have 

more projects. I think it is quite good when I'm involved” (Case: Behemoth; Interviewee: 

incumbent). In addition, statements about what it means to become a pensioner illuminate how 

incumbents engage in role creation of an additional role that adds to the new meaning they 

ascribe to their current business role. The persistence of their entrepreneurial identity makes it 

difficult for them to envisage alternatives for the future after the successful transfer of the 

business. It seems challenging to build a life outside of work. As an integral part of their 

succession, they must build up something for themselves to retire to. Having an outlook on 

succession and their own life planning makes it easier for incumbents to cope with aging and 

to deal with the approaching reality of retirement. The challenge of succession can be 

understood in terms an adjustment to the upcoming loss of a work role, as well as in terms of 

giving space to the successor to take over a specific role. Incumbents must strive to become 

accustomed to the idea of organizing their daily lives differently, and this includes possible 

effects of retirement on marriage. The awareness that marriage can be affected by retirement 

has an influence on the decision to retire. The following excerpt from an interview illustrates 

the need to create clarity about the role after succession and to actively shape this role. 

“As a pensioner, you first have to get used to this job, in which I am completely 
untrained. […] Yes, it is the fact that you have practiced going to work all day and now 
the man is there (at home) all day. Is actually a disaster. That's actually so / that's a break 
in the life of a woman, a man: 'Honey, I'm at your disposal all day long / what did you 
cook today?’ It is actually a complete catastrophe. Because, my wife: 'What do you want 
from me? I always cook, you've never been interested in what I cook?’ Well, that has to 
be practiced again. […] But beware, you are there and have no hobbies. […] I think that 
this is the/if you don't have a marital crisis yet, then you do. […] But, you can deal with 
it. I think you also have to prepare yourself for it” (Case: Hippokamp; Interviewee: 
incumbent).  
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Successors engage in role design in the forms of role learning and adaptation. Even if successors 

believe themselves to know the family business very well already, they realize upon joining the 

company that daily business is fraught with challenges. Above all, the transition from an 

employee’s perspective to the role of an independent entrepreneur is particularly challenging 

and uncertain in its path. This is one of the most difficult adjustments to be confronted within 

a new role: 

“Also, of course, a thing that you have to get used to: The whole doing everything, so 
to speak, once you're in management. It's up to you to determine what is done. […] I'm 
an employee here. I am not the manager, but assistant to the manager. But I have this 
perspective, I'm going in that direction. But from, so to speak, I get instructions, I have 
a fixed field of work, to switch over to working independently and responsibly, I think 
you first have to get used to it. And yes, somehow find work processes that make it 
easier” (Case: Behemoth; Interviewee: successor). 

After many years of family socialization and value transmission, business socialization and 

training begin with the entry of the successor and comprise the acquisition of role-specific 

knowledge. Successors may have preconceived opinions about their parents as managers 

because of the many years they have observed their parents in this role. The same applies to the 

perception of the corporate culture when a successor is no longer just visiting, but has a 

permanent position. People are bounded by what they already know and by pre-established 

frameworks, impeding the capacity to identify learning initiatives. The degree of novelty of the 

new role perceived by individuals is an important cornerstone in the process of role learning 

and design. Entering the role is not only a question of adjusting to the role and its context, but 

also a question of situating the self and learning about it. When taking on a role for the first 

time, interviewees work out a tailor-made understanding of the specific role. Role learning 

covers role-related information about the nature and meaning of the role. Starting a new job in 

a family business is a chance to better get to know the employees and to develop one's own 

skills. By embracing the corporate culture from day one and taking every opportunity to learn 

as impartially and continuously as possible, successors gradually adapt the role to their needs 
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and abilities, further personalize their new role, and grow with the challenges. They learn how 

to use the role as a platform for expressing their self, as illustrated by the following quote: “And 

it took longer, but I found my role there in the [family business] when I carved out a role for 

myself that doesn't really exist in [this type of business]” (Case: Harpyie; interviewee: 

succession). The successor’s experiences of role adjustment and negotiation during the 

succession contributes to the underlying identity processes, and in turn to the overall 

satisfaction with the succession outcome.  

Proposition 2. Role design empowers individuals to actively experience and manage 
role transitions through role learning and innovation. Role transition represents an 
opportunity to actively shape the role to one's own advantage a taking into account the 
basic concept of this role. 

The observations show that successors and owners have a significant influence on each other's 

transition tactics in terms of what is possible, feasible, and successful. The owner provides the 

successor with a position in the company, be it a role that fits into the structure of the business 

or a role that is deliberately created. These tactics are recurring actions that occur over a longer 

period of time. They require a time of trial during which clarity can be achieved and changes 

evaluated. Consider an example: The successor in the observed company has passed through 

several stations in different subsidiaries until he has found tasks that would contribute to the 

self-development and development of the business model. Meanwhile, the owner has created 

room to maneuver for himself during the development of his successor, having reached his 

tasks and the period of time he still wants to work. In the process, a series of decisions have 

been made which will have a strong influence on the senior's private life and leisure activities. 

Nevertheless, these role transition tactics do not proceed concurrently. For example, some 

decisions in the private life of the incumbent have a negative effect on the working morale of 

the successor, as they constitute a breach of trust from the perspective of the successor. While 

such situations are challenges in the moment, they can serve a purpose: Once overcome, they 

help to allow for a clear division of roles and expectations.  
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Proposition 3. Spillover effects from the family domain to the corporate domain and 
vice versa influence individual tactics and their respective outcomes. 

Individuals use role transition tactics to create self-coherence through both role 

clarifying and designing activities during co-habitation, as well as to manifest their role in the 

relationship fabric with specific others. These activities are characterized by the mutual 

coordination of role owners and their adaptation of roles to the context of the company and to 

the process of succession. Since various identity-related factors influence role transitions and 

thus the succession process, the following section focuses on these factors.  

Proposition 4. Role transition tactics, which include role clarification and role design, 
form a basis for individual self-enhancement and co-creation at role level. These tactics 
are directly related to the strategies of identity work. 

Identity work strategies 

There are numerous characteristics that make up a role. On the one hand, a role is a 

representation of a certain position in society or in a social structure, such as a company or a 

family. On the other hand, it offers the role-occupant the possibility to participate in role-

dependent relationships. Individuals bring distinctive interpretations to their roles which is 

formed and sustained via social interactions. Role transition tactics provide a focal point for 

identity work strategies, as individuals are concerned about their self-image and define it 

through their role. As people develop identities in and through relationships, they strive towards 

seeing their self-perception confirmed and accepted by the important others in their social 

environment. Individuals establish two strategies for moving their self from a state of identity-

non-verification to identity-verification, and in turn to an alignment of self-perception with a 

contextually relevant identity: Firstly, identity granting, and secondly identity claiming. When 

individuals engage in identity claims, they demand something self-defining of value. This may 

include knowledge, meanings, or experiences – anything that they believe defines who they 

are. Individuals claim affiliation to their role based on certain criteria of belonging and 
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aspirations. Individuals also explore their experience of how their claims to identity are received 

by others. As others evaluate these claims, the granting of identity involves the confirmation of 

those claims that are consistent with the perceived and expected identity. The two iterative and 

mutually reinforcing processes of identity granting and identity claiming are presented here. 

Identity claiming 

A role claim is a statement of characteristics that role owners associate with a certain role and 

claim for themselves. In addition to one's own demands on a role, there are also socially 

constructed role expectations. To a certain extent, a role owner takes these claims of the role 

into his or her self-definition. Accepting responsibility for their identities helps them to 

incorporate aspects of the role into their self-concept. When people claim a certain role, they 

identify themselves with the values associated with it, and they define their identity through 

their position and relationships. Through identity claiming, individuals make decisions about 

how they present their identities to others. Individuals express identity claims by constructing 

and enacting identity narratives, which reveal the most central aspects of their identity. 

Individual choices serve to strengthen some identities, while weakening or eliminating others.  

Succession as a role transition presents an identity thread and promotes reluctance to 

retire among incumbents, particularly due to incumbents’ typically deep emotional involvement 

with their business, as well as their identification with their entrepreneurial role. Incumbents 

tend to identify so completely with their work that the thought of losing that role appears 

terrifying. Their organizations serve as sources and consequences of identification and 

commitment, and accordingly they are strongly psychologically attached to them, as is 

illustrated by the following quote: “I grew up with the company or I grew up with the work. 

With time you love it or you hate it. So, and accordingly ... with me it was more of a love and 

then you automatically grow into it” (Case: Behemoth; interviewee: incumbent). Through 

statements about their personal attachment to the family business, incumbents describe how 
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strongly they feel bound to and responsible for the company. Their sense of responsibility 

includes a vision for the future to keep the company going. This includes preparation and 

implementation of their succession, but it also includes a willingness to continue to run the 

company if necessary. Accordingly, they express that the importance of their work forms a 

meaningful basis for their identity.  

 The interviewed incumbents have in common that at least one of their children has 

joined the family business with the prospect of taking over and continuing the daily business. 

Despite their joy about the children's decision to enter the family business, the incumbents feel 

retirement pressures. They are confronted with the consequence that sooner or later, they will 

have to give up their current position, withdraw from the family business, and in doing so 

relinquish their related role identity. Incumbents claim their identity by making demands on 

their current role, seeking internal continuity through ongoing reinforcement of their role. The 

incumbent's role identity as an entrepreneur is very resilient, as it is strongly socialized and 

internalized over many years – in the family, at work, and in society. One way in which 

incumbents claim their current role includes their self-representation and assurance that they 

continue to be physically fit. In their representations, physical fitness serves as a proxy for 

managerial fitness, and as a sign that they can still run the company as successfully as before: 

“By being such a practitioner and having done it for so long, I can handle the business. […] I'm 

60. I still feel fit. I can still do that for a while, but if something happens tomorrow that changes 

that, we have to make a new decision” (Case: Harpyie; interviewee: incumbent). With self-

confirming statements, the owners justify their past decisions, present the way they have led 

the company successfully, and confirm their fitness to continue to lead the company for as long 

as it takes: “As long as I am fit.../but at some point the baton has to be passed and if it doesn't 

work then it just won't work. That is just the way it is” (Case: Hippokamp; interviewee: 

incumbent). By this means, they also distance themselves from different aspects of age and 

focus on their status of health. With the following statements, they clearly express a feeling of 
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immortality: “So I want to live a little longer, so [my son] has to spend some more time with 

me” (Case: Behemoth; interviewee: incumbent).  

 Incumbents carry deep institutional knowledge of the family business and of what has 

worked and what hasn’t worked for the company in the past. They have built client relationships 

over many years, and they possess extensive product, systems, and process knowledge. They 

very strongly believe that their expertise and experience are still required for the family business 

to remain competitive. In addition, they maintain plans about possible projects for the near 

future, and it is their hope to bring these to completion before they retire. Incumbents keep 

working out of a sense of purpose, namely a need to be needed and to accomplish significant 

work in their remaining lifetime. On a personal and professional level, giving up one' s position, 

the position in which one has excelled with one's knowledge, represents a severe loss of one’s 

sphere of influence and responsibility. On a social level, leaving the family business may lead 

to a decline in reputation and influence – no small matter for incumbents with a previously 

heroic stature in the community. In their direct encounters with their successors, they notice 

that their way of working is often questioned. They realize that successors are capable of 

challenging their skills and expertise, and better suited to react to recent economic 

developments and modernizations of work practices. This gives incumbents the feeling that 

they are indeed replaceable, even in cases where they have been running the company very 

successfully in recent years.  

When incumbents become aware of the fact that their current role will continue under 

the patronage of the successor, they feel an urge for self-preservation. Incumbents try to behave 

in accordance to their still central identity of being an entrepreneur, and simultaneously aim to 

keep their self-structure intact in light of succession. The feelings of being challenged and 

interchangeable drive the need to hold on to their former role. Incumbents’ attempts to maintain 

their roles are visible, above all, in their reluctant attitudes towards succession and towards an 

adjustment to their new normal. When owners stick to their role, it can be reflected in the fact 
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that the point in time at which they plan to leave the family business is rather vaguely defined, 

or perhaps not at all. Such developments reflect the difficulty experienced by incumbents in 

adjusting to their withdrawal from familiar routines and structures.  

Over the course of their lives, every entrepreneur is faced with the question of how they 

intend to shape the time after the handover of their companies to the next generation. Through 

rigorous involvement in the family business, which may often preclude sufficient exploration 

of alternate self-roles, incumbents may develop a constricted identity. This can limit adaptive 

responses to life challenges, such as succession. Although retirement does not necessarily mean 

the end of a career, the pressure to adjust to a new reality may bring with it a struggle to maintain 

role-relevant activities after retirement. This struggle can make it difficult to find meaningful, 

satisfying activities and new roles to replace the ones lost in an incumbent’s exit from the 

workforce. Besides identity claiming as pensioner and role adjustment towards retirement, 

retirement adjustment also includes possible shifts in family, friendship, informal groups, and 

leisure roles, and in the meanings these role hold: 

“You have to make peace with your free time again. […] And whenever a hunting hide 
is free, which I find incredibly great, he says: ‘Daddy, you, don't you want to come with 
me?’ And I enjoy being invited by my son. You sit on the hunting hide, I'm not the 
passionate hunter now, so I like to keep my finger straight. […] And now I've started 
again, and my daughter says it looks really weird when I ride. That is not true at all. I 
can still do it. But from her perspective, I have never ridden well” (Case: Hippokamp; 
interviewee: incumbent). 

Given the change in the successor’s membership status that arises from the dynamic 

process of succession, succession is a triggering event for identity claiming. In turn, it has self-

evaluative consequences. Successors are used the fact that their membership in the business-

owning family engenders a centrality of the family business, and of their role. Being socialized 

in a business-owning family entails a sense of self that includes the idea of being a successor. 

Before succession, this idea can be tested by actively performing the role, claiming certain 

aspects of the related identity, and by adapting it. The successors’ perception of their specific 
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self as successor and the ability for self-reflection lead to questions such as ‘Who am I?,’ ‘What 

do I do?,’ and ‘How does my future look like?.’ Successors claim their identity by adopting 

their new roles, reflecting on their provisional selves, and invoking certain criteria of belonging 

to their family businesses.  

Assuming a new role is associated with a change process that describes the path away 

from a previous role. Prior to succession, successors often have an earlier work role, or student 

role, which they leave to join the family business. In comparing the former with the new role, 

successors perceive differences as well as similarities in role requirements and expectations. 

They evaluate their gained competencies and current positions, and weigh these against a 

provisional sense of self that they strive to achieve.  

“But yes, for years I had been very interested in journalism and didn't pay much attention 
to alternatives. And that's why this was the only alternative that seemed logical, and also 
which I would enjoy, and in which I would have fun. […] In this respect, it is a change, 
but as I said, there are simply many things that I have taken with me that are very useful 
for it. I think I can say that I am able to collect information very quickly and accurately, 
because it is something I have trained for a long time and for which I believe I have a 
predisposition. And the compilation of information, which is also very important for a 
company, the linking of information in order to derive decisions from it, I think I 
accomplish quite well. That’s also thanks to the previous training I had in this 
profession” (Case: Behemoth; interviewee: successor).  

In order to increase clarity about themselves and to develop in the role, successors 

undertake activities that demonstrate their abilities, and that prove them to be capable of 

performing well at the position. They realize that without their support, certain tasks would be 

neglected. By claiming identity, successors increasingly conquer more sphere of action in the 

family business, and take on a greater number of role identity characteristics similar to those of 

the predecessor. They adapt to the incumbents’ way of doing things instead of expecting them 

to adjust to theirs, with the goal of finding a common ground for working together. The 

successor may be able to foresee some of these differences before taking on the new role. To 

integrate swiftly, they take time to work out what the incumbents are great at and then where 
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their own strengths can be best applied. They try to bring solutions instead of criticism and 

show that they are adding value to the family business. Successors gradually design situations 

in which their expertise is needed for them to feel confirmed in their identity. In order to 

establish their identity, it is vital that not only the employees but also family members recognize 

the skills of the successor: “Sometimes we have two completely different opinions, but 

sometimes I tell him things and then he (the incumbent) says: ‘I haven't noticed that yet.’ And 

I say: ‘Yes, you see.’ And then you think to yourself: Yes, finally something! Finally, I was 

right for once” (Case: 'Hippokamp', interviewee: successor).  

In deciding whether to take the first or the next career step in their career development, 

successors not only decide on their career identity, but also being to shape their family identity. 

For successors, to enter the family business is to begin a permanent, intertwined, and 

simultaneous change not only of their work identity, but presumably also of their family 

identity. Inevitably, the business role transition will lead to a change of status positions within 

the family: “In other words, to convince a family that you have achieved a lot now, and the 

moment you start listing them, they say, ‘Yes, you don't have to say that.’ Well, that is quite - 

it is actually much more difficult to convince a family of your achievements, of your abilities” 

(Case: Harpyie; interviewee: successor). 

Identity as a snapshot of interaction and exchange with the incumbent serves as a basis 

for successors upon which to identify and reflect on their identity features and characteristics. 

For the successors, identity claiming also entails reflecting on their provisional selves. 

Identifying with the parents’ work roles as entrepreneurs while following in their footsteps 

provides them with aspirations to achieve a possible role identity. The incumbents’ role 

provides the successors with a concrete understanding of what is possible and desirable to 

achieve, which in turn functions as a set of criteria for the interpretation and evaluation of their 

own behavior. Successors have a privileged position in which to create their future, because 

they can derive clues about their possible identity from the incumbents’ reality. 
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Proposition 5. Identity claiming involves an understanding of who one is in the context 
of a particular role, and a claiming of this understanding from others through action and 
interaction. Individuals negotiate role-identity meanings with others from the role set to 
reach a unified understanding. Identity claiming is mutually related to identity granting. 

Identity granting 

Identity formation draws from the social relations that arise from a certain role occupancy, here 

the relation between incumbent and successor. Identity granting is an integral part of how 

individuals negotiate their identities and verify the identities of others. Individuals not only 

construct themselves as role occupants, but also recognize each other as such. After incumbents 

and successors have created and started clarifying their roles, they assign authorities and 

privileges to the roles. A role has a certain set of privileges, and an occupant who is granted 

possession of a role inherits those privileges. All of these role characteristics are taken into 

account when individuals start granting a related identity to other persons.  

In the course of identity granting, incumbents engage in different activities that are 

designed to facilitate their successors’ identity development. These activities can be divided 

into two areas. One area includes activities that affect the incumbent's attitude and behavior. 

The other area represents activities that affect the scope of action of the successor. Firstly, 

during succession, changes in the attitude and behavior of owners towards their successors 

become noticeable. Incumbents reflect on their socialization practices while contributing to the 

process of identity granting, as well as on their involvement in the decision-making process of 

the children to join the company. They acknowledge that they have contributed to these 

decisions through the upbringing and early childhood socialization that they have provided for 

their children. They also express their joy at the fact that their children are choosing the same 

career and life path as they did. 

“And then I asked my children: ‘What do you want to do?’ Of course, as a father, you 
like to see the children ‘following in your footsteps.’ But if there is total antipathy or 
you don't get them excited about the job, then you have to leave it alone. […] Well, I 
thought I did well with my children, and they feel happy with it. Well, at least I have 
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the impression. […] But at the moment, I am actually very happy with my children. I 
hope they are with me, too” (Case: Hippokamp; interviewee: incumbent).  

In light of their own succession experiences, incumbents attempt to treat their children 

the way that they themselves would have liked to have been treated by their parents. 

Nevertheless, on certain issues, they feel that successors need to face the same challenges as 

they have faced themselves, because they believe that this experience has brought them added 

value.  

“I have always said to my children: ‘You have to pull yourself together!’ They have to 
learn to make mistakes, they are allowed to make a mistake. But you always have to 
make an effort. When you know: ‘Now, man, this is going wrong,’ then you have to let 
it go wrong once in a while. Because without mistakes, you don't learn” (Case: 
Hippokamp; interviewee: incumbent). 

Establishing clear arrangements for succession presents a structural setting that conveys 

a feeling of security to those involved. It becomes apparent that owners first define a personal 

framework that allows them to have an overview of the process and the necessary decisions: 

“Therefore, perhaps the key message from the experience was: Put together a good set of 

regulations that includes legal and management related issues” (Case: Hydra; interviewee: 

incumbent). Once this framework has been established, they are able to enter into dialogue with 

their successors, and to discuss the process together.  

As succession is associated with great imponderables for the owners, their minimum 

hope is to be clearly convinced that they can rely on their successors. If they are confirmed in 

their decision, they continue to extrapolate their trust in their successors to the time when the 

succession is completed, so that the company’s business can be continued responsibly and 

successfully. Although owners promote clarity and consider arrangements to be reasonable, 

they have difficulties in defining targeted actions. 

Secondly, incumbents can grant their successors’ their identity by supporting who they 

have become and are on the verge of becoming. They can do so by appreciating the successors’ 

capabilities, and by providing room for further development. Incumbents furthermore 
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appreciate that successors question their ways of working and decision-making, although doing 

so simultaneously leads them to feel reluctant towards the succession process. Incumbents 

proceed by evaluating their successors’ ability and conviction. Based on their assessment of the 

two, they engage in creating and providing a position for the successor. Another identity 

granting activity is based on the incumbents’ willingness to relinquish control on the basis of 

how greatly they value the successor's competence. In accepting the competence of the 

successors, incumbents may take advantage of available resources to successfully redefine or 

expand existing roles. Owners actively ensure that employees and managers take the successor 

seriously. Furthermore, incumbents provide room for successors to develop and involve them 

in decision-making.  

“This is the first question, the final decision: 'How to transform management?’ In other 
words, telling people at work who decides what. This requires a system of rules and 
regulations, but it also requires them to know that the boy already has something to say 
here. Many people know that the young person is there, but in principle everyone says: 
'Yes, you don't need to ask him/her, the old one decides anyway.’ So, the challenge of 
handing it over, the monopoly on decision making itself” (Case: Hydra; interviewee: 
incumbent). 

Incumbents attempt to construct identity narratives to add a sense of coherence and 

consistency to the transitions, as well as to shape their outlook on further developments after 

co-habitation. Part of the shared challenge of role transitions is to construct personally and 

relationally acceptable identity narratives as well as strategies, and in turn to define resulting 

actions that support the role trajectories. 

On the part of the successors, role granting includes activities aimed at accepting the 

incumbent as an authority figure, which allows the successors to maintain and grow in their 

current roles for a longer period of time. Since parents have always been an authority figure for 

successors, they find it natural to accept their primacy. They can accept their parents in a role 

of authority mostly regardless of their assessment of their parents’ professional leadership. This 

behavior is explained clearly and succinctly in the following quote:  
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“It just works very well between me and my father because, of course, he has always 
been the authority figure. And there are basically no questions about it. And I don't 
presume to prescribe how he should run his business or our business in the one year I'm 
here” (Case: Behemoth; interviewee: successor).  

In understanding and developing their roles, successors also consider the role of the 

incumbent as part of the dyad. In addition to understanding and describing their own roles, 

successors are also able to express their expectations of the incumbents. Settling into the new 

role while continuously developing it is one of the many challenges that successors face during 

succession. On the one hand, successors enjoy security and protection from too much change 

through the presence of the owners during co-habitation. They concentrate on the advantages 

of this special phase, which enable them to gain a great deal of knowledge, as well as the 

necessary skills for their everyday work, through learning on the job. The successors are 

initially cautious in the requirements they define, and they use their time working with the 

incumbents to test the limits and tasks of the role over time. Acting as involved successors 

allows them a valuable opportunity to become accustomed to and to understand the company 

culture. On the other hand, successors can strongly benefit from this situation: They can put 

themselves into the position of the owners and come to understand that retirement is not 

necessarily a desirable development. Successors are actually not averse to this understanding, 

especially since many associate retirement with a decline in health, and potentially even death:  

“However, I think there are many family entrepreneurs, especially in smaller businesses, 
who basically fall from their office chair into the coffin, to put it a bit morbidly. That is 
certainly not the wish here. […] To that extent one can reduce that (the involvement) in 
such a gradual or step-by-step way, for the senior to stay in the background as kind of 
grey eminence” (Case: Behemoth; interviewee: successor).  

Successors deal with the fact that the parents prefer to stay in the company and that they 

have no control over this. They make use of their knowledge, and in return offer whatever 

wisdom they may have acquired from their previous role. They do so, and aim to succeed, 

because becoming a valued successor is key to their job satisfaction, their workplace happiness, 

and ultimately to the success of their succession.  
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Proposition 6. Identity granting involves negotiating role-identity meanings with others 
in the positive form of accepting certain attributes of the significant others. The dark 
side of identity granting may be characterized by the dismissal of certain identity-related 
claims.  

Since identity is a relational construct, identity work strategies are also relational, and 

create social experience and meaning. The findings reveal that the relationship between identity 

claiming and identity granting is mutually reinforcing: Identity granting facilitates identity 

claiming, and identity claiming increases the identity-relevant meanings available for this 

negotiation process. However, observations over a longer period of time point to several factors 

that influence the frictionless interplay of identity claiming and identity granting. For identity 

co-construction, experiences of relationships play an important role. They are the basis for the 

interpretation of what is said, and only allow interpretations within a scope that is representative 

of the individuals involved. The meaning of the statement depends on the experience the role 

occupants have already gained in dealing with the person or persons similar to the person, such 

as siblings. Moreover, this exchange happens between people who differ in their current needs, 

as the process is not necessarily a parallel one. Not every interaction is suitable for identity 

granting or claiming. In many cases, the other person is not able to understand these signals. 

This may occur when certain operational issues are in the spotlight, or when someone is under 

stress. Other individuals also have influence on the process. Observations show that other 

people in the immediate vicinity usually play an important part as a discussion partner or 

participants in identity-relevant interactions. These may be family members, other supervisors, 

employees, partners, or friends. These persons can influence both role occupants in the role set 

through their expectations and different understanding of the roles, or by sharing certain 

information that are identity-relevant.  

Proposition 7. The interaction of identity claiming and identity granting depends on 
other factors, so that a favorable solution cannot always be found. 
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DISCUSSION 

In this study, I investigate how identity is formed when the dyad of incumbent and successor 

transforms identity meanings and role expectations. I introduce identity co-construction as a 

composition of identity work strategies and role transition tactics, showing it to impact the 

individuals’ self-relevant meanings of who they are and what they do. I present the following 

four elements of co-construction: Identity claiming, identity granting, role clarification, and 

role adjustment. I propose that dyads of successors and incumbents that sustainably manage 

their intertwined role transitions address all four elements of the co-construction model. They 

engage in combined efforts of mutual identity co-construction to cope with the identity tensions 

brought upon by succession, and to ultimately accomplish role identity change. Co-habitation 

encourages successors to add novel identity-relevant meanings to their self-concepts, and 

incumbents to consider changing their orientation to a role already held, or changing a specific 

role so as to take on a different role. Individuals strive to achieve effective co-construction as 

they persuade themselves and others of the flexibility and fortitude of their identities, and as 

they ultimately seek to have their identities verified and legitimated.  

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS  

Interpersonal family dynamics have received much coverage in research on family firms in 

general. In particular, in terms of succession, research has highlighted interaction effects 

“embedded in the social structure of the family relation” (Benavides-Velasco, Quintana-García, 

& Guzmán-Parra, 2013: 53). However, research focuses more strongly on single perspectives 

on succession, and most frequently on the “succession experience for the perspective of the 

next-generation family member” (Handler, 1991: 39). Role transition and identity work are 

processes that one experiences not in solitude, but rather in exchange with important others. 

This paper highlights that “the success or failure of a performance is not entirely in the hands 
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of the actor himself” (McCall & Simmons, 1978: 56), but depends on the mutual engagement 

and benevolence of the individuals involved. The essential argument is that role transition and 

identity work are necessarily embedded in relationship dynamics and self-actualization 

concerns. Findings from this study present the importance of relational dynamics as another 

possibility “through which professional role identity can change” (Reay et al., 2017: 1044), and 

how this change is accomplished through identity co-construction. Succession in family 

businesses provides an intriguing context within which it is revealed how individuals seek out 

one another as reliable and trusted sources of role support for important identities. The 

integration of the family relationship into the business environment is particularly unique, 

because the interpersonal relationships under investigation are based on blood relationships. 

This process is applicable not only to family relationships, but can also be adapted to any role 

set, such as leader and follower, superordinate and subordinate, or mentor and mentee. This 

study enriches the current understanding of role transitions by adding to it the notion of identity 

co-construction as a narrated negotiation exercise process, rather than a simple assumption of, 

or move between and through, various roles and their attached identities and relationships.  

With the help of a “diagnostic tool for evaluating succession as a role adjustment 

between entrepreneur and next-generation family members” (Handler, 1991: 49), Handler 

(1991) describes the constitution of different roles, but does not delve deeply into the social 

psychology of role transitions and identity development. Part of what makes role transitions 

worth investigating from an identity perspective is that they offer an opportunity to observe 

how individuals cope with the accompanying identity tensions (Ashforth, 2001). Succession 

rarely ends up being a simple passing of the baton, and typically involves psychological and 

sociological processes. Contemporary family-business researchers have, however, little to say 

about those processes (Filser, Kraus, & Märk, 2013), while relational identity dynamics 

between successor and incumbent have been neglected. The importance of the relational aspect 

of role identities has been marginalized (Reay et al., 2017). Similarly, research on identity work 
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in organizations focuses on how the practices and strategies of crafting identities unfold with a 

view on the individual, but less so with a view to dyads or groups (Brown, 2015). More research 

is needed to investigate how successor and incumbent affect each other’s identity development 

and co-create their role identities, and this paper sheds light on how successors and incumbents 

mutually influence each other's identity formation to cope with role change.  

Identity co-construction is not significantly bound to the existence of unrestricted 

harmony and frictionless exchange between the parties involved. Especially when dealing with 

and overcoming conflicts, the four areas of identity co-construction can serve to create role 

clarity and to develop one’s identity. Although the “social character of identities in family 

businesses complicate family business succession” (Milton, 2008: 1070), it may support 

succession. Incumbent and successors have been practicing identity co-construction for many 

years in family life as parent and child given that, “families are the key social groups in an 

individual’s environment contributing to identity development” (Jennings, Breitkreuz, & 

James, 2014: 39). Still, harmonious relationships and mutual role acceptance are conductive to 

initial satisfaction with the succession process and role appreciation (Sharma et al., 2001). 

Understanding the nature of dyadic identity relationships provides deeper knowledge of social 

interaction and connection between individual and society (Burke & Stets, 2009; Petriglieri & 

Obodaru, 2019).  

The focus of the practical implications is placed on how individual self-perception 

impacts and is influenced by a role transition. Succession practices benefit from an increased 

awareness of identity-related processes as people evolve, manage role adjustment successfully, 

and change professional identity over time. How others respond, especially from within the role 

set, has important implications on resolving identity confusion during succession. The findings 

have direct implications on how business-owning family members may approach succession 

head-on. The accomplishment of role transition is crucial to the overall outcome of succession. 
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How smoothly that transition occurs has an effect on individuals’ capability to address identity 

construction and change. 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Due to the nature of case studies, caution must be exercised when extrapolating to wider levels 

of application. Future research could further explore the identity work strategies and role 

transition tactics uncovered here through large-scale empirical testing. Possible improvements 

towards further developing the concerns of this research could focus on adopting a different 

research design such as ethnography, or even a multiple methods approach. Moreover, 

collecting primary data through group interviews or observations allows for analyzing the 

behavior of participants during interaction and not only their narratives during interviews. Since 

succession is always associated with a temporal change over a longer period of time, employing 

long-term studies facilitates investigating the process perspective of identity co-construction. 

Future research could further investigate whether the identified co-construction 

elements are affected by a lack of communication and trust, by power imbalances, or by family 

conflicts. Relationships on the interpersonal level, and especially family bonds, strongly impact 

the succession proceedings. Since a particular role is not exclusively related to another person 

entirely, future research should include other important people in the co-construction, such as 

other parents, spouses, consultants, and co-workers. Further research is required on the impact 

of certain individual differences with regard to psychological motives as well as to ability to 

dismiss a former work role and take on identity challenges. The ability to develop new roles 

can be seen as a psychological predisposition that varies from person to person (Cater & Cook, 

1995). By presenting, exploring, and understanding self-narratives about succession 

experiences, prospective as well as retrospective identity motives can be understood. However, 

it bears mentioning that individuals’ actions may often diverge from their convictions. They do 

not always behave congruently with their espoused claims, but rather often tend to act in 
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accordance with their mental expectations or even emotions. Moreover, conflicts within the 

individual self may often remain unmentioned. Furthermore, effects of timing shed light on 

how individuals calibrate their transitions to match an expected duration of succession. The 

context in which the succession takes place is also of importance, as factors relating to the 

organizational level may influence interactions between those involved. 

CONCLUSION 

Today, identity must be increasingly balanced against the background of rapid transformation. 

It requires a permanent, active design effort to simultaneously design identity and to keep it 

stable across changing contexts. Succession is more than just a staged identity transition. It is 

the dynamic process of identity co-construction that accompanies mutual role transition and 

role identity change. Given its importance for the success of the process, with regard to 

succession, or indeed any other role transition, identity co-construction should be considered 

nothing less than critical. 
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Table 3-2: Selected citations supporting the theoretical categories (source: own) 

Theoretical 
category 

Representative quotations Interviewee 

ROLE CLARIFICATION 
Role clarification 
 

• I always say then simply: I can't decide. Go to [my father]. Well, that will of course change with time, but I think we'll find 
a common line for such events.  

Successor 

• In any case, it is always a basic requirement in a family business that the responsibilities are clarified and I see this here as 
a process for the near future, because at some point in time, or else it will lead to an overlap and we have already had this 
often enough. 

Incumbent 

• That is the first question, the final decision and then, and this is what the decision presupposes or influences, the question: 
How do you transform management? So also telling people in the company who decides what? Or to inform them. This 
requires a regulation, but that they would also know that the boy already has something to say here. Many people do. That 
the boy is there, but in principle everyone says: "Yes, you don't need to ask him, the old man decides anyway. So, the 
challenge of handing it over, the monopoly on decision making, all the complexities like the advisory board and so on, that's 
gone now, but only in relation to the management. And for that we need a regulation, a regulation of responsibilities.  

ROLE ADJUSTMENT 
Engaging in role 
creation 
 

• So I have a clear time horizon. I want to leave the company within the next seven years. So I/then my children are both 
around 30, then of course I don't want to go into full retirement, but rather I would like to have a bird's eye view of the 
situation and offer my clever ideas, have handed over the operational side of things, and would then become a member of 
the supervisory board at the beginning. 

Incumbent 

• But woe betide you if you're there and you don't have any hobbies and you say: Honey, I'm at your disposal all day long. I 
guess this is the/if you haven't had a marital crisis, then you have one. Because no one wants that one is available all day. 
But, you can deal with it. I think you also have to prepare for it. That's just the way it is. 

• Because it's really bad if you change your position and nobody wants to see you. From the morning on you do the garden, 
one o'clock is lunch break at mum's, at three o'clock we have our nap, at four o'clock we go shopping: And bring me milk 
from Aldi's. As a pensioner, you first have to get used to this job, which is completely untrained for me. 

• And it took longer, but I found my role there in the [family business] when I carved out a role for myself that doesn't really 
exist in [this type of business]. 

Successor 

Changing away 
from daily routine 

• So, I think about doing the first steps with 64, is like this: Look, I do a bit less, I do a part-time job, I take a day off. So, I 
plan my exit in such a way that at some point I will be able to cut back the hours, that external managers or family managers 
will have to build up, right? So, it won't be that I'm going to cut back completely or run away. 

Incumbent 

Learning about 
the new role 
 

• Also, of course, a thing that you have to get used to: The whole doing everything, so to speak, once you're in management. 
It's up to you to determine what is done. […] I'm an employee here. I am not the manager, but assistant to the manager. But 
I have this perspective, I'm going in that direction. But from, so to speak, I get instructions, I have a fixed field of work, to 
switch over to working independently and responsibly, I think you first have to get used to it. And yes, somehow find work 
processes that make it easier. 

Successor 



 

 

164 Essay 3 

Theoretical 
category 

Representative quotations Interviewee 

Learning about 
the new role 
(continued) 
 

• And of course, it probably has some disadvantages that I have done my apprenticeship here now, but I think you somehow 
have the feeling... Sure, I don't necessarily know in the right depth what's going on, but I do understand why what goes on 
and how, how we are structured. I think if I had been somewhere else and had done my studies somewhere else and then 
you come in here, then it's like a blow, because somehow you never really got to know how things are going and I think 
you can already ... In any case, you've created a good basis in which you can even have a say. 

Successor 

IDENTITY GRANTING 
Appreciating the 
competence of the 
successor and 
being challenged 
by it 

• In any case just because when I'm on the phone here, ... and that's often been the case in the past/in the past last year, he 
logically listens and listens and when he asks afterwards: What was that? And then perhaps, after I have explained it, he 
also asks: Why? - that has often led me to say: Yes, why am I doing this? And that alone is perfect for me. And today, of 
course, this is much deeper than that, which one simply questions: Yes, does it really all still make sense or do we not even 
have to change something urgently? 

Incumbent 

• But it's already good now, or you can also see: So, how would you do it now? Then maybe an opinion comes along that 
amazes me, right? Because I think: Ow, I haven't thought about that aspect yet, it's actually true. And it's already positive. 

Creating a 
position and 
providing room 
for the successor 
to develop 

• We do not want to increase the responsibility all at once. So we take a few years of time there. And that's why we are going 
to solve it this way. So he's going to be a plenipotentiary. And he has this position here. And he's okay with that now, and 
because he's not asking We just had to find a solution. It's not without its problems. 

Incumbent 

• I think it's positive for the employees, because they simply have an additional contact person for their day-to-day problems, 
or if - I'm also on the road a lot - if there's someone to turn to during that time. […] Otherwise you have all sorts of things 
in your head and here I can simply say: Yes, I gave it to [to my son], then it will work somehow. 

Reflecting on one's 
involvement and 
socializing 
practices 

• My daughter had different ideas about this, she wanted to study art and is very artistically talented. So naturally I told her: 
Man, art? Do what you want. But you have to earn money somewhere. 

Incumbent 

• Yeah, but he realized it at some point: No, you can't. It's too stiff. It's too stubborn. It's too established. That's/ Long story 
short. By the time he made his own choices, like when he was 19, we can say he's had it pretty good since then. Until then, 
quite a disaster, and the important thing is that we didn't kick him out. But then, from the point where he made his own 
decisions, he made the right ones. 

• And that is actually his current job. Well, he's decided to join the board. And he has decided, as a priority, to succeed his 
father, an active supervisory board, to use his contacts, not to interfere in the day-to-day business. I really taught him that. 
And he doesn't. He's also the guy. He's not an academic who sits there at night until 3:00 in the morning working. He's got 
his contacts and he wants to use them. And he's good at it. And that's what he does. 
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Theoretical 
category 

Representative quotations Interviewee 

Accepting the 
incumbent as 
an authority 
figure and also 
in the current 
role for a 
longer period 
of time. 

• He once said he didn't want to work at 60 anymore. That would be bad. Because, that would be in December now. He said that 
years ago. No, nothing concrete there either. Yes. So I don't know how else/I don't know how else a handover like that should 
work. If you, you know, take over an external managing director position from someone else, there's still a six-month training 
period, so to speak. All right, then he's gone after six months. But that's another matter. […] However, I mean, there are many 
family entrepreneurs, especially in smaller companies, who basically fall from their office chair into the coffin, to put it a bit 
morbidly. That is certainly not the wish here. […] In this respect, however, you can also reduce this step by step or step by stages, 
so that at some point you only have the senior boss as a grey eminence, in the background or something like that. That ... we'll 
see.  

Successor 

• So I will turn 40 soon and my father is still here. […] He will not leave here. This is his life. Like I said, he came in here when 
he was 21 and - no way. He's 70 now and he's one of the first to come and one of the last to go, and this is his life. 

• Between me and my father it simply works very well, because of course he has always been the authority figure. And there are 
simply no questions about it in principle. And in the one year I've been here, I don't presume to tell him how to run his business 
or our business. 

IDENTITY CLAIMING  
Feelings of 
being 
challenged and 
replaceable 

• My daughter would say now: That's not true. I was a very neat and successful show jumper. If my daughter were to say, "That 
wasn't success. And at some point you have to give up your sport so that the children can ride. That hit me very hard. It was my 
sport and then the children had to go to the tournament and then you were really exhausted when you went riding with the 
children. Then I stopped riding. 

Incumbent 

Holding on to 
one’s former 
role 

• And without praising me too much - but they already owe that to me. And from this I deduce that it is important that you have 
people in family businesses who can talk to each other. Of course, they have to have an opinion. Of course, it should not be 
known that they will do anything for the conciliation. Then you can - I think - then it will never be possible to have a confrontation. 

Incumbent 

• Right. All the responsibility. It's clear. That's always been grossly underestimated. I mean, they say: "An entrepreneur can make 
a lot of money fast and everything.” But we have the responsibility. You can't quit your job and say, "I'll be gone in three months. 
You can't quit your job and say, "I'm leaving in three months. Like it or not, right? 

• I grew up with the company or I grew up with the work. With time you love it or you hate it. So, and accordingly ... with me it 
was more of a love and then you automatically grew into it. […] I like going to work. I enjoy it. It's interesting and challenging, 
and you grow with it. 

Reflecting on 
the role and 
provisional self 

• I think that if something were to happen to my dad today, that would be the big question, which of course you have to think about 
or consider. We have already discussed it more intensively, and I think that is the only thing that would be planned to such an 
extent, but not what will happen in ten years' time. So, if something were to happen to him today, then I think, then I would at 
least try to step in and solve it temporarily. I won't be able to solve it alone. Then I would have to look for someone else, but I 
believe that we can manage that, and we have a plan for that. 

Successor 

• And yes, it will have to go on for a few more years. If this develops in such a way that I should take my place, then I must honestly 
admit that I am not yet able to do so. 

• But I do think that you have such a good overview now. I think you're also a bit calmer, because you know what could come your 
way at some point. 
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Theoretical 
category 

Representative quotations Interviewee 

Proving oneself 
capable 

• But I'm taking myself back to learn. Of course, I get involved and of course I also try to convince him when I am convinced that 
I am right about something. But I don't insist on it, I just trust that it will be right. […] 

• Yes, it's a mixture of thinking you won't die, but a little bit, sometimes they dare not to attack certain projects anymore. So many 
people say that until I came as successor, they didn't touch it, because they didn't dare and didn't know how. 

Successor 

• So that's who I can talk to about these things. Sometimes we have two completely different opinions, but sometimes I tell him 
things and then he says: I haven't noticed that yet. And I say yes, you see. And then you think, yes, finally something. Finally, I 
was right. But it works out quite well, because you're not so narrow-minded. He's very flexible. He also wants to change quickly. 
He adapts quickly. 

• So that is - I could not be on the board of directors today with the same job as my father, for example. A board of directors has 
to be something completely different today. So these things, these cultural stories and acquisition, you can see all that as a 
distraction. All this is not directly [related to the family business model]. But it is something where I bring in a super added value 
and which somehow fits my type very well and is a good addition for the [family business] and brings an added value. Extra 
value. And so, I found my role: That I'm in the [family business] but I'm not doing the typical business practices. And so, in this 
combination I really enjoy it. 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION OF THE THESIS 

The main objective of this dissertation is to better understand identity mechanisms of business-

owning family members. More specifically, the overall purpose of this dissertation is to advance 

the understanding of identity multiplicity on the individual level and identity formation on the 

relational level, thus highlighting the complex social context of succession in family businesses. 

In doing so, the dissertation aims at expanding our knowledge of psychological and sociological 

processes by uncovering additional cognitive and behavioral processes used specifically by 

family business participants (Pieper, 2010; Sundaramurthy & Kreiner, 2008). Thereby, this 

dissertation addresses two manifestations of a work-family role dynamic during 

intergenerational succession, namely the multiplicity of and the transition between roles.  

In order to achieve the main objective and take on an identity-based perspective on 

succession, the dissertation organizes prior research, clarifies conceptual underpinnings and 

themes, and facilitates an understanding of the concept of identity. 

The three separate essays combine to provide a nucleus of this dissertation. They are 

conceptually related but independent, each proposing unique research objectives. To address 

the diverse research questions, each essay employs a distinct methodology and suitable 

theoretical angle to illuminate intergenerational succession from different perspectives, each 

thus acting as a reflection of the complexity of identity. Essay 1 provides a systematic, 

objective, and replicable overview of the application of identity concepts and integration of 

identity perspectives in organizational studies. Methodologically, the conduct and reporting of 

the first essay adhere to common approaches to systematic literature reviews (Boland, Cherry, 

& Dickson, 2017). To ensure scientific rigor, the essay focuses on 19 influential, top-ranked, 

peer-reviewed journals, yielding a working list of 153 studies for further review. Elaborating 

an integrative framework to classify the studies identified through the structured process, I 

present a research agenda and several promising avenues for future research. As such, the 
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findings of the first research project provide the motivation and conceptual groundwork for the 

succeeding essays. 

Based on the overview of identity types available in organizational research and the 

integration of different identity types and perspectives elaborated in Essay 1, the main objective 

of Essay 2 is to focus on identity multiplicity on the individual level during family business 

succession. Succession is presented as “identity-laden” (Knapp et al, 2013: 20), because the 

“social character of identities in family businesses complicate[s] family business succession” 

(Milton, 2008: 1070). Accordingly, Essay 2 addresses the questions firstly of which identities 

successors refer to most strongly in their self-perception, and secondly how they deal with these 

multiple identities as well as with the resulting identity tensions during succession. The essay 

proposes that tensions over identity are a central characteristic of the succession process, and it 

sheds light on identity confusion by delineating a perceptual control process. The perceptual 

control process developed presents how successors develop behavioral strategies to cope with 

identity confusions based on multiple identity standards that are present during succession. In 

doing so, the essay addresses the call for more research to “decompose identity management 

strategies ‘in-use’” (Shepherd & Haynie, 2009a: 331). By exploring the social psychology of 

successors’ identity multiplicity, the paper focuses on the power of the individual as a proactive 

agent in personal as well as role development, and offers a deeper understanding of how roles, 

identities, and careers develop. 

Essay 1 introduces several identity processes that are available in organizational 

research and demonstrates the lack of research on relational processes. Furthermore, it sheds 

light on work role transitions that cause identity-related phenomena. As people hold multiple 

identities related to their group memberships and role occupations, an important component of 

life-course research has been the investigation of psychological and if relevant physical 

transitions between roles. Essay 3 focuses on the transition between roles of both incumbent 

and successor in the context of succession. Essay 3 acknowledges role transition as a mutual 
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endeavor and basis for identity co-construction of the individuals involved. The aim of this 

essay is to understand the challenges of the transition process during the phase of co-habitation, 

while considering the succession experience from both perspectives of the incumbent as well 

as successor generation family member. Similar to Essay 2, Essay 3 contributes a sociological 

and psychological perspective to management succession in family firms by uncovering 

identity formation practices employed specifically by family business participants.  

In the following paragraphs, I summarize and discuss theoretical contributions and 

practical implications of the overall thesis. Since it is essential to explain and clarify how the 

findings can inform other disciplines (Zahra & Sharma, 2004), I discuss limitations of this thesis 

and point out pathways for promising future research. I will especially highlight the most 

important aspects that are relevant for all three essays. Table 0-2 provides a summary of the 

main considerations of the three essays. 
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Table 0-2: Overview of main topics addressed in this dissertation (source: own)  

Topics addressed Research gap Theoretical contribution Practical implication Limitation and future research 
Application as well as 
integration of identity 
aspects in 
organizational studies  
(Essay 1) 

Scholars often loosely apply the 
concept of identity as referring 
“to many different things” 
(Vignoles, Schwartz, & Luyckx, 
2011: 2). This tendency has 
spurred a trend of blending 
identity perspectives (Ramarajan, 
20014). The entry of the term 
‘identity’ as a catch-all-label 
(Vignoles, Schwartz, & Luyckx, 
2011) into popular use across 
numerous disparate contexts has 
muddied the waters even further. 

Essay 1 provides a systematic 
overview of the distinct identity 
perspectives and aspects in use. 
The review elaborates a 
framework that clarifies and 
organizes existing knowledge 
about identity. The review 
provides an integrated approach 
to identity, builds bridges among 
areas, and facilitates the 
interconnection between as well 
as the integration among various 
perspectives on identity.  

The overview serves as a starting 
point for a deeper, more concise, 
and multi-level usage of the 
identity concept in organizational 
studies. It presents identity types, 
processes, and impact areas 
available for future research 
endeavors. It presents promising 
avenues for theory building based 
on the integration of identity 
perspectives. The development of 
different issues and propositions 
for future directions is 
encouraged.  

The overview is far-reaching and 
therefore cannot provide a 
detailed discussion of more 
specific issues. The literature 
research is limited to studies in 
the field of management. Future 
studies should examine and 
categorize concepts and measures 
from related fields such as family 
science. Future research can 
continue to expand the 
knowledge about the integration 
of identity perspectives and 
multiple bases for identity 
formation.  

Self-narratives 
(Essay 2 & 3) 

The field of family business 
research benefits from greater 
methodological rigor, especially 
by adopting a narrative approach 
(Dawson & Hjorth, 2012). 

A narrative approach contributes 
to the development of a specific 
perceptual control process.  

Developing a feeling for other’s 
identity-forming statements and 
becoming aware of the impact of 
one's own self-narratives may 
facilitate the succession process. 

There is often a lack between 
what people think and what they 
do. Future research should 
account for this discrepancy.  

Work-family 
interface  
(Essay 2 & 3) 

Recent research has put special 
focus on the work-family 
interface in family businesses 
(Michael-Tsabari, Houshmand, 
Strike, Treister, 2020) because of 
the complex relationship between 
the family and business levels 
(Neubaum, 2018). Yet few 
studies have examined the 
identity social-structure link in 
family businesses. 

Due to the integration of the 
family relationship into the 
business environment based upon 
blood relationships, the work-
family interface in family 
businesses presents a particularly 
unique research context for the 
application of theories on 
identity.  

A sign of shareholder competence 
is the ability to skillfully balance 
this overlapping of areas. As an 
involved person, one can practice 
distinguishing between the two 
areas in the best possible way and 
to recognize overlaps earlier. As a 
consultant, one can provide 
strategies to those who need 
them.  

The focus of the dissertation is 
mainly on succession in the 
company and does not consider 
the family environment at home. 
Future research could also take 
into account family social life and 
interactions outside of the 
company, since this is also where 
essential identity phenomena take 
place.  
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Topics addressed Research gap Theoretical contribution Practical implication Limitation and future research 
Identity-social 
structure link 
(Essay 2) 

Although considerable interest 
has been directed towards how an 
individual’s self-concept relates 
to organizational life (e.g. Gioia, 
Patvardhan, Hamilton, & Corley, 
2013; Ravasi & Canato, 2013; 
Welbourne & Paterson, 2016), 
few studies have examined the 
identity social-structure link in 
family businesses.  

The dissertation shows that the 
hybrid corporate structure has an 
influence on the available 
identities. It investigates the 
nature and relationships of those 
multiple identities that are salient 
at the same time and at the same 
context within a role set that 
functions in the two domains of 
family and business 
simultaneously (Ramarajan, 
2014; Smith-Lovin, 2003). 

As an individual, you move 
between different self-narratives 
depending on your social 
environment. Balancing these so 
as to stay true to yourself while 
changing at the same time is a 
major challenge well beyond the 
context of family businesses. It 
helps to focus on central, distinct, 
and enduring features that build 
one's overall self-perception.  

Since the dissertation focuses on 
family businesses that are owned 
and run by families, future 
research may include family 
businesses that are managed by 
non-family managers. Research 
may also examine the influence 
of broader cultural context. 

Sociological and 
psychological 
perspective to 
management 
succession in family 
firms  
(Essay 2 & 3) 

Research calls for additional 
cognitive and behavioral 
processes used specifically by 
family business participants 
(Pieper, 2010; Sundaramurthy & 
Kreiner, 2008).  

Insights into the meaning of the 
different identities at play give a 
richer view of the sociological 
and psychological aspects of 
succession. 

The dissertation highlights the 
need to strengthen the agency 
freedom of individuals to 
facilitate management of meaning 
and transformational process. 

The dissertation focuses on the 
roles of the incumbent and 
successor. Further research could 
deal with other roles such as 
shareholder or family members 
without ownership and 
leadership. Future research 
should also integrate theories 
from family science.  

Identity multiplicity 
(Essay 1 & 2) 

The overlapping, relational, and 
concurrently “social character of 
identities in family businesses 
complicate[s] family business 
succession” (Milton, 2008: 1070). 
More research is required to 
explain how individuals manage 
the multiple identity facets 
(Koerner, 2014). This paper 
investigates “the cognitive 
hierarchy and salience of various 
role-based identities” (Knapp et 
al., 2013: 20).  

Essay 2 confirms the importance 
of investigating the multiple 
identities of involved family 
members to provide a better 
understanding of business-
owning families (Yu et al., 2012). 
The dissertation challenges the 
assumption that work identity is 
separate from non-work identities 
(Ramarajan & Reid, 2013) and 
represents circumstances in which 
several aspects of identity are 
interdependent.  

The dissertation offers an 
opportunity to examine the 
interconnection of work and 
broader life contexts on an 
identity level. The knowledge can 
contribute to the development of 
a family strategy and thereby to a 
process of self-clarification as an 
entrepreneurial family. In doing 
so, it can be highlighted which 
aspects of the different identities 
are mutually dependent or lead to 
conflicts.  

The dissertation focuses on the 
essential identities of the 
individual as successor and 
family member of an 
entrepreneurial family. Future 
research can identify which other 
identities are of particular 
importance. Future research 
explains the influence of identity 
multiplicity on other family 
business outcomes (e.g., SEW 
development). 
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Topics addressed Research gap Theoretical contribution Practical implication Limitation and future research 
Identity management 
(Essay 2 & 3) 

In particular, “mechanisms that 
are related to identity” 
(Jaskiewicz, Heinrichs, Rau, & 
Reay, 2016: 810) with which 
individuals manage the complex 
environment, receive too little 
scientific attention. research calls 
for more investigation into the 
match of specific tactics to 
address particular identity 
tensions (Kreiner & Sheep, 2006: 
1054). Therefore, this study 
investigates how individuals cope 
with identity tensions. 

Essay 2 contributes to the 
perceptual control perspective 
(Burke & Stets, 2009; Pratt, 
Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006) 
by uncovering a concrete 
connection of several identities 
from different perspectives and 
analyzing the interrelated 
processes and behaviors. In doing 
so, concrete actions to minimize 
identity confusion are presented. 
Findings further present the 
importance of relational dynamics 
as another possibility “through 
which professional role identity 
can change” (Reay et al., 2017: 
1044). 

The dissertation focuses on the 
power of the individual as a 
proactive agent in personal as 
well as role development. Certain 
identity management practices 
could be covered in addition to 
business knowledge in lectures, 
executive education, or by 
consultants as part of their 
consulting services.  

With a longitudinal study, a 
certain set of critical incidents of 
identity confusion can be 
investigated to allow for specific 
approaches to emerge from the 
data. In addition, future research 
may discuss personal qualities 
that facilitate the centralizing 
functions of agency and the 
rearranging of multiple identities. 
The dissertation has left 
unexplored the relative 
effectiveness of each behavioral 
strategy, role transition tactic, and 
identity work strategy. Future 
research may explore whether the 
approaches are appropriate.  

Role transition  
(Essay 3) 

As “there are tremendous 
variances in the nature of roles, 
role boundaries, role identities, 
role sets, and role transitions” 
(Ashforth, 2001: 13), 
“incumbents, successors, and 
others in family businesses face 
identity challenges that would be 
unknown in nonfamily firms” 
(Milton, 2008: 1070). Research 
can further benefit from 
additional insight in role 
transition and identity 
development (Long & Chrisman, 
2014).  

Essay 3 enriches the current 
understanding of role transitions 
by adding to it the notion of 
identity co-construction as a 
process of narrated negotiation 
exercise, rather than a simple 
assumption of, or move between 
and through various roles and 
their attached identities and 
relationships.  

The study highlights that “the 
success or failure of a 
performance is not entirely in the 
hands of the actor himself” 
(McCall & Simmons, 1978: 56), 
but depends on the mutual 
engagement and benevolence of 
the individuals involved. 
Incumbents or leaders can focus 
on individual differences of 
employees regarding their 
psychological motives and ability 
to take on identity challenge. 

Since succession in family 
businesses is considered a high-
magnitude transition, 
characterized by both a highly 
visible discontinuity with 
previous work roles and a 
continuity in family role, the 
relation between business 
transition and family transition 
would likely become far stronger 
when organizational transitions 
are also considered. 
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Topics addressed Research gap Theoretical contribution Practical implication Limitation and future research 
Relational identity 
formation  
(Essay 3) 

Caza, Vough, and Puranik (2018) 
call for more empirical research 
on the role specific others play in 
identity work, especially how and 
with whom people engage. 
Relational identity dynamics 
between successor and incumbent 
have been neglected and the 
importance of the relational 
aspect of role identities has been 
marginalized (Reay, Goodrici, 
Waldorff, & Casebeer, 2017). 
The dissertation hence 
investigates how successor and 
incumbent affect each other’s 
identity development and engage 
in mutual co-construction to 
manage role transition during 
succession.  

Essay 3 introduces the process of 
identity co-construction and 
contributes to the understanding 
of relational identity 
development. The paper 
investigates how relational role 
identity change can be 
accomplished through co-
construction, thereby accounting 
for “the dual importance of 
incumbent and successor 
psychological states in 
determining succession 
outcomes” (Gagné et al., 2019). 
Findings present the importance 
of relational dynamics as another 
possibility “through which 
professional role identity can 
change” (Reay et al., 2017: 1044) 
and how this change is 
accomplished through identity co-
construction.  

Experiences show how helpful 
exchange, knowledge transfer, 
and learning from each other 
between generations but also 
between peers is and what 
significance this has for one's 
own positioning and identity 
formation. The understanding of 
people, roles, and tasks in family 
businesses requires a high degree 
of social exchange. Working 
together on issues becomes an 
instrument for solving problems 
and provides the impetus to take 
active steps to overcome 
challenges.  

The dissertation focuses on the 
specific context of co-habitation. 
Future research may investigate 
the fact that both incumbent and 
successors have been practicing 
identity co-construction for many 
years in family life as parent and 
child. Future research can also 
investigate how successors form 
their identities through interaction 
with similar others, such as other 
successors or entrepreneurs who 
experience similar identity 
multiplicity. The co-construction 
approach to identity formation 
may be adapted to any role set, 
such as leader and follower, 
superordinate and subordinate, or 
mentor and mentee.  

Role transition  
(Essay 3) 

As “there are tremendous 
variances in the nature of roles, 
[…] and role transitions” 
(Ashforth, 2001: 13), 
“incumbents, successors, and 
others in family businesses face 
identity challenges that would be 
unknown in nonfamily firms” 
(Milton, 2008: 1070). Research 
can further benefit from insight in 
role transition and identity 
development (Long & Chrisman, 
2014).  

Essay 3 enriches the current 
understanding of role transitions 
by adding to it the notion of 
identity co-construction as a 
process of narrated negotiation 
exercise, rather than a simple 
assumption of, or move between 
and through various roles and 
their attached identities and 
relationships.  

The study highlights that “the 
success or failure of a 
performance is not entirely in the 
hands of the actor himself” 
(McCall & Simmons, 1978: 56), 
but depends on the mutual 
engagement and benevolence of 
the individuals involved. 
Incumbents or leaders can focus 
on individual differences of 
employees regarding their 
psychological motives and ability 
to take on identity challenge. 

Since succession in family 
businesses is considered a high-
magnitude transition, 
characterized by both a highly 
visible discontinuity with 
previous work roles and a 
continuity in family role, the 
relation between business 
transition and family transition 
would likely become far stronger 
when organizational transitions 
are also considered. 
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THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS  

The dissertation provides several theoretical contributions to identity theory in terms of identity 

multiplicity and identity formation as well as to research on family businesses.  

As first area of contribution, Essay 1 elaborates a framework that clarifies and organizes 

existing knowledge about identity, as well as setting identity aspects in relation to each other. 

In bringing together the findings from organizational research on identity, Essay 1 offers a 

greater overview of the concept of identity and its application. Furthermore, the review 

examines and synthesizes the level of analysis at which organizational studies apply identity 

perspectives. The review provides an integrated approach to identity, builds bridges among 

areas, and facilitates the interconnection between as well as the integration among various 

perspectives on identity. In addition, the review offers several opportunities to extend the 

literature. It does so by ‘gap-spotting’ (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011: 247), challenging the 

existing body of literature through problematization and highlighting understudied issues in 

each identified identity-research area. Thereby, Essay 1 presents research possibilities that have 

been overlooked implicitly to date and that are in need of additional future research. In bringing 

together the findings from organizational research, the review leads to a greater understanding 

of how organizational research applies the concept of identity and integrates the different 

theoretical identity perspectives. The findings and contributions of Essay 1 provide motivation 

for the research endeavors of Essay 2 and Essay 3. Hence, the following contributions are 

facilitated through insights provided by Essay 1.  

While literature on hybrid organizational identity has long recognized the impact of 

organizational structure on the individual, research on family businesses has omitted the human 

element (Pieper & Klein, 2007). Foreman and Whetten (2002: 631) propose that “identity-based 

models may be a powerful means of explaining many aspects of member-organization 

relationships.” In this regard, the dissertation shows that the hybrid corporate structure of family 
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businesses exerts an important influence on the identities that are available to the individual 

because a given context may suggest multiple potential identities (Ashforth & Johnson, 2012). 

Succession in family businesses offers a unique context for investigating the nature and 

relationships of those multiple identities that are salient at the same time and at the same context 

(Ramarajan, 2014; Smith-Lovin, 2003), and more interestingly within a role set that functions 

in the two domains of family and business simultaneously.  

Few studies examine the nature and interplay of multiple identities within a person, 

especially since “research that specifically examines how multiple identities shape important 

processes and outcomes in organizations is still in its infancy” (Ramarajan, 2014: 590). 

Building on this, Essay 2 addresses the call for more research on “the cognitive hierarchy and 

salience of various role-based identities” (Knapp et al., 2013: 20) since individuals draw upon 

a complex notion of multi-layered, hierarchically ordered identities (Pratt & Rafaeli, 1997). The 

dissertation contributes to the knowledge about the workings of multiple identities in the 

concrete context of intergenerational succession. Furthermore, Essay 2 confirms the importance 

of investigating multiple identities of involved family members to provide a better 

understanding of business-owning families (Yu, Lumpkin, Sorenson, & Brigham, 2012).  

Since the application of identity theory to the study of family businesses is surprisingly 

rare (Reay, 2009), the work-family interface in family businesses presents a particularly unique 

research setting for applying theories on identity. The work-family interface is characterized by 

the integration of family relationships based upon blood relationships into the business 

environment. The dissertation challenges the assumption that work identity is separate from 

non-work identities (Ramarajan & Reid, 2013) and presents circumstances in which several 

aspects of identity are interdependent. The dissertation uncovers a concrete connection of 

several identities from different perspectives and analyzes the interrelated processes and 

behaviors. Insights into the meaning of the different identities at play give a richer view of the 

sociological and psychological aspects of succession. The dissertation extends current identity 
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models and contributes to the perceptual control perspective (Burke & Stets, 2009; Pratt, 

Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006) by uncovering a concrete connection of several identities from 

different perspectives and analyzing the interrelated processes and behaviors. In doing so, 

concrete actions to minimize identity confusion are presented. The dissertation’s findings 

further present the importance of relational dynamics as another possibility “through which 

professional role identity can change” (Reay et al., 2017: 1044). 

Due to “the eventual presence of multiple identities in family business and the 

complexities of roles involved” (Pieper, 2010: 34), identity formation represents a complex 

process that the dissertation delineates by presenting a model of identity co-construction. Essay 

3 introduces the process of identity co-construction to the knowledge about relational identity 

formation and contributes to the understanding of relational identity development in general. 

This essay investigates how relational role identity change can be accomplished through co-

construction, thereby accounting for “the dual importance of incumbent and successor 

psychological states in determining succession outcomes” (Gagné et al., 2019). Findings from 

this study present the importance of relational dynamics as another means by “which 

professional role identity can change” (Reay et al., 2017: 1044), and how this change is 

accomplished through identity co-construction. Essay 3 further enriches the current 

understanding of role transitions by adding to it the notion of identity co-construction as a 

process of narrated negotiation exercise, rather than a simple assumption of, or move between 

and through various roles and their attached identities and relationships. By presenting, 

exploring, and understanding the interviewees’ self-narratives, prospective as well as 

retrospective identity processes are presented. The adaptation of a narrative approach here 

contributes to the development of both a specific perceptual control process and model of 

mutual identity formation.  
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PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS  

Several practical implications can be derived from the results of this thesis. By establishing an 

overview of identity theories in use, Essay 1 provides organizational researchers with a broader 

understanding and classification of available identity perspectives, types, processes, and impact 

areas. The overview thus serves as a starting point for a deeper, more concise, and multi-level 

usage of the identity concept in organizational and family business research. The review is thus 

designed to serve as a basis for future research. 

The question of why succession fails in some organizations and succeeds in others has 

received much research attention. In contrast to Stavrou and Swiercz’s (1998: 34) assumption 

that it may be more beneficial for successors to join the family business after they have explored 

their abilities and discovered their interests, this dissertation specifically promotes the agency 

of successors in their personal development through employment in the family business. 

Therefore, this dissertation highlights the need to strengthen the agency freedom of individuals 

to facilitate their management of meaning, as well as the transformational process of succession. 

Therefore, this dissertation focuses on the power of the individual as a proactive agent in 

personal as well as role development. Based on these findings, it stands to reason that identity 

management practices could be integrated into lectures and executive education as a 

complement to formal business knowledge, or used by consultants as part of their consulting 

services.  

This dissertation offers an opportunity to examine the interconnection of work and 

broader life contexts on an identity level. The knowledge can contribute to the development of 

a family strategy and thereby to a process of self-clarification of the entrepreneurial family. 

Experiences shows the benefits of exchange, knowledge transfer, and learning between 

generations as well as between peers is, and that this is significant for one's own positioning 

and identity formation. The understanding of people, roles, and tasks in family businesses 

requires a high degree of social exchange. Working together on issues becomes an instrument 
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for problem solving, and an impetus to take active steps to overcome challenges. This process 

can serve to highlight which aspects of the different identities are mutually dependent or lead 

to conflicts. Shareholder competence may be characterized by the ability to skillfully balance 

this overlapping of the areas of family and business. As a person involved in the family 

business, one can practice distinguishing between the two areas as well as possible, and to more 

quickly recognize overlaps. As an individual, one moves between different self-narratives 

depending on one’s social environment. For instance, when a person introduces himself or 

herself, he or she usually starts with the words: "I am ...” or “I work in ..." and then tells one or 

more stories about himself. Well beyond the context of family business, it is a major challenge 

to balance these so as to maintain one’s personality while simultaneously changing. It helps to 

focus on central, distinct, and enduring features that build one's overall self-perception. Getting 

a feeling for the identity-forming statements of others and becoming aware of the impact of 

one's own self-narratives supports the succession process, and makes it easier to understand 

potential conflicts. 

The study highlights that “the success or failure of a performance is not entirely in the 

hands of the actor himself” (McCall & Simmons, 1978: 56), but depends on the mutual 

engagement and benevolence of the individuals involved. Incumbents or leaders can focus on 

individual differences of employees regarding their psychological motives and ability to take 

on identity challenge. As a consultant, one can provide strategies to cope with role overlaps and 

identity tensions.  

LIMITATIONS 

This thesis is associated with several limitations. Regarding Essay 1, the manner in which the 

overview is structured leaves room for improvements. As the review is based on bibliographical 

research, additional reviews may be employed so as to gain a richer data basis from which to 

complement this study. In this manner, each relevant area of identity research in organizational 
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studies is subject to a more in-depth analysis, so as to adequately understand the evolution of 

different issues. Due to the high number of publications in the field of identity research in 

organizational literature, the chosen period suffices to provide a brief insight into the 

development of that research. The chosen area of research is very wide-ranging, which allows 

for a large-scale overview of the state of research. However, this limitation on research of the 

last few years provides information primarily on recent trends. Including a a broader period is 

in the analysis might allow for a wider picture to emerge.  

In order to obtain more particular insight into the integration of identity perspectives, 

the research area must be narrowed, and limited specifically to those publications that 

encompass more than one identity perspective. Moreover, due to the blending of identity 

perspectives and the loose application of their underlying assumptions, the categorization of 

citations to one distinct or several identity perspectives may to some degree remain open to 

interpretation and discussion.  

This dissertation focuses on the essential identities of the individual as a successor and 

member of an entrepreneurial family. Other possible identities are disregarded. Therefore, this 

dissertation lacks conclusiveness as to whether other identities play an equally important or 

even more important role in the overall structure of the self-concept of the individual actors. 

Whether particular identities are given special importance may also depend on the national and 

cultural contexts and values. Moreover, this dissertation has left unexplored the relative 

effectiveness of each behavioral strategy, role transition tactic, and identity work strategy, 

especially in terms of verifying a specific identity.  

The data for the analysis of Essay 2 and Essay 3 is based on voluntary agreements on 

the interviews and questions about the interviewees’ own experience in the context of 

succession. Consequentially, the data is constructed in such a way that proper randomization 

may not be achieved, because the sample obtained may not be representative of the population 

intended to be analyzed and may focus more predominantly on succession cases with a positive 
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progress and outcome. Accordingly, there is no way of knowing whether family business 

owners who reject or cancel conversations about their succession are better or worse at 

managing these identity processes. 

AVENUES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH  

Certain avenues for future research arise based on the limitations previously described. 

Numerous possibilities arise from Essay 1 to create more specialized literature overviews, 

which can specifically address concrete gaps in order to draw strong conclusions on the 

application of identity aspects and the integration of identity perspectives. The literature 

research of Essay 1 is limited to studies in the field of management and focuses on 

organizational studies. Future studies should examine and categorize concepts and measures 

from related fields such as psychology or family science. Future research can continue to 

expand the knowledge about the integration of identity perspectives and multiple bases for 

identity formation. Future research might seek to uncover methods for the integration of role, 

social, and personal identities into theory and empirical work. However, efforts to date have 

yet to initiate a convergence of definitions into a commonly agreed upon conceptualization of 

identity that encompasses all identity aspects.  

The context in which the succession takes place is of importance, as factors relating to 

the organizational level may influence the interactions between those involved. Since the 

dissertation focuses on family businesses that are owned and run by families, future research 

may include family businesses that are managed not by a family member, but rather by non-

family managers. Future research may also examine the influence of a broader cultural context, 

as family firms present a dominant organizational form in various demographic areas. Since 

“individual-level theories enrich our understanding of organizational-level dynamics” (Pratt & 

Foreman, 2000: 19), family business research may benefit form investigation on how the ability 

to manage multiple identities and engage in successful identity co-construction provides family 
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businesses with competitive advantage. In turn, future research may explain the influence of 

identity multiplicity on other family business outcomes (e.g., socio-emotional wealth 

development, familiness, or performance). 

This dissertation focuses on the specific context of co-habitation. Future research may 

investigate the family lives of co-habitants, focusing on how incumbent and successors practice 

identity co-construction for a number of years as parent and child. Therefore, future research 

could also take into account family social life and interactions outside of the company, since 

this is also where essential identity phenomena take place. Since succession in family 

businesses is considered a high-magnitude transition, characterized by both a highly visible 

discontinuity with previous work roles and a continuity in family roles, the relationship between 

business transition and family transition would likely become far stronger once organizational 

transitions are also considered. 

Future research can identify which other identities are of particular importance for the 

interviewees. For example, scholars may investigate the impact of occupational identity as an 

additional identity type that influences the overall compilation of multiple identities that the 

individuals hold. In addition, future research is also needed in order to elaborate on which 

aspects of identity intersect, inform, and interact with each other, and in order to investigate to 

what extent individuals feel that the multiple identities are compatible, contradictory, or even 

incompatible. For example, one's own partnership, certain memberships, or one’s political and 

social commitment may play a central role. Since the dissertation focuses on the roles of the 

incumbent and successor, research could investigate other roles, such as that of the shareholder 

or family member, without ownership or leadership. Additionally, future research may discuss 

personal qualities that facilitate the centralizing functions of agency and the rearranging of 

multiple identities. 

This dissertation has left unexplored the relative effectiveness of each behavioral 

strategy, role transition tactic, and identity work strategy. Future research may investigate the 
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individual perceptions of identity demands (Kreiner, Hollensbe, & Sheep, 2006: 1053) and how 

these affect identity salience and identity tensions. In doing so, scholars may explore which 

approaches are most appropriate to address identity tensions and confusion, and to identify 

other conditions that favor specific identity strategies. Future research could further examine 

whether the identified co-construction elements are affected by a lack of communication and 

trust, by power imbalances, or by family conflicts. Such examinations would be based on an 

understanding of succession being strongly impacted by relationships on an interpersonal level, 

and especially family bonds. Since “swings in the quality of the work relationship are natural” 

(Davis & Tagiuri, 1989: 72), the effectiveness of identity co-construction may also vary. Due 

to the focus on higher-level theories, future research is encouraged to examine individual and 

relational differences that affect identity formation and identity co-construction. With a 

longitudinal study, a certain set of critical incidents of identity confusion can be investigated to 

allow for specific approaches to emerge from the data. A more detailed understanding of 

behavioral adjustment and identity development can be achieved by accompanying succession 

processes over a longer period of time. Future research can also investigate how successors 

form their identities through interaction with similar others, such as other successors or 

entrepreneurs who experience similar identity multiplicity. The co-construction approach to 

identity formation may be adapted to any role set, such as leader and follower, superordinate 

and subordinate, or mentor and mentee. Future research might add the theories of sense-making 

and sense-giving to further explain the process factors of identity co-construction.  

In terms of narrative analysis, there is often a lack between what people think and what 

they do, as they do not always behave congruently to their espoused claims, but rather in 

accordance with their mental expectations or even emotions. Retrospective accounts may be 

composed of faulty memories. Furthermore, there may exist variance in narratives across 

diverse social circles, resulting in a multiplicity in life-stories. In order to approach a selective 

reconstruction of the autobiographical past as well as selective narrative anticipation of the 
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imagined future, other artefacts such as diary entries, official statements, or emails may be used 

as data sources.  

CONCLUDING REMARKS  

The hybrid structure of family businesses provides a suitable and rich area for research on the 

multiplicity of identity, offering an opportunity to examine the work and broader life contexts 

that make multiple or multifaceted identities simultaneously salient. Succession is specifically 

presented as a major role transition and mutual role adjustment that offers a fruitful context for 

examining identity co-construction. The three research projects conducted in the course of this 

dissertation contribute to our understanding of psychological and sociological processes of 

family members involved in family business processes, and they offer an interesting theoretical 

and empirical avenue for linking social structure, multiple identities, and relational mechanisms 

in identity construction. The centrality and importance of identity to processes in family firms 

thus becomes apparent. Since “a more diverse view of human behavior and a more diverse 

theoretical base have the potential to help family businesses and advance family business 

research” (Milton, 2008: 1075), this dissertation provides insight into individual and relational 

identity management strategies and role transition tactics.  

This dissertation provides the field of family business studies with an interesting and 

novel theoretical as well as empirical perspective, thereby providing a multitude of 

contributions to the current state of research on family firms as well as promising avenues for 

future research. By introducing a perceptual control process, the dissertation provides a novel 

theoretical perspective on identity multiplicity on the individual level in family businesses. This 

dissertation provides an identity-based perspective on social and psychological phenomena that 

affect and are affected by structural, personal, and in particular relational issues (Salvato & 

Aldrich, 2012). In doing so, this dissertation adds to the “discussion of psychological 

mechanisms other than organization-related identities that may potentially align individuals 
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with the employing organization” (Thatcher & Zhu, 2006: 1085). Acknowledging that “the 

struggle to achieve identity is not always forward in movement” (Correll, 1989: 29), identity 

formation requires a permanent, active design effort to simultaneously design identity, and to 

keep it stable across changing contexts. 
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APPENDIX 

Interview Request Letter in its Original Language, German 

 

 

 

 

 

  
Generationsfolge in Familienunternehmen  

Familienunternehmen definieren sich maßgeblich über den 
dynastischen Einfluss der Familie auf das Unternehmen. Die 
Einflussnahme des Unternehmens auf die Familie darf jedoch auch 
nicht außer Acht gelassen werden. Zusätzlich erhöht diese potenzielle 
Doppelbindung zwischen den Familienmitgliedern die Komplexität. 
Bezüglich der Nachfolge im eigenen Unternehmen stellen sich den 
Beteiligten viele Fragen. Diese weichen allerdings von Person zu 
Person ab und behandeln oftmals nicht nur Planung und Durchführung, 
sondern vielmehr die Entscheidungsfindung über den selbst zu 
wählenden Lebensweg.  

Aus Sicht des Übernehmenden oder Übergebenden können sich 
beispielhaft folgende Gedanken ergeben: Beschäftige ich mich mit der 
Nachfolgeregelung in unserem Unternehmen, so mache ich mir nicht 
nur über die Zukunft des Unternehmens Gedanken, sondern setze mich 
auch mit meinen persönlichen Erwartungen und denen der betroffenen 
Familienmitglieder auseinander. Aus der Perspektive des 
Übernehmenden ergeben sich vordergründig die Fragen: Sehe ich mich 
in der Rolle des Nachfolgers? Bin ich bereit, in die Fußstapfen meines 
Vaters oder meiner Mutter zu treten? Wie finde ich meinen Weg, auch 
wenn dieser nicht in das Familienunternehmen führt? Hingegen fragt 
sich der Übergebende beispielsweise: Traue ich einem meiner 
Familienmitglieder meine Nachfolge zu? Kann ich mich von meinem 
Unternehmen lösen und wenn ja, wie? Gemeinsam stellt sich die Frage: 
Wie verbinden wir als Familie die erfolgreiche Zukunft des 
Unternehmens mit unseren persönlichen Lebensplanungen? 

Die Forschungsarbeit beleuchtet sowohl die Sicht des Übernehmenden 
als auch die Sicht des Übergebenden auf den Nachfolgeprozess. Im 
Vordergrund stehen die persönlichen Fragen und Entscheidungen, die 
sich aus der möglichen oder gar anstehenden Nachfolge ergeben 
können.  

Mithilfe von Interviews mit den beteiligten Familienmitgliedern werden 
allgemeingültige Aussagen über den Findungsprozess im Rahmen der 
familieninternen Nachfolge getroffen werden. Ziel ist es, mehr 
Verständnis für die komplexen Entscheidungen zu erzeugen. Dabei 
stehen vor allem die Personen im Vordergrund. Jegliche 
Unternehmensdaten, persönliche Stellungnahmen, sowie Namen des 
Unternehmens und der Interviewpartner werden streng vertraulich 
behandelt und anonymisiert.  

Düsseldorf, 18.12.2017 

M. Sc. 
Anna Schade 
Doktorandin  
 
Institut für Familienunternehmen 
Campus Vallendar 
 
Anna.Schade@whu.edu 
Tel. +49 163 2919 860 
www.whu.edu 
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Interview Request Letter Translated into English 

 

  

 

  
Succession in Family Businesses  

Family businesses are defined primarily by the dynastic influence of the 
family on the business. However, the influence of the business on the 
family must not be ignored. In addition, this potential double bond 
between the family members increases complexity. With regard to 
succession in one's own company, many questions arise for those 
involved. However, these vary from person to person and often deal not 
only with planning and implementation, but rather with decision-making 
about one' s own chosen path in life.  

From the perspective of the person taking over or handing over, the 
following thoughts may arise as examples: If I am concerned with 
succession planning in our company, I am not only thinking about the 
future of the company but am also dealing with my personal 
expectations and those of the family members involved. From the 
perspective of the person taking over, the main questions are: Do I see 
myself in the role of successor? Am I ready to follow in my father's or 
mother's footsteps? How do I find my way, even if it does not lead to the 
family business? On the other hand, the person handing over asks 
himself, for example: Do I trust one of my family members with my 
succession? Can I detach myself from my company, and if so, how? 
Together, the question arises: How do we as a family combine the 
successful future of the business with our personal life plans? 

This research highlights both the acquirer's and the transferor's 
perspectives on the succession process. The focus is on the personal 
questions and decisions that may arise from the possible or even 
pending succession.  

With the help of interviews with the family members involved, general 
statements will be made about the finding process in the context of 
family-internal succession. The aim is to generate more understanding 
for the complex decisions. The main focus will be on the persons 
involved.  

Any company data, personal statements, as well as names of the 
company and the interview partners will be treated strictly confidential 
and anonymized. I will be happy to provide you with the transcripts and 
final thesis. I look forward to our conversation and getting to know you 
and your company in more detail. 

Sincerely,  

Düsseldorf, Dezember 2017 

M. Sc. 
Anna Schade 
Doktorandin  
 
Institut für Familienunternehmen 
Campus Vallendar 
 
Anna.Schade@whu.edu 
Tel. +49 163 2919 860 
www.whu.edu 
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Interview Guideline 
 

Part I: General section 

Family-Business: Close integration of family and business  

• Tell me a little about your family and your company! 
o When was the company founded? And by whom? 
o How many employees do you currently have?  
o Are other family members part of the company? (management or ownership?)  

• "The company sits at the table all the time" - can you say that? 
• What does the company name mean to you? 
• Do you discuss many company-specific topics at home?  

 
Entrepreneurial family background  

• What does it mean to you to come from an entrepreneurial family? 
• What generation are you? 
• What are the challenges of working together? 

 

Personal involvement in the family business 

• How long have you been working in the company?  
• What is your position within the company? Has it changed over the years?  
• How much are you currently involved? 

 

Part II: Interviewee-related questions 

a) Successor-related questions 

Personal background 

• Could you please give me a brief introduction to your person?  
• How was your upbringing?  
• What is your educational background?  
• What practical experiences have you made so far?  
• Where you encouraged to gain experience before entering the family firm?  

Your way to a family business: 

• What comes to mind when you think of your first visits to the family business? 
• Were you actively encouraged to join the firm? Have you spent time in the firm 

as a child?  
• Is there a process in your family to introduce the children to the family firm as 

a potential career option?  
• At what point in the succession process are you? 
• How were you welcomed and perceived when you started in your position?  
• What are the rules? 
• What are your current topics?  
• What challenges and conflicts do you experience? And how do you cope with these? 
• What should the process look like? 
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• With whom do you talk about your experiences? 
• Are you satisfied with the process? 
• Was there an internal conflict in starting at the family firm?  

Intention to join the family business: 

• When did you join the business?  
• Why did you decide to pursue a career in a family firm?  
• How did you feel with the change from your previous workplace to your role at the 

family firm?  
•  

Self-image as successor 

• What does it mean for you to be a successor? 
• How do you see yourself as a successor? 
• How did you legitimize yourself?  
• Where do you see yourself in 5 years? In which role? 

 

Role of the incumbent  

• How would you describe the role of your father/mother? 
• How would you describe your father/mother as an entrepreneur? 
• How is it to work with your father/mother? 
• Can your father/mother let go? 
• How strongly does your father/mother define themselves through the company?  

 

Role of other family members 

• What role do your father/mother and your siblings play? 
• What role does your partner play? 

 
Are there any additional aspects you would like to talk about? 

 
 
b) Incumbent-related questions 

Personal background 

• What is your educational background?  
 

Succession 

• How was your own succession? 
o How did you legitimize yourself?  
o What have you tried to do differently? 

• When did you decide to hand over the business?  
o How was the decision-making process?  
o Did you have many conversations with the family? 

• Have you developed a plan for succession? 
o How did you inform the employees about the arrival of your child? 
o Are there specific rules? 
o Have you got a date in mind for when you want to get out?  
o How do you prepare for the exit? 
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• What role and tasks do you give your successor? 
• What is it like for you to work with your child? 
• How do you rate the succession to your son (1-7)? 

 

Socialization 

• Is there a process in your family to introduce the children to the family firm as a 
potential career option?  

• How did you prepare your successor? 
• When did you first bring your child into the company? 
• When did you start talking to your child about the company and your role? 

 
Role of other family members 

• Do other family members play a role in the succession? 
• What role does your spouse play? 

o Does she help to mediate between you two?  
 
Are there any additional aspects you would like to talk about? 
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