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‘New generations live 
in a different world  

than the older ones. 
Precisely for that 

reason, family values 
need to be regularly 
reassessed against 
the times we live in’



 1 Family values are a key factor in the performance 

of family businesses. Within the company, they 

strengthen the company’s identity, and, by exten-

sion, the commitment and loyalty of the employees. 

Outside the company they improve the social 

capital of customers, suppliers and the community.

 2 At the same time, values are highly vulnerable 

and can disintegrate over the generations. It is 

therefore important to handle the transfer of 

values with care

 3 There are two ways of transferring values, 

related to the age of the company: a direct trans-

fer from the older generation to its immediate 

successors and a subsequent transfer where the 

values are reassessed against the times.

 4 Many family businesses owe their values to  

a dominant family member from a previous  

generation who left a clear mark on the business 

– this member is referred to as a ‘prototype’.

 5 Transfers of the first type occur in a variety of 

ways: reminiscing on the ‘prototype’; revealing 

customs and aspirations typical of the family; 

demonstrating to the younger generation how 

the family values are expressed; and recording 

the values in a document.

 6 The process of updating and reassessing 

the values to adapt to the changing times – the 

second type of transfer – also takes on a number 

of different forms. New generations reinterpret 

statements and behaviours of the prototype; va- 

lues recorded in previous times are re-examined, 

and several generations hold in-depth discussions 

about the meaning of the family values.

 7 An important aspect when establishing, reas-

sessing and transferring company values is that 

the family must examine actual behaviour and 

the decisions made in the family business over 

the years: these have an impact on the underlying 

values. 

3

SUMMARY

The Erasmus Centre For Family Business (ECFB) conducted an  
international study into the process of transfer of values at 15 large  
family businesses. The main findings of this study are presented below.

‘Family values merit care and maintenance’

  The 7 main conclusions  
of the ‘Study into the transfer 
of values in family-owned 
            businesses

Study into the transfer of values in family-owned businesses



Family businesses; 
transfer of values and 
improved performance

Why do family businesses perform better? There are two contributing 
factors: 1) Family businesses tend to employ people who identify strongly 

with the business; and 2) Family businesses are rich in social capital, 
i.e. strong relationships with customers, suppliers and the communities 

in which they operate.

Correlation 
between 
social 
capital and 
performance

MOTIVATED EMPLOYEES; STRONG RELATIONSHIPS

There are two ways of passing on family values: between the old generations and the early 
successors, and between the early successors and later successors. In the first case, the values 
are passed on more or less directly, while in the second case they are modified and reassessed.

Family values are a key factor in the performance of family businesses. Within 
the company they strengthen its identity, and outside the company they 
improve the social capital of customers, suppliers and the community. 

How does this work exactly?

The strong internal employee identification and rich social capital are, 
in turn, rooted in strong family values

STRONG VALUES, STRONG BUSINESS
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Family businesses outperform 
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on average than 
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The profitability of 
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Family businesses are known for their value-driven 

nature. Their image tends to be one of reliability and  

dependability, and they operate based on a long-term 

perspective. The family and the business tend to be 

closely intertwined – this means that values pre-

valent in the family (“Our family has been doing it 
this way for years”) have a way of spilling into the 

business. Even more so than with ‘regular’ businesses, 

the values constitute an anchoring point, both for 

people’s own families and business and for anyone 

connected to the company. Everyone knows – or, at 

least, should know – what the company represents 

and what can be expected of it. One factor which is at 

least as important for family businesses is continuity: 

the legacy needs to be passed along. This is true not 

only for the stock owned in the company or the 

management, but also for the family values, as these 

tend to be foundational to the success. Strong values 

help to build a strong company, making it all the more 

important to successfully pass these values along.

About the study
So how does the process of transferring family 

values from one generation to the next actually 

work? And what can family businesses learn 

from other types of businesses in this process? 

The Erasmus Centre for Family Business, affiliated 

with Erasmus University Rotterdam, set out to 

investigate this. The researchers conducted 

between two and eight interviews with 15 large 

family businesses in the Netherlands and else-

where (with annual revenues ranging from € 20 

million to € 2 billion) and combined these with 

observations made over an extended period of 

time. Based on these interviews and observations, 

the researchers developed a model for the transfer 

of values, which we briefly discuss in this publi-

cation. Based on this model we compiled a list of 

best practices for other businesses to draw on.

Strong family values help create strong businesses. Yet at the same time the 
vulnerability of these values makes it important to handle them with care. 

Why is the  
transfer of values 

so important?

BACKGROUND Study into the transfer of values in family-owned businesses
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1.1 What are values?
The term ‘family values’ is not easy to define. 

Many family businesses take pride in their family  

values and their ‘intangible heritage’, but they 

tend to have a hard time defining what exactly this 

means. In their interviews with family businesses, 

the researchers defined the term ‘values’ as a 

tendency to make specific choices which remained 

consistent over an extended period of time and 

in changing circumstances. In less academic terms, 

this means that you can establish a company’s 

values by looking at the behaviour of and within 

a company over a number of years and multiple 

generations. What decisions have the management 

and the family made, and what were the underlying 

considerations? These are clear and measurable 

reflections from which to deduce the underlying 

values. If the history of a family business shows, 

for example, that profits have always been in-

vested in a sensible and prudent way, with an eye 

on the long term, ‘stewardship’ could be an 

important value for this business.

1.2 What makes values so important? 
Values cannot really be assessed in monetary 

terms: they are not marketable and are not 

business assets which pay off automatically. Yet 

previous research has indicated that possessing 

strong family values can indirectly contribute 

significantly to the performance of family busi-

nesses. In order to gain a better understanding 

of how this works, we need to complete a number 

of steps.

For one, a multi-year study conducted among 

European companies concluded that family-

owned businesses generally perform better 

financially than businesses without any family 

input. III IV V VI In fact, these differences are sub-

stantial: the financial value of family busines-

ses is, on average, 7 percent higher than that 

of their non-family counterparts. When it comes 

to profitability, this ‘family premium’ even in- 

creases to 16 percent. It is worth noting that this 

‘profitability premium’ occurs mainly in busines-

ses with active input from family members, with 

one family member serving as CEO or chairman 

of the supervisory board. III IV V VI These are organi- 

sations which can instantly be identified as family 

businesses, and which can rely on personal 

relationships with the management if necessary. 

Related research has shown that these types of 

performance differences between family busines-

ses and other companies are also prevalent in 

the Netherlands. X

‘Values are not 
business assets  

which pay off 
automatically’

BACKGROUND Study into the transfer of values in family-owned businesses
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Two central mechanisms 
This then raises the question as to what factors 

contribute to this superior performance.

Academic research has shown that family values 

play a key role in this process. XI XII There are two 

central mechanisms at play here. First, the 

identity of a family business hinges on strong 

family values. Values help to guide the internal 

organisation and provide answers to important 

questions such as: who are we as a company, how 

do we operate, and what values and principles 

do we represent? Prior studies have shown that 

having a strong company identity helps employ-

ees to align their individual goals with those of 

the organisation, and that they are therefore more 

dedicated to the company XIII Through stronger 

employee identification, family values therefore 

contribute to the performance bonus collected 

by Dutch and other European family businesses.

 

Secondly, family values help in building social 

capital among all stakeholders involved in an 

organisation, including its customers and sup-

pliers and the community in which the family 

business operates. XIV Improved social capital 

does not only contribute to the ‘licence to operate’, 

but also provides specific benefits such as grea-

ter confidence and trust among suppliers and 

greater loyalty among customers. XV XVI These 

benefits of social capital subsequently help to 

explain the higher financial value and profitability 

of family businesses. XVII XVIII Various studies have 

also shown that the social capital of a family 

business relies on the genuine compliance with 

family values. XIX Both mechanisms – identity 

and social capital – therefore make it worthwhile 

from a financial point of view to have strong 

family values resonate in the family business. 

‘Values provide 
answers to key 

questions such as: 
what does our 

company represent, 
how do we operate, 

and what are our 
values and 
principles?’

BACKGROUND Study into the transfer of values in family-owned businesses
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Strong yet vulnerable 
It turns out that family values are as vulnerable 

as they are strong. This is true on several levels: 

organisations which are negligent in transferring 

their values will end up abandoning those values 

during generational change, essentially losing 

their compass in the process. When new leaders 

of a company start exhibiting behaviour which 

conflicts with the family values, they will end up 

being whittled down and ultimately abandoned 

altogether. It may also happen that the environ-

ment of the family business changes so drama-

tically that it clashes with the original family 

values. Alternatively, the company might wind 

up in a situation (for example as a result of an 

acquisition, competition, or internal or external 

conflicts), which causes the family values to be 

compromised. Business succession makes this 

process even more fraught with risk. New gene-

rations live in a different world than the previous 

ones and have a different attitude to life. Since 

this does not necessarily align with the original 

family values, the transfer of values is a process 

which merits time and attention.

‘Organisations which are 
negligent when it comes  
to transferring their 

values, will end up 
abandoning those values 

during generational change,  
losing their compass  

in the process’

BACKGROUND Study into the transfer of values in family-owned businesses
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RESEARCH RESULTS

The 15 participating family businesses all 

cover at least two generations, with the oldest 

spanning as many as 15 generations. The 

model created is based on the assumption of 

three types of generations: the ‘prototypical 

generation’, which usually includes the founders  

or the original employees. The next category 

is referred to as the ‘early successors’, the 

generation that takes over from the founding 

generation, and the ‘later successors’. We have  

noted different ways of value transfer between  

these three types of generations. The patterns 

which researchers identified in this transfer of 

values appear to be repeated from generation 

to generation. While this does not mean that 

the model can be applied to any family business  

at any moment in time, it does indicate that 

many family businesses transfer their values 

in similar ways. 

Between generations:  
two ways of transferring values
The prototypical generation, which embedded 

the family values into the family businesses, has  

a different way of communicating these values 

than the early successors, who have their own 

style. In the first case, the original values remain  

largely intact, while in the second case it is 

often inevitable for the values to be transformed  

and adapted to time or the circumstances. How 

do these processes operate?

2.1 (Early) transfer of values: four ways
The transfer of values between the prototypical 

generation and the early successive generation 

occurs in four typical ways (with families 

choosing which of these methods they wish  

to prioritise):

Based on multiple in-depth interviews with 15 leading family  
businesses, the researchers created a model which shows how  
these businesses transfer their family values to subsequent 
generations. 

   A model for 
transferring values

Study into the transfer of values in family-owned businesses
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1. Storytelling

Some families explicitly engage in storytelling  

about a central figure from the family’s history: a  

prototype for the family business who embodies  

the family values. This could be the company’s 

founder or another prominent figure.

Example: a large family business the founders 
of which were originally engaged in the fisheries  
sector. When the two brothers who founded 
the company saw that fishing would no longer 
be possible in the long term due to external 
conditions, they decided to switch industries 
and began selling cheese. 
Their company ended up growing into a success-
ful business with millions in revenues. Today, 
the family business remains steeped in stories 
about the entrepreneurial spirit of the bothers. 
The family value ‘entrepreneurship’ is essen-
tially embodied by its prototype: the two brothers.

2. Family customs

A second way in which values can be trans-

ferred is when family members define those 

typical family values, and – especially – how 

these can be clearly observable in the behaviour  

of the business. 

What are the typical family customs? Even 

seemingly trivial matters can take on great 

significance in this regard.

A large family business operating in the  
logistics industry prides itself on the fact that 
they are meticulous in everything they do – 
and this extends into their home life as well. 
The family therefore sets itself apart not only 

RESEARCH RESULTS

‘Some families 
explicitly engage in  
storytelling about  
a central figure from 
the family’s history 

who  embodies the 
family’s values’
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from its less organised competitors, but also 
from companies that have a way of playing 
fast and loose with rules and regulations. 
‘Law and order’ is a key family value in this 
case, and this value is visible not only in how the  
premises are kept spotless or the immaculate 
appearance of the employees, but also in terms  
of honouring commitments and complying 
with the law. 

3. Through personal experience

A third way in which the prototypical genera-

tion transfers values is by ensuring that the 

successive generation acquires experience 

with the family values on a day-to-day basis. 

This is possible in the family business, by 

abiding by the values both within the business  

and elsewhere, in another organisation, or by 

acquiring defining experiences through, for 

example, volunteer work or other personal 

challenges.  

A large family business with Catholic family 
values lets all members of the successive  
generation make a pilgrimage. This requires 
perseverance, modesty and self-reflection. In  
so doing, the current generation indirectly 
communicates the values the family represents.

4. Documenting and embedding

A fourth method of transferring family values 

is by recording the values once they have been  

described. This might include, for example,  

a document or charter intended for multiple 

generations. 

A large company operating in the manufac-
turing industry, for example, has drafted a 
family charter which carefully documents 
what strict requirements family members must  
satisfy if they wish to join the family business.  
These requirements include: a university 
degree, extensive work experience at another 
company, a high score in an independent 
assessment and inspired ideas about how the 
company might create added value. This is 
how family values such as ‘strong work ethic’ 
and ‘strong professional development and 
performance’ are permanently embedded into 
the family business.

“Precisely in order  
to establish a link 

between the past, 
present and future, 

it is important for for 
two or more 

generations to be 
involved in establishing 

and communicating 
the values’

Study into the transfer of values in family-owned businesses
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2.2 Transformation of original values: 
four ways
In this second form of transferring values, 

between an early and a later successive gene-

ration, the prototypical family values are adapted  

and transformed. This may be necessary because  

the environment in which the company operates  

has changed or because the original values no 

longer suit the scale or business model of the 

family business. There remains a clear link to 

the past, but the employees have their eyes 

firmly fixed on the future. In particular, these 

businesses are attempting to find a balance 

between honouring family traditions and pre-

paring the family’s intangible heritage for the 

future. This form of transformative prototyping  

also occurs in four ways. 

1. Choosing values and qualities together

The first way is for both generations to review the  

prototypes from the family’s history together.

They then make a strict selection of the values 

and qualities of that generation, in order to 

determine which of these values and qualities 

might still be useful to the family business in the 

future, and in what form.

Example: a successful family business has 
cherished the family values ‘pro-activeness’ 
and ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ for many generations.  
These values were shared in the form of old- 
fashioned adages (‘Nothing ventured, nothing 
gained’), which no longer appealed to the younger  
generation. After an intensive reassessment 

process, the prototypical values were reformu-
lated in language which also appeals to the 
later successive generation.

2. Transforming together

A second way is that family businesses in this 

process ensure the presence of multiple gene-

rations. To be able to link the past, present and 

future, it is important for two or more generations  

to be involved in establishing and transferring 

the values.

Example: an innovative family business engaged  
in the manufacturing and marketing of nutritional  
supplements cites ‘harmonious relationships’ 
as a key family value. During the most recent 
business transfer, the business management 
laid the foundation for a change in the business 
model in line with this family value. The outgoing  
and incoming CEOs chose to share an office with  
each other for five months, during which time 
they set in motion a somewhat high-stakes 
transformation. The company decided to abandon  
the low end of the market and start focusing on 
a smaller, higher-quality niche, since the central  
family value was better able to flourish in this 
context.

3. ‘Walk the talk’

A third way is for family businesses to take a 

critical look at the family’s intangible heritage 

and to allow this to resonate to a point when 

the company is faced with new dilemmas. 

Families then need to answer the following 

RESEARCH RESULTS Study into the transfer of values in family-owned businesses
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question: what does the family really represent,  

and how do prototypical values inform new 

decisions? This is essentially a case of ‘walk 

the talk’: talking about values is a good thing, 

but is this actually reflected in the behaviour?

Example: a medium-sized construction company  
that operates at the local level saw a reduction 
in the amount of work during the recent economic  
crisis. For the first time in four generations, 
employees were asked to take a pay cut. Since 
‘solidarity’ is one of the leading values of this 
family, the family-run management decided to 
cut their own wages substantially as well, so 
as to ‘share the pain’ with their staff.

4. Intermediate reassessment

The fourth way is for family businesses to review  

the previously documented business values 

and amend them in light of the changing cir-

cumstances and experiences acquired – a 

re-codification of sorts. 

Example: a leading company operating in the 
beverage industry was one of the first companies  
in the Netherlands to become aware of its special  
status as a family business. One of the ways in 
which they expressed this was by drafting a 
family charter some years ago. But the business  
has undergone a number of radical changes 
since: it ended up developing new brands, 
launched a joint venture with competitors, 
bought out several family stakes, and appointed  
a CEO from outside the family. These changes 
regularly raise the question as to what tone of 
voice is right for the current times and the com-
pany as it is today. The company is therefore 
considering a second re-codification of its values  
in the family charter. 

This resulted in a clear cyclical model with 

recognisable patterns along which families 

transfer their family values in the context of the 

family business. The next chapter explains what  

other family businesses can do on a day-to-day 

basis to apply the lessons learned.

‘Families need to 
answer the question: 
what values and 
principles do we 
really represent, 
en hoe geven and 

how do prototypical 
values inform new 

decisions?’

RESEARCH RESULTS Study into the transfer of values in family-owned businesses
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Family businesses; 
transfer of values and 
improved performance

Why do family businesses perform better? There are two contributing 
factors: 1) Family businesses tend to employ people who identify strongly 

with the business; and 2) Family businesses are rich in social capital, 
i.e. strong relationships with customers, suppliers and the communities 

in which they operate.
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BEST PRACTICES FOR HELP EN INSPIRATION

Study into the transfer of values at family-owned businesses. There are 
several ways in which family businesses can establish and transfer their 
values, none of which are superior to any of the others. However, there 
are a number of best practices that can certainly be of help and provide 
inspiration – these are outlined below.

Seven tips for finding 
and transferring the  
appropriate values

Study into the transfer of values in family-owned businesses

 1 The prototype is vital 

The role of the ‘prototype’ in establishing and 

transferring values cannot be overestimated. 

This founding template in the company’s history  

embodies the values of the family business. 

Note, however, that this need not necessarily 

be one person: it can also be a pair, or even an 

entire generation. The most important thing is 

that it is completely clear what they represent 

and why this is (or was) so important for the 

company. Businesses should therefore explicitly  

refer to the prototypical generation and keep 

their ideas alive in the company. One way of 

doing this is through storytelling: by giving 

the prototype pride of place in the company 

(e.g. in the visual identity, or by using portraits 

or other visual representations on the company’s  

premises), by writing a book or producing a 

film about the company’s history, or by giving 

the prototype a prominent place during offsite 

sessions or strategy meetings.

 2 Make sure the values are clear and specific

Try to make the family values as explicit as 

possible through the use of keywords, state-

ments of principles, or even a design language. 

Articulating values and expressing them in 

language can be difficult, but once the values 

have been established it becomes easier to 

communicate about them between the genera-

tions. Articulating the values also makes it 

easier to assess specific decisions against the 
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BEST PRACTICES FOR HELP EN INSPIRATION

‘The majority of  
families present  
a maximum of  

three core values’

family’s core values. The clearer and more  

specific the values, the easier it becomes to 

give them a prominent place in the company. 

 3 Examining behaviour

Families looking to identify and establish 

family values should start by observing specific  

behaviours and choices the company has 

made in the past when one or more family 

values were being compromised. Do not fall 

into the trap of showcasing values which have  

been created mainly for marketing reasons: 

catchphrases and so on which might appeal 

to consumers but which do not otherwise affect  

behaviour within the company will not genuinely  

contribute to strengthening the company’s 

identity or improve its social capital. Family 

values are not PR tools, and if the values are 

not reflected in the choices and decisions made  

by the company, they will only end up being a 

liability. Use the behaviour witnessed in the 

company as the main guideline. 

 4 Less is more

Restrict the number of family values. Our study  

shows that the vast majority of families present  

a maximum of three core values. Do not un- 

necessarily complicate things by compiling a 

long list, not least because some of the lower- 

profile values become more vulnerable once 

they are compromised. The majority of values 

should be simple, obvious, recognisable and 

human. Example: ‘Christian stewardship’, 

‘Frugality’, ‘Treating everyone with respect’.

 

 5 Invest!

Values are fragile and are not established on 

a daily basis. It is therefore important to invest  

time and emotional energy in the process in 

order to identify and articulate them. Schedule  

meetings to discuss the values with the entire  

family – that is, all the generations involved 

– and enlist the service of (an) external con-

sultant(s) if necessary.

Be sure to ask external stakeholders such as 

customers and suppliers for input. Once the 

values have been established and all parties 

concerned are satisfied, keep reiterating 

them and discussing them. Bear in mind that 

family values will only really start adding value  

once they have been implemented within the 

family business. Family values may serve as a 

compass, for example, for the family’s ownership  

strategy and HR policy; what requirements 
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‘Family values
really only 

become ‘alive’ 
after they have been 

translated into  
specific desired 

behaviour for 
employees and 

managers’

Study into the transfer of values in family-owned businesses

must the employees satisfy (i.e. competencies 

and skills), what do we need to focus on when  

evaluating employees’ performance, and so on. 

Family values really only become ‘alive’ after 

they have been translated into specific desired 

behaviour for employees and managers.

 6 Documentation helps, but is not essential

Codification – recording information in writing –  

can be a useful tool, but it is not an absolute 

necessity. The most important thing is for the 

family members to discuss the family values 

together, what they signify and how they 

resonate within the company. Having a physical  

document such as a family charter (which can 

also be a ‘living’ document which can be 

amended over time) can prove to be a useful 

tool in this context. 

 7 Be flexible

Allow yourself some degree of flexibility in the  

process of establishing and communicating 

values. While this study reveals certain recurrent  

patterns, it is not set in stone and should by 

no means be regarded as a final word on trans- 

ferring family values. No two companies are 

the same, and no two companies adopt the same  

approach when it comes to transferring these 

values. The most important thing is for families to  

become aware of their values and not shy away  

from the effort and emotional investment associa-

ted with the transfer of values. The format used  

for this transfer is of secondary importance.  

 



ABOUT THE STUDY

The findings of this study were culled from 

qualitative research into 15 leading family 

businesses in the Netherlands and the United  

States (ranging from second-generation to 

fifteenth-generation businesses) with annual 

revenues in the € 20 million to € 2 billion range.  

The most prevalent organisational structures 

are consortiums formed by siblings or cousins,  

although our sample also included other owner- 

ship structures and forms of governance. 

Several active generations are involved in 

virtually all of these businesses. The companies  

included in the study operate in the following  

sectors and industries: food and nutritional 

supplements, animal feed, alcoholic beverages, 

offshore drilling, manufacturing (OEMs and 

suppliers), homebuilding and non-residential 

construction, and road construction.

A total of two to eight interviews were con-

ducted at each company (always with several 

different generations), plus several informal 

interactions. Each of these family businesses 

was also monitored by the researchers over an  

extended period of time, and business publi-

cations and publicly available sources were 

also incorporated into the study. The researchers  

used an established but open-ended interview  

protocol. With a few exceptions, all interviews  

were recorded and transcribed, and subse-

quently analysed using a specialised software  

application called NVivo. In order to ensure 

objectivity of observation and analysis, two 

researchers were involved in each analysis 

and in the process of preparing the final  

research model.

Additional information
With both BDO and Rabobank counting a  

large number of family businesses among 

their clientele, we are aware of the issues  

that concern these businesses based on both 

knowledge and experience. 

We liaise closely with our clients and inform 

them which services and specialists would 

best serve them. For further information, 

please contact:

Joost Vat, MSc, MFSME
BDO Partner

Organisation/Consultancy/Family Businesses 

Division

Tel: +31 (0)30 284 99 60

joost.vat@bdo.nl

Mirelle Pennings, MSc
Director, Corporate Clients Netherlands,  

Rabobank

Tel: +31 (0)30 712 30 25

mirelle.pennings@rabobank.com

 

Prof. Pursey Heugens
Erasmus Centre for Family Business, Rotterdam

School of Management, Erasmus University

Tel: +31 (0)10 408 20 05

pheugens@rsm.nl

www.rsm.nl/people/pursey-heugens 
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‘Strong family 
values help create 
strong businesses. 
Yet at the same time the 

vulnerability of these 
values makes it important  
to handle them with care.’
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