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Executive	Summary	 
 
 
Today’s world is more than ever concerned with the ‘sustainability’ of means and resources. 

Sustainable entrepreneurship literature attempts to provide an answer to issues of 

sustainability, by linking entrepreneurship with the improvement of individual, local and 

global socioeconomic conditions.  

 

In this project, our aim was to contribute to research and practice through a closer look on 

the dynamics that enable small family businesses in rural cooperatives to engage in 

sustainable entrepreneurship. 

 

Our study had two objectives:  

 

• To shed light on the way family members in business act entrepreneurially within the 

institutions of firm, Cooperative, and Community, and  

• Explain how such behaviours lead to sustainable entrepreneurship. 

 

In this project we focus on sustainable entrepreneurship by families in business in rural 

communities. Our focus was the economic and non-economic gains that are developed as an 

outcome of collective entrepreneurial action. This study relies on a qualitative enquiry into 

cooperatives composed of family firms. This article reveals that sustainable entrepreneurship, 

in the context of cooperatives composed of family firms, revolves around a long and continued 

process focusing on the family firm, a cooperative institution and the community.   

 

  

 
  



The	background	to	the	project	(literature	search)	
 
 
Sustainable entrepreneurship  
 
Sustainable entrepreneurship is increasingly becoming a relevant subject of study. 

Shepherd and Patzelt (2011) argue that further research on this field should consider 

is multidisciplinary nature and should focus on a dual feature: what needs to be 

sustained (e.g. nature, environment, and communities) and what needs to be 

developed (e.g. economic gains, non-economic gains for individuals and society). 

Connecting both features is only possible through entrepreneurial action which calls 

for attention into the core features of entrepreneurship. In this study we concentrate 

on communities as what needs to be sustained and on economic and non-economic 

gain as what is developed. To connect both we concentrate on family firms as context 

where entrepreneurship is deeply embedded in dynamics related to family (Howorth, 

Jackson, & Discua Cruz, 2014) and the association to the rural communities where they 

dwell (Alsos, Carter, & Ljunggren, 2011).  

 

Shepherd and Patzelt (2011: 139), suggests that communities are “a complex web of 

relationships between a set of individuals who share values, norms, meanings, history, 

and identity”. Such web of relationships underlines culture, groups, and places as what 

makes communities important to be sustained. Culture refers to the way things are 

done (Schein, 1990), groups relate to collection of individuals often driven by a 

common purpose and guided by diverse relational dynamics (Oh, Chung, & Labianca, 

2004), and place refers not only to the physical location but to the way people 

experience and relate to a location through diverse narratives (Warnaby & Medway, 

2008). In many towns around the world families are considered crucial for the 

socioeconomic fabric of communities. Some families develop particular cultures that 

allow them to create and develop businesses within their communities (Discua Cruz, 

Hamilton, & Jack, 2012).  

 

Shepherd and Patzelt (2011) highlight that economic gains, an associated feature of 

entrepreneurship, can be developed for individuals and communities. The 



development of economic gains not only has a socioeconomic repercussion for 

business founders and the communities where their ventures are based but also for 

subsequent generations of his/her family (Alsos, Carter, & Ljunggren, 2014). Non-

economic gains that can be developed relate to individual concerns such as child 

survival, life expectancy, education, equity, and equal opportunity. Activities that 

enhance the possibility for such items to increase could to be developed through 

entrepreneurship (Anderson & Jack, 2008). Non-economic gains that can be 

developed for societies include activities that increase trust and support 

socioeconomic relationships within communities. Communities around the world are 

composed by individuals, families and diverse networks which often overlap (Portes, 

1998). A sense of community relates to the diverse interactions, relationships and 

outcomes of such processes over time (Falk & Kilpatrick, 2000). Families are 

considered critical for cohesion, individual human development and a sense of 

community to unfold (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).  

 

Recent studies highlight that sustainable entrepreneurship has to be understood as a 

process. Belz and Binder (2017) highlight that a sustainable entrepreneurship process 

may start either by identifying a social or ecological problem as an opportunity to 

gradually developing a sustainable enterprise or by transforming an existing 

organisation into a context where social issues and concerns are catered for. 

Sustainable entrepreneurship can also be developed over time, building a unique 

sustainable process or service that is hard to compete with and is positioned to create 

both economic and non-economic gains. By engaging in entrepreneurship, individuals 

met the demand of diverse stakeholders, which are groups or individuals that affect 

or are affected by a firm’s activities (Freeman, Harrison, Wicks, Parmar, & Colle, 2010). 

Schaltegger & Wagner (2011: 231) highlight that sustainable entrepreneurship, when 

compared to other views is in essence the realization of innovations aimed at diverse 

markets, providing benefit to the larger part of society. This occurs as entrepreneurs, 

and their families, by creating and developing firms within communities also play an 

important role in society and politics as the product, processes and innovations they 

create are the result of a constructive interaction of business, political and social 

leaders.  



 

Family firms  

 

There is growing recognition of the prevalence of family firms and their importance to 

economies throughout the world. A high percentage of entrepreneurs found their 

businesses in the form of family firms, and, for many more, families are an important 

source of resources, especially human capital (Aldrich & Cliff, 2003). It is estimated 

that, in most countries, family firms represent two- thirds or more of all businesses 

and contribute significantly to the economy of almost every country (Howorth, Rose, 

Hamilton, & Westhead, 2010; IFERA, 2003). Family firms, considered the oldest and 

most predominant business form around the world, highlight the relevance of 

sustainability for both the firm and their communities (Delmas & Gergaud, 2014; 

Stafford, Duncan, Dane, & Winter, 1999). To date, family business has reached a 

tipping point as a research field (Craig, Moores, Howorth, & Poutziouris, 2009). Whilst 

there is no widely accepted definition, studies have detected that family firms differ 

from otherwise similar organizations in the intertwinement between family and 

business dynamics (Chua, Chrisman, & Sharma, 1999). A family firm can be loosely 

defined as firm where a family owns enough of the equity to be able to exert control 

over strategy and is involved in top management positions (Howorth, Rose, Hamilton, 

& Westhead, 2010). Such broad definition suggest that the way entrepreneurial 

dynamics as well as engagement with a community is linked to family members 

involved in top management positions over time. We suspect that such influence will 

concern sustainable entrepreneurship across generations.  

 

Family firms are relevant for sustainable entrepreneurship as entrepreneurship, and 

thus entrepreneurial action, is inextricably linked to family (Howorth et al., 2014). 

Families can be crucial breeding grounds for enterprise and new businesses, provide 

crucial resources and leverage relationships within communities to start and develop 

their businesses over time, very much the “oxygen that feeds the fire of 

entrepreneurship” (Rogoff & Heck, 2003). Many smaller firms find it difficult to 

disentangle the firm from the family and there is an intertwining of family and 

business motivations, resources and dreams (Hamilton, 2006). Family firms are 



especially interesting for sustainable entrepreneurship than other types of firms 

because they are influenced by family, social and emotional factors, as well as 

economic ones (Craig & Moores, 2006). The continuity of a family business can achieve 

developmental gains for several individuals within a family through providing a legacy 

which in turn can contribute to the wider society overtime (Hammond, Pearson, & 

Holt, 2016). Yet, despite them being the dominant business form, family firms are 

often overlooked in empirical studies and absent in theory development (Astrachan, 

2010).  

 

There are several reasons to focus on family firms to advance our understanding of 

sustainable entrepreneurship. First, family firms are, by nature, complicated by 

dynamics within the owning family members, which not only affect business 

performance but also business growth, change and transitioning over time (Olson et 

al., 2003: 642). In family firms, ownership, management and succession are addressed 

in a family context, which influences the initiative to engage in sustainability practices 

(Olson et al., 2003). Sustainability will revolve around the practices that work towards 

the long term benefit of a family firm’s stakeholders, including philanthropy, the 

broader community and include, among others, employee welfare, environment 

friendly products, and fair dealings with customers and suppliers (Le Breton-Miller & 

Miller, 2016).  

 

Second, researchers suggests that family firms engage in the development of 

sustainable practices linked to an intention of family continuity and the desire to leave 

a healthy organisation for future generations (Delmas & Gergaud, 2014). Sustainability 

relates to founders and incumbents committing to practices and policies that cater for 

a positive and long term relationship with the wider community. Findings suggest that 

the way such engagement differentiates from other firms over time is based on 

diverse underlying motivations and objectives (Fletcher, 2002; Westhead & Howorth, 

2007). Prior work by Olson et al., (2003) presented a model of sustainability in family 

firms that illustrates the intricate relationship between a family and business system. 

Items such as resources and constraints, processes and achievement in both systems 

impact on items such as transactional disruptions consequently in the resources 



committed to address such disruptions, which ultimately feed into the sustainability 

of family firms. Such commitment may translate into committing time and resources 

(e.g. financial or human) to nurture long term relationships within the firm and with 

the wider community (Fitzgerald, Haynes, Schrank, & Danes, 2010).  

 

Finally, the sustainability of family firms and hence their relationship with 

communities is linked with entrepreneurial action (Howorth et al., 2014). Carter et al., 

(2017) hint that families within communities engaged in economic activities are 

deeply intertwined with other families and the socioeconomic development of their 

communities. The relevance of families within communities for sustainable 

entrepreneurship acknowledges the distribution of economic wealth fairly between 

existing generations as well as future generations (economic equity) as well as the 

economic welfare of future generations being taken into account in a firm’s decisions 

and operations (intergenerational equity). Families in business located within 

communities may set their objectives to cater for more than just their immediate 

household and incorporate aspects that address the concern of their immediate 

community (Young & Tilley, 2006).  

 

More recently, Le Breton-Miller & Miller (2016) look into diverse aspects of 

sustainability in family firms as contingencies. Such perspectives include positive 

aspects that characterize the family business such as stewardship, family values, long-

run orientation and managerial agency costs, as well as perspectives relating to 

conflict, socio-emotional wealth, and principal–principal agency. They advocate that 

family values and educational backgrounds, governance arrangements, organizational 

factors, and environmental forces all may have important mediating roles to play. 

Family firm features may bring both positive and negative influences into a sustainable 

entrepreneurship process. They propose numerous moderating contingencies that 

may help to classify family firms in terms of sustainability and call to explore unique 

arrangement of family firms in different contexts. The long term orientation of family 

firms can influence the exploration and exploitation of opportunities that can have an 

impact on communities and value creating activities (Lumpkin & Brigham, 2011) yet 

how it happens remains elusive.  



 

Recent studies highlight the relevance of sustainable entrepreneurship in the context 

of family firms. Woodfield, Woods, & Shepherd (2017) argue that family firms can be 

referred to as “socially constructed valuable communities” due to their contribution 

to the economy and the entrepreneurial legacy that can have an influence into the 

wider community. Hamilton et al (2017) suggest that the long term nature of families 

in business can be understood not only around individual family members s but also 

on how the family firm entrepreneurial action is socially constructed through the 

multiple narratives of members of a family in business. Prior works encourage further 

research into the impact of context in FBs and vice versa to understand sustainability 

in family firms (Sharma & Sharma, 2011). Cultural aspects may highlight a variety of 

motives and approaches behind families in business engaging in sustainable practices 

(Gupta & Levenburg, 2010). Moreover, in the study of family firms, the relevance of 

context is unequivocal (Wright, Chrisman, Chua, & Steier, 2014) - contextual 

dimensions may be crucial to understand the way any family enterprise remains 

sustainable over time yet further empirical work is needed.  

 

The Rural context  

 

As family firms are ubiquitous, they exist and survive in diverse contexts. In this study, 

we focus on the rural context. Rural means a distinctive type of locality and relates to 

a social construction (Halfacree, 1993). Rurality may be defined in terms of the level 

of population density, the rate of population loss or gain, settlement size, local 

economic structure and landscape and thus can be related to factors such as the 

physical environment and the dynamics of social and economic structures 

(Stathopoulou, Psaltopoulos, & Skuras, 2004). Rural places have “location-specific 

advantages” in the form of the material, social and cultural amenities, which may 

result from the natural, social, cultural and historical elements that have accumulated 

over time. These amenities are unique because they are place-specific and no place is 

made up of the same mix of resources, thus offering distinctive opportunities for 

entrepreneurship (Korsgaard, Müller, & Wittorff Tanvig, 2015). 

 



Several studies highlight that family firms are predominant in the rural context 

(Backman & Palmberg, 2015). Family firms and the families behind them are integral 

to the survival of rural communities (Fitzgerald et al., 2010). An important dimension 

of entrepreneurship in family business in the rural context is social dynamics (Carter, 

Tagg, & Dimitratos, 2004). As families act as economic bedrock of communities, they 

are also in the intersection of diverse networks (Seaman, 2015). Brewton et al., (2010) 

found that rural and urban family firm resilience can be understood through social 

capital. Jack & Anderson (2002) suggest that in rural context ‘embeddedness’ shapes 

and sustains business over time. Social capital reveals the connection between diverse 

members of families in business in sustaining rural communities (McKeever, Anderson, 

& Jack, 2014) and how such embeddedness influences their entrepreneurial action. 

Because social capital is often more readily available in rural communities than urban 

communities, it is not surprising that social capital attributes significantly contributed 

to rural, but not urban, firm resilience. More recently, Bird and Wennberg (2014) 

indicate that family firms are strongly embedded in the regional community, as 

evidenced by the strong relationships between family start-ups and community 

attitudes as well as pre-existing small family firms. A focus on relational aspects calls 

for attention into collective approaches to entrepreneurship, which is dealt in the next 

section.  

 

Collective approaches  

 

The previous discussion suggests that sustainable entrepreneurship may involve more 

than single entrepreneurs. Shepherd and Pazelt (2011) highlight that sustainable 

entrepreneurship calls for a multidisciplinary approach and underscore that 

individuals or collection of individuals can engage in diverse priorities related to 

environmental issues and the influence of financial and non-financial 7  

 



aspects. Focusing on such aspects calls to consider the defining features of 

entrepreneurship. Shane & Venkataraman (2000 :218) state that the 

entrepreneurship fields involves “…the study of sources of opportunities; the 

processes of discovery, evaluation, and exploitation of opportunities; and the set of 

individuals who discover, evaluate, and exploit them”. Such view highlights the 

importance of looking beyond single individuals within communities and their 

influence in economic and non-economic gains. Sustainable entrepreneurship calls for 

understanding motives behind entrepreneurial processes beyond individuals (Jolink & 

Niesten, 2015).  

 

Shepherd and Patzelt highlight the concept introduced by Peredo and Chrisman (2006) 

of community-based enterprise – which brings forward the need to understand 

organizational contexts where individuals forming a community may engage and act 

collectively in entrepreneurship. A community enterprise is “typically rooted in 

community culture, natural and social capital are integral and inseparable from 

economic considerations” (Peredo & Chrisman, 2006: 309). Such concept suggests 

that, in different regions around the world, we can expect to find community members, 

including members of families in business, engaging collectively in entrepreneurship 

to sustain their communities and develop both economic and non-economic gains. In 

family firms, the reality is that entrepreneurship is much less about the heroic 

individual seeking out opportunities that others cannot see (Ogbor, 2000) and more 

often about entrepreneurs founding and developing their enterprises along with other 

family or non-family members (Discua Cruz, Hadjielias, & Howorth, 2017). Discua Cruz 

et al. (2017) highlight that to understand collective entrepreneurial action we need to 

look into contexts where several families in business operate and engage in the 

creation and development of firms. Whilst the literature on sustainable 

entrepreneurship has claimed a favorable role for the socially and environmentally 

concerned entrepreneur in communities, the focus on family firms and in particular, 

cooperatives formed by family firms has been limited. 

 

 

 



Cooperatives of family firms  

 

To advance understanding, this study focuses on cooperatives composed of family 

firms. A cooperative is broadly defined by the international cooperative alliance (ICA, 

1995) as “an autonomous association of persons united voluntarily to meet their 

common economic, social and cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly owned 

and democratically controlled enterprise. . . ” Hussi, Murphy, Lindberg, & Brenneman 

(1993) argue that the generally accepted principles of a cooperative business are: 

open and voluntary membership, democratic control, limited interest on share capital, 

the promotion of member education and equitable distribution of economic gains (to 

the extent they are distributed) based on the volume of member’s business with the 

cooperative.  

 

Cooperatives, as member-owned and controlled enterprises play an important role in 

developing the socio-economic status of their members and local communities 

(Birchall, 2004). Yet little is known about the how and why cooperatives influence 

sustainable entrepreneurship. A study by Hadjielias and Poutziouris (2015) sheds light 

on the dynamics underpinning the entrepreneurial cooperation between family firms 

within a broader cooperative context. Family members from diverse family firms come 

together to exchange ideas and negotiate actions, which subsequently translate into 

corporate entrepreneurial outcomes at the level of the Cooperative organisation. 

Collectivism is apparent in the interactions between family members from diverse 

family firms. Conditions of trust, altruism, collective thinking, stewardship, friendship, 

and family values congruence are necessary for the emergence and maintenance of 

cooperative relations between family business members from constituent 

Cooperative-based family firms. Yet further insight is needed to understand how 

family members in cooperatives act entrepreneurially and how such behaviours lead 

to sustainable entrepreneurship.  

 
 
 
 
 



Methodology	employed	to	pursue	the	aims	and	objectives	
 
To achieve objectives set this study draws on a qualitative approach in 

entrepreneurship (Neergaard & Leitch, 2015), particularly in family firms (Reay & 

Zhang, 2014). We draw on an “embedded” multiple case study research (Eisenhardt, 

1989; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Leppäaho, Plakoyiannaki, & Dimitratos, 2016), 

collecting data from two rural cooperatives composed of small family businesses: A 

retail cooperative in Cyprus (referred to as “Alpha Cooperative”) and a coffee 

production and distribution cooperative in Honduras (referred to as “Omega 

Cooperative”). The study includes data from four (4) small rural family firms from the 

Cypriot Cooperative and four (4) small rural family firms from the Honduran 

cooperative.  

 

The two cooperative organisations (Alpha & Omega) were purposively chosen since 

they maintain a record of value creation initiatives (e.g. own-brand labels, new ways 

of marketing, IT infrastructures, new processes, new markets for sourcing raw 

materials, etc.), which influence positively the rural communities in which constituent 

firms are embedded. The chosen cooperatives offer an appropriate context to explore 

and understand sustainable entrepreneurship.  

 

Data were collected using a combination of in-depth interviews, observations, and 

document study, covering a period of ten months (Oct 2016 to July 2017). Multiple 

units of analysis are considered (Yin, 2008): family members-in-business (as 

individuals and team), the family business, the controlling family, the Cooperative 

association, and the rural community/ies influenced by the Cooperative. As we 

wanted to attain an in-depth understanding of what is going on, then we were 

interested in the accounts of multiple participants (Hamilton, Discua Cruz, & Jack, 

2017; Vaara, Sonenshein, & Boje, 2016). Participating organizations and interviewees 

were selected using purposive sampling. The chosen participants are diverse to allow 

comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon (Yin, 2008).  

 



The interviewees included mostly family members involved in business, as well as 

non-family members who could elaborate on the behaviours of the family firm. 

Actors at the level of the Cooperative administration (e.g. General manager of the 

Cooperative), and rural community stakeholders (e.g. mayors, members of 

community council) were also interviewed to obtain a rounded understanding of the 

practices of the family in business across the institutions of family firm, Cooperative, 

and community.  

Contributors/respondents	to	the	research	 
 

The contributors were participants from family businesses in the two cooperatives 

(Alpha & Omega). Interviews were carried out with 13 individuals within the Cypriot 

Cooperative and 13 individuals within the Honduran Cooperative. Additional data via 

observations and document study were obtained to allow triangulation of the findings. 

An inductive logic was employed to collect and analyse data. Insight emerges in an 

inductive fashion, allowing the data to talk and giving much space for the 

“unexpected”. The coding process drew on inductive codes to shed light on emergent 

themes and relationships between concepts. Methods consistent with within and 

cross-case analyses are employed (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007).  

 

Findings	
 
 

Due to space restrictions, the following findings are discussed based on data from 

participants in both cooperatives. These findings relate to collective entrepreneurial 

actions, family engagement, and community engagement. Due to the large amount of 

data gathered, we use excerpts from cooperative participants sparsely.  

 

Collective Entrepreneurial Actions at the nexus of three institutions: the centrality of 

family-in-business  

 

Members of families in business interviewed elaborated on their role at the crossroads 

of three institutions: firm, Cooperative, and community. The data suggests that family 



members’ behavior and interactions within these institutions were conducive to the 

introduction of new initiatives, which would lead to institutional renewal. Such 

behavior would be underpinned by a collective logic, meaning that family members 

would join their forces with others to pursue entrepreneurial initiatives, which were 

essential to the growth of firm, cooperative, and community.   

 

For example, Periklis, owner-manager of Petra Store (Alpha) mentioned: “Our family 

is in a privileged position to contribute to different situations. We do things for our firm, 

we contribute to developments taking place at the Cooperative, alongside other 

owners from other member supermarkets. The community is another sphere of 

contribution. Our family is extending its support to the community in any possible way”.  

Carlos from Café One (Omega) suggested, we have been in this business (coffee) for 

three generations, our family knows how to grow and sell coffee, when we got into the 

cooperative we were also looking into how our family connects with others not only 

families that produce the same as us (coffee) but with whom we cooperate in a formal 

way,… we have been doing this for a long period of time, as families” 

 

The evidence provided by participants in both cooperatives shows that new initiatives 

at the level of the family business would stem from the joined actions between family 

members involved in the business. Participating family businesses were embedded in 

respective rural communities, where family members had active role in community 

running and development. As it was articulated by several interviewees, community 

members and family members from respective family businesses would often co-

create in the form of philanthropic events, community social spaces, and in sustaining 

community clubs and committees. Family members outside the business would also 

have a contribution in community entrepreneurial endeavors. Moreover, family 

members in business would also co-create value for their firm with the support of 

external parties associated with the Alpha and Omega cooperative in which they were 

organizational members.   

 

The critical role of the family in sustaining the institution of community was also 

articulated by community stakeholders being interviewed. Tassos from Xylouri Store 



(Alpha) elaborated on the role of his family in sustaining the community’s cultural 

group: “The cultural group of the village, whatever they do I help them, from cooking 

kebabs to donating money. Now my son Kritonas is starting to get involved in this 

cultural club. My daughter for the last 15 years dances in cultural events run by this 

club. My daughter and my wife occupy important roles in planning and running cultural 

activities for the community, such as theatrical and dancing events”. Guille from Arsas 

Café (Omega) suggested “… we live close to each other, our communities are growing, 

how can we forget about them, our families are part of these communities, we support 

community activities…. my wife is now teaching some handcrafting at the local school 

were our kids attend and I support local contests, it is what we do”  

 

Motives underpinning Family Engagement in Collective Entrepreneurship 

 

Motives underpinning collective entrepreneurial behaviours at the nexus of firm, 

cooperative, and community were found.  Two motives were prevalent in both 

cooperatives. First a motive related to ‘continuity & sustainability’, where family 

members would strive to sustain the institutional domains of their interactions and 

joint actions. The second item is a reciprocity based motive framed around “giving 

back”, which was supported by altruism on behalf of family members to join forces 

(between them and with other stakeholders) to help others.  

 

First, interviewed family members elaborated on their embeddedness in the 

institutions of firm and community, which were essential spheres of family 

belongingness and engagement across the generations. This was attributed to the 

idiosyncratic context of the present study where participating businesses were 

established in the rural community in which the owning family historically belonged. 

Because of this embeddedness, family members were underpinned by an overarching 

motive to continue and sustain the institutions in which they have been socializing, 

acting, and interacting over their lifetime.  

   

A motive for continuity and sustainability appeared to be critical for the engagement 

of family members in collective entrepreneurial actions. Entrepreneurship was 



appreciated by family members as a practice through which they would act as good 

stewards, and thus to contribute to the sustainability of the key institutions of firm, 

cooperative, and community.  For example, Leandros, in-law from Chrio Store (Alpha) 

echoed the needed collectivism for family continuity: “We realise that we need to 

work together as a team within the business, if it is to make the right choices leading 

to its profitability”. Marcia, successor of Café One (Omega), expressed the the 

following “if we do not act as a family, together, in producing our products and working 

with others to have greater power and also greater impact for our community, our 

livelihoods will disappear, I, as a member of the next generation am committed to 

make this Cooperative work and am training in producing better coffee to achieve this”  

 

“Giving Back” 

 

As a consequence of their increased embeddedness in the institutions of firm, 

cooperative and community, family members would also be incentivized to “give back” 

to the institutional domains in which they have been socializing, acting, and 

interacting. Family members’ collective entrepreneurial behaviours were an extension 

of a motive of “giving back”. The findings shed light on a “giving back” motive within 

the family business, which was bringing family members close to one another to seize 

new opportunities in their business as a team. As an extension of their appreciation of 

the benefits they have gained whilst being employed in the family business, family 

members would come to realize the need to give back to the firm something of value. 

The findings suggest that this motive was manifested into collective entrepreneurial 

actions between family members. They would join their forces to help their firm to 

renew and grow further, which was something that was greatly valued at the firm level.  

 

A sense of “giving back” was also apparent in the entrepreneurial endeavours 

between family and community. The findings illustrate that family members would 

often desire to support, and often lead, community initiatives as part of a need to give 

back something to their community. In the Cooperative sphere, family members from 

different firms would strive to support fellow family owners in their endeavours to 

implement new initiatives through a motive of “giving back”. Family members with 



membership rights in the Cooperative would come to realise that they need to pursue 

a healthy exchange of ideas, discussions, and synergetic efforts with others to be able 

to mutually develop and advance. A number of interviewees mentioned instances 

where best practices from one firm would be shared with other family owners who 

would pursue similar initiatives.      

 

The section that follows expands on the dynamics and outcomes underpinned by the 

motives of “continuity” and “giving back”. Emphasis is placed on behaviours allowing 

family members to embark on collective entrepreneurial actions, as well as on 

outcomes relevant to the sustainability of the institutions in which such behaviours 

were invoked.  

 

Analytical	discussion	of	the	implications	of	the	findings		
 
Findings show that cooperatives composed of families in business create value, which 

is generated and appropriated through economic and social action. institutional 

sustainability is not explained entirely by an economic logic. The interplay between 

value creation within and value appropriation across diverse institutions allows both 

economic and social value to be nurtured and thrive as part of the continuity and 

sustainability of family, cooperative and community. Institutional sustainability can be 

understood as a balance between economic and social value which is generated within 

and appropriated across the institutions of family firm, cooperative, and community. 

 

Family members and the collective actions they led within and across these diverse 

institutions were critical in achieving this balance and thus fulfilling the motives of 

institutional continuity and “giving back”.  

 
The findings feed a model (figure 1), which provides a novel way to understand 

sustainable entrepreneurship, where family members in business are catalysts of 

entrepreneurship across multiple institutions and across generations. Sustainable 

entrepreneurship in our study rests at the intersection of three institutions and in the 

presence of collective actions led by family members in business. A complex 



relationship is unveiled underpinned by practices of simultaneous value creation and 

value appropriation where family members occupy a central role. Being actors across 

the three institutions, family members engage in value creating and value 

appropriating practices simultaneously, and thus allowing a value generating within 

and value sharing across diverse institutions. Synergistic collaborations within and 

between families-in-business, and between families and community stakeholders 

enable the construction of and sustainable balance between economic and social of 

value at the levels of the family business, the cooperative association and their 

immediate communities. 

 

Concluding	comments	regarding	how	the	aims	and	objectives	were	met	and	
limitations	or	challenges	encountered	
 
 

Our work helps re-conceptualise sustainable entrepreneurship as a contextually 

bounded practice, moving alongside a number of interconnected institutional spheres 

where family members in business play a central role (Figure 1). Dynamic 

understandings of sustainable entrepreneurship are yet to be sufficiently conveyed 

(Belz and Binder, 2017; Kibler, Fink, Lang, & Muñoz, 2015; Shepherd and Patzelt, 2011) 

and this an area that the present study contributes to. It offers a process perspective 

of sustainable entrepreneurship, which is currently scarce (Belz and Binder, 2017), by 

shedding light on motives triggering behaviours, and practices within which specific 

behaviours are enacted to generate and sustain economic and social value.  

 

Our process perspective of sustainable entrepreneurship explains interactions at 

different organizational levels. Enacting entrepreneurship within the interconnected 

institutions of firm, Cooperative, and Community, family members in business 

generate sustainable value which spans micro-level organizational practices to explain 

gains at the level of the broader community. We also identified that further studies 

that shed light on the dynamics that enable value creation at multiple interlinked 

institutional levels, mapping this way the passage from micro to macro-level gains, 

which has been largely unanswered by sustainable entrepreneurship scholars (Kibler, 

Fink, Lang, & Muñoz, 2015) are needed.  



Figure 1 Family firm cooperative dynamics in the context of sustainable entrepreneurship 



 

Further	research	opportunities	the	study	has	highlighted	
 
 

Further research opportunities relate to working with the extensive amount of data 

to delve further into: The complex dynamics of cooperatives of family based 

cooperatives (Hadjielias and Poutziouris, 2015), entrepreneurial stewardship (Discua 

Cruz et al., 2013), entrepreneurial cultures at the cooperative level (Discua Cruz et al., 

2012), understanding the narratives behind families in business (Hamilton et al. 2017) 

as well as the intricacies of entrepreneurial opportunity in the context of families in 

business (Roscoe et al., 2013).  

 

Our study’s findings call for future research, which would explore further the dynamics 

of family embeddedness in the contexts of firm, cooperative and community. Future 

work needs to delve beyond entrepreneurial outcomes, to shed light on complex 

entrepreneurial dynamics taking place within context. To this end, more insights need 

to be gained on the processes, interactions, learning, and sense-making taking place 

whilst family members participate and attempt to contribute entrepreneurially in 

contexts where firm-cooperative-community closely overlap.  

 

Further studies in other countries (Gupta and Levenburg, 2010) where cooperatives 

comprised of family firms exist may support, challenge or expand the findings of this 

study. In doing so, further insights will contribute to our understanding of the 

dynamics leading to sustainable entrepreneurship.  

 

The present study aims offers a conceptual model which depicts the dynamics of and 

contextual boundedness of family member engagement in sustainable 

entrepreneurship. This will feed future quantitative work, which can use large 

quantitative surveys to test the applicability of the proposed theoretical model within 

similar contexts or even to simplify this model further to make in generalizable across 

national borders.   



A	discussion	of	any	policy	and	practice	implications	
 
Our work can be potentially useful to a number of stakeholders, being directly or 

indirectly relevant to Cooperative organisations and family businesses. Essential 

practical and policy implications, include:  

 

• Practical implications: Family members need to realise their role and 

contribution to institutional domains beyond the family business. Essentially, 

the sustainability of family businesses is connected with the sustainability of 

the broader institutions or organisations in which the family business is 

embedded, such as Cooperatives/ Associations and local communities. 

Entrepreneurial rigour in all relevant institutions in which the family is 

embedded may be essential for the longevity of the family business.  

 

• Education: Educating/training family members in business (through supply-

side policies) for nurturing entrepreneurial orientations and inter-firm co-

operation. Such schemes can build awareness on the importance of 

entrepreneurship in firm-sustainability, and also on the role of family members 

as ‘entrepreneurial actors’ beyond their immediate firm. It can also educate 

on the importance of inter-firm cooperation and the creation of 

‘entrepreneurial’ cooperatives. The relationship between firm-cooperative-

community needs to be explicit in such an awareness-building training 

programme. This may be a way forward for countries aspiring to produce 

robust entrepreneurial ecosystems, which are conductive to sustainability at 

multiple domains (firm-level, social-level, and economic-level).  

 

• Policy implications: new policies are needed, which can encourage the 

creation of cooperative alliances amongst rural family businesses, which is a 

combination that can favour sustainable development. Relevant policies can 

be coupled with funded schemes, which can fund the creation of new 

cooperatives, whilst offering mentoring and training support to nurture 

entrepreneurial mind-sets within such cooperatives.     



 

Once our results are published, we shall approach country-level and local policy 

institutions as well as Cooperative stakeholders to present our outcomes. We will 

build awareness on the following ‘sustainability’ pillars, which can be looked both in 

isolation to one another but also in conjunction (the latter, could be essential when 

aspiring to establish sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems):  

 

Pillar 1: Sustainability of family businesses  

Pillar 2: Sustainability of Cooperatives  

Pillar 3: Sustainability of local communities and economies  

 

A	final	comment	regarding	how	the	research	has	engaged	with	or	
demonstrated	knowledge	exchange	and	transfer	
 
The work has been presented to leading members of cooperatives in Cyprus and 

Honduras, allowing members of the cooperatives to be part of the research process 

and allow to present visually the complex yet relevant dynamics within cooperatives 

composed of family firms. Cooperative members expressed their interest in receiving 

further information and knowledge about how family businesses (ALPHA) work and 

advise on how they can continue strengthening their relationships as families in 

business (OMEGA). 

 

Specific	outcomes	including	existing	publications,	work	in	progress	and	
future	dissemination	plans.		
 
Dissemination:  

Proceedings from this work have been presented at the following conferences and 

workshops:  

 

• Academy of Management Journal (AMJ) Paper and Idea Development 

workshop, 2017 “ New ways of Seeing”, 6-7 April, Lancaster University 

 

• ISBE conference 2017, paper presentation Belfast 



 

Work in progress and dissemination plans: 

The team is currently working on a more thorough analysis of the findings across the 

two cooperative contexts (Alpha and Omega), aiming to submit papers for highly 

calibre research conferences and top academic journals in the field of business and 

management.  

 

Our plans include paper submission in the following conferences over the next few 

months:  

• AOM conference, 10-14 August 2018, Chicago, USA 

• EIASM workshop on family enterprise research, 17-19 May 2018, Cyprus 

• SMS conference, 22-25 Sep 2018, Paris, France 

 

Our work in progress and feedback received from conference participation will allow 

developing the paper for submission to the ‘Academy of Management Journal’ (AMJ) 

by December 2018. AMJ is the leading empirical research journal in the field of 

business and management, with a 7.417 impact factor.  
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