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suppor t to one another in this "old bat t leground" (Levinson, 1983). Each 
of these issues is discussed below. 

Linking Theory and Practice Through Action Science. T h e ex 
post facto "crea t ion" of research can be minimized to the extent that 
researchers combine theory and practice implicat ions as is indicated by 
an action-oriented, or "act ion science" (Argyris, P u t n a m , and Smith, 
1985), approach. An act ion scientist is in effect "a practi t ioner, an inter-
ventionist seeking to he lp client systems" by m a k i n g theory "relevant to 
ac t ion" (pp. 37, 45). T h e value of applying this perspective in family 
business studies lies in its core message: knowledge should not be l imited 
to its theoretical implicat ions bu t to the practical value of that theory. 
Similarly, practical findings have implications for "theories in use" (Argy-
ris and Schon, 1974; Kaplan, 1964). Wha t this perspective suggests is that 
it is possible for the researcher/consultant to concurrently consider the 
theoretical and practical implicat ions of his or her consultancy when 
theory and practice are tightly coupled. 

T h u s the relevant use of act ion science in the study of the family 
business is based in the adop t ion of a practical stance. T h i s implies that 
research quest ions be framed to consider the practical as well as the 
purely descriptive nature of family business issues and relat ionships. It 
does not mean having to give u p a commitment to self-scrutiny associated 
wi th subconscious processes; in fact, it is critical that the interventionist 
be well versed in family dynamics. (Family systems and therapy expertise 
has been critical to the progression of the field over the last decade.) It 
does mean supplement ing this knowledge wi th a secondary commi tment 
to considering the quest ion "So what?" 

An example, contrast ing two studies (one act ion oriented and other 
not), is necessary to exemplify the value of an action-oriented perspective. 
T h e first study, conducted in the early 1980s by Goffee and Scase (1985), 
looked at the use of control mechanisms on professional managers in 
owner-director enterprises in the bu i ld ing industry. Wha t is evident is 
that theory and practice were not tightly coupled in this study, and their 
f indings reflected this poin t . They concluded that managers work ing in 
owner-directed firms have minor control or jurisdict ion in their jobs. 
Goffee and Scase also suggest that further empirical investigation is nec-
essary in order to "achieve detailed insight in to processes of manager ia l 
cont ro l" (p. 67) and to h ighl ight the differences between owner-managed 
and other forms of organization. While the action-based impl icat ions of 
their f indings are few, the value of their work lies in its descriptive 
offering. 

In contrast, Dyer's (1986) analysis of family firm cul ture meshes 
descriptive analysis wi th normat ive implicat ions for change. T h e impl i -
cations of Dyer's findings span theory and practice. Specifically, he devel-
ops a prel iminary framework of cultural configurat ions of the family, 
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firm, and board and then uses this framework to develop a series of 
condit ions in each of these arenas that typify successful and less successful 
t ransi t ions. Dyer's theory is therefore relevant to action, since it can used 
to diagnose business heal th or culturally based problems. 

Given that family businesses stand to benefit from practical research 
in this area, an action or ientat ion to research is recommended, when 
appropr ia te . It is no t prescribed that act ion research should replace 
descriptive studies; rather, it is suggested that researchers try to th ink in 
terms of the pract ical impl ica t ions of their f indings. T h r o u g h these 
a t tempts , the l inkages between theory a n d reality are likely to be 
strengthened. 

Using Teams of Individuals as Consultants/Researchers. A team of 
researchers can be part icularly useful in family business research, given 
the complexity of family business issues (such as succession) that often 
require expertise from a range of disciplines, inc lud ing organizat ional 
development, law, accounting, and family therapy. While it may be easier 
for one person to "get a foot in the door," teams are particularly useful 
when members have distinct areas of expertise or familiarity wi th diverse 
issues or experiences. For example, a study of cross-gender succession 
dyads (father-daughter, mother-son) may be best carried ou t by two indi-
viduals of different sexes. 

T h e benefits of us ing a team process to collect and analyze data are 
well documented; team research can increase the rigor and depth of the 
findings. "Teammates can he lp b r ing out points missed, add points they 
have r u n across in their own coding and data collection, and cross check 
his [sic] po in t s " (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, pp . 107-108). Teams can also 
examine how the research environment elicits a range of personal, psy-
chological, and physiological responses that complement those of the 
clients. Reinharz (1979) explains h o w the research is an "experiential 
analysis" when the researcher's personal experiences in conduct ing the 
research add a new dimension to the analysis. And when there is a re-
search team, 

each member can experientially analyze the "same" set of events and 
coordinate the analysis around the same issues. Although still an approx-
imation of the live world, such a composite is richer than the single 
analysis of any one member. The closest approximation is the composite 
rather than the common denominator [p. 366]. 

Also, a research team can reinforce and suppor t itself internally as it 
faces the difficulties inherent in enter ing the family business system. 
Levinson (1983) explains how "careful diagnostic assessment is required 
lest the consul tant [or researcher] find himself or herself entangled in a 
complex network of alliances and host i l i t ies" (p. 79). It is t h rough sup-
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port and mu tua l exchange a round these emot ional struggles that the 
strength and learning for the team will be heightened. And in hostile 
settings, if a scapegoat is sought, it is more likely to be an individual 
than a team of researchers. 

However, teamwork is no t always appropr ia te and does have draw-
backs. Organizat ional entry—a sensitive issue for members of privately 
owned family firms—can be threatened by the use of a team. Family 
business members may permi t a sole researcher access to information and 
employees m u c h more readily than a team. Also, when the work involves 
personal consul ta t ion and self-reflective techniques for the founder 
(Kaplan, 1987) or career p l a n n i n g for next-generation family members, 
an individual approach is recommended. 

Also, g r o u p research or consul ta t ion requires some knowledge of the 
role of g roup and in tergroup dynamics. Members need to be aware that 
groups "have a life of their o w n , " develop th rough stages, and are likely 
to encounter issues associated wi th authority, intimacy, and conflict. In 
addi t ion, there is the tendency for researchers to exhibit parallel processes 
manifested as similar affects, behaviors, or cogni t ions with the system 
under study (Alderfer, 1986). T h u s members of the research team can 
become scapegoats owing to unacknowledged difficulties o r ig ina t ing in 
the team or when the team assimilates and acts out dynamics that parallel 
those wi th in the organization. 

G r o u p interaction therefore requires special awareness that the needs 
of the g roup can complicate the relat ion of the g roup to the research. For 
example, interpersonal suppor t wi th in the team and the suppor t of the 
group ' s ideas can become confused. For example, in Reinharz 's (1979) 
research of the effects of bombings by Arab terrorists on a small Israeli 
town, the team provided security and team members thus experienced 
fears similar to those of the Israelis being studied. Reinharz found that 
suppor t of the people in the g roup tended to carry over and promote 
g roup th ink , or conformity a r o u n d ideas, wh ich resulted in "pressure to 
homogenize the project members ' disparate views" (p. 289). T h u s even 
though the interpersonal emot ional support provided by the team can be 
valuable for those involved in family business research, it is impor tan t 
that this m u t u a l reinforcement be l imited to the team members ' feelings 
toward the environment and prevented from "homogeniz ing" the actual 
data being collected. 

T h e appropriateness of a team approach and the composi t ion of the 
g r o u p should be decided based on the needs of the research project. If, 
for example, the methodology relies on in-depth clinical interviews, then 
the direct involvement and development of rappor t wi th members of the 
client system will be critical considerations (Berg and Smith, 1985). Given 
the u n i q u e na ture of the family business system—in that access in to the 
business involves access into the family—individuals or team members 
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familiar wi th such systems are highly recommended. Individuals involved 
in family firms often are more comfortable and wil l ing to share informa-
t ion when they perceive that the researcher has personally worked in or 
wi th these organizations. 

Beckhard recommends that researchers be competent in three specific 
areas. First, because the researcher is deal ing wi th complex interdepend-
ent systems, he or she should have "systems knowledge, systems skills 
and a systems poin t of view" (cited in Lansberg, 1983a, p . 38). Second, 
the researcher should be familiar wi th family systems—how members of 
families interact and structure their re la t ionships wi th one another. 
Finally, t ra in ing in clinical methods of s tudying social systems helps 
considerably when under tak ing research in a family business. Berg and 
Smi th (1985) characterize research as cl inical if it has the fol lowing 
characteristics: 

(1) Direct involvement with and/or observation of human beings or social 
systems; (2) commitment to a process of self-scrutiny by the researcher as 
he or she conducts the research; (3) willingness to change theory or 
method in response to the research experience during the research itself; 
(4) description of social systems that is dense or thick and favors depth 
over breadth in any single undertaking; and (5) participation in a social 
system being studied, under the assumption that much of the information 
of interest is only accessible to or reportable by its members [p. 25]. 

If a team approach is not feasible, a viable alternative is to create a 
workable " t eam" apar t from the research that will serve as a sounding 
board. T h i s is similar in function to a dissertation committee, ideally 
provid ing both informat ion and support . Those w h o offer consul t ing 
services to family firms could benefit by shar ing wi th others as well. One 
way is th rough assembling a team of action scientists that on a regular 
basis exchange experiences in organizations. Locally based study groups 
associated wi th the Family Fi rm Inst i tute and local chapters of the Orga-
nizat ional Development Network are possible avenues for br idg ing the 
gap between individual and team research. 

Broadening the Range of Research Methods 

A final recommendat ion is based on the need to broaden the range of 
research methods used to collect and analyze data. T h e n o r m has been to 
l imit data collection and analysis methods to those that are convenient 
and available. T h e result has been the overuse of a l imited case study, or 
"caselette," methodology based on surveys and in-depth interviews. These 
caselettes have been useful in demonst ra t ing the extensive range of situa-
t ions that can present themselves given the dynamics of the over lapping 
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family and firm. However, wha t is required are studies that use other 
methods or combine methods such as surveys, interviews, par t ic ipant 
observation, archival data, and quasi-experiments. T h r o u g h mul t ip le 
methods of inquiry, the depth and quality of the analysis will be height-
ened. T h e use of several methods allows for the t r iangula t ion of these 
different data sources (Fielding and Fielding, 1986) so as to "bolster . . . 
weak spots and provide intelligence to evaluate threats to validity" (Webb, 
Campbel l , Schwartz, and Grove, 1981, p . 81). 

For example, Dyer in his 1984 study combined interviews, par t ic ipant 
observation, and archival data, which together informed his analysis of 
the cul tural evolution of a family firm. Dyer comments: 

Over fifty formal and informal interviews were conducted with Brown's 
top management, clerical workers, and factory workers. The length of the 
interviews varied from one hour to four hours. . . . All Brown family 
members associated with the business were also interviewed. . . . To com-
plement the interview data, I was fortunate to find a wealth of archival 
data that had been kept by company executives. I discovered that most of 
these records were kept in a large company vault. . . . [Finally], during 
the four weeks that were spent on site I observed operations and partici-
pated in meetings with Brown employees (mostly managers) to discuss 
aspects of the company culture [pp. 27-30]. 

Various methods of analysis can be incorporated for m u c h the same 
reason. In particular, since the family business represents a complex inter-
mesh ing of different uni ts , analysis based on each of these as well as on 
their interactions is critical. A useful approach to accomplish this goal 
involves th inking in terms of mult iple levels of analysis, or double descrip-
tions. According to Smith (1985), this widens the lens th rough which 
one views the world 

by shifting the level of analysis from the entities A and B to the entity of 
the A-B interaction. [Therefore] we are forced to draw new boundaries 
that generate different patterns of similarity and difference, demanding in 
turn different types of descriptions. . . . [In other words] the extra descrip-
tion does force upon us a tension without which we could easily become 
locked into a single reified interpretation [p. 137]. 

For family business study, it is therefore impor tan t to th ink in terms 
of (1) the individuals (both family and nonfamily) involved in the family 
and business, (2) the formal and informal groups (for example, upper 
management and the family members in upper management respectively) 
as well as subgroups (such as siblings or in-laws), and (3) the interper-
sonal and in tergroup relations resul t ing from interaction of the family 
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and the firm. Integral to this approach is the generat ion of alternative 
hypotheses, or "mul t ip le f raming." Given the complexities of the system, 
rarely is one explanat ion of a p h e n o m e n o n adequate, as Smith (1985) 
notes: "Blot an event into a singular frame and all we have is one descrip-
t i on" (pp. 139-140). By framing the item in mul t ip le ways, there is the 
possibility of numerous descriptions. 

For example , in expla in ing the reasons why various family members 
have not gone into their family business, Jonovic (1982) suggests that 
these individuals (1) find it difficult to work wi th family members, (2) 
have other interests they wish to pursue, or (3) do not consider work ing 
in the family business to be exci t ing enough. Nelton (1983) adds addi-
t ional hypotheses that include the difficulty some heirs have wi th inher-
i t ing money as well as their desire for independence. In s tudying why 
individuals jo in the family business, more data could be collected later to 
check the condi t ions under which each hypothesis held true. By generat-
ing alternative hypotheses or explanat ions, the value of the data takes on 
expanded mean ing and increased validity for theorists and practi t ioners. 

Summary 

T h i s paper has analyzed five methodological issues applicable to the 
study of the family business. These issues relate to the definition of the 
field, the repor t ing on process, the ability to use self-scrutiny, the im-
portance of act ion and team research, and the broadening of research 
methods. Recommendat ions have been made on addressing each of these 
issues, and where possible, examples have been given of studies that 
could serve as models for future research. Finally, the impl icat ions of 
these recommendat ions have been presented. 

At tent ion to the recommendat ions in these five areas is impor tan t to 
the development of the field of family business studies. By confront ing 
the ambigui ty of definit ion, theorists will have a better sense of the 
m e a n i n g and applicabil i ty of their results. By repor t ing on the research 
and by consider ing personal biases, researchers will be able to learn 
from one another , as well as to chal lenge ideas, methods , and concepts. 
By us ing team-based studies where appropr ia te , the emphasis and expec-
tat ions on the consul tant as expert will be shifted to the g roup . T h r o u g h 
act ion-oriented research, a focus on data-based impl ica t ions for theory 
and practice will be facilitated. Finally, by b roaden ing the range of 
methods , the validity and reliability of results will be enhanced. In 
conclus ion, it is the combined use of these suggested methodological 
considerations that will prove beneficial for the growth and development 
of family business research as an area wi th u n i q u e theoretical and 
pract ical impl icat ions . 
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