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Typologies of familial space in family firms

Evans Korang Adjei 

ABSTRACT
Over the years, family business and regional science scholars have developed an interest in exploring and 
understanding the relationship between the two research fields, typically, on how they influence each 
other. In this article, we build on the family business and the regional context to question and explore 
how family firms are locally embedded. We argue that the importance of local embeddedness of 
family firms cannot be fully understood without untangling how and what family firms are locally 
embedded in. Drawing on the relational spatial ontology and familial factors, and within the regional 
development framework, we propose typologies of family firms’ relational spaces, thereafter, familial 
spaces – cognitive familial space, institutional familial space, social familial space, organisational 
familial space and clientele/communal familial space. Where we define familial spaces as the relational 
networks of varied functional relationships enabled by familial factors at the disposal of family firms 
to explore. Based on a multidisciplinary perspective, we offer a specification of familial space and 
explore how the regional context and family governance system can influence the familial spaces. We 
maintain that family firms whose resources and productive activities are anchored in specific local 
places, and who themselves are locally attached, may be more likely than any other organisational 
type to influence familial spaces to influence their (non) economic goals. We propose suggestions for 
future research.
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1. FINDING THE CONNECTION: FAMILY FIRM RESEARCH AND 
REGIONAL SCIENCE

Over the years, family business1 scholars have sought ways to describe how family firms are 
different from other forms of business organisations (e.g., Andersson et al., 2018; Chang 
et al., 2022; Pearson et al., 2008), arguing that family firms’ uniqueness is as a result of 
family involvement (e.g., Basco, 2013; Chrisman et al., 2005), which gave rise to the 
term ‘familiness’, first introduced by Habbershon and Williams (1999), describing it as 
the idiosyncratic bundle of resource and capabilities as a result of family and firm inter
actions (Habbershon et al., 2003). Familiness was introduced as a source of competitive 
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advantage for family firms. Subsequently, advancing the argument on family firms’ 
uniqueness, family business scholars with interdisciplinary backgrounds posit from how 
family firms are strongly embedded in the local context (Amato et al., 2021; Amato & 
Patuelli, 2023; Backman & Palmberg, 2015; Basco, 2015; Bau et al., 2019; Bird & Wenn
berg, 2014) than non-family firms; hence, are more likely to benefit from spatial 
embeddedness.

This narrative has increased the interest of both scholars and policymakers in the link 
between family firms and the regional economy or local embeddedness (Adjei et al., 2025; 
Backman & Palmberg, 2015; Basco, 2024; Bird & Wennberg, 2014; Stough et al., 2015) 
with the introduction of the term ‘regional/spatial familiness’ (Basco, 2015; Basco & Suwala, 
2021, 2020), describing family firms’ distinctive bundle of resource and capabilities as a result 
of family involvement and embeddedness in social, economic and productive structures within 
the spatial context. Locally embedded family firms are more positioned to exploit proximity 
dimensions as territorial competitive advantage (Basco, 2015) because they can create particu
lar economic, social and emotional connections within their local socioeconomic milieus 
(Boschma, 2005). Moreover, inherent in this local embeddedness is a diverse set of networks, 
relationships and proximities giving family firms a sense of local belongingness (Basco, 2015; 
Bau et al., 2019; Capello, 2002) and competitive advantage, something similar to the 
interpretation of space as ‘diversified-relational’ in regional science (Capello, 2009). The 
lack of nuance in what (spatial) actually the family and family firm are locally embedded in 
remains an underexplored territory in the literature that requires immediate attention (similar 
arguments by Hess, 2004; Oinas, 1997; Pike et al., 2000, on who and in what does one get 
embedded?).

Given the above gap, which is not a trivial issue, given how locally embedded family 
firms behave (e.g., Backman & Palmberg, 2015; Bau et al., 2019; Bird & Wennberg, 
2014), what we seek to do in this study is to continue and expand the discussion on the 
link between the family firm and the regional context, by exploring how the family firm 
and the regional context interact to co-create different relational spaces (hereafter, familial 
spaces). We define familial spaces as the relational networks of varied functional relationships 
enabled by familial factors (e.g., local market knowledge, strong social capital, local identity 
and attachment, rootedness, trustworthiness) to exploit local social, economic and insti
tutional opportunities. Familial spaces reflect the sense of community of firms and regional 
actors. Five sources or typologies of familial spaces (cognitive familial space (CFS), insti
tutional familial space (IFS), social familial space (SFS), organisational familial space 
(OFS), clientele/communal familial space (CCFS)) are discussed within the broader regional 
development framework – where based on the familial factors, the family and family firm 
interact with regional actors, factors and processes to produce different relational networks.2
We also explore how these familial spaces are influenced by the regional context and family 
firm governance systems. The typologies are to serve as conceptual contribution to help 
understand how family firms are embedded in the regional context. Thus, to bring to the 
fore the different familial spaces can serve as part of the theoretical frame to provoke deeper 
ontological and epistemological enquiries when studying local embeddedness of family firms 
and regional development.

We begin with a brief discussion on the connection between embeddedness and spatial 
ontology in Section 2. In Section 3, we discuss the nature, structure and heterogeneity 
among family firms. The regional development elements and how the interactions between 
these elements and the familial factors can enhance different familial spaces is discussed in Sec
tion 4. In Section 5, we discuss how different regional contexts and family firm governance sys
tems can influence familial spaces and in Section 6, we offer the final remarks, contributions and 
future research directions.
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2. EMBEDDEDNESS AND SPATIAL ONTOLOGY: FINDING THE 
CONNECTION

Embeddedness, a concept widely used in the social sciences was first introduced by the econ
omic anthropologist, Karl Polanyi (1944) and popularised by the economic sociologist, Mark 
Granovetter (1985; 1973). The core argument is that we can only properly understand economic 
activities if they are considered a system of interpersonal relationships and broader social struc
tures (Bau et al., 2019). Economic geographers have over the years used embeddedness as a 
somewhat crude metaphor to study prosperous industrial districts, learning regions and creative 
milieux arguing that the local embeddedness of economic actors leads to an institutional thick
ness believed to be important for economic success (Hess, 2004). Moreover, while the concept 
has gained popularity (applied in many disciplines), it has affected it conceptualisation and 
implementation making it a ‘polyvalent concept’ (Jessop, 2001) or ‘fuzzy and vague concept’ 
(Markusen, 1999; Oinas, 1997; Pike et al., 2000). While the initial confusion about embedd
edness is manifold, including the lack of spatial factor, another important confusion is who/ 
what is being embedded and in what (e.g., Hess, 2004; Oinas, 1997; Pike et al., 2000). 
Going back to the earlier idea of embeddedness, Polanyi (1944) saw the market as socially con
structed and governed and not naturally given, which aligns with Martin’s (1994) argument 
about social relations and economic actions hence, embeddedness is inherently spatial. Viewing 
embeddedness beyond geography to include the relational and networks (Kalantaridis & Bika, 
2006) aligns with relational spatial ontology.

The concept of space has evolved over time from a physically bounded territory container 
(assumed to be internally homogeneous) to a diversified-relational space (Capello, 2009). 
Apart from the assumed homogeneity and diversity in physically bounded and relational 
spaces, Suwala (2021), highlights two main differences between physically bounded space 
and relational space; (1) agents in physically bounded space are characterised as non-existent 
or passive while those in relational space are active and (2) while physically bounded space 
refer to the spatial structures (space-centred), relational space emphasises agency to form 
space (actor-centred). The shift from space as a physical container (macro territorial behav
iour) to spatial relationships between production factors, economic actors and industrial struc
tures (micro territorial behaviour) represents a novel perspective on space and about its 
interaction with localised agents (Bathelt & Gluckler, 2003). Also, the shift from the con
ception of spatial agents as homogeneous to diverse represents the admission of multiple 
and simultaneous spatial interactions among economic agents. Suwala (2021) succinctly argues 
that the constitution of space and spatial interactions is increasingly becoming heterogeneous 
because of the novel opportunities affecting spaces, the changing relations of spaces and the 
increased connectedness of spaces.

Space as relational is based on the idea that economic agents are embedded in ongoing pro
cesses of social relations (Grabher, 1993; Granovetter, 1985; 1973) – making relational space a 
source of economic resource, an independent production factor and a generator of static and 
dynamic advantages for economic agents (Capello, 2009). Other scholars have earlier expressed 
the similar relational dimension of space and local embeddedness.

Lefebvre (1974) argues that space is not a pre-existing or fixed entity, but a social product 
that is constantly produced and reproduced through human activities. He argues that our under
standing of space is shaped by our daily interactions; hence, space is the product of the inter
linkages between our social and economic processes. According to him, space can be 
understood as perceived (how space is experienced and understood – the physical environment 
that can be recognised), conceived (how space is planned and designed – the abstract space in the 
form of maps or text that is continuously negotiated by players like city planners, politicians and 
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civil societies) and lived (the space of everyday life – the everyday interactions with space 
through our daily activities). He calls them the spatial triad.3

Massey (1994, p. 2005) also challenges the traditional notions of space as static and place as 
fixed. She emphasises the dynamic and relational aspects of space and argues that space is not a 
container but shaped by power relations and social dynamics. She emphasises the importance of 
understanding how power operates within space and how it influences social relations and 
inequalities at every geographical scale. Like Lefebvre, Massey views space as a product of social 
relations, constantly being constructed and reconstructed through human interactions. Massey 
discusses space in the context of globalisation and the mobility of capital and theorises space as a 
multiplicity of connections; thus, a complex and dynamic web of connections of diverse actors, 
shaped by various social, economic and cultural forces. Spaces are constantly reconfigured 
through the flows of people, ideas and capital, and are not bounded and homogeneous entities.

From a sociological viewpoint, Löw (2001) argues against the notion that space is a neutral 
setting but posits that spatial is social and social is spatial (Fuller & Löw, 2017), thus, space and 
social co-create each other. Relational spatial theory views space as socially produced (Sunley, 
2009). Over the years, sociologists have tried to understand the social production of space 
beyond the ontology of what space is, but also what socially constructed space does, how it 
shapes and is shaped, and how spatial units and their constituents are affected by having 
been relationally produced. Löw argues that social spaces are produced by systems and structures 
(and vice versa) that are cemented in wealth, gender, status or power dynamics, knowledge, 
organisation and association-based hierarchies (Löw, 2001; Massey, 1994; 2005).

In summary, the shift from the traditional notion of space as a container to a relationally 
constructed entity, shaped by different power relations has its functional, hierarchical, economic 
and social interactions locally embedded into geographical settings (Camagni & Capello, 2009; 
Martin, 1994) – where local actors are engaged in dynamic and heterogeneous relations with 
their environment (Oinas, 1997) that produce power dynamics in ‘relational geometries’.4
Space is regarded as an abstract construction of social relationships with material and physical 
products, and within the socially constructed spaces are a multiplicity of social interactions, con
nections and power dynamics that can either improve and develop them or weaken and destroy 
the capacity of these actors (Capello, 2002; Massey, 1994; Yeung, 2023).

3. FAMILY FIRM

Family firms are the most distinctive and widespread forms of business organisation that exist in 
different sizes, forms and sectors (Amato & Patuelli, 2023; Basco, 2024; Stough et al., 2015). 
Their distinctiveness is also coupled with complexities regarding their origin and definition; as 
Colli (2003, p. 8) puts it, ‘family business is a form of productive organisation whose origin is 
impossible to locate precisely in place or time’. Family firms are unique because they (1) can 
combine different unique resources (Arregle et al., 2007; Bertrand & Schoar, 2006), (2) have 
long-term orientation or patient capital (Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2005), (3) have a great 
deal of ‘familiness’ (Habbershon & Williams, 1999) and (4) have superior capacity to leverage 
local resources and networks because they are firmly rooted in and interdependent with places 
(Amato & Patuelli, 2023; Bird & Wennberg, 2014; Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2005).

Even though the definition of family firm remains elusive (Daspit et al., 2021), family firms 
form the backbone of many economies (Bjuggren et al., 2011; Rivo-López et al., 2022; Suwala 
et al., 2024), accounting for about 70% of the global GDP and 60% of jobs (Amato & Patuelli, 
2023). In some places, the concentration of family firms has created some form of industrial dis
trict (ID), where Becattini defines an ID as ‘a socio-territorial entity characterised by the active 
presence of both a community of people and a population of firms in one naturally and histori
cally bounded area’ (Becattini, 1990, p. 38). For instance, the Gnosjö business district in Sweden 
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(Johannisson et al., 2007), where family and tradition jointly construct shared values that guide 
firms’ behaviour, and the Apulia region in Italy (Gurrieri, 2008), where social proximity through 
socio-familial substrates plays a crucial role in knowledge transmission.

Family firm researchers have dedicated significant attention to comparing family firms and 
non-family firms and justifying why family firms are important economic entities (Chua et al., 
2012). While doing that, family firm researchers treated family firms as homogeneous entities, 
but, in recent years, family firm researchers have focused on the heterogeneity among family 
firms. Chua et al. (2012) and subsequent studies have contributed to bringing clarity to the 
field of study and introduced a nuanced way of studying family firms from a bifurcation to cat
egorisation (Daspit et al., 2021). We retain our focus on three broad categorisations of hetero
geneity among family firms: goal-, ownership- and resource-related. Goal-related heterogeneity 
emanates from the varied goals of family firms based on their vision for economic or non-econ
omic goals, short- or long-term goals, as well as their socioemotional wealth (Berrone et al., 
2012; Cennamo et al., 2012) – which influence how they develop the next generation of family 
leaders and relationships with partners (Lichtenthaler & Muethel, 2012). Ownership-related 
heterogeneity concerns the proportion of family and non-family representation in the ownership 
and control of the firm and how this affects the firm. Family-controlled firms perform differ
ently due to different discretionary powers over strategies and access to resources (Arregle 
et al., 2012). Resource-related heterogeneity stems from the concept of family-based human 
resources and the concept of ‘familiness’ (Habbershon et al., 2003; Verbeke & Kano, 2012). 
Those who align with this argue that the family serves as a human resource base where loyal 
human resources (with tacit knowledge) can always be drawn from. This position feeds into 
the transaction cost theory coiled around seeing family employees as stewards and non-family 
employees as agents (Adjei, 2018; Hadjielias et al., 2021; Verbeke & Kano, 2012).

The family remains an integral component of the source of family firms’ uniqueness (how 
the family influences the firm’s goals, values, strategies and structure (Chua et al., 1999) and 
different spatial interactions). A plethora of studies indicate that family involvement and the 
heterogeneity among family firms are linked to family firms’ behaviours and labour market out
comes or intentions (Bergmann, 2023; Chua et al., 2012; Daspit et al., 2021; Mariotti et al., 
2021) and local embeddedness. Family firms do not get embedded by themselves but get 
embedded through family members’ social relations – which form the building blocks of the 
family business (Arregle et al., 2007) – and longstanding non-family employees (Eddleston 
et al., 2025). Again, because the family continues to participate in the economic and social 
life of the regional economy (Adjei, 2018), they can to a certain extent be responsible for creat
ing and maintaining traditions, conventions and rules that may later serve as the foundation for 
institutional and organisational proximity (the ethos of embeddedness) aspects in the region 
(Basco, 2015). Adjei (2018, p. 34), argues that ‘such proximities may enhance collaborations 
not only through the knowledge that there are explicit rules and arrangements guiding the 
relationship but also through an awareness that the level of uncertainty is reduced’.

In spite of this, how the family, as a social unit, facilitates the anchoring or embeddedness of 
the business in space appears to be underexplored (Amato & Patuelli, 2023; Bowen, 2011). In 
the next section, we present an argument on how family firms get locally embedded via different 
familial or relational spaces. We will explore the role of the familial factors on the relationship 
between firm and territorial embeddedness (Bau et al., 2019).

4. RELATIONAL SPACE BY FAMILY FIRM

What we seek to do in this section is twofold. First, present and build an argument based on the 
existing knowledge of regional development and on the interactions between regional develop
ment elements (actors, factors and processes), with the assumption that ones’ ability to harness 
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these elements determines their competitive advantage and local embeddedness. Second, we 
develop a conceptual perspective (familial spaces) based on these interactions and the familial 
factors (e.g., local market knowledge, strong social capital, local identity and attachment, root
edness, trustworthiness) to attempt to understand family firms’ local embeddedness.

4.1. Regional development model
To comprehend the elements of regional development and their interactions, we will adopt a 
working definition of regional development since there is no monolithic definition. We have 
carefully selected these definitions because they explicitly introduce spatial and time variables. 
Nijkamp and Abreu (2009, p. 1) define regional development as the ‘geography of welfare 
and its evolution, … the concept is not static in nature but refers to the complex space–time 
dynamics of regions’. Rist (2014, p. 13) expounds on the complex space–time dynamics by 
positing that regional development comprises ‘a set of practices, sometimes appearing to be 
in conflict with one another, which requires, for the reproduction of society, the general trans
formation and destruction of the natural environment and of social relations; its aim is to 
increase the production of commodities (goods & services) geared, by way of exchanges, to 
effective demand’. Rist envisages regional development beyond the evolution of welfare but 
through the lens of many actors and their practices, which are often in conflict with one another, 
where in the cause of pursuing welfare transformation reproduces itself and social relationships, 
and the destruction of the natural environment.

Notwithstanding the plurality in viewing regional development, there are three elements in 
which we can consider regional development: regional actors, regional factors and regional processes 
(Basco, 2015; Stough et al., 2011).

Regional actors are stakeholders, either formal or informal, in the public or private sectors, 
with welfare responsible state actors (e.g., planning officers, business development strategists), 
educational actors (e.g., universities, research institutions), private and public firms (e.g., 
family firms), entrepreneurs, private individuals, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
and civil society organisations (CSOs). These actors have the agency and capacity to shape 
growth trajectories in a region (Gong et al., 2022; Morisson & Mayer, 2021) and affect the 
direction and speed of economic change. The literature acknowledges an evolutionary 
approach to exercising agency and the role of prior institutional and economic conditions in 
shaping the direction and speed of economic change (Huggins & Thompson, 2022; Hutch
inson & Eversole, 2022). In recent years, emphasis is placed on the role of individual decisions 
and behaviours on economic outcomes (Dinmore et al., 2024; Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020) 
and how these individuals combine different resources to cause changes (Pisa & Hruska, 
2023). These actors are recognised as having purposeful and intentional intervention in the 
region (Dinmore et al., 2024), with the capacity to engineer changes (Hutchinson & Eversole, 
2022) and have the capacity not just to intervene but influence systemic changes (MacKinnon 
et al., 2019). The desire of these change actors is derived from a combination of social and 
local embeddedness, knowledge of the local environment and extra-regional inspiration 
(Pisa & Hruska, 2024).

Regional development is occupied with the central role of endogenous factors, not to say that 
local development is unaffected by exogenous factors; however, endogenous factors are easily 
accessible and controlled locally. As to what is classified as an internal or external factor depends 
on the level of analysis. In microeconomics, where the behaviours and decision-making pro
cesses of individuals and firms are studied, internal factors include personality and cognitive 
abilities (for individuals), and innovation strategies, resources and organisational culture (for 
firms). At the individual level, these factors help in shaping a person’s emotional and cognitive 
capacity, and at the firm level, promote competitiveness. Moreover, in macroeconomics, where 
the behaviours and performance of the economy (global, national, regional and local) are 
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studied, endogenous factors may include those at the individual and firm levels, infrastructure, 
strong institutions and governance that can create a favourable business environment, support 
technological advancement and economic development. But because the region is the case 
study for regional scientists (Higgins & Savioe, 2009), regional factors are the aggregation of 
different resources such as production factors like human capital (education, training, skills, 
experience), innovation (process, product, incremental, radical), social capital (formal and infor
mal networks) and entrepreneurship (entrepreneurial spirit) than externally uncontrollable fac
tors as argued by neoclassical economists (Stimson et al., 2011).

Lastly, regional processes are the processes that are applied by regional actors to ensure the 
development of a desired economic outcome. Basco (2015) identifies six types of regional pro
cesses, including: spillovers – which are the knowledge generated in a specific context and trans
ferred within a milieu; information exchange – exchanges of important information like market- 
related information within specific networks; learning processes – processes of acquiring or dif
fusing knowledge; social interactions – which are about different relational interactions, com
petitive dynamics and institutional dynamics.

4.2. Familial spaces
Our point of departure is threefold. First, family firms get locally embedded via dynamic and 
heterogeneous relations with different actors to enhance access to regional factors and processes. 
Second, power dynamics shape familial space. Power in terms of access to resources, local good
will and localised knowledge enhances family firms’ local fortunes in terms of building social 
relations and create a specific type of interactivity further rooting the firm into the local context 
(Lundberg & Öberg, 2021). Third, family firms’ local anchoring is envisioned as a multi-layered 
concept where the family and the family firm are simultaneously engaged in multiple social and 
institutional spaces (Howorth & Robinson, 2020), reflecting strong relationships with regional 
actors, processes and factors (Johannisson et al., 2007) and unique connections with the local 
communities – making them less susceptible to the anonymity of urban areas (Bird & Wenn
berg, 2014).

Trusting on this tangent, we define familial spaces as the relational networks of varied func
tionalities and relationships enabled by the relationship between familial factors and regional 
development elements (actors, factors and processes). We can identify five sources or typologies 
of familial spaces based on the argument that local embeddedness are characterised by different 
social relationships and represents interactions between agents (Suwala, 2019; Zellweger et al., 
2019) or diverse complex functional social relationships (e.g., Capello, 2009; Yeung, 2005): cog
nitive familial space (CFS), institutional familial space (IFS), social familial space (SFS), organ
isational familial space (OFS) and clientele and communal familial space (CCFS) (see Table 1). 
The distinction between familial spaces or what family firms are embedded in is important for 
theoretical and analytical reasons and to understand how they enhance family firms’ perform
ance and regional development.

CFS represents the relational space comprising other key information holders or gatekeepers 
and knowledgeable persons or actors. Based on the family and family firm’s strong local and 
market knowledge, they form selective alliances with other firms or people with related market 
knowledge (Bettinazzi et al., 2024; Bird & Wennberg, 2014; Guenther et al., 2023). Such 
strong local knowledge enhances family firms’ ability to interact with and attract other regional 
actors, easily access regional factors and processes (Basco, 2015; Stough et al., 2015). Because 
knowledge is not a public good produced outside the economic and social systems (Boschma, 
2005) but produced and shared within networks (Giuliani, 2005), CFS can accrue benefits, 
including making communications and learning efficiently, hence accelerating knowledge 
exchanges (Boschma, 2005). It has the potential to widen the industry and market knowledge 
of family firms and to trigger regional processes (e.g., innovation processes) via the combination 
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of existing related knowledge among the regional actors. Family firms have the potential to pro
duce and reproduce CFS because of their strong local market knowledge.

IFS denotes the relational space produced with other regional actors out of the awareness of 
local formal and informal institutional regimes built around common norms and value of con
duct. IFS is produced via families and family firms’ traditions and length-of-stay, and their 
association with key regional actors who together can develop and nurture shared values and 
institutions, which can later develop into or be the foundation for regional institutions that 
can be crucial for information transmission (Basco, 2015; Gurrieri, 2008; Johannisson et al., 
2007). It is common that formal and informal institutions such as laws and norms can influence 
the extent and way economic actors coordinate their activities (Boschma, 2005); hence, IFS, 
offers family firms the opportunity to know existing regional institutions and influence them.

SFS represents the relational space produced out of family firms’ wider social networks and 
embeddedness, expanding from family and friends’ relationships and social capital. SFS is pro
duced out of families and family firms’ strong local social capital alignment and trust-laden 
social relations at the micro-level. Family members often have strong personal connections 
within their communities, and family firms can leverage these connections to create partnerships 
and collaborations (Bird & Wennberg, 2014) that can help create diverse social fields. Family 
firms can leverage SRS to enhance the exchanges of tacit knowledge between regional actors, 
which are, by nature, difficult to communicate and trade through the market (Maskell & Malm
berg, 1999). SFS can nurture other sources or typologies of familial space since SFS hinges on 
trust-based social relations, which can also lead to the underestimation of opportunism (Uzzi, 
1997) and the possibility of a social network lock-in, however, with local knowledge, family 
firms can mobilise like-minded local actors.

OFS denotes the relational space produced through family firms’ networks with different 
organisations (e.g., suppliers, producers, competitors, regional regulators) and the awareness 
of varied organisational regimes. ORS is produced via family firms’ strong local organisational 
connectedness. Family firms can utilise their local organisational connections to scale up their 

Table 1. Typologies of familial spaces: some features.

Types of familial 
spaces Description

Key features/element of family 
firm

Cognitive familial 
space (CFS)

Represents an association with key 
information holders or gatekeepers in the 
region or knowledgeable persons or 
groups.

Strong local market and industry 
knowledge

Institutional familial 
space (IFS)

Denotes awareness of formal and 
informal institutional regimes in the 
region through length-of-stay and 
association with people with common 
institutions.

Strong local institutional knowledge 
and institutional facilitator

Social familial space 
(SFS)

Represents wider social networks 
expanding from family and friends and 
social capital.

Strong local social capital alignment 
and trust-laden relations

Organisational familial 
space (OFS)

Denotes networks with different 
organisations and the awareness of 
varied organisational regimes in the 
region.

Strong local organisational 
connectedness and awareness or 
different organisational regimes

Clientele/communal 
familial space (CCFS)

Represents relational space produced out 
of relationship with clients and the 
community or local goodwill.

Strong social relations based on 
common institutions and social 
relations
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business activities through interactive learning and exchanges of complementary knowledge 
(Boschma, 2005) and form political alliances to exploit opportunities and absorb uncertainties 
stemming from the local context (Morck & Yeung, 2004). With OFS, family firms can monitor 
and control uncertainties and opportunism between their counterparts and generate social value 
– by mobilising resources to undertake social initiatives (Hadjielias et al., 2021).

CCFS represent the relational space produced by family firms with their clients and com
munity since family firms are committed to addressing societal challenges and the overall well
being of their communities (Lumpkin & Bacq, 2022). Family firms produce CCFS by 
establishing strong presence in the local market and community via building loyal relationships 
and a loyal customer base through consistently providing high-quality products and services and 
engaging in corporate social responsibility (CSR) or charities. These help in building a positive 
reputation that can create a sense of trust and loyalty, encouraging customers to choose the 
family firm over their competitors. CCFS can provide the platform for relationship-forging 
tasks (Hunter, 2014), where the family firm and customers or community can co-produce (inte
grating customers’ needs) customer-oriented goods or services but also trigger different sales and 
marketing strategies based on the needs of different market segments.

To summarise, the typologies represent distinct but interrelated social fields enabled by 
familial factors’ interactions with regional actors, factors and processes. Unlike regional famili
ness (Basco, 2015) that explores how the characteristics and resources of family firms are influ
enced and reinforced by the specific regional context in which they operate, familial spaces 
explore the relational interplay between familial factors and the regional context to create unique 
environments for decision-making, collaboration and conflict resolutions. Though regional 
familiness and familial spaces explore both familiness and regional context, familial spaces go 
beyond to identify in which social fields can the familiness and regional context influence.

Moreover, it is important to indicate that familial spaces are more likely to influence and be 
influenced by the regional context (actors, factors and processes), since deeply rooted family 
firms are influenced by the local economic and institutional environment (e.g., Gonzalez & 
Gonzalez-Galindo, 2022; Ricotta & Basco, 2021); at the same time, family firms are also 
able to influence the local context in which they operate (e.g., Bau et al., 2019: Bichler et al., 
2022). We will focus on how familial spaces are likely to influence regional context. Prior studies 
have found how familial relations with regional actors have influenced regional processes like 
knowledge spillovers, exchanges of knowledge and information, coopetition (e.g., Gurrieri, 
2008; Johannisson et al., 2007) and regional actors like new groups of entrepreneurs (Gurrieri, 
2008). This is very evident in regional clusters, where family firms are key in creating business 
opportunities, familial spaces, supporting the establishment of interorganisational networks, 
and effectively contributing to the success of regional clusters because they are strongly 
embedded in the local business ecosystem (Ghinoi et al., 2024; Pittino et al., 2021).

Like in the Gnosjö business district in Sweden (Johannisson et al., 2007) and the Apulia 
region in Italy (Gurrieri, 2008), familial relations promoted shared values among regional actors 
and consolidated trustful relations, which in turn encouraged coopetition, inter-organisational 
learning processes, efficient social interactions, and the exchanges of knowledge and infor
mation. Following the observation by Gurrieri (2008) in the Apulia region, where family 
firms and other locally embedded small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are repositories 
of local tacit knowledge, familial networks of industry gatekeepers jointly produced new group 
of regional actors (likely pioneer entrepreneurs) who benefitted from the exchanges of local 
competences based on mutually trusting familial values. Finally, because resources (e.g., accu
mulated network experience, formal and informal social capital, entrepreneurial spirit) are 
embedded in social relationships (Zaheer & Bell, 2005), familial spaces have the potential to 
nourish these regional factors, which may later serve as the foundation for institutional and 
organisational proximity in the region (e.g., Basco, 2015).
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5. REGIONAL AND FAMILY GOVERNANCE EFFECT ON FAMILIAL 
SPACES

In this section, we focus on how different regional settings and family governance systems can 
influence the familial spaces. We assume that family firms are able to engage in different familial 
spaces in every regional setting and family governance system; however, the dominance and fre
quency of these spaces or relationships are predicated by the regional context or governance 
system.

5.1. Regionalisation: how can regional settings influence familial spaces?
For the purposes of this study, we will adopt a modified categorisation of regions by Trödtling 
and Trippl (2005) and Isaksen and Trippl (2016), i.e., organisationally thick and diversified 
regions (metropolitan and urban regions) and organisationally thin regions (peripheral and 
rural regions). These categories will allow for a nuanced understanding of which regions are 
more likely to support certain familial spaces (see Table 2).

Organisationally thick and diversified regions are characterised by many resourceful regional 
actors (e.g., firms, universities), regional production factors (e.g., highly skilled labour, working 
institutions) and regional processes (e.g., spillover, knowledge exchanges, a large pool of social 
networks). The industrial diversity in such regions coupled with the presence of many different 
firms and knowledge organisations point to the availability of a large heterogeneity in compe
tences and resources (Duranton & Puga, 2001; Essletzbichler, 2015). Moreover, relational capi
tal can be difficult in such regions, even though market links among actors may exist (Capello, 
2002; Giuliani, 2005; Trödtling & Trippl, 2005). The development of certain relationships can 
be difficult. These factors coupled with the lack of strong trustful social relations affect the inter
actions between familial factors, regional actors, factors and processes, influencing different 
familial spaces in metropolitan and urban regions; thus, are more likely to strongly enhance 
CFS, OFS, IFS and CCFS and highly enhance SFS. Metropolitan and urban regions are 
more likely to facilitate CFS because family firms can rely on their local market knowledge 
and networks of diverse regional actors to develop a clique of business and knowledge networks, 
where family firms can exploit complementary knowledge to enhance innovation processes. 
Again, because these regions are characterised by business organisations of different forms 
and sizes, often with similar organisational routines, operating under the same formal rules 
and informal rules (especially in clusters, industrial districts, etc.), family firms have a stronger 
likelihood of collaborating with related firms, hence enhancing OFS and IFS. Many business 
owners understand the need to have a relationship with their clients and community. Apart 
from such relationships helping in the reengineering of products, it also facilitates the pro
motion of the business. In metropolitan and urban regions, one would argue that such relation
ships are mostly transactional, hence, family firms engaging in CCFS is common. Following 
Trödtling and Trippl (2005) and Capello (2002), even though metropolitan and urban regions 
are characterised by strong and diverse networks, the informal value and trust that underpin 
social relationships are not as strong as they are in periphery and rural regions. So, though family 
firms can engage in SFS, they are not strongly predominant in metropolitan and urban regions.

Organisationally thin regions or periphery regions are characterised by weak or a lack of 
dynamic regional actors, production factors and regional processes (Isaksen & Karlsen, 
2012). Periphery and rural regions are often dominated by a single industry or a single large 
firm and are regarded as less innovative and less adaptable (Duranton & Puga, 2001; Martin, 
2012). While such regions may lack strong or highly competent local actors, production factors 
and regional processes, they have strong bonding and bridging social capital (Qin et al., 2022; 
Sørensen, 2016; 2012), strong local synergies (Capello, 2002) and are characterised by distinct 
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institutions and cultures that foster strong networks (Becattini, 2004). Culture and institutional 
context assume important economic relevance in rural regions so much that they do not only 
induce stronger competitiveness among local actors but also reinforce the network of economies 
that are external to the local actors themselves (Becattini, 2004). Strong institutional context or 
dynamics can trigger knowledge spillovers, reducing transaction costs and transparency 
(Fukuyama, 2001; North, 2005). Regional institutions are ‘the underlying determinants of 
the long-run performance of economies’ (North, 1990, p. 107) and are ‘key enablers of inno
vation, mutual learning, and productivity growth’ (Putnam, 2000, p. 325). Formal or informal 
institutions, but primarily informal institutions, could be the underlying regional processes sus
taining the marginal growth of peripheral regions. This enables the sharing of common knowl
edge and the exchanges of market-related information. Strong social capital in the periphery and 
rural regions compensates for agglomeration diseconomies (Adjei et al., 2016) and enhances 
lobbying of local officials. These characteristics can influence the interactions between familial 
factors and regional development elements to enhance different familial spaces in the periphery 
and rural region; thus, are more likely to strongly enhance IFS, SFS and CCFS and weakly 
enhance CFS and OFS. Because periphery and rural regions lack strong regional actors and fac
tors (lack of diverse and skilful human capital and business organisations) and businesses in 
related and unrelated industries, hence, lack the diversity to enhance CFS and OFS. On the 
contrary, because periphery and rural regions are characterised by strong social capital, shared 
informal institutional values and community service, coupled with how the family and family 
firm are locally embedded, rural regions are more likely to strongly facilitate SFS, IFS and 
CCFS.

5.2. Familiarisation: how can family governance systems influence familial 
spaces?
We considered three governance systems, i.e., owner/founder-control, sibling-partnership and 
cousin-consortium (Gersick et al., 1997). The ownership/governance system represents a tran
sition through generations in the life cycle of the firm and a source of heterogeneity among 
family firms. These governance systems represent a typical path every family firm moves 
along over time (Gersick et al., 1997; Gersick & Feliu, 2014). While these governance systems 
can operate at the same time, we consider each exclusively in this analysis. We understand how 
considering these governance systems separately can affect the general characterisation of the 
family firm and the ability of the family and the firm to enhance certain familial spaces (see 
Table 3). Yet, considering these governance systems separately will best help us communicate 
how control and power in the family firm can influence different spatial relationships.5 This 
helps to avoid complexities in decisions, as a result of generational stack-up (Green, 2011), 
which can affect governance efficiency and business decisions e.g., how to relate with internal 
and external stakeholders, building alliances, internationalisation, etc. because of the different 
worldviews (e.g., risk taking, innovation, collaboration) of different generations.

Owner/founder-control (first generation) represents an ownership system where the founder 
(s) takes major and key decisions. The business is small and often known for its desire to provide 
services to its immediate surroundings. First-generation business owners are seen as entrepre
neurs with specific technical expertise (McConaughy & Phillips, 1999). The success of first- 
generation family firms is based on the vision (values) and the ability of the founder(s) to create 
a sense of enterprise ownership in the family (Gersick & Feliu, 2014; Miller & Le Breton- 
Miller, 2005) and community. These underpin family firm founder’s close association with 
the family, local community and key local actors. In owner-control family firms, the founder 
builds a lot of value around himself/herself and typically becomes indispensable or the focus 
of every action in the business. This affects the desire to seek alternative knowledge and different 
organisational regimes; hence, it can weakly facilitate CFS and OFS. Moreover, because owner- 
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control family firms have strong local connections and a sense of community service, they are 
more likely to have strong local social capital, institutional alignment and knowledge, which 
therefore can strongly facilitate not only IFS and SFS but also CCFS.

A sibling-partnership (second generation) represents a successful transfer of firm owner
ship from the founder(s) to his/her sons and daughters. This is a period where most family 
firms seek expansion or are seeking diversification of their business portfolio and internatio
nalisation of their business activities (Munoz-Bullon et al., 2018; Sonfield & Lussier, 2004). 
This period is often characterised by the desire to be more professional in their dealings (seek
ing consultants, advisors, professional services like hiring a professional CEO) (McConaughy 
& Phillips, 1999; Sonfield & Lussier, 2004). Such decisions in the long term may have posi
tive impacts, like opening up many opportunities to nurture new relationships since non- 
family members are often roped into the management of the business. However, such 
decisions may also be regarded as solely guided by economic returns and not for the preser
vation of family-related utility, referred to as socioemotional wealth (Gomez-Mejia et al., 
2011) and the non-financial transactional relationship with the community, creating friction 
between family CEO and non-family top management professionals – shaping the nature and 
characteristics of familial spaces.

A cousin-consortium (third generation) represents a firm ownership structure composed of 
third-generation family members, often a group of cousins whose parents have ownership in the 
family business. Often, at this stage, the business has grown much bigger and more complex and 
may require a more advanced governance system to keep the family together and a professional 
management style to keep the business running (McConaughy & Phillips, 1999). The family 
firm may also have several non-family members in management with high firm embeddedness, 
where family and non-family members have equally become stewards and ambassadors of the 
organisation. Sibling- and cousin-controlled family firms exhibit similar tendencies in facilitat
ing familial spaces. These characteristics of sibling- and cousin-control family firms can strongly 
facilitate CFS and OFS. Also, because the business has become more outside oriented (seeking 
a global market, non-local partners, customers, etc.), affecting the sense of community service 
the founder(s) believed in. For this, sibling- and cousin-control family firms can highly facilitate 
IFS, SFS and CCFS.

6. FINAL REMARKS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

In this study, we took a critical approach towards understanding how family firms are locally 
embedded by exploring how the familial factors interact with regional development elements 
(actors, factors, processes) to enhance different familial spaces. Our argument is based on the 
characterisation of family firms as having strong local identity, access to local social capital 
and local tacit knowledge, which facilitate family firms’ interactions with regional actors, access 
to regional factors and regional processes, hence, the development of familial spaces, but also 
conditioned by the regional context and family governance system. The study has become inevi
table at a time of enormous interest by both researchers and policymakers on the connection 
between family business studies and regional science (e.g., Adjei et al., 2025; Basco, 2024; 
Stough et al., 2015; Basco, 2015; Backman & Palmberg, 2015; Bird & Wennberg, 2014).

6.1. Contribution
The purpose of this study was to develop a typology of familial spaces to understand and simplify 
how and in what family firms are locally embedded and to serve as a conceptual contribution to 
help understand the embeddedness of family firms. In this sense, this study contributes to the 
family business literature and to the regional science literature. For the family business literature, 
we make two major contributions. First, the present study extends the quest to understand how 
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the family business influences the regional context and in turn how the regional context influ
ences the family business (e.g., Adjei et al., 2025; Basco et al., 2021), from a theoretical per
spective of how the familial factors can be a catalyst not only for firm performance but also for 
creating social fields. Finally, the study is an extension of the ‘familiness’ (Habbershon & 
Williams, 1999) and ‘regional/spatial familiness’ (Basco, 2015; Basco & Suwala, 2021, 
2020) models. While familiness and regional familiness models focused on the bundle of 
resources at the firm level and at the regional level respectively, in this study, we have argued 
for both, and sources of familial spaces that can offer competitive advantage to family firms 
either by themselves or in combination and offer heterogeneity among family firms and 
regions (e.g., Adjei et al., 2025). These typologies could offer the academy a deeper perspec
tive on local embeddedness of family firms in terms of which familial spaces primarily influ
ence external values (e.g., reputation, image, relationship with stakeholders) and internal 
values (e.g., labour productivity, innovation, profitability) of the firm. For the regional science 
literature, the study contributes to the embeddedness literature. Since the mention of the 
concept as the social relationship between economic actors and characterising economic 
activities as by-products of social relations (Granovetter, 1973, 1985; Polanyi, 1944), this 
is the first attempt to characterise spatial embeddedness based on the interaction between 
the familial factors and regional development elements. Insights from this study extend 
the argument on the important role of the familial factors in regional development, for 
instance, in industrial districts and clusters (e.g., Ghinoi et al., 2024; Gurrieri, 2008; Johan
nisson et al., 2007; Pittino et al., 2021).

6.2. Future research
To further cross-fertilise family business studies and regional science, based on the disposition 
of space as diversified-relational, we have proposed five familial spatial ontologies (CFS, IFS, 
SFS, OFS and CCFS) as a framework to analyse how family firms are locally embedded. 
When well executed, these typologies of familial spaces can advance the theorisation of family 
firms’ embeddedness – in terms of (1) understanding how different relationships and networks 
can serve as a resource, but also help understand the underpinning mechanisms of family firms’ 
local embeddedness, (2) how family firms outperform non-family firms, (3) which familial 
spaces or combination of familial spaces yield the most and worse benefits for family firms 
and the region and (4) how family firms navigate between familial spaces.

However, since there has been no previous attempt in this regard, it is fair to say that there is 
a strong need for empirical work, (1) on measuring familial spaces and (2) investigating the cau
sal relationship between familial spaces and family firms and regional performances. A strong 
conceptual approximation and foundation has been laid for this in the attempt to disentangle 
and define the different familial spaces in such a way that there is no confusing overlap between 
them. This strength should enable future research to isolate and identify individual and com
bined effects of each familial space.

Since the enablers of familial spaces are familial relationships based on shared values and 
trust, the analyses of how these familial spaces are developed will require a path-dependent 
analyses and the use of varied methodologies beyond the commonly used quantitative and 
qualitative research methodologies in family business studies like ethnographic studies and 
historical studies. For ethnographic studies, researchers will learn and understand how family 
firms develop familial spaces by immersing themselves in the daily routines of the family and 
the firm. Knowledgeable family and management members are interviewed to learn more 
about the family values (logic) and business culture (logic) and how they cooperate with 
and operate in different local and international networks. For historical studies, researchers 
will seek to examine the root of familial spaces through the ‘lived experiences’ of both the 
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family and the firm. Relying on the lived experiences will help understand and relate them to 
present happenings and the future. These methodologies will offer the opportunity to advance 
the discourse on family business studies and regional science via an in-depth examination of 
key members of the governing family and non-family members on familial spaces and their 
relevance for the business and the region. Data may be collected through various means, 
such as questionnaires, interviews or observations. Quantitatively, familial spaces can be ana
lysed via surveys. Surveys can offer the opportunity to quantitatively analyse qualitative ques
tions on familial spaces and their causal relationship with both firm- and regional-level 
outcomes like labour productivity, innovation, profitability, employment growth, etc. 
among several family firms of different sizes, locations and maturity levels, in different regions 
and with different ownership-governance systems (see Table 4 for a summary of some possible 
measurements of familial spaces).

6.3. Conclusion
Finally, it remains to be seen how the growing interest in the cross-fertilisation of family 
business studies and regional science will spur studies on relational spatial ontology and local 
embeddedness. It is worth noting that while the spatial ontology presented in the study is rooted 
in economic geography, an epistemological assumption and empirical reality of the causal 
relationship between familial spaces and firm performance must be discerned openly and 
with a dynamic approach. At this end, it is upon empirical research to demonstrate how familial 
spaces can be produced or are produced, how they evolve (time/evolutionary dimension), and 
how regional settings and family ownership systems can influence them, how familial spaces 
co-evolve, to what extent familial spaces can be substitutes or complements, and at what 
stage of the family business life cycle.
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Table 4. Future research pathways and measurements of familial spaces.

Types of familial spaces Measurement

Cognitive familial space Relationship/network with other related firms in the same industry, 
suppliers, competitors, industry gatekeeper, etc.

Institutional familial space Relationship/network with (macro level) local authorities, like police, local 
politicians, regulators, traditional leaders, etc.

Social familial space Relationship/network with (micro level) friends and acquaintances in other 
companies, etc.

Organisational familial 
space

Relationship/network with other businesses via activities like open 
innovation, supplier relationship, inter-firm competition and coopetition, 
etc.

Clientele/communal familial 
space

Relationship/network with clients and community on different levels.
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NOTES

1 The terms family business and family firm are used interchangeably to represent a business 
organisation owned by one family or multiple families.
2 Production is used to mean development or formation of relational networks or familial 
spaces.
3 Lefebvre (1974) further argues that each social space can be analysed as a spatial practice – the 
material and the physical environment, representations of space – the discourses about spatial 
practices, and representational space – people’s lived experience of space or people’s everyday 
use and claim of the environment. He argues that all three dimensions are interconnected 
and influence each other.
4 Relational geometry is the ‘spatial configuration of heterogeneous relations among actors and 
structures through which power and identities are played out and become efficacious’ (Yeung, 
2005, p. 38).
5 We disagree with Sonfield and Lussier (2004) on the argument that different generations in 
family firms share the same characteristics and behaviour patterns and that the forces of ‘famili
ness’ and system of the family firms are stronger. We believe that the strength of family firms’ 
spatial relationships will be more likely than in subsequent generations as argued by Sonfield and 
Lussier (2004) themselves.
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