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ABSTRACT
As sustainability becomes a strategic priority amid global economic, environmental, and social challenges, family firms are 
uniquely positioned to lead due to their long-term orientation, legacy focus, and community ties. This article introduces the 
Special Issue “Sustainability in Family Firms: Leading the Path Forward”, highlighting how family businesses extend the tra-
ditional Triple Bottom Line by adding a fourth dimension—perpetuity—rooted in socioemotional wealth and legacy concerns. 
Despite growing interest, research on sustainability in family firms remains fragmented and lacks cross-contextual depth. This 
Special Issue advances the field with six contributions exploring internal and external drivers of sustainable behavior, from gov-
ernance structures and founder influence to stakeholder dynamics and next-generation leadership. Together, these articles offer 
fresh insights into how family firms navigate and shape sustainability agendas across contexts and generations.

1   |   Introduction

In a world shaped by financial uncertainty and economic down-
turns, social inequalities and unprecedented environmental 
challenges, sustainability has become paramount for business 
development. Sustainability, commonly understood through 
the Triple Bottom Line approach, is being seen increasingly as 
a means of securing competitive advantage, not only to create 
value within a circular economy paradigm, but as an essential 
strategic tool that enables organizations to survive and thrive 
(Ferasso et al. 2020; Zellweger et al. 2013). Firms embracing sus-
tainability go beyond creating competitive advantage for them-
selves. Through redefining value, they create new markets from 
which other firms can also benefit, thus promoting collaborative 
advantages (Holtslag et al. 2021).

Sustainability holds particular significance for family firms, 
not only because of their dominance in the global economy 
(De Massis et al. 2018), but also because of their long-term vi-
sion, their commitment to the community, and their focus on 

preserving the legacy (Samara et  al.  2022). In the context of 
family firms, the sustainability construct extends beyond the 
TBL framework to include a fourth pillar—Perpetuity—thereby 
forming a Quadruple Bottom Line (QBL) framework. The trade-
offs under this framework transcend the balance among People, 
Planet, and Profits to include considerations of Socioemotional 
Wealth (SEW) the family's desire for continuity, identity, and 
control (Berrone et al., 2012; Jayakumar et al. 2025).

Perpetuity does not simply mean financial survival or business 
continuity; rather, it encapsulates the long-term stewardship 
logic that motivates family owners to prioritize decisions that 
safeguard the firm for heirs and preserve the family's identity 
through the enterprise. This orientation often reshapes the 
trade-offs inherent in the TBL: for example, investments in en-
vironmental or social initiatives may be justified not only for 
their immediate impact on stakeholders but also for their role 
in securing the firm's reputation and legitimacy for future gen-
erations. In this sense, perpetuity serves as a meta-objective that 
reframes how family firms balance People, Planet, and Profits, 
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aligning sustainability practices with an enduring commitment 
to legacy and transgenerational continuity.

In reconciling the quadruple bottom line, however, family 
firms also face significant challenges in terms of finding bal-
ance between pursuing socioemotional goals, also known as 
family-centric goals, with long-term sustainable strategies. In 
addition, as various generations become involved in the busi-
ness, resistance to generational change may develop, which can 
translate into resistance to the integration of social and environ-
mental responsibility practices into their business models (Le 
Breton-Miller and Miller 2016; Gómez-Mejía et al. 2007; Samara 
et al. 2018). The augmented QBL approach to sustainability thus 
requires reconciling the inter-generational differences in how 
sustainability is both understood and prioritized within multi-
generational FFs (Jayakumar et al. 2025).

Moreover, the growing societal demand for greater transparency 
and corporate accountability elucidates that prioritizing eco-
nomic profit without a sustainable basis is no longer viable for 
these firms (Letiche et al. 2023). As society demands a greater 
corporate commitment to sustainability, family firms, while 
facing idiosyncratic challenges, have the opportunity and the 
responsibility to lead the transition to a more equitable and sus-
tainable future, adopting business models that generate value 

not only for their owners, but also for their communities and the 
planet (Sharma and Sharma 2021).

In recent years, although sustainability has gained significant 
attention in the field of business and management (Samara 
et al. 2022), discussions on sustainability in both academic and 
practical contexts remain at an early stage, with limited influ-
ential research and cross-contextual investigations. A central 
challenge lies in addressing the heterogeneity of family firms. 
Given that differences in size, ownership structures, gover-
nance formalization, country norms, sectoral dynamics, firm 
age, and generational involvement significantly shape sustain-
ability practices, no clear consensus has yet emerged (Le Breton-
Miller and Miller 2016). Future research should examine how 
these dimensions interact to influence sustainability outcomes, 
thereby advancing more robust and comparative insights. While 
research about CSR and ESG issues in family firms has grown 
significantly during the last years (Figure  1), the field is still 
establishing its conceptual foundations. Key questions remain 
about what sustainability means for family firms (considering 
multiple dimensions: economic; environmental; social; good 
governance practices; trans-generational perdurability; legacy, 
among others); what factors determine, moderate or mediate the 
propensity of Family Firms to engage in sustainable practices (at 
different levels: institutional; industrial; organizational; at the 

FIGURE 1    |    Evolution of papers about ESG and CSR in family firms, published in academic journals. (a) ESG and sustainability & family firms 
(business economics research area). Source: Own elaboration from Web of Science (August 2025). 2025 includes articles published up till 31/07/25. 
(b) CSR & family firms (business economics research area). Source: Own elaboration from Web of Science (August 2025). 2025 includes articles pub-
lished up till 31/07/25. [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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family system; governance and management level; individual, 
etc.); and the effects of ESG and CSR practices on different orga-
nizational outcomes and levels (economic outcomes; reputation; 
employees or family-members commitment and engagement; 
succession processes and long-term survival; family control; in-
novation; environmental or social impact; among many others).

In addition, the institutional changes that are continuously tak-
ing place at a global level challenge the still weak foundations 
of sustainable practices in the business ecosystem. The great 
majority of Family Firms are SMEs, and their limited financial 
and resource slack constitutes an additional restriction to adapt 
simultaneously to the changing standards on sustainability and 
economic pressures.

In this sense, this Special Issue “Sustainability in Family Firms: 
The Path Forward” seeks to deepen the understanding of sus-
tainability behaviors within the context of family firms and has 
allowed contributions to the ongoing development of this field 
with the publication of key selected articles.

2   |   Key Research Themes and Contributions From 
the Special Issue

The six articles included in this Special Issue represent a valu-
able and timely contribution to the growing body of research at 
the intersection of family firms and sustainability. Each of them 
explores a distinct facet of this complex and multidimensional 
relationship, reflecting the diversity of theoretical perspectives, 
methodological approaches, and empirical contexts that char-
acterize the field. Together, these contributions form a cohesive 
and timely body of work that advances our understanding of 
how family firms respond to, engage with, and shape sustain-
able practices across industries and regions.

The selected papers reflect the growing richness and complexity 
of research at the intersection of family firms and sustainabil-
ity. Collectively, they address how family businesses navigate 
and contribute to sustainable development across multiple di-
mensions—economic, social, environmental, and governance-
related. While some of the selected papers highlight the pivotal 
role of internal structures, such as ownership configurations, 
governance mechanisms—both formal and informal, and gen-
erational transitions, in shaping sustainability-oriented innova-
tion and strategic behaviors, there are others that bring attention 
to external influences, including stakeholder expectations, peer 
firm behavior, and the role of professional intermediaries like 
auditors, in enhancing or constraining corporate social respon-
sibility outcomes. While not surprising, our special issue also un-
derscores the importance of individual family members within 
business families as agents shaping responsible behavior and 
digital development. For instance, Colapinto focuses on the next 
generation as digital-sustainability drivers, while Wang centers 
on founders' imprinting. SEW emerges as a unifying lens—driv-
ing philanthropy (Wang), ESG strategies (Zhu, Forés), and sus-
tainability motivations (Colapinto, Ahmad). A recurring theme 
is the tension between long-term family values and the short-
term demands of competitive markets, an area where family 
firms appear uniquely positioned to generate sustainable value, 
but also face distinct challenges. Moreover, the issue expands the 

traditional focus on large or Western family firms by shedding 
light on the sustainability practices of smaller, often informal, 
family enterprises embedded in local cultures and communi-
ties. In this sense, the special issue also addresses the issue of 
heterogeneity among family firms with reference to their sus-
tainability behaviors. Each paper highlights how heterogeneity 
(ownership, governance, context, values) mediates FBs' engage-
ment with sustainability, innovation, and responsibility. Taken 
together, the articles offer an integrated yet nuanced view of how 
family firms are both shaping and being shaped by the evolv-
ing sustainability agenda, providing important implications for 
scholars, practitioners, and policymakers alike.

What makes these contributions particularly relevant is their 
dual impact: they hold strong significance not only for the aca-
demic community but also for practitioners, policymakers, and 
family business leaders. The findings offer valuable insights into 
how family firms can become drivers of sustainable transforma-
tion, leveraging their unique characteristics, such as long-term 
orientation, deep-rooted values, and intergenerational legacy, 
to align business objectives with broader societal goals. In sum, 
this Special Issue presents a diverse yet coherent set of studies 
that illuminate the critical role family firms play in advancing 
sustainability. It underscores the importance of continuing in-
terdisciplinary and cross-sectoral research efforts to better un-
derstand the evolving role of family businesses in achieving 
sustainable development goals.

This first article, titled “Small Feet, Big Prints: The Contribution 
of Family-owned Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises 
(MSMEs) to Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)” by Ahmad 
& Alsuhaibany (https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​beer.​12790​), addresses 
the question posed in this Special Issue: “What role do family 
governance structures and processes play in promoting sus-
tainability in family firms?”. The study explores how family 
governance in micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs) 
contributes to sustainability performance (SDGs), a relatively 
underdeveloped topic. In this line, this article emphasizes how 
governance in family-owned MSMEs advances SDGs through 
social capital. Using a sample of 421 family MSMEs from 
Pakistan, the authors confirm that strong governance prac-
tices, such as clear roles, transparency, strategic planning, and 
financial oversight, improve sustainability results by building 
stakeholder trust, mitigating risks, and strengthening business 
foundations. The findings revealed that effective governance 
practices ameliorate the social capital of the owner's family. In 
that sense, results demonstrate that robust governance improves 
family social capital, while facilitating conflict resolution, busi-
ness continuity, and external stakeholder relationships, which 
are essential for long-term success. Finally, insights presented 
in this research offer, from a broader perspective, valuable guid-
ance for family firms facing economic and social challenges 
while maintaining their commitment to sustainability.

Our second article “Keep Up With the Joneses: Founders and 
Family Business Philanthropy”, by Wang, Tang and Huang 
(https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​beer.​12794​) goes beyond the family-
business-society triad as the explanatory factors for phil-
anthropic giving, and turns its focus on individual factors. 
Especially on the role of business founders in shaping phil-
anthropic decisions in family businesses (FBs) in the context 
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of China. While previous research on FB philanthropy has 
focused on family identity and strategic concerns, this study 
emphasizes the oft-ignored influence of founders' personal 
growth environments. Using imprint theory and social com-
parison theory, the study hypothesizes that the social climate 
of comparison in a founder's region of upbringing significantly 
affects philanthropic giving. The research analyzes data from 
Chinese A-share listed FBs (2010–2018) and finds that stronger 
social comparison climates lead to higher philanthropic expen-
ditures, particularly in regions with a higher concentration of 
FBs. The study expands the existing framework of FB philan-
thropy to include individual factors and highlights the role of 
informal institutions like social comparison in shaping philan-
thropic behavior.

The third article entitled “Environmental, Social, and 
Governance in Family Firms: A Bibliometric Review and Agenda 
for Future Research” by Zhu, Simón Villar and Ge (https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1111/​beer.​12805​), provides a systematic literature review 
on ESG practices in family firms by reviewing and integrating 
34 influential articles. Through its systematic approach, this 
study advances the understanding of Environmental, Social, 
and Governance (ESG) practices in family firms (FFs) through 
three key contributions. First, it uses a bibliometric analysis to 
synthesize existing research, integrating agency theory, stake-
holder theory, and socioemotional wealth theory. This synthesis 
reveals how these theories intersect and occasionally conflict, 
explaining paradoxical family firms' sustainability behaviors, 
such as robust community engagement alongside selective ESG 
investment avoidance. Second, it refines these theories by iden-
tifying boundary conditions—firm size, regional context, and 
governance structure—that influence when theoretical predic-
tions apply, thus deepening insights into the family firm–ESG 
dynamics. Third, it identifies a gap in current theories regard-
ing the temporal evolution of FFs' ESG initiatives, noting that 
while static relationships are well-explained, the theories do 
not account for how ESG engagement shifts across generations 
or firm development stages, therefore offering important guid-
ance to future research. The article concludes with suggestions 
to advance future research in terms of leveraging unconven-
tional sources (e.g., international organization reports), using 
qualitative methods like case studies, and fostering stronger 
collaboration between family firm practitioners, academics, and 
policymakers to advance the ESG agenda through impactful, 
co-authored research.

The fourth article, “Introducing Twin Transitions in Family 
Businesses: A Triple-Bottom-Line Perspective,” by Colapinto 
and Masé (https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​beer.​12786​), explores how 
family businesses navigate the intersection of sustainability and 
digital transformation—known as the twin transition. Drawing 
on qualitative data from 19 family firms across Europe, the 
study highlights how next-generation leaders play a pivotal role 
in aligning digital innovation with social and environmental 
goals. By adopting a Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework, the 
authors demonstrate that family businesses foster long-term 
sustainability through territorial embeddedness, intergenera-
tional collaboration, and an emphasis on work–life balance. The 
findings provide new insights into how FBs can act as catalysts 
for inclusive, viable, and responsible business models in times 
of transition.

The fifth article “How Do Family Firm Ownership and 
Governance Structures Impact the Digitalization of Business 
Strategy for Sustainability: A Catalyst or an Obstacle?”, by Forés, 
Fernández-Yáñez, and Puig-Denia (https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​beer.​
12795​), explores how the digitalization of business strategy en-
hances sustainability performance in family firms and how this 
relationship is conditioned by internal heterogeneity, particu-
larly ownership and governance structures. Drawing on a global 
dataset from the STEP Project Global Consortium (SPGC), the 
authors confirm that while strategy digitalization has a direct 
positive impact on sustainability outcomes, family ownership 
can act as a barrier due to risk aversion and emotional attach-
ment to traditional practices. In contrast, the presence of for-
mal governance structures, such as boards or family councils, 
strengthens the positive effects of digitalization. The study offers 
an important contribution to the literature by demonstrating the 
ambivalent role of family involvement and highlighting the im-
portance of professional governance in leveraging digital tools 
for sustainable transformation.

Last but not least, the sixth article “CSR Performance in 
Family Firms: The Pivotal Role of the External Auditor and 
the Moderating Impact of Family Influence and Eponymy”, 
by Schierstedt, Corten and Henn (https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​beer.​
70041​), addresses a critical but overlooked factor in family firm 
CSR performance: the external auditor. Using a large U.S. panel 
dataset of listed family firms, the study finds that higher audit 
fees—used as a proxy for deeper auditor engagement—are asso-
ciated with stronger CSR performance, due to enhanced quality 
and credibility of CSR reporting. However, this effect is moder-
ated by family dynamics: strong family influence (e.g., family 
CEO or high family board presence) weakens the auditor's im-
pact, while eponymous firms (those bearing the family name) 
are more likely to leverage audit insights to protect and enhance 
their reputation. The study contributes to family business and 
audit literatures by illuminating the interplay between internal 
family characteristics and external professional oversight in 
shaping CSR outcomes.

Collectively, these studies portray family firms as central agents 
in sustainability and ethics—yet their impact depends on gov-
ernance quality, generational renewal, cultural context, and 
professionalization. Methodologically, they blend quantitative 
modeling, bibliometric mapping, and qualitative casework, 
demonstrating the field's progression toward multi-level, mixed-
method inquiry on ESG and SDG performance in family en-
terprises. Table  1 summarizes their methodology, theoretical 
lenses and main findings.

3   |   Methodological Recommendations and Future 
Research Directions

Future studies should adopt multi-level and longitudinal designs 
to capture the evolving nature of sustainability in family firms. 
Comparative case studies and mixed-methods approaches can 
offer deeper insights into how family dynamics interact with 
environmental and social goals. For instance, longitudinal ap-
proaches are particularly well-suited to examining how sustain-
ability priorities shift across generational transitions, revealing 
how values, governance structures, and strategic commitments 

 26946424, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/beer.70059 by M

A
R

T
A

 R
IE

R
A

 - U
niversitaet D

e V
alencia , W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [28/11/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.12805
https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.12805
https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.12786
https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.12795
https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.12795
https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.70041
https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.70041


5Business Ethics, the Environment & Responsibility, 2025

T
A

B
L

E
 1

    
|    

C
ha

ra
ct

er
is

tic
s a

nd
 fi

nd
in

gs
 o

f t
he

 a
rt

ic
le

s i
nc

lu
de

d 
in

 th
e 

sp
ec

ia
l i

ss
ue

.

A
rt

ic
le

M
et

ho
do

lo
gy

/t
he

or
ie

s
Fi

nd
in

gs

A
hm

ad
 &

 A
ls

uh
ai

ba
ny

 (2
02

5)
 –

 S
m

al
l F

ee
t, 

Bi
g 

Pr
in

ts
: T

he
 C

on
tr

ib
ut

io
n 

of
 F

am
ily

-O
w

ne
d 

M
SM

Es
 to

 S
us

ta
in

ab
le

 D
ev

el
op

m
en

t G
oa

ls
 (S

D
G

s)
Q

ua
nt

ita
tiv

e 
su

rv
ey

. 4
21

 
fa

m
ily

 M
SM

Es
 a

na
ly

ze
d 

vi
a 

PL
S-

SE
M

 (S
m

ar
tP

LS
4)

R
es

ou
rc

e-
Ba

se
d 

V
ie

w
 (R

BV
) 

an
d 

So
ci

oe
m

ot
io

na
l W

ea
lth

 
(S

E
W

) f
ra

m
ew

or
ks

Fa
m

ily
 g

ov
er

na
nc

e 
pr

ac
tic

es
 a

nd
 so

ci
al

 c
ap

ita
l p

os
iti

ve
ly

 
dr

iv
e 

ec
on

om
ic

 (S
D

G
 8

), 
so

ci
al

 (S
D

G
 1

1)
, a

nd
 e

nv
ir

on
m

en
ta

l 
(S

D
G

 1
3)

 p
er

fo
rm

an
ce

. F
am

ily
 so

ci
al

 c
ap

ita
l m

ed
ia

te
s 

th
e 

lin
k 

be
tw

ee
n 

go
ve

rn
an

ce
 a

nd
 su

st
ai

na
bi

lit
y.

 E
ffe

ct
iv

e 
fa

m
ily

 g
ov

er
na

nc
e 

en
ha

nc
es

 S
D

G
-o

ri
en

te
d 

su
st

ai
na

bi
lit

y

W
an

g,
 T

an
g 

&
 H

ua
ng

 (2
02

5)
 –

 K
ee

p 
U

p 
W

ith
 th

e J
on

es
es

: F
ou

nd
er

s a
nd

 
Fa

m
ily

 B
us

in
es

s P
hi

la
nt

hr
op

y
Q

ua
nt

ita
tiv

e 
pa

ne
l. 

75
8 

C
hi

ne
se

 F
Bs

 (2
01

0–
18

); 
m

ul
tiv

ar
ia

te
 re

gr
es

si
on

s
Im

pr
in

tin
g 

th
eo

ry
 a

nd
 

so
ci

al
 c

om
pa

ri
so

n 
th

eo
ry

Fo
un

de
rs

 ra
is

ed
 in

 re
gi

on
s w

ith
 st

ro
ng

 so
ci

al
 c

om
pa

ri
so

n 
cl

im
at

es
 e

ng
ag

e 
in

 h
ig

he
r p

hi
la

nt
hr

op
y.

 T
he

 e
ffe

ct
 is

 
am

pl
ifi

ed
 b

y 
lo

ca
l f

am
ily

 fi
rm

 d
en

si
ty

, r
ef

le
ct

in
g 

cu
ltu

ra
l 

pr
es

su
re

s (
“f

ac
e,

” 
m

ia
nz

i) 
th

at
 sh

ap
e 

fo
un

de
r-

dr
iv

en
 g

iv
in

g.
 

H
ig

hl
ig

ht
s i

nd
iv

id
ua

l-l
ev

el
 im

pr
in

ts
 in

 F
B 

ph
ila

nt
hr

op
y

Zh
u,

 S
im

ón
 V

ill
ar

 &
 G

e 
(2

02
5)

 –
 E

nv
ir

on
m

en
ta

l, 
So

ci
al

, a
nd

 G
ov

er
na

nc
e 

in
 F

am
ily

 F
ir

m
s: 

A
 B

ib
lio

m
et

ri
c R

ev
ie

w
 a

nd
 A

ge
nd

a 
fo

r F
ut

ur
e R

es
ea

rc
h

Bi
bl

io
m

et
ri

c 
an

al
ys

is
. 3

4 
pe

er
-r

ev
ie

w
ed

 st
ud

ie
s (

20
15

–
20

23
) u

si
ng

 V
O

Sv
ie

w
er

 a
nd

 
Ta

bl
ea

u 
vi

su
al

iz
at

io
n;

Li
te

ra
tu

re
 sy

nt
he

si
s a

nd
 m

ap
pi

ng

ES
G

 re
se

ar
ch

 in
 fa

m
ily

 fi
rm

s i
s f

ra
gm

en
te

d;
 d

om
in

an
t t

he
or

ie
s 

ar
e 

ag
en

cy
, s

ta
ke

ho
ld

er
, a

nd
 S

E
W

. E
SG

 e
ng

ag
em

en
t s

ho
w

s 
re

gi
on

al
, g

ov
er

na
nc

e,
 a

nd
 g

en
er

at
io

na
l v

ar
ia

tio
ns

. F
am

ily
 c

on
tr

ol
 

ca
n 

bo
th

 e
nh

an
ce

 so
ci

al
 re

sp
on

si
bi

lit
y 

an
d 

lim
it 

di
sc

lo
su

re
. C

al
ls

 
fo

r d
yn

am
ic

, l
on

gi
tu

di
na

l, 
an

d 
m

ul
ti-

le
ve

l E
SG

 re
se

ar
ch

 in
 F

Fs

C
ol

ap
in

to
 &

 M
as

é 
(2

02
5)

 –
 In

tr
od

uc
in

g 
T

w
in

 T
ra

ns
iti

on
s i

n 
Fa

m
ily

 
Bu

sin
es

se
s: 

A
 T

ri
pl

e-
Bo

tto
m

-L
in

e P
er

sp
ec

tiv
e

Q
ua

lit
at

iv
e 

m
ul

ti-
ca

se
. 

19
 F

Bs
 (E

ur
op

e,
 m

ul
tip

le
 

se
ct

or
s)

; c
on

te
nt

 a
na

ly
si

s 
lin

ki
ng

 d
ig

ita
liz

at
io

n 
an

d 
su

st
ai

na
bi

lit
y 

(T
w

in
 T

ra
ns

iti
on

)
Tr

ip
le

 B
ot

to
m

 L
in

e 
(T

BL
) l

en
s

FB
s i

nt
eg

ra
te

 d
ig

ita
l a

nd
 g

re
en

 tr
an

si
tio

ns
 v

ia
 T

BL
 b

al
an

ce
 

(p
ro

fit
–p

eo
pl

e–
pl

an
et

). 
N

ex
t g

en
er

at
io

ns
 a

ct
 a

s c
at

al
ys

ts
 fo

r 
di

gi
ta

l a
nd

 su
st

ai
na

bl
e 

tr
an

sf
or

m
at

io
n.

 S
uc

ce
ss

 d
ep

en
ds

 o
n 

in
te

rg
en

er
at

io
na

l c
ol

la
bo

ra
tio

n,
 st

ak
eh

ol
de

r e
ng

ag
em

en
t, 

an
d 

al
ig

nm
en

t o
f d

ig
ita

liz
at

io
n 

w
ith

 su
st

ai
na

bi
lit

y 
go

al
s

Fo
ré

s,
 F

er
ná

nd
ez

-Y
áñ

ez
 &

 P
ui

g-
D

en
ia

 (2
02

5)
 –

 H
ow

 D
o 

Fa
m

ily
 F

ir
m

 
O

w
ne

rs
hi

p 
an

d 
G

ov
er

na
nc

e S
tr

uc
tu

re
s I

m
pa

ct
 th

e D
ig

ita
liz

at
io

n 
of

 
Bu

sin
es

s S
tr

at
eg

y 
fo

r S
us

ta
in

ab
ili

ty
?

Q
ua

nt
ita

tiv
e 

cr
os

s-
na

tio
na

l 
an

al
ys

is
. S

TE
P 

Pr
oj

ec
t 

G
lo

ba
l C

on
so

rt
iu

m
 d

at
a.

 
R

eg
re

ss
io

n 
m

od
el

lin
g

D
ig

ita
l s

tr
at

eg
y 

→
 su

st
ai

na
bi

lit
y 

pe
rf

or
m

an
ce

, m
od

er
at

ed
 b

y 
ow

ne
rs

hi
p 

an
d 

go
ve

rn
an

ce

D
ig

ita
liz

at
io

n 
of

 st
ra

te
gy

 si
gn

ifi
ca

nt
ly

 im
pr

ov
es

 fa
m

ily
 

bu
si

ne
ss

 su
st

ai
na

bi
lit

y.
 H

ow
ev

er
, h

ig
h 

fa
m

ily
 o

w
ne

rs
hi

p 
w

ea
ke

ns
 th

is
 li

nk
 (r

is
k 

av
er

si
on

), 
w

hi
le

 st
ro

ng
 g

ov
er

na
nc

e 
st

ru
ct

ur
es

 (b
oa

rd
s,

 c
ou

nc
ils

) s
tr

en
gt

he
n 

it.
 S

ho
w

s 
ne

ed
 to

 b
al

an
ce

 o
w

ne
rs

hi
p 

co
nt

ro
l a

nd
 g

ov
er

na
nc

e 
pr

of
es

si
on

al
iz

at
io

n 
fo

r s
us

ta
in

ab
le

 d
ig

ita
l t

ra
ns

fo
rm

at
io

n

Sc
hi

er
st

ed
t, 

C
or

te
n 

&
 H

en
n 

(2
02

5)
 –

 C
SR

 P
er

fo
rm

an
ce

 in
 F

am
ily

 F
ir

m
s: 

Th
e P

iv
ot

al
 R

ol
e o

f t
he

 E
xt

er
na

l A
ud

ito
r a

nd
 th

e M
od

er
at

in
g 

Im
pa

ct
 o

f 
Fa

m
ily

 In
flu

en
ce

 a
nd

 E
po

ny
m

y

Pa
ne

l d
at

a 
(U

S-
lis

te
d 

fa
m

ily
 

fir
m

s,
 2

00
7–

20
21

); 
re

gr
es

si
on

 
w

ith
 4

52
1 

fir
m

-y
ea

r o
bs

er
va

tio
ns

; 
m

ea
su

re
s a

ud
it 

fe
es

, f
am

ily
 

in
flu

en
ce

, e
po

ny
m

y

H
ig

he
r a

ud
it 

fe
es

 (p
ro

xy
 fo

r a
ud

it 
qu

al
ity

) →
 b

et
te

r C
SR

 
pe

rf
or

m
an

ce
. F

am
ily

 in
flu

en
ce

 w
ea

ke
ns

, w
hi

le
 e

po
ny

m
ou

s f
ir

m
 

na
m

es
 st

re
ng

th
en

 th
is

 re
la

tio
ns

hi
p.

 E
xt

er
na

l a
ud

ito
rs

 e
nh

an
ce

 
C

SR
 tr

an
sp

ar
en

cy
, b

ut
 fa

m
ily

 c
on

tr
ol

 m
od

er
at

es
 th

e 
ex

te
nt

 o
f 

en
ga

ge
m

en
t. 

H
ig

hl
ig

ht
s e

xt
er

na
l g

ov
er

na
nc

e's
 ro

le
 in

 F
B 

et
hi

cs

So
ur

ce
: O

w
n 

el
ab

or
at

io
n.

 26946424, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/beer.70059 by M

A
R

T
A

 R
IE

R
A

 - U
niversitaet D

e V
alencia , W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [28/11/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



6 Business Ethics, the Environment & Responsibility, 2025

evolve over time. Multi-level designs can illuminate the interplay 
between individual family members, organizational practices, 
and broader institutional or cultural contexts. Comparative 
case studies and mixed-methods approaches can offer deeper 
insights into how family dynamics interact with environmental 
and social goals, especially when comparing firms across indus-
tries, geographies, or generational stages (Samara et  al.  2018). 
Researchers are encouraged to engage with unconventional data 
sources, such as family constitutions, internal communications, 
or community impact reports, which can reveal the language 
through which sustainability is framed, negotiated, and enacted 
within the family-business interface. Furthermore, embedded 
ethnographies and field research are especially valuable for 
uncovering the emotional, identity-driven, and often tacit di-
mensions of socioemotional wealth, particularly in smaller or 
less formal family enterprises that are frequently overlooked 
in mainstream research. These methods can surface the lived 
experiences and informal practices that shape how sustainabil-
ity awareness is developed and framed but are rarely captured 
through surveys or archival data. Finally, greater collaboration 
with practitioners, NGOs, and policymakers can also enhance 
the relevance and applicability of academic work. Studies should 
also consider embedded ethnographies and field research, espe-
cially in smaller or less formal family enterprises that are often 
overlooked but may offer rich, contextualized insights.

Nowadays, up to four generations can coexist in the family busi-
ness: from the founder to a third and even fourth generation. 
These generational cohorts are very different from each other, 
and they also show different perceptions regarding sustainabil-
ity. From a founder generation concerned with maintaining and 
controlling the SEW, avoiding anything related to investment 
in sustainability practices, in the latest generations, control and 
influence over the business become less central, giving way to 
greater concern for social and sustainable issues. This genera-
tional tension can either enrich or hinder the implementation of 
sustainable strategies, where dialogue and the effective manage-
ment of SEW are key to aligning family and business objectives 
toward comprehensive sustainability Accordingly, research 
should examine how sustainability is incorporated into suc-
cession planning and how generational change affects sustain-
ability goals. Future investigations should further explore the 
interaction between digital transformation and sustainability in 
family firms, focusing on how technology enables or challenges 
sustainable practices the role of family firms in contributing 
to regional development, social cohesion, and place-based sus-
tainability initiatives deserves more attention. Additionally, 
studies should assess how family firms manage legitimacy and 
stakeholder trust while navigating risks such as greenwashing. 
Emotional, gendered, and identity-based dimensions of sustain-
ability decisions also offer fertile ground for future research.

Future research should also investigate how family firms behave 
with regard to sustainability-oriented investments and actions 
under conditions of regulatory uncertainty and shifting institu-
tional pressures—for instance, as a result of changes in national 
policy agendas or evolving priorities of international bodies. It 
will be valuable to assess whether these behaviors are primarily 
driven by deeply rooted family values or rather by a tendency to 
follow prevailing institutional fashions and trends. This study 
aims to raise awareness among policymakers, advisors, and 

family business associations about sustainability, helping them 
understand and implement corporate and institutional mech-
anisms that promote transparency, cultural sustainability, the 
adoption of ethical and reputational standards, and an inter-
generational view in family businesses. Likewise, examining 
whether family and non-family firms exhibit similar patterns 
or diverge in their responses to such uncertainty will provide 
critical insights. This line of inquiry would help validate theo-
retical assumptions linking ESG and sustainability practices to 
the intrinsic characteristics and socioemotional wealth (SEW) 
priorities of family firms.

To conclude beyond considering family firms as mere partici-
pants, further studies should focus on a specific and significant 
role of family businesses: to be guardians of the responsibility to 
perpetuate a sustainable legacy across generations.

4   |   Conclusions

This Special Issue underscores the growing complexity and 
richness of research on sustainability in family firms. As firms 
confront both internal challenges and external pressures, the 
need for context-sensitive, theory-driven, and methodologically 
diverse research becomes increasingly apparent. The contribu-
tions collectively show that family firms are not merely partic-
ipants in the global sustainability agenda—they are potential 
custodians of intergenerational responsibility. Their embedded-
ness in communities, long-term orientation, and commitment to 
legacy give them a unique moral and institutional authority to 
shape more responsible forms of capitalism.

Looking ahead, positioning family firms as stewards of perpe-
tuity reframes their role from protecting family wealth to safe-
guarding the wellbeing of future generations. This perspective 
encourages a shift from reactive compliance toward proactive 
leadership in sustainability governance, where family firms act 
as laboratories of responsible innovation and intergenerational 
ethics.

To translate this potential into practice, policy frameworks, 
advisory systems, and family business associations must play 
enabling roles. Policymakers can strengthen sustainability tran-
sitions by providing tailored regulations and incentives designed 
for family-owned enterprises, which represent the great major-
ity of firms. Advisors and consultants can facilitate the profes-
sionalization of governance mechanisms, supporting families 
in integrating sustainability metrics into succession planning, 
family constitutions, and strategic decision-making. Likewise, 
family business associations can cultivate learning platforms 
that bridge generations, promoting peer-to-peer mentoring and 
the diffusion of sustainable practices across networks of fam-
ily firms.

Finally, by aligning their Quadruple Bottom Line—People, 
Planet, Profit, and Perpetuity—family firms can emerge as ex-
emplars of how business, ethics, and legacy converge to sustain 
both enterprise and society. We thus call on scholars, practi-
tioners, and policymakers alike to view family firms not just 
as economic actors, but as enduring custodians of intergenera-
tional responsibility.
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