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Territoriality In Family Business Groups — The Impact Of Ownership In Sharing

Territories

Introduction

Brown, Lawrence and Robinson (2005) state that ‘Life in organizations is fundamentally
territorial’ (p. 577). That is, organisations are favourable contexts for establishing territorial
boundaries and manifesting territoriality, as they entail settings characterised by power and
politics, with the motives for ownership often guided by the desire to hold claim to several
objects, thus triggering territorial behaviour (Brown, 2009). In a family business, the business
and the ownership are shared with other actors within the same domain. Besides having the
legal-economic rights to possess business entities and objects, family owners exhibit deep
psychological and social attachment toward their possessions. Thus, the family owners both as
individuals and as a collective group aim to construct, communicate, maintain and restore
proprietary attachment to objects permanently or temporarily, and they are sensitive to the
property lines that define the boundaries of their various owned targets (Brown et al., 2005).
Hence, there is a need for family owners to maintain power and authority and to protect one’s
or a group’s territories.

Despite the increased interest in human behaviour in business organisations, territories,
territorial boundaries and territorial behaviours are rather unexplored areas of research in the
context of family businesses. Most existing studies view territories only as static geographic
places or physical environments/spaces and focus on the surrounding territories (local contexts)
in which family firms operate as well on the relationships and effects they have on one another
(Bau, Chirico, Pittino, Backman, & Klaesson, 2019; Del Baldo, 2012; Garmendia-Lazcano,

lturrioz-Landart, & Aragon-Amonarriz, 2020; Martinez-Sanchis, Aragon-Amonarriz, &



Iturrioz-Landart, 2020; Nordqvist & Melin, 2010). Furthermore, the tendency to examine how
legal, social and political power are manifested within family firms rather than focus on
territories causes researchers to refer overly much to legal and social family system boundaries
(Distelberg & Blow, 2011). Moreover, territorial behaviour has mainly been investigated
among non-family employees (Atalay & Ozler, 2013; Sieger, Bernhard, & Frey, 2011), with
researchers focusing on how psychological ownership affects their work attitudes and
behaviours while making few references to family members and owners. However, as
Rantanen and Jussila (2011) note, families in business, like any other groups, have territorial
motivations and are constantly searching for whatever territorial gratification the possessions
can provide them.

Additionally, although current research on territoriality in organisations has focused on
such topics as social systems (Brown, 1987), social processes (Porteus, 1976), marking and
defending (Brown et al., 2005), and control and power relations (Sassen, 2013), studies
examining territoriality predominantly underline only the psychological and social aspects of
the phenomenon. However, a business, which operates not only as a social system but also as
an entity, is composed of a variety of material and immaterial elements that can be legally,
psychologically and socially seen as different personal territories. As territorial behaviours also
manifest themselves in private spaces and towards those objects over which individuals and
groups hold legal ownership rights, all three dimensions of ownership, legal-economic,
psychological and social, should be taken into account when examining territories and
territoriality in business organisations and among business owners.

In this study, we extend the territoriality research streams to levels of ownership and
analyse how different dimensions of ownership affect territorial behaviour and the territorial
division of family business groups during and after critical events. We analyse how the two

types of territoriality, marking and defending, take shape during such events and highlight the



factors in family ownership and in those critical incidents that influence them. Thus, our
research question is as follows: ‘How does ownership affect the division of territory and
territorial behaviour during critical events impacting family business groups?” We use a
qualitative approach consisting of multiple case analyses, with the cases being purposively
selected. We also conducted semi-structured interviews with family business group owners.
By using qualitative research methods and introducing the concept of territoriality into
family business group research, we can investigate this phenomenon in more depth and
contribute to an understanding territory-related behaviour by family business group owners
that might appear irrational or unusual. Indeed, we are able to demonstrate how ownership and
feelings of ownership influence family business group owners’ motives, attitudes and
behaviours. As a result, our contribution is twofold. First, our study advances the theoretical
understanding of owners’ territorial behaviour in family business groups. We underline that
when looking at territories and territoriality from an owner’s perspective, besides taking the
psychological and social aspects of the phenomenon into account, the legal-economical point
of view also needs to be considered. This is particularly evident with respect to the critical
events impacting family business groups when major changes in ownership or at a generational
stage occur. Second, we contribute to territoriality research by extending the territoriality
discussion from the individual level to a collective level by showing that the family unit has
collective motives for retaining, altering and protecting its possessions (territories) and that it
exercises group territoriality. Third, we extend the examination of territoriality from that of an
individual organisation to family business groups, i.e. how territoriality concerns many
businesses simultaneously. We also highlight that both legal-economic as well as psychological
and social attachments create a setting for negotiating territorial boundaries between the actors

involved in the business, where the different actors may claim their share of the family business

group.



The paper is structured as follows. First, we introduce the theoretical foundations of our
study and discuss ownership in general and family businesses and family business groups in
particular. Second, we introduce the concepts of territory and territoriality, while also
discussing their links to the concept and dimensions of ownership. By doing so, we set the
stage for our contribution, as our empirical work advances each of these discussions. Before
moving on to our analysis and findings, we introduce our cases and outline the research process
as well as the choices of methods. Towards the end of the paper, we focus on the novel ideas
and leads that arise from our analysis, specify how our findings extend existing knowledge and

discuss their utility for future research as well as practice.

Literature

Ownership in business organisations

Ownership is always a social construct (see Berger & Luckman, 1966) linking items of property
to one or more people and defining social relations among persons (Stein, 1976). As a
relationship between people and ownable things, the concept can be defined in multiple ways.
Typically, in business organisations the concept encompasses three dimensions: legal-
economic, psychological and social (i.e. socio-psychological and socio-symbolic). Legal-
economic ownership is defined as follows: ‘the total body of rights to use and enjoy a property,
to pass it on to someone else as an inheritance, or to convey it by sale. Ownership implies the
right to possess property’ (Webster’s New Word Law Dictionary, 2006). It can be seen as a
system of rules and principles relating to coordinating property and as the most fundamental
element for claiming and holding possessions since it addresses a question concerning people’s
normative standing, meaning the legal rights and duties held against one another with respect
to an object (Dorfman, 2010). In general, the legal ownership of an asset consists of three

elements: the right to use the asset, the right to appropriate the returns from the asset and the



right to change its form, substance and location (Libecap, 2002). In business organisations,
legal ownership establishes the right of people to exert an influence in managing the firm and
have a seat on the board of directors. Although legal-economic ownership is socially
constructed (see Berger & Luckman, 1966), it is based on institutionalised and social
agreements, such as laws and other formal regulations, and it is recognised by society
(Rautiainen, 2012).

However, Etzioni (1991) notes that ownership is a ‘dual creation, part attitude, part
object, part in mind, part real’ (p. 466). The other two forms of ownership, psychological and
social ownership, are based on emotions and can exist without legal-economic ownership
(Pierce Kostova & Dirks, 2001; Sieger, 2011); they can also operate separately from each other
(Atalay & Ozler, 2013; Shu & Peck, 2011). Accordingly, psychological ownership is defined
as ‘the feeling of possessiveness and of being psychologically tied to an object’ (Pierce et al.,

2001, p. 299). It is a psychological state referring to feelings of possessiveness and attachment

where an individual (or a group) perceives that an object is ‘theirs’ (e.g. ‘This family firm is

OURS and belongs to US”). Feelings of ownership emerge because people are motivated to be

effective and competent in altering their possessions (e.g. Deci & Ryan, 1985; Furby, 1978;
White, 1959), to use the possessions to define themselves and the groups they belong to (i.e. to
answer the question ‘Who am | and where do | belong?’; e.g. Dittmar, 1992; Mead, 1934;
Porteus, 1976), to assume the possessions as a place in which to dwell and feel at home (e.g.
Altman, 1975; Ardrey, 1966; Duncan, 1981), and to seek stimulation through the possessions
because they meet their arousal requirements (Duncan, 1981; Porteus, 1976; Kamptner, 1989).

Social ownership entails two dimensions, socio-psychological and socio-symbolic
ownership, and it is internalised through a process of interaction. Socio-symbolic ownership

is based on a status, a role, or an identity, whereas socio-psychological ownership refers more



to possessing something through affective and collectivistic emotions. In both instances,
possessions are experienced as extensions of the self (Dittmar, 1992). Social ownership extends
the meaning of the concept beyond its general legal, financial and structural definition, as it is
constructed by possessions and social agreements between individuals and groups (Nordgvist,
2005). It also highlights ownership as shared and collective phenomenon; individuals become

members of a social group through collective possessions and a collective identity.

Ownership in family businesses and family business groups

In a family business, ownership is unique, multifaced and mostly shared among others. That
is, in most cases the owner is not an individual person but a collective, a specific social group
labelled a family (e.g. Gersick, Lansberg, Desjardins, & Dunn, 1999; Tagiuri & Davis, 1996).
While economic and strategy researchers (Anderson & Reeb, 2003; Burkart, Panunzu, &
Shleifer, 2003; La Porta, Lopez-De-Silanes, & Shleifer, 1999) refer to legal-economic
ownership as the main distinguishing factor, psychological and social ownership also
significantly affect family businesses since elements of all three are typically intertwined. In
other words, when looking at a family’s level of engagement in the firm and behavioural issues,
for instance, besides its legal status (Hall, 2005), emotional attachments based on the shared
values, culture and history of the family and the business become important factors in
ownership (Rau, Werner, & Schell, 2019). Family owners are likely to form a strong personal
identification with and devotion to their businesses (Bernhard & O’Driscoll, 2011).
Additionally, social ownership is related to both forms of ownership and takes place in family
firms during social interaction, including negotiations regarding ownership, and it results in
mutual agreements regarding the targets of ownership (Brundin, Samuelsson, & Melin, 2014).

It also highlights the collective nature of family ownership when family members make



agreements with each other or the family as a social and structured group makes contracts with
others.

As ownership in family business groups entails dealing with multiple businesses
simultaneously, it is often seen as highly complex (Almeida & Wolfenzon, 2006; Jaffe & Lane,
2004), but also as flexible, loose and persistent as well as rather tolerant of the pressures arising
from the family dynamics (Makimattila, Rautiainen, & Pihkala, 2016). The ownership
structures of family business groups can be organised in a number of ways: for instance, the
businesses may be owned by the founder or leading person of the family, several family
members may own businesses within the group (but not involving the whole family), some
businesses may be owned through another company or companies (e.g. pyramid structures,
holding companies) and some businesses may even involve non-family owners. Accordingly,
some businesses may have multiple series of shares with differential voting rights, thus leading
to different positions of power and control. The owners may also value various businesses and
parts of the business differently, and their businesses may have different objectives, resources,
positions in the market and links to other businesses inside or outside the group (Pihkala, Goel,
Rautiainen, Mukherjee, & lkavalko, 2019). Since collecting several businesses within a
business group may provide the owners with opportunities to follow self-deserving interests,
their possessive feelings and emotional attachment towards different businesses may vary
(across generations, too). That is to say, typically the level of psychological ownership
determines the owner’s level of interest in and expectations for the businesses (Pihkala et al.,

2019).

Territories and territoriality
Territories and territoriality comprise two different categories. Typically, territories refer to

spaces ‘where the accumulation of economic actions and common values takes place’



(Pallares-Barber, Tulla, & Vera, 2004, p. 638), as they play an important role in the activities
of the people living there. Territoriality, on the other hand, refers to the exclusive right of space
(Sack, 1983), the psychological possession of a space by an individual or group (Altman, 1975)
and the behaviours of individuals and groups (Brown et al., 2005). According to Sack (1983),
territoriality is best understood as ‘a spatial strategy to affect, influence or control resources
and people, by controlling area; and, as a strategy, territoriality can be turned on and off. In
geographical terms, it is a form of spatial behavior’ and fundamentally ‘a human strategy to
affect, influence and control’ (p. 1-2). Hence, it is a behavioural expression of ownership of an
object that emerge when social actors occupy or try to occupy a shared social space or a target
of ownership.

It is rather noteworthy that in recent years the concept of territory has assumed a more
‘holistic’ meaning as it has evolved from the notion of a (static) place, with a predominant
geographic and object connotation, to having a more dynamic and complex meaning and
comprising system involving tangible and intangible elements that give a sense of place to a
network of actors (Del Baldo, 2012). In other words, the concept of territory can be used to
describe ‘a stretch of land, an idea, a function, or anything else that holds a person’s fancy to
such a degree that he [or she] seeks to own it’ (Bakker & Bakker-Rabdau, 1973, p. 271).
Accordingly, besides physical objects like businesses, homes, automobiles, tools, machines
and office rooms (e.g. Beaglehole, 1932; Belk, 1988; Dittmar, 1992; Prelinger, 1959), many
targets within the social structure of entities (e.g. people, groups, units, departments, their
practices and the relationships between social entities) have been referred to as potential targets
of a personal sense of possession (e.g. Dittmar, 1992; Dirks, Cummings, & Pierce, 1996;
Kostova, 1998; Peters & Austin, 1985) as well as objects that are abstract in nature (e.g.
rhymes, songs, other artistic creations, words, ideas and privileges) (e.g. Beaglehole, 1932;

Heider, 1958; Isaacs, 1933; James, 1890).



Brighenti (2006) thus notes that ‘relationship, rather than space, is ... at the conceptual
core of territory, so that spatial and non-spatial territories can be seen as superimposed one
onto the other and endowed with multiple connections, according to different scales and
degrees of visibility’ (p. 65). He continues by saying that territory is regarded as ‘an activity of
boundary-drawing and as a process which creates pre-assigned relational positions ---- actors
who, by building and shaping their social relationships draw different types of boundaries’
(Brighenti, 2006, p. 65). When people create territories, they create boundaries that both unite
and divide space along with everything it contains (Penrose, 2002). Boundaries demarcate
spaces for their possessions (Malmberg, 1980).

As social constructions, territories only come into being when they are produced
through social interactions among relevant parties driven by psychological mechanisms (see
Pierce & White, 1999). Indeed, ‘instead of thinking of places as areas with boundaries around,
(places) can be imaged and articulated moments in networks of social relations and
understandings’ (Massey, 1993, p.58). Interacting actors produce territories, but territories as
such also shape the actors, including their rationality (Crevoisier, 2014). Through
communication, learning and memory, individuals and groups participate in the social
construction of territories; they for instance learn to negotiate with other potential owners of
the same territory and to adapt their behaviour to fit the surrounding social structures (see
Ardrey, 1966).

Territories and territoriality are interconnected, with the notion of territories logically
preceding territoriality and territorial actions. However, it is only via these actions that
territories and territorial boundaries are defined and created (Elden, 2010). Accordingly, Brown
et al. (2005) note that territories come into existence through the territorial behaviours of
individuals and groups, and hence, they define territoriality as ‘an individual's behavioural

expression of his or her feelings of ownership toward a physical or social object’ (p.578),



adding that ‘territoriality reflects the social meanings of actions regarding claiming and
protecting objects as they are negotiated in a given social context’ (p. 579). Due to the socially
constructed nature of territories (see Dittmar, 1992), they are not absolute or permanent
(Raffestin, 2012); rather, they are constantly de-constructed, re-constructed, de-functionalised
and re-functionalised through the interactions of social actors.

Since territoriality conveys the idea of psychologically possessing a place or an object
(Altman, 1975), it is closely linked to the concept of psychological ownership (Brown et al.,
2005). Psychological ownership is similar to the idea of proprietary attachment in territoriality
research, meaning that both concepts complement and build on one another. However, the
greatest distinction between the two concepts is that whereas psychological ownership is a
psychological state referring to feelings of possessiveness and attachment toward an object,
territoriality is a social behavioural concept, referring to behaviours that emanate from a sense
of psychological ownership for the purposes of constructing, communicating, maintaining and
restoring one’s attachment to an object (Brown et al., 2005).

Territoriality literature suggests that people occupy territories, use them, invest in them,
and familiarise themselves with them because territories make them feel efficacious (e.g.
Thrasher, 1936; Yablonsky, 1962), allow them to distinguish themselves from others (e.g.
Hatch, 1997; Richards & Dobyns, 1957), provide them with (physical) security and
(psychological) safety (Brown, 1987; Porteus, 1976), and serve as a source of stimulation (e.g.
Duncan, 1981; Kamptner, 1989). It is via these actions — 1) control over a target of possession,
2) interdependent investment (of energy, time, intellect, skills and physical resources) into the
target and 3) inter-subjective familiarisation (knowledge processing) with the target and
personalisation of that target — that a sense of ownership of a territory develops. Scholars have
also suggested that the degree of territorial behaviour is linked to the degree of proprietary

attachment (Brown, 1987; Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981; Ley & Cybriwsky,
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1974). For instance, Altman (1975) distinguishes different levels of territory (primary,
secondary and public) and states that the more people have a psychological interest in and feel
a sense of satisfaction with the territory in question, the more control they will claim over those
territories.

Although scholars like Sommer (1966) have suggested that territoriality should be
distinguished from legally owned objects, such as organisation, properties and so forth, others,
like Soja (1971), note that territoriality affects human behaviour at all social activity levels and
that the concept is constructed from the Western idea of private ownership. A business is not
only as a social system, but also an entity, meaning it is comprised of a variety of material and
immaterial elements that can be legally, psychologically and socially seen as different personal
territories. As territorial behaviours also manifest themselves in private spaces and with respect
to the objects over which individuals and groups hold legal ownership rights, we argue that all
three dimensions of ownership, legal-economic, psychological and social, should be taken into
account when examining territories and territoriality in business organisations. Besides feelings
of attachment and social contracts, the drawing of territorial boundaries and territorial
behaviour are in many cases based on legal-economic ownership, which encompasses the rights

to control and exercise jurisdiction over the territory and resources within it (Simmons, 2001).

Territorial behaviours of marking and defending

The objectivation of territoriality comprises two distinct behavior sets, marking and defending,
both of which can further be divided into two subcategories: marking occurs either as control-
oriented or identity-oriented territoriality and defending occurs as anticipatory or reactionary
territoriality (Brown et al., 2005). Marking refers to those behaviours that construct and
communicate an individual’s or a group’s proprietary attachment to particular objects.

Marking, which makes use of either physical symbols (e.g. nameplates on doors, labelled group

11



spaces, pictures of family owners on websites, family name or logo on a letterhead) or social
symbols (e.g. titles used by certain people, social rituals that convey belonging and access,
public pronouncements) as discursive or visual expressions of ownership, is a way to make
others aware of one’s territory and begin the process of negotiating acceptance of one’s
territorial claim in the social environment. Defending, on the other hand, appears as forceful
territorial actions when an individual or a group feels the need to defend or restore its territory.
It serves as a response to a perceived or potential invasion of an established territory and
manifests itself in such actions as locking doors or using receptionists to prevent entry or access
to certain spaces or people, establishing passwords for files and computers, discrediting the
outgroup’s understanding of information, acquiring new, higher-quality information, seeking
informal support from others or making formal complaints (Brown et al., 2005).

In more detail, identity-oriented marking involves marking an object or territory with
symbols that reflect one’s own or a group’s identity (Brown et al., 2005; Sundstrom &
Sundstrom, 1986), while control-oriented marking refers to markers that are not personalised
but that instead communicate the boundaries of a territory and who has psychological
ownership over it (Altman, 1975; Becker & Mayo, 1971; Smith, Organ, & Near, 1983). Once
territorial boundaries are defined or modified, individuals and groups may begin personalising
their space. As Pratt and Rafaeli (2001) observe, territoriality represents a form of
personalisation that expresses an individual’s personal and professional identity. ldentity-
oriented marking enables individuals and groups to distinguish themselves from others, to
construct and express a variety of facets of their identities to themselves and to others (Brown
et al., 2005). Whereas identity-oriented marking involves marking an object to express an
identity or self, control-oriented marking is used to control access to or use of the object in
question (Brown & Altman, 1981, 1983). It organises and brings meaning to spaces, roles and

other objects that serve as personal territories. Control-oriented marking of territories is likely
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to manifest itself especially when new actors (individuals or groups) flow into the space and
reality, and/or when new constructs are formed (e.g. when a new function is introduced to the
organisation).

Since territorial boundaries are socially constructed norms or psychological contracts,
they often come into conscious awareness only when or after they are being violated (Brown
& Robinson, 2011). This indifference or disagreement of ownership of the target, which
manifests itself in encroaching on another individual’s or group’s territory, is defined as ‘an
infringement’ (e.g. Brown et al., 2005; Lyman & Scott, 1967). Accordingly, it threatens
proprietary claims over a territory, and thus, threatens a loss of the benefits derived from
controlling that territory (Brown & Robinson, 2011). Fear of infringement has the potential to
induce territorial anticipatory and reactionary defences. with the first occurring prior to and the
latter after an infringement (Brown et al., 2005). Anticipatory defences manifest themselves in
such actions as holding information, locking doors, setting passwords on computers, hiding
files or even planting useless ideas to prevent illegitimate entry into or theft of those targets.
Importantly, compared to control-oriented marking, anticipatory defences are not
communicative actions in nature; rather, they prevent any attempted infringement on a territory
by ensuring the actual attempt fails (Brown et al., 2005).

Despite fierce attempts to mark territories and establish anticipatory defences, territorial
infringements may still occur. Reactionary defences are behavioural reactions to a perceived
infringement (see Brown & Robinson, 2011). They are mostly based on immediate emotional
responses (Zajonc, 1984) that occur when someone threatens an individual’s or a group’s
territory, for instance by using or taking something without permission (Brown, 1987; Brown
et al., 2005; Wollman, Kelly, & Bordens, 1994). Different ways of perceiving an infringement
have led to different kinds of reactions; the greater the anger caused by the infringement, the

greater the reactionary defence (Brown & Robinson, 2011). Reactionary defences may
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manifest themselves in such actions as complaining, shouting, slamming doors, glaring or

otherwise expressing and showing physical discomfort in response to a violated territory.

Territories and territoriality in family businesses and family business groups
While territories have received scholarly attention, territoriality is rather unexplored area of
research in a family business context. Recently, Basco and Sewala (2020) have provided an
extensive overview of family business studies exploring topics related to space and searched
for a fertile ground between family business studies and regional studies. Although they
identify several types of spatial entities in the literature, it seems that most studies examining
family business territories have adopted the rather narrow view and notion of territories as only
static geographic places or physical environments/spaces. That is to say, much research has
focused on the surrounding territories (local contexts) into which such businesses are inserted
as well on the relationships and effects they have on one another (Basco, 2015; Bau et al., 2019;
Del Baldo, 2012; Garmendia et al., 2020; Kahn & Henderson, 1992; Martinez-Sanchis et al.,
2020; Seaman, 2015). When examining the manifestations of legal, social and political power
inside family firms, researchers likewise refer to legal and social family system boundaries
rather than territories (Distelberg & Blow, 2011). Such boundaries are typically constituted,
though, through personal contacts, social networks, knowledge and identification with certain
territories. For instance, James (1999) notes that ‘one way to minimize the potential for
continuous and disruptive squabbling is for family members to be strategically separated and
given different territories or areas of responsibilities’ (p.52).

Family businesses are territorially embedded and have historical roots in certain places.
For family members, the actual territories where their firms are located represent places where
they grew up and have lived together and where meaningful life experiences take or have taken

place (Kalantaridis & Bika, 2006). In other words, territories create a strong ‘sense of place’
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and roots for family firms. For instance, Bjornberg and Nicholson (2012), as well as Martinez-
Sanchis et al. (2020), have suggested that territorial factors enhance family members’ sense of
emotional ownership. The emotional connection stemming from family their attachment to and
identifying with a given space becomes closely tied to organisational identity (Shrivastava &
Kennelly, 2013) and is reflected also in their behavior and actions (Pallares- Barbera et al.,
2004; Miller, Le-Breton-Miller, & Lester, 2011; Zellweger & Nason, 2008). That is to say,
family firms experience a high level of territorial embeddedness, i.e. an embodiment of
geographic and social proximity with their immediate surroundings based on a sense of
belonging and territorial identity (Amato, Patuelli, Basco, & Lattanzi, 2020; Martinez-Sanchis
et al., 2020). They exhibit greater concern for the welfare of their employees, are less likely to
downsize than other types of firms (Amato et al., 2020) and intend to stay where they dwell
(belong) even during difficult times like financial crises (Zhou, He, & Wang, 2017). In this
sense, family firms stabilize geographical proximity and spatial structures across generations.
As Astrachan (1988) notes, space can act as an integrative factor in the family firm’s success
‘while firms that are acquired and managed in harmony with the local culture will have a
higher level of morale and long-run productivity’ (p.165).

Territoriality research on family firms has mainly focused on the effects of
psychological ownership on the work-related attitudes and behaviours of non-family
employees (Atalay & Ozler, 2013; Bernhard et al., 2011), while prior studies make few
references to family business members and owners. Rantanen and Jussila (2011) have
discussed how family firms, just like any other firm, have territorial motivations and actively
search for whatever territorial gratification the possession can provide them. Also, Heino,
Tuominen, Tuominen and Jussila (2019) have discussed the shared territories of family
members and proposed that a family’s shared collective psychological ownership can aid in

the family business succession process by reducing negative territorial behaviours (e.g.
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reluctance to share or let go of control and authority) and by increasing positive (caring and
protective) territorial behaviours with respect to the business. However, empirical evidence on

these issues and other links to territories and territorial behaviour are still lacking.

Methodology

To best address our research question, we selected a multiple case study method to investigate
the territoriality phenomenon in family business groups. Multiple cases increase the
methodological rigour and strengthen the precision, validity and stability of the findings (Miles
& Huberman, 1994), and also the evidence from multiple cases is considered more compelling
(Yin, 2013). The major strengths of case studies are that they measure and record behaviour
(Yin, 2013) while also making it possible to empirically investigate ‘a contemporary
phenomenon in depth and within its real-world context” (Yin, 2013, p. 15). In this study the
case study method provided in-depth contextual information on the changes in family business
groups and the phenomenon of territory behaviour embedded in the specific case during critical
events. It also facilitated a holistic examination of the complex and cross-functional
relationship between territoriality and change processes in a family business group setting,
which is a task that requires the collection of rich data from multiple sources of evidence (see

Dyer & Wilkins, 1991).

Case selection

Several different strategies are available to guide the case selection process, depending on the
logic and purpose of the research and whether the researchers seek cases with unique or typical
characteristics (Neergaard, 2007). The cases discussed in this study were selected using
criterion-based selection methods (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993; Patton, 1990). Such methods

permit a sample to be constructed that fits a predefined profile, that is, researchers always use
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specific criteria based on the questions guiding the study. This method was valuable in this
research for two primary reasons. First, the multiple case method enhanced the interpretive
status of the evidence. The criterion was met in part by the complementarity of interviewing
family members combined with other data sources, such as observation. Second, the case
needed to have been in the group expansion stage long enough for us to best assess what
determines an owner’s territories during each expansion phase. This criterion provided us with
an opportunity to look at critical incidents that occurred during the development of the
company. To be eligible for selection, each company also had to be in the form of a family

business group. To maintain anonymity, the real names of these firms are not disclosed.

Data collection

Data on critical events can be collected in many ways, e.g. through interviews (Edvardsson,
1992), creating hypothetical situations (Bitner, 1990) or using traditional questionnaires
(Johnston, 1995). In this study the data collection process followed recommendations for case
study analysis (e.g. Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2013), meaning we combined preliminary
unstructured interviews with formal semi-structured interviews and extensive archival
documents, i.e. company reports, company brochures, newspapers, company webpages,

company videos and published books, as well as informal talks (see Table 1).

------------------------------ Insert Table 1 about here

The interviews helped us improve our understanding not only of the three cases, but
also of territoriality in the family business group in general. The interviews lasted from one to
two hours and followed an interview protocol that continually evolved throughout all three

cases (Strauss & Corbin, 2015; Turner, 2010). The topics covered during the interviews ranged
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from the personal interests of general family owners in the family business group to
relationships among family owners, the processes and procedures followed, decision-making
dynamics and the governance structure. In addition to the interviews, we reviewed an extensive

amount of archival data, as each case has a long history.

Data analysis

The data analysis process consisted of looking at critical events in the three cases and the
possible reactions of the owners with respect to territorial boundaries and control of possessions
being changed. The critical incidents technique was first developed by Flanagan (1954) to
capture data showing both negative and positive critical incidents of human behaviour in
solving practical problems. Critical incidents have also been used extensively in management
literature (Edvardsson & Roos, 2001). The critical incident technique is well suited to a
qualitative research approach since it offers a practical step-by-step approach to collecting and
analysing information on human activities and their significance for the people involved
(Hughes, 2008; Edvardsson & Roos, 2001). Each of the three cases were different in relation
to the business group structure, the ownership structure, generational stage and role of the
owners. At first stage of data analysis, we treated each case separately with the aim of
identifying critical incidents that had impacted territorial behaviour and led to new boundary
divisions, and therefore, resulted in changes to the business group and ownership structure. For
each case, we used theory-driven questions and pinpointed recurring topics using simple,
guiding research questions: What were the main challenges faced by the owners in the group?
Who had the most power to define the expected outcomes? How was the group structure
organised? This phase was useful for exploring emerging patterns and identifying similarities
and differences in the way the sense of territoriality developed within the family business group

and how the owners managed the changes in development. The specific research questions
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regarding the phenomenon were as follows: How and when did the major changes in the
company occur? How have the different changes within the family business group been
managed? What critical elements have played a key role in the change and in which phases?
The central issues at stake involved what problems arose, how they developed and what their
outcome was in relation to territorial boundary changes.

To understand the emergence, development and regeneration of the incidents, it is
important to account for the role of time and history. According to Brown et al. (2005),
members in organisations develop, maintain and defend relationships with many aspects of
organisational life. From a relationship perspective, a lengthy process exists between an owner
perceiving and reacting to a critical situation and ultimately making a decision to exit. Time
and history have the role of detaching an owner from a critical incident. Our processual,
longitudinal approach to archival data mapping followed the rules defined and suggested by
Rosa et al. (2019) and Rautiainen et al. (2012). We processed the data on a stage-by-stage basis
by integrating a variety of data sources over time to enhance an understanding of actors,
processes and experiences within the family business group context. The analysis of archived
materials covers the development of a family business group from its inception until the present
day. Although the archival data is not free of all potential bias, it enabled us to observe and
analyse the development of the family business group over an extended period. The
discontinuous nature of the family business group’s development profile facilitated the research
approach, meaning we were able to focus our initial attention on archive material for specific

years and combine this information with the points raised in the interviews.

Brief description of the cases
Case 1 is a family business founded in 1965. The family business group currently has 11

owners spanning three generations. The transition of this family business into a family business
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group began from early on, as the founder was quite active in converting his family business
into a large family-owned and managed business group. At first, when there was only one
company, ownership was shared with two non-family members. When the business started to
develop, the founder bought out the interests of the other partners; since he was very good at
identifying different business opportunities, the family holdings grew rapidly into a diversified
portfolio consisting of several companies. Between the years 1965 and 2003, the founder
established several business start-ups and orchestrated a number of company takeovers, joint
ventures, business investments, company divisions and company closures, and during that
time, he likewise developed an impressive business portfolio. In the portfolio, some of the
businesses were directly owned by the entrepreneur, while others were owned through other
companies. The group formation did not follow a systematic strategy; instead, the business
growth has been opportunity driven. In the 1980s, the next generation was incorporated into
the business through various ownership arrangements.

When the actual business succession process started in 2003, the family had a complex
structure of different companies, some of which were legally separate and connected only by
the founder. The second-generation family members found this arrangement too complex to
understand and manage. This led the founder and the second generation (three members) to
organise the companies both in the interests of the owners and for financial reasons. Some of
the companies were sold, and the proceeds were transferred to the new family investment
companies. The remaining companies were moved into a holding structure that clarified the
complexity in terms of both the management of different companies and the use of resources.
After a few years, it became evident that the second-generation owners had different views and
interests regarding how to develop the group. One of the siblings was quite entrepreneurial and
interested in growth. He wanted to focus on developing and growing the successful businesses

in the group. For this reason, arrangements were continued such that the recently formed
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holding structure was demolished and the companies were divided amongst each owner based
on their individual interests, leading to a new division of tasks among the owners. This resulted
in two different holdings, the first concentrating on wealth management (pyramidal) and the
other on growth business (pyramidal), thereby continuing the original business idea started by
the founder. This structural arrangement of businesses was complex and required setting up
new companies.

The third generation (seven members) participated in the family business throughout
the ownership changes in 2012. The ownership of the one group was divided between one
second-generation member and seven third-generation members through two different
companies. The second-generation member retained majority voting power. However, due to
the need to balance the value differences between the businesses in the group, equal ownership
was sought through various cross-ownership arrangements among all family members. The
changes have resulted in a highly complex web of ownership relationships. As the family
business is moving further towards the cousin consortium stage, ownership has been divided
among several generations of extended family members. This in turn has meant that new
companies were set up to take care of ownership arrangements. Due to a change in ownership,
the family business group is moving again towards an increasing number of businesses.

Case 2 is a family business founded in 1871 spanning five generations. At present, the
family maintains ownership interest in two large business entities: a public company, partly
owned by the family, and a private company, fully owned by the family. The development of
the family business group has taken some 145 years. During this process, approximately one
hundred different companies have been involved, and the number of different operations (start-
ups, acquisitions, exits and buy-outs) has reached nearly two hundred. As of 2021, the core
corporation included a public company with several subsidiaries and a private, family-owned

company with a few subsidiaries. Ownership in the public company is shared with non-family
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members (mainly investment companies); the family owns more than a 50% share through
other businesses and through private ownership, while non-family companies own the rest. The
private family company with subsidiaries is 100% owned by the family. The family has
invested in other private companies through the family company and privately; this has been
done to capture new business opportunities in other fields.

The development of the family business group and the transfer of ownership has taken
place for four generations from father to son. Ownership has been kept simple and in possession
of only a few owners (i.e. the father and the son). In 2006, the business group was in a holding
model with several subsidiaries; in addition, the family had a foundation as well as various
legally separate individual businesses. The holding company had an efficient board of directors
that constantly monitored new companies to be acquired and took care of the sale or liquidation
of dormant companies. During the years 2000-2006, there were many changes in the number
of companies and gradually the holding structure became too cumbersome to manage. In
addition, some of the companies under the holding required large financial investments. The
holding company’s board suggested that the family sell several companies and focus only on
the most productive ones. The family had to clarify their ownership policy and make decisions
about what businesses they wanted to continue to be involved in. Relying on the family’s long
history, the family wanted to retain companies that represented family identity to them. As a
result, the holding structure was dismantled, and the companies were divided into two different
structures. The key business functions were moved to a publicly listed holding and important
businesses for the family remained in a privately owned holding.

Case 3 is a family business conglomerate founded in 1901 spanning in five generations,
now a collection of six holdings privately owned by the family. The holdings are divided into
three different categories: three trading holdings, two real property holdings and three

multinational technology holdings. All holdings are privately owned by fourth- and fifth-
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generation family members, with eight fourth-generation owners and nine fifth-generation
owners. The family business group include six operating companies, all of which are held as
subsidiaries of industrial holding companies. This particular family business group is one of
the top ten family businesses, revenue wise, in the country. Nonetheless, at the beginning of
the 21% century the family made the rather alarming discovery that the business itself did not
bring any results. All profits came from reals estate. The businesses were also arranged in a
cumbersome structure, and the family noted that some of them did not bring knowledge-based
added value or ownership value. The owners had to make decisions about how to structure the
different companies, the role in which the owners would operate in the different companies and
the logic by which the ownership arrangements would be made. The division of companies
also took place on the basis of the ranking of the business: market leaders, growth business and
high-risk companies. According to this division, the family determined what businesses they
wanted to be involved in and what they were willing to give up. Consequently, the family sold
several companies that were not suitable to the family business group. The ownership was
divided between the cousins, and at the same time, they set terms and conditions regarding
what businesses each owner individually wanted to be involved in. The family also drew up a
list of principles that needed to be agreed upon when owning the company together. As a result
of these arrangements, separate industrial holding companies were established, and structures

put in place to hold the different operating businesses.

Analysis

The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of the family business group owners”
behaviour in relation to their territorial possessions during and after critical events. To answer
the research question How does ownership affect the division of territory division and

territorial behaviour during critical events impacting family business groups?, a thorough
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analysis of the three case studies was undertaken. Through a combined analysis of empirical
observations and the theoretical framework, we identified a set of dimensions that help us
understand how critical incidents in a family business group are related to different forms of
ownership and to an owner’s marking and defending behaviour. Table 2 offers a summary
description of the critical incidents in three different cases and how these incidents impact an
owner’s territorial behaviour, with legal, social and psychological ownership as background
factors. A key insight from our findings is that owners can define, maintain, modify and
distribute business territories as desired, both within the group and in relation to outsiders based

on the control, identity and legitimacy gained through their ownership.

------------------------------ Insert Table 2 about here

We view territories as any material or immaterial targets within the social structure of
entities that can be seen as potential targets of a personal sense of possession and follow Brown
and colleagues’ (2005) definition of territoriality as owners’ behavioural expression of their
feelings of ownership toward a physical or social object over which they feel a proprietary
attachment. According to our analysis, territories in family business groups include both
physical spaces and other tangible objects as well as a number of intangible objects, such as
activities, roles, issues, ideas and information relating to owning, managing and/or governing
the businesses. We found that the conditions of change are likely to trigger marking behaviour
as the family members both as individuals and as a collective aim to re-build a mutual
understanding of territories in relation to roles, spaces, relationships and objects (Brown et al.,
2005). In other words, since shared social understandings of territorial boundaries exist and
change involves shifts in social structures (Hatch, 1997; Katz & Kahn, 1978), critical change

events threaten the family’s sense of ownership over their territories in the existing
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organisational structure and system. We found that family owners use both marking and
defending strategies and behaviours to express and secure their ownership, control and
identities in those territories where they hold legal ownership rights and feel a sense of
attachment. That is to say, their territorial behaviours are designed to reflect, communicate,
preserve and restore the family’s psychological ownership of its territory. According to our
analysis, in the case of family business groups, territoriality improves organisational
functioning while it, in part, actively constructs both the physical and social structures of these
organisations. Territoriality is likely to strengthen the family’s identity and commitment to the

business and territories.

The effect of different dimensions of ownership on territorial behaviour and territory
division

Our analysis shows that in all cases, the three different forms of ownership, psychological,
legal-economic and social, affected the actions of the family, the changes made in business
operations, ownership and management, and the division, marking and defending of territories.
First, the family owners expressed strong feelings toward their possessions. The analysis
supports the observation that based on feelings of possessiveness and attachment, family
owners are motivated to be effective and competent in altering their possessions (Furby, 1978,
Deci & Ryan, 1985). Actions undertaken by family members either as individuals or as a group
were designed to reflect, communicate, preserve or restore the family’s psychological
ownership of its valued territories. The need for action stemmed from the need to respect and
reaffirm the identity, efficacy and security of the family within the businesses. That is to say,
the family owners use their possessions to define themselves and the family as a group that

they belong to and as a safe place where they feel at home.
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Moreover, in all three cases the motivation for action often appeared to be collective and
family-related; the motives to mark and defend, alter possessions and/or define and occupy
territories were strongly related to the desire to preserve the family’s control and socio-
emotional wealth as well as their social family identity, which had become an integral part of
the family members’ personal identity and history. In other words, the family owners see their
businesses as part of their extended self and seek to personalise them. Accordingly, territorial
behaviour serves the family owners’ need to establish, develop and safeguard a concept of
themselves within the business — both individual and group identity. Hence, the families had
a need to establish and maintain a sense of efficacy in business-relevant domains. The
identification and protection of the territories helped the family to identify the goals they
aspired to achieve. The families are also well acquainted with their targets of ownership
(territories), they exert control over them and invest time, energy and resources into them, all
of which reinforce their sense of ownership. This in turn is reflected in their behaviour.

Second, with respect to legal ownership, territories were de-constructed and re-
constructed, new territories established and the boundaries of those territories marked to
express the family’s control and identity. Legal ownership offered family members the
opportunity to impose themselves on the group or parts of it, and thereby, it promoted the
emergence of ownership as a psychological state. Legal ownership also gave the family owners
the ability to organise and perform the activities necessary to achieve desired goals. Different
legal ownership structures were built to fulfill ownership wishes from both collective and
individual points of view. In all cases, legal-economic ownership manifested the change in
ownership and supported an increasing number of family members becoming involved in
ownership through succession. Legal control over the businesses provided owners with the
ability to control the territories and changes, to organise their relationships between the separate

businesses and to exit certain businesses when desired. It also provided them with the power
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to alter both ownership and positions and to invite or not invite family members and outsiders
into the businesses and certain territories.

However, these ownership arrangements also had their downsides — an increasing
number of owners as well as companies adopting different structures pose challenges to
management by both family owners and a family business group. Interestingly, in all three
cases family owners are seemingly able to discuss family ownership values, indicating that
these values are made explicit among family owners. Although in all cases the interweaving
between family and different companies is complex, little evidence exists of serious conflicts.
Low levels of conflict in ownership may speak to the fact that family values tend to dominate.
It is noteworthy that since the families hold legal ownership rights to their possessions, actual
infringements or violations from those outside the business group did not manifest themselves
in our cases. Hence, reactionary defending was not needed.

The family members defined the territorial boundaries of the group among themselves.
They did this because a territory cannot be shared unless there is a mutual understanding of
what is being shared. Importantly, since the family members have legal ownership to define
the boundaries of their possessions, there was less indifference or disagreement among the
ownership of the targets. Due to aspects of legal ownership, social agreements on the
boundaries of these territories may also have been more easily established, as they would be in
cases where only psychological and social ownership would have been present.

Third, social ownership gave the family owners the legitimacy to act and modify
territorial boundaries. Family status, the family owners’ roles in the businesses and their
collective identity created social benefits. That is to say, social recognition of the owners, their
territories and identities by others reinforced the justification for their legal ownership and
actions taken during and after critical events. The interviews also revealed that besides viewing

group ownership as an economic asset, it also reflected each family’s social, cultural and
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symbolic inheritance, which were reflected in their identities. Accordingly, besides the fact that
territoriality is a manifestation of both social and political power (Sack, 1986; Storey, 2012), it
also contains cultural and historical elements (Storey, 2012). The cultural component linking
identity and a sense of place was very much present in the context of the family business
groups. Since the family and the business, as well the narratives related to both, are interrelated

and overlapping, they help strengthen the firm’s territorial roots and family history.

Territory division and territoriality in critical incidents

In case 1, three critical points can be identified where actions are taken to re-organise business
territories and territorial behaviour. The first critical situation arose during the first generational
change. The founder had to give up most of the companies he had set up and adapt to the new
and more professionally managed corporate structure. He also had to adapt to new ownership
arrangements whereby his decision-making power was radically reduced when the second
generation joined the business. Two members from the next generation entered the founder’s
territory to share both ownership and decision-making power in managing the new corporate
structure. They both used markers to establish new territories for themselves, to make others
aware of their territories and to indicate their control. In this way, they could begin the process
of negotiating acceptance of their territorial claim in the social environment. Accordingly, the
founder used markers to indicate his power over those targets of ownership that he remained
partly in control of. The need for this control-oriented marking of territories was necessary
when new family members joined the business, new territorial boundaries were drawn, and
new functions were introduced to the group. As new family members assumed new ownership
and management roles within the group, besides expressing their control, their identities were

also needed to communicate to others through identity-oriented marking. For instance, their
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pictures, titles and professions were added to the group website and new arrangements were
announced both internally and publicly.

The second critical situation occurred when, based on the different interests of the
second-generation members, the family business group structure had to be further developed.
The personal interests of the two successors in business differed substantially: one was more
interested in wealth management, while the other was more interested in business growth. As
a result, the holding structure was dismantled to legally separate the companies. Importantly,
both successors retained ownership in both companies, but control and management of the
companies was assigned to each owner according to their target of interest. In other words,
with this arrangement the second generation delimited clear territories between different
business functions in terms of management and leadership. As they described it, now both had
their own ‘sandboxes’ in which to play. Again, the family owners expressed their new
territorial boundaries, their identities and their control using multiple markers. That is to say,
with control-oriented marking they were able to communicate the boundaries of the established
territories: who has control and psychological ownership over them (as both had legal
ownership). Since each owner acted as the figurehead for one company, identity-oriented
marking represented a form of personalisation that expressed both their personal and
professional identities.

The third critical point appeared due to the inclusion of the third generation in the
business. Third-generation ownership was decentralised with respect to both second-generation
corporate entities. As a result, the family built a dual-class share structure with different voting
rights to ensure the legitimacy of the decision-making process and the retention of power in
the hands of the second generation. At the same time, a new company was established for the
third generation, and part of the ownership of this new company was also distributed to the

original founder of the family business group. That is to say, new ownership territories were
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created for new family members in order to prevent them from having ownership and control
over the old territories and to avoid the old territories from being de-constructed and re-
constructed at that time. The fact that the second generation remained in control of the old
territories was expressed to others again by using control- and identity-oriented marking.

In case 2, as presented earlier in the case description, the business operations and
ownership were transferred from father to son according to the rule drawn up by the founder,
so each generation included only one major family owner and other heirs were bought out when
the generational change took place. Additionally, a certain family heirloom item was given to
the successor as a symbolic expression of the transfer of control. Since only one descendant
had been given the opportunity to have major ownership and control over the company, there
had been no actual need for territory division, territory disputes or territorial behaviour among
owners in the past (besides that which may have appeared between the incumbent and
descendant). It is worth mentioning that the latest owner had broken this code and given
ownership rights to all his children, though again, only one heir took responsibility for the
companies, while the others remained in more passive roles.

The first critical incident occurred at a point when the group’s holding structure was
becoming too complicated to handle and some of the companies required large financial
investments outside the family. The group’s professional management wanted the family to
give up some of the companies and open investment opportunities and ownership to non-family
members. The family ended up in a situation where, from the standpoint of family values and
identity, important companies would have been sold to outsiders, thus giving control to
outsiders. Also, there would have been a serious loss of family identity. The family experienced
this as a threat of infringement on their territory. However, the situation was critical since the
continuation of the group’s businesses depended on additional investments, so something had

to be done. With infringement seeming inevitable, the family made the choice to use
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anticipatory defending to limit outsider control only to territories of their choosing. By
choosing what territories to share with others and what to keep exclusively within the family,
they would be able to maintain as much family control and identity as possible. The family
owners evaluated potential threats related to their territories and then engaged in anticipatory
defending to maintain their ownership over the shared territory to which they felt an emotional
attachment. To best retain their family’s status and power, they kept key information to
themselves.

A solution was reached in which the companies were divided into separate holding
structures so that those companies that held special emotional and identity value for the family
remained fully in their control. Those companies that the family was not attached to and that
needed outside funding the most were transformed into public companies. The motives for
these changes were not communicated to outsiders, and the actions were taken with the purpose
of thwarting infringement actions taken by outsiders. By building another holding only for
family owners, the family prevented non-family owners from entering their territory (Brown
& Robinson, 2011). That is to say, the family used marking and defending to discourage
outgroup members from even attempting to access their territories, and it sought to restrict
territorial access to family members alone. Hence, the family had a strong shared identity and
a desire to express their family identity to themselves as well as to others. As a result of such
territoriality, the collective family identity within the group was strengthened further and the
locus of self-conceptualisation was reinforced more from the standpoint of ‘we’ than ‘I’ (on
collective identity, see Brewer & Gardner, 1996).

In case 3, two critical points can be identified where new boundary creation and
territoriality took place. The first significant critical incident, which took place in the early
2000s, resulted in major changes in both business operations and ownership. Underperforming

companies in the group were sold and the remaining companies were organised into new
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holding structures. As a result of these changes, the property lines that define the boundaries
of the family’s various owned targets were re-created. The new division of territories was based
on each owner’s personal interest. However, by creating a strong shared collective vision of
both group issues and family ownership goals, family unity resulted, and the goals of individual
family members were aligned. All businesses were now managed separately under separate
leadership, with new roles and tasks being designated to each family member. Some of the
territories were shared among other family members, while others remained under the
exclusive control of only one family member/owner. During the social construction of shared
territories, family members also negotiated their individual spaces within the jointly owned
spaces and objects. Here again, the family used control- and identity-oriented marking to
construct and communicate the family’s control, identity and proprietary attachments.

The second critical incident occurred when new arrangements had to be made for family
ownership in the group. The family needed to form unified rules on how to best manage and
control their ownership and territories. A family council was arranged to manage ownership,
which included the task of building processes as well as tools for wealth management. The idea
behind integrating management processes for family owners was to ensure both wealth
preservation and wealth creation. That is to say, the family built a strong family governance
system that helped it manage collective ownership and give individual owners the freedom to
make decisions about their own privately owned entities and territories. These targets of

ownership were marked to express the family’s control.

Discussion and conclusions
In this study, we have shown how territoriality emerges and how business territories are shared
during critical events impacting family business groups. We have noted that all three

dimensions of ownership (legal-economic, psychological and social) and critical points of a
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family business group strongly impact the territorial behaviours of the owners, thus shaping
the group’s ownership structures and processes. Families with business groups and large
ownership portfolios are usually long-term investors with substantial wealth and a desire to
maintain their possessions and eventually pass the firm on to the next generation. Infringement
or the fear of infringement into a family’s territory is likely to trigger protective and defensive
territorial behaviour aimed toward outsiders. As suggested by Heino et al. (2019), a family with
a strong sense of possession may feel threatened and try to protect their ‘turf” when change is
externally imposed. However, in our cases the need for changes in ownership, business
boundaries and territories originated mostly from inside the family business group, based on
the initiative and needs of the owners and business themselves. That is to say, although the
family owners aim to maintain control of their possessions instead of always prohibiting others
from entering the territory, territoriality may also be intended to facilitate interactions and/or
processes. Legal ownership offers family business group owners ways to provide for
themselves, with the ability to carry out their individual interests, to develop relationships
between the family members and outsiders, and to modify their possessions and territorial
boundaries. At the same time, feelings of ownership, emotional attachments and social
agreements provide motivations and the basis for making such changes.

We have shown that both planned and unplanned changes in the businesses (e.g.
succession, decisions and the process of buying, selling or re-organising part of the business
portfolio) can be viewed as critical events that shape the family business group’s ownership
and leadership structures and territorial boundaries. These changes typically include social and
highly emotional processes, as they involve several human actors interacting with one another
and in relation to the business in a dynamic context. Thereby, territorial behaviour is likely to
manifest itself in these types of events. We have demonstrated that the desire to maintain power

and authority and to protect one’s or a group’s territory is as much present in family businesses
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and family business groups as in any other organisation. Both spatial and social boundary
defences and strategies to secure ownership and resources are visible in family business groups.
Just like with the management of (state) borders, business owners do not merely draw lines
around their holdings but also establish connections between actors and spaces.

Since territorial behaviour emerges from feelings of ownership and appears as social
behaviour, we found that the concept of territoriality helps us to understand the critical
incidents and dynamics witnessed in family business groups. Besides various psychological
and social aspects, we have also taken the legal-economic dimension of ownership into account
when examining territory sharing and territoriality in our cases, as it gives the family business
group owners the right to act and shape both the processes and the results of these events. We
have shown that psychological ownership acts as a motive for action and change, that actions
are implemented via legal ownership and that social ownership gives legitimacy to the act.

We have noted that by bringing more attention to the issue of territoriality in family
businesses, we are able to help researchers and practitioners better understand the behavioural
impact of it on social business environments. This makes a valuable addition to current
knowledge of social and behavioural dynamics in business organisations. Thereby, our study
has both theoretical and practical implications.

As noted previously, little theoretical and/or empirical work has thus far examined the
issue of territoriality (e.g. Altman, 1975) in a family business context and especially from the
perspective of business owners. By investigating the phenomenon among business owners in
the family business groups, we have thus offered revelatory insights (Corley & Gioia, 2011)
and contributed to both the research on territoriality (e.g. Alok, 2014; Axelsson & Axelsson,
2009; Baer & Brown, 2012; Brown et al., 2005; Brown & Robinson, 2011; Brown & Zhu,
2016) and family businesses spatial issues (Amato et al., 2020; Basco, 2015; Bau et al., 2019;

Del Baldo, 2012; Garmendia et al., 2020; Kahn & Henderson, 1992; Martinez-Sanchis et al.,
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2020; Seaman, 2015). Moreover, we have provided tools for understanding the dynamics of
the family business groups on a deeper level (Rautiainen, Rosa, Pihkala, Parada, & Cruz, 2019).
First, our research contributes to discussions on the concept of territories and the targets

of territorial behaviour. While most previous studies have treated family business territories

only as static geoqraphic places and physical environments/spaces in which firms operate as well

as their relationships with one and other (Bau et al., 2019; Backman & Palmberg, 2015; Kahn
& Henderson, 1992; Martinez-Sanchis et al., 2020), we have suggested a more dynamic and
complex meaning of territories by highlighting their socially constructed nature and constantly
changing features in a family business group context. We have shown that the ownership
targets to which the family owners feel a sense of attachment are diverse in nature (i.e. both
material and immaterial objects) and are both legally and socially constructed as territories
through the drafting of formal contracts, negotiating to whom they belong and determining
their boundaries. Accordingly, and contrary to Brown et al. (2005), who discuss territoriality
in relation to smaller objects/pieces of ownership, we have demonstrated that in family business
groups, the targets of ownership and territories that family owners mark and defend as their
own can also be enormous entities, such as entire corporations.

Second, our research contributes to territoriality research (e.g. Brown et al., 2005) by
suggesting that all dimensions of ownership, social, psychological and legal-economic, affect
territorial behaviour and boundary sharing in business organisations and should be taken into
account since they are likely to influence the territorial behaviour of the owners of family
business groups. Our study highlights that territoriality cannot be distinguished from legally
owned objects, as territorial behaviours manifest themselves also in these private spaces and
towards objects over which individuals and groups hold legal ownership rights. We have shown
how ownership, in particular its psychological and legal dimensions, gives the owners both the

motives and the right to exercise power over other individuals and groups in relation to
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territorial marking and defending. In more detail, we also demonstrated that by the control
gained through legal ownership, family owners can define, maintain, modify and distribute
territories as desired, both within the group and in relation to outsiders. In addition to legal
ownership, the motives and routes associated with psychological ownership (e.g. efficacy,
identity, control, self-investment, knowledge, protection of family history, culture and values)
strongly influence what territories are desired and how such territories are defined, maintained,
shaped and divided based on an owner’s individual and collective interests and needs. Thereby,
our findings support earlier studies suggesting that when family members have mutual shared
interests, they are likely to develop a collective sense of ownership towards the firms and
businesses they already legally own. In addition to the legal aspects of ownership, emotional
and social dimensions become important factors in ownership (Rau, Werner, & Schell, 2019).
We also confirmed that family business owners, as with any other individuals and groups, have
territorial motivations and search for whatever territorial satisfaction their possession may
provide to them (Rantanen & Jussila, 2011).

Third, we extended territoriality analyses to the collective level by demonstrating that
much of the territorial behaviour evident in family businesses appears at the group level and
manifests itself between groups (in-groups and out-groups). By presenting collective motives
as important factors impacting the phenomenon of territorial behaviour (i.e. motives are shared
to a certain extent), we advanced scholarly understandings of collective constructs and how
they emerge (see Morgeson & Hofmann, 1999). Although the primary focus of analysis in
human territoriality studies has been on the individual level, the idea of territorial collectives
and territories shared by collectives is not new. Previous research has contributed to our
understanding of collective proprietary attachment and associated states, such as a ‘sense of
community’ (e.g. Goemans, 2005; Suttles, 1972; Whyte, 1943), ‘group awareness’ (e.g.

Calsyn, 1976; Yablonsky, 1962), shared intimate knowledge of a territory (e.g. Moore, Vigil,
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& Garcia, 1983; Suttles, 1968) as well as exclusive ownership and valiant defense of the
collective territory (e.g. Brown, 1987; Efran & Cheyne, 1973; Malmberg, 1980; Vasquez,
1995). Individuals are dependent on and interrelated with other individuals, and this mutual
dependence creates a context for their actions and interactions (see Malmberg, 1980; Morgeson
& Hofmann, 1999) when trying to construct, communicate, maintain and restore those
territories to which they feel a proprietary attachment. This is particularly evident in family
businesses and family business groups since, according to our analysis, the family as a
collective makes decisions about desired possessions and shares the targets of ownership
(territories). Hence, family members undertake territorial actions both together as a group and
as individuals (sometimes also on behalf of the group).

We have also contributed to research on territoriality by extending the territoriality
discussion within an individual organisation to family business groups in general, i.e. to
discussions concerning many businesses simultaneously. We have also shown that while the
number of owners grow with the transfer of entities to successive generations, the challenge
for family business owners is to provide for the competing demands of owners with a range of
interests. We confirmed that family members develop a group identity (Ledgerwood, Liviatan,
& Carnevale, 2007) that consists of the features that each group member wants the group to
possess with respect to the target (e.g. certain business or a particular element of family culture)
(see Goemans, 2005); likewise, they collectively define crucial aspects of the group both for
themselves and to communicate this family identity to others. Thereby, by moving from
individual social identity to shared group-level identity (see Brewer & Gardner, 1996), the
collective ownership (territory) approach helps define ‘who we are’, allowing the family to
distinguish itself and its possessions from other groups and their possessions.

Moreover, our analysis has shown that consistent with lacobucci and Rosa (2010), by

establishing new company structures, the ownership can be shared with outsiders without
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having to share the ownership of other entreprencur’s businesses. Family business groups
prefer to de-construct and re-construct territories when determining who will head their
businesses, even though this may cause more complexity for managing ownership and for the
business group as a whole. Although boundary division threatens to disrupt existing territories
and individual positions within them, family owners are willing to negotiate and change
territorial boundaries to secure continuity. We find that ownership is a tool that provides both
the legal means to determine who owns what and psychological motives that affect the
decisions made by the owners. Thereby, ownership is an important factor in shaping the
territorial behaviour of owners in family business groups and the division of territories.
Accordingly, territorial behaviours of marking and defending modify the family business group
structure.

Fourth, as territories and territoriality are rather unexplored areas of research in a family
business context, our study contributes to the family business literature by examining family
business owners’ territorial behaviour. Since previous studies have mainly investigated
territoriality among non-family employees (Atalay & Ozler, 2013; Bernhard et al., 2011) and
focused on how psychological ownership affects their work attitudes and behaviours (Sieger et
al., 2011; Ramos, Man, Mustafa, & Ng, 2014), we provide the owner’s viewpoint with respect
to the territoriality discussion. Our results are consistent with previous studies done by Pallares-
Barbera et al. (2004), Miller et al. (2011) and Zellweger and Nason (2008), all highlighting that
the organisational and family identity created through an emotional connection stemming from
the family members’ attachment to territory is reflected in their behaviour. That is to say, our
research lays an important foundation for better understanding territorial behaviour in family
businesses; the results reveal that besides legal ownership, psychological and social ownership

are likely to also strongly influence family owners’ territorial behaviour.
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Our findings are also consistent with previous studies suggesting that a family member’s
shared psychological ownership motives can increase caring and protective territorial
behaviours toward the business (Heino et al., 2019). In other words, family business group
owners desire to maintain power and authority and protect their territories. Based on collective
motivations and identity, the family owners use control-oriented and identity-oriented marking
behaviours to personalise their possessions and to draw boundaries around given spaces and
objects. Through marking behaviour, the family owners in our cases constructed and
communicated to others their proprietary attachment to particular possessions and established
enduring boundaries and proprietary control of those territories (Brown et. al., 2005; Brown &
Robinson, 2011; Brown et al., 2014) based on their feelings of attachment (Brown et al., 2005).
They also used some anticipatory defences to prevent possible infringements that would have
threatened their control over those territories that they value the most. They evaluated potential
threats related to their ownership (territories) and then used anticipatory defences to maintain
and shape their status, ownership and control of their territories. These actions (and the motives
behind them) were not communicated per se to outsiders.

Finally, our research has implications for policy makers. By understanding the
phenomenon and the effects of ownership on territorial behaviour, business owners and
managers can broaden their insights to better comprehend the dynamics and tensions related to
inter-group and intra-group behaviour within family business organisations. That is to say, we
can better understand family business group owners’ behaviour that might initially appear
irrational or unusual but is in fact related to their notion of territories and territoriality. Indeed,
we have demonstrated how a sense of ownership and ownership feelings influence family
business group owners’ motives, attitudes and behaviours. Our study should encourage
additional theoretical and empirical research on the subject, not only on marking and defending

behaviour, but also more generally on ownership and territoriality in family businesses.
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