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A B S T R A C T

Family firms represent the most common form of business organization in most countries. This is,

however, not yet reflected in the amount of strategy research devoted to family firms. In this article we

suggest that the strategy as practice perspective – applied by an increasing number of scholars within the

strategic management field – can help scholars to achieve rich understandings and develop useful

knowledge about strategy making in family businesses. The strategy as practice perspective emphasizes

that strategic work is not the same for all organizations. The ways of doing strategy tend to fall into

specific routines and work patterns that vary from firm to firm and between different types of firms at

the same time as they may be influenced by more institutionalized practices. We focus on the use and

meanings of strategic planning as a specific and important strategic practice in the context of family

businesses. Our research is based on a literature review that combines recent insights from the strategy

as practice perspective and from strategic planning research. Empirically we draw on longitudinal in-

depth case research of strategic planning processes in three family firms. Three dimensions of the

practice of strategic planning in the family firm context emerge from our study. We label these

dimensions planning modes, planning motives, and planning arenas. Based on the dimensions we

discuss how the process as well as the roles of strategic planning is linked to local and situational

understandings and the rules of the game for strategic work in each family business, and to broader

institutional forces regarding the meaning and value of the strategic planning practice. We provide

contributions for research and practice in this important context of business organizations. We also offer

directions for future research.

� 2009 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

The recent practice turn in social sciences is accompanied with
a growing interest in seeing strategy as a social practice with
implications for the development of organizations (Jarzabkowski,
2008; Whittington, 2006). Increasingly, the strategy as practice
perspective is being adopted and applied by strategy scholars
(Johnson, Melin, Langley, & Whittington, 2007). The aim of this
perspective is to take the strategists and their practices seriously
through a focus on the micro and macro levels of social interaction
that constitute the actual doing of strategy (Jarzabkowski, Balogun,
& Seidl, 2007). An important reason for the increasing popularity of
the strategy as practice perspective is a widespread dissatisfaction
among scholars about the lack of interest in mainstream strategy
research ‘‘for living beings whose emotions, motivations and
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actions shape strategy’’ (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009). Strategy as
practice is therefore part of a wider concern to pay more attention
to the human and social elements of strategic management
(Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Johnson et al., 2007).

The rationale of this article is to argue for the promise of the
strategy as practice perspective for understanding the dynamics of
strategy processes in family businesses. The ambition is to
introduce the strategy as practice perspective to the field of
family business research and discuss its implications for the area of
family business strategy. Strategy as practice can help scholars to
gain a richer understanding of the processes of strategy making in
family businesses. At the same time research on family businesses,
the most common form of business firm worldwide, can contribute
importantly to strategic management research and the develop-
ment of the strategy as practice perspective.

Researchers applying the strategy as practice perspective have
defined its main scholarly topics as studying practitioners (the
people involved in the actual strategic work), practices (the social,
symbolic and material tools through which strategic work is
accomplished), and praxis (the flow of activity in which strategy is
done) (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Whittington, 2006). Although
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strategic practices are naturally interlinked with the practitioners
and praxis of strategy, there is still a lack of theoretical and
empirical attention to the issue how common practices such as
strategic planning are employed (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009).
Singling out strategic planning in the realm of family businesses is
a relevant scholarly endeavour to further the strategy as practice
research agenda (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Nordqvist & Melin,
2008; Whittington, 2006).

In this article we focus on the use and meanings of strategic
planning as a specific strategic practice in the context of family
businesses. Focusing on strategic planning, we follow recent calls
for more research on formal practices of strategy (Whittington,
2006), and we use strategic planning as a general illustration of a
strategic practice in use in family businesses. Furthermore we also
address the lack of attention paid to the role of ownership and
stakeholder characteristics in studies of strategy as practice
(Wilson & Jarzabkowski, 2004).

Research on strategy as practice and especially the practice of
strategic planning in family business is motivated by three further
reasons. First, despite a dearth of research into the strategy
processes and a consequential lack of understanding how
strategies are made in family businesses (Chrisman, Chua, &
Sharma, 2005), scholars agree that family firms have character-
istics that may make them ‘special cases of strategic management’
(Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2005; Sharma, Chrisman, & Chua, 1997).
For instance, the importance of the family context for strategic
work in general and the practice of strategic planning in particular,
is captured in the notion of parallel planning where it is argued for
the simultaneous need of planning for the business and the family
in order to maintain both systems healthy (Carlock & Ward, 2001).
Scholars have also emphasized the role of strategic planning as a
training tool for the next generation of family members (Mazzola,
Marchiso, & Astrachan, 2008).

Second, scholars agree that family values, priorities and
interests are likely to have an impact on the strategy processes
of most family businesses (Nordqvist & Melin, 2008; Sharma et al.,
1997). This impact is exercised in the social interaction between
different family and non-family members that constitute the
everyday life of strategic work in each family business. As Langley
(1989) notes, formal analytical practices such as strategic planning
are inextricably linked to social interaction and local organiza-
tional contexts. In order to rightfully capture the complex
dynamics of strategy making, researchers need to draw upon
theoretical perspectives that are sensitive to the actual social
interaction that occurs at micro-level meetings between organi-
zational actors. Strategy as practice is a perspective that may help
us to uncover how and why strategic praxis and practices are
rooted in family specific norms, values and routines (Hall, Melin, &
Nordqvist, 2006). The emphasis on the role of the family in strategy
making is thus in tune with the strategy as practice perspective’s
ambition to ‘humanise’ the field of strategy research (Jarzabkowski
et al., 2007; Johnson, Melin, & Whittington, 2003) seeing many
actors as potential strategists (Johnson et al., 2007).

Third, there is clearly a need for more empirical accounts of the
details of strategy work and strategic planning in family
businesses. For instance, there is ‘‘little or no research that
investigates the characteristics of family business that are related
to the use of strategic planning or the drivers that cause a family
business to engage (or not) in strategic planning’’ (Blumentritt,
2006, p. 65).

Our research is based on longitudinal and in-depth case
research of the practice of strategic planning in three family firms.
Interpreting our empirical accounts informed by the strategy as
practice perspective, we identify three specific dimensions of the
strategic planning practice: planning modes, planning motives and
planning arenas. Through these three dimensions we analyze how
the practice of strategic planning is closely linked to both local
understandings – the rules of the game based on specific, owner–
family-related values and interests in each family firm – and to
broader institutionalized understandings and practices. We are
also able to discuss the actual roles strategic planning plays in the
family business context. These three dimensions are thus our
contribution to how the practice of strategic planning is used in the
actual doing of strategy in three family businesses.

The article is organized as follows. In the next two sections we
discuss strategic planning from the strategy as practice perspective
and as a practice within family businesses. After explaining our
research methods, we present the three dimensions of strategic
planning practice – planning motives, planning modes and
planning arenas – illustrated with descriptions from the three
cases we investigated in depth. Thereafter, we discuss the
dimensions and more detailed types of each dimension in addition
to a more general discussion of our findings. Finally we share both
limitations of our study and implications for future research on
strategy as practice in family business, and draw some general
conclusions.

2. Strategy as practice: planning as a strategic practice

The strategy as practice perspective directs attention to the
actors involved in ongoing strategic activities, who they are and
how, when, and where they are engaged in these activities as well
as how they perform the strategic work, both in interaction with
others and in relation to the specific practices and activities in
different contexts (Jarzabkowski, 2004; Nordqvist & Melin, 2008;
Whittington, 2006). Johnson et al. (2003, p. 14) view strategy as
‘the detailed processes and practices which constitute the day-to-day

activities of organizational life and which relate to strategic outcomes’.
Here, an important endeavour is to investigate the details of how
and why certain strategic practices are adopted, implemented and
used by actors in different organizational contexts in order to craft
new or changed strategies (Jarzabkowski, 2004; Whittington,
1996).

Investigating strategic practices, scholars can reveal important
links between micro and macro level aspects of strategy work
(Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Whittington, 2006). Seeing their
active and dynamic nature, practices are means of doing strategy in
which the actual strategizing is constituted, rather than static
concepts or tools to be employed (Schatzki, 2006). In this view,
strategic planning is not seen as something a firm has, but
something a firm, or more correctly its actors do (Whittington,
1996, 2006). From the perspective of doing strategic planning,
there has not been much research conducted on ‘‘how such
practices comprise resources or their implications for the way that
strategists act within their worlds’’ (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009, p.
83).

Historically, strategic planning has been seen as one of the most
important strategic practices a firm has. This view has dominated
strategy research for many years. Early strategy scholars explain
that a strategic plan includes an explicit identification of ends and
the selection of the most effective means to reach these ends
(Andrews, 1971; Ansoff, 1991). This view of the strategy process,
sometimes called the ‘design-school of strategy’, has received
strong criticism. Mintzberg (1994) elaborates on three fallacies of
strategic planning: the fallacy of predetermination (that is the
impossibility of predicting the future), the fallacy of detachment

(that is the impossibility to separate between strategic and
operating management) and the fallacy of formalization (that is the
impossibility of disregarding informal and emergent elements of
strategy making). Despite the lack of confidence in the contribution
of formal strategic planning over the last decades, it has been
observed that many firms, including those operating in turbulent
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environments, still develop written and formal strategic plans
(Grant, 2003; Rigby, 1999).

One reason for the extensive use of strategic planning can be
that strategic plans fulfill other important and valued purposes.
Even if managers often divert from the formulated line of action,
realized strategies often emerge and strategic plans are rarely
conducive to innovation and firm performance (Boyd, 1991;
Markides, 1998). In a recent study, Grant (2003) found that very
few strategic decisions in his sample of large oil companies
originated in their strategic planning systems. However, he did find
that the strategic planning procedure played other important roles.
In particular, he identified the following three roles: providing a

context for strategic decision-making (that is influencing the content
and quality of strategic decisions), being a mechanism for

coordination (of decentralized decision-making), or being a

mechanism for control (of both input to and output from the
strategic process).

Further, Ketokivi and Castañrt (2004) show how strategic
planning can enable strategic integration around common goals,
while Jarzabkowski and Balogun (2009) note that this integration
is achieved through active negotiations and compromises within
the strategic planning process. These findings are in line with
Langley’s (1989) observations that formal analytical methods may
play different, often symbolic, roles beyond their immediate
functional, instrumental and expected roles.

Despite these insights strategic planning is often depicted in the
strategy literature, especially in textbooks, as a universal practice
to drive strategy making, independent from the contexts in which
it takes place, including the local understandings and rules of the
game of each organization or strategy making process (Whitting-
ton, 2006). Our aim is to advance the understanding of strategic
planning by exploring the roles, dimensions and meanings of this
practice in the family firm context. While all family firms are not
the same and local understandings and rules of the game differ
between family firms (Melin & Nordqvist, 2007), there are
common characteristics of family firms that motive an investiga-
tion of strategic planning in this context. The next section focuses
on these characteristics.

3. Family firms as context for the strategic practice
of planning

It is argued that processes and implementation of strategy are
influenced by family ownership and management (Hall, Melin, &
Nordqvist, 2006; Sharma et al., 1997). Reasons for this influence
and for why family firms may be different in terms of strategy
making are the close connection between a definable owner–
family and their business firm, the visible, dominant and active
owners, the involvement of several generations of owners and
family members in the business, the speedy decision-making, and
the long-term orientation and stability in ownership and
management (Brundin, Florin-Samuelsson, & Melin, 2008; Miller
& Le Breton-Miller, 2005).

It has been found that many family owner–managers believe
strategic planning demands considerable work and extra costs
while not providing much new strategic insights. They therefore
tend to prioritize involvement in day-to-day issues and work
incrementally with strategic issues, rather than being engaged in
systematic, analytical and periodical strategic planning (Ward,
1988). However, Schulze, Lubatkin, Dino, and Buchholtz (2001)
found a positive relationship between strategic planning and
performance, while Upton, Teal and Felan (2001) in a sample of 65
fast-growing family firms found that a majority (77%) had written
strategic plans which they associated with performance. Min-
tzberg and Waters (1982) found in a longitudinal case study of one
family firm that when the planning mode of strategy formation
replaces the entrepreneurial mode, formal procedure tends to
replace proactive vision and strategy making becomes more of an
extrapolation of status quo. Ward (1988) argues that a lack of a
conceptual framework for assessing the company and planning for
its future, seriously threatens the long-term survival of family
firms, while in a recent study of successful family firms, formal
strategic planning was not among the identified reasons behind
long-term success (Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2005).

A main theme in literature on strategic planning in family firms
is that owner–family values and interests are incorporated into the
planning (Carlock & Ward, 2001; Mazzola et al., 2008; Ward, 1988).
This may have several implications. One is that family members
often are actively involved in the work with the strategic plan.
Another is that owner–family goals, interests and values are
directly or indirectly reflected in the strategic plan. This observa-
tion is in tune with the strategy as practice perspective’s
recognition of the role of subjective emotions, motivations and
priorities in strategizing activities (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009).
Strategic planning should thus be seen as a socially and
institutionally embedded practice (Whittington, 2006).

For family business researchers, the family itself serves as the
main social institution whose impact on the practices and doing if
strategy needs to be better understood. For instance, Ward (1988)
argues that a formal planning process supports the necessary
reconciling between family and business issues at the same time as
promoting open and flexible decision-making and boosting
strategic thinking. Craig and Moores (2005) suggest a modified
balanced scorecard, where a ‘familiness’ dimension complements
the traditional financial, internal, customer, innovation and
learning dimensions. Mazzola et al. (2008) view strategic planning
as an important training tool for the inclusion of the next
generation of family members in the business and Carlock and
Ward (2001) argue for a ‘parallel planning process’ where the
strategic plan for the business is complemented with a family plan.
Why the family is committed to staying in the business, how the
family sees itself and the firm in the future, how the family will
build or sustain strong relations, solve conflicts and work in
harmony, and what the steps are to reach the family’s personal and
professional goals for each year are four key issues in the family
plan. As a result, the family cannot separate strategic business
planning from strategic family planning but must undertake both
in an interactive and simultaneous way.

The reading of extant literature on strategic planning leads us to
draw some conclusions. Although a number of studies report an
association between strategic planning and performance, the link
is weak and generally results are inconclusive. There are also
inconclusive results concerning the extent to which family firms
actually practice strategic planning (Blumentritt, 2006). Further
and consistent with mainstream research on strategic planning,
there are indications that strategic plans may play roles and have
meanings that go beyond the functional and instrumental,
although the dominant focus in literature on strategic planning
in family firms is on its technical function and merits as an
analytical and rational tool for analyzing, selecting and imple-
menting strategies in relation to internal strengths and weak-
nesses and external threats and opportunities (Sharma et al.,
1997).

Another conclusion from the literature review is that owner–
family characteristics, values and interests may influence both the
process and the outcome of strategic planning. This draws
attention to family firms as a specific context for the practice of
strategic planning. Finally, we conclude that research on strategic
planning in family firms, so far rarely examines in detail how
strategic planning is practiced, how owner–family interests and
considerations play a role in this process and what meaning
strategic planning actually takes in the family business context.
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With these considerations in mind, we conducted case research
into three family businesses. Next section briefly describes our
research methodology.

4. Research methodology

We investigated strategic planning practices in three medium-
sized and multigenerational family firms. There is no consensus
definition of family firms. We define a family firm as a firm where
one family group has control through more than 50% of the voting
shares, this family is represented in the management team, the
firm has passed through at least one generation in ownership and/
or management and leading representatives of the family perceive
the firm to be a family firm (Westhead & Cowling, 1999). To
maintain anonymity the studied firms are here called Bergman
Water, Mantorp Engineering and Larson Trading.

Our approach was interpretive and abductive (Alvesson &
Sköldberg, 2000; Nordqvist, Hall, & Melin, 2009). In other words,
our research was neither purely deductive nor inductive, but rather
a combination of the two. Abductive research is characterized by
an iterative process of data collection and theoretical analyses. The
empirical material we used originates from a larger research
project based on in-depth and longitudinal case studies of different
aspects of strategic processes in family firms. We utilized
‘purposeful sampling’ (Maxwell, 1998) in order to select three
firms that offered both complete access to the phenomenon under
study and a satisfactory diversity in terms of formal structures and
processes that could be expected to have impact on strategy
processes. Table 1 contains key characteristics of the firms.

The empirical material of the overall project involves 98 face-
to-face interviews (with key-actors, such as owners, managers,
consultants, board members, family members, accountants,
former managers), observations of 10 meetings where strategic
issues were treated (e.g., board meetings, top management team
meetings, strategic planning meetings, strategy away days), casual
conversations, site visits and secondary sources such as company
reports, minutes from board and top management team meetings
and strategic plans.

All interviews were audio taped and transcribed verbatim.
Detailed notes were taken during all observed meetings. The
interviews lasted between 1 and 2 h. They were guided by an
interview guide with open questions about general aspects of the
character of the strategic work in the firm. The aim was to facilitate
the respondent to give un-directed and narrative account in the
Table 1
Key characteristics of the family firms.

Key characteristics Mantorp Engineering

1999/2003

Multidivisional group structure No/no

No. of employees (group) 210/414

No. of employees (focus firm) 210/414

No. of family members working in firm Five/four

Total operating income (focus firm) 410/801 SEKm

Profitability (net profit) 38/9.9 SEKm

Industry Manufacturing of machines (B2B)

Industry growth (time of study) Low/low

Year founded 1960

Current generation (managing) 2nd/2nd

No. of core families as owners Three

No. of family board members Six/six

External board members No/yes

External chairman of the board No/no

Family CEO (group) –/–

Family CEO (focus firm) Yes/yes

Formal education level of group CEO –/–

Formal education of business firm CEO Grade school, 7 years/grade school 7 y

a These firms were divided into several firms and group structure was formed in 19
beginning of the interview, while asking more specific questions
later when a dialogue had been established. To facilitate
comparability, three main areas were covered in all interviews.
Respondents were asked to identify the most influential actors
(individuals), arenas (i.e., social situations and settings for the
strategic work), and strategic practices used (e.g. strategic plans,
methods, models) over the previous five-year period.

Following Pettigrew (1990) we compiled, as a first level of
interpretation, the empirical material into detailed and process-
oriented case descriptions of the strategic processes in the three
family firms. Our aim was to ‘tell the story of each case’ and
describe the strategic processes both in terms of historical
development and in real-time. During this early level of empirical
analysis, the practice of strategic planning emerged as an
important aspect of the strategy processes in all three firms, even
if for different reasons. This triggered us to re-interpret the
empirical material with focus on the character and meaning of the
strategic planning processes in the three family firms using
inductive data analysis techniques. At this stage, we were also
informed by a review of the strategic planning literature, both in
general and more specifically in the context of family firms.
Moreover, our existing pre-understanding of strategy processes in
family firms directed our further interpretations of the case
descriptions. This means that we followed iterative and flexible
processes, moving back and forth from data and literature to
support emerging theory generation and refinement (Alvesson &
Sköldberg, 2000).

Practices are entangled and interrelated elements of activity
(Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Schatzki, 2006). The specific
strategic practice that we label strategic planning can therefore
be seen as constituted by different dimensions. In the data
analysis three main categories of data emerged, which we named
planning modes, planning motives and planning arenas. These
categories were seen as analytical descriptors of what element of
the strategic planning practice they referred to. Having identified
these three dimensions, we searched further for literature
support for our emerging interpretations of what the three
dimensions of strategic planning meant in the context of the
family firms. This way we could reiterate the analysis and
complement with new theoretical support in order to conceptu-
alize our findings and generate solid analytical generalizations
(Yin, 1994). In the section that follows, we summarize our
analytical work under the three identified dimensions of
strategic planning practice.
Larson Tradinga

1999/2003

Bergman Watera

2003

Yes/yes Yes

150/118 80

129/87 53

Three/two Two

390/151 SEKm 142 SEKm

62/1.4 SEKm 0.1 SEKm

Financial services (B2B) Water treatment, biogas energy,

services (B2B)

High/low Low

1904 1862

2nd/2nd, 3rd 4th

Two Three

Two/four Four

Yes/yes Yes

No/no Yes

Yes/yes Yes

No/yes No

MBA/MBA MSc, Engineering

ears MSc, Business/MSc, Business MSc, Engineering

98–1999.
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5. Three dimensions of strategic planning as a practice

In this section we present the three dimensions of strategic
planning found in our case research. Each dimension is illustrated
with events and activities within the ongoing strategic planning
processes in the three studied family firms.

5.1. Planning modes

The planning mode refers to the model and framework used in
the strategic planning process. This includes the actual methods,
techniques and tools in use, the types of planning activities that
take place, as well as the extent to which the planning practice is
formal or informal. The traditional mode of a strategic planning
process consists of ‘‘organizational activities that systematically
discuss mission and goals, explore the competitive environment,
analyze strategic alternatives, and coordinate actions of imple-
mentation across the entire organization’’ (Andersen, 2004, p.
1275).

Bergman Water (BW) comprises three business divisions. Each
business division has its own strategic plan that is written on a
yearly basis (during the fall) with the aim to present it at the
December board meeting. The head of each business division, who
presents it to the board, is responsible for the strategic plan and
expected to lead the process with assistance from other
individuals. There is no overall strategic plan at the company
level that integrates the three business division plans. Each
strategic plan is divided into three sections: internal factors and
current situation, external factors and estimated development and
business plan. The plan covers aspects such as description of the
business division, strength and weaknesses, market and custo-
mers, trends and changes in the industry, opportunities and
threats, vision, business idea, short and long-term goals as well as
resources and investments.

In 2001, the main owner of BW retired as CEO after 28 years but
stayed as a board member. A non-family CEO was recruited from a
large multinational, and is the head of one of the business divisions,
having the overall responsibility to integrate the business plans. In
2001 much of the strategic planning was based on a major strategic
analysis undertaken by a strategy consultant in the late 1990s.
Recruiting a non-family CEO and several new top managers was
part of the recommendations. During the fall of 2002, the new CEO
led the development of new strategic plans. The new strategic
plans are highly regarded by the principal owner who is also the
former CEO:

The strategic plans are very nice. There’s a somewhat different

touch on them, our own touch and no consultant touch. The plans

are much more about what we want. The new CEO will guide this

for the three business divisions.
(Main owner and former CEO)

The main owner is not formally involved in the strategic
planning, but he likes to interact with the new CEO and other top
managers, even if he is not supposed to. He has agreed with the
CEO and the chairman of the board to communicate through the
board and to let the new CEO drive the new direction of the firm. All
three strategic plans were approved by the board in December
2002, but already two months after the board meeting, the firm is
developing in a direction away from the plan. This shift has made
the main owner and his family nervous. They are not happy with
some of the CEO’s decisions. Consequently, the main owner has
become increasingly involved. Most top managers accept the
strategic planning process, but are frustrated by firm’s departure
from the direction laid out in the plan. Top managers and co-
workers are losing confidence in the planning, and feel that the
main owner still guides the direction from the board or through his
informal interaction with the CEO and top managers.

Mantorp Engineering (ME) introduced formal strategic plan-
ning in the early 2000s. Previously, while there was a strategy
regarding markets and products, it was neither written nor
communicated to employees. The new practice is called ‘vision
planning’ and based on a model from Nokia. The content of the plan
is adjusted from the Nokia model to better suit the characteristics
of ME in terms of organization and industry. This plan includes
creating one-year, three-year and five-year visions. Important
sections are: Vision Mega Trends, Vision Method Changes, Vision
Market Development, Vision Machine Development, Vision
Production, and Competitors. There is only a firm-wide strategic
plan, even if different departments and business divisions have
their sections. Two family members (the CEO and the Head of
Production) are part of the vision planning group. Other group
members are non-family managers and heads of foreign subsidiar-
ies. Once the vision/strategy is formulated, it is presented to the
board. The board is composed of one non-family member and six
members of the owner–family. Short versions of the one-year and
the three-year vision are also sent to the employees.

Interviewees emphasize that it is important that the strategic
plan is a ‘living document’ adjusted according to internal and
external changes. The vision planning means that there is a clear
theme in the strategic development and greater involvement of
non-family members in the strategic work. Before, most decisions
were both prepared and made within the owner–family, even if
some non-family actors were asked for input. Still, however, there
are divergent views within the family regarding the growth target,
where the CEO aims for at least 15% sales growth per year while
most other family members would prefer to grow slower.

In Larson Trading (LT), strategic planning is a much more
informal practice than in the other firms. Family members active in
the top management say that ‘‘strategic planning is important’’, but
a deeper exploration reveals that strategic planning mainly
consists of informal dialogues and meetings between the leading
family representatives, the main owner being the group CEO, his
son, who is CEO of LT, the main owner’s brother (whose family
branch controls 40%) and some trusted managers. Typically, they
talk informally about strategic issues or about wider trends in the
highly versatile financial sector in which they operate. This is a way
to quickly gather new ideas and to spread the overall vision and
direction that the firm has.

At the board meetings, with a majority of non-family members,
the group CEO prefers to use the white board to draw pictures of
his overall visions. A board member says ‘‘it is exciting to see him
draw and move the different boxes. It is different every time, but he
is always guided by a very clear overall vision, such as being the
bank of the 21st century’’. Another says; ‘‘he gets feedback from us
directly, some board members think it is a pity they don’t get more
time to plan, and think, but he does it deliberately’’. He wants the
spontaneous feedback, since ‘‘that is how customers act’’.
However, several top managers and other employees in LT say
they lack a more formal and systematic strategic planning process.
They feel they cannot influence as much as they would like in the
strategic direction. Some experience the strategic planning as ad-
hoc and inconsistent, even if they point out that a more flexible
work-style is motivated given the firm’s highly versatile business
environment.

The previous non-family CEOs championed more formal
strategic planning practices, even if the main owner and group
CEO preferred informal interaction and casual conversation. He has
always tried to instill strategic thinking among his co-workers and
challenged them in informal conversations. This parallel strategic
planning has often meant that the formal strategic planning led by
the non-family CEOs has been of less importance. Taking over as
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CEO, his son added regularity and structure, but strategic planning
has never reached the same formal and systematic levels as in the
other two firms. Some family members from the younger
generation would like to see a more formal strategic planning in
order to get more information about the development of the firm
from these documents. The family CEO, however, who is from this
generation, does not see this need. He admits that this is probably
since he works in the firm.

A former non-family CEO wanted to take the firm in direction
that was opposite the direction preferred by the owner–family. For
many years he had a very close interaction with the main owner
and group CEO. But towards the end he distanced himself more and
more and developed his strategic plan increasingly by himself
without input from family members or other employees. He
formalized the plan into a written document that he presented to
the board. After some discussions he had to leave the company,
since his plan was too far away from what the owner–family
wanted. The son of the group CEO replaced him and initiated the
work to take the firm back to its core business and away from the
diversification route that his predecessor had embarked upon.

We see that the planning modes observed in the three family
businesses include elements of a traditional formal strategic
planning, but the planning modes also include several other
activities. Based on our cross case analysis, presented in Table 2
below we discuss six different meanings of this planning
dimension, specifying the types of activities that planning modes
may include. In the next section, we look closer at the second
planning practice dimension.

5.2. Planning motives

Planning motives refer to the purpose and origin of the strategic
planning process and to the reasons for continued strategic
planning. In tune with previous literature (e.g., Grant, 2003;
Mintzberg, 1994), there are both technical and more symbolic
reasons behind the strategic planning process in the three family
businesses. What differs from previous research, however, is how
strategic planning is associated with motives that stems from the
owner–family, its individual family members or from the interaction
between the family and the business systems in the strategy work.

In BW, the planning practice has been in use with minor
adjustments since early 1980s. It is based on a model that the main
owner and former CEO learnt from a course at a management
institute. Several top managers and two heads of business divisions
took the same course. At this time, strategic planning was
important for the main owner in order to determine strategic
actions, but also to gather inputs from a wider set of actors in and
around the firm. When the main owner entered as CEO he sought
support from various sources, and the strategic planning process
became one type of support. The firm evolved and so did the
strategic planning, even if the basic model remained the same.

The main owner is still an enthusiastic promoter of the strategic
planning process but lately the strategic planning has led to very
few direct changes. Instead, the strategic analysis and report made
by an outside consultant triggered major changes. For the new
managers recruited as a result of these changes, strategic planning
has been a way to ‘‘get together and develop a shared picture of the
firm’’. The strategic planning gives the main owner and former CEO
a way to follow the development: ‘‘Because without strategic plans
it’s very hard for you and there is no clarity in the firm. I have
noticed that it’s very important to have this in print so that you’re
in agreement’’.

Based on the strategic planning, he can also pass on information
to other family members and especially the next generation that
meet yearly at the annual meeting. The new CEO accepts the
planning process and has adjusted it very little. Rather he was
surprised that such a small family firm as BW has this kind of
‘‘sophisticated strategy methods’’. A recently recruited top
manager agrees and adds that seeing the strategic plan and the
active board made it easier to take the decision to join the firm,
since it appeared less as a traditional family firm.

In ME, the main reason for introducing strategic planning in
2001 was to cope with the growth. Both the owner–family and
employees felt the need to structure and formalize some key areas
within the firm. Although the CEO and several top managers are
afraid to formalize too much and lose the flexible entrepreneurial
spirit that has characterized the firm for many years, they find the
strategic planning practice important. Even if few new ideas have
emerged from the planning, it is a way for the family to keep
control and to inform the rest of the family members. Especially
the founders who are retired but still involved and interested in the
strategic development find the planning useful.

Before the planning process was installed, there was a sense of
lack of a ‘‘common language’’ in ME. Many people knew the overall
target, 15% sales growth per year, and knew they were expected to
‘‘develop new products’’ and ‘‘sell as much as possible’’, but few
knew the overall strategy. In fact, there were many different views
on how to reach the target, between employees and between
family members. Therefore, ‘‘we worked quite some with creating
a shared thinking platform for development and expansion work’’,
a top manager says. He adds ‘‘I think there were several of us that
more or less explicitly thought that we needed to talk us together
and get a picture of the future. The picture could then be right or
wrong, but the important thing was that we would move in the
same direction’’.

In LT, the main owner and group CEO likes vision-led firms, but
dislike too much formality. Therefore, strategic planning has
always been central, but informal and flexible. He has led this way
of working since late 1960s, when he started to take over the daily
management from his father. For about 20 years, LT had two non-
family CEOs who both tried to launch a more structured strategic
planning practice, especially as a way to create a shared value base
among employees. The group CEO, however, is afraid that formal
procedure ‘‘locks into certain paths’’ rather than ‘‘opens up for
opportunities’’. Taking over as CEO, his son shares this view, even if
he places more importance on writing down and diffusing at least
the core ideas of the strategy. For him strategic planning is an
important way to gathering and sharing information with
employees, and with family members who are not working in
the business or serving on the board. It can also, he adds, serve as a
tool to integrate different views and aspects of the firm’ strategic
direction, but always with the purpose of arriving to shared picture
of the firm’s future development. Having described planning
motives found in the three firms, we will in Section 6 present seven
more specified motives, based on our cross case analysis. In the
next section we focus on planning arenas as the third practice
dimensions we found in the study.

5.3. Planning arenas

Planning arenas refer to the social situations, settings and
places where the strategic planning is practiced. These arenas can
be formal meetings such as board meetings and top management
team meetings, but also more informal meetings such as the social
interaction at a coffee break, at lunch, or at home, between
different actors involved in the strategic planning process.

In BW, the strategic plans of the three business divisions are
discussed at the top management team meetings where managers
from all business divisions participate. The final plan is presented
to the board, where the board members can opine. The strategic
plan is sent out beforehand together with the rest of the board
material. One of the board members is also used as a facilitator
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during annual strategy away days where strategic plans are
discussed. The owner–family is present on this and other top
management arenas through the main owner’s wife, also part
owner. She is not formally a manager, but participates as secretary.
Most managers assume that she informs her husband about the
discussions. A top manager says that he can hear the main owner’s
viewpoints come through via her. The top manager argues that the
presence of the main owner’s wife constrains the strategic dialogue
on the formal planning arenas. Certain potentially important
strategic issues cannot be brought up because they are seen as ‘‘too
painful for the owners’’. Several other top managers assume that
the real strategic decisions are instead made on informal planning
arenas with only family members present. While his wife says she
knows she can become an ‘‘echo of my husband’’, the main owner
claims that they try to avoid talking about the strategic planning at
home. ‘‘We only talk about what the top management team has
discussed when she thinks something is wrong’’, he says.

In 2002, the owner–family participates in a course in family
business management organized by the Family Business Network
(FBN). During this course they learn how to formulate an owner-
vision and core values and to organize a family council. The main
owner and former CEO, his wife and children are all active to
develop the family plan as a result of the FBN course. Most board
members and top managers support this process, since they hope it
will result in a clearer statement regarding the owner–family’s
intentions in the future.

In parallel the top management team is assigned by the board to
formulate their core values as part of the strategic planning
process. The owner–family and the top management do not arrive
at the same core values. And even if the main owner says they can
differ, the final adopted core values are more or less identical to
those defined by the owner–family. A family council is set up with
the purpose to ‘‘inform the owner–family members’’, but also to
‘‘inform the top management about the family’s view and wishes’’.
It is also seen as an important way of preparing for succession
within the family and the firm. After the course, and the
formulation of owner–family vision and core values, the interest
among family members to keep the firm within the family in the
future is stronger. Previous to the course, selling the firm or
merging with a competitor was a viable alternative in the plans.
The increased interest within the family and the poor performance
of the firm eventually lead to the decision to replace the non-family
CEO with a nephew to the main owner.

In ME, the different documents from the strategic planning
process are discussed within the vision group. The CEO puts high
priority on the strategic planning, even if it is less prioritized when
sales goes down and ‘‘all efforts has to be put on reaching the sales
target’’. The members of the vision group find that it is their
responsibility to take care of and drive the vision planning. Several
of them say they like it because it gives them a ‘‘kick’’ that is
different from the day-to-day more operative tasks. The final result
is sent to the board, where the owner–family dominates. The
secretary of the board explains how the plans are treated:

The plans go to the board and if there’s consensus in the owner–

family, the strategic issues are further looked at from different

perspectives, in the short term and in the long-term. The

overarching ideas have surely been discussed within the family

around the kitchen table before. The ideas then go to the board and

then to the top management team. It has been like this more or less

always. The difference is that this process has not been formalized

before. The process is clearer now, before there’s been a feeling that

we probably do the right thing to go in this direction.

There have been some disagreements about the strategic
direction between members of the owner–family. These tensions
are normally treated in informal meetings between family
members and outside the board and top management team
meetings. Family members are keen to communicate a unified
view but both top managers and board members say that
disagreements sometimes surface in the strategic discussions
held at more formal planning arenas.

In LT much of the strategic planning takes place through
informal interaction between a limited numbers of people. But the
board meetings are important as check-points with a larger circle
of people involved and who then can give their input. When the son
of the main owner became CEO in 2000, he and a small group of key
managers met in his garden to formulate a new strategy. This
strategy was communicated to the staff at a special meeting in
order to get them united around the new strategy. Until 2003, no
major changes were made in the strategy. Some refinements were
discussed in the board and occasionally and informally within the
close circle of key top managers. The rest of the organization is
typically informed about the planning progress either through
informal talks or through the intranet. Once a year around
Christmas, there is a staff meeting where the strategy is briefly
discussed. The owner–family members are informed about the
strategy development at the annual shareholder’s meeting, where
also the board members are present, and through informal
discussions with the family members on the board, or active in
the top management.

The new family CEO has also introduced ‘semi-formal arenas’
where a group of key people meets to discuss the most topical
strategic issues. For instance, the ‘sauna-club’, has been introduced
in order to broaden the group of people involved in the strategic
planning. As he puts it ‘‘several of my employees has as their job to
question the strategies of big firms, like Volvo, Ericsson and
AstraZeneca. I should be open to listen to their ideas about our own
strategy as well’’.

The LT owner–family has tried to organize a family arena to
involve more family members in the strategy work. Their family
council did not work out, however, mainly because family
members active in the firm felt that its role was not clear in
relation to other governance structures. Some family members
wanted to discuss strategic issues at the family council, which
others refused since it was not the ‘‘right arena for strategic
planning according to the law’’. This argument is quite different
from the informal strategic practices emphasized buy the leading
family member. The confusion made latent conflicts within the
family worse and decreased the owner–family’s possibility to talk
about strategic development with all present.

In Table 2 below we present six typical forms of arenas for
strategic work and conversations based on the arenas we identified
in our cross case analysis.

6. Discussion

The intention of this article is to argue for the promise of the
strategy as practice perspective for understanding strategy
processes in family businesses. The strategy as practice perspective
emphasizes that strategic work is not the same for all organiza-
tions. The ways of doing strategy tend to fall into specific routines
and work patterns that vary from firm to firm and between
different types of firms. Previous family business strategy
literature has highlighted some unique aspects of strategic
planning in family firms. However, little research has aimed to
investigate in greater detail what the family firm context means for
the actual practicing of strategic planning. This is what we have set
out to do in this article.

Our study of strategic planning activities in three family firms
suggests that the family context influences the way strategic
planning is practiced. Strategic planning means activities that have



Table 2
Three dimensions of the practice of strategic planning.

Strategic

planning

dimension

Planning modes Planning motives Planning arenas

Types of each

dimension

An educational mode, where planning is used to

teach managers/board members/family owners

a systematic way to think about and work

with strategy

Planning as a procedure for decision-making

on future strategic actions

Board meetings, with interaction both

between family owners and between

family owners, external board members

and top managers

A visionary mode, where planning is opportunity

oriented resulting in formulation of visions

or visionary goals

Planning as a mechanism for gathering

information from a wider set of actors than

just the dominant family owner and/or CEO

Top management team meetings,

where different business divisions and

departments are represented but

where also the family interest is represented

A multi-level mode, i.e. planning is not just

one plan but a hierarchy of plans, with the

family owners involved not only on the

holding/group level

Planning as a way to integrate and get a

shared picture of the firm, including its

strategic situation and the shared value bas

Strategy away days, and other

semi-formal arenas, where the

strategic planning is in focus more

than at ordinary top management meetings

A value-control mode, where the core values

held by the family owners shape a frame within

which the content and outcome of non-family

managers’ planning activities must be situated

Planning as a carrier of a shared language

between the family and firm

Family council meetings, where

conversations on owner policy, core

values and strategic issues take place

framing the strategic planning activities

on other arenas

A flexible mode, where informal and emergent

aspects of strategic ideas and dialogues are

emphasized in the planning

Planning as a mechanism for the family to

keep control when non-family managers and

external board members are influential

Informal meetings between actors from

both family and the firm within the

context of the business

A parallel mode, combining the strategic

planning for the business with the planning

for the family ownership

Planning as a tool for sharing information

to employees, and to family members neither

involved in management nor serving on

the board

Informal meetings between family members

within the context of the family

Strategic planning as a way of gaining

legitimacy signal professionalism
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organization-specific characteristics that are important to under-
stand in order to determine its roles and effectiveness for strategy
making. With the ambition to understand the details of strategic
planning activities in family businesses, we have identified three
dimensions of this practice — planning modes, planning motives

and planning arenas. Based on our interpretive cross case analysis
we have, for each dimension, found six or seven types that all help
to specify the meaning of each of the three dimensions of planning.
In Table 2 we summarize the planning practice dimensions and
their specific types.

For the dimension of planning modes we found six more
specific modes that were to a varying degree visible in the three
cases. The six modes are: an educational mode where planning
activities play a role as a teaching mechanism; a visionary mode

where planning means formulating and moving towards realizing
a vision; a multi-level mode with a hierarchy of plans on several
levels (e.g. group, subsidiaries, divisions or departments); a value-

controlling mode where the family’s core values are framing the
content and outcome of planning activities; a flexible mode that
emphasizes the informal and emergent aspects of planning; and a
parallel mode that combines the strategic planning of the business
firm with the family ownership planning.

The planning motives dimension includes the following seven
specific motives for planning activities: to make strategic decisions

leading to action; to gather information not only from the dominant
strategist(s) but also from many other actors in the family, in the
business firm and from the external network; to integrate and get a

shared view on the strategic situation for the business; to develop a

shared language between the family and the firm around the
strategy work: to keep control from the family owners when non-
family managers and external board members are influential; to
share information from the strategic plan both to employees and to
family members; and show professionalism in the strategy work and

gain legitimacy.
The planning arena dimension constitutes six types of arenas,

some formal, some more informal, some combining business and
family members, some exclusively with family members: First we
have strategic interaction in the formal board meetings; and in the
top management meetings. Then there are strategy away days with
thorough strategic dialogues; and family council meetings with
partly formalized dialogues on ownership planning. Finally there
are two types of arenas with more informal meetings, one populated
by actors both from the family and the business; the other where
just different constellations of family members interact on
strategic family and/or business issues.

In the remaining part of the discussion we focus on a set of
important themes related to the practice of strategic planning in
family businesses. This discussion involves all three identified
dimensions of the planning practice to a varying degree. At the
same time, the discussion of the themes below is a way to integrate
the more detailed findings on the three practice dimensions
presented above and in Table 2.

Based on our findings, we suggest that the planning process as
well as the meanings of strategic planning as a practice is linked to
the local and situational understandings of the actual strategy
work in each family business. Strategy processes in family
businesses, like in all organizations, are typically based on certain
rules of the game that impact on how strategic planning is practiced
(Nordqvist & Melin, 2008; Whittington, 2006). As we have seen in
the case interpretations, the modes, motives and arenas of strategic
planning differ between the three firms. But they do have in
common family-related characteristics such as specific interests,
priorities and values that are important in all three dimensions,
and in all three studied firms.

A common feature in the three cases is that all family firms
find their strategic planning useful, even if the planning practice
does not always seem to play much role for the actual content of
strategies. Rather, a common pattern is that strategic choices and
changes emerge outside the formal planning process. Even when
the process itself is typically valued among both family and non-
family actors with relation to the firm, it is for other reasons than
its contribution towards the development and implementation of
new or changed strategies. Thus, in tune with Merton (1968),
strategic planning can play a manifest (intended) and a latent
(unintended but still important) role for strategic development
in family firms. This is evident from the types of planning modes
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and planning motives we have identified and summarized in
Table 2.

Our cases showed that strategic planning is practiced in
different types of planning arenas, such as board meetings, top
management team meetings, away days and in more informal
conversations between the actors. Another commonality in the
three cases is that non-family and non-executive board members
play an important role in the strategic planning process. The
influence of non-family board members in strategic planning
processes is consistent with previous research (Blumentritt, 2006;
Nordqvist & Melin, 2008).

Based on our findings we can say that the board is an important
arena for the family to exercise legitimate control of the strategic
planning. Although much of the detailed strategic work may occur
in more informal planning arenas, formally presenting and
discussing the strategic planning and its activities remains
important. The act of drawing on the resources from the formal
board meetings with experienced non-family board members,
increases legitimacy while also adding input to the strategic
planning and evaluating its quality. One of the planning motives
we have observed is also to gain legitimacy and signal profession-
alism, which seems to be important in order to attract non-family
board members and qualified non-family top managers in the first
place. Thus, having a formal strategic planning process can be seen
as a way for the family business to organize its strategic work in
line with what is expected from a ‘professional’ company.

Another pattern in our findings is related to the often-
mentioned feature of family firms that they strategize with longer
horizons in mind (James, 1999; Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2005). In
addition to a general longer term orientation and persistence in
strategic direction and choices, longer horizons mean that family
strategists have future ownership and management of next
generations in mind based on an awareness and wish that the
firm will be handed over to children and even grandchildren in the
future. This triggers a need for a planning mode that includes some
kind of parallel planning between the family and the firm. As we
have seen in our cases, the firms differ in the extent to which they
deliberately take the parallel dimension into account in their
planning process.

In our cases we do not see a parallel planning, which formally
integrates the family planning and business planning. Rather, it
seems to be more a practice of two rather separate planning
processes, where the integration is more informal. Moreover, as
evident in the BW and ME cases, the life-cycle and development
stages of both the family and the firm are likely to influence the
character of this parallel planning (Carlock & Ward, 2001; Gersick,
Davis, McCollom Hampton, & Lansberg, 1997).

In all cases the educational mode is important, where planning
is used to teach managers/board members/family owners a
systematic way to think about and work with strategy, and as a
training practice for the next generation (Mazzola et al., 2008). In
our cases, strategic planning definitely played such a role for the
young owner–manager taking over BW after his father’s sudden
death. In addition to serving as a training tool between generations
of family members, our findings suggest that the educational mode
means that strategic planning activities also can be a training tool
between family and non-family members, facilitating them to
arrive at a shared understanding and view regarding the future
strategic direction of the firm.

A further pattern is that in all three firms we see how
inspiration for strategic planning comes from arenas provided by
external institutions, such as a consultancy, an education institute
or a formal network (such as FBN) (Nordqvist & Melin, 2008). As
such, they can be seen as representing a more general management
discourse with practices that extends beyond the specific local
family and business setting. Here the actors introducing strategic
planning models, institutionalized elsewhere, seem to be engaged
in what Sahlin-Andersson (1996) calls a process of ‘editing’. This
means that they actively translate and adapt the original practice
to work better in the local context, in which it is being
implemented. As a result of editing processes it is common that
new meanings are created and ascribed to the activities performed
(Sahlin-Andersson, 1996).

In our cases new meanings emerged when the interests and
values of the family were taken into account in the process where
actors edited the original strategic planning process. The family-
related planning motives and the planning arenas held within the
family are concrete examples of how the family business context
influences the editing process and give rise to new meanings of
strategic planning. Moreover, the different types of planning
modes we have observed are examples on the actual outcome of
the editing process, that is, how the original planning practice is
translated and changed to serve the dominant purpose of each
family business and its planning cycle.

Strategic planning has a number of meanings and fulfills several
purposes in the cases we have studied as shown in our planning
modes and motives. For instance, owner–families, or their main
representatives, are known for a need to keep control and
monitoring the development of ‘their’ firm regardless if top
management is dominated by family or non-family members
(Ward, 1988). Especially in growth periods (such as in ME) or in
other turbulent times (such as performance problems in BW),
strategic planning can be motivated by a need to avoid feelings of
losing control and stay informed. There may also be motives, such
as in BW, to explicitly decrease the use of more informal channels
of communications in order to install a more formal and legitimate
structure, and to appear less as a ‘traditional family firm’. In BW, we
also see how the planning mode chosen and the motive behind it
can be related to a need to create space for a new non-family
executive. As Blumentritt, Keyt and Astrachan (2007) noted, non-
family executives may take support in a strategic planning process
that has been approved by the family and the board. Strategic
planning can thus serve as a roadmap towards the rest of the
organization and to defer speculation on alternative courses of
action.

Our findings are in line with Grant’s (2003) three roles of
strategic planning: providing a context for strategic decision-
making, being a mechanism for coordination and a mechanism for
control. However, regarding strategic planning as a mechanism for
coordination, in our cases it is not so much about decentralized
decision-making from the CEO to other levels within the
organization or about coordination between departments. Rather,
linking to the three dimensions of the planning practice as
observed in this study, we propose that strategic planning in the
family firm context can play a role of coordinating between the
owner–family, the board and the top management as well as
within the owner–family. In this way, family members active or
not in the firm are informed and can directly or indirectly,
depending of their level of involvement, influence the firm’s
strategic agenda at the top management level.

Similarly, the role of strategic planning as a mechanism for
control can be seen as a practice for the owner–family to oversee
and drive the development of the firm in line with the family’s
overall vision and intentions, at the same time as the owner–family
may gain valuable input for new ideas and renewal initiatives from
actors outside the owner–family following other modes and
motives of planning. Strategic planning can therefore foster
proactive strategy making as well, which is for instance evident
in LT. The role as a mechanism for control is especially motivated,
when the owner–family leaves top management and recruits a
non-family CEO, but wants to maintain a certain degree of control.
This interpretation is related to Grant’s (2003) third role, providing
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a context for strategic decision-making. In the family firm, strategic
planning, especially if the modes and motives allow it to integrate
the overall vision and strategic intent of the owner–family, can set
a frame within which top managers get some freedom of action to
develop the firm. In many family firms there are dominant values
and interests related to the owner–family and its members that
guide what strategic options are practically viable, and legitimate
for the top managers to pursue (Nordqvist, 2005).

To understand how these family values and interests impact the
strategic work, it is also necessary to consider how the strategic
dialogue extends into informal family arenas. As we have seen,
interaction between family members at home, such as during
dinners, travels, holidays and other types of informal situations is
an important part of the context for strategic planning. We suggest
that the existence and role of these often invisible planning arenas
together with the strategic frame related to the owner–family’s
values and interests often manifested in a vision are contextual
attributes that influence both the practice of strategic planning in
use and the content and quality of strategic decisions.

This observation speaks to the importance of articulating the
owner–family’s values and interests, and to make clear the roles,
rights and responsibilities between different family and non-
family actors with direct or indirect influence in strategic
processes. Leaning on Langley’s (1989) observation that formal
strategic analysis and planning can be important as a ‘glue’ for
social interaction, since it facilitates information, communication,
direction and control, we suggest that strategic planning can help
to develop a common understanding between non-family mem-
bers and family members in or around the daily activities of the
firm.

The actual planning modes, motives and arenas in each
individual family business are linked to the characteristics of
the owning family. As noted, there is often a guiding set of values
and interests connected to the owner–family that forms an explicit
or implicit vision or intent with the firm. These owner–family-
based values and interests guide the strategic development and
provide a frame, that is, family specific rules of the game that actors
in the board or top management teams have to consider as the
rules of the game are directly related to the ultimate power in the
family business. We suggest that the planning modes, motives and
arenas are integrated aspects of the rules of the game in each
family business. Strategists, both non-family and family, need to
consider this strategic frame when strategizing.

However, it is not always clear for non-family managers (and
sometimes not even for family manages) what the rules of the
game are. Furthermore, an owner may suddenly step in and change
something that was previously decided. This goes even if he or she
is not actively involved in the daily operations of that particular
business, such as in our BW case. The ability for individual
strategists to contribute to strategic planning processes is thus
essentially about understanding the local rules of the game,
including the dominant planning modes, motives and arenas of
each family business. The practice of strategic planning and its
outcomes may play an important role in the family firm as long as
it works towards making these rules of the game explicit.

For instance, a strategic plan can be useful as mediator of
understanding. If a strategic plan is well written many people
within or around the firm may pick it up, read it and get an
understanding for the proposed future strategic directions. Thus,
people can adopt meanings and get a sense of direction and
understanding without necessarily being directly involved in the
strategy making (c.f. Weick, 1995). This role of strategic planning is
likely to be especially relevant in a family firm which is owned by
many family members, but often dominated by a few. A well-
written strategic plan can be diffused within the family group,
facilitating the distribution of information. The owner–family may
then indirectly or directly give input from the board or the family
council in order to make clear the owner–family’s strategic frame
within which management needs to act.

7. Limitations and future research

There are a number of limitations associated with our research.
Focusing mostly on the process of strategic planning over time in
the three cases, we have not emphasized and analyzed the actual
content of the strategic plan, and how this content is or is not
translated in strategic action and direction. We have thus not paid
much attention to the strategic outcome for the whole organiza-
tion, which some argue is important from a strategy as practice
perspective (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Johnson et al., 2003).
Rather, our outcome focus has been on the quality of the process of
the strategic planning practice in the studied firms (Johnson et al.,
2007).

Empirically, we observed a number of strategic planning
meetings in two of the firms, but we relied mostly on face-to-
face interviews. More observations of informal and formal
meetings in situ, where strategic planning actually occurred would
probably have strengthened our analyses. Moreover, all three
studied firms can be defined as small or medium-sized. This size is
probably the most typical for family firm in many countries, but it
is possible that the practice of strategic planning is different in very
small or large family firms.

The intention of this article has been to argue for the promise of
the strategy as practice perspective for research on strategy in
family businesses. Strategy as practice is a growing perspective in
the field of strategic management and there are several relevant
avenues for future research. With regard to strategy making in
family businesses, future researchers could draw on the strategy as
practice perspective to better understand the actual activities that
lead to the formation of new or altered strategies. We have focused
on one particular strategic practice — but what other strategic
practices are of importance for how strategies actually form? What
is the role of family management and ownership in this process?
How do actual strategy making differ between family businesses
with a family CEO and a non-family CEO? Why are certain strategic
practices more effective than others in contributing to the quality
strategic processes and outcomes?

Further, Mintzberg (1994) argued that formal strategic practice
can both facilitate and constrain the strategic process. More
research is needed in order to understand how, under what
circumstances, and perhaps more interestingly, for whom,
different strategic practices facilitates or constrains the strategic
work in family firms. Another relevant strategy as practice area for
future research is to investigate what makes a successful strategy
practitioner in family businesses. Given the family business
characteristics that distinguish them from other kind of busi-
nesses, are there certain competencies, experiences and skills that
actors need to have to be effective strategists in family businesses?
If yes, how are these acquired and are they the same for family and
non-family members?

8. Conclusion

Our key argument in this article has been that the growing
strategy as practice perspective within the strategic management
field can help scholars to achieve rich understandings and develop
useful knowledge about strategy making in family businesses.
Given that family firms constitute the majority of firms in most
countries and that they have characteristics that distinguish them
from other companies, we also believe that strategy practice
research carried out in the family business context can make
valuable contributions both to the general knowledge on strategic
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management and to the development of the strategy as practice
perspective.

Our study has concentrated on the roles, dimensions and
meanings of strategic planning as important aspects of this very
common and relevant strategic practice. Drawing on the literature
on strategy as practice and strategic planning, and in-depth case
research in three family businesses, we found three dimensions of
the practice of strategic planning; planning modes, planning
motives and planning arenas. We argue that these dimensions are
adding to the understanding of strategic planning in family
businesses. In particular, the identified types of modes, motives
and arenas allow theorists and practitioners to better understand
how strategic planning is closely linked both to the local and
family-related rules of the game of strategy work in each family
business embedded in the norms and values of the owner–family,
and to the more global institutionalized norms and expectations
that guides planning as a common strategic practice. The three
dimensions, and the different types of each dimension, also help
theorists and practitioners to see new and different roles of
strategic planning in family businesses that add to the general
knowledge on strategic planning practices. These roles go beyond
and supplement the traditional role of strategic planning as a
formal analytical tool to produce strategic directions.
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