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Abstract
This article theorises how, why and with what outcomes successors manage the paradox of 
control and autonomy emerging as role conflict through emotion management strategies; 
thus, it contributes to theory building on paradox and emotion management in family business. 
Drawing on 20 interpretive case studies of French family businesses operating in wide-ranging 
industries, we highlight emotional ambivalence towards the father/incumbent, the mother, siblings 
and cousins, and leadership and document their prevalence in enmeshed family businesses. We 
show that when motivated by self-conformity and self-protection motives, successors accept 
the incumbent’s control and manage ambivalent emotions through defensive strategies, such 
as avoidance or compromise, which contributes to the pursuit of successor legitimacy. We 
reveal that during successor installation, successors might reject the incumbent’s control and 
instead promote personal autonomy by managing ambivalent emotions through confrontational 
strategies, such as hyperbolised emotional reactions, emotional display of negative emotions or 
holism, which contributes to successor emancipation.

Keywords
paradoxical tensions, ambivalent emotions, autonomy and control, emancipation, emotion 
management strategies, legitimacy, role conflict, succession

Introduction

Managing the paradox of incumbent control and successor autonomy is the Gordian knot to ensure 
successfully passing the baton from one generation to the next of a family business (McAdam 
et al., 2018). This paradox is at its crux during succession (De Massis et al., 2008; Ingram et al., 
2016) and can jeopardise intergenerational transfer (Helin and Jabri, 2016; Lam, 2011). Prior 
research indicates that when incumbents exert excessive control, successors feel frustrated, which 
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hinders their ability to reach autonomy (García-Álvarez et al., 2002; Pitts et al., 2009). At the oppo-
site, when incumbents step aside and offer guidelines and socialisation, this generates positive 
feelings in successors and enhances their autonomy, thus facilitating business transfer (Sharma 
et al., 2003; Schuman et al., 2010). Successors need appropriate emotion management strategies to 
deal with this paradox (Lüscher and Lewis, 2008; Seo et al., 2004) in order to achieve legitimacy 
(Dalpiaz et al., 2014; Hytti et al., 2017; Marlow and McAdam, 2012) and emancipation (Jennings 
et al., 2016; McAdam et al., 2018; Rindova et al., 2009).

The paradox of control and autonomy is a belonging and performing paradox (Jarzabkowski 
et al., 2013; Smith and Lewis, 2011) arising as individuals embrace different yet coexisting social 
roles in the family, business and ownership systems (Gersik et al., 1997; Tagiuri and Davis, 1992). 
This paradox emerges as role conflict during succession, role overlap affecting family member 
emotions and relations (Brundin and Sharma, 2011; Yu et al., 2019; Zellweger, 2014) in different 
ways compared to how it occurs and it is managed in non-family firms (Shepherd and Haynie, 
2009). Successors experience high amounts of emotional ambivalence, meaning that they feel both 
positive and negative emotions at the same time (Brehm and Miron, 2006; Radu-Lefebvre and 
Denis, 2015; Randerson et al., 2017; Rees et al., 2013), which generates a sense of dissonance or 
at least of discomfort (Brundin and Härtel, 2014). However, how successors manage ambivalent 
emotions while dealing with the paradox of control and autonomy emerging as role conflict remains 
underexplored (Marshall et al., 2006; Radu-Lefebvre et al., 2017).

Drawing on prior insights in family business and psychology, this article examines how succes-
sors cope with the paradox of control and autonomy by managing ambivalent emotions stemming 
from role conflict. We address our research aim by answering the following questions: RQ1: What 
types of ambivalent emotions stem from role conflict during successor selection and installation? 
RQ2: How do successors deal with ambivalent emotions during successor selection and installa-
tion (emotion management strategies)? RQ3: Why do successors use different emotion manage-
ment strategies (emotion management motives)? RQ4: What are the outcomes of the successor’s 
emotion management strategies of ambivalent emotions? We adopt a multi-case inductive research 
design with 20 French family businesses operating in wide-ranging industries to develop theory 
inductively (Reay and Whetten, 2011).

We make the following contributions. First, we reveal how successors use emotion management 
strategies to cope with tensions of belonging and performing while navigating contradictory expec-
tations and aspirations of control and autonomy, thus extending paradox theory (Lewis, 2000; 
Smith and Lewis, 2011). We show how successors manage ambivalent emotions by either using 
defensive strategies (avoidance, compromise, domination, surface acting, deep acting) or what we 
term confrontational strategies (emotional display of negative feelings, hyperbolised emotional 
reactions, holism). The systematic approach for identifying and examining emotion management 
strategies that we introduce in our study contributes to the literature on emotions in family firms 
(Brundin and Härtel, 2014; Brundin and Sharma, 2011; Labaki et al., 2013) and answers the call 
for theorisation on emotions in family business (Astrachan and Jaskiewicz, 2008; Brundin et al., 
2008). We highlight that the degree of overlap between the family and business systems (enmeshed, 
balanced, disengaged) moderates the relationship between ambivalent emotions and emotion man-
agement strategies and motives of the successors, which confirms and extends prior studies on 
family–business overlap (Labaki et al., 2013). Second, we reveal why and with what consequences 
the management of ambivalent emotions by the successors enables them to balance control and 
autonomy through the alternative pursuit of legitimacy and emancipation in succession, building 
knowledge about the paradox of control and autonomy in family firms (Pitts et al., 2009; Tatoglu 
et al., 2008). We show that when motivated by self-protection and self-conformity, successors tend 
to accept the incumbent’s control and use defensive strategies aimed at achieving successor 
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legitimacy, whereas when motivated by self-differentiation and self-promotion, successors tend to 
reject the incumbent’s control and use confrontational strategies to challenge family and business 
role–related constraints, striving to break free from the incumbent’s control (emancipation). In this 
respect, we contribute to the literature relative to family business paradoxes (Erdogan et al., 2019), 
successor legitimacy (Dalpiaz et al., 2014; Hytti et al., 2017) and emancipation (McAdam et al., 
2018; Rindova et al., 2009). Third, we take a processual experience-informed perspective to elabo-
rate a model of managing the paradox of control and autonomy through emotion management 
strategies during succession, thus contributing to theory building on paradox and emotion manage-
ment in family business. Our model conceptualises ambivalent emotions stemming from role con-
flict as surface indicators of the paradox of control and autonomy at successor level and offers the 
pursuit of legitimacy and emancipation as two opposite yet interrelated processes enabling succes-
sors to alternatively accept and challenge this paradox through emotion management gymnastics.

The article is structured as follows. First, we position our research in the paradoxical tensions 
literature by addressing the emotional micro-foundations of successor management of ambivalent 
emotions. Next, we broadly delineate how emotional ambivalence and emotion management strat-
egies have been addressed in family business and psychology. We then present our methodology, 
main findings and discussion, followed by a brief conclusion.

The paradox of incumbent control and successor autonomy

Incumbents play a major role in deciding who can be the successor and how succession happens 
(De Massis et al., 2016; Long and Chrisman, 2014). Within the succession process, successors both 
depend on the incumbent’s control and experience and might seek to act autonomously as future 
leaders (Pitts et al., 2009; Tatoglu et al., 2008). The paradox of control and autonomy occurs during 
the different phases of the succession process. During successor selection and installation, this 
paradox is particularly intense when incumbents exert excessive control over successors, refusing 
to ‘fade into the background’ thus constraining successors to manage under a ‘generational shadow’ 
(Davis and Harveston, 1999: 314; see Umans et al., 2018). Prior research shows that conforming 
to incumbent and expectations of others relative to how a successor should behave in order to 
belong (Stead, 2017) supports successor legitimacy1 (Dalpiaz et al., 2014; Hytti et al., 2017), 
whereas their attempts to break free from the incumbent’s control and perceived constraints sup-
port successor emancipation2 (McAdam et al., 2018; Rindova et al., 2009).

We characterise the paradox of control and autonomy during succession as one of belonging 
and performing. Paradoxical tensions are inherent to family business members due to their belong-
ing to different reference groups (family, firm, shareholders), triggering competing role expecta-
tions, internal contradictions and mixed emotions (Faherty et al., 2016; Helin and Jabri, 2016; 
Lam, 2011). Because of these tensions of belonging and performing, successors struggle to rec-
oncile competing demands arising from their different social roles, which exacerbate the tension 
between their need to comply with the incumbent’s control and guidance and their need to enact 
their autonomy as future leaders. Managing control and autonomy requires embracing contradic-
tory yet complementary roles through enacting potentially incompatible decisions and behav-
iours, which affects emotions and relationships of successors (Jay, 2013). Prior research has 
showed that ‘combinations of autonomy and control can co-exist’ (Gilbert, 2013: 1). In the fol-
lowing section, we present how ambivalent emotions result from role conflict.

Ambivalent emotions: a natural consequence of role conflict

Because of overlapping roles, business family members are likely to be confronted with identity 
clashes and role conflicts, generating ambivalent emotions, intergenerational power games, emotional 
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confusion and unspoken expectations, which may lead to emotional dissonance, burnout and illness 
(Brundin and Sharma, 2011; Memili et al., 2015). Considerable communication (Bertschi-Michel 
et al., 2019; Helin and Jabri, 2016) and adaptation (Basco, 2014; Janjuha-Jivraj and Spence, 2009; 
Knapp et al., 2013) is necessary to manage multiple-role relationships such as those between succes-
sors and incumbents.

Traditionally, psychology scholars characterised affective experiences in bipolar terms, suggest-
ing that individuals cannot, at the same time, be sad and happy (Brehm and Miron, 2006). According 
to more recent research, the affective dimensions of pleasure and displeasure are conceptualised as 
independent, which is why it is accepted that people can experience two opposite emotions simulta-
neously (Aaker et al., 2008; Oceja and Carrera, 2009).3 For instance, business family members 
experience various levels of emotional bonding and emotional ownership (Björnberg and Nicholson, 
2012; Zellweger and Astrachan, 2008) that can be a source of both positive emotions, such as pride, 
gratitude and joy, and negative emotions, such as disappointment, anxiety, guilt and envy (Avey 
et al., 2009). Ambivalent emotions raise stress levels and confusion (Rothman and Wiesenfeld, 
2007), but they may also play a utilitarian role in helping individuals to consider alternative perspec-
tives (Gifford, 2002; Hui et al., 2009), therefore enhancing their ability to deal with complex situa-
tions. As we will show in the next section, a wide range of defensive and active responses of 
managing ambivalent emotions have been previously identified (Lewis, 2000; Smith and Lewis, 
2011), the first providing temporal relief, while the second offer a more long-term solution. 
Defensive strategies may trigger vicious circles (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013), while active responses 
can lead to the acceptance or transcendence of paradoxes (Engeström and Sannino, 2011).

Management strategies of ambivalent emotions

Ashforth et al. (2014) identified four emotion management strategies4 of ambivalent emotions: avoid-
ance, domination, compromise and holism. These strategies consist in moving towards, away from or 
against the object of ambivalence (Pratt and Doucet, 2000). When moving away from emotional 
ambivalence, individuals use defensive strategies such as avoidance by engaging in denial or splitting 
through rejecting, forgetting, reinterpreting or minimising unpleasant information. Avoidance reduces 
the psychological pressure of ambivalent emotions to a tolerable level, enabling people to persevere 
and eventually find a solution to display their emotions more openly. In succession, this may relate to 
strategies adopted by successors for suppressing negative emotions stemming from role conflict to 
preserve family harmony (Memili et al., 2015). Domination strategies consist of moving towards and 
against the two opposite emotions. This occurs when successors use response amplification (Harrist, 
2006) by boosting one emotion (moving towards) and by diminishing the opposite emotion (moving 
against). Successors can exaggerate either the positive or the negative emotion to dominate the other, 
which may relieve their emotional ambivalence when experiencing paradoxical tensions (Bell and 
Esses, 2002). Compromise strategies involve a moderate moving towards mechanism, when one 
attempts to accommodate the two opposite emotions, both recognised and partially honoured, which 
may foster the acceptance of ambivalent emotions. Finally, holism consists in the simultaneous and 
complete acceptance of opposite emotions, with individuals moving towards both of them and 
embracing them together, which may support the transcending of paradoxical tensions (Lewis, 2000; 
Smith and Lewis, 2011). This latter strategy may enable successors to maintain ‘a certain ironic dis-
tance’ (Ashforth, 2001: 81) when subjected to persistent incumbent control. We label avoidance, 
domination and compromise as defensive strategies allowing successors to relieve the internal ten-
sion generated by ambivalent emotions in response to paradoxical tensions by denying or minimising 
mixed emotions, whereas we label emotional display of negative feelings, hyperbolised emotional 
reactions and holism as confrontational strategies enabling acceptance and transcendence of para-
doxical tensions.
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As each social setting is associated with particular emotional norms, people are expected to 
display emotions congruent with the expectations attached to the role they play in the situation 
(Heise, 2007). Emotion management allows us to avoid sanctions and be perceived as good profes-
sionals, mothers, fathers, children and peers (Wingfield, 2010). To do this, three main options exist: 
changing the expression of emotions communicated to others, changing inner feelings in order to 
make them coherent with what is expected in the situation (Lively and Weed, 2014) or displaying 
naturally felt (opposite) emotions (Diefendorff and Gosserand, 2003; Haver et al., 2013). 
Hochschild (1983) characterised the first two strategies as surface acting and deep acting. Surface 
acting consists in managing emotional display by altering expressed feelings, while deep acting 
consists in changing inner feelings to increase emotion–social role congruence. Following Ashforth 
et al. (2014), we term the third strategy, displaying naturally felt (opposite) emotions as holism.

Emotion management strategies are contextually embedded. As Labaki et al. (2013) observed, 
families and firms have particular emotional norms influencing how business family members deal 
with emotional expression. Family members operationally engaged in the firm are impelled to 
comply with both family and family business emotion expectations; therefore, the quality of the 
relationship between parents/predecessors and children/successors affects the emotion manage-
ment strategies of the latter (Thompson and Meyer, 2007). Moreover, Labaki et al. (2013) suggest 
that the degree of overlapping between the family and the business systems triggers three different 
configurations of family firms: enmeshed family businesses, balanced family businesses and dis-
engaged family businesses. The enmeshed family business presents high cohesion and emotional 
closeness among members, which consequently leaves little space for private life and independ-
ence. The balanced family business sets explicit boundaries between firm and private lives, which 
allow members to manage both closeness and independence. In the disengaged family business, 
emotional separation is high among business family members, which leads to separation between 
family and business roles, and high independence in decision-making. Successors living in these 
different contexts may thus manage emotional ambivalence stemming from role conflict differ-
ently and thus manage the paradox of control and autonomy in distinct ways.

In the next section, we present how we methodologically addressed the emotional micro-foundations 
of paradox management by examining the emotion management strategies that successors use to make 
sense of, deal with and transform or resolve the paradox of control and autonomy in succession.

Methodology

Research design and data collection

We conducted a theory-building qualitative study to better understand and explain the unexplored 
micro-foundations of paradox management in business families by examining the emotion manage-
ment strategies of successors confronted with the paradox of control and autonomy. The aim of our 
research is to build theory in the area of paradox management during succession and to broaden fam-
ily business theory on paradox and emotion management by extending and refining our knowledge 
relative to distinct psychological mechanisms and relationships between paradoxes and emotions that 
have been ignored by family business literature. For this purpose, we adopted a multi-case inductive 
research design (interpretivist case studies, cf. Leppäaho et al., 2016), that we combined with 
grounded theory analysis of the collected data (Corley and Gioia, 2004; Gioia et al., 2013); a meth-
odological approach considered as appropriate for bridging a knowledge gap and developing theory 
inductively (Reay and Whetten, 2011; Whetten, 1989). Specifically, the case studies allowed us to 
define the unit of analysis and the boundaries of the study, while grounded theory enabled us to 
engage in an iterative process between theory and data to elaborate new theory and formulate propo-
sitions to orient future deductive studies aimed at theory testing (Diaz Andrade, 2009; Myers, 2013).
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Inductive theory building is suitable in order to reach ‘methodological fit’ (Edmondson and 
McManus 2007) when prior research ‘does not address the research question at all’ (Eisenhardt and 
Graebner, 2007: 26; cf. also Locke, 2007). The aim of inductive theory building is to develop ideas 
for further studies (Yin, 2018), which we did by formulating 12 propositions drawn from the data, 
following an inductive logic (see De Massis and Kotlar, 2014; Kotlar and De Massis, 2013).

As we aimed at theory building, we selected a purposeful sample of 20 French family firms 
(Hamilton, 2006; Patton, 2002). In France, there is no database extensively identifying family 
firms; we thus dedicated 12 months to build a database of 200 family firms engaged in succession. 
We used the snowball technique to gather information about firms and their successors; the local 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry and regional entrepreneurial networks provided contacts. We 
selected only family successors having experienced succession within the previous five years to 
ensure that the participants’ ‘recall of their experiences was not clouded by the passing of extensive 
periods of time’, as suggested by Mills and Pawson (2012: 591). To ensure a variety of answers and 
perspectives (Strauss and Corbin, 1990), among the 200 contacts we gathered, we selected those 
that ensured a large diversity of firm profiles in terms of age, size, sector and successor gender. In 
the 20 selected cases, the successor’s father was the incumbent, which is coherent with the demo-
graphics of family businesses in France, whereby current incumbents in succession situations are 
generally men. An overview of the 20 family firms can be found in Table 1.

Consistent with interpretive case-based studies in family business, the main source of data col-
lection was semi-structured interviews (Discua Cruz et al., 2013; Nordqvist et al., 2009). We con-
ducted 20 semi-structured interviews with successors that we positioned as self-narratives, in that 
they involved extended life accounts developing over the course of interviews (Riessman, 2003). 
This is in line with interpretive case studies, embracing ‘context and narratives’ (Leppäaho et al., 
2016: 166). During the interviews, we aimed at capturing the perspective of participants on the 
narrated situations, through observing how they interpret what they take into account (Stake, 
2005). In order to avoid the desirability bias occurring in researcher–participant interaction 
(Barrédy, 2016), two members of the research team conducted each interview. The interviews 
lasted between 45 and 90 minutes. The interview guide covered three main topics: (a) overview of 
the family firm and the respondent’s current role and involvement in the firm, (b) experience and 
emotions of successors about successor selection and (c) experience and emotions of successors 
during successor installation. During the interviews, we randomly raised these topics to prevent 
participants from rebuilding our intentions and expectations (Barrédy, 2016). The interviews were 
carried out in French, digitally recorded, then transcribed and sent to participants for approval. We 
coded the interviews with the qualitative software program NVivo. To contextualise the stories and 
emotional experiences of the successors, we collected additional data sources such as company 
brochures, annual reports, notes from company visits and press articles.

Recent studies pointed out possible concerns with qualitative studies, such as subjectivity, lack of 
rigour, risk in interpretation, biases in data collection and possible threats due to lack of validity and 
reliability of measures (Barrédy, 2016; De Massis and Kotlar, 2014). De Massis and Kotlar (2014) 
and Leppäaho et al. (2016) highlight the main remedies adopted to address these risks. First, to 
enhance the external validity of the study in terms of theoretical generalisation (Walsham, 1995), we 
opted for a multiple-case study research design. This provided ‘a stronger base for theory building’ 
than single case studies (De Massis et al., 2015: 18), as it enabled us to frame solid explanations based 
on cross-case agreement. Second, to ensure construct validity, we both triangulated data from multi-
ple sources and shared our conclusions at the end of the study with the participants for consistency 
and accuracy (De Massis and Kotlar, 2014; Miles and Huberman, 1994). Triangulation strengthens 
the corroboration of emerging constructs and secures construct validity (Yin, 2018) by bringing 
‘additional evidence’ (Hayward and Sparkes, 1975: 253). Third, we reviewed and discussed the inter-
view transcripts throughout the data collection process and decided to stop collecting additional data 
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once we noticed that no new insights to the research questions were emerging (Guest et al., 2006), 
and that a certain level of thematic saturation had been reached (O’Reilly and Parker, 2013). Fourth, 
to ensure internal validity, we rigorously analysed our case studies with the aim to build a sound 
explanation of the processes we studied and then compared the cases with the predicted patterns (pat-
tern matching, cf. De Massis and Kotlar, 2014). We also searched for alternative reasons and rival 
explanations for the occurrence of the studied processes, which is a recommended remedy in inter-
pretive studies (Diaz Andrade, 2009). Fifth, to strengthen the reliability of our study, we used a simi-
lar case study protocol for the 20 cases and developed a case study database that assisted the research 
team in organising and coding data during the research process (Yin, 2018).

Data analysis

We conducted an interpretive analysis as recommended by grounded theory methodology (Corley 
and Gioia, 2004; Gioia et al., 2013). The data analysis comprised three main phases (Table 2). In 
the open-coding phase, we systematically selected, in the 20 interviews, the text segments con-
taining self-descriptions of emotions and narrating relational exchanges with the incumbent and 
others within and across family boundary (Daspit et al., 2016), relative to successor selection and 
installation. In these text segments, we identified the social roles (belonging/private and perform-
ing/professional) enacted by successors, along with their perceived position in relational 
exchanges with others (constraint vs freedom). Our aim was to detect the situations of role con-
flict. We then coded the emotions of successors using the French version of the Geneva Affect 
Label Coder (GALC), elaborated and tested by Scherer (2005), comprising 36 categories of emo-
tions. Then, we looked for the situations of emotional ambivalence stemming from role conflict. 

Table 2. Data analysis.

First-order categories Second-order themes Aggregate theorising

Relational exchanges with incumbent and 
others within family boundary:
•• Social roles: child, mother, father, sister, 

brother
•• Personal position: perceived constraint 

versus freedom (as regards the expectations 
of others)

OBJECTS
concerned by ambivalent 
emotions
(family members, 
leadership)

OUTCOMES
managing ambivalent 
emotions
Legitimacy versus 
Emancipation

Relational exchanges with others across family 
boundary:
•• Social roles: incumbent, successor, leader, 

manager, business partner
•• Personal position: perceived constraint 

versus freedom (as regards the expectations 
of others)

Role conflict (overlapping between family, 
business and ownership systems)

Self-description of emotions during successor 
selection and installation:
•• GALC categories (36 emotions)
•• Ambivalent emotions
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First-order categories Second-order themes Aggregate theorising

Emotion regulation:
•• Displaying emotions (expressing either the positive 

or the negative emotion; or both of them)
•• Hiding emotions
•• Suppressing emotions

STRATEGIES
managing ambivalent 
emotions
Defensive strategies
(avoidance, 
compromise, 
domination, surface 
acting, deep acting)
Confrontational strategies
(emotional display 
of negative feelings, 
hyperbolised emotional 
reactions, holism)

Family and business contexts:
•• Family cohesiveness
•• Emotional closeness
•• Emotional separateness
•• Independence
•• Loyalty
•• Business-family boundaries (permeable vs fixed)

Self-description of objectives of emotion 
management:
•• Being recognised as a good leader
•• Being recognised as a good child
•• Being recognised as a good mother or father
•• Being recognised as a good brother or sister
•• Showing the successor is different from the 

former leader (goals, behaviours, mind-set)
•• Showing the successor is better than the 

former leader (skills, performance)

MOTIVES
managing ambivalent 
emotion
(self-promotion, 
self-protection, 
self-conformity, self-
differentiation)

GALC: Geneva Affect Label Coder.

The rule for categorising verbal data as expressing ambivalent emotions was the following: when 
a participant explicitly expressed both positive and negative feelings relative to either (a) family 
members (father/incumbent, mother, siblings and cousins) or (b) leadership, we coded the para-
graph/the sentence under the category ‘ambivalent emotions’. Among the four categories of emo-
tional ambivalence described by Oceja and Carrera (2009), we coded as ‘emotional ambivalence’ 
only ‘simultaneous emotions’ because this is the most intense pattern of emotional ambivalence. 
We identified and coded the strategies used by successors to manage ambivalent emotions as fol-
lowing: (a) displaying emotions (expressing either the positive or the negative emotion, or both 
of them), (b) hiding emotions or (c) suppressing emotions. Moreover, we were interested in iden-
tifying the objectives of the successors relative to the emotion management strategy adopted: why 
and with what purpose they regulate their emotions (e.g. to be recognised as a good leader, child, 
mother or father, brother or sister). During this phase, we also searched for information relative to 
the family and business contexts, and we introduced codes relative to family cohesiveness, emo-
tional closeness and separateness, independence, loyalty and business-family boundaries. We thus 
progressively built an ‘insider perspective’ (Diaz Garcia and Welter, 2013) of how successors 
emotionally experienced the succession process.

In the second stage of coding, we used extant theoretical concepts to inform our coding (Gioia et al., 
2013). To elaborate our second-order categories, we first identified role conflict situations and types of 
emotional ambivalence occurrences. This helped us to categorise the main objects concerned by 
ambivalent emotions (family members and leadership) and the main couples of mixed emotions. 
Second, we organised and categorised the information relative to how successors regulate ambivalent 
emotions according to prior research on emotion management (Ashforth et al., 2014; Diefendorff and 
Gosserand, 2003; Haver et al., 2013; Hochschild, 1983; Lively and Weed, 2014); we coded 
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these strategies as defensive (avoidance, compromise, domination, surface acting, deep acting) and 
confrontational (emotional display of negative feelings, hyperbolised emotional reactions, holism). 
Finally, we focused on why and to what end successors use these emotion management strategies to 
deal with emotional ambivalence in situations of role conflict. We identified four main motives of 
managing ambivalent emotions in succession: (a) the motivation to protect oneself from others’ evalu-
ations and sanctions (self-protection); (b) the motivation to behave in accordance with the expectations 
of others (self-conformity); (c) the motivation to highlight one’s distinctiveness as compared with 
incumbent (self-differentiation); (d) the motivation to promote one’s ideas, personality and skills 
(self-promotion).

In the third stage, we connected the objects of ambivalence, the strategies and the motives of 
managing ambivalent emotions with the aim of identifying outcomes as related to either the deci-
sion to hide, modify or suppress one’s emotions in order to gain social approval and be perceived 
as adapted to the leadership role (legitimacy outcome) or to the decision to display one’s emotions 
as they are through the emotional display of negative emotions or holism in order to show others 
that they are different and/or better than the incumbent (emancipation outcome).

When engaged in a theory-building process, researchers need to make clear the connections 
between concepts emerging from data (Dey, 2003; Michael-Tsabari et al., 2014). Drawing on the 
analysis of the data, we expose in the next section our findings relative to when, why, how and with 
what outcomes successors use emotion management strategies to make sense of, deal with and 
transform or resolve the paradox of control and autonomy during succession.

Findings and discussion

We present here our main findings relative to (a) the emotional ambivalence of successors in response 
to the paradox of control and autonomy surfacing as role conflict; (b) the distinction between defensive 
and confrontational emotion management strategies of ambivalent emotions; (c) the distinction between 
self-protection, self-conformity, self-differentiation and self-promotion motives of managing ambiva-
lent emotions; and (d) the outcomes of managing ambivalent emotions as related to either accepting or 
rejecting incumbent control, thus enhancing either successor legitimacy or emancipation.

Emotional ambivalence of successors in response to the paradox of control and 
autonomy

Narratives of participants show that ambivalent emotions occur during both successor selection and 
installation towards family members (father/incumbent, mother, siblings and cousins) and leadership. 
Successors from enmeshed family businesses experience a wider range of ambivalent emotions than 
successors from balanced and disengaged family businesses, which is not surprising as the family–
business overlap is the strongest in the first compared to the latter. In this section, we highlight what role 
conflicts trigger which ambivalent emotions, where this occurs (enmeshed, balanced and disengaged 
family businesses) and when (selection or installation phases). Please see Table 3 for illustrative quotes.

Emotional ambivalence towards the father/incumbent. This emotional ambivalence largely occurs in 
enmeshed family businesses and quite rarely in balanced family businesses (absent in disengaged 
family businesses). During successor selection, the overlap between the child role and the succes-
sor role generates mixed feelings of admiration for the father’s accomplishments (child-related 
emotion) and anxiety because of the risk of not doing well enough according to paternal standards 
and example (successor-related emotion) (Table 3, 3.1). During successor installation, emotional 
ambivalence of successors towards the father consists in mixed feelings of gratefulness for being 
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entrusted as future leaders along with exasperation because of the limited negotiation space left at 
their disposal by incumbents. Successors narrate how high controlling incumbents leave them little 
space of autonomy in enmeshed family businesses, which triggers frequent occasions of role con-
flict. Participants speak about their child role–related joy and pride of being selected (Table 3, 3.2), 
while also confessing their successor role–related frustration of not being allowed to make decisions 
alone. In firms characterised by a strong separation between family and business spheres, succes-
sors experience mixed feelings of admiration towards the leadership of incumbents and frustration 
because of their lack of guidance during installation (Table 3, 3.3).

Emotional ambivalence towards the mother. In enmeshed family businesses, participants confess 
emotional ambivalence towards the mother. Gratitude for her is rooted in childhood experiences. 
However, because mothers seemed to prioritise family business work over ‘maternal duties’, this 
generated disappointment (Table 3, 3.4). As adults, successors confess the same couple of mixed 
emotions, gratitude and disappointment, during successor installation (Table 3, 3.5).

Emotional ambivalence towards siblings and cousins. Particularly in enmeshed family businesses and 
more rarely in balanced family businesses, successors confess mixed feelings of culpability, envy 
and sadness as opposed to positive emotions such as tenderness towards young family members. 
Being selected as future leaders among siblings and cousins triggers pride, but also entails compe-
tition and rivalry, which generates sadness (Table 3, 3.6).

Table 3. Illustrative quotes related to the object of emotional ambivalence.

Emotional ambivalence towards the father/incumbent
3.1 ‘My father systematically showed us that he is just perfect. [. . .] I am so afraid to disappoint him!’ (Man, 
Firm 13) – Admiration and Anxiety
3.2 ‘selected among 40 cousins’ (Man, Firm 12) – Joy and Pride, while also ‘being always obliged to 
report everything to my father at the end of the day’ (Man, Firm 12) and ‘not being able to make my own 
decisions without his approval, even on small details’. (Woman, Firm 9) – Frustration
3.3 ‘my father is a superman, able to solve any problem’ but he ‘always leaves me behind’. (Man, Firm 11) 
– Admiration and Frustration
Emotional ambivalence towards the mother
3.4 ‘[she] was there for us, she always played the mediator’ (Man, Firm 19) – Gratitude; ‘Going out from 
school, coming home and seeing Mother still working . . . I always did my homework alone . . .’. (Woman, 
Firm 14) – Disappointment
3.5 Gratitude for a ‘loving and strong mother’ (Woman, Firm 16) but also Disappointment regarding her 
‘constant support for my father and tendency to treat my demands and needs relative to my job in the 
firm as a caprice’. (Woman, Firm 16)
Emotional ambivalence towards siblings and cousins
3.6 ‘My older brother was replaced because he wasn’t judged good enough as manager, then I arrived in 
the firm, but the emotional implications are too heavy, it’s like a dagger planted in the heart’. (Man, Firm 
17) – Pride and Culpability
Emotional ambivalence towards leadership
3.7 ‘I’ve grown up with a phrase in mind: the first generation builds the company, the second develops 
it, and the third ruins it. I fell in love of the family firm and I’m afraid of destroying what I love, afraid of 
ruining everything’. (Woman, Firm 14) – Attachment and Fear
3.8 ‘I’m eager to endorse the CEO role of our company [. . .] I just hope I’m not a burden for the firm. 
Did they chose me as my father’s successor because I am his son or because I am good? What am I worth 
as a leader?’ (Man, Firm 13) – Enthusiasm and Anxiety
3.9 ‘I was so happy to have my first child, a daughter [. . .] During my maternity leave, I felt guilty not to be 
at the office. I don’t know anyone who would feel like this . . .’ (Woman, Firm 14) – Joy and Culpability
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Emotional ambivalence towards leadership. During successor selection, participants acknowledge their 
successor role–related attachment to the family business but also express their child role–related fear of 
destroying the firm once at the top (Table 3, 3.7). During successor installation, successors declare being 
at the same time enthusiastic to take the responsibility of the family business and anxious of not being 
good enough for the job (Table 3, 3.8). Women successors additionally manage emotional ambivalence 
stemming from the conflict between their mother and their leadership roles, leading to mixed feelings 
of mother-related joy and successor-related culpability (Table 3, 3.9).

Prior research emphasised family businesses as ‘emotional arenas’ (Fineman, 2000) prone to 
‘emotional messiness’ (Brundin and Sharma, 2011) arising because of the everyday experience of 
contradictory emotions in relation to multiple social roles (Lam, 2011). This study opens the black 
box of this emotional pandemonium by showing which specific mixed emotions successors experi-
ence during succession. We identify four main types of emotional ambivalence towards the father/
incumbent, mother, siblings and cousins, and leadership, which answers our first research question. 
Whereas prior research attributes emotions to the family system only (Bee and Neubaum, 2014; 
Carlock and Ward, 2001; Combs et al., 2019; Fleming, 2000), we show that ambivalent emotions 
occur at the intersection of both the family and the business systems because the family–business 
overlap triggers role conflict. Answering prior calls to examine emotions at the nexus of the family 
and the business systems (Brundin et al., 2008; Labaki et al., 2013), we find that these emotional 
ambivalences mostly occur in enmeshed family businesses. In disengaged family businesses, there 
are less occasions of mixed emotions, according to the accounts of successors. This confirms prior 
work relative to family–business overlap and emotions in family firms (Labaki et al., 2013; Thompson 
and Meyer, 2007). We found that emotional ambivalences vary with the type of family businesses we 
studied. In enmeshed family businesses, ambivalence towards family members are the most frequent, 
although we also detected situations of emotional ambivalence towards leadership. In balanced fam-
ily businesses, we particularly observed emotional ambivalence towards leadership and, more rarely, 
ambivalence towards family members. In disengaged family businesses, the only observed emotional 
ambivalences are those towards the father/incumbent and leadership.

In enmeshed family businesses, the ambivalence towards the father/incumbent is related to situations 
of excessive incumbent control, quite characteristic for these firms. In balanced family businesses, the 
paradox of control and autonomy seems less intense, successors experiencing limited emotional ambiv-
alences in relation to incumbent control. Finally, in disengaged family businesses, emotional ambiva-
lence arises because of insufficient incumbent guidance and excessive successor autonomy, experienced 
by participants as a form of abandonment, as previously stated by Labaki et al. (2013).

Given these observations, we suggest the following propositions:

Proposition 1. There is a heterogeneity in emotional ambivalence of successors in response to 
the paradox of control and autonomy – a continuum of (excessive) control to (excessive) auton-
omy exists, distinguishing how this paradox surfaces as successor role conflict in enmeshed, 
balanced and disengaged family businesses.

Proposition 2. The paradox of control and autonomy surfacing as successor role conflict occurs 
more frequently in enmeshed family businesses as compared to balanced and disengaged family 
businesses.

Proposition 3. Four types of emotional ambivalence stemming from role conflict of successors 
occur in relation to the paradox of control and autonomy – emotional ambivalence towards the 
father/incumbent, the mother, the siblings and cousins, and leadership.

Proposition 4. During successor selection, emotional ambivalence of successors towards family 
members prevails, whereas during successor installation, emotional ambivalence of successors 
towards the father/incumbent and leadership predominates.
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Defensive and confrontational emotion management strategies

When successors experience the paradox of control and autonomy, they manage the ambivalent 
emotions stemming from role conflict by using either defensive or confrontational strategies. In 
this section, we expose these strategies by specifically highlighting what strategy is used to manage 
which ambivalent emotions and when this occurs in the succession process (selection or installa-
tion phases). See Table 4 for illustrative quotes.

Defensive strategies. During successor selection, participants use defensive strategies to manage their 
emotional ambivalence towards the father/incumbent. For example, they use surface acting to hide 
their successor role–related anxiety and display a behaviour in accordance with their child role, 
expressing pride and admiration towards the father (Table 4, 4.1). Similarly, during successor instal-
lation, successors use surface acting to hide their irritation regarding incumbent control and instead 
convey expressions of gratitude (Table 4, 4.2). Others use avoidance strategies such as denial to man-
age their emotional ambivalence towards the father/incumbent (Table 4, 4.3). Regarding mothers, 
successors manage their emotional ambivalence by using domination strategies. Acting from a child 
position, they hide their successor role–related anxiety and amplify the expression of their child role–
related gratitude and admiration (Table 4, 4.4). In relation to siblings and cousins, successors use deep 
acting during successor selection, aimed at changing their negative successor role–related feelings of 
envy in an attempt to fit with what their ideal representation of sibling relationships should look like 
and instead replace them with positive emotions of tenderness (Table 4, 4.5). Regarding leadership, 
the ability to deal with the emotional ambivalence of successor role–related pride and child role–
related anxiety relative to the family firm seem decisive in the intention of successors to join the 
company, with compromise strategies being of help during successor selection (Table 4, 4.6). During 
successor installation, successors use avoidance strategies to hide their negative feelings (Table 4, 
4.7), whereas others use surface acting because they think a leader does not have the right to express 
doubts indicating their vulnerability (Table 4, 4.8).

Confrontational strategies. During successor selection, some women successors confess their use of 
confrontational strategies such as hyperbolised emotional reactions to signify to incumbents that 
they should treat them as future leaders instead of acting from a parent (paternal) positioning (Table 
4, 4.9). During successor installation, participants risk work overload because of the pride they 
attach to their business role, but as children, they expect their parents to react to their commitment 
with gratefulness, and thus feel angry when the latter do not seem to notice (enough) their efforts. In 
these situations, successors use confrontational strategies, such as the emotional display of negative 
emotions (Table 4, 4.10). During successor installation, participants use the emotional display of 
negative emotions when their desire for autonomy is stronger than the fear to challenge incumbent 
control. In these situations, they openly express their frustration of being treated as a child rather 
than as a future leader (Table 4, 4.11). Only a few successors confess taking the risk of expressing 
their opposite emotions as they are, through holism, thus promoting personal autonomy (Table 4, 
4.12). We noticed that mother successors use holism and the (hyperbolised) emotional display of 
negative emotions to manage mixed feelings stemming from role conflict (Table 4, 4.13).

We found that successors use a wide range of defensive and confrontational emotion manage-
ment strategies of ambivalent emotions, which answers our second research question. We confirm 
prior studies on paradox management indicating that individuals use either defensive or active 
responses to address paradoxes (Lewis, 2000; Smith and Lewis, 2011). We extend prior research 
on paradox management by revealing how emotion management underlies responses to emotional 
ambivalence stemming from paradoxical tensions due to role conflict (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). 
Our findings suggest that avoidance underlies splitting, which involves the temporal or spatial 
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separation of two conflicting emotions; domination, surface acting and deep acting underlie sup-
pressing responses, prioritising control over autonomy. Hyperbolised negative emotional reactions 
underlie opposing responses through engaging in an open confrontation with the incumbent with 
the aim to defend successor autonomy. Finally, holism underlies adjusting responses through 
acknowledging the need to accommodate both control and autonomy.

Moreover, we highlight that successors move between defensive and confrontational emotion 
management strategies over time, as previously stated by Jarzabkowski et al. (2013). We extend 

Table 4. Illustrative quotes related to emotion management strategies.

Defensive strategies
4.1 ‘When you are in front of your boss, you need to show some respect. Moreover, when the boss is 
your father, there is an enormous respect. So, sorry to be vulgar, I shut my mouth and behave like a good 
daughter’. (Women, Firm 9)
4.2 ‘There are moments when I am exasperated by his willingness to control everything I do; he says he 
does it for my good, but I know that he just can’t refrain himself. Of course I’m grateful for his counsels, 
so I show it to him and don’t tell him much (yet) about my irritation . . .’ (Man, Firm 12)
4.3 ‘Now I fully master the job. My father is a colleague, not my boss’. (Man, Firm 11)
4.4 ‘I have a model, my mother, who has a strong personality, who works more than anyone else, and 
I told myself that I should work more, I sometimes have the pressure of her example and I don’t have 
enough energy, but I try to keep calm as I know she is exceptional, she is unique, that’s all. [. . .] and when 
I visit her I don’t speak about my fears, I just repeat to her how much I admire her and how grateful I am 
for her support when I was a child . . . Strange, isn’t?’. (Woman, Firm 16)
4.5 ‘When our father told us that any one of the three of us could succeed him, but that we had to 
demonstrate our commitment and willingness to take the job, I was submerged by envy regarding my 
younger brothers and at the same time I was so sad to feel this as I love them and I knew we were in the 
same boat . . .’ (Man, Firm 17)
4.6 ‘When we were younger, my brother and I, we were absolutely against joining the family firm. [. . .] 
But, then, I thought “it is in the family for two generations, it would be a shame to let it die or to give it to 
anyone else.” I was so proud and I thought “if I need to, I will die with the firm.”’ (Women, Firm 15)
4.7 ‘I kept it for myself because I did not dare to say it’. (Woman, Firm 4)
4.8 ‘I am so happy to be the next (leader), but also afraid that the family firm will be a poisoned gift, but I 
can’t tell them (parents) about this . . .’ (Woman, Firm 20)
Confrontational strategies
4.9 ‘He drove me crazy, so I told him, “I’m taking my things, and I’m splitting. [. . .] I’ll find a job 
tomorrow.” [. . .] After that, he calmed down and started to treat me differently, more as a professional’. 
(Woman, Firm 3)
4.10 ‘I am fully involved at work, so proud of having been selected to succeed my father, but my parents 
don’t seem to notice how much I do for the business and this makes me crazy [. . .]. When you have 
too much stress, too much fatigue, all too often, you want to say, “I’m slamming the door and going 
elsewhere.”’ (Man, Firm 7)
4.11 ‘I was a little frustrated, I felt like I really didn’t fit in. After the end of the year holidays, I came back 
and I needed to say it, and suddenly it’s true that it came out. It came out a bit emotional, because I 
inevitably started crying [. . .]. I got it off my chest and said “I have no place, I want to be heard more, that 
I have an opinion.”’ (Woman, Firm 4)
4.12 ‘My father demonstrated for so many years that he is able to do things right . . . And I am proud of 
being the one who will continue his work here. So many people trusted him. I don’t know if they will trust 
me as they trust him but I have chosen to remain myself and let them know me better!’ (Man, Firm 12)
4.13 ‘Being a mother and a CEO raises many constraints but also allows me to manage my agenda, I’m 
happy to be able to be there for my children when they are sick or when my husband travels abroad [. . .] 
My dilemma is that I have a family life and don’t want to dedicate as much time to the business as my 
parents did. My father still does the job of three or four people. [. . .] It is a sector when one has to be 
available 24 hours a day, I just can’t do it’. (Woman, Firm 20)
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prior studies on paradox management by explaining how successors actually do this. We show that 
during successor selection, successors manage mixed feelings by primarily using defensive mecha-
nisms, which confirms and extends the findings of Memili et al. (2015). Confrontational strategies 
– used exclusively by women successors – are quite rare here, only occurring when defensive 
strategies prove ineffective and perceived as endangering the comfort and interests of successors. 
Once in the successor installation phase, both women and men successors take more relational 
risks and start using alternatively confrontational and defensive strategies to strengthen their 
autonomy over the control of incumbents.

Given these observations, we suggest the following propositions:

Proposition 5. When confronted with the paradox of control and autonomy surfacing as succes-
sor role conflict, successors either accept or reject incumbent control: in the first case, they 
prefer defensive strategies to manage ambivalent emotions, while in the latter they privilege 
confrontational strategies aimed at enhancing personal autonomy.

Proposition 6. During successor selection, defensive strategies of managing ambivalent emo-
tions predominate, while during successor installation, confrontational strategies are used more 
frequently.

Self-protection, self-conformity, self-differentiation and self-promotion motives

Successors use defensive and confrontational strategies with four main motives in mind: self-pro-
tection, self-conformity, self-differentiation and self-promotion. The context moderates the strat-
egy adopted to manage emotional ambivalence, but also influences the emotion management 
motives: successors from enmeshed family businesses show a higher need for self-differentiation 
and self-promotion, while successors from balanced family businesses show a higher need for self-
protection. All the participants expressed self-conformity needs, including successors from disen-
gaged family businesses. In this section, we expose these motives by specifically highlighting what 
motive triggers which emotion management strategy and when this occurs in the succession pro-
cess (selection or installation phases). See Table 5 for illustrative quotes.

During successor selection, a self-protection motive triggers avoidance and compromise strategies 
(Table 5, 5.1). We have seen in the previous section that because of their strong emotional connection 
with siblings and cousins, successors use deep acting to modify their negative feelings of envy, culpabil-
ity and sadness and privilege tenderness. Participants confess the use of defensive strategies to manage 
these ambivalent emotions during successor selection, motivated by self-protection and self-conformity 
motives (Table 5, 5.2). During successor selection, successors also express their willingness to behave 
in accordance with the expectations of incumbents, thus accepting their control, which triggers mainly 
surface acting strategies, motivated by a self-conformity motive (Table 5, 5.3).

During successor installation, this strategy might generate feelings of regret, self-conformity 
being perceived as effective in the short term but quite costly in the end because it obstructs the 
development of successor autonomy (Table 5, 5.4). Some successors take the risk of using confron-
tational strategies when managing mixed emotions, thus enacting their autonomy over the control 
of incumbents, either because of their desire to highlight their distinctiveness (self-differentiation, 
Table 5, 5.5, 5.6) or because of their desire to expose their ideas, personality and skills (self-pro-
motion, Table 5, 5.7). The desire to show others that they are different triggers either an overt dis-
play of negative feelings of frustration, anxiety and anger towards the father/incumbent (Table 5, 
5.6) or a holistic display of both positive and negative feelings (Table 5, 5.7).

We found that successors manage ambivalent emotions in different ways, depending on four 
main motives, each attached to either defensive or confrontational strategies, which answers our 
third research question. The desire to protect themselves from potential evaluations and sanctions 
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(self-protection), along with the desire to act in accordance with expectations of incumbent and 
others (self-conformity), triggers defensive strategies. Conversely, mainly during successor instal-
lation, the desire to show others they are different compared to the incumbent (self-differentiation), 
along with the desire to put forward their ideas, personality and skills (self-promotion) emerges 
more notably and triggers confrontational strategies. By identifying why successors move between 
defensive and confrontational emotion strategies stemming from role conflict in response to the 
paradox of control and autonomy, we extend prior paradox management literature by revealing 
individual motivations underlying responses to paradoxical tensions that we connect with the par-
ticular context of family business succession. We also extend paradox theory (Lewis, 2000; Smith 
and Lewis, 2011) by highlighting the situatedness of emotion management strategies motivating 
successors to respond in particular ways to the paradox of control and autonomy. Emotion manage-
ment strategies are not only self-regulatory mechanisms enabling successors to manage the internal 
tension arising because of the co-occurrence of mixed emotions but also motivational devices 
allowing them to engage in particular courses of action; this reflects the situated cognition litera-
ture (Smith and Semin, 2004).

Table 5. Illustrative quotes related to motives emotion management strategies.

Self-protection
5.1 ‘I am afraid of messing up everything, fear of not doing the right thing, afraid of disappointing my 
father [. . .], he always lets us know that what he does is always perfect compared to others. Eternally 
dissatisfied, but I also know that if we do not move forward, we move backwards . . .’ (Woman, Firm 16)
5.2 ‘We are 40 siblings and cousins in our generation, it is crucial that we trust each other, otherwise the 
business won’t survive! [. . .] I’m sure there is some jealousy among us, and I don’t know how exactly I 
could manage this without somebody getting hurt. [. . .] It bothers me, and at the same time I would be so 
happy to be the next CEO!’ (Man, Firm 12)
Self-conformity
5.3 ‘My father’s satisfaction is so important to me, I am aware that I systematically act so as to make him 
proud of me . . .’ (Man, Firm 11)
‘Even if I have mixed feelings, I don’t want to disappoint him. I will do everything to make it work’. (Man, 
Firm 10)
5.4 ‘I had a lot of trouble in the beginning to find in my place [. . .] because I was “the daughter of.” I had 
to hide my feelings [. . .] I always had the feeling that I had to prove 3 times more than anyone else did. I 
lost a lot of time: I should have taken my place and not waited to receive it’. (Woman, Firm 15)
Self-differentiation
5.5 ‘My hardest moment at (the firm), I cried. Yes, I broke down. I stopped my car, I can still tell you the 
place, everything, I remember. I stopped, I cried for a quarter of an hour. (Then I collected myself), I left. 
When I came back to the firm, I said to my father “I want to change this and this, I want it to change this 
situation because I’m sick of it, I want to move on.”’ (Man, Firm 7)
5.6 ‘To keep things from festering or feeling resentment, we explain things and then maybe it will not 
change the decision in the end, but at least it was expressed and then we move on and then it’s like 
that. [. . .] I have to make him understand that I see things differently because I am different from him’. 
(Man, Firm 5)
Self-promotion
5.7 ‘I am not ashamed. No, I do not think it’s a shame to hide one’s feelings. This helps me put forward 
my qualities, show others that I’m good, and maybe even better in some technical aspects than my father’. 
(Women, Firm 9)
‘It’s really about finding the middle ground between “you have known me as a child” and “you will know 
me as a colleague and as a future leader.” [. . .] Meaning that I have to prove to them I’m now a grown-up 
woman, smart, pragmatic and ambitious’. (Woman, Firm 2)
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Given these observations, we suggest the following propositions:

Proposition 7. Self-protection and self-conformity motives prompt emotion management strate-
gies supporting the acceptance of incumbent control, while self-differentiation and self-promo-
tion motives prompt emotion management strategies supporting successor autonomy over 
incumbent control.

Proposition 8. Self-protection and self-conformity motives underlie the successor’s emotion 
management strategies mainly during successor selection, while self-differentiation and self-
promotion motives underlie the successor’s emotion management strategies mainly during suc-
cessor installation.

Outcomes of managing ambivalent emotions: legitimacy and emancipation

We identified two main outcomes of managing ambivalent emotions: the first relates to the accept-
ance of incumbent control by successors and connects to defensive strategies enacted in order to 
gain social approval; the second relates to the struggle for autonomy by successors through 
acknowledging and overtly expressing mixed emotions in order to show others that they are differ-
ent and/or better than the incumbent. In this section, we present and characterise the first outcome 
as successor legitimacy, while we interpret the second outcome as successor emancipation from 
incumbent control. Please see Table 6 for illustrative quotes.

Particularly during successor selection, successors confess that dealing with the ambivalence of 
pride and anxiety towards their parent is part of their quest for legitimacy as future leaders. Participants 
recognise that they needed to show that they were more competent and motivated than other candi-
dates (Table 6, 6.1). To increase their chances of being selected, participants manage ambivalent 
emotions of pride and frustration by using avoidance or surface acting (Table 6, 6.2). The efforts of 
masking one’s true feelings while displaying what they think being an appropriate public face are 
deemed indispensable to reach a leader position (Table 6, 6.3). During successor installation, a par-
ticipant successively evokes a mix of self-differentiation, self-conformity and self-promotion motives, 
all attached to the pursuit of legitimacy (Table 6, 6.4). Setting boundaries between private and profes-
sional social roles is stressed by a woman successor who signalled employees that she is not just the 
‘daughter of [her] father’, but first their future leader (Table 6, 6.5).

Particularly during successor installation, we found that successors manage ambivalent emo-
tions not only to reach legitimacy but also for emancipation purposes. They confess aiming to gain 
autonomy relative to the incumbent and breaking free from the former management practices and 
expectations of others. Emancipation requires strong efforts when the incumbent refuses to retire 
and let the successors make decisions alone (Table 6, 6.6). Emancipation is achieved when succes-
sors acknowledge that they need to put forward their successor role and downsize their child role 
when in the business sphere. This understanding does not come without suffering, because some 
successors confound the father and the incumbent roles: they think necessary to ‘kill the father’ 
(Woman, Firm 3), whereas it would be more appropriate to say metaphorically that they should 
‘kill the incumbent’ (Table 6, 6.7). Emancipation also occurs in interaction with employees when 
managing ambivalent emotions towards leadership. This happens when successors rely on a self-
promotion motive to manage mixed feelings of pride and anxiety to signal employees that they are 
now in command (Table 6, 6.8). Claiming difference with the incumbent is stressed as a justifica-
tion for searching emancipation (Table 6, 6.9), and to achieve this, confrontational strategies are 
seen as inevitable (Table 6, 6.10).
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We discovered that successors manage ambivalent emotions as part of a parallel quest for 
legitimacy and emancipation, which answers our fourth research question. The outcomes of 
these two complementary processes are that of becoming a legitimate successor for all the 
participants and, for a few of them, that of achieving successor emancipation. Self-protection 
and self-conformity motives guide successors towards the use of defensive strategies, which 
strengthens their legitimacy as future leaders, whereas self-differentiation and self-promotion 
motives press them to take the risk of using confrontational strategies, which contributes to 
their emancipation. We confirm prior research (Dalpiaz et al., 2014; Hytti et al., 2017; Marlow 
and McAdam, 2012; Swail and Marlow, 2018) by showing that legitimacy is achieved through 
a self-conformity path, inviting successors to fit normative expectations relative to how they 
should behave. We extend prior research by highlighting that a self-protection motive also 
underlies the pursuit of successor legitimacy. Self-protection motivates successors to present 

Table 6. Illustrative quotes related to outcomes of managing ambivalent emotions.

Legitimacy
6.1 ‘I put a lot of energy into proving [. . .] that I was capable [. . .] before being designated as successor’. 
(Woman, Firm 14)
6.2 ‘Of course, I was proud that my father gave me the chance to work here, but [. . .] That is to say, 
initially, I went through what is called all the “shitty jobs.” I delivered the customers, I emptied the boxes 
. . .’ (Man, Firm 8)
6.3 ‘I am legitimate now. After, luckily, I did not make big blunders and I did not disappoint them because 
they would not have forgiven me. They tested me and I passed what I had to pass. After, I also go on the 
field often, to meet the customers and to do customer relationship management, this is also why at one 
moment they respect you’. (Woman, Firm 6)
6.4 ‘My father and I, we are so different: I am more compassionate, less dominant, and I know that he’s 
right, people fear him and thus respect him as a manager. I will have to be like him if I want people to 
follow me, otherwise the firm will suffer . . . Also, I will have to do things even better than him from a 
professional standpoint to show people that I am the right leader’. (Man, Firm 12)
6.5 ‘Here, everyone knows me since I was a child. We are not the same age and yet, now I’m starting to 
set boundaries because they are not my friends but my employees’. (Woman, Firm 3)
Emancipation
6.6 ‘My father has been retired for five years, but he is there every day’. (Man, Firm 7)
‘The delegation was going very, very badly. He said he delegated (the leadership) without really letting go 
. . . ’. (Women, Firm 9)
‘The problem is that she wants to quit the firm while still being the boss, she doesn’t accept to lose the 
control over the firm’. (Woman, Firm 18)
6.7 ‘the problem is that we talk about it all the time, but in the end nothing changes, because he can’t let it 
go. So [. . .] this can last forever unless I tell him to be less present at the office. [. . .] You have to kill the 
father one day’. (Woman, Firm 3)
6.8 ‘You know, they (employees) called me the “little boss” . . . I had many nicknames: the Little Prince, 
stuff like that! I was insulted. I had to defend myself and show them that I am a man, and a leader’. (Man, 
Firm 8)
‘[. . .] you shouldn’t reduce me to my position of woman because it’s not a woman that you are talking to, 
it’s one of your managers’. (Woman, Firm 15)
6.9 ‘I tell everyone ‘I will never do what my father did!’ (Man, Firm 10)
‘Me, I say we must go to the right, he wants to go to the left. It’s always a bit of a contradiction 
sometimes. It’s a generational conflict and I need to get rid of it and go where I want to’. (Man, Firm 8)
6.10 ‘If you are in the shadow of your father, you will always be in the shadow of your father [. . .] unless 
you tell him what you think about all this and you can show everybody that you are not just the son of or 
the daughter of, but the new boss’. (Woman, Firm 6)
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a self-image of responsibility and self-containment, further contributing to their perception as 
legitimate future leaders. Self-protection underlies the attempts by the successors to avoid 
conflicts and negative emotional displays in order to preserve family harmony, which is in line 
with the socioemotional wealth literature (Berrone et al., 2012; Hasenzagl et al., 2018; Jiang 
et al., 2018).

We found that during successor installation, some participants engage in an emancipation pro-
cess, motivated by self-differentiation and self-promotion motives, mainly by using confronta-
tional strategies. Emancipation seems to be of major importance for successors from enmeshed 
family businesses, because of their higher need of self-differentiation as regards the incumbent, 
which extends prior studies on enmeshed, balanced and disengaged family businesses (Labaki 
et al., 2013). We showed that during successor installation, the self-differentiation motive might 
become so intense that successors take the risk of revealing their negative feelings by using con-
frontational strategies and showing incumbents that they are different from them. This helps them 
break free from the incumbent’s control by claiming that they have the qualities and the capacity 
to introduce new ways of doing things, which is in line with the authoring strategy described by 
Rindova et al. (2009).

Given these observations, we suggest the following propositions:

Proposition 9. Successors manage the paradox of control and autonomy in succession by either 
privileging the pursuit of successor legitimacy (thus accepting the incumbent’s control) or by 
privileging the pursuit of successor emancipation (thus rejecting the incumbent’s control to 
instead support personal autonomy).

Proposition 10. Self-protection and self-conformity motives guide towards the acceptance of 
the incumbent’s control and the use of defensive strategies of managing ambivalent emotions, 
which contributes to successor legitimacy.

Proposition 11. Self-differentiation and self-promotion motives guide towards the rejection of 
the incumbent’s control and the use of confrontational strategies of managing ambivalent emo-
tions, which contributes to successor emancipation.

Proposition 12. During successor selection, successors primarily aim at achieving successor 
legitimacy when managing ambivalent emotions stemming from role conflict, while during suc-
cessor installation, successors aim at achieving both successor legitimacy and emancipation 
when managing ambivalent emotions.

Drawing on our findings and the propositions developed so far, Figure 1 summarises and general-
ises the body of evidence emerging from our interpretive data analysis by graphically presenting the 
main concepts and relationships of our emerging theory on the emotional micro-foundations of the 
paradox management of control and autonomy in succession. The elaboration of the emerging theory, 
illustrated in Figure 1, represents the last step of our inductive approach.

Our model highlights how, why and with what outcomes successors manage the paradox of 
control and autonomy surfacing as role conflict during succession through emotion management 
strategies, answering the calls for more theorisation on emotions in family businesses (Astrachan 
and Jaskiewicz, 2008; Brundin et al., 2008; Labaki et al., 2013; Pieper, 2010; Rafaeli, 2013; 
Shepherd, 2016).

The paradox of control and autonomy occurs in different ways during succession because of 
individual-level factors (degree of incumbent control and successor autonomy) and firm-level fac-
tors (degree of family–business overlap). This paradox triggers more ambivalent emotions in 
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enmeshed family businesses than in balanced and disengaged family businesses. We found four 
types of successor emotional ambivalence: towards the father/incumbent, the mother, the siblings 
and cousins and leadership; we indicate their probability of occurrence during successor selection 
and installation. When successors accept the incumbent’s control, they tend to manage ambivalent 
emotions through defensive strategies, whereas when they reject it, they tend to privilege confron-
tational strategies. Specifically, we indicate that successors manage ambivalent emotions by using 
either defensive strategies (avoidance, compromise, domination, surface acting, deep acting) or 
confrontational strategies (emotional display of negative feelings, hyperbolised emotional reac-
tions, holism). We state that successors use defensive strategies because of self-protection and 
self-conformity motives, thus increasing their chances of being perceived as legitimate successors. 
Finally, mainly during successor installation, successors use confrontational strategies because of 
self-differentiation and self-promotion motives, thus aiming to achieve emancipation by breaking 
free from the incumbent’s control.

Conclusion

In this article, we focus on the family business context in which paradoxical tensions are pervasive 
due to overlapping systems to explore the emotional micro-foundations of paradox management 
during succession. Specifically, we combine a multiple interpretive case study approach with 
grounded theory to examine the individual strategies, motivations and outcomes involved in the 
management of ambivalent emotions stemming from role conflict, expressed by a sample of 20 
French successors.

This article contributes to advance family business theory in several ways. First, while family 
business research consistently emphasises the prevalence of paradoxical tensions, how successors 
actually manage paradoxes during succession was until now understudied. This article extends 
current theory on paradox management in family firms by taking an individual micro-level 
approach to highlight the relationship between paradox management and emotion management in 
succession. We open the black box of successor management of the paradox of control and auton-
omy by revealing how their emotion management of ambivalent emotions helps them navigate 
contradictory expectations and aspirations relative to issues of control and autonomy. Second, 
paradox theory shows how defensive strategies can offer only temporal relief when experiencing 
paradoxical tensions, while more active responses can lead to accepting or even transcending para-
doxes. We extend the theory on paradox management in family firms by opening the black box of 
emotion management strategies of successors as we reveal how they alternatively and successively 
use defensive and confrontational strategies and highlight what motives trigger which strategies 
and when this occurs in the succession process (selection or installation phases). Third, emotion 
psychology shows that managing ambivalent emotions can be instrumental in helping individuals 
to deal with complex situations; we extend extant research on paradox management in family firms 
by revealing how the management of ambivalent emotions by successors enable them to balance 
control and autonomy through the alternative pursuit of legitimacy and emancipation. To our 
knowledge, this is the first study offering the pursuit of successor legitimacy and successor eman-
cipation as two opposite yet interrelated processes enabling successors to alternatively accept and 
challenge the paradox of control and autonomy through emotion management gymnastics.

This study has several limitations. We studied the emotional ambivalence of family successors, 
but we know little about how incumbents and other family members manage the paradox of control 
and autonomy through emotion management strategies during succession. We also studied only 
successful cases of succession. It would be interesting to understand how emotion management 
strategies, motives and outcomes are involved in unsuccessful succession. Additional research on 
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emotional ambivalence and its resolution mechanisms is necessary to unveil how family busi-
nesses deal with the paradox of control and autonomy during succession and beyond.
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Notes

1. We define legitimacy following Suchman (1995), as ‘a generalized perception or assumption that the 
actions of an entity are desirable, proper or appropriate within some socially constructed systems of 
norms, beliefs and definitions’ (p. 574).

2. We define emancipation following Rindova et al. (2009), as ‘breaking free from authority and breaking 
up perceived constraints’ through overcoming or removing various kinds of interpersonal or social con-
straints (p. 479).

3. Neurobiological evidence confirms that negative and positive emotions are activated by distinct brain 
circuits, with negative affect primarily located in the right hemisphere, and positive affect primarily 
located in the left hemisphere (Cacioppo et al., 1997).

4. Hochschild (1983) made the distinction between the notions of ‘emotion management’ or ‘emotion 
work’, enacted by individuals in their private life and ‘emotional labor’, enacted by individuals in their 
professional and public life. We use here the notion of ‘emotion management’ to refer to the overall 
emotional regulation strategies used by members of business families, regardless of the setting in which 
they occur, because of the intertwining of family, business and ownership roles in business families.
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