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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

  Co-CEOs: An Exploratory Case Study of Shared Leadership in a 

Family Owned and Operated Business 

 

Lack of viable leadership succession has plagued family businesses and contributed to the 

high failure rate of these businesses (Cabrera-Suárez, 2005; Grote, 2003).  Perhaps as a 

response to this challenge, more family businesses are installing Co-CEOs/Co-Presidents 

as they make the transition from generation to generation.  This study explores the 

phenomenon of family member Co-CEOs in a family business that has successfully made 

the transition from founder to sibling ownership and management. While  Co-CEOs are 

considered to be “a special case of shared leadership-the two person case” (Pearce & 

Conger, 2003, p. 14),  the context of a family business introduces further considerations 

as does the issue of dyadic interaction between the two co-leaders. The family business 

context is investigated using the concept of internal family social capital which is unique 

to families and appropriable into family businesses. 

 This exploratory case study researches the nature of shared leadership between a 

pair of Co-CEOs in a family business and additionally asks about the role of internal 

family social capital in the implementation and functioning of the leadership structure.  

This case study examines a 32 year old hospitality business that is led by brother Co-

Presidents.  Data were gathered from interviews of company employees, external 

stakeholders and family members; observations and documents.  The findings reveal that 

the success of this leadership arrangement is due in no small measure to the close knit 

and value driven nature of the owning family.  Strong internal family social capital is an 

indicator of achieving shared leadership in the top post of a family business.  The duo of 

leaders implement role overlap; practice open communication and conflict resolution; 
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have trust in and respect for each other and use external support as a lubricant to the 

relationship. 

 

Key words: Co-CEOs, family social capital, shared leadership, co-leadership. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

“No man is an island, entire onto itself” John Donne 

Background 

Are two heads wearing the crown better than one?   More Family Businesses (FB) seem 

to think so as they increasingly install pairs of family member Co-CEOs to lead the firm.  In 

2002, a Mass Mutual Survey revealed that 9% of family firms were led by Co-CEOs (Astrachan, 

Allen, & Spinelli, 2002).  That figure climbed to 20% in 2007 and more FBs are considering 

installing multiple chief executives in their next succession (Frauenheim, 2009).  While there 

may be speculation that the trend is due to the reluctance of parents to choose one child over the 

other, there is the opposing view that Co-CEOship is not merely a matter of convenience, but 

“can be an appropriate approach rather than a cop-out”  (Aronoff, 1998, p. 182). 

This dichotomy of views on Co-CEOs is not limited to FB scholars.  Opinions on the Co-

CEO structure within publicly traded companies range from those who advocate that it is an 

effective response to the complexity of business (Heenan & Bennis, 1999; Tulimeri, 2009)  to 

those who see it as destructive of organizations (Pellet, 1999).  There are conflicting views that  

sharing power among Co-CEOs is testimony to the realization that “the genius of our age is 

collaborative” (Heenan & Bennis, 1999, p. 4) versus declarations that it “is a recipe for chaos” 

(Schumpter, 2010, p. 86). The evidence to support either argument is largely anecdotal and there 

are few empirical studies that explore how Co-CEOs function in family and non-family 

businesses.  There is recognition however of the need for more investigation into Co-CEOship  

(Dennis, Ramsey, & Turner, 2009; O'Toole, Galbraith, & Lawler 2002) and specifically within 

FBs (Montemerlo, Gnan, Schulze, & Corbetta, 2008).  This study is an attempt to answer those 

calls.  
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 In the leadership literature, Co-CEOship is placed within the realm of shared leadership.   

Shared leadership is leadership within a group in which the individuals interact to exert dynamic 

influence among one another to achieve their collective goals (Pearce & Conger, 2003).  Co-

CEOs are considered “a special case of shared leadership-the two person case” (Pearce & 

Conger, 2003, p. 14).  Yet, even as there has been increasing research into shared leadership, the 

occurrence of  small numbers jointly occupying the top role “is treated only tangentially” 

(Alvarez & Svejenova, 2005, p. 5).  There has been some theoretical and empirical exploration 

of the antecedents and outcomes of shared leadership (Burke, Fiore, & Salas, 2003; Carson, 

Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007; Hooker & Csikszentmihalyi, 2003; Wood & Fields, 2007).  Shared 

leadership has been shown to positively impact organizational results in a number of varied 

settings (Bligh, Pearce, & Kohles, 2006; Kramer, 2006; Pearce, Yoo, & Alavi, 2004; Perry, 

Pearce, & Sims, 1999; Potter, Balthazard, & Waldman, 2010).  The shared leadership studies are 

mostly quantitative and do not focus on the processes involved at the level of interaction among 

those who share leadership.  There remains a need for a “far more fine grained understanding of 

how shared leadership unfolds within groups and organizations” (Conger & Pearce, 2003, p. 

287).  

The calls for additional research include a need to examine the ways in which influence is 

manifest among those who share leadership (Conger & Pearce, 2003).  Additionally, scholars in 

the field highlight the benefit of exploring a wider array of contexts in which shared leadership is 

studied (Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009; Pearce & Sims 2002).  Yukl (2006) asserts that 

leadership is embedded in the dynamics of the social system and family businesses are a unique 

social system.  They incorporate two distinct and often opposing systems: the emotional family 

system and the rational business system (Gersick, 1997).   There is a dearth of studies in the area 
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of shared leadership in FBs (Cater 2010).  In spite of the increasing occurrence of Co-CEOs in 

FBs, there is no study dedicated to the phenomenon in FBs.  

 

Research Problem 

Researchers admit to “shying away from some pretty important organizations that operate 

right under our noses—family businesses” (Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2007, p. 28).  This is a 

serious gap given that in America, family businesses constitute one-third of the Fortune 500, 

contribute over half of the Gross Domestic Product, and employ more than 80% of the work- 

force (Brannback, Carsrud, & Schulte, 2008).  Family businesses are also a significant force in  

Europe where they employ almost 80% of the workforce (Birdthistle & Fleming, 2005).  The 

performance and growth of this sector impacts heavily on the world’s economic and social 

development and family businesses remain a powerful force in world economies (Kenyon-

Rouvinez & Ward, 2005).  Despite this impressive presence on the world stage, FBs suffer a 

high rate of attrition.  Only a third of FBs survive from one generation to the next and only 5% 

survive beyond the third generation (Chirico & Salvato, 2008).  While this rate of disappearance 

may be partially explained by families who deliberately sell the businesses or by external 

business conditions, there are many FBs that desired longevity but were not able to achieve it 

(Lank & Ward, 2000).  When a business does not achieve succession, there are adverse effects  

on the  economy in which it operates (Ip & Jacobs, 2006). 

Lack of viable leadership succession has plagued FBs and contributed to the high failure 

rate of these businesses (Cabrera-Suárez, 2005; Grote, 2003).  There is ready acknowledgment 

that leadership development is “crucial to the survival and growth of family-owned and family 

managed businesses” (Foster, 1995, p. 201).  Yet there has not been much leadership theory 
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reflected in the FB literature (Eddleston, Kellermanns, & Sarathy, 2008; Foster, 1995).  While 

there have been a few studies which explore leadership styles in FBs (Sorenson, 2000; Vallejo, 

2009; Wang, 2005) family business owners continue to ask “Which is the most suitable style of 

leadership” (Vallejo, 2009, p. 147)?  Further exploration of leadership theory and practices 

within FBs may offer some answers and lend support to viable succession planning.   

 

Research Purpose and Questions 

 The purpose of this study is to explore Co-CEOship as a subset of shared leadership in 

family businesses.  It will examine how a pair of family member Co-CEOs shares leadership in a 

family business.  It will further examine the role of the family and family relationships in the 

functioning of the Co-CEOs. 

  Specifically, the study will be guided by the following lines of inquiry: 

 The overarching question is: What is the nature of shared leadership between a pair of 

Co-CEOs in a family owned and operated business?   

A secondary question is: What is the role of internal family social capital in the dynamics 

between the two Co-CEOs? 

 

Significance  

Theory and research 

  Questions surrounding the conditions, extent and nature of shared leadership, “all 

important and interesting questions” (Yukl, 2006, p. 432),  are attracting the attention of 

researchers.  In the past decade there have been studies which establish the positive impact of 

shared leadership on firm performance.  There is theory and empirical research about the 



5 

 

antecedents of shared leadership.  However, these studies have been found lacking in their 

attention to the level of social interaction and processes of influence among those who share 

leadership (Fletcher & Kaufer, 2003; Seers, Keller, & Wilkerson, 2003).  This is a significant 

shortcoming since “shared leadership is a relational phenomenon” (Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone, 

2007, p. 1220).  Pearce and Conger (2003) assert that “shared leadership will not merely be 

another blip on the radar screen of organizational science” (p. 14).  If this assertion is to hold 

true, then attention must be given to the interaction processes among those who share leadership.  

As a subset of shared leadership, the phenomenon of Co-CEOs offers the opportunity of 

exploring a defined and focused occurrence of shared leadership.  Overall, there is little 

exploration of Co-CEOs as a particular occurrence of shared leadership.  The study of Co-CEOs 

bears closer examination in an effort to extend the theoretical understanding of shared leadership. 

This study also extends shared leadership research into a context in which it is hardly explored—

family business (FB).  This examination of a management theory in family business may well 

contribute to making that theory “more robust and valuable” (Chrisman, Chua & Steier, 2003c, 

p. 441).  FBs have unique characteristics by virtue of the blending of family with business.  By 

studying this special case of shared leadership in the specific context of FBs, the intent is not 

only to examine the dynamics of Co-CEOship but also the impact of this hybrid organizational 

form on the arrangement.  While FBs are widely acknowledged to have a unique bundle of 

resources (Habbershon & Williams, 1999),  there is limited understanding of the specific 

resources and their impact on the FB (Chua, Chrisman, & Steier, 2003).  This study seeks to 

further expand understanding of the influence of family ownership and management on 

businesses by focusing on a phenomenon that is taking hold in FBs far more than in non-FBs 

(Dennis et al., 2009).  The contribution of family to the functioning of FBs, and in particular to 
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the sharing of leadership between two Co-CEOs, will be examined to explore their impact on the 

success of the Co-CEO arrangement.  The family influence will be examined from the 

perspective of  family social capital  which  refers to the norms, values  and identities of the 

family and the extent of open communication that exists within the family (Sorenson, 

Goodpaster, Hedberg, & Yu, 2009).  This examination of shared leadership within such a 

specific context will further add to the theoretical understanding, since shared leadership, “like 

all human action and cognitive sense-making is embedded in the context in which it occurs” 

(Fletcher & Kaufer, 2003, p. 23).   

Practice 

In the FB literature there is a call to conduct research that is “more appropriate to 

practitioners” (Vought, Baker, & Smith, 2008, p. 1111).  FBs are adopting Co-CEOship without 

the benefit of empirical evidence.  The examination of that leadership model will help the 

growing number of FBs that are considering implementation in their next generation.  FBs are 

not being informed about the execution of a leadership arrangement that will impact upon the 

success of the business. The results of this study will further guide Family Business Advisors 

who often assist FBs in the preparation of their succession plans.  An empirical understanding of 

the functioning of the dyad in a thriving Co-CEOship will give advisors the basis on which to 

assess the likelihood of the success of the arrangement in their client FBs.  It will further assist 

those advisors who help prepare future Co-CEOs for assumption of the leadership of the FB.  

Since FBs are moving towards this form of shared leadership, it makes imminent sense that they 

be informed about the functioning of Co-CEOs in order that they adequately prepare their next 

generation leaders.  
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What lessons may be drawn from the experience of the pair of leaders that could be 

applied to family member top management teams that strive to share leadership?  What kind of 

influence do the norms and values of the owning family have on the functioning of the Co-

CEOs?  An attempt to gain knowledge about these issues will be of assistance to those family 

business leaders and advisors who grapple with the issues of succession and leadership 

development. 

 

Conceptual Framework 

Co-CEOs are more closely aligned to the theory of shared leadership than to that of the 

single leader (Sally, 2002).  Pearce and Conger (2003) consider this two-person leadership 

arrangement “as clearly related to the concept of shared leadership” (p.8).  Shared leadership 

theory is one basis for an understanding of how the Co-CEOs function. However, since the focus 

of the study is only on pairs of joint leaders, there is the additional element of the features of 

dyadic working relationships.  The characteristics of a successful dyad may also provide an 

approach to examining the relationship between the Co-CEOs.  Finally, this study focuses on the 

specific context of a family business which is subject to the influence of family attributes 

(Stafford, Duncan, Dane, & Winter, 1999).  The nature and impact of the particular family may 

be investigated by examining the level of connectedness within the family and the norms and 

values of the family.  This unique feature of families has been described as family social capital 

(Hoffman, Hoelscher, & Sorenson, 2006).  Family social capital has been further sub-divided 

into external and internal family social capital to differentiate between connections outside of the 

family and those within the family (Carr, Cole, Ring, & Blettner, 2011).  It is perhaps at the 

intersection of these three concepts of shared leadership, working dyads and internal family 
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social capital that an understanding of Co-CEOs in FBs may best be achieved.  The conceptual 

frame for this study is represented in Figure 1.  It depicts Co-CEOs in FBs as residing at the 

intersection of shared leadership, internal family social capital and dyadic interaction.  A 

thorough consideration of the phenomenon of paired Co-CEOs in FBs needs to acknowledge the 

effect of the family on the arrangement, the nature of the relationship between the dyad and the 

components of shared leadership. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 

Paired Co-CEOs are a specific form of shared leadership (Pearce & Conger, 2003). The 

Pearce and Sims (2000) model of shared leadership which will be further explored in Chapter 2, 

lists three groups of antecedents: group, task and environmental characteristics.  Teams that 

have endured together and reached a high level of developmental maturity are more inclined to 
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display shared leadership.  The members of such teams usually have shared vision and 

cognition, and yet are able to tolerate divergent views.  Within a group that shares leadership, 

members exert influence over each other as the collective seeks to realize their joint goals.  

Interdependent and creative tasks are conducive to shared leadership.  Shared leadership is 

facilitated by appropriate support systems, including a culture of collaboration (Pearce & Sims, 

2000).  Shared leadership may be considered strictly a structural arrangement and/or a pattern of 

social interaction (Seers et al., 2003).  The structural approach focuses on the identification and 

implementation of roles and objectives.  The behavioral theories support the exploration of the 

relational processes that occur within the shared leadership group.  Since this study is limited to 

pairs of Co-CEOs, dyadic interaction is one concept that contributes to an understanding of the 

relationship between the two joint leaders.  In particular the constructs of reciprocity, synergy 

and social relationships arising out of dyadic interactions are considered in this dissertation 

research.  The features of a working dyadic relationship are elaborated upon in the next chapter. 

The nature of all human interaction is highly contextual (Fletcher & Kaufer, 2003).  The 

systems that operate within the environment impact the likelihood of the execution of shared 

leadership.  A FB is a unique system in that it is an intersection of the emotional family sub-

system and the organizational structure of a business (Gersick, 1997; Lansberg, 1999; Stafford 

et al., 1999).  The FB is subject not only to the business environment in which it operates but 

also to the dynamics of the owning family.  This “entanglement of business goals with family 

goals” (Chau, Chrisman & Steir 2003b, p. 331) creates a unique environment that some FB 

scholars consider to be a competitive advantage for FBs.  This advantage is  often touted as 

“familiness” – that unique bundle of resources that FBs possess (Habbershon & Williams, 

1999).  Family Social Capital is considered one of the components of familiness (Pearson, Carr, 
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& Shaw, 2008; Sirmon & Hitt, 2003) and refers both to the internal norms, values and 

communication within the family as well as to the family’s external connections.  The former 

description, termed internal family social capital, is exported into family business (Hoffman et 

al., 2006) and contributes to the culture of the FB.  Social capital then becomes “ a utilitarian 

way of looking at culture” (Fukuyama, 2002, p. 27).  Given that FBs are increasingly 

implementing Co-CEOship while publicly traded companies are reducing the incidence of same 

(Dennis et al., 2009),  internal family social capital may well be a factor in the functioning of 

family member Co-CEOs in FBs. 

 

Summary of Methodology 

There has been a call in the FB literature for more qualitative studies to gain insight into 

the functioning of FBs (Nordqvist, Hall, & Melin, 2009). There is also a recognition that 

quantitative methods are not ideal for the study of shared leadership (Yukl, 2006).  Among 

qualitative research designs, a case study is the preferred method when the phenomenon and the 

context are closely intertwined (Yin, 2009).  The study of Co-CEOs as a special case of shared 

leadership in the particular context of FBs fits that criterion.  Yukl (2006) suggested an 

“intensive single case” (p. 435) as an alternative way to study shared leadership.  Given the lack 

of research into the Co-CEO phenomenon and the support for case study methodology in these 

conditions, this study focuses on a single case.  Case studies provide the opportunity to explore 

the phenomenon in greater depth by using multiple methods of data gathering.  A case study 

allows for an in-depth analysis of the interactions between the pair of Co-CEOs and the 

conditions within the family and the business. 
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In order to select a case that will “maximize what we can learn” (Stake, 1995, p. 4), the 

case must adhere to defined criteria that are fairly representative of the phenomenon.  There is no 

description of a typical case of Co-CEOs or for that matter, a universal understanding of what is 

a FB.  Despite these limitations, the case reflects a situation where family member Co-CEOs 

have led a successful business and continue to do so.  The detailed list of specific criteria will be 

addressed in Chapter Two.  I solicited cases which met the criteria from other family business 

advisors and other sources. This method employs  the purposeful theoretical sampling technique 

(Merriam, 1998).  Once the selected case agreed to participate, I collected all relevant 

documentation about the business, the family and the Co-CEOs.  I made an initial site visit to 

observe the environment in which the Co-CEOs operate.  The use of observation  before 

interviews is a technique that is suitable to studying situations about which there is little 

information (Merriam, 1998).  These activities constituted Phase I of the three phases delineated 

by Lincoln and Guba (1984). 

Phase II began with the individual interviews. I interviewed employees, external non- 

family stakeholders, non-employed family members as well as the Co-CEOs.  The Co-CEOs 

were interviewed jointly and then individually.  All interviews were recorded and transcribed.  

All data was stored electronically.  Data analysis involved the use of codes and categories that 

can then be further crystallized into concepts.  Phase III covers the member checks, follow- up 

interviews and the writing of the report.  

 

Assumptions 

This study makes some basic assumptions in its design, data collection, and analysis.  

The study makes no claims of causality and is not meant to explain any phenomenon.  Rather, 
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the intent is to explore how a particular case of shared leadership is manifest in a FB.  The 

findings of this study are subject to interpretation by the researcher and while every effort is 

made to maintain a posture of non-bias, and follow a scientific method, “research outcomes are 

neither totally objective nor unquestionably certain” (Crotty, 1998, p. 40).  Participants filter 

their responses based on their own experiences and interpretations.  Researchers likewise seek to 

construct meaning of the evidence by objective examination of the results via their own 

mechanisms for making meaning.  The researcher has a role as “interpreter of the data” 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 248).  This is the interpretative approach to research and is the view 

employed in this research project. 

This study further accepts that Co-CEOs are a specific subset of shared leadership as 

postulated by different scholars (Alvarez & Svejenova, 2005; Arena, Ferris, & Unlu, 2011; 

Pearce & Conger, 2003).  Shared leadership theory is examined in this light.  Other assumptions 

that underlie this study include the supposition that family member Co-CEOs are subject to 

specific influences from the owning family.  This assumption is grounded in the literature that 

refers to family influences on the business (Habbershon & Williams, 1999; Stafford et al., 1999).  

Further,  this study accepts that family social capital is a measure of that family influence 

(Sirmon & Hitt, 2003) and that the measures used to describe family social capital do indeed 

reveal the nature and extent of its occurrence in the family.  This study was conducted with full 

recognition and acceptance of the assumptions reported in this section.  In addition to these 

statements, there are other factors which delineate the boundaries of this research. 
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Limitations 

This is a single research project looking at a very under explored phenomenon.  By 

definition, this study cannot make claims of being universal or general.  This is particularly 

pertinent to case study methodology (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2009).  This research is conducted in 

the particular context of family business and while there may well be areas of overlap with 

regard to shared leadership in non-family businesses, this study does not suggest that the findings 

are transferable to other kinds of firms.  There are also different variations of a pair of Co-CEOs 

within a family business.  The pair may be two non-family members, or two family members or 

one family member and a non-family member or members of two separate owning families.  

This case study examined  only the specific instance of a pair of family members sharing the top 

executive post in a FB and does not set out to infer that the findings of this particular illustration 

is applicable to all the variations of the arrangement.   

This study examines the case of two at the top.  There are cases of more leaders sharing 

the top post.  This may introduce additional dynamics and these are in no way inferred from the 

current study.  The study’s findings are applicable to a pair of Co-CEOs and not to any other 

numerical configuration.  While every attempt is made to assure quality, the research design 

includes a joint interview of the two Co-CEOs followed by individual interviews.  This could 

well introduce an element of “group think” in that each member may not have wanted to address 

any differences regarding what was said in the joint interview.  Finally, while every attempt is 

made to reduce researcher bias, there is the possibility that as a as a former member of a family 

business management and a practicing Family Business Advisor, elements of my practical 

experience may creep into the execution of this research project. 
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Delimitations 

A case study occurs “in a bounded context” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 25).  Of 

necessity, it must seek to clearly define the boundaries of its inquiry even within the parameters 

of a single case as a unit of analysis.  This dissertation research investigates a pair of family 

member Co-CEOs as they share the top post in a family owned and operated business.  However, 

even within that focused definition, there is the need to refine the nature of the family 

relationship within the pair.  This study is concerned only with Co-CEOs who belong to the same 

generation and does not consider multi-generational teams.  Further, within the boundaries of the 

case are additional considerations like the impact of Co-CEOs on the financial performance of 

the firm.  This study does not examine the implications of Co-CEOship on the fortunes of the 

family firm. 

 

Definitions 

For clarity and unity of understanding, it is necessary to cite the specific meanings of 

terms employed throughout this report.  All definitions are taken from pertinent literature. 

• Family Business(FB): “a business firm may be considered a family business to the 

extent that its ownership and management are concentrated within a family unit, and to 

the extent its members strive to achieve, maintain and/or increase intra-organizational 

family- based relatedness” ( Litz 1995 p.78). 

• Shared Leadership: “a dynamic interactive influence process among individuals in 

groups for which the objective is to lead one another to the achievement of group or 

organizational goals.” (Pearce & Conger, 2003, p. 1).  
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• Familiness: “the unique bundle of resources a particular firm has because of the systems 

interaction between the family, its individual members and the business” (Habbershon & 

Williams, 1999, p. 11). 

• Social Capital: “the linkages among individuals or groups within the collectivity and 

specifically, in those features that give the collectivity cohesiveness and thereby facilitate 

the pursuit of collective goals” (Adler and Kwon p. 21).  

• Internal Family Social Capital: as resources within a family “ of social goodwill created 

through  shared norms and a sense of common membership upon which individuals may 

draw in their efforts to achieve collective or personal objectives” (Furstenberg & Kaplan, 

2004, p. 221). 

• Paired Co-CEOs: “A couple of equal rank jointly running the organization” (De Vooght    

2006 p 17).  
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CHAPTER TWO:  REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

This chapter summarizes the literature surrounding shared leadership, internal family 

social capital, and dyadic interaction and concludes by suggesting a synthesis of how these three 

different theoretical perspectives may contribute to Co-CEOship in FBs.  The terms shared 

leadership and distributed leadership, are often used interchangeably and so both terms were 

searched.  Family social capital is one form of social capital and both terms were explored.  Co-

CEOs are often termed co-leaders and both expressions were used in the literature search.  The 

terms dyadic interactions, dyadic working relationships and leadership couples were also 

investigated.  A systematic search was conducted in the ABI/Inform Complete Plus and 

ProQuest data bases.  However, books and articles often referred to additional sources not found 

in those databases and those were also pursued. While peer reviewed journals provided the bulk 

of the information contained in this chapter, the lack of theory and research around Co-CEOs 

necessitated a foray into popular business literature as well.  

There has been considerable investigation into shared leadership and the chapter leads off 

with reporting on that phenomenon.  Co-CEOs are considered a subset of shared leadership and 

the literature around that topic is explored in the second section.  The next topic covered is that 

of dyadic working relationships of which Co-CEOs is one form.  The next section provides a 

background into family business and the theories which seek to explain its uniqueness.  Family 

social capital and in particular, internal family social capital is then explored as one of the unique 

features of FBs.  There is less literature available on the existence and functioning of Co-CEOs 

in FBs and the final section looks at that specific trend.  
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Shared Leadership 

In the last century, leadership theory has run the gamut from the trait based premise of 

the “great man” proposition to team leadership and Complexity Leadership Theory (Northouse & 

Northouse, 2009).  This journey paralleled that of social systems from the technically and 

functionally driven, to today’s complex adaptive systems where numerous seemingly unrelated 

constituents interact with each other in non- prescribed ways (Schwandt & Szabla, 2007).  The 

decades of research have not yielded any one definitive theory, but rather a call for more 

integration of context and culture into leadership theory building (Avolio, 2007).  Today, 

leadership is being viewed as emerging from social interactions, reliant upon collective capacity 

and processes, and the result of mutual influence (Yukl, 2006).  This shift away from heroic one- 

man leadership has spawned “an exciting new development in leadership” (Day, Gronn, & Salas, 

2004, p. 875) — the sharing of leadership within a group.  There have been various reasons put 

forward for the appeal of shared leadership – the disillusionment with CEOs, the flattened 

organizational structure; the information-rich environment which is too complex for one person 

to handle; and the interdependence of tasks (Pearce & Conger, 2003).  The phenomenon has 

been described alternately in the literature as distributed leadership, team leadership, democratic 

leadership, peer leadership, co-leadership, delegated leadership, participative leadership, 

dispersed leadership and shared leadership. 

  This paper uses the definition of shared leadership that is most widely cited in the 

literature (Avolio et al., 2009).  Shared leadership is “a dynamic interactive influence process 

among individuals in groups for which the objective is to lead one another to the achievement of 

group or organizational goals” (Pearce &Conger, 2003 p. 1).  Shared leadership is acknowledged 

as a group level phenomenon (Bradford & Cohen, 1998; Pearce & Conger, 2003; Pearce & Sims, 
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2000; Seers et al., 2003).  It has evolved out of the tendency in organizations to move towards 

self- managed teams (Pearce & Conger, 2003; Seers et al., 2003).  Shared leadership  has been 

described as “an open leadership process” (Ma, 2010, p. 12)  in which influence is shared among 

group members as opposed to one named leader exerting his authority in top-down fashion.  

History 

Pearce and Conger (2003) consider Mary Follet’s (1924) introduction of the law of the 

situation in leadership as the first “flirtation” with shared leadership.  Follet believes that the 

difficulties in social relations have their genesis in what she calls “coercive power” as opposed to 

“coactive power, the enrichment and advancement of every human soul” (p.xiii).  She suggested 

that in management, the person with the most information on the issue at hand should take the 

lead rather than defer always to the designated formal or vertical leader.  This model was not 

adopted or even aired widely in the ensuing years as the Great Depression intervened and 

command and control became the order of the day with regard to management.  When Bales 

(1954) raised the specter of separate leadership jobs that are often filled informally by dual 

leaders, it was not well received.  Conventional wisdom continued to hold with the solely 

appointed leader.  The view was further reinforced by a study which explored the lack of 

approval for shared leadership in 72 conferences in government and industry (Berkowitz, 1953).  

The study concluded that distributing leadership did not impact productivity and did not lead to 

group cohesiveness or satisfaction.  

Although Bowers and Seashore (1966) conducted a study which lent support to the idea 

of shared leadership, the concept lay relatively dormant for a couple of decades. That study of 40 

insurance agents concluded that business growth is greatest when the manager solicits and 

accepts the ideas of others.  Support for organizational goals could come from a formal leader or 
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from group members or both, and job satisfaction was enhanced when rivalries were reduced and 

cooperation encouraged among the insurance agents.  In the last few decades of the 20
th

 century, 

there emerged models in leadership studies that emphasize followership, leader-member 

exchange, emergent leadership, self leadership and self managing teams, all of which may well 

be considered as “foundations related to the conceptualization of shared leadership” (Pearce & 

Conger, 2003, p. 10).  However, the model of mutual leadership, as described by the Bowers and 

Seashore (1966) study, was not widely explored in organizational literature or practice.  Legal 

firms often created partnership structures but shared leadership was not the norm and there are 

few law firms led by co-managing partners (Kluver, 2010).  In education, there is considerable 

interest in how leadership practices are distributed among principals, vice principals and teachers 

(Lindahl, 2008; Spillane & Diamond, 2007; Wilhelm, 2010).  Yet, overwhelmingly, the 

prevailing leadership structure in schools is the appointment of the one principal as the 

acknowledged leader. 

The field of group therapy has had the most experience with pairs of co-leaders and the 

earliest writings on co-leadership come from that profession.  Solomon, Loeffler and Frank 

(1953) described the emergence of a new technique in group therapy where two therapists jointly 

lead sessions.  There is no hierarchical distinction made between the two therapists and the 

authors cite the method as giving rise to positive reciprocity, mutual respect and better self- 

understanding.  Despite the persistence of the model in group therapy, support for the benefits of 

co-leadership remains mostly anecdotal (Fall & Menendez, 2002; Luke & Hackney, 2007).  

Across and within the fields of management, education and therapy, all of which have advocated 

for equal co-leaders, there is neither a substantial body of research on the issue nor any common 

or firm theoretical base. 



21 

 

Theoretical Underpinnings 

Whetten (1989) maintains that a theory must not only describe the features of constructs 

and relationships between them, but must also explain the dynamics of why the factors and 

relationships are linked.  Shared leadership describes a relationship among group members in 

which leadership is not confined to vertical authority but is centered on lateral influence (Cox, 

Pearce, & Perry, 2003).  By Whetten’s standards, shared leadership must be based in some 

explanation as to why the top-down approach to leadership gives way to peer to peer interactions 

in which the object is to influence each other towards a common goal.  Shared leadership 

scholars give various theoretical bases for the emergence and existence of the phenomenon.  A 

distinction can be made between those theories that explain the structural arrangement and those 

that focus on the patterns of behavior or social interactions (Seers et al., 2003).  Role theory, 

management by objectives, connective leadership and emergent leadership are all cited as 

theoretical bases for shared leadership (Pearce & Conger, 2003; Seers et al., 2003).  These 

theories fit into the category of structural arrangements. 

Alternatively, the shared leadership literature references theories which offer social 

interaction or behavioral explanations as to why shared leadership develops in a group. Fletcher 

and Kauffer (2003) move away from the transactional or structural arrangement and place shared 

leadership firmly in the camp of relations.  They use as their basis for this shift the Stone Center 

Relational Theory which they say highlights “the micro-processes within social interactions that 

have been largely ignored in the shared leadership literature” (p.27).  This theory takes a two 

directional approach where each party mutually influences the growth of the other towards 

outcomes which include a yearning for even more connection.  Cox, Pearce and Perry (2003) 
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echo those sentiments by describing shared leadership as relying heavily on social interactions 

and an exchange of influence among peers. 

It is this interdependence that forms the basis for the use of social exchange theory as an 

explanation of shared leadership.  Social exchange theory has been widely used in exploring 

organizational behavior (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). The theory includes reciprocity, 

altruism, group gain, rationality, status consistency and competition as guiding factors in 

interpersonal exchanges.  Social exchange theory is extensively cited as a basis for shared 

leadership among scholars in the field (Pearce & Conger, 2003; Seers et al., 2003; Seibert, 

Sparrowe, & Liden, 2003).  Specifically the concepts of reciprocity, altruism and group gain 

within social exchange theory resonate with the tenets of shared leadership.  At the level of the 

dyad, strong social exchange relationships are characterized by extensive sharing of information, 

trust, shared obligations, social support and enhanced mutual influence (Siebert et al., 2003).  

The issue of bi-directional influence is common to social exchange theory and to shared 

leadership. 

 

Shared Leadership Models 

Evaluation criteria for theory require that there be clearly defined antecedents and 

outcomes of any focal construct (Bacharach, 1989).  While there is recognition that the field of 

shared leadership is “still in its infancy” (Conger & Pearce, 2003, p. 285), there have been some 

theoretical and empirical investigations into the conditions necessary for shared leadership and 

the likely consequences of its implementation.  Figure 2 is the conceptual framework devised by 

Pearce and Sims (2000) for shared leadership. 
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Figure 2. Conceptual Framework for Shared Leadership 

Note. From “Shared Leadership: Toward a multi-level theory of leadership by Craig L. Pearce 

and Henry P. Sims, Jr. in Team Development Vol.7 p.126.Copyright 2000 Elsevier Science Inc. 

Reprinted with Permission 

 

The antecedents are categorized as group, task or environmental characteristics. While 

the terms group or team, often used as substitutes for each other, may suggest a configuration of 

more than two, Co-CEOs are considered by the authors of the model “ a special case of shared 
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leadership -the two person case” (Pearce & Sims, 2000, p. 121).  It is shared leadership at the top 

of the organization.  Within the group category is group ability where different leaders take the 

helm depending on the area of expertise that is required. Burke, Fiore, and Salas (2003) support 

this view that shared leadership is facilitated where there is faith within the group regarding the 

resident abilities of the team.  A group that has progressed through developmental stages towards 

a high degree of maturity is more likely to display shared leadership.  This assertion endorses the 

empirical findings of Avolio et al. (1996) who found that shared leadership is more likely to be 

evident in teams that have progressed to the highest stages of development.  

These teams are also high in trust, without which Pearce (2004) says “there is no hope of 

developing shared leadership” (p. 52).  Bligh et al. (2006) support the importance of mutual trust 

as being a predictor of shared leadership.  Group member familiarity with each other is a basis 

for greater shared leadership as members have more experience working together.  This is 

aligned to the suggestion that shared cognition has a critical role as a determinant of successful 

shared leadership.  The argument is that shared mental models and shared knowledge contribute 

to common team assessment of external factors.  This universal appraisal of prevailing 

conditions will yield joint understanding of the need to shift leadership within a team to 

capitalize on relevant expertise.  

Shared leadership is best facilitated by encouragement and tolerance of differing views 

without rancor.  Diversity that is treated in that manner is more likely to be an antecedent of 

shared leadership.  Ensley and Pearce (2001) conducted empirical studies on the role of cohesion 

on cognitive and affective conflict.  Cognitive conflict facilitates the emergence and 

consideration of diverse and varied initiatives.  They identify cognitive conflict as being a 

positive indicator of firm performance but find a weak link between cohesion and cognitive 
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conflict.  While this is reminiscent of the dangers of group think, they maintain that group 

cohesion within a group will smooth the interactions necessary for shared leadership.  Shared 

leadership, by definition, speaks to goals that transcend the individual level and are embraced by 

members of the group (Burke, Fiore, & Salas, 2003).  This assertion is borne out by a study of 

consulting teams which found that shared purpose, social support and voice are positively related 

to shared leadership (Carson et al., 2007).  Shared leadership is very much about the nature and 

quality of the relationships among members of the group (Carson et al., 2007; O’Connor & 

Quinn, 2004).  

While group characteristics are important determinants of the likelihood of shared 

leadership, leadership as a social process is heavily influenced by the nature of the organization 

and its culture (House & Aditya, 1997).  The organizational environment and culture play a role  

in determining whether shared leadership will prove successful (Burke et al., 2003; Carson et al., 

2007; Day, Gronn, & Salas, 2006; Pearce & Sims 2000; Wood & Fields, 2007).  The Pearce and 

Sims (2000) model claims that support systems like information, coordination and collective 

reward systems are positive indicators for shared leadership.  Carson et al. (2007) determined 

that supportive rather than directive external coaching is one environmental system that led to 

more shared leadership.  Burke et al. (2003) point to an environment that encourages openness 

and free exchange of ideas as being most conducive to shared leadership.  These studies 

reinforce the significance of environmental factors within the firm to the success of shared 

leadership.  The involvement of the family in the FB provides a specific environmental factor 

that gives rise to a unique organizational context. 

Pearce and Sims (2000) isolate task characteristics from environmental factors and 

maintain that shared leadership will thrive under conditions where tasks are highly interrelated, 
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complex, urgent, significant, and require a high degree of creativity.  Even the Berkowitz (1953) 

study which found that group members are happier when a strong leader takes the helm 

concluded that members are more positively inclined to share leadership when the problems are 

urgent.  Hooker & Csikszentimihalvi (2003) link shared leadership to a level of flow and 

creativity in a university science laboratory.  Cox et al. (2003) cite the exploratory and 

knowledge intensive work of new product development teams as the type of task environment 

where shared leadership could effectively blossom.   

The emergence and success of shared leadership may be influenced by other internal 

factors, including team size and gender diversity (Carson et al., 2007).  Externally, the 

organizational conditions and the nature of the larger environment influence the prevalence and 

outcomes of shared leadership. “Leadership clearly does not happen in a vacuum” (Day, Gronn, 

& Salas, 2006, p. 13).  Internal and external factors are legitimately viewed as inputs into shared 

leadership.  There is a school of thought that points to shared leadership as an input into team 

functioning.  The experience of shared leadership and the learning outcomes within the group 

also impact upon the capacity and characteristics of the group (Day et al., 2004).  The Pearce and 

Sims (2000) model is useful as a building block for shared leadership theory.  However, it falls 

short by not highlighting the cyclical nature of the processes.  The experience of shared 

leadership itself and the group outcomes also influence the group, task and environmental 

conditions which in turn yield more shared leadership. This was illustrated by Wood and Fields 

(2006) who in their study of 200 top management teams in Christian churches determined that 

higher levels of shared leadership lead to less role conflict and role ambiguity among team 

members.  This in turn strengthened the cohesion of the team, so that the outcomes themselves 
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became inputs into shared leadership.  The more that group members share leadership, the more 

likely shared leadership will become entrenched. 

Shared Leadership Styles 

Although it is a group level concept that can apply even to groups of two (O’Toole et al., 

2003), shared leadership shares constructs with individual leadership (Avolio, Sivasubramaniam, 

Murry, Jung & Garger, 2003).  One such construct is the classification of leadership style.  

Shared leadership theory and research have ventured into classifying and measuring styles of the 

collective team of shared leadership (Perry, Pearce & Sims, 1999, Pearce & Sims, 2002, Pearce, 

2004).  These have included aversive, directive, transactional, and transformational, styles.  

Aversive leadership relies on power and punishment; directive style is based on position power; 

transactional refers to leadership based on motivating followers by virtue of external rewards; 

and transformational leaders inspire followers by providing vision and intellectual stimulation.  

Pearce & Sims (2002) studied teams in which shared leadership styles were compared to vertical 

leadership styles and found that aversive and directive styles were not effective for both 

leadership models.  For both types of leadership, transformational leadership was positively 

related to team effectiveness.  However, while vertical transformational leadership was 

positively related to managerial and self- ratings of effectiveness, only shared transformational 

leadership was related to customers’ ratings of effectiveness.  Ensley, Hmiselski and Pearce 

(2006) compared the impact of styles in vertical and shared leadership on new ventures’ 

performance and growth.  They found that vertical directive and transactional leadership styles 

were positively related to firm growth but that transformational and empowering vertical styles 

were not.  For shared leadership, all four styles were positively related to firm growth.  This 

raises the importance of understanding the impact of shared leadership on firm performance. 
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Shared Leadership and Performance 

Shared leadership has been linked to positive group outcomes such as less group conflict 

and stress and more cohesion (Pearce & Sims 2002; Wood & Fields, 2007).  Group 

communication, cohesion and interdependence have been shown to lead to improved team and 

firm performance (Barrick et al., 2007).  By extension, it could be theorized that shared 

leadership leads to better organizational performance.  Although there are not many studies 

which attempt to make the connection directly, shared leadership claims a share of contribution 

to improved performance in a variety of organizational settings.  Knowledge work, in particular, 

benefits from the implementation of shared leadership (Bligh, Pearce, & Kohles, 2006; Pearce, 

Yoo, & Alavi, 2004).  Today’s highly technological environment allows for knowledge based 

and other teams to work via electronic communication and not be in the same geographical 

location.  It raises interesting questions and challenges as to the viability of shared leadership 

within virtual teams that are geographically dispersed and linked by computers.  While non-

virtual teams have increased incidences of shared leadership over virtual teams, shared 

leadership led to constructive interactions among those linked only by computers (Potter, 

Balthazard, & Waldman, 2010).  In the non- profit sector, Pearce, Yoo, and Alavi (2004) found 

that shared leadership was a more valuable determinant of the effectiveness of social workers in 

a computer mediated environment than was vertical leadership . 

In change management teams, hierarchical leadership and shared leadership were both 

predictors of manager and team assessments of team performance.  Only shared leadership 

however, was linked to the external variable of customer satisfaction (Pearce & Sims, 2002).  

Shared leadership has been shown to increase creativity and flow in settings as varied as a 

science laboratory (Hooker & Csikszentmihalyi, 2003), community theatre groups (Kramer, 
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2006) and the military (Shamir & Lapidot, 2003).  More surprisingly, shared leadership accounts 

for more of the variance in performance of new start-ups than vertical leadership (Ensley, 

Hmieleski & Pearce, 2006).  Entrepreneurship is popularly regarded as a solo act with a 

visionary founder leading the charge.  Brand new firms have no existing structures on which to 

rely and must create organizational procedures and arrangements.  Those new ventures that 

implemented shared leadership among the top management team performed better than those 

which relied only on the single leader model.  Firm performance can usually be quantified and 

there are specific metrics that are commonly used.  The measurement of the extent of shared 

leadership within the firm is a more daunting task. 

Measurement Issues 

Leadership has long been viewed as an individual endeavor and measures have been 

created and refined to determine leaders’ traits, skills, and behaviors.  There have been 

questionnaires which seek to determine an individual’s enactment of leadership by questions 

asked of the leader and of his/her followers (Sashkin & Sashkin, 2003).  However, shared 

leadership is not an individual act.  It is leadership as a social process and requires assessment of 

group characteristics.  Effective analysis of the existence and extent of shared leadership means 

that inquiries need to be conducted at the collective level of analysis.  This is a challenging 

proposition for a number of reasons.  The first challenge is the issue of self-reporting and its 

attendant problems.  While external stakeholders may be able to determine the effectiveness of 

team performance (Carson et al., 2007), they are not likely to judge the extent of mutual 

influence within the collective. Team members are asked to assess the group while being part of 

the group.  These assessments are mostly individual questionnaires, the results of which are 

aggregated to a group level (Avolio, Sivasubramaniam, Murry, Jung, & Garger, 2003; Ensley, 
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Hmieleski, & Pearce, 2006; Pearce et al., 2004; Pearce & Sims, 2002).  The questionnaires have 

been adapted from scales measuring individual leadership styles and behaviors.  The individual 

Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire  which measures a leader’s transformational and 

transactional styles has been adapted to measure team shared leadership and  has been named the 

Team Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (Avolio, Sivasubramaniam, Murry, Jung, & Garger, 

2003). 

 An alternative way of determining the degree of shared leadership in a group is the 

utilization of social exchange theory.  The rationale behind this approach is that shared 

leadership relies on mutual influence and generalized exchange where members contribute to 

group goals and to each other without any immediate expectation of returns. The structure of the 

group is a proxy that points to whether there is the possibility of mutual influence (Siebert, 

Sparrowe & Liden 2003).  A unified group in which the members are equally committed to each 

other and to group goals is one in which shared leadership will thrive.  In contrast, groups which 

have disparate sub-groups, or members who are isolated from the inner circle or individuals who 

pursue their self- interest to the detriment of the group are less likely to display shared leadership 

(Seibert et al., 2003).  Another measure of degree of shared leadership is social network analysis.  

Mayo, Meindl and Pastor (2003) suggest that centrality and the density and strength of network 

links are indicators of the likelihood of shared leadership; if leadership is limited to one or few 

individuals within a team, the network is centralized.  If members of a team are all connected to 

each other rather than just to select members, then the team has a high density.  The more 

decentralized and denser the team, the higher the level of shared leadership will be.  Carte, 

Chidabaram and Becker (2006) in their study of 22 self-managed virtual teams showed that the 
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decentralized network will yield better team performance only when the distribution is 

coordinated.  What matters most is if leaders in a team view other team members as leaders.  

 At a more basic level, the question arises as to what is being measured.  Is it aggregated 

leadership behaviors within the group or the concerted action within the group where the result is 

more than the sum of the parts (Bennet, Wise, Woods, & Harvey, 2003)?  Do group members 

take the helm at different times or is it that members work together co-jointly?  Shared leadership 

is not a relay where the baton is passed from designated leader to the next chosen person.  It is 

the result of collective interactive influence among the group members.  Leadership actions 

derive from that interaction.  The difficulty in identifying the realization of shared leadership is 

compounded when shared leadership is not formally implemented.  Shared leadership is often 

viewed as emergent within a group and requires longitudinal studies which are not easily 

undertaken (Mehra, Smith, Dixon, & Robertson, 2006).  The measurement is further complicated 

by the issue of unit of analysis.  If shared leadership is being assessed, what is the unit of study?  

Is it the individual and his willingness to share leadership?  Is it the extent of shared leadership 

within the group?  Is it the dyadic relationship between members who share leadership?  

The bulk of the studies concerning the concept of shared leadership are quantitative 

studies which seek to determine and measure the level of shared leadership. Those studies fall 

short of delving into the nature of the interaction between members who share leadership or the 

impact of cultural or contextual factors.  Bennet et al. (2003) propose that these investigations 

require “more fine grained qualitative studies" (p.13).  The measurement difficulty is one of the 

several problems which plague the theory of shared leadership.  The next section looks at some 

of the other complications which give rise to concerns about the theory. 

Difficulties and Dissent 
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 Clarity of any concept is supported by commonly accepted and cited definitions.  This 

allows researchers to focus efforts on issues that are generally acknowledged in the field without 

the confusion and lack of transparency and precision that arises when basic terms are interpreted 

differently.   In the case of shared leadership, a key difficulty is that multiple terms are being 

used interchangeably.  This has led to “definitions ranging from the unduly restrictive to the 

highly fluid and open ended” (Day et al., 2004, p. 874).  This includes lack of clarity and 

consistency even within articles co-authored by the same scholar.  Pearce and Conger (2003) 

describe shared leadership as being “broadly distributed among a set of individuals instead of 

centralized in hands of a single leader” (p.1).  The suggestion here is that in shared leadership, 

there is no one appointed leader.  Locke (2003, 2008) goes to great lengths to insist that shared 

leadership requires the existence of a vertically appointed leader.  Indeed, in some of the 

subsequent research on the phenomenon, Pearce (2004) seeks to combine vertical and shared 

leadership for certain kinds of knowledge work and declares that vertical leadership is not yet “in 

its autumn years” (p. 55).  

 By its very nomenclature, the term shared leadership may suggest to some a dichotomy.  

Leadership is often viewed as the influence of one individual who exerts authority.  If influence 

is distributed among members, then that is a situation in which there is no leadership, according 

to those who argue that shared leadership “is an oxymoron” (Shamir & Lapidot, 2003, p. 236).  

Even among those who advocate for its application, there is acknowledgment that there are 

inconsistencies and obstacles to its implementation (Fletcher & Kaufer, 2003; Seers et al., 2003). 

Pearce and Conger (2003) acknowledge the difficulty of expecting hierarchical leaders to 

implement shared leadership.  Those leaders themselves rose up through the organization by 

virtue of individual efforts and achievements, not collaboration.  The organization which is more 
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used to individual leadership may not readily adapt to shared executive functions.  Attitudes may 

not have shifted much since the Berkowitz (1953) study which found that participants at a 

conference setting preferred the one strong leader model.  This lack of receptivity is still a 

limitation to the expanded implementation of shared leadership (Conger & Pearce 2003). 

 Several reasons are suggested for the negative attitudes towards shared leadership: status 

differentials, power needs, cognitive biases towards heroic leadership and/or prejudices towards 

the demographics of   group compositions—gender, age, race, education and the like (Conger & 

Pearce 2003, Seers et al., 2003).  Over and beyond these factors, there are organizational 

members who just “don’t like the idea” (Seers et al., 2003, p. 90).  The execution of shared 

leadership is time-consuming as groups need to develop maturity and familiarity (Perry, Pearce, 

& Sims, 1999).  Additionally, shared leadership could slow decision making and implementation 

(Trites & Weegar, 2003).   At a macro environmental level, the passage of time is needed to 

overcome cultural emphasis on individualism (Pearce 2004).  If indeed in America, “we live in a 

star struck society” (Heenan & Bennis, 1999, p. vii) , then the success of great companies will be 

heavily linked to the vision and/or leadership of the single great commander.  Locke (2003) 

suggests that there continues to be an emphasis on CEO roles which focus on solitary tasks to be 

performed by the one man/woman at the top.   Even among those who advocate for shared 

leadership and the blurring of the lines in the executive suite, it is common to find comments 

such as “No. 1 leader” (Heenan & Bennis, 1999) or “the post heroic leader” (Bradford & Cohen, 

1998).  The very language is suggestive of a top position being filled by one person. 

 Pearce and Conger (2008), cite the “infancy of shared leadership theory” (p. 626) and the 

difficulty of combining leadership as a role with leadership as a social process for the 

acknowledged lack of exactitude of the theory.  Whether the argument is ultimately settled in 
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favor of an integrated model of vertical and lateral influence (Pearce, Conger & Locke, 2008) or 

just lateral influence, there are challenges associated with the implementation of shared 

leadership.  Pearce (2004) admits that “shared leadership is not a one size fits all proposition”.  

There are questions as to whether shared leadership will just be another “adjectival” way to 

describe leadership or if it is really an idea whose time has come (Day et al., 2004).  If indeed 

shared leadership “will not merely be another blip on the radar screen of organizational science” 

(Pearce & Conger, 2003, p. 14), there is a need for considerably more investigation into the 

phenomenon. 

Future Research 

 There is likely to be little exception taken to the statement that “the amount of evidence 

documenting the existence, let alone benefits, of shared leadership is modest” (Seers et al., 2003, 

p. 94).  There are few empirical studies concerning the phenomenon of shared leadership.  While 

this paucity of research may be due in part to the difficulties in measuring shared leadership, 

there remain some fundamental and structural questions to be explored (Seibert, Sparrowe, & 

Liden, 2003).  There are calls for more stringent identification of additional predictors of shared 

leadership (Bligh et al., 2006; Carson et al., 2007).  There is recognition that the antecedents 

need to be explored as processes (Seers et al., 2003).  Is shared leadership really mutual 

influence over a range of situations or is it more akin to role distribution?  One area of intense 

interest is the interplay between vertical and shared leadership (Ensley et al., 2006; Pearce et al., 

2008; Pearce & Sims, 2002).  Does the presence of a single named vertical leader automatically 

disqualify the emergence of shared leadership or can the two modes co-exist?  From the 

perspective of implementation, it is unclear from the literature how shared leadership evolves 

over time.  Will it really persist as shared influence or will a single leader emerge?  These 
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questions prompt the call for more longitudinal studies into the phenomenon (Carson et al., 2007; 

Conger & Pearce, 2003; Day et al., 2006; Seers et al., 2003). 

 Additional empirical confirmation of antecedents will contribute to answering questions 

regarding the contexts and conditions under which shared leadership is likely to be implemented 

(Conger & Pearce, 2003; Pearce et al., 2004; Seers et al., 2003).  Does culture and context 

determine the prevalence of shared leadership over vertical leadership?  What are the contextual 

factors involved in shared leadership (Carson et al., 2007) ?   Group size is cited as a factor in the 

implementation of shared leadership and the scholars predict that the effect of size on shared  

leadership is curvilinear (Carson et al., 2007; Pearce & Sims 2002). Studies could be conducted 

to determine the optimal group size for the implementation of shared leadership.  While these 

issues identify a variety of gaps in the literature with regard to shared leadership, the next section 

will explore the literature concerning the case of two top executives sharing the top position as a 

“special case of shared leadership” (Pearce & Conger, 2003, p.14).  

 

Co-CEOs 

 Co-CEOs are sometimes referred to as co-leaders and while on the surface this appears to 

be a reasonable substitution, there is a real distinction.  Co-leadership refers to a single leader 

who shares power with a second in command or other high level executives (Heenan & Bennis, 

1999; Schnurr, Chan, & Field, 2011; Thompson, 2002).  Co-leadership casts those who work 

alongside the CEO in a supporting role to the solely appointed leader who consults with and even 

champions his deputies.  There are so-called leadership couples like Chairman and CEO, CEO 

and CFO, CEO and COO, sometimes referred to as CEO duality (Dennis et al., 2009).  The term 

CEO duality has been used more frequently to refer to the CEO who also occupies the 
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chairmanship of the firm (Hambrick & Cannella Jr, 2004).  These leadership couples do not have 

equal authority and power and are considered “ hierarchical pairs” (Alvarez & Svejenova, 2005).  

 In contrast to these  leadership couples, paired Co-CEOs are a “couple of equal rank 

jointly running the organization” (de Voogt, 2006, p. 17).  Some firms use the term Co-President 

as an alternative for Co-CEO.  In this paper, the terms are used interchangeably to describe the 

same phenomenon—two executives sharing the top position in a company.  All the responsibility 

and accountability accrue to both leaders who equally and often jointly make critical decisions 

(Troiano, 1999).  The duo is held jointly accountable (Alvarez & Svejenova, 2005).  It is the 

“parity of authority” (Gronn & Hamilton, 2004, p. 5) that makes paired Co-CEOs a distinctive 

form of leadership couples.  Co-CEOs are executives who are the same in status and title.  They 

officially occupy the highest office in the firm and both executives are expected to fulfill the 

requirements of the role.  They share the same power and position.  Co-CEOs may be both 

appointed at the same time or the appointments may be subsequent to each other (Gronn & 

Hamilton, 2004).  

 The phenomenon of CO-CEOship  is a “much shorter and more natural step away from 

shared (but usually unequal) team leadership than it is from a hierarchical single commander” 

(Sally, 2002, p. 85).  However, shared leadership as described in the section above, often 

emerges within a team.  It is usually informal and not recognized or named.  The appointment of 

Co-CEOs is an example of shared leadership that is “consciously planned and formally 

implemented” (House & Aditya, 1997, p. 459).  This is an important structural characteristic as 

research indicates that the performance of the team improves when team leaders recognize each 

other as leaders (Mehra et al., 2006).  The appointment of a pair of leaders to share the top role 
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and title is an unequivocal execution of shared leadership.  Gronn (1999) describes such a 

leadership couple as a “neglected substitute for the single handed leader” (p. 41). 

History and Occurrence 

 The concept of “two at the top” is not a recent notion.  As far back as one year after the 

founding of Republic Rome in 510 B.C., two consuls were appointed to lead the empire, an 

arrangement that lasted for centuries and yielded conquest after conquest (Sally, 2002).  Third 

and fourth century Japan applied the concept of pair rule to lead the nation (Alvarez & 

Svejenova, 2005).  History provides other instances of sharing political power, from the papacy 

to coalition governments.  In modern day corporations, Co-CEOship has emerged periodically.  

It is often prompted by a phase of mergers and acquisitions (Dennis et al., 2009; Sally, 2002).  

Famous examples of Co-CEO led mergers are Citicorp and Travelers, Chrysler and Daimler-

Benz, Monsanto and American Hope Products (Troina, 1999).  More recently, singly formed 

companies like Research in Motion, Bed Bath and Beyond, California Pizza Kitchen and 

Motorola have installed Co-CEOs (Arnone & Stumpf, 2010).  The well known family-owned 

company, Smuckers, was only until this year run by family member Co-CEOs.  Co-CEOs head 

the Amway Corporation, which is owned by two separate non-related families.  The popular 

media seems to be divided about the desirability of such arrangements.  There are those who 

share the view that the path to successfully sharing power at the top is “littered with landmines” 

(McGregor, 2009, p. 3)  while others advocate for “sharing the throne” (Troiano, 1999).   

 There is not a ready data base to mine for the occurrence of Co-CEOs.  The evidence 

suggests that within public companies, the structure is not very prevalent.  A 2002 Mercer survey 

found that of 6,149 public companies, only .8% or 47 companies had a Co-CEO structure 

(Thompson, 2002).  In 2008, the same survey reported that of 6, 487 public firms, only 34 or .5% 
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had Co-CEOs  (Frauenheim, 2009).  A more recent study revealed that once non-US companies, 

private companies and companies not covered by specific accounting databases like CRSP and 

COMPUSTAT are eliminated, only 111 Co-CEO led firms constitute a sample of firms 

mentioned in articles and press releases from1998-2008 (Arena et al., 2011).  Family Businesses 

though are reporting an opposite trend.  In 2002, 9% reported that they had implemented Co-

CEOs and 35 % were considering it for the next generation (Astrachan et al., 2002).  In 2007, 

20%  of the 1000 family firms surveyed reported that they were led by Co-CEOs and 42 % were 

considering if for their next succession (Frauenheim, 2009; Mutual, University, & Institute, 

2007).  In education and in social work, there has been some investigation into two persons 

sharing the top leadership position but the research is very limited with regard to other fields of 

endeavor (Rilling & Jordan, 2007). 

Antecedents 

 Except for a dissertation study (Love 2003) the antecedents of appointing Co-CEOs have 

not been empirically explored.  Some may agree that the structure is “seemingly without 

purpose, at least in terms of current management theories’ ability to predict them” (Dennis et al., 

2009, p. 23).  Nonetheless, there is considerable speculation as to the reasons why some firms 

implement the arrangement.  One of the oft cited reasons for the arrangement is the result of a 

merger between two firms (Arena et al., 2011; Dennis et al., 2009; Love 2003; Sally, 2002; 

Troiano, 1999).  Mergers are highly visible and subject to extensive reporting in the press.  The 

appointment of Co-CEOs is seen as a deal sweetener to ensure that the merger is successfully 

concluded (Pellet, 1999).  Yet only 7% of the companies with a formal Co-CEO structure in the 

2002 Mercer survey reported that the arrangement came about as a result of a merger 
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(Thompson, 2002).  Founders and sibling duos constitute 51% of the Co-CEO led companies 

surveyed by Mercer (Dennis et al., 2009). 

 Co-CEOs are sometimes appointed to smooth over a time of transition and succession 

(Love, 2003).  For those arrangements, the Co-CEOship is a form of active mentoring.  In some 

companies, Co-CEOship was implemented to minimize conflicts among board members during 

times of leadership changeover and ended with the eventual installation of one CEO.  On 

occasion, when there is the threat of losing a valued member of top management if someone else 

is selected as CEO, companies may opt for sharing the top post (Arnone & Stumpf, 2010).  At 

times, the power sharing arrangement is put in place when companies are in an uncertain and 

indeed troubling position (Schumpter, 2010).  These latter explanations for enacting Co-CEOs 

seem to be indicative of negative circumstances.  

 There are however, some positive circumstances which propel companies to install Co 

CEOs.  Companies that are experiencing high growth and/or are in sectors in which the advances 

are rapid, constant and global, may appoint Co-CEOs to deal with the complexity of the 

environment (Arnone & Stumpf, 2010; Sally, 2002; Thompson, 2002).  This holds true 

particularly when a CEO was also Chairman of the Board (Dennis et al., 2009).   Companies are 

also recognizing that it is to their advantage to allow employees throughout the hierarchy more 

opportunities and capacity to balance work and home lives.  Job sharing is one such mechanism.  

Indeed, a new generation of managers have come to value the benefits of sharing power and 

influence and to expect it in the ranks of management (Tulimeri, 2009). 

Outcomes 

Whatever the conditions that give rise to Co-CEOship, it is instructive to examine the 

consequences of the arrangement.  There are very few studies which explore the direct impact of 
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the implementation of Co-CEOs on a firm. This is in itself one of the challenges of Co-CEOship.  

Scholars and other writers have pointed though to some of the more encouraging effects of Co-

CEOship. 

Positive.  

 At the structural level of a business, Co-CEOship could yield more opportunities for 

business development, improved business results and a more positive work culture (Armone & 

Stumpf, 2010).  Companies benefit from the cooperation and team behavior of Co-CEOs 

(Troiano, 1999).  Co-CEOship does seem to offer “a broader range of leadership styles, skills 

and competencies” (Arnone & Stumpf, 2010, p. 15).  In a phenomenological study of Co-CEOs 

of social service organizations, the findings point to the strength of the decisions made as a real 

benefit of the arrangement (Fischbach, Smerz, Findlay, Williams, & Cox, 2007).  Indeed, the 

rewards are tangible since the presence of Co-CEOs raises the stock value of a firm (Arena et al., 

2011).  There is the expectation that the two individuals will contribute together more than they 

would if they operated separately (Carlson, Mintzberg, & Stewart, 1991).  

The experience of pairs of leaders of group therapy provides an analogy for Co-CEOs.  In 

group therapy led by a male and female pair of co-therapists, married couples model their own 

interactions from observing how the couple interacts in leading the group (Luke & Hackney, 

2007).  Co-CEOs who execute the arrangement smoothly can represent an example to others 

within the organization.  This arrangement at the top could result in more shared leadership 

within the organization (Bradford & Cohen, 1998; Heenan & Bennis, 1999).  This in turn could 

lead to more information sharing which is critical, given the  focus on knowledge creation and 

management in firms (Troiano, 1999).  In co-therapy, the leaders gain from the ongoing 

processes of “learning from one another, supporting one another and challenging one another” 
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(Luke & Hackney, 2007, p. 284).  Co-CEOs likewise obtain benefits from sharing the top post.  

It allows them to develop skills and contribute to a high level of sustained personal growth 

(Arnone & Stumpf, 2010).  It also reduces stress and burnout, as it allows for the Co-CEO not to 

have to handle each and every situation him or herself (Fischbach, Smerz, Findlay, Williams & 

Cox, 2007).  Sharing the load means that one’s family life and work balance is not likely to be as 

affected as if there is only one at the top.  Travel and entertainment duties can be shared.  

Challenges. 

Some writers point to the challenges of Co-CEOship.  It takes time to forge partnerships 

and for shared goals to be established (Perry et al., 1999).  Decision making may be a lengthier 

process.  Subordinates are sometimes unclear as to their line of reporting and often want to know 

who the real CEO is (Fischbach et al., 2007).  The media speculates that these firms “end up 

footing the bill for two chief-executive-sized paychecks” (Schumpter, 2010).  Yet the Arena et 

al. (2011) study concludes that the compensation for two Co-CEOs is not twice that of a single 

CEO.  In fact, together they receive fewer stock options than the single CEO.  The Fall and 

Menendez (2002) study of co-therapists cites disadvantages to the co-leadership of group therapy 

and categorize them as structural, relationship concerns and research limitations.  It may be 

instructive to examine the issues that Co-CEOs face in those categories.  

The lack of research is a concern for those implementing Co-CEOs.  Even in the world of 

co-therapy which has had almost eight decades of implementation of the arrangement, there is “a 

surprisingly small amount of empirical evidence” (Luke & Hackney, 2007, p. 280).  There, as in 

the world of management, anecdotal support is offered by those who advocate for the 

arrangement and those who rally against it.  Alvarez and Svejenova (2005) lament that even 

within the shared leadership research, the study of small numbers at the top is not given focused 
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attention.  Perhaps it remains true of Co-CEOship that “academics still deem it unworthy of 

study” ("One's company, two's a crowd," 1999).  Even among the FB population that is reporting 

an increasing incidence of Co-CEOs, there has been no investigation into the phenomenon 

(Montemerlo et al., 2008).  This lack of empirical investigation presents a challenge to 

companies who wish to understand and implement best practices with regard to this leadership 

model. 

It is the relationship concerns—another of the Fall and Menendez (2002) categories of 

disadvantages to co-therapy, that draws considerable interest and advice from those to comment 

on Co-CEOs.  In the world of co-therapists, the concerns center on competition and conflict that 

may lead to opposing feedback to group members.  The other problems highlighted by Fall and 

Menendez are that there is not enough interaction between the two therapists and its exact 

opposite—too much familiarity between them.  These themes are echoed and expanded upon by 

those reflecting on Co-CEOship and offering advice as to how to ensure success.  There is the 

belief in western societies that one person must bear full responsibility and accountability for 

organizational performance (O'Toole et al., 2002).  The concept of a single leader is “an 

immutable pattern” (Ladika, 2004, p.57).  Leadership aspirations have been driven by a desire to 

win and best the field for the one top place (Fletcher & Kaufer, 2003).   “Going it alone is not 

just a romantic notion” (Wageman, Nunes, Burruss, & Hackman, p. 5).  Indeed, sharing the CEO 

position has been likened to “defying human nature” (Pellet, 1999, p. 42).   

Implementation 

Should an organization take the plunge and install Co-CEOs, there is an admonition and 

expectation that there be a high level of communication and information sharing between the two 

leaders (Troiano, 1999).  Gamesmanship in customer and employee relations is to be avoided.  
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Egos must be set aside or at least managed (Boyle, 2009; Fischbach et al., 2007).  The leaders 

need to have a strong sense of self and a high level of efficacy, security and self esteem (Heenan 

& Bennis, 1999; Houghton, Neck, & Manz, 2003).  Developmental growth is to be defined in 

terms of interdependence rather than independence (Fletcher & Kaufer, 2003).  Trust must be 

nurtured (Avolio, Jung, Murry, & Sivasubramaniam, 1996; Heenan & Bennis, 1999).  

Commitment to making the arrangement work is key to its success (Sally, 2002).  And of course, 

it helps if the Co-CEOs are able to say “we like each other” (Boyle, 2009, p. 31).  Inherent in this 

model of shared leadership is the impact of interpersonal relationships (O’Connor & Quinn, 

2004).  

To summarize, one hundred years of leadership study has resulted in a vast body of 

literature on the topic, and the growth of theories each decade seems to be exponential. At the 

end of the last century, “the notion of shared leadership was unmistakable” (Schwandt & Szabla, 

2007, p. 55).  This view was endorsed by Yukl (1999) who asserted that all leadership theories 

“would be improved by a more explicit description of the implications for distributed and shared 

leadership in groups and organizations” (p. 288).  The research in the last decade has been 

directed at exploring antecedents and outcomes of shared leadership.  Group, task and 

environmental characteristics have been suggested as antecedents and enhanced group 

performance has been shown to be a result of shared leadership.  While studies have been 

conducted in different settings and have taken into account virtual environments, the research of 

shared leadership has not been extended to family businesses.  

Among FBs, shared leadership is being manifest in an increase in the number of 

businesses implementing pairs of Co-CEOs.  Co-CEOs are a leadership couple who are formally 

appointed and share the top executive position in the organization.  Co-CEOs are considered a 
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specific instance of shared leadership.  While progress has been made in identifying the 

antecedents of shared leadership, there is no examination of the micro processes of those 

features.  This lack of a fine grained understanding is significant since shared leadership is 

interactive and the result of reciprocal influence.  There are calls to explore “the relational nature 

of the pattern of shared influence” (Carson et al., 2007, p. 1218).  For a pair of Co-CEOs, the 

influence is a feature not only of sharing leadership but of the dyadic interaction between the 

two.  The next section examines features of dyadic interaction that may further inform the nature 

of the relationship between the pair. 

 

Leadership Dyads 

 Leadership studies have explored the vertical dyad and how roles emerge and evolve 

between a supervisor or leader and an individual employee (Graen & Scandura, 1987).  Indeed, 

the leader-member exchange theory is based on the dyadic relationship between the leader and 

the follower (Dansereau, 1975).  However, there has not been much exploration into leadership 

sharing by a dyad (Carlson et al., 1991).  There is at present no single theory that fully explores 

the leader-leader dynamic of Co-CEOs.  Indeed, “there is scarcely a literature to draw upon in 

terms of dyadic leadership couples” (Nicholson & Björnberg, 2006, p. 107).   Studies have 

examined the functioning and relationship between the Chairman and CEO (Hambrick & 

Cannella, 2004)(Hambrick & Cannella Jr, 2004) but these two positions occupy different spaces 

in the organization and the Chairman is leader of the Board that oversees the CEO.   Co-CEOs 

are sharing one position and role with no stated power differential and therein lay a difference.  

In an effort to explain this particular dyadic relationship, the leadership couple has been likened 

to a marriage (Gabarro, 1990; Gronn, 1999).  Despite these efforts, the understanding of how a 
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leadership couple relates to each other “has so far proven elusive” (Gronn, 1999, p. 57).  One 

way of examining the foundations of a dyadic relationship at work is to look at structural 

arrangements and social/behavioral characteristics that underlie the arrangement. 

Structural Characteristics 

 Gronn (2002) considers that distributed or shared leadership is more than the sum of its 

parts.  It is not about adding up the individual contributions of members but rather about joint or 

concertive action.  He further defines three modes of concertive action—spontaneous, 

institutionalized and intuitive.  Spontaneous collaboration is temporary and not relevant to Co-

CEOs.  The institutionalized mode refers to the formal design element of the arrangement.  Co-

CEOs are formally appointed, named and acknowledged.  The arrangement is reflected in the 

company’s organization chart and it is firmly institutionalized.  The intuitive arrangements 

describe two or more people sharing a role space and relying on each other.  It includes the 

concept of role differentiation.  

 One theme that emerges from the literature concerning Co-CEO role differentiation is 

that the arrangement must be one of separate roles and responsibilities.  Bales (1974) spoke of 

“complementary qualities” as in one task leader and one social leader.  This is echoed in 

subsequent writings by those who include a technical division of skill sets and roles as part of 

dyadic leadership sharing (Alvarez & Svejenova, 2005; Eagleson, Waldersee, & Simmons, 2000; 

Gabarro, 1990; Gronn, 1999; Miles & Kivlighan, 2010).  Love (2003) found that one way of 

implementing Co-CEOship is to have different specialist partners.  The leadership couple will 

come from different functional areas.  One argument supporting such an arrangement is that the 

breadth of knowledge enhances the information available to the duo (Bunderson & Sutcliffe, 

2002) .  It also reduces the tendency of a leader to focus on particular aspects of the organization 
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and exclude others.  If the dyadic roles have different technical specializations, it is argued that 

this will reduce “the potential dangers of selective attention” (Carlson et al., 1991, p. 136).  

Functional diversity between the two leaders may well further the effectiveness of the duo.  

 On the other hand, diversity of interests may lead to conflict that could result in slower 

decision making and reduced firm performance.  Bunderson & Sutcliffe (2002) determined that 

when there was dominant diversity of functions within a team, it reduced information sharing.  

That study determined that a more useful indicator of information sharing is intrapersonal 

diversity which describes each individual’s breadth of knowledge and experience.  Eagleson et 

al. (2000) maintain that diversity in a management team is not always advantageous and is 

dependent on the situation.  Further, a distinction can be made between cognitive dissimilarity 

and behavioral differences.  Miles and Kvilgan (2010) examined the team leader cognition model 

which suggests that therapeutic group co-leaders are more effective if they share mental models 

about the group but have different leadership styles.  Their research found moderate support for 

the model and they concluded that the relationships between leader similarity and group process 

and outcomes are complex.  The evidence to date suggests that indeed “functional diversity is a 

two edged sword” (Bunderson & Sutcliffe, 2002, p. 875) and ultimately, it may well be that it is 

“ neither good nor bad” (Eagleson, Waldersee, & Simmons, 2000, p. 306). 

 Gronn and Hamilton (2004) elaborated on the three norms that govern the division of 

labor between a pair—complementarity, overlap and duplication.  They identify complementary 

roles, where the work of each member is separate but blends with the other.  This is personified 

by the odd couple characterization.  Overlap is when each person stays within his functional 

domain but engages sufficiently to enable one person to occasionally substitute for the other.  

This allows employees to have a choice of a stand-in when one leader is absent but requires 
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considerable communication between the two.  Duplication is characterized by cloning where the 

two leaders replicate each other.  Gronn and Hamilton say that it is usually considered wasteful 

and redundant but could be positive in allowing for role rotation and the minimization of error.  

As defined and compartmentalized as these descriptions are, the question arises as to whether 

Co-CEOs adopt any one way of structuring exclusively.  It also raises the issue of interactive 

influence in all of these modes of sharing leadership. 

O’Connor and Quinn (2004) found that for leadership to be regarded as a social process 

there must be interpersonal influence.  This is indeed the crux of shared leadership.  The 

complexity of dyadic working relationships may be attributed in part to the effect of social/ 

behavioral characteristics and interactions on the relationship between the two.  In the leader-

follower dyad, it is about the “dimensions of quality and coupling of behavior at the dyad level” 

(Graen & Scandura, 1987, p. 193).  The relationship is more involved when it reflects equal 

authority.  Role assignments,  presiding over individually or jointly led meetings, implementing a 

division of labor, designing relevant office space; printing business cards with the same title are 

all features of structure. While they may affect the nature of the relationship between the pair, 

Co-CEOs must enact and implement their “unique interpersonal contract” (Gabarro, 1990, p. 

100).  Dyadic relationships develop over time.  The pair must build a relationship of working 

together that Gronn (2002) labels “conjoint agency” which he describes as a psychological bond.  

That connection strengthens a concurrence of behavior to achieve commonly agreed ends.  It is 

this psycho-social dimension that the next section explores. 

 

Social and Behavioral Aspects  
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Conjoint agency is about synchrony of action by the pair who take into account each 

other, other organization members and the goals of the organization (Gronn, 2002).  Gronn 

identifies two components of conjoint agency—synergy and reciprocity.  Synergy is about 

people transcending the sum of their individual contributions and creating something new 

together.  Gronn differentiates between synergies created by vertical systems of authority and 

those created by horizontal systems of authority.  In the former, the organization makes room for 

junior employees in decision making teams.  Horizontal systems are those in which the 

participants have equal status.   Co-CEOs are a team of two with both participants contributing at 

the same level. When there is synergy between two people, there is the opportunity for dormant 

and unrecognized potential to be surfaced and released.  Although officially Steve Balmer was 

second in command to Bill Gates at Microsoft, the pair together enabled Microsoft to become the 

market leader (Heenan & Bennis, 1999).  Gates found the markets and Balmer figured out how 

to rule those markets.  It was the two working in tandem that gave Microsoft its leadership 

position. 

Gronn (2002) further lists four factors which he says gave rise to the deep trust between 

the couple—shared values, complementary temperaments, requisite psychological space, and 

previous experience of collaboration.  In an experiment involving signal games, two-person 

teams learned to play strategically faster than individuals did (Cooper & Kagel, 2005).  The team 

superiority was more evident as the difficulty of the game increased.  It appears that indeed two 

heads are better than one. The implications for Co-CEOs are encouraging.  It is not a matter of 

each person making an input and obtaining an additive result.  Synergy between the two leaders 

allows for each person to draw out the best that the pair has to offer.  
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The other element of conjoint agency is reciprocity. Gronn (2002) differentiates between 

internal and external reciprocity.  Internal refers to the influence of dyad members on one 

another while external reciprocity refers to the influence to and from other organization 

members.  This research study focuses on the reciprocal influences within the dyad.  Reciprocity 

is the hallmark of the social exchange theory of shared leadership.  The explanations of what 

reciprocity entails has evolved.  The initial views were that one person’s behavior depended on 

the other person’s behavior and that the exchange was transactional—a ‘tit for tat” approach as it 

were (Cook & Dreyer, 1984).  If one person displays a certain behavior, then the other person 

will do the same.  The definition was then widened to reflect “the unique adjustment person i 

makes to person j (the interaction or relationship effect) is reciprocated in the unique adjustment 

person j makes to person i” (Cook & Dreyer, 1984, p. 680).  While the basic understanding of 

interdependence still holds, there has been a refinement of the term to distinguish between 

reciprocity and compensation. Burgoon, Dillman and Stern (1993) describe interpersonal 

reciprocity where the individuals respond to one another in a similar fashion and with behaviors 

that have comparable value.  An affectionate wink is returned by a loving smile.  Compensation 

is when the individuals respond to each other but with behaviors in the opposite direction.  The 

affectionate wink is returned by the partner turning his face away.  Both behaviors are elements 

of interpersonal influence.  

While this fine tuning is of importance in labeling and measuring reciprocal actions, the 

underlying principle remains the same.  Reciprocal interaction in a dyad is when “an individual’s 

behavior both causes and is caused by that of his or her interaction partner” (Markey, Funder, & 

Ozer, 2003, p. 1087).  This notion is in line with the cybernetic theory of communications which 

emphasizes the circularity of communication.  All communication, whether verbal or not is of a 
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recursive nature.  The relationship is not governed by a simple cause and effect paradigm.  It is 

more of a stimulus-response-stimulus cycle where “the energy of the response is usually 

provided by the respondent” (Bateson, 1967, p. 30).  This goes beyond the truism that no man is 

an island.  The Co-CEOs as a dyad engage in reciprocal exchanges not merely to achieve 

transactional outcomes.  Working relationships of this depth go beyond task achievement and are 

akin to social and intimate relationships.  The characteristics of these working dyads are 

described by Gabarro (1990) as a continuum of dimensions through which the relationship 

progresses. 

Gabarro (1990) drew upon the literature and research on social dyadic relationships to list 

common features of success in those relationships.  He extrapolates these features to working 

dyadic relationships and says that there is not “too sharp a line” (p. 91) between working 

relationships and social relationships.  He lists 11 characteristics of developed dyadic 

relationships and these are outlined in Table 1 (p. 51).  The first three features are most often 

cited and are interrelated.  Successful working couples have a real understanding and knowledge 

of each other via self-disclosure and proximity.  This allows the duo to anticipate and often 

foretell each other’s reactions.  Gronn (1999) asserts that the elements of self disclosure and 

anticipation typify the working relationship between a pair of co-leaders.  Research has shown 

that self-disclosure is related more to dyadic relationship than to individual preferences (Miller & 

Kenny, 1986).  It is a feature of the interaction between the two, not a personality disposition.   

The next three dimensions—uniqueness of interaction, multimodality, and substitutability 

of communication   are a natural result of increasing interactions between the two.  The 

relationship is guided by peculiarities that develop over time.  Couples seem to develop a special 

and unique way of communicating which strengthens their understanding of each other.  The 
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interaction style becomes more constructive than defensive just as in teams where shared 

leadership occurs (Potter et al., 2010).  The next three dimensions are a result of bonds that go 

beyond the surface.  These relationships are characterized by a willingness to deal with conflict, 

address multiple issues, and responsiveness to subtle cues.  If the dyad has successfully moved 

the relationship into the realm where the first nine dimensions are established, then 

communication becomes more productive and efficient.  Finally, the duo must care about each 

other’s effectiveness and welfare. 

 

Table 1. Summary of dyadic dimensions along which dyadic relationships develop. 

FROM TO 

Self Disclosure 

Safe and socially acceptable                                 Include personally sensitive, private and                                                                   

controversial topics and aspects of self. 

Knowledge of each other 

Surface and impressionistic                                  Multifaceted and extends to core aspects                                                                      

of personality and style 

Predictability of other’s responses 

Socially acceptable or role related affecting 

other’s reaction 

Includes knowledge of contingencies 

Uniqueness of attraction 

Stereotypical exchanges, guided by role 

expectations or prevailing social norms                              

Idiosyncratic exchanges guided by norms 

unique to relationship 
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Multimodality of Communication 

Limited to verbal or largely stereotypical 

non verbal channels 

Includes multiple modes, including non 

verbal and verbal shorthand specific to the 

relationship  

Substitutability of Communication 

Little substitution among modes of 

communication 

Use of alternative modes to convey the 

message 

Capacity for conflict and evaluation 

Limited, conflict avoidance, reluctant to 

criticize 

Readiness and ability to express conflict 

Spontaneity of Exchange 

Mostly formal and confined by social 

norms                             

Easy and informal communication, 

communication flows and direction 

changes 

Synchronization and Pacing 

Limited dyadic synchrony                                 Smooth flow of interaction; cues quickly 

and accurately interpreted 

Efficiency of Communication 

Extended communication to communicate 

misunderstandings                            

Intended meanings transmitted and 

understood quickly and accurately 

Mutual Investment 

Little investment in each other except for 

role related interdependencies                           

Extensive investment in each other’s well 

being and efficacy 
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Note. Adapted from The Development of Working Relationship by John J. Gabarro in 

Intellectual Teamwork: Social and Technological Foundations of Co-operative Work, p.79. 

Copyright 1990 Reproduced with Permission. 

 

The structural and social features of Co-CEOship do not evolve or exist outside of 

cultural and environmental influences.  Given the increasing numbers of FBs that are 

implementing Co-CEOs, the question arises as to what is it about FBs that is driving the 

increased adoption of this model of leadership.  The next section takes a closer look at family 

business and its features that may influence the decision to install Co-CEOs. 

 

Family Business 

In a recent interview (Family Wiki TV June 6
th,

 2010) Greg McCann lamented that 

although 45% of enrollees at Business Schools belong to families which own businesses, and 

90% of the graduates will interview with FBs, there are not enough courses given to teaching FB 

at these schools and colleges in general.  He characterizes this as negligence and argues that if 

students do not understand family business, then they do not understand business.  This harsh 

indictment would be justified if there was overriding evidence that family firms are different 

from non-family firms.  There are studies which suggest that this is indeed so in some functional 

areas and not so in others (Chrisman et al., 2003).  Researchers believe that family firms are 

distinct from non-family firms and require more investigation to yield “a rigorous integrated 

theory of family firms” (Chua et al., 2003, p. 331). 

Considering that “family businesses are prehistoric in origin” (Hoy & Verser, 1994, p. 

21)  the underrepresentation of FB in business education is noteworthy.  This oversight of an 
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important segment of the business world extends into research and publication as well.  The first 

journal dedicated to family business studies was launched as recently as 1988 and until 2010 

remained the only exclusive FB journal. This seeming disregard for family business is puzzling  

given the ubiquity of that organizational form in the United States of America and Europe 

(Birdthistle & Fleming, 2005; Brannback et al., 2008).  The performance and growth of this 

sector impacts heavily on the world’s economic and social development (Kenyon-Rouvinez & 

Ward, 2005).  

Contributing to the deficiency in attention to FBs may well be the ensuing confusion over 

what constitutes a FB.  From 1989 to 1999, 44 research papers each offered a different definition 

of FBs (Habbershon & Williams, 1999).  Astrachan and Shanker (2003) put forward a 

classification of definitions as narrow, middle or broad. The broad definitions refer to businesses 

in which family members exercise some control over the strategic direction of the company, but 

do not necessarily work in the business. The middle range includes FBs where either the founder 

or a descendant of the founder runs the company and the plan is for the business to be passed on 

to another generation. The narrowest definition is one where multiple generations are involved in 

the business ownership and where more than one family member is involved in the management 

of the company.  Litz (1995) also sought to differentiate definitions based on family involvement 

and intent.  This study adopts the Litz definition that is inclusive of structure and intent.  

According to this approach: 

“a business firm may be considered a family business to the extent that its ownership 

and management are concentrated within a family unit, and to the extent its members 

strive to achieve, maintain and/or increase intra-organizational family- based relatedness” 

(Litz, 1995, p. 78). 
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Over and beyond definitional issues, there remains the vexing problem of a theoretical basis for 

the understanding of FBs. 

Family Business Theories 

 Family business research has progressed by applying extant theories to the context of FB 

(Moores, 2009).  In their seminal work, Tagiuri and Davis (1982) used systems theory to 

generate their elegant and widely circulated three circle model of FBs.  The FB was described as 

three overlapping circles representing the three systems of family, ownership and business, each 

with boundaries of its own.  The challenge for FBs was how to accommodate the conflicting 

goals of each system.  A recurring theme in FB literature has been the concept of family first 

versus business first.  In recent times, there has been a shift to examining and understanding that 

the family system and the business system have a reciprocal influence on each other (Chrisman, 

Chua & Sharma, 2003b; Stafford et al., 1999).  The family has an effect on the business and the 

business impacts the family.  Indeed, “no other field can claim that focus” (Astrachan, 2003, p. 

570). 

The agency, stewardship and resource based view theories have all contributed to the 

understanding that the actions and relationships of the individual family members and the family 

as a unit influence the business performance of a FB.  Agency theory has been the most 

prominent theory in corporate governance for the past four decades (Chrisman, Kellermanns, 

Chan& Liano, 2010).  Of the 25 most cited articles in Family Business Research from 2003-

2008, 13 of the 22 articles with a defined theory base used Agency theory (Chrisman et al., 

2010).  The theory posits that there is a cost to the firm when ownership and management 

positions are not held by the same constituents.  In this model, the costs include the structuring 

and enforcement of contracts to monitor agents (Fama & Jensen, 1983).  However, by its very 
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nature, family firms are often managed by owners and so avoid agency costs.  This is borne out 

by the research of Chrisman, Chua & Litz (2003) who show that agency concerns are greater in 

non family firms than in FBs. 

 Stewardship theory takes a different view of the principal-agent relationship.  This 

theory is not based on the self-seeking manager of agency theory but rather the collective 

orientation of a manager who seeks organizational goals.  For those leaders, the rewards are 

more intrinsic than external.  Stewardship theory is based on a view of man as not simply 

economically driven, and views management as favoring involvement over control. It credits 

committed managers who are identified with their organizations as being more attuned to 

organizational goals (Davis, Schoorman, & Donaldson, 1997).  Stewardship is more widespread 

among FBs than non FBs (Miller, Le-Breton-Miller & Scholnick, 2008).  Stewardship in FBs is 

driven by findings that family firms have non-economic goals in addition to economic aims 

(Chrisman, Kellermanns, Chan, & Liano, 2010). 

  These non-economic goals are usually related to family goals and include “benefits 

unrelated to financial and competitive performance” (Chua et al., 2003, p. 333).  The stewardship 

theory resonated with FB scholars who conclude that tenets of stewardship are more widespread 

when family members lead family businesses (Miller & Le-Breton Miller, 2006).  Moreover, 

research is pointing to the positive effect of stewardship in FBs over non-FBs on firm outcomes 

like strategic flexibility (Zahra, Hayton, Neubaum, Dibrell, & Craig, 2008).  

The Resource Based View (RBV) of the firm informs the competitive nature of FBs.  The 

RBV of the firm advocates that firms possess their own resources and attributes, the imperfect 

mobility of which gives some firms a competitive advantage over others (Barney, 1991).  FBs 

have been shown to outperform non-FBs in a variety of functional areas (Campbell, Heriot & 
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Welsh, 2007; Hoffman et al., 2006; Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2006).  Habbershorn and 

Williams (1999) argue that the integration of family and business gives family firms resources 

that are multifaceted, inimitable, indefinable and vibrant.  They define these resources as 

familiness—“the unique bundle of resources a particular firm has because of the systems 

interaction between the family, its individual members and the business” (p. 11).  These 

resources give FBs a competitive advantage over other firms.  They cite a unique working 

environment, more efficient and private communication and family relationships that increase 

trust and loyalty as some of the family and organizational capabilities that lend to the FB’s 

competitive advantages.  The concept caught on and the word “familiness” is firmly entrenched 

in the lexicon of FBs.  Sirmon and Hitt (2003) elaborated on the Habbershorn and Williams’ 

model and added that the resources need to be managed well if they are to yield competitive 

advantage.  Additionally, they cited five distinct resources and attributes of family firms that 

could provide gains.  These are human capital, social capital, survivability capital, patient 

financial capital and governance structures.  The human capital of FBs includes family members.  

The positive attributes of commitment and the easy transfer of tacit knowledge make family 

member human capital a benefit to FBs.  Social capital refers to the relationships between 

individuals within the family and the family business. Survivability capital arises from the 

collection of resources available to an FB by virtue of family dedication to the business.  Patient 

financial capital accrues to FBs who are not hamstrung by constant scrutiny of share prices and 

are able to make long term investments.  Governance costs are lower in FBs because of lack of 

agency problems.  By identifying elements of familiness, Sirmon and Hitt (2003) strengthened 

the resource based view of the FB.  The RBV theory now rivals agency theory as an explanation 

of the differences between family and non-family firms (Chrisman et al., 2010).  Social capital is 
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listed by Sirmon and Hirst as one of the five distinct resources that differentiate FBs from non 

FBs.  This construct is examined and explained in the next section. 

Family Social Capital 

Definition 

Definitions of social capital may refer mainly to the source, the essence of the concept or 

the consequences of social capital (Adler & Kwon, 2002).  A delineating dichotomy is whether 

social capital is interpreted as residing within a group or externally, between members of one 

group and another (Payne, Moore, Griffis, & Autry, 2011).  The former is considered bonding or 

internal social capital and the latter bridging social capital.  Bonding social capital refers to 

actors’ capacity to work together for mutual benefit (Portes, 1998).  Bridging social capital 

emphasizes the actor‘s network outside of the membership group (Burt, 1997).  The emphasis in 

this study is on bonding or internal social capital: “the linkages among individuals or groups 

within the collectivity and specifically, in those features that give the collectivity cohesiveness 

and thereby facilitate the pursuit of collective goals” (Adler & Kwon, 2002, p. 21).  Family 

social capital is “a specific form of internal social capital” (Steier, 2009, p. 273).  For the 

purposes of this study family social capital is defined as: 

The stock of social goodwill created through shared social norms and a sense of common 

membership from which individuals may draw in their efforts to achieve collective or 

personal objectives. By membership or affiliation, actors (in this case members of a 

family or kinship system) may derive benefits through sharing objectives, sponsorship, 

connections, and support from others inside and outside that family” (Furstenberg, 2005, 

p. 810). 
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Familiness, that unique bundle of resources available to FBs includes human, financial 

and social capital (Sirmon & Hitt, 2003) .  Non–family and family businesses can obtain human 

and financial capital outside of the family (Sorenson & Bierman, 2009).  Non-FBs cannot access 

family social capital which is a distinguishing feature of families (Furstenberg, 2005).  It exists 

and is cultivated within the family and is a unique asset that is transferrable into the family 

business (Sorenson & Bierman, 2009).  Family social capital is the most basic and enduring form 

of social capital (Edwards, 2004).  Family social capital “cannot be hired or imported” (Sorenson 

& Bierman, 2009, p. 193).  Family social capital is difficult to replicate and imitate.  In short, it 

is a competitive resource (Dess & Shaw, 2001).   

Dimensions and conditions  

In an attempt to clarify the dimensions of social capital, Nahapiet and Ghosal (1998) 

created a framework that classified three elements of the resource—structural, cognitive and 

relational.  They maintain that conditions of stability, interdependence, interaction and closure 

contribute to the development and flow of social capital.  Family business scholars argue that 

family businesses have more of the elements and conditions for the cultivation of social capital 

than their non family business counterparts (Arregle, Hitt, Sirmon, & Very, 2007; Pearson et al., 

2008; Sorenson et al., 2009).   The structural facet refers to the pattern of linkages between actors 

and the ability to use networks created for one purpose in the pursuit of another goal—the 

“appropriablity” of the resource.  It is “the ability to leverage the family structure to benefit the 

organization” (Carr et al., 2011, p. 8).  Family connections yield ties that are more powerful, 

more durable and more immediately available than ties in non family institutions (Danes, 

Stafford, Haynes, & Amarapurkar, 2009; Hoffman et al., 2006).  These internal network ties of 



60 

 

the family are transferred to the business and strengthen the structural dimension of the firm’s 

social capital (Pearson et al., 2008).  

 The cognitive component of social capital refers to the cultivation and existence of 

shared meanings (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998).  Shared vision and meanings are enhanced and 

distinctive in FBs since the purpose of the FB “is often deeply embedded in the family’s history” 

(Pearson et al., 2008, p. 957).  The relational aspect of social capital focuses on the kinds of 

personal interactions that actors develop with each other.  Family members collaborate and share 

history, norms, values, obligations and identification that contribute to the family social capital 

(Pearson et al., 2008; Sorenson & Bierman, 2009; Sorenson et al., 2009).  Social capital arises 

from deeply held norms and values which originated in childhood socialization (Portes, 1998).  

These norms extend beyond the sharing of material and tangible resources to the exchange of 

fondness and high regard.  Family social capital includes “expressions of respect and deference” 

(Furstenberg, 2005, p. 816).  The norms are developed via where family members meet and talk 

to define and clarify their principles (Sorenson et al., 2009).  FBs have governance institutions, 

namely family councils and family meetings that are specific to them and that allow for the 

articulation and adoption of family norms (Montemerlo, Gnan, Schulze, & Corbetta, 2004; 

Sorenson & Bierman, 2009). 

Family businesses are able to achieve higher levels of social capital because they have 

more of the conditions--stability, interaction, interdependence and closure-- necessary for the 

cultivation and growth of that asset (Pearson et al., 2008).  FBs have increased stability because 

of intergenerational involvement and reciprocity (Arregle, Hitt, Sirmon, & Very, 2007).  Family 

social capital is an integral part of intergenerational relationships (Edwards, 2004).  If  family 

social capital is high in a family, the connections and exchanges go beyond the nuclear family 
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and into extended kin (Furstenberg & Kaplan, 2004).   Same generation family members 

working in and leading FBs are likely to have been influenced by members of the preceding 

generation.  In turn, they influence future generations.  Social capital needs stability to develop in 

terms of the time spent to build and foster relationships.  Children spend their lives within the 

family and are socialized over a long period of time.  Relationships among family members are 

deep rooted and long in the making.  Families bring into the business “both a shared history over 

time and relatively durable, lasting relationships” (Pearson et al., 2008, p. 961).   This continuity 

of ownership and influence contributes to the stability that is a condition for social capital. 

In FBs where shareholders and managers belong to the same family group, business 

issues are driven by shared family objectives and values (Gersick, 1997).  Family members are 

linked not only by familial ties but by joint ownership in the business.  Family members have 

vested interest in the financial success of the firm, especially since FB shares are not always easy 

to sell (Arregle et al., 2007).  The communal nature of FBs increases the level of 

interdependence among family members who own and/or manage the FB.  This interdependence 

fosters more social capital.  Interdependence is likely to create more chances for interaction. 

There is often an overlap between family membership, ownership and management of FBs 

(Tagiuri & Davis, 1982).  The same people are likely to be involved in all three systems and have 

more opportunities for interaction.  Family members within a business interact outside of the 

business more than non-family members (Pearson et al., 2008).  Enhanced interaction is a 

condition for the creation of social capital within the firm (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). 

Closure refers to the strength of boundaries between the firm and its externalities.  Higher 

levels of  social capital derive from systems with closed networks (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998).  

Norms and values within the boundaries are easier to uphold if there is a strong sense of closure 
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(Hoffman et al., 2006).  By definition, a family has a boundary in that a person is either a 

member of the family by blood or marriage or is not.  However, the close knit nature of the 

family determines the extent to which family members identify with the family. Within the FB, 

the top management positions are held by family members and there are limits to the external 

influences allowed.  Arregle et al. (2007) maintain that even in FBs where the connections are 

not so intense, the boundaries are still less permeable than in non FBs.  Closed networks have 

denser social capital (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). 

Outcomes  

Family social capital, as a contributor to family business social capital is valuable only to 

the extent that it yields a positive effect on FB performance.  There are a handful of studies 

which seek to explore the connection between family social capital and family business 

outcomes.  These reveal that FBs with high levels of social capital are more likely to achieve 

organizational success than those with lower levels (Hoffman et al., 2006).  Firms with a high 

level of family social capital show increased business performance and have a competitive 

advantage (Danes et al., 2009; Sorenson et al., 2009).   FBs use their store of organizational 

social capital and their interconnectedness within the community to generate new business 

ventures (Zahra, 2010).  A study of FBs which have been in existence for three generations in the 

same business revealed that family social capital contributed to value creation across generations 

(Salvato & Melin, 2008).   “Social capital is the engine of family specific strategic processes” 

(Salvato & Melin, 2008, p. 260). 

From the family point of view and in particular the owner’s perspective, social capital is 

more important than financial or human capital in contributing to the longevity of the business 

(Danes et al., 2009).  Family enterprises have high levels of social capital and when children are 
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involved in the enterprises, there “is a sense of lasting obligations across generations” 

(Furstenberg, 2005, p. 813).  Families with high social capital seem better equipped to develop 

the human capital of the next generation (Danes et al., 2009).  Members of the next generation 

are groomed to be the leaders of the business and may well become Co-CEOs.  Since strong 

family social capital results in developing next generation leaders, the extent and nature of 

family social capital influences the implementation and functioning of Co-CEOship in family 

businesses.  The question arises as to how to determine the level of social capital within a family.  

Measurement  

The measurement of family social capital is a difficult undertaking.  This is due in part to 

the lack of a common definition “much less a common measurement” (Furstenberg & Kaplan, 

2004, p. 219).  Researchers often resort to measuring the outcomes of family social capital and 

are not always able to empirically link the indicators with the elements (Stone, 2001).  

Furstenberg (2005) suggests that family social capital can be measured by examining normative 

consensus and commitment within the family, the degree to which family members feel 

embedded in extended family relationships and the extent to which family members make use of 

these resources.  Additionally, Furstenberg (2005) suggests that a family has high internal social 

capital when family members feel that they must attend family gatherings and conform to family 

values and standards.   Even when there is agreement on some of the components of family 

social capital—trust, obligations, reciprocity—these are often measured by scales not designed to 

capture the essence of social capital (Furstenberg, 2005).  

Identification of dimensions, however, does not necessarily lead to consensus on 

approaches to measurement.  Stone (2001) lists a variety of methods – contextual questions, 

surveys, observations, case study, social experiments—that may be utilized to measure social 
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capital.  FB researchers who incorporate family social capital into their study of family firms 

lament that specific “social capital measures are scarce” (Danes et al., 2009, p. 204).   In the 

absence of any agreed upon concepts for family social capital, researchers select those that they 

postulate are representative of the construct and choose survey questions to address those (Danes 

et al., 2009; Sorenson & Bierman, 2009).  Within recent months, researchers have developed a 

new instrument to measure internal social capital within a family (Carr et al., 2011).   This 

instrument proposes four measures for each of the structural, relational and cognitive dimensions 

of social capital described by Nahapiet and Ghosal (1998).  While family social capital is often 

measured quantitatively (Hoelscher, 2002), there are those who advocate for using both 

qualitative and quantitative measures (Grootaert & Van Bastelaer, 2002).  The use of qualitative 

methods is advocated to help the researcher to better access the significance and understanding 

of social interactions in specific contexts (Stone, 2001).  Family Business is one such specific 

context in which family social capital is appropriated into the business and has “the ability to  

shape and pursue the vision of the business for long periods of time” (Carr et al., 2011, p. 7).  

The next section looks at what is known about family businesses and its intersection with 

Co –CEOs as a subset of shared leadership, and family social capital. 

 

Family Business, Co-CEOs and Family Social Capital 

Family businesses are increasingly implementing Co-CEOs (Dennis et al., 2009; 

Frauenheim, 2009).  This may yet prove to be one of the competitive advantages that FB scholars 

believe distinguish FBs from non-FBs (Habbershon & Williams, 1999).   Family social capital is 

a distinct resource that is not available to non FBs (Sorenson & Bierman, 2009).  This section 

explores the relationship among these three phenomena. 
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Family Business and Co-CEOs 

Family business ownership and management usually evolve chronologically from 

founder to sibling partnership to cousin consortium (Gersick, 1997).  At the founding stage, the 

firm is usually led by the sole leader who exercises strong authority and is loath to share 

leadership.  In some cases the FB may be founded by co-preneurs who may share leadership or 

decide “pretty quickly which one of them is going to be in charge” (Hamilton, 1999, p. 64) .  

When the business moves to the sibling partnership, there is the possibility of the firm being run 

by a sibling team (Aronoff & Ward, 1997).  This likelihood increases more when the FB makes 

the transition to the next generation and cousins own and operate the business (Lansberg, 1999).  

Succession is more of a process than an event and takes place over a number of years.  There is 

likely to be overlap between the generations managing the business in the so called 

multigenerational firms.  

Cater and Justis (2010) studied multigenerational firms in the midst of succession.  In 

particular, they examined the factors which affect implementation of informal shared leadership 

among the successor generation in those firms at various stages of the succession process.  They 

determined that throughout the process, long term orientation and close communication impacted 

shared leadership positively, while resistance to change negatively affected shared leadership.  

Family ties make a positive difference in how the top management team members get along and 

how they manage behavioral dynamics (Ensley & Pearson, 2005).  Miller and Le Breton Miller 

(2006) argue that family member TMTs may have advantages from both the agency and the 

stewardship perspective.  More family member executives mean that family members are able to 

supervise managers more closely, thus reducing agency costs.  Family member executives have 



66 

 

financial and non financial interests in the business and are more apt to “make responsible, 

farsighted decisions in many areas of the company” (Miller & Le-Breton-Miller, 2006, p.80). 

FB scholars acknowledge the benefits of top management teams (Aronoff & Ward, 1997; 

Lansberg, 1999).  Some may even consider shared leadership “a viable choice for multi-

generational family firms” (Cater  & Justis, 2010, p. 581).  There is support for top management 

family member teams that meet regularly and share ideas (Aronoff & Ward, 1997; Lansberg, 

1999).  Even so, the FB literature reflects some reluctance in the past to embrace Co-CEOS cited 

as an “uncommon leadership arrangement” (Lansberg, 1999, p. 216).  Hoover and Hoover 

(1999) considered the implementation of Co-CEOs in family businesses to be “disastrous” (p. 

149).  However, Aronoff et al. (1997) indicate that “Co-CEOs may increase family unity, reduce 

family conflict, enhance authority and strengthen communication” (p. 53).  They maintain that 

synergy among the leaders is of benefit to the business.  Yet, they are hesitant to recommend the 

arrangement unless there are clear guidelines and rules with regard to decision making and a 

united front.  FB scholars are beginning to take notice of this leadership arrangement as more 

and more FBs implement Co-CEOs (Montemerlo et al., 2008).  There is more of a recognition 

that it is not merely a case of convenience and  may well be a good structure for FBs (Aronoff, 

1998, p. 182).  

Perhaps it is the composition and type of dyad that decides whether the arrangement is 

successful or not.  Nicholson and Bjornberg (2006) classify different types of leadership couples 

in FBs based on generation, the formality of the arrangement, and whether the pair includes a 

non family member.  They further differentiate between pairs that maintain separate domains of 

responsibility and those where the Co-CEOs have equal say in main decisions and are able to fill 

in for each other.  In the former, they maintain that power distance and role differentiation are 
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medium to low while in the latter, those characteristics are low.  They characterize the low power 

distance and low role differentiation pair as genuine shared leadership.  In those situations, there 

is mutual and equal authority and support, “although this will depend upon the personality 

dynamics of the relationship” (Nicholson & Björnberg, 2006, p. 109).  

Co-CEOs and Family Social Capital 

The dynamics of the relationship between the family member Co-CEOs may be attributed 

to the internal family social capital.  Relationships do not form independent of surrounding 

norms and mores, but within the individual culture of a family (Shams & Björnberg, 2006).   The 

intersection of family and business subsystems creates “familiness” the essence of which has 

been explained by the dimensions of social capital (Pearson et al., 2008).  Social capital, and in 

particular the relational aspect of it, as created by each family, will contribute to successful 

dynamics within the FB (Ensley & Pearce, 2001).  Leadership can be considered an outcome that 

“is reflected in the social capital of the team” (Day et al., 2004, p. 860).  In particular, the 

egalitarianism suggested by the Co-CEO arrangement is a result of strong family relationships 

(Lansberg, 1999).  Family is indeed “ a natural environment for breeding professional duos” 

(Alvarez & Svejenova, 2005, p. 129) . Co-CEOs are a quintessential form of those duos.  

 

Conclusion 

Shared leadership represents a departure from the heroic leadership model of the 20
th

 

century.  It is a collective construct and suggests that leadership is not the domain of any one 

anointed and appointed person.  Instead, in shared leadership, members of a top management 

team influence each other and collectively arrive at decisions which impact the organization.  

While there have been some empirical studies and theoretical formulations concerning shared 
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leadership, there are not enough “fine grained” qualitative studies into the relationships among 

those who share leadership.  This oversight in the research may well be due to the informal and 

emergent nature of shared leadership.  Shared leadership is not usually formally acknowledged 

as per titles and organizational charts. Indeed, it is cited as existing even when there is one 

named vertical leader.  There is one notable exception though—the naming and implementation 

of Co-CEOs.  

Co-CEOs are a particular subset of shared leadership which involves the sharing of an 

executive office.  While there have been some instances of the appointment of more than two 

Co-CEOs, the majority of cases exist where the organization is formally led by a pair of named 

Co-CEOs (Mutual et al., 2007).   This introduces the concept of dyadic working relationships 

and the effect of those dynamics on the sharing of leadership.  The dyadic relationship is 

influenced by norms of reciprocity, synergy, communication, trust, self disclosure.  The 

appointment of Co-CEOs is not a common mode of structuring in most organizations.  The 

exception is family businesses where the use of Co-CEOs is increasingly utilized. 

This raises the question of the contextual factors within FBs that may be contributing to 

the increased use of this shared leadership arrangement.  FBs have unique competitive resources, 

termed “familiness” which set them apart from non family businesses (Habbershon & Williams, 

1999).  Familiness has been further defined as including human, financial and social capital 

(Sirmon & Hitt, 2003).  The social capital in a family business is a result of the family 

involvement in the business and is not available to non FBs (Arregle et al., 2007; Pearson et al., 

2008; Sorenson & Bierman, 2009).  In particular the internal family social capital is based on 

family ties, relationships, collective vision and a strong level of identity (Carr et al., 2011).   

Shared leadership seems to flourish where there is “ a stronger collective and relational identity 
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than is required for hierarchical leadership” (Shondrick, Dinh, & Lord, 2010, p. 973).  Internal 

family social capital may well be a strong contributory factor to the implementation and 

functioning of Co-CEOs.  

This study seeks to explore the phenomenon of paired family member Co-CEOs in 

family business.  The expectation is that the rising trend in this sector may be best investigated 

by applying the multiple lenses of shared leadership, dyadic working relationships and internal 

family social capital.  The next chapter details the methodology and methods used to investigate 

Co-CEOs in a family business. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

 

In Chapter 2, the theoretical framework for this study was explored.  This research 

project examined a pair of Co-CEOs in a family business with three sets of lenses as it were—

shared leadership, internal social capital and dyadic relationships.  The shared leadership exists 

between two people who share the top post in a FB.  The context for this study is a family 

business which is a combination of a family sub-system and a business sub-system.  Finally, 

since this study is limited to two people sharing the highest executive post, there is an emphasis 

on the bi-lateral relationship between the two.  This encompassing view required that the 

methods employed include a variety of sources. This chapter sets out the research design and 

methods employed in the study.  The purpose of this study was to explore Co-CEOship as a 

subset of shared leadership in family businesses.  It examined how a pair of family member Co-

CEOs shares leadership of a FB.  It further examined the role of the family and family 

relationships, as manifest by internal family social capital in the functioning of the Co-CEOs. 

The study focused on the primary question and the corollary question: 

1. What is the nature of shared leadership between two family member Co-CEOs in a 

family owned and operated business?   

2. What is the role of internal family social capital in the dynamics between the two Co-

CEOs? 

The different factors involved here and the shortages of prior empirical studies suggested a 

specific methodological approach. 

 

 



71 

 

Research Design 

Qualitative research 

Qualitative research does not test a priori thoughts nor does it seek to confirm or falsify 

theory.  Indeed it uses theory as a “broad explanation for behavior and attitudes” (Creswell, 

2009, p. 61).  This study used theory as a framework and was not driven by any one view or 

explanation of the functioning of Co-CEOs in FBs.  It is an exploratory study to gain some 

understanding of the factors involved in this arrangement. When there is need for a “complex 

detailed understanding of the issue” (Creswell, 2009, p. 40), the recommended methodology is 

qualitative research.  Qualitative research is conducted in a natural setting where the context 

provides meaning for the participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The meaning is subject to 

interpretation both by the participants and the researcher (Stake, 1995). 

 

Ontology and Epistemology 

 Given the subjective nature of interpretation, there may well be a tendency to assume that 

the world view of qualitative research and in particular, the ontological view of this study, is one 

in which there is no reality outside of the observer.  Crotty (1998) makes the distinction though, 

that an objective view of the existence of external reality does not exclude placing individual 

meanings to that reality.  This view is echoed by Van de Ven (2007) who adopts a critical 

realistic view of scientific research.  There is a reality independent of and external to the 

observer.  However, it is in the mind of the observed and observer, that significance is given to 

that reality.  People assign interpretations to their experiences and thus construct meaning 

(Creswell, 2007).  That meaning may be assigned to what exists in the real world.  Meaning is 

generated out of interaction processes with others and is based on people’s historical and cultural 
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backgrounds.  It is generated through social contact and hence is said to be “socially constructed” 

Crotty (1998, p. 54).  Crotty labels this way of accessing the external world “social 

constructionism.”  It combines the objectivity of the existence of reality with the subjectivity of 

interpretation. 

 The participants in this study will have arrived at conclusions and thoughts based on their 

own filters, built upon cultural contexts.  It is meaning that is collectively generated and 

transmitted to the extent that it may well appear to be one clear and objective truth.  But there is 

no “one true or valid interpretation.  There are useful interpretations” (Crotty, 1998, p. 47).  It is 

the job of the researcher to access as much as possible the meaning that the individual gives to a 

situation.  The researcher in turn attempts to assemble and report these explanations in a 

transparent and objective manner.  Yet, the researcher also is a product of his or her cultural 

context and is likewise socially constructing the meaning.  Thankfully there is recognition that 

“epistemological purity doesn’t get research done” (Miles & Huberman, 1984, p. 21).  That 

caveat having been articulated, this study adopts a social constructionist paradigm in its methods.  

In particular, the case study was selected as the method of choice.  

 

Case Studies 

In deciding on an appropriate method of research, the overriding consideration is the 

nature of evidence that is needed to answer the research questions (Creswell, 2007).  This study 

sought insight into how family member Co-CEOs function in family business.  It is a detailed 

look at the processes involved in this special case of shared leadership.  The study was conducted 

in the specific context of family business where research is best conducted by “understanding the 

interaction between the firm, the family and individual family members and their influence on 
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the business” (Nordqvist et al., 2009, p. 95).  These conditions are best fitted to a case study 

which Yin (2009) says “is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in 

depth and within its real life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and 

context are not clearly evident” (p. 18).   Co-CEOship in FBs is a phenomenon that is 

inseparable from the context.  The “familiness” factor is a contributor to the implementation and 

functioning of the family member Co-CEOs. 

The distinguishing feature of case study is its use of multiple modes of evidence in its 

consideration of any finding (Yin, 1981).  This triangulation is meant to strengthen the logical 

inferences drawn from case studies and to inspire confidence in the researchers’ interpretations.  

This is a necessary feature to combat charges of anecdotalism in case studies—a criticism that is 

often leveled at case studies (Smith, 1990).   Another issue that has plagued case study research 

is the question of generalizability (Merriam, 1998).  It is a term usually associated with the 

practice of extrapolating from a representative sample to a general population.  Case study 

research cannot claim that it is generalizable in that sense since it is usually a single and 

particular case being considered.  However, Lincoln and Guba (1985) claim that case studies can 

build “naturalistic generalizations” which are “more intuitive, empirical, based on personal direct 

and vicarious generalization” (p. 120).  Yin (2009) asserts that case studies are appropriate for 

“analytic generalization” where the findings contribute at some level to theory development.  

This inference from the specific to the more universal is dependent on the reader’s view 

regardless of the type of case study.  

Case studies have been classified as descriptive, exploratory or explanatory (Yin, 2009).  

Merriam (2001) identifies cases as being descriptive, interpretive and evaluative, categories 

which are closely aligned to Yin’s labels.  This case study is exploratory.  It goes beyond an 
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account of what is happening to explore the factors that contribute to the functioning of the Co-

CEOs.  It makes no claims of causality or correlation.  Nonetheless, it is advanced as valuable 

“because it so effectively displays the complex interplay of particular circumstances” (Weiss, 

1995, p. 32).  The effort is aimed at revealing the factors that influence the functioning of Co-

CEOs in FBs.  It is meant to shine light on a phenomenon about which little is known.  

 

Methods 

Case Search 

This study explored the dynamics of family member Co-CEOs in a family business.  

Given the range of situations that this broad statement covers, it is necessary to further delineate 

the criteria used to identify and select a case.  Given the lack of a universal definition and 

understanding of what is a family business, the primary consideration is to ensure that the case 

context chosen conformed to the definition of a FB as employed by this study: “a business firm 

may be considered a family business to the extent that its ownership and management are 

concentrated within a family unit, and to the extent its members strive to achieve, maintain 

and/or increase intra-organizational family-based relatedness” (Litz, 1995, p. 78). 

To maintain the distinction between co-leadership with one named leader directing a 

team, and Co-CEOs who share authority, the Co-CEO/Co-Presidents must be identified and 

labeled as such.  The limited research on Co-CEOs found that 51% are either co-founders or 

pairs of siblings who inherit the position (Dennis et al., 2009).   The 2007 Mass Mutual Survey 

revealed that the majority of those FBs which have Co-CEOs report that they are led by a pair, 

hence the limitation to two Co-CEOs.  Additionally, Alvarez and Svejenova (2005) maintain that 

a triad of joint leaders is more akin to role distribution than role sharing.  Co-founders have 
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leadership tasks which are specific to the initial stages of a business.  They are also more likely 

to possess skills that are best suited to start ups and not to continuing the business (O'Toole et al., 

2002).  In studies of executives sharing the top post, there has been attention given to founders 

far more than those who jointly lead the firm at a later stage (Alvarez & Svejenova, 2005).  The 

criterion for this study is a FB that has had at least one transition from founder stage and has 

already demonstrated an ability to maintain the connectedness between family and business, as 

per the cited definition.  

  This study was focused on the dynamics between the Co-CEOs from an owning family and 

was not limited to nuclear families only.  There was no stipulation that the Co-CEOs be siblings.  

The study did stipulate though that the pair be from the same generation.  This requirement 

sought  to limit the intergenerational dynamics that are a part of a multigenerational team (Grote, 

2003).  The intent of the study was to investigate, observe and record the nature of the interaction 

between the dyad and to explore how they share leadership.  While communication and influence 

are not limited to physical co-location, the presence of the Co-CEOs at one site made for more 

immediate observation.  For the period between 1998 and 2005, it was found that the average 

tenure of CEOs was approximately six years (Kaplan & Minton, 2006).  However, the tenure of 

family member leaders in FBs is 17.6 years compared to the 6.43 years for non FB leaders 

(Sharma, 2004).  The criterion that the structure be in place for at least three years reflects a 

belief that should the arrangement prove to be untenable, the leadership couple would have 

dissolved within the first three years of the arrangement.  After the research for this study was 

completed, Arena et al. (2011) observed from their data that the average length of Co-CEOs in 

public firms is about 4.5years.  This study did not put specifications on the size and financial 

success of the FB nor did it explore any connection between the performance of firms with Co-
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CEOs and the appointment of joint leaders. However, it did specify that the case be one that has 

attained at least industry wide average success.  

 This study utilized the snowball technique of identifying participants as endorsed by case 

study scholars (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2009).  The criteria listed below were circulated to family 

business advisors and researchers, members of Family Business Associations, and colleagues at 

the George Washington Executive Leadership Program with a request for referral.  The case was 

to be a family business with Co-CEOs/ Co-Presidents where:  

1. The Co-CEO pairs are from the same generation. 

2. The Co-CEOs are not founders or co-preneurs. 

3. The pair must have been Co-CEOs for at least three years and the arrangement appears to 

be working. 

4. The pair should be physically co-located for most of the working time. 

5. They must be running a company that has achieved at least average success within its 

industry.  

Smith (1990) believes that the relevance of the chosen case is important in so much as it 

offers explanations and elaborations of the phenomenon.  It need not be typical or statistically 

representative.  Yin (2009) lists five features of an exemplary case—it must be nationally 

significant, complete, offer alternative explanations, display ample and relevant evidence, and be 

engaging.  This research does not claim to report on an exemplary case but attempted, as far as 

possible, to adhere to Yin’s features.  The intent was to make the case complete by adhering to 

Yin’s criteria of paying attention to the boundaries of the case and of gathering as much evidence 

as possible to support any claims.  The final determination of whether the case sufficiently meets 

criteria to be deemed exemplary will be made by readers. 
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Case Selection 

The outreach yielded a few possible cases and while they were all interesting, they fell 

short in one or other of the listed criteria.  There were three brothers running a firm but while 

their business cards listed each of them as Chief Executive Officer, they did not use the prefix Co 

before the designation.  Another case had a pair of designated Co-CEOs from different 

generations.  Yet another had been appointed Co-CEOs a bare three years before.  The interest 

shown in the study by fellow family business advisors was heartening.  They reported in two 

instances that they were advising families who were about to install this leadership arrangement.  

I obtained a few requests for relevant literature regarding Co-CEOs and for copies of my final 

paper.  Eventually, a classmate directed me to a very successful family owned company that was 

led by Co-President brothers.  He introduced me to a senior employee of the company who in 

turn solicited the involvement of the Co-Presidents.  After sending explanatory emails, we 

scheduled a phone call and I was able to speak to one of the Co-Presidents who indicated that 

they were in agreement with my conducting the research at their company.  

The company: A case study in hospitality 

To maintain confidentiality, the pseudonym Eat ‘n Sleep replaces the company name and 

signifies the nature of the industry to which it belongs.  This is a hospitality company which 

owns and operates hotels as a franchisee and owns its own separate restaurant brand independent 

of the hotels.  The company owns and operates company restaurants as well as franchises the 

restaurant brand to other operators.  The company was founded in 1980 by the father of the Co-

Presidents who opened his first restaurant in his hometown after serving a long stint as a senior 

employee in a national hotel chain.  By 1998 when the two brothers became Co-Presidents, the 

company had opened seven more restaurant locations and had built and opened its first hotel.  
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Today the company owns 20 of its own restaurants, has 31 restaurant franchisees and owns 

and/or manages six hotels.  While the company manages one hotel in which it has no ownership 

interest and two in which they share ownership, the parent company is wholly and solely owned 

by members of the founder’s family.  

The company is by far the biggest hotelier in its county that is within commuting distance 

of the nation’s capital.  The county houses the headquarters of a top national construction 

contractor.  The success of Eat ‘n Sleep has led to national recognition and the restaurant 

division was recently highly ranked in Franchise Times magazine as one of “20 to watch.”  Their 

hotels likewise obtain top scores in guest satisfaction surveys and their performance exceeds 

industry averages.  The company is slated to open the first Leadership and Environmental Design 

(LEEDS) certified hotel of a nationally known chain.  The hotel franchisors publicly 

acknowledge that they “couldn’t be more thrilled” with the family and place them “at the top of 

our list.”  Despite this success and growth to almost 900 employees, a recent retiree lauded “the 

family atmosphere” of working in the company.  

The company seems to be one that values open communication and transparency and in 

the lunch room, there is a pie chart showing allocation of earnings.  There is also a whiteboard in 

the general office area with monthly financial metrics.  The lunch room bulletin board lists 

monthly birthdays and work anniversaries for all employees, office, restaurants and hotels. The 

company has two conference rooms and they were often occupied by different employees 

holding joint meetings.  There was a sign on the refrigerator offering free baseball box office 

tickets to any employee on a first come, first served basis.  It is a very informal office and all 

employees are on a first name basis. 
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The company is also very community oriented and the family has a sterling reputation in 

its hometown.  The hotel franchisor’s representative was quoted in a newspaper article at one of 

the hotel’s openings as saying that this family “is at the top of our list. I am honored to be here. 

They have done so much from their heart for the community.”  The Co-Presidents were recently 

jointly awarded the Distinguished Citizen Award by the county’s Boy Scout Association.  

Compared to other companies, Eat’n Sleep is considered “unusual for a business” according to 

one of the Co-Presidents since it is both a franchisor (of restaurants) and a franchisee (of hotels).  

That has prompted Cornell University to invite the Co-Presidents to present a seminar on their 

experience. They have conducted those lectures on two separate occasions. 

 

Data Collection 

 Lincoln and Guba (1985) cite three phases of a naturalistic inquiry.  Phase 1 is the 

“orientation and overview” phase.  During this time, the aim is to gather as much advance 

knowledge as possible and begin to determine what is relevant and important to pursue further.  

Phase II, termed “focused exploration” is where the researcher gets more detailed information 

about what is deemed important in Phase 1.  Phase III covers the writing of the report and 

member checks for accuracy. It may also present further opportunities for data gathering.   This 

project proceeded along Lincoln and Guba’s outline and the phases were completed over a 7 

month period (See Table 3-1). 

Phase 1 

 Before making a request of the case for entry, I conducted a preliminary search to 

ascertain whether the company met my criteria for participation.  The company’s website and 

press articles revealed that it was indeed a family owned and operated company, led by a pair of 
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brother Co-Presidents for over a decade.  All indications were that the company had achieved 

greater than average success in its industry.  I engaged my colleague who lived in the same town 

in which the company is headquartered as to his familiarity with the company and specifically, 

the nature of the Co-Presidents.  I had communication with a senior employee of the company to 

whom my colleague had referred me.  Once I had determined that indeed this was a viable 

selection, I made contact with the Co-Presidents and a phone call was arranged.  Only one of the 

Co-Presidents spoke with me on the phone, and I was able to explain the scope and requirements 

of the project.  He indicated that the company would allow me to conduct my research there and 

both brothers signed the permission letter.  He offered that the senior employee with whom I had 

been in touch could help with logistics.  He also offered information that while he and his brother 

shared an executive assistant, they were easily reached by email or phone and I could contact 

them directly if needed.  This company is not within easy reach of my home and I would have to 

fly there to achieve personal contact. 

 Once I received the official approval from the Internal Review Board, I set about 

obtaining as much advance information as I could about the company.  I pored over documents 

obtained from the company’s website and other internet postings.  I was able to get a preliminary 

sense of the company, its principals and its growth and achievements to date.  I requested that the 

company provide me with any available company documents that covered the company history 

and profile, organizational structures, the leadership arrangement, the family history and any 

other documentation they deemed useful.  I was told that I would receive those documents at my 

first visit.  While I had shared with the Co-Presidents my criteria for interviewees – internal and 

external stakeholders who had had at least 6 months contact with both of them—I did not solicit 

any list of potential participants. My first visit was not to include any interviews; it was in the 
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nature of a personal introduction and familiarization.  I subsequently learned from one of their 

employees that the Co-Presidents “like to do a lot of things face to face” because they are “more 

comfortable” with that mode of contact.  This initial familiarization visit turned out to be in 

keeping with the company culture.  It also allowed for a period of observation before interviews 

which Merriam (1998) considers as “a particularly helpful strategy for understanding ill defined 

phenomena” (p.96).    

 When I arrived for that first visit, the desk plaque that identified the receptionist read 

“Director of First Impressions.”  My first impressions and the manner in which I was greeted and 

treated that day led me to conclude that these people belong in the hospitality industry.  I had 

booked myself into one of the hotels they manage and my experience began the evening before 

when I arrived at the location.  I received a warm welcome and my needs were anticipated before 

I could voice them.  At the office I walked past newspaper articles that had been enlarged and 

framed.  In two of the articles, I noticed pictures of the Co-Presidents.  There was a trophy case 

with awards that the company had won.  I was ushered into a conference room and was joined by 

the Co-Presidents, coffee in hand.  At that meeting I formed my first impressions of the Co-

Presidents and was able to observe the easy interaction between them which was borne out as the 

research continued.  Together they identified a preliminary list of potential interviewees—

employees, external stakeholders and family members.  My senior employee liaison was 

unexpectedly not at work that day due to a family emergency, and I was introduced to their 

executive assistant who became one of my two “co-liaisons” for the duration of the research 

project.  It was my induction into the “sharedness” of the way the company does business. 

 At that meeting I gave the Co-Presidents copies of the consent form which all 

interviewees would sign (See Appendix A) and the recruitment script (Appendix B).  They 
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communicated to me their travel schedule over the next couple of months, and I was able to 

suggest times for my future visits that would ensure that they would both be in office.  I received 

some documentation about the company – an organization chart listing, company profile, a 

document outlining the 2011 strategic goals, and I was directed to the website for bios of the 

executive team.   Each document as well as press releases and other information gleaned from 

the internet were indexed by use of a Document Summary Form (Appendix C).  I was given a 

familiarization tour of the offices and introductions to a couple of employees who crossed my 

path.  I was determined to eat a variety of menu items in as many of their restaurant locations as I 

could and to stay at different company owned hotels during my visits.  To this end, my co-liaison 

gave me a listing of the restaurants and hotels within easy reach of the offices.   

 As part of this phase, the Chair of my dissertation committee had suggested that I conduct 

pilot interviews with another pair of brother Co-CEOs.  I had met one member of a Co-CEO- 

headed business at a conference and he graciously consented not only to a joint interview with 

his brother but granted me access to one of their senior and long standing employees.  I 

conducted both interviews by phone and was able to share the transcripts with my Chair.  We 

then spoke of modifications that I could make to my interview protocol and technique.  The 

experience alerted me to the difficulties inherent in phone interviews and I was able to arrange 

for all interviews to be in person.  

 

Table 2.  Phases of Research 
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 PHASE I: Orientation 

and overview 

PHASE II:  Focused 

exploration 

PHASE III:  

 Member checks 

and report 

writing 

PURPOSE  To obtain detailed 

context and to 

determine who and 

what to follow up in 

next Phase 

To obtain detailed 

information about 

salient features of the 

Co-CEOship 

To obtain 

feedback from 

participants. 

DATA 

COLLECTION 

METHODS 

Document review 

 

Direct observation 

 

Interviews with 

employees, external 

stakeholders, family 

members. 

Joint and individual 

Co-CEO interviews 

Observation of 

meetings. Document 

review 

Submission of 

transcripts for 

member checks 

 

  

 

 

DATA ANALYSIS  

AND STORAGE 

Use of Atlas Ti to 

retain and analyze 

documents 

 

Record and transcribe 

interviews 

Coding with use of 

Atlas Ti 

Soft copies 

stored in Atlas Ti 

Binders to hold 

hard copies 

CONDUCTED   May-June  July-August September-

December 

 

Sample design 

During my first visit to the company, I had observed the row of executive offices with 

name plaques on the wall.  Those names were included in my list of interviewees to be 

contacted.  I was further directed by the Co-Presidents and the HR director to the two layers of 
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management below the executive team – district managers in the case of the restaurant division 

and unit managers for both divisions.  Very tellingly, the organization chart with which I was 

provided did not resemble the usual format of a hierarchical drawing but was a one page listing 

of names and titles, with direct reports listed under each executive.  The Co-Presidents had also 

identified external service providers all of whom were contacted.  The company does not operate 

a Board of Directors despite the designation of the founder and father as Chairman.  Apart from 

the Co-Presidents, there were no other family members who were employed on a permanent 

basis in the company. At the end of Phase I, I  had gathered  enough background information “ to 

get some handle on what is important enough to follow up in detail” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 

235).  I identified a list of potential interviewees and obtained their contact information.  I had 

observed the physical layout and paid attention to a waiting area which featured company awards 

and framed press releases.  I was ready to embark upon the detailed follow up in Phase II which 

Lincoln and Guba term “focused exploration”. 

 

Phase II 

During this phase, I sent out emails and in some cases made phone calls to recruit 

participants as per my script.  Of the 16 people initially contacted (not counting the Co-

Presidents), two declined to participate.  I had decided that I would first interview other 

stakeholders before conducting joint and then individual interviews with the Co-Presidents.   All 

interviews were semi-structured.  According to Merriam (1998), this will allow the researcher 

“to respond to the situation at hand, to the emerging world view of the respondent, and to new 

ideas on the topic” (p. 74).  This was borne out by the recommendation of my senior liaison that 

I interview another manager who she thought would be helpful by nature of her exceptionally 
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long tenure of 30 years in the organization.  I was thus able to speak to members of three layers 

of management members of the executive team, district managers and unit managers.  I 

interviewed eight company employees, all at their place of work and one at my hotel.  The length 

of employment for employees ranged from 2 to 30 years. Three of the employees were members 

of the executive team and the others comprised the two layers of management below the 

executive level. 

The three external stakeholders are part of companies which provide services to Eat ‘n 

Sleep.  Two of the stakeholders had been the account representative for the company even before 

the Co-Presidents had assumed office.  They all had intimate knowledge of the company’s 

operations and would interact on a regular basis with the Co-Presidents.  I had originally planned 

to interview only the founder of the company who is the father of the Co-Presidents, their sister 

and the Co-Presidents’ wives.  After my interview with the founder, I asked and received 

permission to contact his wife   the mother of the Co-Presidents.  I thus spoke with all five family 

stakeholders who had active shareholding and/or participation in the family business. 

Interviews 

The approach in these interviews was not only to obtain facts and reports of events but 

also to solicit from the interviewees their opinion of occurrences past and current.  Yin (2009) 

considers this an “in-depth interview” as opposed to a “focused interview” in which the 

questions are intended for corroboration rather than discovery.  All interviewees were appraised 

as to the nature of the interviews and signed the Consent Form (Appendix A) before the 

interviews.  The 18 interviews were conducted at the office, on site at a company hotel and 

company restaurant, at external stakeholders’ offices and at family homes (See Table 3 for 

details of interviews).  Each group of interviewees as in family member, employee, and 
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stakeholder had a specific interview protocol (Appendices D-G).  The Co-Presidents were first 

interviewed jointly and then individually (Appendices H and I).  At the end of each interview, I 

immediately captured my initial impressions by filling out a Contact Summary Form (Appendix 

J).  This allowed for further development of interview questions as the interviews progressed as I 

was able to ask subsequent interviewees about issues raised (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  All 

interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed.  

 

Table 3.  Interviews 

Interviewees Date  

( 2011) 

Location Length  

(minutes) 

Transcript 

length (pp) 

Executive team 

member 

July 7 Company office 43 34 

Senior company 

employee 

July12 and 

August 17 

(follow up) 

Company office 103 57 

Executive team 

member 

July12 and 

July 13  

Company office 

and hotel 

69 41 

Executive team 

member 

July 13 Company office 60 37 

Restaurant 

manager 

July13 Company 

Restaurant 

31 25 

District 

manager 

July 13 Company office 49 45 

Family member July14 Company office 74 64 

Hotel manager July 14 Hotel 42 23 

Company 

employee 

July14 Company office 57 47 
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Interviewees Date  

( 2011) 

Location Length  

(minutes) 

Transcript 

length (pp) 

External 

stakeholder 

July15 Stakeholder’s 

office 

40 23 

External 

stakeholder 

July15 Stakeholder’s 

office 

37 23 

Family member August 22 Member’s home 55 33 

External 

stakeholder 

August 22 Stakeholder’s 

office 

74 33 

Family member August 23 Office 52 32 

Family member August 23 Member’s home 55 55 

Joint Co-

Presidents 

August 24 Company Office 52 51 

Co-President 1 August 24 Company office 69 41 

Co-President 2 August 24 Company office 54 36 

 

 

Observations 

  I was able to spend additional time at the company, having lunch in the company lunch- 

room, reading bulletin boards, chatting informally with the executive assistant and my senior 

liaison, observing the Co-Presidents as they conducted daily business.  I attended a meeting of 

financial statements review which was attended by the Co-Presidents and 6 other members of 

management.  I also had lunch at one of the company restaurants with the Co-Presidents, outside 

of scheduled interview times and was able to observe their interaction with each other and with 

their restaurant employees.  I visited and ate lunch in five company restaurants and visited four 

of the company hotels.  I was a guest at three of the hotels.  I compiled visit reports (Appendix 

K) after each visit and those reflected my observations for that visit (Merriam, 1998).    The data 
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gathering in this phase was conducted over a 6 week period and I visited the company for a few 

days on 2 separate occasions after the initial visit. 

 

Phase III 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) term this phase the “member check” phase.  The interviews 

were all transcribed by a professional transcriber.  I reviewed the transcripts for spelling errors 

and to ensure that they were complete.  I sent copies of the transcripts to interviewees within 10 

days of the interviews and requested that they ensure accuracy of the contents.  Only two 

interviewees made minor changes to the transcripts.  I also requested and obtained follow- up 

interviews with one of the participants. This phase includes the management of data, data 

analysis, and writing of the case report, all of which are detailed in the following sections. 

Data management and storage  

 All documents were electronically stored in folders on my personal computer that was 

securely pass-worded.  The documents and document cover sheets were stored in a binder as 

were the signed consent forms.  These binders were kept in my study at home and only I had 

access to that room.  Every visit/observation opportunity was documented by field notes and/or 

visit reports which were electronically stored.  All interviews were recorded and transcribed as 

suggested by Yin (2009), Stake (1995), and Merriam (2001). The recordings were kept and 

stored electronically. The transcripts were stored only electronically and no hard copies were 

printed.  

Data Analysis 

 The crux of qualitative research is the interpretation given by the researcher to the 

mounds of evidence which must substantiate those claims. This is data analysis—“the 
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reconstruction of those constructions” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 132) where the constructions 

refer to the data collected.  The data, as mentioned above, was collected via multiple procedures 

–observations, documents, interviews.  In quantitative research, data is not analyzed till the 

research is totally and completed collected.  Case study research scholars consider the data 

analysis of cases to be ongoing and not limited to any one stage of the process (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009).  This is in keeping with the inductive approach generally applied 

to this method of qualitative inquiry. This does not however preclude a systematic and strategic 

approach to data analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Yin, 2009).   

Stake (1995) describes two ways that the researcher assigns meaning—direct 

interpretation of individual events and aggregation of instances “till something can be said of 

them as a class” (p.74).  He advocates that case study researchers make use of both methods.  

The intent is to assign meanings and then search for patterns.  This is accomplished by assigning 

codes to relevant pieces of evidence and then aggregating those codes to a larger category 

(Creswell, 2007).  The categories may be determined a priori or emerge directly from the data 

(Creswell, 2007; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  While qualitative research leans towards emergence 

(Merriam, 1998), there is a school of thought which advocates for the combination of the two 

approaches (Creswell, 2009; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Although the phenomenon of Co-CEOs is 

under researched, this study created an initial framework to examine the functioning of the Co-

CEOs.  However, no codes were created before data analysis and the codes emerged from the 

data.  During the data collection, I created memos (Miles & Huberman, 1994) as patterns began 

to emerge.  

When I received a transcript, I listened to the original recording while reading the 

transcript to correct spelling errors and to fill in any portions not intelligible to the transcriber.  
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While I did not code any segments of transcripts at this point, I did take some additional notes as 

to memorable quotations and continued to memo during this time.  Once I had received all the 

transcripts, I began coding.  All transcripts, visit reports, company documents and newspaper 

articles had already been entered into Atlas ti and this was the program I used for the analysis.  I 

had attended a two-day workshop on the computer software and had access to a software 

consultant during my analysis.  All documents entered into the program were coded.  Halfway 

through my first round of coding, I reviewed codes and was able to merge some of the codes.  At 

the end of the first round of coding, I again reduced the number of codes from 44 to 36 and 

assigned categories to the codes. The categories were compilations of codes (Miles & Huberman, 

1994).  I then conducted a second round of coding to ensure that no salient issues were excluded.  

Once this was done, I examined the categories and noted that specific themes emerged.  The 

writing of the findings and interpretations of same were done over a period of three months with 

adequate time for reflection and review. 

 

Trustworthiness  

 Qualitative research has been subject to concerns about rigor of methodology (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  Case study methods, in particular have been questioned with regard to validity and 

reliability (Gibbert, Ruigrok, & Wicki, 2008).  Some case study theorists, in an attempt to prove 

the worth of the research, use the same language that quantitative researchers use—construct 

validity, internal validity, external validity and reliability (Yin, 2009).  Others have translated 

those terms into a language for qualitative research and invoke credibility, dependability, 

transferability and conformability as “alternatives that stand in a more logical and derivative 

relation to the naturalistic axioms” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 301).  The language is not as 
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consequential as the substance here which is to assure the reader or consumer of the research that 

it has been conducted in a fashion that could inspire confidence in the results. There are specific 

techniques to be applied for each criterion (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) and I was able to apply some 

of these techniques to assure the quality and rigor of this research. 

Credibility 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest five practices which increase the likelihood of credible 

results.  Each major technique encompasses distinct activities.  The first technique is meant to 

ensure that the results and interpretations are convincing and to this end they recommend 

prolonged engagement, persistent observation, and triangulation.  I was able to visit the company 

for a total of 11days and spent time observing the Co-Presidents in and out of office. I witnessed 

their interaction with employees.  I attended a financial statement review meeting for over 1 ½ 

hours.  Triangulation includes use of multiple methods, sources, investigators and theories.  I was 

able to satisfy three of these modes.  The method of data collection encompassed observation, 

document review and interviews.  Interviewees included employees, family members, external 

stakeholders and the Co-Presidents themselves.  Each of these groups represents a different 

source of information and lent a specific view on the Co-Presidency.  Not only did I use different 

sources of data, I triangulated within a source by using multiple groups of interviewees. This 

study was conducted via the multiple theory lenses of shared leadership and family social capital.   

The second technique Lincoln and Guba recommend is the external check of peer debriefing.  

One of my colleagues was given my list of categories and codes and reviewed excerpts from two 

interviews. In over 65% of the segments, our codes matched perfectly.  Negative case analysis is 

the third chief method for ensuring reliability of hypotheses.  During the research I refined 

memos to reflect changing thoughts.  The fourth mode of ensuring trustworthiness is referential 
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adequacy which ensures that records are kept for future review.  I have kept all records 

associated with this project.  The final source of credibility, according to Lincoln and Guba is 

member checking which was included in this study.  

Dependability 

Dependability is analogous to reliability and is assured in this project by the use of a peer 

audit of codes as described in the section on credibility. 

Confirmability 

Confirmability is assured by an independent auditor, triangulation, and the keeping of a 

reflexive journal where the researcher records impressions and personal reactions (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).   Triangulation was discussed in the section on credibility.  Confirmability 

according to Miles and Huberman (1984) is assured when conclusions arise out of the subject of 

the inquiry and not from the inquirer.  They further recommend that questions to be asked about 

this issue include queries about the existence of an “audit trail” which lists steps taken in the 

research process in detail as well as the availability of research records.  This study has provided 

affirmative answers to those questions. 

Transferability 

Transferability refers to the extent to which the reader is able to identify with the case and 

further generalize to analogous situations and environments.  This study makes no claims of 

transferability and the case report will give relevant and sufficient detail to allow the consumer 

of the research to draw his or her own conclusions as to the usefulness of the findings.  This is 

particularly pertinent to family businesses since they are so varied that  “the aim is not to find 

patterns and relationships that can be said to hold in all family businesses” (Nordqvist et al., 

2009, p. 299) .  



93 

 

Researcher Bias 

There is a danger that in a single case study the researcher may become too immersed in 

the situation and introduce undue bias (Yin, 2009).  I interviewed most of the family members in 

their homes; my senior liaison wanted to speak outside of interview time; the Co-Presidents and 

their father knew that I was a family business advisor and could easily slip into query mode 

about their company.  These situations were rife for personal involvement as a consultant and I 

was on guard constantly not to slip into advisor mode.  A case study is the epitome of “a human 

attempt to explain human phenomenon” (Smith, 1990, p. 24).  As the sole researcher, the 

interpretations I bestow on the data are subject to my own preconditioned views, trustworthiness 

techniques notwithstanding.  As a former top management team member in a family business, I 

have personal experience in what I considered to be informal shared leadership.  In my more 

recent career as a FB advisor, I have had two personal experiences with Co-CEOs.  The 

arrangement was not sustainable in one case but is continuing in the second.  My feeling is that 

Co-CEOship is an arrangement that can not only contribute to the success of the business but 

also improve family relationships.  Like Miles and Huberman (1984), I “acknowledge the 

imposition of the researcher’s vision on a messy world” (p.21).  This case report reflects the 

views of the subjects and the observed and reported realities of the situation.  Any claims made 

are substantiated to a large degree by direct quotations of participants.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter has detailed the methodology used in this research project.  In keeping with 

admonitions to utilize case study when the phenomenon and context are inseparable (Yin, 2009) 

a case study was employed to study the nature of shared leadership between Co-CEOs in a 

family owned and operated business.  Criteria were established and a case meeting those criteria 
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was selected after an extensive search.  The research proceeded along the three phases detailed 

by Lincoln and Guba (1984).  Phase 1 was the gathering of advance and preliminary information 

to map out the future research and to identify participants and observation opportunities.   

Participants were contacted and voluntarily agreed to participate in the research. 

 Phase II included interviews, document review and observations. The bulk of the data did 

come from interviews and 18 interviews were conducted over a six week period.  Interviewees 

were not drawn from company employees only and included the other stakeholder groups of 

family members and external stakeholders.  All interviews were transcribed and along with other 

documents, transferred to Atlas ti to assist in analysis.  Coding was emergent and done in two 

separate cycles.  Codes were condensed and a few categories identified.  Phase III covered the 

member checks of interview transcripts and the writing of the case report.  Various techniques 

were employed to ensure trustworthiness.  As a sole researcher, there is an onus to be as 

transparent as possible since there is little opportunity for external checks.  The next chapter 

reports on the findings and those are substantiated by observations and by quotations from 

interviewees and documents pertaining to the company. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

 

This chapter reports the major findings of this research study.  This case study was 

undertaken as an exploration into how family member Co- CEOs /Presidents share leadership in 

a family business.  While looking overall at the nature and functioning of shared leadership in 

this organization, an additional purpose of the study was to investigate the role of internal family 

social capital in the leadership dynamics between the two CEOs in the organization.  Data were 

gathered using document review, direct observation and interviews with 17 participants, 

including the Co-CEOs/presidents.  For ease of reporting, the participants are grouped as 

company employees (CE), external stakeholders (ES) and family members (FM).  With the 

exception of the Co-Presidents, there are no family members employed in the company. 

Eight company employees were interviewed and include members of the executive team, 

and the two layers of management below that executive level.  The three external stakeholders 

represent long standing service providers to the company. Each of those interviewees works 

directly with the Co-Presidents and has exposure to and experience with the owning family. 

Family members include the parents of the Co-Presidents who are referred to as Mr. and Mrs. 

Senior, their daughter and the spouses of the Co-Presidents.  The Co-Presidents are identified as 

Co-President Eat and Co-President Sleep.  The company is referred to by its pseudonym “Eat’ n 

Sleep” and in direct quotes, the company name and the Co-Presidents names have been replaced 

by the pseudonyms. 

The data were analyzed with the help of a computer program Atlas ti.  All documents 

were entered into the program and codes were identified and then combined at two subsequent 

reviews to yield themes.  The first section on the chapter addresses the history of the business 
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and its characteristics as a family business.  The second section reports on the appointment of the 

Co-Presidents and aspects of their shared leadership.  The final section includes findings on 

features of the Co-Presidents’ interpersonal relationship and its relation to the family 

characteristics. 

 

 A Family Owned Business 

 This section recounts the company history and its self identification as a family business. 

It gives details as to the nature of the owning family and how those characteristics influence the 

company as recounted by the employees, external stakeholders and family members.  

Company Start up 

Mr. Senior’s father “wanted to leave Chicago to start a new life, so to speak” and moved 

the family to Florida where he invested in a 36 room hotel with a friend.  Mr. Senior, at age 16, 

was none too happy with leaving his friends behind and to keep him busy, his father set him to 

work that first summer in the hotel.  The job was tedious and tough—taking inventory in a non- 

air conditioned storeroom from which he would emerge to deliver pages wet with his own sweat.  

Difficult as it was, Mr. Senior says that “it was the beginning of a life that I’ve really enjoyed for 

the last 50 plus years.”  After that first summer, he was shipped to the Northeast to continue his 

high school education during which time his father died and the hotel was sold, but not before 

Mr. Senior “got a taste of what it was all about.”   It was a taste that lingered and somehow got 

communicated to Mr. Senior’s high school principal who steered him towards Cornell University 

Hotel school.  “He knew of my background and knew that I had a certain passion; now why he 

knew that I cannot answer it.” 
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Decades after the fact, that passion for the hospitality industry is actively reflected in the 

way Mr. Senior, his family and Eat ‘n Sleep employees live up to their stated company value of 

providing to their guests, attention that is “relentless, gracious and urgent.”  Mr. Senior credits 

the training he received, when, upon graduation from Cornell, he went to work for a nationally 

acclaimed hotel chain that has grown from its humble origins as a family-run food stand to a 

publicly traded corporation.  He says of that owning family that “they’re incredible, they’re very 

fastidious” and taught him so much of what it took to be successful in the hospitality industry.   

In return, in 1968, he launched a restaurant brand (CB) for that company that at its peak had 

grown to encompass over 600 stores—company owned and franchised.   By 1979, Mr. Senior 

was in charge of the entire restaurant division of that company which ultimately decided to focus 

more on the hotel industry.  As part of that transition, he said that “they really encouraged me to 

do something else” and that something else he decided, was to open the first franchise of CB in 

his hometown.  Co-President Eat recounts in a newspaper article that on that fateful opening day 

of the company’s first restaurant in July 1980, "my brother, who was 20, was working as an 

assistant manager and "I was still in high school and was hosing off the parking lot and taking 

out the trash.”  A family member says of that time, “ I am sure he was very pressured, they told 

me, you know he had a little desk in the basement and had to figure out what to do and where to 

start a business.” 

Becoming a Family Business 

Mr. Senior reflects on that time and the launch of the business:  

I think as you look back on your life, you realize that entrepreneurialism is something 

that is innate, and you run a business… a family business, and what it is to really try to 

grow it, to love it enough that you’re willing to make the different sacrifices entailed. 
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Despite the sacrifices he and his family made, Mr. Senior told a newspaper reporter in July 2010, 

on the occasion of opening the company’s fourth hotel that,  "when we gathered on that July day 

21 years ago, I never knew it would lead to this. I envisioned six restaurants and an office 

building.”   Mr. Senior’s vision at that time did not include having any of his children join him in 

the business.  He and his wife have three children—the eldest is a girl, followed four years later 

by a son, Co-President Sleep and after another four years by another son, Co-President Eat.  His 

daughter was already a nurse.  Co-President Sleep at that time was in college, at Cornell’s Hotel 

School, the alma mater of his Dad.  He went on to join Sales and Marketing department of the 

same national hotel corporation for which his Dad had worked.  He worked there for five years 

and eventually left that corporation in 1986 to become Vice-President of a commercial real estate 

company.  Co-President Eat graduated with his first degree in Government and International 

Studies from a top ranked university in the Midwest and graduated in Law with honors from 

another highly regarded university in 1988.  He spent two years at a large law firm and in 1990 

became an Assistant US Attorney.  

A company employee (CE) says: 

Mr. Senior and he’ll probably tell you this, he didn’t have any intention of them joining 

the company but, he was thrilled when they both asked to join, and they both had at least 

five years, if not more, work experience somewhere else, which I think was very 

important to Mr. Senior.  

Mr. Senior was not actively encouraging or discouraging his children from joining the business. 

Co-President Eat recalls that “my Dad never pushed us into the business.  He wanted us to do 

what we wanted.”  In 1993, after his “best two years in the commercial real estate business”, Co-

President Sleep approached his Dad about joining the business and had waited to be sure that 
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when he did come to work at the company, “it was large enough where I could come in and fill a 

role, and not just, let’s figure out something for Sleep to do now that he’s going to be part of this 

business.”  He slipped into the vacancy for heading up the facilities, construction and real estate 

portfolio as the company had been acquiring more restaurants and now had a total of seven.  By 

that time, the parent company of CB was selling the restaurants to another franchisor and Mr. 

Senior admits that he “refused to do so.”  As it turned out, that sale signaled a serious decline in 

the fortunes of the CB chain. Co-President Sleep was concerned, and encouraged his father to get 

into the hotel business.  He recalls the trepidation about that decision:  

A hotel business was still very new, and that was nothing my father had ever done before, 

I mean it was a lot of pressure early on because if things didn't work, they're very 

expensive and….I'm thinking well gosh, you know, yeah, it better work, and it’s his 

money at stake. 

 In 1995, two years after his brother joined the company and the year before the company 

opened its first hotel, Co-President Eat surprised everyone in the family by indicating an interest 

in the family business.  Mr. Senior was taken aback and told his son that: 

We really don’t need any attorneys to run our business, and I don’t have a slot on the 

staff for an attorney, and he said Dad, I know it, and he said I’ll come up, and I’ll start at 

the bottom, and I’ll be an assistant manager and work nights and weekends, but I want to 

learn the business. 

 That was exactly what Co-President Eat did: he started working as a night manager in 

one of the restaurants and was eventually promoted after one year into the corporate office where 

he took on human resource management, administrative work and any legal issues in which the 

company was involved.  Co-President Eat recalls that when he joined the company, it was not 



100 

 

that his father “asked me to do that for sure, nor did he say you don’t want to do that either, he 

said “oh, if you’re interested, I’d love to have you, he was very welcoming.”  

Mr. Senior says of that time: “well, I was just overwhelmed and blessed and so both of 

the young men, both of them joined the business, not knowingly expecting to take over the 

business, at least as far as I was concerned.”  In fact, when Co-President Sleep had “started to 

make noises like he might want to come with us”, Mr. and Mrs. Senior went off to a conference 

on Family Business and were concerned when they heard of the difficulties that FBs experience. 

Mrs. Senior says that: 

this is nothing we planned so we were kind of frightened ourselves you know, the easiest 

thing would've been to develop the company and sell it to an entirely new person and 

everyone else could've been living happily ever after, and then we were really frightened 

because our family is very close and if this was going to interfere with the family that's 

‘quelle domage’ 

The Seniors eventually sold the company, in 1998, to their two sons who were then appointed 

Co-Presidents.  One of the Co-Presidents said about that acquisition: 

We’ve had to prove to ourselves, to one another and to the company, to our family and to 

our company at large that we’re up for the task.   Not that we’re perfect but we have to 

demonstrate everyday that it’s okay, we’re making decisions; we’re growing this 

company big time from what we inherited. 

Growing the Business 

The company has grown to include management of six hotels; three of which the 

company owns completely, two are jointly owned and one which they only manage.  There are 

now 20 corporate restaurant divisions and 31 franchise locations. See Figure 3 for timeline of 
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company history and growth.  A senior employee says that upon joining the company after 

leaving a much bigger company, “ I thought, coming to a small company, I’m not going to have 

that much formality, it’s more formal and they’re more organized than I would’ve given them 

credit for at the beginning.”

 

Figure 3 Timeline of Company’s History 

 

Today, Eat ‘n Sleep self identifies as a family business.  Employees said to me “you 

understand this is a family run business” and “at the end of the day, it’s still a family run 

business.”  Newspaper articles on the company carry headlines like “A Family Affair.”  The 

family name is included in the company name.  Mr. Senior says that, “you really get this power 
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to grow a business from, from within, and when that’s family, there’s more in it.”  The Co-

Presidents themselves say “it’s a family business that just keeps getting bigger and bigger.”  The 

Co-Presidents acknowledge that the family ownership influences how they view the business and 

how they work together.  One of them says in a newspaper interview that “it is truly a living 

dream to have a family such as this to work together and get advice.”   One of them further 

explained: 

It’s a family business and you’re just, you know you live and breathe this stuff and you 

know, the fun part is you get to make those decisions, it’s not corporate telling you this is 

the way it’s going to be, you are corporate, and it’s like that’s kinda cool when we can 

say okay,… and it’s like that’s pretty cool that we’re making the call. 

 A CE says that “when you have a family run business, they bring a lot of personal element to the 

business.”   The “personal element” is unique to each family and includes characteristics of this 

family. 

 

Family Characteristics  

Participants were uniform in their assessment of the Eat ‘n Sleep family. They described 

the family in very glowing terms.  Different employees made the following observations: 

”They’re just very family oriented you know”; “They’re just, they’re very humble, they’re very 

down-to-earth” ; “They’re hard-working, they want to succeed, they want other people to 

succeed, and they genuinely care about people in the company”; and “They seem to do things 

together , they support each other.”   An external stakeholder chimes in that “they’re very loyal, 

they work hard, they’re sincere, they’re religious they believe in family…it’s just a good 
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family.”   The family characteristics, described in the sections below, are imported into the 

family business –a process termed appropriability.  

Intergenerational Stability 

  Mr. Senior was initiated into the hotel business by his father who said to him when they 

moved to Florida and the family purchased a hotel: “you’re going to be able to play your 

baseball or whatever and, but you do need to get involved in something else, and that something 

else was the hotel.”  In turn, Mr. Senior, says a family member, suggested Co-Presidency when 

his sons joined as “this is what it could be, this is, this is a vision of mine and I think it could 

work.”  While he is not actively involved in the daily operations of the company, “their father is 

somebody who they greatly respect and I think he casts a long shadow”, says an ES.  Upon 

reflecting on how “thrilled” his father was when they joined the company , one of the Co-

Presidents said  that he too would feel the same way when the next generation joins: “I guess so, 

‘cause I am getting there now, I’ve got children of a certain age that I think, how would I feel 

one day?  Probably pretty good.”  When speaking of the “gracious, urgent and relentless” nature 

of the hospitality cultivated  in both the hotels and restaurants, a CE credits it to “their father 

instilling in them, the hospitality that he learned over the years from his Dad, because their 

father’s father also owned a hotel in Florida, so, I believe it’s just in the family.” 

 Mrs. Senior plays a different role in the functioning of the Co-Presidents.  Each of the 

sons calls her daily but she says “we never talk about business, ever.”  Instead she says “my call 

was about their personal life, how is everything you know how so-and-so doing in school and 

this and that or what did you doing last night?”  This is a role one of her daughters in law 

describes as “the glue” who “keeps all of the family stuff together so my father-in-law doesn't 
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have to worry about any of that.”  Mr. Senior acknowledges the role his wife plays and says that 

she: 

has worked hard too and, she’s a wise mother, she’s college educated, she’s raised 

the three family members, she has 13 grandchildren and they all love her.  So she 

must be, she must have something worthwhile to tap into, and so they do.  And 

they talk about things that are not related to the business. 

Family Values 

An ES says simply “genuiness is a key word” in describing the family but elaborates 

further to explain that: 

This is a family that’s very value driven. The father and mother are strong, have strong 

Catholic beliefs, so they’re very religious family and they have very strong work ethic 

and very strong family values. So you put all of those together and you get a value system 

that they live. 

Their faith plays an important part in their lives and an employee feels that “their faith is the 

basis for where they build upon this family. You know, that aligns very well.”  Family members 

openly share their jointly held and practiced faith.  A family member explains that “oh yes, 

everyone prays, you know and you pray for each other, you know everybody prays for me and 

we pray for them, and we’re not afraid to say that, you know we’re not afraid to say that.”   An 

employee notes that Mr. S would go to Mass “every time there was a new opening of a 

restaurant…that was just very important to him. So I think that the Co-Presidents are following 

in his footsteps.”  A FM says that “the family shared a lot of the same values and that comes 

from a spiritual part as much as their upbringing.”  An employee says of the Co-Presidents: 

“both are consistent on what the values are and what the direction is for the company.”  Those 
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values were articulated by the family and are recorded in the simple five point mission statement 

(Appendix J).  One of those values is the importance of family. 

One of the company’s values is “Families are paramount” and the company is led by the 

Co-Presidents in keeping with this value.  An employee who reports directly to both Co-

Presidents spoke of the flexibility granted her because she was a single mother—“never once do 

I feel like I’m in fear of my job because I have to make a doctor’s appointment for my son.”  

Another employee talks about how Mr. Senior starts every conversation with ‘how’s your little 

boy, how’s your wife?” a practice followed by his sons.  A surprise party was thrown by the 

company for a retiring restaurant manager and her family members were brought in from another 

State.  She told a reporter covering her retirement “I broke down in tears. It is like working for a 

family here.”  

The Co-Presidents strive to maintain the family orientation in the business by continuing 

what is referred to in the company as the Christmas Tour.  Every year, Mr. Senior, Co-President 

Eat and Co-President Sleep go to every single company owned store and hotel with envelopes 

for each employee.  A FM sees this as a sign that the Co-Presidents not only maintain the family 

orientation of the business but also show their unity and commitment to each other and 

employees: 

I guess you could have some Co-Presidents that one will just ride the shirt-tails of the 

other, but I do feel that they each, I know they do, they each work equally as hard and 

whether it’s talking about numbers…you know Christmas time they visit all the 

restaurants and hotels and they give them a certificate and so forth I mean they do that 

together, it’s not, they certainly could do it in half the time if one guy went this way and 

one guy did that way but they don’t, they do that together, they think that’s important that 
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everybody see that united, and I think that’s hard.  

A Close Family 

          Mr. and Mrs Senior have three children and 13 grandchildren and make it a point to have 

frequent family gatherings.  Christmas Eve is a traditional family holiday and a family member 

explains that “we have this tradition of everyone coming in where we have this Polish Christmas 

Eve.”  At other family gatherings, says Mrs. Senior “we generally encourage the whole family to 

be there, we’re not excluding anyone and we often times ask them to bring something …so they 

are participating in the event, they’re not just being entertained.”  The entire extended family, 

Seniors, their children, grandchildren and spouses go on a family vacation every Easter to 

Florida.  Most of the family lives within minutes of each other and Co-President Sleep says “you 

know coming out of college, we stayed close by, one didn't move out the California, and we 

never talked or, you know we've always stayed relatively close.”  The Co-Presidents and their 

families spend time together on the weekends since: 

Our children are all pretty intertwined age wise, if not the same age they’re a year apart 

so they're playing, before they all could drive, we would be driving back and forth 

dropping a cousin off here or a cousin off there or playing golf and so forth 

 says a spouse of one of the Co-Presidents.  In addition, says one of the Co-Presidents “there’s 13 

grandchildren, not a month goes by where there's not a birthday or confirmation, or a baptism, or 

something, or an engagement party now.”  

The family has two significant events this year, one of which is Mr. Senior’s 80
th

 birthday 

this fall and to celebrate, the entire family spent five days together in August at a golf resort.   A 

spouse of a Co-President says “it’s a fun time, we all got along which is a blessing.”  Mr. Senior 
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points to some Thank You cards he has on his kitchen counter and says that in the cards family 

members are: 

remarking how they enjoy getting together and watching the growth of other people's 

children besides their own, observing, now that's very important to us and so we've been 

blessed and so as they see that and they enjoy that to me is what I'm trying to leave 

behind. 

The other milestone is that one of the grandchildren has graduated college and working in 

Memphis, Tennessee – a couple of states south of the family’s home and Mrs. Senior is wistful 

when she says “it's so far away, no really, it's the first time a family member’s been so far away 

outside of going to college.”  Despite the newness of the job and the distance he had to travel, 

that grandchild  attended the birthday celebration for two of the five days as did another family 

member who was dealing with a crisis in her family of origin.  She commented that when she 

finally got there “every single person, they're all bowling, came over to me and gave me a big 

hug.”   This is a family that stays connected in a tangible and visible way prompting an employee 

to remark that “ this is a family  that would share holidays together and you know, realize the 

importance of  what family is all about and bringing up their kids to do the same.” 

 Family Communication 

In describing how the Co-Presidents communicate, a family member says “people are 

pretty open and communicative.”  This extends to the other members of this family. An ES notes 

that: 

this family and this isn’t so much because of they are Co-Presidents but as leaders, and as 

a family culture translated into a business culture, they want to know what’s going on, 

they want to know the truth, they don’t want to operate with myth (emphasis added). 
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 Apart from all the informal opportunities to communicate, the family holds regular and 

scheduled family meetings that include the Seniors, Co-Presidents, their sister and all the 

spouses.  “Everybody has to be there and everybody has to know what’s going on and then we 

learn from the Co-Presidents and they kind of separate out what they’re talking about and we can 

ask questions”, is how a FM described the meetings.  The meetings were held quarterly up to a 

couple of years ago; now they are held at least annually and are led by an external facilitator who 

provides an agenda to the family before the meetings.  Occasionally, Mr. Senior would suggest 

having a meeting if “I see that there are some issues building up on one side or the other and, you 

know that it's time to get together and discuss it not just between the two of them but perhaps 

with their family members as well.”  

 A FM describes the meetings: 

 So, and then everybody has a chance to talk about how, how do you feel on the 

company, how do feel things are going, you know, what’s your two-cents?  And (name of 

facilitator) takes a lot of great notes that he writes up and prints out for everybody and 

everyone listens with very open ears and we all end up at dinner afterward or start, 

whichever one or the other.  So, it’s a very, again sort-of family open-ended discussion. 

Mr. Senior is a proponent of the meetings so the family members “hear what’s going on, they 

can talk about what their issues might be, and hopefully they talk openly, that’s what we 

encourage.”  Mrs. Senior describes the facilitation of those meetings as “wonderful” and in those 

meetings they would “handle it …whatever worried me a little bit about personalities.”  The 

external facilitator says that he’s “consulted with a lot of family businesses and I would say, 

using that word unique again, pretty unique to have people that open with one another” 

(emphasis added). 
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Respect and Trust 

 In describing the respect that exists between the Co-Presidents, employees and external 

stakeholders credit it to the values of the wider family.  They describe the family as “being very 

respectful or one another” and say things like “their family values have been respectful” and 

“they try to be respectful.”  A CE says of the Co-Presidents “the respect that they have for one 

another, I would have to assume it is the way their father has taught them” and yet another CE 

says “they have been brought up with those values that I need to respect my brother.”  A FM 

says that “they respect each other because their Dad has respected them and that’s how you learn 

to behave.”  Another FM concurs that “a lot of that comes from their parents, and their Dad, and 

his leadership I mean, and how he's been the role model to respect each one of them in coming 

into the business and letting them make decisions.”  

 Additionally, the family is characterized as having trust among family members.  A long 

standing CE thinks that the Co–Presidents are ”more comfortable with one another and I think if 

they were just partners, just colleagues that were unrelated, they obviously wouldn’t have the 

rapport that they have and the trust that they have.”  One of the Co-Presidents agrees that it is 

great to “know that I’ve got my blood brother whom I trust.”  The other acknowledges that “we 

grew up in a family up-bringing of trust.”  

Sibling rivalry 

A CE notes that “there’s some rivalry I mean there’s competition between them 

sometimes.  I think it is healthy competition I don’t think it’s anything bad.  I don’t think one’s 

trying to overthrow the other one in the business or anything.”  The view is that sibling rivalry 

does not seem to play a big part in the way the brothers share leadership.  “I think they have a 

great relationship as brothers, but that’s what I see here at the office” says a CE.  Other 
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employees lament that they could never work with their sibling as well as these brothers do 

although as one puts it “I like the concept.”  Mr. Senior explains “throughout their life, they were 

the kind of brothers that always worked and played with each other and, enjoyed each other.”  

Other family members recall “typical little boy rivalry but not much, no, I don't remember that 

really.”  A FM attributes this seeming lack of rivalry to the four year age difference between the 

two brothers because they “ had their independent friends so maybe that's as far as birth order 

and family characteristics I think that's a help because already growing up they had kind of their 

niches.” 

Another FM said “I don’t see them being competitive, ever.” Mrs. Senior says: 

they weren’t competing for the same toys when they were little, one was four years older 

so by the time one was six, one was two and the six-year-old didn't want the two year-

olds toys and they were never in even a high school or college at the same time, they 

followed each other, you know 4 years apart so, maybe they remember arguing with each 

other but you know we don't.  

And neither do the Co-Presidents who agree that “we had a pretty compatible childhood, there 

was no, we weren't beating each other up” and “we weren’t competing for each other’s things.” 

A CE feels that the arrangement works in this family business not simply because it is a family 

business but because it is this particular family: 

I guess I can’t say family because I do know another family business, friends of ours, 

and they’re brothers and the one brother just bought the other brother out, and I was quite 

shocked because I don’t think the one brother wanted to go out but, they couldn’t stand 

working with one another. So, it’s very different than what I see here. 

In reflecting on the family characteristics and values, participants referenced the inclusion of 



111 

 

those features into the family business.  

Appropriability of Family Characteristics 

A family member says of the family: “I guess you work together, you play together, and 

laugh together, we pray together… I don’t know that’s going to be the same for everybody’s 

family business but, for our family business, that’s important.”  One employee echoes the 

sentiment in describing the way the company is run: 

And some of that could go back to family, right?  Some of it could be going back to your 

upbringing, well, we’ve never done it any other way, why would we do it any different 

way, right?  I mean, if you’ve always done things a certain way. 

Another agrees that “I think it comes down through the values that they have, that they are 

brothers, they are family oriented and that’s how we run our business.” Yet another CE agrees 

that” I think it’s unique to the, to the family business, how this business has been built over the 

years.”   An ES says that the business reflects “a family culture translated into a business 

culture” (emphasis added).  He feels additionally that “getting results is important and staying 

connected as family is important, so absolutely.”  A family member feels that the family‘s 

 faith that there’s something higher answer to, and I think you know, that even just in   

policymaking, knowing that there's a higher being that you're answering to and that's how 

you live your life that you know that, that's just an innate part of the way you conduct 

your business (emphasis added). 

When speaking of how smoothly the Co-Presidents function to his mind, a CE notes   

“that they were raised in a good family and they really translate that.”  Yet another CE says of 

the Co-Presidents in particular “I think they’re dealing with respect, and care, and concern for 

one another everyday in a way that allows them to be a strong family as well as a successful 
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business.” A CE says: 

 If you have two people working together, say Joe and Bob, who have never worked 

together before, I believe it’s going to be a lot harder to have Co-Presidents, as opposed 

to two brothers who have grown up in the business, doing what their father taught them 

since they were children. I believe that’s what makes the difference (emphasis added). 

  An ES notes that the parents of the Co-Presidents:  

brought up some very, very good kids that know the difference between right and wrong, 

their set of values is very high, and so, they’re just, they’re not going to get into fights. 

It’s just not the way they were brought up, and I don’t, and I’m telling you that is the 

exception rather than the rule because I do a lot of privately held businesses that are 

family owned and, most families are not as functional as this one (emphasis added). 

The Co-Presidents acknowledge the role that their family upbringing has played in their 

success.  Co-President Eat says that: 

 A lot of this again, we got it from our Dad I mean, he did it as a business owner and I 

think he stressed the importance of it to us, I'm not sure he even necessarily lectured us 

on it but he just kind of got it, and we also got it from him when he was working at ( 

named hotel corporation), you know, we were little kids probably right, you know your 

children probably see how you act and behave and what's important to you (emphasis 

added). 

The other Co-President says that he and his brother “share the same standards and values” and 

says: 

it all goes back to our parents, come on Annette, I mean give credit where credit's due it's 

really, it's how you're brought up, it's how you're raised but now when you're The Man, 
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you've got to make these decisions for yourself. 

Summary 

  This is a stable family business that has achieved one successful transition from founder 

to sibling team and has achieved success in their respective industries.  The family is described 

as stable, value driven, family oriented and “a good Catholic family.”  This is a family that prays 

together and stays together, say participants.  Family members spend time together socially and 

the family holds formal family meetings to discuss their business. They communicate openly 

with each other and there is a high level of trust and respect among family members.  

Participants further note that is a close family.  There is no account of any sibling rivalry 

between the Co-President brothers.  Participants agreed that the family’s values and family 

orientation influence how the family business is run and is a feature of the Co-Presidency. They 

not only declare and record their values –they live them in the way they conduct their business 

and in the relationship between the Co-Presidents.  These family characteristics give the family a 

cohesiveness out of which they are able to operate a successful business.  

 

The Co-Presidency and Shared Leadership 

The Co-Presidents have shared the top post in the company for the past 13 years and have 

negotiated their roles and responsibilities over that time.  They run the company jointly and their 

business cards, their public resumes, the company website and all company press releases 

identify them as Co-Presidents.  The first section below details how the Co-Presidency came 

about and evolved.  The remaining sections give an account of the nature of the shared 

leadership between these Co-Presidents.  
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Evolution of Co-Presidency 

 Before any of the sons joined the business, Mr. Senior was the executive Chairman and 

there was a non-family member President who functioned very much like a chief operating 

officer.  That President had left the national hotel chain at the same time as Mr. Senior and was 

employed with the company from its very inception.  Mr. Senior was very involved in running 

the company and directing the President.  In 1997, four years after Co-President Sleep had joined 

the company and two years after Co-President Eat had joined, that President decided that with 

the advent of family members into the business, his tenure at the company was up and he 

resigned.  At that time, one of the Co-Presidents says that their father started “thinking, all right, 

what’s the long term?”  Mr. Senior began to take notice of family businesses and was intrigued 

by the Nordstrom model of shared leadership where there are a few family member joint 

Presidents.  “So when my sons were angling, so to speak, to become more responsible in the 

business, I decided at that point it was a good idea to consider them as the Co-Presidents.”  The 

Co-Presidents agree that this resignation of the company President “precipitated this happening.”  

   One of the departing President’s last acts was to relay to Mr. Senior the names of a 

California based family business consulting group of whom he had heard from a business 

associate.  Mr. Senior employed them and consulted with his other stakeholders.  In 1998, they 

came up with a plan to have the Co-Presidents equally buy out the parents over a ten year period, 

a move one external stakeholder (ES) describes as “a leap of faith” on Mr. Senior’s part.  At that 

time, an umbrella company Eat ‘n Sleep Enterprises was formed to jointly oversee the 

restaurants and the hotels.  It is that company which the Co-Presidents jointly lead.  A CE thinks 

that “more or less, their hard work is what contributed to them getting the opportunity from their 

father to buy the company as Co-Presidents.”  An ES says that “I don’t think it would have been 
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possible for him to have said one of you is better suited to run the company that the other 

because they both had their set of talents.”   

One of the Seniors admits that “we couldn’t imagine putting one before the other.” 

Another family member says that: 

When Co-President Sleep and his brother purchased the company from their dad, then 

that was, everything being fair, it was 50-50 so, it seemed logical then at that point that 

Co-Presidents would be the correct title versus one having more leadership than another. 

The appointment of the two sons as Co-Presidents in 1998 was seen by other family members as 

“trying to keep it fair.”  At that time, Mr. Senior was 67 years old and considering his own 

retirement while his sons were 39 and 35 years old respectively.  No other family members were 

employed in the business at that time.  The plan was for Mr. Senior to gradually step down as he 

received installments over the next 10 years on the sale price from his sons.  As for the sons 

themselves—they do not recall as one of them put it, “any angst” at the time.  One of the Co-

Presidents says: 

The Co-Presidency is  just, I don’t know, it’s simplistic but it evolved, it just kind-of 

happened because the circumstances were right for it, with us getting into the hotel 

business and losing this executive, and I just think it all kind-of fell into place and it 

worked. 

The other Co-President thinks that like his father “it’s in our blood to be entrepreneurs too.” 

They say that desire to work for them-selves prompted them both to leave their jobs and join the 

company.  

They set about navigating the transition during which Mr. Senior became a paid 

consultant to the company which an ES says “allowed the Co-Presidency to be appealing to all 
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three of them, because of that kind of informal supervisory route.”  Eat’n Sleep eventually 

bought the CB brand outright, making what the brothers told the Washington Post was a “part 

business, part emotional decision” since they recognized that their father had launched the brand 

and they could not let it go.  This move prompted franchise consultant and co-author of 

Franchising for Dummies, Michael Seid, to describe it in a newspaper article as one of those 

“brands that have been ruled dead and come back to life.  A lot of this has to do with sheer 

management talent.”  An ES credits the Co-Presidents with having “somewhat different skills 

and approaches but both of them had their set of talents.”   

  The brothers say that there was “the idea that there would be more than one hotel.”  Co-

President Sleep says that since “I was already doing the hotel thing…. it made sense that I would 

continue to be in charge of that.”  Co-President Sleep took operational charge of the hotels and 

Co-President Eat focused more on the restaurants.  Participants note that while focusing on 

growing the company, the Co-Presidents have also managed the leadership arrangement to the 

point where a CE says “they make it look so easy.”  To another employee “it seems seamless” – 

a view shared by a FM who agrees that “for this company I think it works out great, I don't 

know, I don't know with other companies if it would, you know if it would kind of be as 

seamless.”  An ES referenced a football coach whose team did not often pass the ball because 

“when you throw a pass, three things can happen, and two of them are bad.”  He says: 

well, it's like that with Co-Presidents, you know, lots of things didn't happen and most of 

them are bad, the Eat ‘n Sleep family are unique in that they’ve, through, in my view,   

the strength of their family and their belief system and their value system, they've been 

able to take this Co-Presidency and make it work and it turned out good but, so many 

things could've gone wrong that didn't (emphasis added). 
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Despite the growing presence of Co-Presidents on the family business stage, the current 

company employees and external stakeholders generally have not had any experience with the 

leadership arrangement before and consider it, as an ES says: 

a little unique to have a Co-Presidency, you know because decision making is tough to do 

under the best of circumstances, and having somebody who is your equal in an 

organization that you have to work it out with on big decisions, was a risk. 

Company employees and family members echo the thought that the arrangement is distinctive: 

“I think it’s a very unique situation, I guess is what I’m telling you” and yet another says “it 

takes unique personalities to fit that role.”  “They kind of share that role and it is unique how 

they do it” says another CE.  The next section looks at one feature of their shared role—decision 

making. 

Joint Decision Making 

 The executive committee, which includes the two Co-Presidents, meets quarterly to 

review the company’s strategic plan.  This is an overall document crafted by the seven member 

executive team.  That team meets monthly on operational features of the company.  Each 

division has a monthly period review of financial statements, attended by both Co-Presidents.  

The HR director meets bi-weekly with both Co-Presidents.  These formal joint meetings are a 

reflection of how these Co-Presidents share leadership.  Each is not only very aware and familiar 

with what is happening in each division, but “one does not seem to make a decision without 

consulting the other for what would be considered a major decision” says a senior CE.  Another 

employee not domiciled in head office echoes that by saying “I have the impression that they 

consult one another before making any major decisions.” 

 Major decisions include hiring for corporate office and all managerial positions in the 
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field, all finance related transactions like capital expenditure, loans, granting of a franchise, 

locations of restaurants, exploration of new hotel opportunities, the appointment of external 

service providers, strategic planning, organization development issues, and performance 

appraisals.  An employee describes the process of appointing a restaurant franchisee: 

Sometimes, like in an approval for a franchisee, you know we have several people that 

apply to become a franchisee and, you know, Sleep and Eat will say you know what, well 

I like this about this person’s personality, I like his financial statement, or I like his 

operational expertise so they’ll say, you know what, this is what we think, we want to 

approve this person or not.   

It is very much a matter of “we” not “I” for these key decisions, regardless of whether it is a 

hotel or restaurant matter.  One of the Co-Presidents says “it’s not one business where he’s 

making all the decisions and I have to agree to them because he’s the boss or vice versa.”  He 

continues “we are 50-50, so I’m not going to let him make a bad restaurant decision; he’s not 

going to let me make a bad hotel decision because we’re each signing on this.”  Eat recounts that 

while Sleep is currently exploring locating hotels in another State, he is made aware of the 

process and will “weigh in on the decision.” 

There is a high level of consultation between the Co-Presidents regarding big decisions. 

An ES says: 

They both have enough maturity and common sense to know that they can’t go off and 

make decisions without coordinating it with their brother.  As the company has grown, 

they’ve had to be more autonomous in their decision making with their two sides of the 

company but, and early on they could’ve, they had the time, it was a smaller company, 

they could make more joint decisions on everything, now they can’t, just time doesn’t 
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allow it… .On any big decisions they certainly get on the same page (emphasis added). 

Employees know says a manager that “if it’s a major decision then I’ll say, or Co-President Eat 

will say, and then you know, I’ll talk to Co-President Sleep about it and if we have any questions 

we’ll let you know.”  Another employee comments that “they have to come to a happy medium 

as far as decisions are concerned so, and it seems like they work very well to do that, I would 

say.”  A family member says of any major decision: “I think at the end they always would talk 

about it and they would be satisfied with the risk that they’re going to take.”  Another FM says 

that “they always involve each other equally in decisions.” 

They have also learnt from experience how to make the joint decision making efficient. 

One Co-President says that the nature of decision making has evolved over time: “we are better 

now but earlier on it took us a longer to make decisions because I think we, we just chewed on 

things too long together.”  A CE says that “you know we recognized amongst all of us how we 

probably could’ve addressed certain situations and items in the last dealing that we are not, it’s 

not like walking down the same road.”  Mr. Eat explains how they jointly decided not to open a 

restaurant at a particular location: 

We decided not to do the restaurant, there was no compromise. But then again, I don't 

look at that as there was a differing opinion either, really. Yes, I had been working with 

our real estate guy to kind to get us to this point and we sat down, it wasn't like Co-

President  Sleep didn't know anything about it up until I presented, oh yeah here's this 

restaurant.  Of course not, he had been to the location with me, he had seen some of the 

proformas that we had generated, we had talked before that time and he was, you know, I 

think we came to the decision gosh, I don't think this works, and I was like yeah, ……., 

that was simply reaching a decision together that made sense (emphasis added). 
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His brother agrees that “we pulled the plug on it jointly.” 

The executive team consider it a challenge, says an ES since “it can take a long time to 

get a decision and get things done” and mostly they feel it is more about “the detail orientation” 

of one Co-President who takes only “very calculated risks” and the other Co-President can 

“sometimes not be urgent to the timeliness of the people.”  As for the Co-Presidents themselves, 

one says that “it’s great to have a second opinion on things” even if: 

you are not being able to make decisions alone and just be, that be the decision, there's 

another level in some cases, there's another person that I need to notify and potentially 

get their opinion, or at least notify, and so sometimes it's a pain because they're not here 

and I'm in the meeting with so-and-so there might be some things that would just be, 

much easier to say hey, we’re going to do this. 

The other agrees that he can’t just say 

I’m the boss, and this is how I see it. I’ve got to defer to the guy next to me over here, 

what his opinion is….. it’s a little bit harder to lead when you’ve got two leaders, I mean 

it just is, that’s not rocket science, I think it’s harder to lead. 

And he goes on to say that “at the end of the day it’s a really big win, so that’s why it’s more fun 

being able to share it.”  It also makes sense, according to Sleep in a newspaper interview to work 

together on major decisions but to avoid “a two-headed monster giving directions to the 

employees” there is a separation which allows them to “stay out of each other’s way.”   The 

separation to which he refers is the assignment of divisions to each Co-President.  The next 

sections report on the findings about role overlap, differentiation and synergy between the Co-

Presidents.  

Role Differentiation 
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When interviewees were asked how the Co-Presidency functions, the initial response was 

to cite the company’s structure of two different divisions which allows each Co-President to 

“respectively take care of that, their respective divisions,” as a company employee puts it. 

External stakeholders say that one Co-President “spends a little more time” on one side of the 

business than the other.  Family members repeat the observation: “when the hotel division came 

about, it certainly was a logical division of one person doing restaurants and the other person 

doing a hotel, that’s worked out well” and another agrees that “it gives everyone their niche.”  

Mr. Senior thinks that “having separate responsibilities is a key component” in the smooth 

execution of the Co-Presidency and one of the Co-Presidents says “we each had our own 

sandbox to play in.”  One of the Co-Presidents says “it's not like we’re trying to make decisions 

for one another, you know, and we’re trying to allow that space in each side to work.”  The 

prevailing message here seems to be that while the Co-Presidents work together to achieve 

commonly held goals by joint decision making on big issues, they maintain enough 

independence and role differentiation to give each person enough autonomy in an individual 

domain.  Yet, practically every reference to that division of roles and responsibilities was 

followed by an immediate qualifier of the shared roles. 

 Role Overlap 

 The company’s organizational listing and structure has a Director of Restaurant 

Operations who reports directly to one Co-President and a Director of Hotel Operations reporting 

to the other.  While each division holds some meetings separately with their respective Co-

President, the reality is that there is considerable role overlap and joint supervision.  Co-

President Eat says of the way the two divisions function that “we share resources here, so we 

share a chief financial officer, we share a human resources person, we share a construction 
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facilities guy, a real estate guy, and a lot of overhead.”  An example of how they share functions 

and the way in which they operate is illustrated by the process employed in hiring a senior 

employee as recounted by that person: 

I think back to when they interviewed me, they both interviewed me separately and then 

they interviewed me together and then they interviewed me together another time. So you 

know they do some things individually with a person and then together and I’m sure they 

debrief about it which is a good style (emphasis mine).  

Yet, even as they maintain overlap, they are careful to that “they don’t step on each other’s toes, 

but once in a while though, they step on each other’s heels” as a CE put it.  They are able to 

actively interact in the interest of the entire company so much so that a CE does not “feel like 

there is a boundary.  If I have a situation and I cannot get in touch with Co-President Eat, then I 

don’t feel like I couldn’t go talk to Co-President Sleep.” 

These shared functions for the company and the knowledge that each Co-President has of 

his brother’s division is characterized by an employee who says that “Co-President Eat oversees 

the restaurant division and Co-President Sleep oversees the hotel division but, they’re both in 

hotels and restaurants.”  The Co-Presidents work together in a variety of ways that leads to joint 

results and which allow for employees to recognize that “they kind of share responsibility” as a 

CE put it.  There is the recognition that “Co-President Sleep does a lot of things with the 

restaurants, I’m sure and then Co-President Eat, behind the scenes, does a lot of things with the 

hotel as well.”  A hotel manager says that she “will see them both at the hotel, since they are both 

Co-Presidents and they both own the entire company.”  The Co-Presidents often eat lunch 

together at one of the company restaurants and when having lunch with both Co-Presidents at 

one of the company restaurants, I noticed that they both engaged the store manager in some 
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detailed discussion about the store’s activities for that day.  Co-President Eat did not take the 

lead nor was Co-President Sleep silent.  They were interacting jointly with the manager and 

making common input into achieving efficiency and effectiveness in the restaurant. 

They both attend all statement review meetings and are actively engaged in commenting 

on issues that affect hotels and restaurants.  At one of those review meetings for the restaurant 

division, Co-President Sleep was not only very comfortable with the specialized jargon of the 

restaurant division; he was able to enter into conversation about staffing issues.  The roles are not 

divided by function so each of them has developed full functional capacities—marketing, 

financial, HR.  Another CE remarks that the roles could have easily been divided not by division, 

but by function—“yeah, I think Co-President Sleep could’ve been in charge of marketing, 

franchise sales and development, and Co-President Eat could’ve been in charge of finance, and 

operations, yeah they could’ve done it that way, sure.” 

 The external stakeholders say things like “I don’t think I’ve really ever had a meeting 

with just one of them.”  A FM says “ it’s not like that’s Co-President Sleep thing or that’s a Co-

President Eat thing, so you know that if something negative did happen, the other would be 

rushing right in to support.”  These Co-Presidents are a team of two that operates in tandem to 

the extent that a FM says from seeing them interact when they present company results at family 

meetings, “I can kind of picture what they’re like at the office if they’re doing like a tag team 

thing, they explain their sides of the business but they add a little more to what the other person 

has to offer.”   An ES says that “they stay on top of the data for each side of the company, so it is 

not like they ignore what’s happening on the brother’s side. They stay on top of it.”  A family 

member shares that assessment: 

Well, of course, at the end of the day they're both legally responsible, financially 



124 

 

responsible, I mean I think those are two obviously very important reasons to, of what 

they share, investments, decisions on expansion, whether it be on the restaurant side, or 

expansion on the hotel side, they both have equal votes so to speak. 

 The Co-Presidents say that they are able to have meaningful discussions together about 

any part of the business because as one says of his oversight of one division, “I’m still living it 

every day, but he is as well versed.”  Indeed they consider that they are both actively involved in 

the entire company –both hotels and restaurants.  Co-President Eat says “I might be spending 

more time looking at that new location than he would be, and he is certainly spending more time 

looking at a hotel location than I am , but he’s going to bring me in.”  In that ‘bringing in” of 

each other into the individual divisions, the Co-Presidents actively offer opinions and are able to 

jointly influence the outcome of  company issues. Mr. Senior says of the relationship that he 

thinks “that they each have their own area that they’re trying to grow and they try to manage that 

process so that it includes having both of their opinions”(emphasis added).  That interaction and 

joint deliberation “helps having a sound decision because two heads are better than one” as a CE 

puts it. 

Complementarity and Synergy 

 It is a view shared by others in the organization: “It’s nice to have those eyes where Co-

President Sleep is not in our restaurants as much as Co-President Eat… you need diversity to 

continue to  prosper and to grow and to evolve”;  “a second , as a better pair of eyes…and it 

could be better for us, seeing something in a different light”; “they make a good team, because 

it’s very rare that somebody would have all of those characteristics, all in one body” are some of 

what other employees say “why they’re such an asset, and a strength to our company.”  One ES 

agrees “together they’re better than apart” and yet another ES says “I think collectively they’ve 
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been very successful and provide some backup and support for one another.”  The Co-Presidents 

do indeed provide “checks and balances” as one employee puts it because “they can bounce 

things off each other.”  Since they “have their different fortes” says an employee, the result is 

that ‘both sides of the business are stronger.”  “ I think it would have been successful 

individually and I think collectively, they’ve been very successful” (emphasis added), says an 

ES.  The Co-Presidents bring individual talents to the table “because they come from two 

different backgrounds” and by joining forces and an employee feels that “they complement 

things very well, because, as a leader in an organization, you can’t have all the necessary skill 

sets to lead a company.” 

An ES shares that view: 

Co-President  Eat is an attorney and he likes to kind of examine the deal, work the 

details, you know, be sure that Ts are crossed, the  Is are dotted, so that combination, for 

the two of them, has worked I think very well for any kind of major purchase of land, or 

buildings or construction that they've done.  For one to be making deals, making it 

happen, and for the other to be doing a lot of the due diligence that goes along with it... 

Family members agree and think “it’s a good balance” since “so everybody brings a little 

something different.”   This speaks to the synergy created by the joint strategic oversight 

between the Co-Presidents as they lead together.  It is a view endorsed by the Co-Presidents 

themselves.  One of them admits that “we wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for him and I feel that 

very strongly.”  The other says: 

so he's got these strengths and I've got these strengths, he doesn't have these strength as 

much as I don't have his strength so but together it's better, and I really think that's 

powerful, I really do….. 2 and 2 equals 5 as far as I’m concerned (emphasis added). 



126 

 

 The advantage says one Co-President is that  

you have a second opinion on things and you can see things differently and I, you know, 

I’m day-to-day, looking at these things and sometimes it's good to have somebody from 

the outside who's not quite as knee-deep in the crap to say hey, you know, I don't know, I 

don’t think that's a good idea, and here's why. 

The Co-Presidents think that together they’re “a nice balance…if we were both analytical or both 

sales and marketing, then we would probably be lacking the other element” says one and the 

other agrees that “it’s not saying that one is right or wrong, it is the combination makes for a 

better decision.”   While they are able to get together and create value for their company, the Co-

Presidents themselves acknowledge that “the personalities are very different.”  The next section 

looks at issues of personality and how they contribute to the shared leadership between the two 

leaders.  

The Role of Personality 

The differences between the two with regard to personality seem to come, says an 

employee “you know just from being, stereotyping a little but, you know the personality of an 

attorney and the personality of a salesman.”  Another CE says that one is “more outgoing, more 

of like a salesman “and the other is “much more analytical in his thinking” so the latter is more 

direct in his dealings while the former is “going to take the long, winding road and stop and 

smell the flowers along the way but they’re both going to get to that point.”  An external 

stakeholder sums it up by saying, “Co-President Eat is more sort of conservative and Co-

President Sleep is a little more spontaneous.”  Yet says a FM “they always work well together, 

they're different, they're two different personalities …. I think that works in a partnership very 

well when, when you're different.”  
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This difference in personality and style seems to work very well for the company since, 

says a CE, “I think they’re a good balance as far as personalities, and they work well together 

because they’re not too much alike where they butt heads a lot…they’re a good check and 

balance for each other.”  A FM says “I think it’s a good balance” and yet another family member 

agrees that “you don’t want to have two people that are exactly alike, how boring would that be, 

so everybody brings a little something different.”  Another FM says that they “always work well 

together, even if they’re different, they’re two different personalities.”  Over and beyond the 

different perspectives and checks and balances that the two Co-Presidents provide, a CE finds it 

very effective to have two heads at the top since: 

if you need to get a little pumped up, and get a little excited, you kinda run an idea by Co-

President Sleep and he’ll say yeah, let’s go, go, go. If you kind of, you know, in a 

quandary where you’re thinking about something and, you know, want to have a different 

perspective, you know Co-President  Eat can dive into the details and say well, look at it 

this way or what about this idea. 

By each contributing in different ways to the employees as they work towards the realization of 

organizational goals, the Co-Presidents are jointly influencing others in the company. 

The personality differences do not seem to create any setbacks in how the Co-Presidents 

function together as shared leaders and it appears that the similarities between them contribute 

more to the smooth nature of the shared leadership.  A FM says that “they’re similar in more 

ways than they are dissimilar.”  A CE agrees that “they seem different to most people...because 

they don’t deal with both of them; they think they’re different but they’re not.”  An ES describes 

the similarities: 

They’re both very analytical I mean they’re not, they’re both very detail oriented, … at 
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the end of the day they’re very much the same when it comes down to looking at the 

numbers and making sure it works, I mean they’re very conservative in that light and 

rightfully so, you know they’re both very much believers and they’re long-term holders 

of this company, they’re very, there’s such a large part of their life is been associated 

with the CB brand that it’s very much a part of who they are, you know they’re very 

consistent in that manner (emphasis mine). 

The Co-Presidents agree as one of them put it “I think we come at things fairly similarly, are 

there differences, absolutely but there are not a lot of them truthfully.”  The other concurs that 

“It’s been very compatible, I mean I must say that both of us, for the most part, see eye to eye on 

most, on most everything.”  It is this seeing “eye to eye” that is a component of the commonality 

of goals, values and mission that participants referenced and which is the subject of the sections 

below. 

Common Goals 

Since the brothers were appointed Co-Presidents in 1998, the company has added five 

hotels to its portfolio, bought the CB franchise outright and added 16 corporate restaurants while 

supervising 31 franchisees.  They have moved to new headquarters and tripled their office space. 

They continued to prosper even during the financial crisis of 2008 and employ almost 900 

employees.  This is a remarkable achievement given the Great Recession. While both of the 

divisions are part of the hospitality industry, they have different requirements, not only as one 

CE said “as far as facilities and construction”, although that is pretty significant given that the 

cost of constructing a hotel is about 8 times that of a restaurant.  It goes beyond that to the daily 

operations where as one employee puts it “hotels are a totally different animal than running a 

restaurant.”  Another employee says that “the day-to-day operations of the restaurants require 
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more attention.  I think that the day-to-day operations of the hotel are more strategic oriented.” 

Yet they will probably all agree with their colleague who says “the restaurant is not easy, the 

hotel is not easy.”  The company is run by an executive team of five senior employees and the 

two Co-Presidents who together produce an annual strategic plan for the entire firm.  While the 

plan may be specific with regard to the financial budgets of each division, there is commonality 

of vision and purpose with regard to the way forward.  

Despite the differing needs of each division and the assignment of each Co-President to 

champion a division or “line of business” as their father puts it, the Co-Presidents are very much 

”on the same page” as I heard repeatedly  in my interviews.  Company employees, external 

stakeholders and family members used phrases like  “two people speaking one message”; “they 

present a unified face” ;” they have the same goal in mind” ; “they have their unified front” ; 

“they both have the same interests in line”; “ they both want the same result” and “they seem to 

be on the same page to me.”  One employee says that “I mean if you have two people working 

together as Co-Presidents, obviously you have to have the same focus which I know Co-

President Sleep and Co-President Eat have the same focus for our company.”  Mrs. Senior 

concurs that “they were working together to keep the company going forward.”  An ES says that 

“both Co-President Eat and Co-President Sleep are consistent on what the values are, and what 

the direction is for the company and the vision.”  Another ES recounts that: 

when they are both working with us, and in the same room, and even when we are 

dealing with them one at a time, I sense that they’re coming to whatever the issues are, 

from a pre-agreement from their perspective as to where they are, and where they want to 

be…….in the sense of saying that if one of them is unhappy, both of them are unhappy, if 

one them is happy, both of them are happy.   I’ve never heard one of them say that was a 
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good result and the other say I don’t like that (emphasis added). 

The Co-Presidents share leadership of a company for which they hold a common vision 

and this jointly held view facilitates the process of each of them influencing the other towards 

realization of these aims.  This joint and commonly held view of the future is not limited to the 

usual business metrics of growth and financial achievement.  A member of the executive team 

says: 

I think the Co-Presidents are aligned, and I guess what I’m trying to get at is, they have 

the same expectations and the same desired results, and I don’t mean just success, there’s 

more to it than just a financial sheet…. I think it has to do with what they do want to 

achieve, what kind of statement they want to make in this world type of thing. 

Shared values 

 One of the Co-Presidents says that even though “he’s a little bit more of the sales and 

marketing and I’m a little bit more of the analytical guy so there are different directions,” they 

are able to attain common goals with “less conflict” because “we share the same values.”  He 

feels that ‘because we share the same values, I think we come at decisions that we have to make 

from a similar direction with those values in mind.”  His brother agrees: 

I think we share the same high standards you know of how a business should be run and 

we share the same ethics and values you know, more intangible but very important.  So, 

you know we don't look, I don’t look to do something on the cheap, and he wants to go 

and just do it, spend extra, extra, extra or vice versa.  We both know there's quality, we 

want to run quality businesses and quality means, comes with a price but, it doesn't mean 

we want to overspend either but we are not, we don't, like one person is not like how can 

I do this the very cheapest way possible while the other person doesn't share that.  So, we 
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share the same standards and values. 

Other stakeholders agree that a major feature of the way the brothers are able to jointly achieve 

organizational goals is the sharing of common values.  They say “I think their core values….they 

have the same values”; “they share a lot of the same values” and “it’s unique, even though the 

brothers are different and have different personalities, their values are very much the same.” 

 A Shared Mission  

Some of their joint values, says one of the brothers is “the shared values...in our mission 

statement.”  That statement is referenced by other family members and even those who do not 

work in the business are able to recount them.  Mrs. Senior says that if the Co-Presidents have a 

conflict to resolve or a difference of opinion, then they “can always refer to it, I mean whatever 

you are doing, is that part of our mission?  It doesn’t have to be you shouldn’t do that, you could 

just say, is that part of our mission?”  The Co-Presidents admit that in their deliberations, they 

are indeed guided by “the values we respect, those are shared values, it says all right there…. the 

declarations that support those values come from us ….I can point to that.”  

A CE agrees that: 

they truly do live by those words, and that impresses me for a small company, it 

impresses me even when it’s a large company. I mean it is one thing to have a mission 

statement and you put it on your coffee mug or on your letterhead and no one ever speaks 

of it, we truly do use the mission statement in making decisions, and I’m not just telling 

you that, we really do. 

A company employee echoes that sentiment and says that “they’re not fake in that light like I 

think a lot of high executives are, they truly believe their company culture and the values that 

they truly do respect.” 
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 One indication of how the Co-Presidents present a united front to create and achieve 

common goals and adhere to the company’s values is their response to an incredible tragedy 

experienced a few years ago.  Two members of their executive team, the Human Resources 

Director and the Director of Restaurant Operations, were killed together in an accident.  Mr. 

Senior describes how his sons worked together to face the crisis: 

Now, when I got that phone call, I was in Florida, I wasn’t here, and they lost two 

members of their team and this is a small company, and they lose the Director of Human 

Resources and a Director of Operations for half of their business.  They managed through 

that process together; I think that’s a good sign of how working together makes a 

difference.  They took their time. 

A senior company employee agrees and says of the Co-Presidents’ response at that time: 

I think their common sense, and sense of trust in the people that work here really shined 

through. They never once showed a sense of frustration, on us or on each other 

throughout that time; I mean it was truly a team effort (emphasis added). 

An ES says of that time that the Co-Presidents “were able to draw support and strength from one 

another which is helpful to both of them.” 

Despite what was described as “a most difficult time for the company” they collaborated 

to ensure that the remaining employees received help, and how they would memorialize the lost 

employees.  A CE says of that time that the Co-Presidents had to “do things they don’t normally 

do” and “I thought their response was exceptionally strong…at time like that your true character 

in a situation like that really shine through.”  He continued that it was testimony of: 

the true sense of family that it really exists here that makes me think that became very 

apparently clear because of how important it was to keep the business going, you know 
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there was a lot of other important things and you know, there's business things, inevitable 

things that you're faced with that you just, you know there's no training for that.  

 The Co-Presidents may not receive training for life’s eventualities as this employee says but 

they have had and continue to have access to external support.  

External Support 

 The Co-Presidency and the buyout of the company from the parents was designed and 

worked through with the help of the West Coast family business consultants whom Mr. Senior 

had hired in 1998.  One Co-President says that “we had this consulting firm that helped that 

transition …and they’ve done this with family businesses before so they advised.”  His brother 

chimes in that “they came in to help us transition from Dad being the owner/leader into two 

owners and two leaders.”  During that time of transition, Mr. Senior initially had “had the final 

say in what was going on, even though formally he didn’t, informally he did, and they deferred 

to him because of his years of experience” says an ES.  Eventually during that transitional stage, 

he continues “the sons had to actually reach a point where they could say to their father, “you 

know, thank you for your input, we’ll get back to you with a decision.”  Mr. Senior eased out of 

an active role in the company over the buy-out period in a move he says was deliberate on his 

part.  He even began to spend about four months at a time out of the State “to strengthen their 

own personal credibility and experiences so they're not picking up the phone, and they don't, to 

ask well what about this, what about that.” 

 The Co-Presidents say that while they have never said “let’s go to Dad to decide this 

because we are diametrically opposed, he might have been there anyway to help.  We’ve asked 

his opinion, short of making a decision.”  The other says that their father “has been a resource 



134 

 

and confidant and cheerleader …and mentor close by.”  One of them says that the day their 

father dies: 

I’m gonna be the saddest person, we’ll all be sad, but he's my mentor, he's my coach, he's 

the guy that I can go to and not that I don't have, I just enjoy talking business with him 

and so now, I still have somebody in my family that I can do that with, which I do today 

as well anyway but, it's different, it's not the voice of experience and you know that's just, 

it’s, but we do share Dad’s, we do share the same Dad so we both get that input 

(emphasis added). . 

 His brother says of the way the Co-Presidency will continue to operate that “I hope it wouldn’t 

change, you know I don’t think we get along because Dad is out there in the wings…I don’t 

think that‘s why it is working now.”  Mr. Senior concurs that “I’m not there to become the 

arbitrator; I want to be a facilitator.”  

The West coast family business consultants were replaced by a locally based organization 

development consultant who says that: 

I’ve been more of, in many ways, more of a lubricant than a facilitator, you know what I 

mean?  I've helped them to have discussions in ways that they might not otherwise have 

had them rather than sort of facilitate differences. 

His employment is a direct result of Mr. Senior’s view that one way of managing issues in a 

family business is to “get counseling from the outside.”  Mrs. Senior thinks that “a consultant is 

more acceptable because it‘s a professional opinion, not a family opinion.” 

Summary 

These Co-Presidents were appointed at the same time and together worked out their way 

for leading the company of which they are equal shareholders.  While there are two company 
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divisions and each assumes management of one division, the divisions share numerous functions 

and there is role overlap. The Co-Presidents have grown more efficient in joint decision making 

and they collaborate on major decisions to the extent that they both attend meetings with the 

external service providers interviewed for this dissertation research.  They are each “well versed” 

in both divisions.  Participants note that their approaches and skills are complementary and serve 

the company well in that together they produce an enhanced outcome for the company. 

The Co-Presidents provide a united front and share common goals for the organization. 

Participants note that the Co-Presidents not only share the same values but individually and 

together, they live out those values.  The Co-Presidents have the same commitment to the 

company’s mission and display that tangibly.  

 

  The Sibling Co-CEO Dyadic Relationship 

   As a leadership duo who is brothers, the Co-Presidents have established a way of relating 

that encompasses their responsibilities in the business and their family connection.  The 

following sections give an account of the sibling Co-Presidency and the interpersonal 

characteristics that govern the interaction between the two Co-Presidents. 

Sibling Co-Presidents  

Employees overwhelmingly feel that the leadership arrangement exists and works 

smoothly because this is a family business and the two Co-Presidents are brothers.  A company 

employee says that “I don’t think that if there, if they weren’t related they wouldn’t be Co-

Presidents. So I think the family has that direct influence….I just, I don’t think it would exist, 

had it not been a family.” 

Another CE agrees: 
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I believe it’s going to be a lot harder to have Co-Presidents, as opposed to two brothers 

who have grown up in the business, doing what their father taught them since they were 

children. I believe that’s what makes the difference…..if two strangers came to do it, it 

might not work as well. 

One Co-President echoes that feeling and says “if it wasn’t my brother, it would be different” 

and he feels it is a great benefit to him personally: 

knowing that I’ve got a blood brother that’s you know, all he thinks and breathes is this 

company and he’s doing it for all, you know as the owner, as the 50% owner, as my 

being a 50% owner.  I know I’ve got my blood brother who I trust to make good 

decisions because if he makes bad decisions it’s going to impact me. 

His brother agrees that: 

I’ve never had somebody else to do that with but it certainly is easy to do it because I 

know where he's coming from because he's my brother…… Maybe we, you know it very 

well could be because we’re brothers and because we are family that we concede more 

readily than we might otherwise if it were just John Doe next door who we were Co-

Presidents with. 

A CE says that while “they might be brothers, but they’re primarily business partners and I think 

that’s what, and they’re here to run businesses.”  Another CE says of the fact that the Co-

Presidents are brothers: “I see it as a positive, their closeness to one another and not only 

personal friendship but professional friendship.”  A FM comments that “they kind of maintained 

their relationship as brothers …while growing the business.” 

Another employee says: 

 I think the brothers’ side bleeds in there but, I think they understand their role.  When 
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they’re here, yeah they might be brothers but, they’re business partners that are running 

businesses, there are not two brothers hanging out trying to run a business. 

That “bleeding over” of the sibling relationship into the leadership arrangement is described by a 

CE:  

it’s just like typical siblings, I mean like one would say something and one would 

disagree, I don’t know if brash is the right word, but they would be a little more, not as 

politically correct when, you know, like when  two employees disagree you know, 

they’re always, you know, like it’s okay to disagree.  Well when the Co-Presidents 

disagree, there’s more of an interaction there than just the professional. 

One Co-President admits that he is going to say things to his brother in “maybe a little different 

manner to someone who is not my brother.”  The next sections explore the nature of the 

communication between the two brothers. 

 The Importance of Communication 

 In every category of interviewees, there was focus on the importance of communication 

as a means of interaction between the two Co-Presidents.  A CE “would definitely recommend a 

Co-Presidency, I think, as long as you can be focused on communication… if you don’t 

communicate, what’s the point?  You might as well just have one.”  Another employee says of 

the leadership arrangement “it all goes back to communication.”  Mr. Senior considers 

communication “the first component of success in this business.”  Other family members stress 

the importance of communication: “I just feel like they keep up on the fact that you need to keep 

the lines of communication open and that's always sitting out there” and “I think that the best 

thing at the end of the day for anybody, and anywhere is just that, you know, communication.” 
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The participants refer to face to face verbal encounters, emails and phone conversations as 

components of communication.  

The Co-Presidents also acknowledge that communication is vital to the success of the 

joint leadership: 

Maybe we make it appear to come easy, and I'm not saying it's difficult but you do have 

to work at it, you know you do have to, the biggest challenge that we have, as I said is the 

communication piece, making sure that he is communicated with and listened to because 

he's, and …. so I've got to communicate and listen, and he has the same obligation to do 

the same to me. 

Openness in communication 

 Recognizing the importance of communication is a necessary but not sufficient condition 

for sharing leadership.  One of the Co-Presidents puts a fine point on it by saying “I think you 

eliminate issues if you properly communicate up front.”   For these Co-Presidents, “properly” 

communicating is a function of the level of openness in the exchanges.  Indeed they feel so 

strongly about the need for open, honest communication that it is one of the company’s ground 

rules (Appendix I): Speak your bottom line TRUTH” (company emphasis).  It is a value that the 

Co-Presidents adopt in their communication with each other.  One of them says of how he 

approaches communication with this brother:  

I’m just going to say it like I’m, you know, bottom line truth …. but you know you kinda 

cut the BS and just say, this is how I feel and I’m uncomfortable, or something like that 

and just stop, or change, or and I hope he can say the same thing to me. 

He elaborates further: 
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If you properly communicate up front, and you’re truthful about what is on your mind 

and you may not like to hear the answer, but it’s a truthful answer and, so that’s the key 

issue in our life, is our ability to be open in our relationships with others (emphasis 

added). 

The Co-Presidents speak of being very open with each other and agree that “we can talk pretty 

frankly between the two of us.” 

Family members agree.  One of them says of the openness between the two: “I think if 

anybody's going to hold back or try to promote their own agenda and not you know, be in it 

together then that's going to create issues and I think that that's what they've done.”  The 

openness of communication is a feature of how the Co-Presidents allow for the opportunity to 

influence each other in their discussions towards joint positions.  An external stakeholder says 

that 

they’re pretty good at facing situations head-on, they've never been, in all my work with 

them, they’ve never been defensive around me, they’ve always addressed the issues that 

I've brought up, …..  and if I say well I really think this is something we need to talk 

with the other about, then it is ‘fine, you know, let's have the talk’. So they've both been 

very good about that.  

Mr. Senior says that his sons do not filter any communication through him.  He says that 

if he hears any comments from any of them regarding any situation with the other, he is sure 

“that is also echoed, eyeball to eyeball.”  During the joint interview, it was clear that the brothers 

are clear and up front with each other, and in the follow up individual interviews, they each 

agreed that “there were no surprises” heard in the joint interview even as a past incident was 

raised concerning the sudden and unexpected switch Co-President made from law to the 
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company because as one of them put it, “he’s heard me say it before.”  Indeed if one Co-

President realizes that he does not have information from the other that he thinks he should have 

had, then they openly discuss the lapse.  One of them explains: 

It’s not intentional…sometimes he’ll say you really shoulda told me that and I ‘m like 

really, I would have never even thought you would need to know …then he’ll explain to 

me why it is…and I’ll be like OK. 

The Co-Presidents apply a litmus test for the level of communication they feel is necessary to 

share leadership effectively: 

You just have to, would I want to know this?  If I were in his shoes, that's what I have to 

do and so I just have to, and I don't always do a good job, I'll be honest with you, you 

know, but I try to, you know. 

Sharing of information 

 Part of “properly communicating up front” is the timely and pertinent sharing of 

information that makes it easier for the Co-Presidents to understand what the other is doing on 

any major issue, says a CE about an event in the restaurant division: 

We’re just now switching marketing firms. So just to bring Co-President Sleep into the 

loop, I invited him into the company that we’re switching to their second presentation, for 

he can say okay, now I can understand why we’re switching. 

Another CE says that: 

a lot of times, they’ll join in together, so the Co-Presidents will be in the same room as 

(named employee). They’ll converse, so they’re both aware and they understand what is 

going on, so they both get the information at the same time.  

The sharing of information between the two Co-Presidents is clear to other stakeholders in the 
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system.  A CE says that: 

when I work with Co-President Eat on a project, and then I talk to Co-President  about it, 

he’s aware of what I’m talking about, and I haven’t, it may have been something that I 

haven’t told him.  So, to me, it’s apparent that somehow they’re communicating. 

A CE who works in the hotel division, considers it “amazing to me is when I, when I talk to Co-

President Eat or I talk, like even Mr. Senior and he’s, he’s our Chairman,  they know a lot of 

things that are going on within, within the division ….they keep one another informed.”  An ES 

says “it’s just a very natural thing for them to be keeping each other informed.”  In fact, there is 

such awareness of the need to share information for the effective functioning of the Co-

Presidency that employees view the imparting of information to the Co-Presidents as a 

component of their jobs.  One CE says: 

I guess I don’t always look at it as Eat is getting in the way of Sleep or Sleep getting in 

the way of Eat, I look at it and say to myself- you’re not giving them the right 

information if they can’t, if they’re calling me and questioning you know there’s the 

inability for them to communicate the situation amongst each other properly, it’s not 

because they can’t communicate, it’s because, I take it that I’m not giving them the right 

stuff. 

The Co-Presidents feel that it is important for sharing information that they attend industry 

conferences jointly, regardless of the division represented by the conference.  One of them says: 

I think that is very important… I strongly encourage him to be there and he wants to be 

there, it’s just whatever conflict but, that’s very important because that is such a world 

that I’m immersed in and for him….. I couldn’t do it justice to explain all the information 
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that I’ve absorbed by being in meetings or you know talking to people. But he sees it like, 

ah ha, I got it, I understand the concept of what we’re working in here now. 

When I conducted the individual interviews in their separate offices, they both had identical 

stacks of reports from one division that they were both going to read that night.  

The recognition of the importance of communication between them, the dissemination 

and receipt of the same information and the ability to speak openly and honestly are factors in 

how these Co-Presidents communicate and exert influence on each other.  In recognition of the 

importance of communication, they have devised methods to ensure that they communicate 

effectively. 

Communication systems 

A facet of shared leadership is the systems that are put in place to facilitate the process. 

These Co-Presidents have systems and mechanisms to ensure that they have the opportunity to 

interact with each other.  Since their offices are adjacent to each other, it is conducive to their 

preferred method of communication as a CE says, “they’re more comfortable face-to-face.”  In 

fact, that CE says of one of the Co-Presidents “If I call him, at his office, 20 steps away, to ask 

him a question, he’ll say, why don’t you come down here and see me?”  The Co-Presidents meet 

with their executive team regularly and also meet together with individual members of the team.  

The Co-Presidents consider these joint meetings a good way of keeping informed and sharing 

opinions.  One of them says: 

 Well I think the statement review is a very important one because we’re looking at the 

numbers together so that there’s an opportunity to ask questions while the operator is 

sitting in the room too….. But it’s once a month review and that’s his opportunity-not 

that he couldn’t do it any other time, but it’s a formal opportunity. 
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A family member says that: 

they take time to talk with each other, you know, their offices are a couple of doors away 

but I think you know they do take time to keep each other informed , a lot of it is 

obviously e-mail, today but, it's easy just to walk, go down, talk, and sit in the chair and 

have a face-to-face conversation. 

Their one on one meetings are mostly “impromptu” says one of them.  “It’s just as easy, I can 

just walk right over when he is not on the phone, and what do you think about this, that and the 

other thing?”  They do have regularly scheduled meetings as well on their calendars and admit 

that those are more “focused conversations” and that having scheduled meetings is “probably 

something that we could improve” and “maybe we want to do that outside of the office.” 

 All executives have Blackberry phones and email is used extensively for communication 

within the organization and between the Co-Presidents. A CE says: 

I typically send them both an e-mail so that way I’m saying the same thing to both of 

them in an e-mail rather than trying to walk back and catch one of them at their desk and 

tell them a sound-bite about something, I prefer to just send them both an e-mail at the 

same time then I know I’ve, covered both my bases. 

When one or the other is out of office, a CE says “they’re constantly on the phone with one 

another.”  Another CE says that “I can only imagine that their weekend family activities center a 

lot around work conversation” especially since as another CE put it, ”they’re so busy with 

individual meetings and they both have a lot of community commitments that they’re going 

separate directions.  I think it almost has to happen on the evenings and on weekends.”   A FM 

confirms that “at home they do talk on the phone, we kind of joke, the family does, that at family 

events, that there’s always some turn to talking about business but they don’t do it overly much.” 
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The Co-Presidents have formal and informal opportunities to communicate with each other and 

to exchange ideas and information with each other and with others as they seek common ground. 

They also adopt specific methods of conflict resolution.  

Conflict resolution 

  No respondent was able to describe a situation of disagreement or tension between the 

two Co-Presidents, prompting a family member to say with an almost apologetic tone “it sounds 

like we’re living in Disneyworld with our company.”  No disagreements would certainly look 

like a fantasy and the reality is that while an employee says “they don’t agree on something, you 

know, just like anybody else,” another employee describes the Co-Presidents as doing “a very 

good job of agreeing and disagreeing.”  An ES says “if they disagree on things, they resolve the 

disagreements appropriately and they don’t cause turmoil with staff.”   “I’d like to say that we 

don’t have very much drama,” says a member of the executive team.  Other employees concur 

that “there’s no backstabbing, there’s no undermining, there’s none of that, no” and “I’ve seen 

them debate, but it’s completely professional, it’s not like they’re yelling or anything like that” 

and yet another CE says “there’s no slamming the door.”  Instead, says a senior employee: 

if there’s something that’s going on that maybe one doesn’t see eye to eye with the other 

and they want to talk about it, then we talk about it and you know maybe look at it in a 

different light and get back on track. 

In getting “back on track” the Co-Presidents are resolving differences in order to lead the 

organization towards the realization of its aims. 

 In case this does not occur on the spot, an employee says “they’ll take it off-line, they’ll 

just, they’ll say hey let’s meet after this or, you and I will get together later.”  A member of the 

executive team describes situations of disagreements this way:  
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If they disagree, they’re doing it in a healthy, respectful manner so one will say ‘I’m not 

sure that I agree with that, you know, tell me more why you’re thinking we should do it 

this way’, and they’ll kind of let the other one state their case and often times I’ll stay in 

the room for whatever it is we’re discussing and we kind of go through the pros and cons 

and agree.  Sometimes they’ll say well, we’ll talk about it more off-line and then they’ll 

get back to me…but I’ve never seen it get out of control which is interesting because with 

family sometimes it can. 

ES 2 explains that this approach is a deliberate and thought out response by the Co-Presidents: 

this is something we did work on several years back, they're very sensitive to not having 

disagreements between themselves, you know, differences of opinion between 

themselves in front of other people in the company, they don't want to portray, they're 

sensitive that if they do it they portray the image of you know sort of disagreement at the 

top, kind of the way of like a husband and wife don't want to argue in front of their kids, 

and so you know, they will take it off-line so that they can have a full discussion about 

whatever the topic is and disagree and not have everybody see their disagreements and 

then they can come back with a united front. 

The “united front” is a consequence of reciprocal persuasion during their “off line” discussions. 

An ES says that “they are willing and able to talk about the differences so that they can try to 

coordinate where they can help each other out.”   

The Co-Presidents describe their approach to differences of opinion this way: 

So if there are things that we might disagree on, or we see there's disagreement amongst 

the group, then instead of me jumping out there and saying I think we should do this 

…drawing a line in the sand ….in that case we’ll say, yeah, you know let's kind of table 
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this and we’ll talk it over, that happens. I don't know how frequently it happens, but it 

happens occasionally. 

The other Co-President chimes in to say that “ultimately there’s a decision, it does get made so, 

we’ve either compromised or one has deferred to the other saying okay” or, says his brother “the 

one has convinced the other.”  

 The communication processes described above are one way that the Co-Presidents are 

able to bring about changes in each other’s viewpoints.  There are other interpersonal dimensions 

that are important considerations in how they enact shared leadership.  As one employee put it:   

Well again, this business does very well for a lot of reasons but, a lot of them have to do 

with Co-Presidents Eat and Sleep and how they interact and how they operate, or how 

they function, and I don’t know if there are two other people named whatever out there 

that are going to be as well attuned to each other, and I think you have to be, I think you 

have to be, there is a lot to have that same trust and respect and faith to take that leap. 

 Trust, respect and familiarity were themes which recurred as employees, external stakeholders, 

family members and the Co-Presidents themselves reflected on the characteristics underlying the 

dyadic relationship.  

Trust 

 When asked to characterize the Co-Presidency, employees and external stakeholders 

return time and time again to the issue of trust.  A senior CE believes that the equal sharing of 

authority and power as part of leadership is made possible in this Co-Presidency because of the 

trust between the two since each Co-President realizes that: 

not maybe all half but, maybe some percentage of your business decisions, what you 

maybe think you have a right to, you’re going to trust and have somebody else make that 
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decision for you , or make it on your behalf. 

In talking about how the Co-Presidents evolved from consultation on small and big issues onto 

the current situation of consultation on more major decisions only, a long standing CE said: 

you gotta trust your brother, you know, your brother is running the other division, he’ll make         

the right decision, we see pretty much eye to eye.  I trust that he’ll do the right thing. I think 

that’s naturally how it’s come about. 

  Other employees endorse that the Co-Presidents “have a high level of trust, between the 

two” and “there’s obviously a lot of trust” and again “trusting one another in their decision 

making.”  An ES concurs that “there is a trust level between Co-Presidents Eat and Sleep that 

allows them to function.”  The Co-Presidents themselves acknowledge trust is a feature of their 

interaction and their ability to either accept each other’s actions and /or embark upon a round of 

discussions to influence the other and arrive at a joint conclusion:  

I have to trust his judgment, you know, and I know, I think similarly he's got to trust my 

judgment, I'm not the expert in his area, I have to trust that my brother’s doing the right 

thing and making the right moves and I'll be brought in for a final decision to make but, 

you know so there's got to be that trust factor, it's gotta be the biggest sole contributor to 

the personalities that make the Co-Presidency work. 

Participants consider that trust in this relationship is “giving your partner the benefit of 

the doubt” and “doing what the hell you say you’re going to do” and the capacity to “function as 

partners and not let stuff get under your skin.”  The Co-Presidents consider that trust 

encompasses heeding each other. If one brother suggests an idea, he is confident: 

that he’s not just going to blow me off, say it’s a good idea, okay, see ya. So I trust now 

that he’ll take it to heart….I do enjoy his being able to challenge me on decisions but 
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know that the way he asks it, is that I’ve, he trusts that I’ve vetted it out. 

That Co-President says of his brother “I rely on him to trust my decision making” and “I enjoy 

his putting his trust in me.”  His brother says that: 

I know where he is coming from and I trust him implicitly. So, I have no fears for, that 

what I'm going to say to him is going to get out to somebody else, you know. So you can 

be very candid. 

The trust between the two Co-Presidents is attributed by participants to the fact that they 

are brothers.  One employee characterizes the Co-Presidency as being “like two brothers that 

truly do trust one another” and another says “you gotta trust your brother” or “there’s obviously 

a lot of trust, they’re brothers you know.”  A CE sums it up: 

I think they’re more comfortable with one another and I think that if they were just 

partners, just colleagues that were unrelated, they obviously wouldn’t have the rapport 

that they have, and the trust that they have.  So I think it speeds up the ability for them to 

make decisions and do things. 

The Co-Presidents say that and “I know I have my blood brother who I trust to make good 

decisions” and “he’s my brother and I trust him implicitly.” 

 Trust seems to be akin to respect in the minds of participants who reference the two 

characteristics together: “I think that there’s a tremendous amount of mutual respect, there’s 

obviously a lot of trust” and “there’s a lot to have that same trust and respect.”  The next section 

looks at respect as a factor in this shared leadership relationship. 

Respect 

 Participants overwhelmingly agree that one of the reasons that the Co-Presidency works 

as well as it does is that “there’s a tremendous amount of mutual respect”; “I think they’re very 
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respectful between one another,” and “I just think that they truly respect each other’s decisions.”  

A CE, in trying to characterize the relationship says “I think they’re both obviously have earned 

each other’s admiration and respect, and that’s, you know, I don’t know how else to describe it.”  

And yet another says “they have the mutual respect for one another, they understand their 

positions and it’s not like you have someone struggling, you know, against one another.”  Indeed 

says an ES, answering how he thinks the Co-Presidency is able to function says, “I think respect 

is probably the number one word I would say, they respect each other, they respect each others’ 

advice and expertise and just, I think it’s respect.”  Another ES concurs that “I think it comes 

back to the general respect that both Co-Presidents have for one another.  

 That mutual respect is demonstrated, say participants, by the way the Co-Presidents 

respect the divisional responsibilities, publicly recognize each other, defer to each other, seek 

each other’s input  which influences how a decision might be made, and generally speak to each 

other. A senior CE says: 

So, they’re respectful of each other’s authority. I think they’re careful; they don’t step on 

their toes.  But once while, though step on each other’s heels saying, hey could you get 

going on that.  So I think they’re respectful that way. 

.Another CE says that checking with each other, and not wanting “to make that decision without 

the other one…it’s ok …I think it is respect.”  “It makes it easier because they care for and 

respect one another and as a result of that, they’re going to make sensitive, thoughtful decisions.” 

Indeed, employees say that they respect each other’s domain, in that for a restaurant matter “Co-

President Sleep will give me some feedback, but he won’t provide direction.  Or he’ll say you 

need to consult my brother, Co-President Eat.”  He’s respectful of Co-President Eat so it’ll go 

from Sleep to Eat to me” (emphasis added). 
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An ES says that: 

I have  never seen either one, ever, and I've spent a lot of time with the two of them , talk 

disparagingly about their brother, talk disrespectfully about their brother, none of that. 

They’ve disagreed plenty, but it's always been in a respectful way.  

Family members concur that “they take time to talk with each other; it's respectful that 

they include each other on things, you know that they each kind of receive benefits of, whether 

it's from outside vendors or something,….they’re in it equally.”  And another FM says that they 

challenge each other “but do it in a respectful way just to be sure that concerns are addressed,” 

but that “they don’t try to micromanage their Co-President.”  A FM thinks that the level of 

respect between the Co-Presidents is a feature of how they are able to deal with each other in a 

way that avoids negative consequences. That FM  says that  “speaking to the respect issue, to say 

it in a respectful way, so I don’t think anyone has, no, no one’s ever said anything negative about 

anything in a way that would be hurtful.”  Stakeholders cite as illustrations of that respect the 

way the Co-Presidents: 

always give the other time to speak about something in meetings to the point of stopping 

to say well that’s my opinion but we haven’t heard from my brother.  So even if the other 

one isn’t trying to intervene, they will stop and say tell me what you think. I think that’s 

very respectful.  

Publicly, the Co-Presidents recognize each other as equal leaders.  In practically every 

newspaper article I read in which one or the other of the Co-President spoke at some opening or 

award ceremony, one Co-President would find a way to mention his partner, no matter what 

division was in the spotlight.  Company employees and other stakeholders feel that this 

reciprocal acknowledgment of each other is testimony to the respect that drives the interactions 
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of influence between the brothers.  A CE describes in her opinion how they show respect for 

each other:  “If it’s a restaurant event, they recognize the hotel division and they always, always 

says that Co-President Sleep is the one that had the foresight for the, for the hotels … Co-

President Sleep  in turn will recognize Eat.”  An external stakeholder notes that the respect has 

played out “in a sense that both of them have always acknowledged the other, and both of them 

have always essentially in that acknowledgement said, you know, my brother’s involved in this 

with me; both of them have said that.”   

 These Co-Presidents consider that giving each other credit is important to their 

relationship and their interactions: 

because we don’t want to, we want to not take credit for oh, well this is my company and 

it’s only, we’re Co-Presidents, we’re co-owners of the business so, if we’re doing an 

interview, I’m, always make it a point, and then I say, if we’re talking about our family 

business, then Sleep runs the hotels … that’s how I describe it to the people that 

interview me. 

Over and beyond the public acknowledgment, the brothers give each other credit for the success 

of the company.  Eat is quick to point out that:  

These hotels have been very profitable for our company and for our family so, I respect 

him and what he, the work that he's done over the years developing relationships with the 

franchisor and determining, you know, what brands ought to be and what markets and I 

give a lot of credit to him. We wouldn't be where we are if it weren't for him, and I feel 

very strongly. I think my Dad would say the same thing, my Dad was in the hotel 

business and just the very notion of getting into the hotel business was his idea.  So I 

think you gotta give him credit for that, and I do, so I think I've learned to respect him for 
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that. 

Sleep likewise acknowledges that he “wants to give Eat credit where credit’s due” with regard to 

how well he adjusted from his legal profession to the hospitality business.  He says that he 

respects how his brother joined the business and how his brother likely said to himself that he 

had to: 

‘ put my ego aside a little bit here and even though I may have been a high flying 

attorney, I’m not going to do that and I’m going to get dirty at night and close a 

restaurant and get, smell like fried chicken when I come home.’  So I could really 

appreciate it.  

 Co-President Sleep acknowledges that “I think he's worked on that too, because you don't just 

stop being an attorney on a Friday and start being in the hospitality business on a Monday.” 

 The Co-Presidents treat each other with respect, says an employee “just because they’re 

relatively the same age, they have the same basic education and I think their values have led 

them to believe that they can do it together and that they can be respectful of each other.”  One of 

the Co-Presidents says that “we were both successful in what we were doing “and feel that both 

of them would have been able to have outside “careers that were very successful.”  That 

recognition of each other’s talents allows them to acknowledge the views of the other as they 

interact towards coming to a joint position. 

 An ES thinks that the respect comes becomes because: 

They see one another as, both see the other as committed and passionate to what they're 

doing in the business and there is respect for that.  Both see the other as an ethical person, 

that's very important and neither one is out having affairs and you know, spending a lot of 

the company money you know inappropriately, you see all kinds of things in business, 
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you know you’ve got the private jet we don't need, and all that kind of stuff, and the guys 

just aren't like that and they respect that about one another.  Neither one has the kind of 

ego where, that leads them to being narcissistic and losing touch with what the business is 

all about. 

The Co-Presidents concur and  one of them says that neither of them “had some wild hair 

coming out of college that we did something really kind of off the charts, off the wall and then 

decided to come into the family business because I couldn’t make it elsewhere.”  The reciprocal 

lack of censure greases the wheels of mutual influence.  

Another source of this mutual respect, say employees is the family values.  A CE says 

“they’ve been brought up with those values that I need to respect my brother; I need to respect 

the Co-President. So I think they just do that inherently.”  A CE says of Mr. Senior “he’s just the 

best at that, he really, he’s taught his sons well, how to be respectful, he doesn’t pull any 

punches, but at the same time he’s always respectful.”  Family members concur that “a lot of that 

comes from their parents, and their dad, and his leadership I mean, and how he's been the role 

model to respect each one of them in coming into the business and letting them make decisions.”  

And again a FM says of Mr. Senior that the family is “loving, warm and respectful” and that Mr. 

Senior “is just so genuine with his people, he respects them so much” that he set the trend. 

Company employees note that the Co-Presidents extend respect to others: 

You know, it’s just when they walk into the restaurant, saying hi to everybody.  It’s not 

like they just go over and say hi to the GM, and they won’t say hi to the cashier or the 

drive-through person.  So it’s kind of like they’re just being courteous and showing 

respect for all of the employees. 

This respect for each other and for employees, says an ES is what “allows the company to 
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get where it is.” 

The acknowledgment of each other’s abilities and actions as joint leaders is a facet of the 

respectful interaction between the Co-Presidents.  It contributes to the ease with which they are 

able to persuade each other.  One of them believes “as far as how we work with each other, it is 

very easy.”  That ease is derived from the familiarity between the two of them and the way they 

employ humor in their interactions to influence each other’s actions to achieve common goals.  

Familiarity 

 The Co-Presidents seem much attuned to each other and this apparent effortlessness in 

the relationship makes for the capacity to interact with ease that makes the process of mutual 

influence that much smoother.  One Co-President thinks that their compatibility comes from 

having “just been around each other since we were kids, I guess, it’s just familiarity.”  A long 

standing employee says “I think they obviously know each other very well “ and  “ it’s very 

natural, it’s not forced, it’s not,  you know, it’s just second nature.”  In newspaper photographs, 

the brothers look very comfortable and usually stand close to each other and actually sometimes 

one brother throws his arm around the other.  This familiarity extends into decision making at the 

company.  A CE notes that: 

If one is not here, if they kind-of feel that, you know, I don’t want to make that decision 

without the other one, then they won’t.  If they feel, okay, I know exactly how Sleep 

would answer this or Eat would handle it, then they would make the decision. 

Their knowledge of each other was obvious when during a period review meeting, Sleep 

asked a question of a senior executive who did not seem to grasp the query immediately, and Eat 

was able to jump in, right away, look directly at his brother, and answer with a nod and a few 

words.  It almost seems as if they practice trying to read each other’s minds.  During the joint 
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interview, one Co-President lost his train of thought and the other attempted to fill in for him but 

missed the mark and he actually commented “damn, I thought I had you.”  This high level of 

familiarity is a facet in their interaction and contributes to their ability to work together easily 

towards the achievement of organizational goals. 

Humor 

 These Co-Presidents are so familiar and comfortable with each other that there is no fear 

of offending the other, says one Co-President and so they are constantly ribbing each other, even 

in public.  Within minutes of first meeting them, they embarked upon teasing each other without 

any inhibition in my presence.  One newspaper journalist who interviewed the brothers wrote 

that “the quips and wisecracks fly fast and furious” between them.  One Co-President says that “I 

think it's nice that we can, we can joke with one another, and lighten, not that there's tense 

situations but just lighten the situation.”  Humor is used as a way to lubricate work conversations 

and take the edge off any intense situations.  A family member says that “there are a lot of 

serious business decisions you have to make and I know they're serious when they have to be 

serious but, in their day-to-day you know, at the office they're just very light with each other.” 

An employee says of the use of humor between the Co-Presidents, “you can get just bogged 

down in the work conversation and sometimes they’ll throw something funny in at the end of 

something and it just kind of lightens the mood a little bit and makes you laugh and then you 

keep going.”  Mr. Senior agrees that “humor is a key component of their ability to relate with 

each other.  They're very much having fun with each other.”  That effortlessness in relating to 

each other is yet another factor in their interaction towards influencing each other.  The Co-

Presidents agree that the use of humor between them is a feature of their interaction of influence 

that does not extend quite as deeply to others in the organization.  One of them says:  
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I know I can do it because I know that he appreciates my humor, he knows when I'm 

kidding and I'm not going to, he's not going to go back and go, oh my God, I can't believe 

he said that. Whereas I would not do that with other people in my organization, I just 

wouldn't do that. 

Summary  

There are specific interpersonal dynamics between the sibling Co-Presidents.  They are 

able to combine being brothers with their shared role in the business.  Participants note the open, 

honest communication between the two and information flows freely.  They have installed 

systems to ensure good communication.  It is noteworthy that onlookers have never seen any 

altercation between the two Co-Presidents who have a clear and thought out mechanism for 

resolving conflicts.  Communication is given much importance in this company and Co-

Presidency.  The Co-Presidents share a common respect for each other that participants note is 

manifest in their deference of each other and their public acknowledgement of each other.  It is a 

respect born out of appreciation of the other’s input and has its roots in their family upbringing.  

They trust each other implicitly and are confident that each of them is interested in the welfare of 

the other.  This trust is a consequence of experience with each other and childhood socialization 

within the family.  They are comfortable with each other in and outside of the work place and 

have maintained their distinctive sense of humor privately and publicly.  

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter presented the detailed findings of this case study of a family business led by 

a pair of sibling Co-Presidents.  It first explored the family characteristics which are noticeably 

present in the business and which guide the interaction between the two Co-Presidents.  The 

family is described as close knit, values-driven, trusting and respectful with good communication 



157 

 

among family members.  Within the shared leadership arrangement there are systems set up for 

joint decision making and while each Co-President is assigned his own domain, there is role 

overlap.  They are able to substitute for each other and participants believe they are better 

together than the sum of their individual contributions.  The Co-Presidents have shared goals, 

values and mission.  The interpersonal interactions between the Co-Presidents mirror the family 

characteristics in that there is tangible trust between them; manifest respect and an easy 

familiarity.  The next chapter examines these findings in light of the research questions and the 

literature pertaining to shared leadership, family internal social capital and leadership dyads.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the findings and conclusions of this study and to 

reflect upon the implications of these findings to theory, practice and research.  This was a case 

study undertaken to explore the nature of shared leadership between two Co-CEOs/Presidents in 

a family owned and operated business.  The study included an investigation into the role of 

internal family social capital in the dynamics between the two joint leaders.  Succession is a 

challenging issue for family businesses and the failure to have successful leadership and 

ownership succession is a major contributor to the untimely demise of these firms (Cabrera-

Suárez, 2005).  FBs are  implementing Co-CEOs/Presidents in the leadership of those firms 

without the benefit of any empirical evidence  or indeed focused theory to guide them 

(Montemerlo et al., 2008).   

This study framed the phenomenon of Co-CEOs/Presidents in FBs as residing at the 

intersection of three theoretical bases—shared leadership, internal family social capital and 

dyadic leadership characteristics.  The conceptual frame suggests that the functioning of Co-

CEOs/Presidents in FBs is influenced by the tenets of shared leadership, dyadic characteristics 

and the level of internal family social capital within the owning family.  The implication of the 

conceptual frame is that no single theory provides a complete explanation of how shared 

leadership between two Co-CEOs/Presidents operates in a family business. The study sought to 

determine how and why the top leadership post is shared between the two Co-Presidents of this 

particular family business and the role of internal family social capital in that process.  

This case study was conducted at a family business that has been led by brother Co-

Presidents since 1998.  The business has expanded considerably during this time and the Co-
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Presidency has been deemed successful by the stakeholders.  The study included interviews of 

different categories of stakeholders—employees, external stakeholders, family members and the 

Co-Presidents.  Data were also sourced from internal company documentation, public documents 

and researcher observations.  The findings in relation to the research question are reported in the 

first section of this chapter.  The second section reflects upon the four primary findings of the 

dissertation research and their relation to the literature.  These findings led to some key 

conclusions as to the nature of shared leadership between these family member Co-Presidents 

and the role of internal family social capital.  These conclusions are explored in the next section 

of the chapter.  The section after that re-examines the conceptual frame in light of the findings.  

The following sections describe the implications of this study for theory and practice.  The 

remaining sections focus on the limitations of the study and recommendations for future study.  

 

The Research Questions 

This study asked an overall question about shared leadership between a pair of family 

member Co-Presidents in a family business.  A sub question asked specifically about the role of 

internal family social capital in the relationship between the Co- Presidents.  This is an 

exploratory case study and the findings are not meant to be causal explanations of the 

phenomenon.  The overarching question is meant to explore how and why these Co-Presidents 

share the top post in their family business. 

Overall Question 

  The overarching question is “What is the nature of shared leadership between a pair of 

Co-CEOs/in a family owned and operated business?”  The Co-Presidency works because they 

both acknowledge the benefit of having a Co-President and they recognize that together they are 

better than apart. “Two plus two equals five.”  These brother Co-Presidents are able to 
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effectively occupy the one executive position by presenting a united front to the organization and 

to the family. They have an agreed upon a Mission Statement which reflects their joint values 

and that of their family of origin and they actively lead and abide by the tenets of those values. 

The Co-Presidents each have operational oversight over one division which allows each of them 

to “play in their own sandbox” as one of them put it.  Yet, they each have knowledge and 

understanding of both divisions of the company and they both review all financial statements, 

executive hires, human resource practices, new acquisitions, additional projects, proposed 

franchisees and other major decisions for both divisions.  Role overlap is a more salient feature 

of their functioning than is role differentiation.  This joint decision making that is an important 

aspect of the Co-Presidency is made “seamless” as one participant put it, by the communication 

practices of this duo.   

They not only recognize the importance of communication mechanisms to ensure good 

flow of information, they are very committed to open and honest feedback to each other. So 

much so that the maxim “speak your bottom line TRUTH” (emphasis theirs) is a company 

ground rule to which they adhere.  The Co-Presidents have worked out a mechanism for conflict 

resolution that avoids “drama” in the organization.  The Co-Presidents trust each other 

“implicitly” and manifest respect for each other in tangible ways.  They share a distinctive sense 

of humor which they employ in their interactions.  Their relationship exhibits signs of incredible 

ease and familiarity.  This is a familiarity born out of their connection as family, as is their trust 

and respect for each other.  The family traits and practices have had a profound influence on the 

nature of this leadership arrangement.  The family is close knit, stable, respectful and trusting of 

each other.  The Co-Presidency was created with the help of external consultants and the family 

continues to access this support regularly to augment their communication systems. These family 
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attributes live in each of them by their own admission because of their upbringing and are 

ingrained in each of them which speak to the strong internal family social capital in this family. 

Research Sub Question 

What is the role of internal family social capital in the dynamics between the two Co-

CEOs?   These Co-Presidents share leadership in a way that participants describe as “unique” a 

term that they also ascribe to the values and behavior of this family.  The data is overwhelming 

that this family has strong internal family social capital—they are close knit, meet frequently for 

family gatherings and for formal family meetings, share the same values, prize open and honest 

communication, trust each other and generally care for the welfare of one another.  The brothers 

have no history of sibling rancor.  They all acknowledge and practice their faith and the family is 

well regarded in their community.  This high level of internal social capital is a driving force in 

the smooth implementation and functioning of the Co-Presidents.  Indeed, it appears to be the 

most critical factor in this Co-Presidency.   

Not every family can implement this arrangement.  Without the features of strong internal 

family social capital—good communication, trust, respect, stable family, care –this Co-

Presidency will likely not work as well as it does.   In return, the way in which these Co-

Presidents are able to translate family characteristics into the business and their relationship, 

actually increases the stock of family internal social capital.  Their trust, respect and caring for 

each other engenders ease in the wider family.  Internal family social capital is an input and an 

outcome of the Co-Presidency.  The findings are synthesized into four primary results which are 

discussed in relation to the literature in the section below. 
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Discussion of Findings 

The primary findings of the study are that this family business has a high level of internal 

family social capital encompassing trust, respect, shared values; communication is paramount; 

there is role overlap, and external support lubricates the relationship between the Co-Presidents. 

These findings are explored in relation to the literature in the sub-sections below.  

 Strong Internal Family Social Capital 

 This family business displays high levels of internal family social capital.  Nahapiet and 

Ghosal (1998) suggest that social capital increases when the conditions of stability, interaction, 

closure and interdependence are met.  Pearson et al. (2008) postulate that family businesses are 

more likely to meet these antecedent conditions because of the influence of the owning family.  

The findings of this study reinforce these theoretical postulations.  The family has managed a 

very successful transition from one generation to the next and anticipates continuing as a family 

business into the future.  This speaks to the stable nature of this family business as it has 

achieved a successful leadership succession which is an indicator of future stability.  This family 

has traditions that have been maintained from generation to generation, thus increasing the 

stability of the family.  “Increased family stability enhances the understanding of values, 

behavioral norms and cognitive schemes used by family members” (Arregle et al., 2007, p. 76). 

The Co-Presidents acknowledge that their joint family socialization has led to their sharing 

values and views.  

  The interaction among family members is open, frequent and occurs informally through 

regular family social gatherings and formally through facilitated family meetings.  The Co-

Presidents schedule time alone together and also meet as the need arises at the office.  They 

speak to each other frequently on the phone when they are not in office together.  These are 
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specific interaction opportunities that increase the likelihood of high internal family social 

capital.  Closure is a function of how close knit a family is (Arregle et al., 2007).  Closure within 

a family business is indicated when the founder remains involved in the business and children 

are involved at an early age (Pearson et al., 2008).  This family business meets those indicators. 

This is a family that is tightly connected to each other and present as a single unified unit to 

external parties.  In particular, the Co-Presidents have a bond that is exclusive and apparent to 

external stakeholders who say that “if one is unhappy, then both are unhappy.”  The family is 

tightly knit and the geographical proximity of the family members contributes to relationship 

building.  The Co-Presidents acknowledge that familiarity with each other, born out of a close 

knit family, is a contributor to the ease of this Co-Presidency.  

 By virtue of joint and equal ownership, there is a level of interdependence between the 

Co-Presidents.  Over and beyond the pragmatic issue of ownership though, these Co-Presidents 

openly acknowledge that their company would not have achieved the success it has if only one of 

them was at the helm.  They rely on each other and are interdependent.   The antecedent 

conditions of stability, interaction, closure and interdependence indicate high social capital in the 

three dimensions identified by Nahapiet and Ghosal (1980): structural, cognitive and relational. 

The structural dimension describes how connections within one context are exported to another.  

The findings of this study show a definite appropriability of family characteristics into the family 

business and the relationship and functioning of the two Co-Presidents.   

The cognitive dimension addresses the existence of shared meanings and values. 

Overwhelmingly, participants cited the common vision of the Co-Presidents.  This study found 

that these Co-Presidents have the “same focus” and present a “united front” to their employees 

and external stakeholders.  They have common goals for the business and share the same values 
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to the extent that “both are consistent on what the values are and what the direction is for the 

company” as explained by a company employee.  The shared values of the Co-Presidents come 

from their “upbringing” and are reflected in the company’s mission statement devised by the 

family.  Shared values that lead to common goals are a feature of strong family social capital 

(Adler & Kwon, 2002; Hoffman et al., 2006). 

The relational dimension of family social capital refers to the trust, norms, obligations 

and identification of family members (Pearson et al., 2008).  Trust among family business 

members “is a potent form of expectational  asset” (Hoffman et al., 2006, p. 139) and this family 

is rich in this asset.  Participants cited trust as one of the salient features of the family and the 

Co-Presidency. “Reciprocal and trusting relationships” (Arregle et al., 2007, p. 73) is a 

consequence of high social capital.  These Co-Presidents are able to mutually influence each 

other because of what they acknowledge as implicit trust between them.  The Co-Presidents 

speak of growing up “in a family upbringing of trust” that is a feature of their working 

relationship.  Trust is an appropriable family characteristic and a noticeable asset of the 

relationship between the brother Co-CEOs.  

The family business scholars cite various norms within the family as evidence of high 

family social capital.  These include reputation, cooperation, openness, dialogue, reciprocity, 

egalitarianism, teamwork (Arregle et al., 2007; Hoffman et al., 2006; Pearson et al., 2008; 

Sorenson et al., 2009).  This study is empirical evidence of the existence of those norms and 

more as components of family social capital cited.  Although reputation is more aligned with 

external social capital and was not the focus of this study, participants felt compelled to cite the 

family’s community involvement and standing within its hometown and county.  The findings 

reveal that this is very much an egalitarian family.  “My whole life is dividing everything by 
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three people” says Mrs. Senior, speaking of the family’s norm of equality among the children. 

These Co-Presidents have equal shares in the business and have parity of authority.   

   The formal family meetings encourage dialogue among family members about the 

business and the Co-Presidents are open in their communication (Carr et al., 2011; Pearson et al., 

2008; Sorenson et al., 2009).   In particular, the data reveals that this family and its family 

business share a norm of open, honest communication as evidenced by the family business 

ground rule of speaking “bottom line truth.”   In devising their questionnaire on internal family 

social capital, Carr et al. (2011) conclude that a willingness to share information and a capacity 

to leverage their family relationships to share information are key indicators of high internal 

family social capital.  These brother Co-Presidents share information easily with each other and 

have introduced that as a norm in the family business.  They have introduced a method of 

conflict resolution that increases the level of open communication.  

The tight knit nature of the relationship between the Co-Presidents has resulted in some 

additional norms that indicate high internal family social capital.  Participants referenced respect 

as yet another family characteristic that is reflected in the relationship between the Co-

Presidents.  They manifest tangible respect for each other by deference to each other and 

acknowledgment of each other privately and publicly.  The relationship between the Co-

Presidents is free of rancor arising out of sibling rivalry.  The high level of closure within the 

family and in particular, the close relationship between the brother Co-Presidents has created 

idiosyncratic behaviors like the use of humor in their relationship.  The brothers admit that they 

say things to each other in jest that they will not do with others in the business. The other 

characteristics of the relational dimension of family social capital are obligations and identity 

(Hoffman et al., 2006; Pearson et al., 2008).  The brothers acknowledge that they have a duty and 
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responsibility to their fellow Co-President and will do nothing to harm the other or the business.  

Their personal behavior conforms to the family standards of “nothing wild.”  This family has a 

strong sense of identity-as a family and as a family business.  They do indeed have “shared social 

norms and a sense of common membership” (Furstenberg, 2005, p. 810).   

Communication, Communication, Communication 

 A former Co-CEO says of Co-CEOship that the “key challenge is to communicate, 

communicate, and communicate” (Ladika, 2004, p. 2).  This study endorses this observation.   

Communication is important not just as a means of sharing information but as a tangible input 

and outcome of the joint leaders’ commitment to making the relationship work for the collective 

good.  However, communication is a much bandied and broad term and what this study shows is 

that recognition of the importance and need for communication is a necessary but not sufficient 

condition for the success of shared leadership.  Just as critical is the openness that allows one 

leader to be transparent and forthcoming with the other leader.  The Co-Presidents have norms of 

open, honest communication with extensive sharing of information.  There is total transparency 

with regard to information and decision making in each division and the Co-Presidents share data 

easily and readily with each other.  Indeed this is incorporated as a norm in the business.  The 

Co-Presidents speak frankly to each other and adhere to their company value of “speaking their 

bottom line truth.”   This finding supports the view of shared leadership scholars that the most 

successful incidences of shared leadership exist when there is open communication and sharing 

of ideas (Burke et al., 2003).   

Most important though, this Co-Presidency has established a method of dealing with 

conflict between them.  They do not shy away from expressing differences between them and 

arriving at joint conclusions and they do so in a way that does not disrupt the organization.  This 
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feature of their relationship is one of the dimensions that Gabarro (1990) cites as an indicator of 

a developed dyadic relationship—the ability and capacity for conflict resolution.  Pearce and 

Sims (2000) incorporate into their model of shared leadership, environmental support systems 

which support the concept of individuals working closely together and sharing leadership.  These 

Co-Presidents have put in place the appropriate mechanisms to facilitate ease and frequency of 

communication.  The Co-Presidents make use of today’s technology in supporting 

communication; smart phones and emails are useful tools.  Scheduled meetings, informal office 

visits between them, agendas, and shared reports are all important factors that aid 

communication between the two Co-Presidents.    

Role Overlap 

The theme of separate roles and responsibilities as a condition for the implementation and 

sustainability of Co-CEOs is widespread in the academic and popular literature (Alvarez & 

Svejenova, 2005; Fischbach et al., 2007; Miles & Kivlighan, 2010; O'Toole et al., 2002).  Role 

identification and role differentiation are often cited as important structural characteristics of 

shared leadership and indeed of Co-CEOship (Carson et al., 2007; Gronn & Hamilton, 2004; 

Love, 2003).  At first glance, this Co-Presidency seems to fit this mold.  The Co-Presidents are 

carded as each being in charge of one business division—one in hotels, and one in restaurants.  

Yet, closer examination reveals that there is considerable role overlap between the two Co-

Presidents.   Even as some operational functions are handled by each division’s staff, the Co-

Presidents still give input at that level.  Each Co-President visits sites on both sides of the 

business and makes observations which he then shares with his brother or sometimes even with 

his brother’s direct reports.  
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The head office back room operations for both divisions are in the same offices and the 

divisions share executive staff members who work for both divisions.  The Co-Presidents not 

only meet regularly with the executive team for company-wide business issues, each of them 

attends monthly statement reviews for each division and makes input at those meetings.  They 

attend the same industry seminars targeted to one division only. They meet external stakeholders 

together.  There is no role differentiation by functional responsibility.  Functional diversity is 

referenced by some scholars as conducive to shared leadership (Bunderson & Sutcliffe, 2002; 

Carson et al., 2007).  These Co-Presidents seem to lead  more via what Gronn and Hamilton 

(2004) call role overlap which is one of the three norms they say that govern dyadic leadership.  

In role overlap, the leaders are able to substitute for each other and the study found that indeed 

each Co-President can take over the other’s division, if there was a need.  The other two norms 

are role differentiation and role duplication.  While there is role differentiation at the level of 

business divisions, that is not as salient as the degree of role overlap that these Co-Presidents 

exhibit.  Role duplication refers to each leader performing all of the identical tasks which the 

other leader does with no distinction between the tasks undertaken.  These Co-Presidents attend 

some meetings and events together  but there is little of the redundancy considered an anathema 

to effective shared leadership (Gronn & Hamilton, 2004) . 

In addition to structural role separation, there is the issue of personality and 

temperamental differences and the impact of those differences on the Co-Presidency.  Some 

commentators on shared leadership among a small group consider that it is advantageous to have 

different enough personalities that each co-leader occupies different role spaces related to 

temperament, like task or people orientation (Heenan & Bennis, 1999; O'Toole et al., 2002).  

These Co-Presidents do have some differences of personality characterized as the gregarious 
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salesman and the methodical lawyer.  However, the telling comments in this regard are that 

while this may well be so, “they are more similar than different” or as one Co-President put it 

they “come at things fairly similarly.”  The differences in personality serve the company well 

and are not disruptive to the leadership arrangement.  Indeed, the Co-Presidency is not fraught 

with interpersonal conflict which leads employees and other stakeholders to consider it an easy 

and professional arrangement.   

Use of external support 

In devising and designing the Co-CEO arrangement, this family and the family business 

had the benefit of external professional consultation.  The family members all acknowledge the 

important role of the initial family business consultants who helped design the equal buy-out of 

the parents by the Co-Presidents.  In fact, the parents sought professional family business 

advising upon the entry of their children into the business and before any conceptualization of 

joint ownership and leadership by their sons.  This external input extended well into the 

implementation of the Co-Presidency as their  consultant took on the role of assisting, as he put 

it, in moving the Co-Presidents’ father “away from a supervisory role and into a consultative 

role” a task that was sometimes made difficult by Mr. Senior’s own difficulty in relinquishing his 

previous position as sole decision maker.  Mr. Senior, by his own admission wanted to function 

as a mentor and a coach, not as an active leader and the transition was facilitated by the 

consultant.  

In companies that are led by Co-CEOs and where there is an established Board of 

Directors, the Board plays an active role in guiding, monitoring and evaluating the  Co-CEOs 

(Pellet, 1999; Troiano, 1999).  This company does not have a Board of Directors and have 

created their bank of advisors from paid consultants.  The consultants were instrumental in 
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designing the shareholder agreements regarding the buy-out from Mr. Senior and the existing 

buy-sell arrangements.  From the time that the buyout agreement was reached, Mr. Senior shifted 

gears from sole directive leader to coach and facilitator. He disavows any mediation role and his 

sons support that assertion.  The long standing organization consultant, with whom both the 

family and the executive team meet regularly, says that his role in the Co-Presidency has not 

been mediation or even facilitation, but rather lubrication in that he just helps move things along.  

The Co-Presidents identify the issues on which they need to act and the consultant merely 

accommodates the discussion. Like Mr. Senior, he does not mediate.  These Co-Presidents have 

forged their own path of collaboration.  They do not need any external intervention for conflict 

resolution and handle differences of opinion by “off line” dialogue where there is either 

compromise or “one convinces the other” as they put it.  This finding resonates with the finding 

that shared leadership is more successful in an environment where there is less more supportive 

than directive input (Carson et al., 2007). 

Conclusions 

The findings listed above suggest some specific views as to the nature of shared 

leadership and the role of internal family social capital in the family member Co-Presidency of a 

family owned and operated business.  The findings  confirm the importance of interpersonal 

relationships in shared leadership; the synergy that results from interdependence, the need for a 

common vision, goals and approaches; and the overriding influence and impact of the family in 

the Co-Presidency of a family business.  These conclusions are explored in this section. 

It is Interpersonal 

This Co-Presidency works well to a large extent because of the open, trusting, respectful 

and easy relationship that exists between the Co-Presidents.  This is not only about the individual 
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characteristics and competences of any of these leaders or the complexity of the task or the 

reward systems or cognitive and affective conflict as reflected in the shared leadership literature 

(Burke et al., 2003; Ensley & Pearce, 2001; Pearce & Sims, 2000).  The sharedness of the 

leadership structure resides in the robustness of the relationship between these two Co-

Presidents.  The ability to influence each other is dependent on the kind of relationship that they 

have with each other, not on their personalities or skills.  It is about the openness, trust, respect, 

familiarity, and the distinctive use of humor between the two Co-Presidents.   “A co-leader 

relationship, like a chemical compound, has unique properties of its own above and beyond the 

qualities of the elements (personality characteristics) that combine to form the compound (the 

relationship)” (Bridbord & DeLucia-Waack, 2011, p. 216).  This supports the view that shared 

leadership is  about relationships and interactions (Fletcher & Kaufer, 2003; Svejenova, Vives, & 

Alvarez, 2010).  

Interdependence and Synergy  

This Co-Presidency is more about role overlap that about role differentiation.  The 

assignment of each Co-President to a division is a structural rather than a behavioral distinction. 

Gronn (2002) considers that division of labor involves both fragmentation and integration and 

says that this duality “is the source of emerging new forms of role interdependence and 

coordination” (p.428) that leads to increasing shared leadership.   The Co-Presidents share 

authority within the jointly held sphere of responsibility for the entire company and not for their 

“line of business.”  It is that parity of power and influence that contributes to the success of the 

leadership arrangement.  This study reveals that this Co-Presidency works successfully for the 

good of the organization and the family because each Co-President is committed to the success 

of the other.  They rely on each other and acknowledge that “two plus two equals five” which is 
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an apt description and manifestation of the synergy that Gronn (2002) believes is a basis for 

shared leadership between duos.  The input of both Co-Presidents in major decisions leads to 

synergy and results in an enhanced outcome for the business.  This study confirms the role that 

synergy plays in the success of this two- headed leadership structure.  

The realization that ‘two heads are better than one” drives the propensity for 

collaboration far more than any organizational structure can.  While the interdependence that is 

displayed in this Co-Presidency may well have its origin in the equality of the shareholdings and 

legal responsibility between them, the synergy and the acknowledgement of that synergy by both 

of them is a significant factor in their capacity to influence each other.  This is manifest in their 

joint decision making which as an external shareholder puts it “includes both of their opinions.”  

 A related issue is that their interdependence, and their way of relating to each other is forged by 

their own direct interactions and joint conclusions. It is not driven by external influences.   Even 

though the family has continued to employ a consultant to facilitate regular family meetings and 

he has over the years also kept his finger on the pulse of the interaction between the two Co-

CEOs, he has acted, as he put it, to “lubricate” the relationship between the two.    

There is no mediator or elaborate mediation process in play here.  External coaches do 

not act as a buffer between these two Co-Presidents. There is no “power broker behind the 

scenes” (Schumpter, 2010).  It is very much between the two of them.  This is an important 

feature of Co-CEOship in a family business as it mitigates the possible disruptive influences of 

the preceding generational leader to the succession process.  This external intervention 

contributed to the process of cementing the power of the Co-Presidents who had to take their 

place as the new joint leaders of the organization.  The consultant remains a resource to the Co-
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Presidents and the family.  The early employment of professional help and the continued use of 

an external consultant are important factors in the success of this leadership duo. 

Commonality and Complementarity 

Shared leadership is about the co-leaders influencing each other “for which the objective 

is to lead one another to the achievement of group or organizational goals” (Pearce & Conger, 

2003, p. 1. emphasis added).   This arrangement will not be in the realm of shared leadership 

unless there was commonality of goals and mission and vision between the two leaders.  

Otherwise, as those who question the feasibility of Co-CEOship say, two leaders coming from 

different directions “presents a whole mess of problems” (Pellet, 1999, p. 40).  The 

“Disneyworld” characterization of this co-led company is due to the united front that these Co-

Presidents present.  They share the same goals for their company and their family.  The 

commonality between them extends to their values which is manifest in how they jointly run the 

company.  The values are explicitly expressed and guide their interactions.   

The commonality extends to more than the goals and values.  While there are some 

acknowledged personality differences between them and this may lead, on occasion, to a 

difference in pace of decision making or visible displays of enthusiasm, the Co-Presidents have 

more similarities of approaches than differences.  The similar approaches of the Co-Presidents to 

individual and joint decisions outweigh the personality and temperamental differences.  The 

difference in personalities is part of what informs the different viewpoints that add to the 

outcome of decision making.  The differences are more complementary than opposed and seems 

to rebound to the good of the organization.  Cohesion could lead to a lack of cognitive conflict 

and the dangers of group think (Ensley & Pearce, 2001).  This is a pitfall of shared leadership 

that was not identified in this dissertation research. The Co-Presidents have deep seated common 
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values and goals, enough complementarity that they bring differing perspectives to the resolution 

of issues and enough differences that it is not “boring” as one participant put it.  The Co-

Presidents are able to influence each other based on their commonality more than 

complementarity and their complementarity more than their differences.   

It’s All in the Family  

Co-CEOship has its origins in mergers, co-founders and the transfer of leadership within 

a family (Arena et al., 2011; Dennis et al., 2009; O'Toole et al., 2002).  Co-CEOs that are 

appointed as a result of mergers seem to not last very long (Dennis et al., 2009; Thompson, 

2002), whereas those Co-CEO arrangements created by  co-founders  have “ a better track 

record’ (O'Toole et al., 2002, p. 72).  A recent survey of public companies led by Co-CEOs 

found that the average length of Co-CEOship for the entire sample was 4.69 years, whereas for 

the 25% of the sample that comprised family businesses, the duration of the Co-CEOship was 

6.71 years (Arena et al., 2011).  This case study of brother Co-Presidents implemented the 

leadership structure some 13 years ago and the intent is to keep the arrangement intact for the 

foreseeable future “to continue a good legacy for potentially their children.”   It may well be that 

family is a “natural environment for breeding professional duos” (Alvarez & Svejenova, 2005, p. 

129).  The fact of the family relationship does not however, automatically ensure that Co-

CEOs/Presidents will necessarily be a success.  “Co-CEO relationships in family businesses 

typically result either in well oiled machines or gummed up works” says Joe Astrachan of the 

Cox Family Enterprise Center which conducts the Mass Mutual survey that is revealing the 

extent of Co-CEOs in family business (Frauenheim, 2009, p. 2). 

The Co-Presidency in this family does not seem to have any sticking points.  The nature 

of the family relationships, the strong family social capitals with its norms of open 
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communication, trust and respect seem to have provided the smooth flow from the inception of 

the Co-Presidency.  Interestingly these siblings have not had a history of sibling rivalry. While 

this may be due, as family members believe, to their four year age difference, it may well be 

because of the close knit and egalitarian nature of this family.  The family was able to leverage 

the family structure, norms, and values to build a successful business and set the stage for a 

functional Co-Presidency.  The strong internal family social capital is a valuable resource for this 

Co-Presidency.  Family social capital creates “relationship and activity patterns to be drawn 

upon” (Danes et al., 2009, p. 201).  The positive effects of the family’s internal family social 

capital are transferred into the business and influence the shared leadership between the two 

brothers.   

Conceptual Frame Revisited 

 The findings of the study provide support that the nature of shared leadership between 

two Co-Presidents in a family owned and operated business may be viewed through the lenses of 

shared leadership, internal family social capital and dyadic characteristics. The conceptual frame 

for the study proposes that the phenomenon of Co-CEOs in a family business occurs at the 

intersection of these three lenses.  No single theoretical base gives a complete understanding of 

the nature of this shared leadership between the two family member Co-Presidents in this family 

business.    Co-CEOs are considered a special case of shared leadership (Pearce & Conger, 2003) 

and shared leadership scholarship alone does not give a vigorous and thorough understanding of 

how Co-CEOship operates.  The development and characteristics of dyadic working 

relationships shed some light on the phenomenon.  Finally, the family business context of this 

study plays a very active role in how this arrangement functions.  The study’s findings point to 
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an oversized influence of the family and its high level of internal family social capital.  This is 

depicted by the prominence given this sector in the revised drawing in Figure 4.  

Shared Leadership and Internal Family Social Capital 

The literature explores shared leadership in a variety of contexts as an illustration that 

shared leadership is applicable and is indeed implemented in a variety of settings (Hooker & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2003; Kramer, 2006; Shamir & Lapidot, 2003).  Pearce and Sims (2000) 

suggest that the environment could yield conditions conducive to shared leadership in so much 

that the appropriate reward systems are in place and the culture is not authoritarian.  Even though 

they consider culture as “elusive and multi faceted” (p. 132), they suggest that it is made up of 

shared norms and beliefs.  This study suggests that context and culture could play a more pivotal 

role in the implementation of shared leadership.  The context in this study becomes the 

foreground and is not merely a backdrop against which shared leadership is enacted.  The Co-

Presidency works as well as it does because the business is a family business with a distinctive 

culture appropriated from the family into the family business.  One way of conceptualizing the 

defining characteristics of a business owning family is internal family social capital (Sorenson & 

Bierman, 2009). The strong internal family social capital is a major contributor to how and why 

this special subset of shared leadership is constructed and functions. 

Shared Leadership and Dyadic Interaction 

Shared leadership encompasses leadership within groups of varying sizes (O'Toole et al., 

2002) .   A pair of Co-CEOs is a particular case of shared leadership and the appointment of Co-

CEOs/Presidents goes beyond the spontaneous collaboration that is often a feature of shared 

leadership within a team (Gronn, 2002).  The bi-lateral relationship brings into sharp relief the 

role of the interpersonal characteristics in sharing the top post in a company.   Trust, familiarity 



177 

 

and proximity within a group are indicators for successfully sharing leadership (Pearce &Sims, 

2000).  However, when leadership is shared between two clearly identified equal leaders, there is 

an additional element that influences the arrangement: the specific nature of the dyadic 

relationship.  The reciprocal nature of the exchange takes on a greater importance because there 

are only two people to affect exchanges and influence each other.  Gabarro (1990) lists 

dimensions along which a dyadic working relationship develops. These dimensions are 

practically all related to communication. These Co-Presidents exhibit  features of Gabarro’s 

dimensions—they are sensitive to cues from each other; their sense of humor and constant 

ribbing of each other is a special norm of their relationship; they are very attuned to each other 

and hold no secrets from each other, secure in the belief that what is good for one is good for 

both.  Gabarro’s final dimension refers to “extensive investment in each other’s well being and 

efficacy” (p.84).  This is evident in this Co-Presidency and as so succinctly put by an external 

stakeholder –“in the sense of saying that if one of them is unhappy, both of them are unhappy, if 

one them is happy, both of them are happy.”  The relationship between these Co-Presidents 

displays the good communication practices of a well developed working relationship.  It is a 

relationship nurtured by joint socialization within the same value driven family.   
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Figure 4. Revised Conceptual Frame 

 

 

Internal Family Social Capital and Dyadic Relationship 

The features of a developed dyadic working relationship reflect those of “mature, 

stabilized relationships” (Gabarro, 1990).  That maturity of relationship comes as a result of 

increased familiarity.  Internal family social capital hinges on familial relationships where family 
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members have had long standing and frequent interactions (Pearson et al., 2008). The familiarity 

inherent in family social capital provides a platform for interactions.  High internal social capital 

suggests an ease of dyadic interaction and that is borne out in this case where the family 

relationship between the siblings has engendered the trust, respect and familiarity that is a 

hallmark of a developed dyadic relationship.  Dyadic interaction is “guided by the norms that are 

unique to the relationship” (Gabarro, 1990).   The relationship norms in this leadership dyad are 

appropriated from the family norms that constitute their internal family social capital—trust, 

respect, closeness.  

Shared Leadership, Internal Family Social Capital and Dyadic Relationship 

Shared leadership scholars identify the importance of mutual trust and familiarity to the 

ability of any group to exhibit shared leadership (Bligh et al., 2006; Pearce & Sims, 2000, Avolio 

et al., 1996).  These factors affect the robustness of the relationship and the ability of the leaders 

to interact freely and reach agreement as to a commonly agreed path.  Pearce and Sims (2000) 

cite familiarity as an antecedent to shared leadership.  They maintain that if group members 

know each other well and have worked together for a sustained period, then “the existence of 

shared leadership seems likely to be greater” (p. 129).  Familiarity takes time to develop and 

mutual trust is likewise a function of increased interaction and positive experience. The 

familiarity of these Co-Presidents is not created by just working together –they share a common 

heritage and upbringing.  It is familiarity born out of family.  This is in keeping with Gabarro’s 

(1990) argument that “the more similar two people are in background and attitudes, the easier 

and more satisfying” (p.102) is the working relationship.  One way of accelerating the dyadic 

features is “purposive, interpersonal work” (Gabarro, 1990, p. 101).  It is likely that once they 

are appointed as Co-CEOs, successful leaders need time to evolve towards greater trust and 
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familiarity.  This Co-presidency did not have any significant evolution to its current status.  Once 

again, this process of developing trust and familiarity is accommodated by the high internal 

family social capital.  The brother Co-Presidents speak of growing up “in a family upbringing of 

trust.”  There does not need to be any long period of conscious interpersonal work.  In addition, 

the brothers occupy offices directly next to each other and while there have been studies that 

suggest that shared leadership may function in virtual groups (Potter et al., 2010) , the Pearce and 

Sims (2000) model does link proximity to the manifestation of shared leadership.  The Co-

Presidents work together; live close together, and via regular family social events and their own 

sibling connection, play together. 

 Respect is not mentioned explicitly as a component of shared leadership in the Pearce and 

Sims (2000) model or in subsequent studies of the phenomenon.  While it is arguable that respect 

is a component of trust, it emerged in this study as a separate reason for the capacity of the Co-

Presidents to work together and influence each other in sharing leadership.  It warrants special 

mention since participants were so very clear as to its importance and manifestation in the 

relationship between the two Co-Presidents.  Mutual respect is one of the reasons that the Co-

Presidency works as well as it does.  While family characteristics featured as a source of that 

mutual respect, the issue of equal ownership is a factor in engendering that reciprocal deference.  

This dissertation purports that paired Co-CEOship in a family business spans input from the 

specialized field of family business, shared leadership theory and features of dyadic interaction. 

Figure 5 is a pictorial representation of the findings.  
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Figure 5. A Combination of Theories 
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Implications for Theory 

Some researchers consider that “Co-CEO management structures seemingly arise 

randomly, at least in terms of management theories” (Dennis et al., 2009, p. 2).  This 

phenomenon is considered neglected in leadership studies and literature.  Indeed “there is no 

dedicated literature on the subject” (Nicholson & Björnberg, 2006, p. 106) .  This study does not 

propose any separate and singular theory of Co-CEOship but instead considers some 

implications of its findings to the existing three theoretical bases considered here.  

Shared Leadership Scholarship 

 In advocating for more research on shared leadership, Yukl (2006) identifies the need to 

explore “the extent to which leadership can be shared, the conditions facilitating success of 

shared leadership.”  There are calls within the literature for the antecedents to be explored at a 

more micro level to gain a better understanding of the relational nature of  sharing leadership 

(Carson et al., 2007; Seers et al., 2003).  This dissertation research recognizes the need to de-

emphasize “the mystical, romantic quality” (Yukl, 2006, p. 432) of the stereotyped single heroic 

leader  in the exploration of shared leadership between paired Co-Presidents.  Shared leadership 

theory and research has, to date, concentrated on emergent leadership within larger groups than 

just two people.  Paired Co-Presidents represent a special case of shared leadership not only 

because the group is limited to two people but also because this is not emergent leadership.  The 

Co-Presidents are formally acknowledged, appointed and named as sharing the top post of the 

company.  While these distinctions do not render the Pearce and Sims (2000) model in any way 

irrelevant to the study of Co-CEOs/Presidents, it does suggest a need for specific models of 

shared leadership that focus on very small numbers of leaders who share the same title and 

position in the organization.   
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Some of the model’s description of group characteristics do indeed apply to a pair of Co-

Presidents.  Familiarity is a key component in establishing group emergent shared leadership and 

Co-Presidents, as is maturity (the duration of the relationship) and geographical proximity. As 

suggested by other scholars though, the theory of shared leadership will be strengthened if it is 

expanded to include more of the interpersonal characteristics that govern the interaction between 

those who share leadership—what they describe as ‘microprocesses” (Fletcher & Kaufer, 2003). 

Respect and trust are two of those interpersonal characteristics and could be inserted into the list 

of group characteristics that are one of the antecedent conditions for shared leadership.  

 The findings of this dissertation research confirm Carson’s (2007) assertion that there is 

a positive relationship between shared leadership and shared purpose and social support.  The 

social support is gleaned not only from organizational members like the company employees but 

in this case from the family to which these Co-Presidents belong.  The family business that is the 

context of this dissertation is a critical support and indeed even mediator for shared leadership. 

That social support may be further characterized as internal social capital.  Indeed the internal 

family social capital is the biggest contributor to the success of the Co-Presidency. This finding 

suggests that environmental conditions may be more significant in the achievement of shared 

leadership than are individual or group characteristics and issues of task complexity and urgency.  

 The current shared leadership model postulates that environmental systems, including culture 

and reward systems, are an antecedent to shared leadership, as are group and task characteristics.  

The antecedents are separate categories of attributes that separately influence the implementation 

of shared leadership.  This study suggests that the environmental systems strongly influence the 

group characteristics.  Indeed, they may be described as forming the basis for the group 

characteristics.  The cultural context is the basis for the formation of the group characteristics, 
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not merely a contributory factor to the emergence and implementation of shared leadership.  At 

the very least, the model could be redrawn as in Figure 6 below to show a connection between 

the environments to the group characteristics.  The environment may even be considered a 

mediator in the expression of the group characteristics, if not itself an antecedent to the group 

characteristics. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Modified Shared Leadership Model 
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Family Business Scholarship    

Family businesses are recognized as being different from non-family businesses and have 

advantages which may lead to increased competitiveness (Habbershon & Williams, 1999).  In an 

effort to capture and explain the unique resources of family businesses, scholars have introduced 

into the conversation the concept of family social capital (Arregle et al., 2007; Danes et al., 2009; 

Pearson et al., 2008; Sorenson et al., 2009).  Social capital has been cited as being a valuable and   

explicit resource for the family business (Steier, 2009).  Specifically, there is the suggestion that 

internal family social capital is perhaps a better  and more focused way to  gain an understanding 

of the effect of family and its ability to guide the direction of the firm  (Carr et al., 2011).  The 

internal family social capital of a family is  “rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable” (Hoffman et 

al., 2006, p. 141).  It is  a unique resource and one that could provide a competitive advantage 

over other family firms and non family firms (Hoffman et al., 2006).  Studies have shown that 

firms with high levels of family social capital show increased business performance (Danes et 

al., 2009; Sorenson et al., 2009).   

Family social capital has been described as “the idiosyncratic combination of the 

structural, cognitive and relational dimensions of resources related to the familiness construct” 

(Pearson et al., 2008, p. 957).  While the combination of these dimensions may indeed by 

specific and unique to individual families, scholars are advocating that there be additional 

research into the  content of family social capital mode of familiness (Danes et al., 2009; Pearson 

et al., 2008).  This study contributes to the literature on internal family social capital of a family 

business by first providing confirmation of the already established features of trust, open 

dialogue, shared values, egalitarianism and common purpose.  The findings of this study suggest 
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additional features of internal family social capital such as respect, transparency, conflict 

resolution, honesty, and lack of sibling rivalry.  

 Family human capital has been cited as an output of internal family social capital and a 

contributor to the FB’s success (Danes et al., 2009).  If internal family social capital is to be 

considered a competitive advantage, then there is the need to more closely identify outcomes of 

this unique resource.  This case identifies as an outcome of high internal family social capital, 

human capital that includes family members willing and able to share leadership for the good of 

the family firm.  More family firms are implementing Co-CEOship and the findings of this study 

suggest that the leadership arrangement will function best in families which have strong features 

of internal family social capital as reported above.  This study advances the conversation about 

internal family social capital as a distinctive resource in family businesses.  

Dyadic Interaction 

  Paired Co-CEOs represent a special dyadic working relationship—that of equally 

empowered leaders.  There is little to draw upon in the literature about the dynamics between 

members of a leadership duo and, more so, leadership duos from the same family (Nicholson & 

Björnberg, 2006).  This dissertation research confirms the assertion that sharing leadership 

between family members in a FB is partly a function of personality dynamics (Nicholson & 

Björnberg, 2006).  This study drew upon Gabarro’s (1990) dyadic dimensions of working 

relationships as a basis for consideration of the required dynamics for a successful 

implementation of a leadership duo.  Gabarro lists 11 progressive elements that define the 

development of dyadic working relationships.  They range from openness and self-disclosure to 

mutual investment in each other.  He further says that the processes which underlie the 
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movement of duos along this continuum are “based on the prospect that greater social 

penetration, mutuality, or commitment, will be on the balance more rewarding” (p. 91).   

 This case demonstrates that family member Co-Presidents in a FB are already committed 

to each other by virtue of belonging to a family with high internal social capital.  The findings 

suggest that the brothers did  not need to build upon the dimensions step by step from self 

disclosure to spontaneity of exchange or capacity for conflict to arrive at the highest dimension 

which is “an extensive investment in each other’s well being and efficacy” (p. 84).   None of the 

participants were able to identify any changes in their relationship since they each joined the 

company.  Their working relationship, by virtue of equal ownership and high cohesiveness of a 

common family of origin was accelerated and indeed they seem to have skipped any gradual 

development of these characteristics.  Gabarro (1990) suggests that the process of forming a 

developed and effective working dyad is facilitated by a similarity of background and 

approaches.  The study bears this out and suggests that families with strong internal family social 

capital are more likely to spawn professional working dyads as was suggested by Alvarez and 

Svejenova (2005).(Alvarez & Svejenova, 2005) 

 

Implications for Practice  

Family Businesses continue to exhibit the “bivalence” expressed by Taiguiri and Davis 

(1996).  They have the capacity to exceed the performance of their non FB counterparts and they 

are very susceptible to dissolution at the point of generational succession.  The installation of 

appropriate leadership structures is a determining factor in the successful transfer from one 

generation to the other (Cabrera-Suárez, 2005; Grote, 2003).  As FBs make the transition from 

founder to sibling team, more of those firms are considering the  implementation of Co-CEOs 
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(Mutual et al., 2007).  That decision carries serious consequences and the availability of 

information regarding the structure is limited.  This is a decision that a FB needs to make with 

the recognition that  shared leadership in a family business depends on  whether the  family 

environment and culture “will support or discourage the possibility of a family based critical 

leader relationship” (Nicholson & Björnberg, 2006, p. 113).  Internal family social capital is one 

way of conceptualizing  culture in a family (Furstenberg & Kaplan, 2004).  FBs need to be aware 

of the level of internal family social capital within the family when considering the installation of 

Co-CEOs.  Is there the habit of open and frequent communication within the family?  Do the Co-

CEOs belong to an owning family which has demonstrable trust and respect among members?  Is 

the family willing to embark on the installation of mechanisms to ensure increased 

communication and transparency within the business and between the Co-CEOs?  Is there a 

defined way of dealing with conflict?  What is the family’s motivation for considering this 

arrangement?  The study suggests that the leadership arrangement is not meant to resolve sibling 

rivalries or force commonalities.  Without some established levels of trust, respect and co-

operation, the appointment of Co-CEOs/Presidents is not likely to be a success. 

The results of this study caution against considering extreme role differentiation in 

structuring the Co-CEOship.  The appointment of Co-CEOs and the assignment of each to totally 

different sections of the business with no overlap are not conducive to the establishment and 

achievement of common goals.  Goals need to be shared and defined and based on common 

stated values.  While a certain degree of role separation is required to avoid duplication, the crux 

of sharing the top post is joint responsibility and action in a shared domain.  Unless this is 

maintained, then the essence of shared leadership—the mutual influence towards the 

achievement of common goals is not likely to be achieved.  The Co-CEOship may be 
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implemented by the outgoing senior generation CEO but care must be taken to define and even 

limit his role.  It is not advisable that the outgoing senior generation set himself up as a mediator.  

It may be best to allow the Co-Presidents autonomy to not only set the direction for the 

organization but also to learn to develop their own means of dealing with each other without the 

involvement of another family member.  

 There is need for external support and families who are considering the implementation 

of Co-CEOs will do well to utilize the services of an experienced family business advisor from 

the very outset of the arrangement.  These practitioners could serve a valuable role if they 

conduct an early assessment of the level of internal family social capital in the family.  This 

could give an indication of the likelihood of success of the shared leadership arrangement.  If the 

family is convinced that two or more family members share the top post, then the advisor may 

seek ways to increase communication, trust and respect among the Co-CEOs.  In particular, the 

FB advisor could work directly with the Co-CEOs to devise an effective conflict resolution 

mechanism.   

 

Limitations 

 As is the case with all case studies, this study is specific to the case and not generalizable. 

While the study reveals the successful implementation of shared leadership, it does not measure 

or link the firm performance to the leadership structure.  Even though I interviewed five of the 

seven members of the executive team, the study may have been enhanced had I been granted an 

interview by one of the two executives who declined.  That person had been with the company 

for a longer time than the executives whom I interviewed.  Case studies require multiple sources 

of data and in this case, there was a dearth of any documentation related to the Co-Presidency. 
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There is no written agreement as to the sharing of the executive post and no job descriptions of 

the Co-Presidents.  There is likewise no appraisal of the performance of the Co-Presidents, either 

individually or jointly.  The company, like many other family owned businesses does not have a 

Board of Directors which traditionally would fulfill the role of assessing senior management 

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Nicholson and Bjornberg (2006) identify different dyads who may share the top post in a 

family business including intergenerational, intra-generational as in siblings or cousins, husband 

and wife, family/nonfamily, non family/non family.  This exploratory case study considered one 

dyadic combination and the other permutations certainly warrant investigation.  Since a major 

finding of this study is the significant role of internal family social capital, it will be intriguing to 

examine situations where the Co-CEOs do not come from the same nuclear family.  How will 

cousins navigate this arrangement?  If a FB is led by any joint leadership permutation that 

includes a non-family member, what will be the role of internal family social capital?  The issue 

of equal ownership surfaced as a possible factor in the relationship between the brother Co-

Presidents in this study.   How will ownership affect the functioning of dyads where it is not 

equal or even if it were equal, there are other shareholders who either work or not work in the 

business?   

Additionally, demographic qualities could be varied to examine the influence of age 

differences and gender to pairs of shared leaders.  How will the Co-CEOs work towards the 

realization of company goals if they are from different generations or even the same generation 

with a significant age difference?  Will the dynamics shift towards mentorship rather than mutual 

influence?  Gender was not a consideration in this study and there is no evidence that the male 
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psyche was at all a factor in this leadership dyad.  However there are opinions regarding Co-

CEOs that “the model as easier for women to embrace” (Fischbach et al., 2007, p. 33).      

Deliberate comparative studies of mixed gender and all female Co-CEOs may shed some light on 

that statement.   

 

Conclusion 

 Family businesses are considered a powerful force in the world’s economy (Kenyon-

Rouvinez & Ward, 2005) and families are often described as the basis for society.  Family 

businesses are a product of the twin features of family and business.  The success of family 

businesses and the harmony of business families are aims that may well impact well-being 

around the world.  By implementing Co-CEOs/Co-Presidents, family businesses may be offering 

a way to deal with the increased complexity of business and the omnipresent possibility of 

family discord in a family business. This dissertation was undertaken to explore this fast 

emerging phenomenon in a burgeoning sector of the business world.  This research sought to 

discover the nature of the shared leadership arrangement between two family member Co-

Presidents in a family business and the role of the family in its success.  The Co-Presidency was 

viewed through three lenses—shared leadership, internal family social capital, and dyadic 

interaction.  The findings support the concept that the Co-Presidency is a result of factors in each 

of these three areas.  The results suggest that the family characteristics and appropriability of 

same are the foundation for the smooth functioning of a leadership model that is taking root 

among family business.  

As a Family Business Advisor, I devote my energies towards the economic success of 

family business and the harmony of business families-- one family business at a time.  In turn, 



192 

 

the family businesses energize me by virtue of their own commitment to sustainability for their 

businesses and their families.  As always, I continue to learn from family businesses.  I offer this 

dissertation as a compilation of my learning about this topic in the hope that it may inform 

scholarship and practice---the twin features of my own professional development.  

  



193 

 

 REFERENCES  

 

Adler, P. S., & Kwon, S.-W. (2002). SOCIAL CAPITAL: PROSPECTS FOR A NEW 

CONCEPT. Academy of Management Review, 27(1), 17-40. 

Alvarez, J. L., & Svejenova, S. (2005). Sharing executive power: Roles and relationships at the 

top: Cambridge Univ Pr. 

Arena, M. P., Ferris, S. P., & Unlu, E. (2011). It Takes Two: The Incidence and Effectiveness of 

Co CEOs. Financial Review, 46(3), 385-412. 

Arnone, M., & Stumpf, S. A. (2010). Shared leadership: from rivals to co-CEOs. Strategy & 

Leadership, 38(2), 15-21. 

Aronoff, C. E. (1998). Megatrends in family business. Family Business Review, 11(3), 181-186. 

Aronoff, C. E., & Ward, J. L. (1997). Making sibling teams work: The next generation: Business 

Owner Resources. 

Arregle, J. L., Hitt, M. A., Sirmon, D. G., & Very, P. (2007). The Development of 

Organizational Social Capital: Attributes of Family Firms*. Journal of Management 

Studies, 44(1), 73-95. 

Astrachan, J. H. (2003). Commentary on the special issue: The emergence of a field. Journal of 

Business Venturing, 18(5), 567-572. 

Astrachan, J. H., Allen, I. E., & Spinelli, S. (2002). Mass mutual/Raymond Institute American 

family business survey. Springfield, MA: Mass Mutual Financial Group. 

Avolio, B. J. (2007). Promoting more integrative strategies for leadership theory-building. 

American Psychologist, 62(1), 25. 



194 

 

Avolio, B. J., Jung, D. I., Murry, W., & Sivasubramaniam, N. (1996). Building highly developed 

teams: Focusing on shared leadership processes, efficacy, trust, and performance. 

Advances in interdisciplinary studies of work teams, 3, 173–209. 

Avolio, B. J., Sivasubramaniam, N., Murry, W. D., Jung, D., & Garger, J. W. (2003). 

Development and Preliminary Validation of a Team Multifactor Leadership 

Questionnaire. Shared leadership: Reframing the hows and whys of leadership, 143. 

Avolio, B. J., Walumbwa, F. O., & Weber, T. J. (2009). Leadership: Current theories, research, 

and future directions. Annual Review of Psychology, 60, 421-449. 

Bacharach, S. B. (1989). Organizational theories: Some criteria for evaluation. Academy of 

Management Review, 14(4), 496-515. 

Barney, J. B. (1991). Firm resources and sustained competitive advantage. Journal of 

management, 17(1), 99-120. 

Bateson, G. (1967). CYBERNETIC EXPLANATION. American Behavioral Scientist. 

Bennet, N., Wise, C., Woods, P. A., & Harvey, J. A. (2003). Distributive Leadership: 

Nottingham, England: National College for School Leadership. 

Berkowitz, L. (1953). Sharing leadership in small, decision-making groups. The Journal of 

Abnormal and Social Psychology, 48(2), 231-238. 

Birdthistle, N., & Fleming, P. (2005). Creating a learning organisation within the family 

business: an Irish perspective. Journal of European Industrial Training, 29(9), 730-750. 

Bligh, M. C., Pearce, C. L., & Kohles, J. C. (2006). The importance of self-and shared leadership 

in team based knowledge work. Journal of Managerial Psychology, 21(4), 296-318. 

Boyle, M. (2009, October, 12 2009). When the CEO job is split in two. Business Week. 



195 

 

Bradford, D. L., & Cohen, A. R. (1998). Power up: Transforming organizations through shared 

leadership: Wiley. 

Brannback, M., Carsrud, A., & Schulte, W. D. (2008). Exploring the role of Ba in family 

business context. VINE-LONDON-, 38(1), 104. 

Bridbord, K., & DeLucia-Waack, J. (2011). Personality, Leadership Style, and Theoretical 

Orientation as Predictors of Group Co-Leadership Satisfaction. The Journal for 

Specialists in Group Work, 99999(1), 1-20. 

Bunderson, J. S., & Sutcliffe, K. M. (2002). Comparing alternative conceptualizations of 

functional diversity in management teams: Process and performance effects. Academy of 

management journal, 45(5), 875-893. 

Burke, C. S., Fiore, S. M., & Salas, E. (2003). The role of shared cognition in enabling shared 

leadership and team adaptability. Shared leadership: Reframing the hows and whys of 

leadership, 103. 

Burt, R. S. (1997). The contingent value of social capital. Administrative science quarterly, 

42(2). 

Cabrera-Suárez, K. (2005). Leadership transfer and the successor's development in the family 

firm. The Leadership Quarterly, 16(1), 71-96. 

Carlson, S., Mintzberg, H., & Stewart, R. (1991). Executive behaviour: Upsaliensis Academiae. 

Carr, J. C., Cole, M. S., Ring, J. K., & Blettner, D. P. (2011). A Measure of Variations in Internal 

Social Capital among Family Firms. Enterpreneurship Theory and Practice, In press. 

Carson, J. B., Tesluk, P. E., & Marrone, J. A. (2007). Shared leadership in teams: An 

investigation of antecedent conditions and performance. Academy of Management 

Journal, 50(5), 1217. 



196 

 

Cater , J. J., & Justis, R. T. (2010). The development and implementation of shared leadership in 

multi-generational family firms. Management Research Review, 33(6), 563-585. 

Chirico, F., & Salvato, C. (2008). Knowledge integration and dynamic organizational adaptation 

in family firms. Family Business Review, 21(2), 169-181. 

Chrisman, J. J., Kellermanns, F. W., Chan, K. C., & Liano, K. (2010). Intellectual foundations of 

current research in family business: An identification and review of 25 influential 

articles. Family Business Review, 23(1), 9. 

Chua, J. H., Chrisman, J. J., & Steier, L. P. (2003). Extending the Theoretical Horizons of 

Family Business Research. Entrepreneurship: Theory and Practice, 27(4), 331-339. 

Conger, J. A., & Pearce, C. L. (2003). A landscape of opportunities: Future research on shared 

leadership. Shared leadership: Reframing the hows and whys of leadership, 285-303. 

Cook, W., & Dreyer, A. (1984). The Social Relations Model: A New Approach to the Analysis 

of Family-Dyadic Interaction. Journal of Marriage and Family, 46(3), 679-687. 

Cooper, D. J., & Kagel, J. H. (2005). Are two heads better than one? Team versus individual 

play in signaling games. American Economic Review, 95(3), 477-509. 

Cox, J. F., Pearce, C. L., & Perry, M. L. (2003). Toward a model of shared leadership and 

distributed influence in the innovation process: How shared leadership can enhance new 

product development team dynamics and effectiveness. Shared leadership: Reframing the 

hows and whys of leadership, 48-76. 

Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among five 

approaches: Sage Publications, Inc. 

Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches: Sage Publications, Inc. 



197 

 

Cropanzano, R., & Mitchell, M. S. (2005). Social exchange theory: An interdisciplinary review. 

Journal of Management, 31(6), 874. 

Crotty, M. (1998). The foundations of social research: Meaning and perspective in the research 

process: Sage Publications Ltd. 

Danes, S. M., Stafford, K., Haynes, G., & Amarapurkar, S. S. (2009). Family Capital of Family 

Firms. Family Business Review, 22(3), 199. 

Dansereau, F. (1975). A vertical dyad linkage approach to leadership within formal 

organizations* 1:: A longitudinal investigation of the role making process. 

Organizational Behavior and Human Performance, 13(1), 46-78. 

Davis, J. H., Schoorman, F. D., & Donaldson, L. (1997). Davis, Schoorman, and Donaldson 

reply: The distinctiveness of agency theory and stewardship theory (Vol. 22, pp. 611-

613): JSTOR. 

Day, D. V., Gronn, P., & Salas, E. (2004). Leadership capacity in teams. The Leadership 

Quarterly, 15(6), 857-880. 

Day, D. V., Gronn, P., & Salas, E. (2006). Leadership in team-based organizations: On the 

threshold of a new era. The Leadership Quarterly, 17(3), 211-216. 

de Voogt, A. (2006). Dual leadership as a problem-solving tool in arts organizations. 

International Journal of Arts Management, 9(1), 17. 

Dennis, S. A., Ramsey, D., & Turner, C. (2009). Dual or Duel: Co-CEOs and Firm Performance. 

Journal of Business & Economic Studies, 15(1), 1-25. 

Dess, G. G., & Shaw, J. D. (2001). Voluntary turnover, social capital, and organizational 

performance. Academy of Management Review, 26(3), 446-456. 



198 

 

Eagleson, G., Waldersee, R., & Simmons, R. (2000). Leadership behaviour similarity as a basis 

of selection into a management team. British Journal of Social Psychology, 39(2), 301-

308. 

Edwards, R. (2004). Present and absent in troubling ways: families and social capital debates*. 

The Sociological Review, 52(1), 1-21. 

Ensley, & Pearce. (2001). Shared cognition in top management teams: Implications for new 

venture performance. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 145-160. 

Fall, K. A., & Menendez, M. (2002). Seventy years of co-leadership: Where do we go from here. 

Texas Counseling Association Journal, 30, 24–33. 

Fama, E. F., & Jensen, M. C. (1983). Separation of ownership and control. The journal of law 

and Economics, 26. 

Fischbach, L. M., Smerz, C., Findlay, G., Williams, C., & Cox, A. (2007). Co-CEOs: A New 

Leadership Paradigm for Social Service Agencies. FAMILIES IN SOCIETY, 88(1), 30. 

Fletcher, J., & Kaufer, K. (2003). Shared leadership. Shared leadership: Reframing the hows and 

whys of leadership, 21-47. 

Foster, A. T. (1995). Developing leadership in the successor generation. Family Business 

Review, 8(3), 201. 

Frauenheim, E. (2009). Co-CEOs: Two at the top [Electronic Version]. Workforce Management,  

Fukuyama, F. (2002). Social capital and development: the coming agenda. SAIS REVIEW, 22(1), 

23-38. 

Furstenberg, F. F. (2005). Banking on families: How families generate and distribute social 

capital. Journal of Marriage and Family, 67(4), 809-821. 



199 

 

Furstenberg, F. F., & Kaplan, S. B. (2004). Social capital and the family. In The Blackwell 

companion to the sociology of families (pp. 218–232). 

Gabarro, J. J. (1990). The development of working relationships. In J. Galegher, R. E. Kraut & 

C. Egido (Eds.), Intellectual teamwork: Social and technological foundations of 

cooperative work (pp. 79-110). 

Gersick, K. E. (1997). Generation to generation: Life cycles of the family business: Harvard 

Business Press. 

Gibbert, M., Ruigrok, W., & Wicki, B. (2008). What passes as a rigorous case study? Strategic 

Management Journal, 29(13), 1465-1474. 

Graen, G. B., & Scandura, T. A. (1987). Toward a psychology of dyadic organizing. Research in 

organizational behavior. 

Gronn, P., & Hamilton, A. (2004). ‘A Bit More Life in the Leadership : Co-Principalship as 

Distributed Leadership Practice. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 3(1), 3-35. 

Grootaert, C., & Van Bastelaer, T. (2002). Understanding and measuring social capital: a 

multidisciplinary tool for practitioners: World Bank Publications. 

Grote, J. (2003). Conflicting generations: A new theory of family business rivalry. Family 

Business Review, 16(2), 113-124. 

Habbershon, & Williams. (1999). A resource-based framework for assessing the strategic 

advantages of family firms. Family Business Review, 12(1), 1. 

Hambrick, D. C., & Cannella Jr, A. A. (2004). CEOs who have COOs: Contingency analysis of 

an unexplored structural form. Strategic Management Journal, 25(10), 959-979. 

Hamilton, P. W. (1999). How to separate home and work. In M. Fischetti (Ed.), Building Strong 

Family Teams. Philadelphia: Family Business Publishing Company. 



200 

 

Heenan, D. A., & Bennis, W. G. (1999). Co-leaders: The power of great partnerships: Wiley. 

Hoelscher, M. L. (2002). The relationship between family capital and family business 

performance: Collaboration and conflict as moderators. Texas Tech University. 

Hoffman, J., Hoelscher, M., & Sorenson, R. (2006). Achieving sustained competitive advantage: 

A family capital theory. Family Business Review, 19(2), 135. 

Hooker, C., & Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2003). Flow, creativity, and shared leadership: Rethinking 

the motivation and structuring of knowledge work. Shared Leadership: Reframing the 

Hows and Whys of Leadership, Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks, CA, 217-234. 

Houghton, J. D., Neck, C. P., & Manz, C. C. (2003). Self-leadership and superleadership. Shared 

leadership: Reframing the hows and whys of leadership, 123–140. 

House, R. J., & Aditya, R. N. (1997). The social scientific study of leadership: quo vadis? 

Journal of Management, 23(3), 409. 

Hoy, F., & Verser, T. G. (1994). Emerging Business, Emerging Field: Entrepreneurship and the 

Family Firm. Entrepreneurship: Theory & Practice, 19(1), 9-23. 

Ip, B., & Jacobs, G. (2006). Business succession planning: a review of the evidence. Journal of 

Small Business and Enterprise Development, 13(3), 326-350. 

Kaplan, S. N., & Minton, B. A. (2006). How has CEO turnover changed? Increasingly 

performance sensitive boards and increasingly uneasy CEOs. NBER working paper. 

Kenyon-Rouvinez, D., & Ward, J. L. (2005). Family business: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Kluver, W. (2010). Schwabe, Williamson: A diversified practice, midsize strength & creative co-

leadership. Of Counsel, 29. 

Kramer, M. W. (2006). Shared Leadership in a Community Theater Group: Filling the 

Leadership Role. Journal of Applied Communication Research, 34(2), 141-162. 



201 

 

Lank, A. G., & Ward, J. L. (2000, May). Governing the business-owning family. 

Lansberg, I. (1999). Succeeding generations: Realizing the dream of families in business: 

Harvard Business Press. 

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry: Sage Publications, Inc. 

Lindahl, R. (2008). Shared Leadership: Can It Work in Schools? 

Litz, R. A. (1995). The family business: Toward definitional clarity. Family Business Review, 

8(2), 71. 

Luke, M., & Hackney, H. (2007). Group Coleadership: A Critical Review. Counselor Education 

and Supervision, 46(4), 280-293. 

Ma, T. J. (2010). Changing leadership in parallel teams. Paper presented at the Academy of 

Management  

Markey, P. M., Funder, D. C., & Ozer, D. J. (2003). Complementarity of interpersonal behaviors 

in dyadic interactions. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 29(9), 1082. 

McGregor, J. (2009). Co-CEos: A good shared approach ore a recipe for disaster? [Electronic 

Version]. Management IQ   

Mehra, A., Smith, B. R., Dixon, A. L., & Robertson, B. (2006). Distributed leadership in teams: 

The network of leadership perceptions and team performance. The Leadership Quarterly, 

17(3), 232-245. 

Merriam, S. B. (1998). Qualitative Research and Case Study Applications in Education. Revised 

and Expanded from" Case Study Research in Education." Jossey-Bass Publishers, 350 

Sansome St, San Francisco, CA 94104; phone: 415-433-1740; fax: 800-605-2665; World 

Wide Web: www. josseybass. com ($21.95). 



202 

 

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook: 

SAGE publications, Inc. 

Miller, & Kenny. (1986). Reciprocity of self-disclosure at the individual and dyadic levels: A 

social relations analysis. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 50(4), 713-719. 

Montemerlo, D., Gnan, L., Schulze, W., & Corbetta, G. (2004). Governance structures in Italian 

family SMEs. Family firms in the wind of change. Tomaselli, S./Melin, L.(Hrsg.), 

Copenhagen, 296–314. 

Montemerlo, D., Gnan, L., Schulze, W., & Corbetta, G. (2008). Governance structures in Italian 

family SMEs. Family firms in the wind of change. Tomaselli, S./Melin, L.(Hrsg.), 

Copenhagen, 296–314. 

Moores, K. (2009). Paradigms and theory building in the domain of business families. Family 

Business Review, 22(2), 167. 

Mutual, M., University, K. S., & Institute, F. F. (2007). American Family Business Survey o. 

Document Number) 

Nahapiet, J., & Ghoshal, S. (1998). Social capital, intellectual capital, and the organizational 

advantage. Academy of management review, 23(2), 242-266. 

Nicholson, N., & Björnberg, Å. (2006). 6 Critical leader relationships in family rms. In K. S. 

Panikkos Poutziouris, Sabine KleinNicholson, N. (Ed.), Handbook of research on family 

business (pp. 106-124). Chelteham U.K: Edward Elgar Publishing. 

Nordqvist, M., Hall, A., & Melin, L. (2009). Qualitative research on family businesses: The 

relevance and usefulness of the interpretive approach. Journal of Management & 

Organization, 15(3), 294-308. 



203 

 

Northouse, P. G. G., & Northouse, P. G. (2009). Leadership: Theory and practice: Sage 

Publications, Inc. 

O'Toole, J., Galbraith, J., & Lawler , E. E. (2002). When Two (or More) Heads are Better than 

One: THE PROMISE AND PITFALLS OF SHARED LEADERSHIP. California 

Management Review, 44(4), 65-83. 

O’Connor, P. M. G., & Quinn, L. (2004). Organizational capacity for leadership. The Center for 

Creative Leadership handbook of leadership development, 417–437. 

One's company, two's a crowd [Electronic. (1999). Version]. Chief Executive, 141,  

Payne, G. T., Moore, C. B., Griffis, S. E., & Autry, C. W. (2011). Multilevel challenges and 

opportunities in social capital research. Journal of management, 37(2), 491. 

Pearce, & Conger. (2003). All those years ago: The historical underpinnings of shared 

leadership. Shared leadership: Reframing the hows and whys of leadership, 1-18. 

Pearce, & Sims. (2000). Shared leadership: Toward a multi-level theory of leadership. 

Pearce, & Sims , H. P. (2002). Vertical versus shared leadership as predictors of the effectiveness 

of change management teams: An examination of aversive, directive, transactional, 

transformational, and empowering leader behaviors. Group Dynamics: Theory, Research, 

and Practice, 6(2), 172-197. 

Pearce, Yoo, Y., & Alavi, M. (2004). Leadership, social work, and virtual teams: The relative 

influence of vertical versus shared leadership in the nonprofit sector. Improving 

Leadership in Nonprofit Organizations, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, CA, 180-203. 

Pearson, A. W., Carr, J. C., & Shaw, J. C. (2008). Toward a theory of familiness: A social capital 

perspective. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 32(6), 949-969. 



204 

 

Pellet, J. (1999). Are two Co-CEOS too many? [Electronic Version]. Chief Executive, 141., 40-

43,  

Perry, M. L., Pearce, C. L., & Sims, H. P. (1999). Empowered selling teams: How shared 

leadership can contribute to selling team outcomes. Journal of Personal Selling and Sales 

Management, 19, 35-52. 

Portes, A. (1998). Social capital: its origins and applications in modern sociology. Annual review 

of sociology, 24(1), 1-24. 

Potter, R., Balthazard, R., & Waldman, D. A. (2010). Shared leadership in teams: Modeling 

performance in traditional and computer supported environments. Paper presented at the 

Academy of Management.  

Rilling, C., & Jordan, D. (2007). Important Co-leader Skills and Traits on Extended Outdoor 

Trips as Perceived by Leaders. Leisure Studies, 26(2), 193-212. 

Sally, D. (2002). Co-leadership: Lessons from republican Rome. California Management 

Review, 44(4), 84. 

Salvato, C., & Melin, L. (2008). Creating value across generations in family-controlled 

businesses: The role of family social capital. Family Business Review, 21(3), 259. 

Sashkin, M., & Sashkin, M. G. (2003). Leadership that matters. San Francisco. 

Schnurr, S., Chan, A., & Field, L. (2011). Exploring another side of co-leadership:Negotiating 

professional identities through face-work in disagreements. Language in Society, 187-

209. 

Schumpter. (2010, March 6th 2010). The trouble with tandems. Economist. 



205 

 

Schwandt, D. R., & Szabla, D. B. (2007). Systems and leadership: coevolution or mutal 

evolution towards complexity? Complexity Systems Leadership Theory. Mansfield, MA: 

ISCE Publishing. 

Seers, A., Keller, T., & Wilkerson, J. M. (2003). Can team members share leadership? 

Foundations in research and theory. Shared Leadership: Reframing the How’s and Whys 

of Leadership, Sage, London. 

Seibert, S., Sparrowe, R. T., & Liden, R. C. (2003). A group exchange structure approach to 

leadership in groups. Shared leadership: Reframing the hows and whys of leadership, 

173-214. 

Shamir, B., & Lapidot, Y. (2003). Shared Leadership in the Management of Group Boundaries. 

Shared leadership: Reframing the hows and whys of leadership, 235. 

Shams, M., & Björnberg, Å. (2006). Issues in Family Business: An International Perspective. In 

Developments in work and organizational psychology: implications for international 

business (pp. 5). 

Sharma, P. (2004). An overview of the field of family business studies: Current status and 

directions for the future. Family Business Review, 17(1), 1-36. 

Shondrick, S. J., Dinh, J. E., & Lord, R. G. (2010). Developments in implicit leadership theory 

and cognitive science: Applications to improving measurement and understanding 

alternatives to hierarchical leadership. The Leadership Quarterly. 

Sirmon, D. G., & Hitt, M. A. (2003). Managing Resources: Linking Unique Resources, 

Management, and Wealth Creation in Family Firms. Entrepreneurship: Theory & 

Practice, 27(4), 339-358. 



206 

 

Smith, N. C. (1990). The case study: a useful research method for information management. 

Journal of Information Technology, 5(3), 123-133. 

Sorenson, R. L., & Bierman, L. (2009). Family capital, family business, and free enterprise. 

Family Business Review, 22(3), 193. 

Sorenson, R. L., Goodpaster, K. E., Hedberg, P. R., & Yu, A. (2009). The family point of view, 

family social capital, and firm performance. Family Business Review, 22(3), 239. 

Spillane, J. P., & Diamond, J. B. (2007). Distributed leadership in practice: Teachers College, 

Columbia University. 

Stafford, K., Duncan, K. A., Dane, S., & Winter, M. (1999). A research model of sustainable 

family businesses. Family Business Review, 12(3), 197. 

Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study research: Sage Publications, Inc. 

Steier, L. (2009). Where Do New Firms Come From? Family Business Review, 22(3), 273. 

Stone, W. (2001). Measuring social capital: Towards a theoretically informed measurement 

framework for researching social capital in family and community life. 

Svejenova, S., Vives, L., & Alvarez, J. L. (2010). At the crossroads of agency and communion: 

Defining the shared career. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 31(5), 707-725. 

Tagiuri, R., & Davis, J. A. (1982). Bivalent attributes of the family firm. Reprinted (1996). 

Family Business Review, 9(2), 199-208. 

Thompson, M. L. (2002). Co-CEOs and the sharing of power [Electronic Version]. Succession 

Planning, 36-40,  

Trites, D., & Weegar, T. (2003). Shared leadership: Bringing community colleges to the people. 

The Community College Enterprise, , 9. 

Troiano, P. (1999). Sharing the throne. Management Review, 88(2), 39-43. 



207 

 

Tulimeri, P. a. B., M. (2009, August 17th 2009). Move over, CEO: The time is right for the chief 

financial officer to be a co-leader. Wall Street Journal,  

Vallejo, M. C. (2009). Analytical Model of Leadership in Family Firms Under Transformational 

Theoretical Approach. Family Business Review, 22(2), 136. 

Vought, K. L., Baker, L. K. T., & Smith, G. D. (2008). Practitioner commentary: Moving from 

theory to practice in family business research. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 

32(6), 1111-1121. 

Wageman, R., Nunes, D. A., Burruss, J. A., & Hackman, J. Senior Leadership Teams. Harvard 

Business School Press, Boston. 2008, page xiii. 

Weiss, R. S. (1995). Learning from strangers: The art and method of qualitative interview 

studies: Free Pr. 

Wilhelm, T. (2010). Fostering shared leadership. Leadership, 40(2), 22-24, 34, 36, 38. 

Wood, M. S., & Fields, D. (2007). Exploring the impact of shared leadership on management 

team member job outcomes. Baltic Journal of Management, 2(3), 251-272. 

Yin, R. K. (1981). The case study as a serious research strategy. Science Communication, 3(1), 

97. 

Yin, R. K. (2009). Case study research: Design and methods: Sage Publications, Inc. 

Yukl, G. (2006). Leadership in organizations (2nd custom ed.): Upper Saddle River, NJ: 

Prentice-Hall. 

Zahra, S. A. (2010). Harvesting Family Firms' Organizational Social Capital: A Relational 

Perspective. Journal of Management Studies, 47(2), 345-366. 



208 

 

Zahra, S. A., Hayton, J. C., Neubaum, D. O., Dibrell, C., & Craig, J. (2008). Culture of family 

commitment and strategic flexibility: The moderating effect of stewardship. 

Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 32(6), 1035-1054. 

 

 

  



209 

 

Appendix A: Informed consent form 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

 

 You are invited to take part in a dissertation research study chaired by Dr. Andrea Casey of the 

George Washington University Department of Education and Human Development. The 

research will be conducted by the doctoral candidate referenced below: 

   Annette Rahael 

   annetterahael@gmail.com 

        954 205 0829 (cell)  

 

You are being asked to participate in this study because you have direct contact with either one 

or both of the Co-Presidents of the company. 

Please read this form and ask any questions you may like before proceeding with the interview. 

You may address your queries to the researcher or to Dr. Casey, at 703 -726-3763. If you wish to 

speak to someone outside of the research team, call the university’s Office of Human Research at 

202-994-2715. Your participation in this study is valuable to the research but it is strictly 

voluntary. You may refuse to contribute to the research or you may stop the interview at any 

time, without any effect on your involvement with the company. 

PURPOSE: 

This study is seeking to understand how Co-CEOs function in a family owned business and the 

contribution of the family to the arrangement. 

PROCEDURES: 

mailto:annetterahael@gmail.com
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You are being asked to participate in an individual interview which should take about 60mins. 

The interview will be conducted by the doctoral candidate at a location that is convenient to you. 

The interview will be taped and transcribed. You will be given a copy of the transcription and at 

that time you may make modifications to accurately reflect what you meant to say.  

RISKS AND CONFIDENTIALITY: 

As far as we are able to determine, there is no risk to you for participation in this study. You will 

be asked questions about the leadership arrangement at the company and your answers are purely 

voluntary and highly confidential. Your identity will be strictly protected.  Despite our 

confidentiality precautions and the use of fictitious names in reporting any quotes, individuals 

who know you contributed to the study may be able to identify your input. However, for 

reporting purposes, all quotes will be attributed to a fictional name. To further enhance the 

confidentiality of your contribution, we ask that you do not discuss your interview with others in 

the company.  

Access to the raw transcripts is restricted to the 3 member dissertation committee, faculty and 

doctoral students who may assist in the quality review process. At no time will your real name be 

revealed to any of the people who will read the transcripts or the final dissertation, even if direct 

quotes are included in that document.  Complete transcripts of interviews will not be published. 

Once the research is concluded, all audiotapes will be destroyed. The researcher will need to 

keep the transcripts, with no identifying names, as supporting data for the study. This will be 

kept safely and securely for an indefinite time with access to no one but the researcher. 

BENEFITS AND COMPENSATION: 

 While you may welcome the opportunity to reflect upon the sharing of the top executive post by 

the family members in this company, participation in this research will not produce direct 
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benefits to yourself.  We hope that the results of this study will help others understand more 

about how family member Co-CEOs function in a family business. It may help broaden this area 

of knowledge and contribute to the understanding of how Co-CEOs function. You will receive 

no compensation for your role in this study.  Your consent on this form, as evidenced by your 

signature, means that you agree that should this research result in the development of any 

marketable product, you will have no ownership interest in that product or right to share in any 

profits from it.  

COSTS: 

There are no costs to you of participation in this study beyond your time. 

QUESTIONS:  

Should you have any queries, please direct them as per the persons and numbers listed in the 

introduction above. 

SIGNATURES: By signing this form, you signify that you agree to participate in this research.  

Except as stated in the section of Benefits and Compensation above, you do not give up any legal 

rights. You will receive a copy of this form for your records. 

____________________  _________________________ ______________ 

Participant (Print name)           Signature     Date 

RESEARCHER STATEMENT: 

I certify that the process has been explained to the individual as per the sections in this document 

and I have answered to the participant’s satisfaction any questions raised. 

 Annette Rahael             Signature and Date:           
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Appendix B: Recruitment script 

Dear ----- 

My name is Annette Rahael and I am a doctoral candidate at the George Washington 

University in Washington, DC.  I am conducting my dissertation research in the functioning of 

Co- CEOs /Co-Presidents in a family- owned and operated business. Eat n’ Sleep Companies is 

the site at which I will be conducting a case study as I seek to understand how this special 

leadership arrangement works. As part of my research, I am seeking to interview people who 

have had direct contact with one and/or both of the Co-CEOs for at least 6 months.  

I am inviting you please to be part of my research. You are under no obligation to do so 

and should you choose to opt out now or later, your decision will not be conveyed to anyone in 

the company at any time. Your contribution is confidential and your name will not be revealed in 

the writing of the report or at any other time.  The interview should last for about 60- 75 minutes 

and can take place at the company premises or any other location you choose.  

I look forward to hearing from you re the possibility of your participation. 

 

Thanks. 

 Respectfully, 
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Appendix C: Document Summary Form 

 

Name or description of document: 

 

Date received:       Submitted by: 

 

1. Event, if any, associated with document: 

 

2. Summary of contents: 

 

3. Significance of document: 

 

 

4. Relevance to research questions: (include references to pertinent quotes)  

 

 

5. Follow up actions if any: 

 

 

6. Document attached:   Y   N ( if N, where is it stored), 
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol non employed family member 

 

Date:  Location:   Start time:   Stop time 

SECTION I: CONTEXT AND DEMOGRAPHICS: 

NAME OF INTERVIEWEE: 

REFERRAL PROCESS:  

RELATIONSHIP TO CO-CEOS: 

SECTION II:   

1. Have you ever worked in the business?   

2. What is your current level of involvement with the company? 

3. How do you keep in touch with what is going on with the company? 

4. What do you think about how the company is now run? 

SECTION III: 

6.  If an article was being written about your family, what features do you think should be 

highlighted?  

7. What features of the family do you believe contributed to the success and challenges of the 

company? 

8. Tell me about what your relationship is like with the Co-CEOs?  

9. How do you view the arrangement/relationship between the Co-CEOs? 
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Appendix E: Interview protocol employed family members. 

Date:  Location:   Start time:   Stop time: 

Section I:  CONTEXT AND DEMOGRAPHICS. 

NAME OF INTERVIEWEE: 

REFERRAL PROCESS:  

1. How are you related to the Co-CEOs? 

2. Walk me through your employment here—dates, positions. 

3. What do you do in your current position? 

SECTION II:   

4. What is the level of your interaction with either one or both of the Co-CEOs here at 

work? 

5. What is your view on the use of Co-CEOs generally in management? In this company? 

6.  Can you tell me how you see the relationship between the 2 Co-CEOs?    

7. How do you view the effects on the company of having 2 Co-CEOs?         

SECTION III: 

8. What is your level of interaction with either and/or both of the Co-CEOs outside of the   

company?  Within the family environment? 

9. If an article were being written about the family, what features do you think should be 

highlighted? 

10.  What is it about the family that may have contributed to the decision to adopt this 

leadership arrangement?  
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Appendix F: Interview protocol employees 

Date:  Location:   Start time:   Stop time 

SECTION I: CONTEXT AND DEMOGRAPHICS: 

NAME OF INTERVIEWEE: 

REFERRAL PROCESS:  

COMPANY POST: 

SECTION II: 

1. Tell me about your career to date. 

2. What is it like to have 2 people share the top post in this company? 

3. How has the leadership arrangement affected your ability to do your job? 

4. How has the leadership arrangement impacted upon the company’s functioning?  

 

SECTION III: 

5. What are your impressions and observations about the relationship between the 2 Co-

CEOs? 

6. How do you think the family ownership of the business influenced the choice of the 

leadership model? The functioning of the Co –CEOs?  

7. Would you recommend the implementation of Co-CEOs to other businesses?  
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Appendix G: Interview protocol external stakeholders 

Section I:  CONTEXT, BACKGROUND AND LOGISTICS: 

Date:  Location:   Start time:   Stop time: 

NAME OF INTERVIEWEE: 

OCCUPATION: 

REFERRAL PROCESS:  

SECTION 11: DEMOGRAPHICS  

1. Recount your company’s involvement with this company.  

2. What is the current level of involvement between the two companies? 

3. What is the level and nature of your interaction with either one or both of the Co-CEOs? 

SECTION III; 

4. Co-CEOs are not a common arrangement in business. Tell me how has this affected your 

company’s relationship with this business?  

5.  Tell me how you see the relationship between the Co-CEOs?  

6. How do you think that the leadership arrangement has influenced the functioning of the 

company? 

7. Do you think that this arrangement is advisable for a non family business? 
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Appendix H: Interview protocol joint Co-CEO Interview 

 

Date:  Location:   Start time:   Stop time: 

 

 

 

1. Tell me about your relationship from as far back as you can remember. 

2. Tell me about the initial years of your joint appointment. 

3. What would you say is your greatest achievement together? 

4. Tell me about a time when things did not go as smoothly as you would have liked. 

5. What advice would you give a family which is considering this type of leadership 

arrangement? 

6. What plans do you have for the company when one or both of you retire? 
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Appendix I: Interview Protocol: Single Co-CEO  

 

Date:  Location:   Start time:   Stop time: 

 

 

1. Is there anything that you heard in the joint interview that was new to you? 

2. Did you ever consider any other leadership arrangement for the company? 

3. What is there about your Co- CEO that has made the relationship work for you? 

4. What do you wish were different about the Co-CEOship? 

5. Would you have agreed to be Co-CEO with a non-family member? 

6. How has the family prepared you to share leadership with your Co-CEO?  
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Appendix J: Contact Summary Sheet 

 

Date:         Location: 

 

 

Person: 

 

1. What struck me most about this person? 

 

 

2. What were the main themes that emerged from this interview? 

 

 

3. Notable quotes: 

 

 

 

4. What did the person avoid/skirt answering? 

 

 

 

5. What did I learn from this contact that I need to consider for next interview/observation?  
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Appendix K: Visit Report 

 

Date of visit: 

 

Physical settings observed: 

 

 

Introductions to: 

 

 

 

Activities observed: 

 

 

Interactions noted: 

 

 

Interviewed:  

 

 

 

Impressions: 
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Appendix L: The Company’s Mission Statement 

 

“The Values You Respect” 

 

WE DECLARE: 

 

 Families are paramount to our society. 

 Our company is a safe place. 

 Community involvement is essential to our success; we live here. 

 Education will change our world. 

 Our attention to you is relentless, gracious and urgent! 
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Appendix M:  Ground Rules 

 

Speak your bottom line TRUTH 

 No rank, no titles 

Listen like you have never heard this before 

Seek what you want 

Demonstrate your mission and declarations 

Leave with goodwill 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


