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Abstract Many papers have addressed the influence of different characteristics of family busi-
nesses on strategic decisions, including those of internationalisation. However, little is known 
about the relationship between the internationalisation of family firms and firm profitability. For 
this reason, from the socioemotional wealth perspective, in this paper, we focus on the mod-
erating role of some heterogeneous characteristics of family firms on the relationship between 
internationalisation and business performance. Specifically, we analyse a sample of 76 companies 
belonging to the Spanish hotel industry, one of the most internationalised sectors and with a 
large presence of family businesses. The results show that family involvement in ownership and 
management, as well as generation, moderate the relationship between internationalisation and 
profitability in the Spanish hotel industry. 

El papel de la heterogeneidad de las empresas familiares en la relación entre 
internacionalización y resultados 

Resumen Muchos trabajos han abordado la influencia de las diferentes características de las 
empresas familiares en las decisiones estratégicas, incluidas las de internacionalización. Sin em-
bargo, poco se sabe sobre la relación entre la internacionalización de las empresas familiares y 
la rentabilidad de la empresa. Por ello, desde la perspectiva de la riqueza socioemocional, en 
este trabajo nos centramos en el papel moderador de algunas características heterogéneas de las 
empresas familiares sobre la relación entre la internacionalización y los resultados empresaria-
les. En concreto, analizamos una muestra de 76 empresas pertenecientes a la industria hotelera 
española, uno de los sectores más internacionalizados y con una gran presencia de empresas fa-
miliares. Los resultados muestran que la participación de la familia en la propiedad y la gestión, 
así como la generación, modera la relación entre la internacionalización y la rentabilidad en la 
industria hotelera española.

INSTITUTO DE LA         EMPRESA FAMILIAR
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1. Introduction

Nowadays, the internationalisation of family 
firms (FFs)’ research continues studying the influ-
ence of distinctive aspects of the family on this 
strategy. Different theories try to explain the be-
haviour of FFs in order to balance the two more 
important issues in that companies: the fam-
ily and the business. Emotional aspects can be 
against, or in the same sense, as the managerial 
and organizational aspects. 
Some studies highlight that FFs link emotional 
and managerial aspects, and this link leads to the 
firm to take less risky decisions. Precisely, deci-
sions related to the internationalisation process 
are considered as riskier because they could en-
tail uncertainty to the managers (Gómez-Mejía et 
al., 2010; Kraus, 2016; Pukall & Calabrò 2014). 
Internationalisation implies enter to a new mar-
ket, usually with different rules, which in many 
cases is unknown, and which requires a significant 
investment. In FFs, the socioemotional-wealth 
(SEW) theory has studied this area of research 
and it points out that this kind of firms could be 
less internationalised. 
Even though an increasing number of studies have 
dealt with different aspects of the internationali-
sation process in the context of FFs, such as their 
propensity to international growth (Calabrò et al., 
2017; Pukall & Calabró, 2014), the entry mode 
choice (Andreu et al., 2020; Boellis et al., 2016; 
Mariotti et al., 2021; Yamanoi & Asaba, 2018), or 
the influence of firm’s capabilities (Alayo et al., 
2021; Hernández-Perlines, 2018), few studies have 
carried out an in-depth analysis of the relationship 
between international activity and performance 
considering different aspects of family involve-
ment, being one of the main topics that needs a 
further attention (Kim & Gao, 2013).
Therefore, more studies are needed on the re-
lationship between internationalisation and per-
formance in FFs. In this regard, we address this 
relationship in the case of the Spanish hotel sec-
tor. Within Spanish tourism, the hotel sector has 
achieved great importance worldwide. The Span-
ish hotel sector enjoys great recognition on the 
international scene (Martorell et al., 2016). In 
last decades, this sector has reached a high level 
of internationalisation by growing the number 
of hotels abroad (Andreu et al., 2020; Brida et 
al., 2015). In relation to the internationalisation 
strategy, one of the most researched topics has 
been the choice of entry mode, since this sector 
has certain peculiarities, such as the use of man-
agement contracts, franchising or leasing agree-
ments (Contractor & Kundu, 1998). Moreover, the 
Spanish hotel industry is characterized by a high 
percentage of FFs (Andreu, et al., 2018, 2020). 
However, little is known about the influence of 

family character on international strategies of 
these firms. The status of the Spanish hotel in-
dustry as one of the most globalised industries 
and with a high percentage of FFs, makes it in-
teresting to focus our study in this sector.
For all that reasons, drawing on the SEW per-
spective, we investigate whether the characteris-
tics of FFs affect the internationalisation-perfor-
mance relationship of Spanish hotel chains. The 
SEW perspective helps us to know why FFs accept 
more or less risk in their international decisions. 
Risk and international decisions are linked with 
the need of these FFs to obtain long-term ben-
efits. More precisely, we try to analyse the influ-
ence of certain family factors as moderating vari-
ables of the degree of internationalisation and 
performance relationship of family hotels. This 
analysis allows us to evaluate the impact of dif-
ferent characteristics associated to FFs involve-
ment on internationalisation, and to underline 
the importance of considering the heterogeneity 
in FF research.
This study aims to contribute to our understand-
ing of the internationalisation-performance rela-
tionship and how family involvement influences 
it. First, we have explored the influence of the 
family characteristics on internationalisation-per-
formance relationship. Second, we have examined 
FFs in an under-research context. One possible ex-
planation of different results in FF research could 
be related with the industry. The vast majority of 
the studies are focused on manufacturing sector, 
and further research is needed in other contexts. 
Third, we have enlarged the papers focus on the 
SEW theory, including a sample of hotels based in 
Spain, and corroborating the ideas of this perspec-
tive in the service sector.
The paper is structured as follows. The next sec-
tion includes a revision of different studies on 
internationalisation-performance relationship fo-
cusing on the hotel industry, including several hy-
potheses related to the internationalisation-per-
formance relationship and the moderating effect 
of family involvement. Later, the methodology 
section describes the sample and the variables 
included in our study. Subsequently, the results 
section shows the main results and the confirma-
tion of the previous developed hypotheses. The 
paper continues with a discussion, conclusions 
and future research section, which explains the 
relations we found linking with the SEW prem-
ises. 

2. Literature Review

2.1. Internationalisation, hotel chain perfor-
mance and family involvement
Despite the costs associated with internation-
alisation, related to the need to handle possi-
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ble cultural differences (Hofstede, 1980) which 
increase the risks and costs involved in under-
taking or making progress in this type of corpo-
rate strategy (Ruigrok & Wagner, 2003), there 
are actually many benefits to becoming inter-
nationalised. A number of theories postulate 
advantages derived from the chance to obtain 
economies, and reduced costs, as a result of 
being positioned in various markets (Buckley & 
Casson, 1976; Caves, 1971). Others refer to pos-
sible advantages concerning risk diversification 
(Elango, 2004; Levy & Sarnat, 1970). And, from 
a perspective closer to management, interna-
tionalisation is associated with the increase or 
creation of specific competences resulting from 
the transfer of resources between different in-
ternational units. The resource-based view and 
the theory of organisational learning propose 
the consideration of global resources and basic 
skills as drivers of organisational learning and 
knowledge development inside enterprises (Wer-
nerfelt, 1984). These theories might explain the 
real impact of internationalisation on perfor-
mance (Ruigrok & Wagner 2003). International 
expansion can be considered a learning process 
that provides opportunities to access to new re-
sources (Casillas et al., 2009; Luo, 2002). Com-
panies are collections of knowledge and their 
learning capacity determines their growth strat-
egies and their possibility of achieve a sustain-
able competitive advantage. 
In relation to FFs, Alayo et al. (2021) found that 
innovation provides important resources and ca-
pabilities to international strategies. The inter-
nationalisation of FFs offers potential benefits as 
access to new markets and resources, cost saving 
opportunities, risk diversification, therefore ex-
pecting a positive effect of internationalisation 
on performance (Debicki et al., 2020; Graves & 
Shan, 2014; Lu et al., 2015; Tsao & Lien, 2013). 
As Debicki, et al. (2020) point out from the SEW 
perspective, FFs can internationalise to preserve 
their socioemotional goals, for example, by giv-
ing a family member a position of responsibility 
related to international operations, capitalizing 
on family social ties, and increasing their com-
mitment and attachment to the firm. 
In the specific case of the hotel sector, different 
studies found a significant positive relationship 
for the hotel industry, insofar as performance 
improves with the degree of internationalisation 
(Brida et al., 2016; Lee et al., 2014). In the FFs 
context, recent research reveals that family ho-
tels improve the performance when there is a 
greater degree of internationalisation and the 
number of hotels and rooms they have abroad 
increases (Lee et al., 2014; Rienda et al., 2020). 
According the above arguments, a positive re-
lationship between the internationalisation and 

performance can be expected, as we proposed in 
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: There is a positive relationship 
between the degree of internationalisation and 
performance in hotel chains.

However, different studies point out that the link 
between internationalisation and performance is 
more complex and other variables related to the 
heterogeneity of familiness need to be consid-
ered as they can moderate this relationship (As-
saf et al., 2016; Debicki et al., 2020; Lu et al., 
2015; Stieg et al., 2018). 

2.2. Family involvement as a moderating 
variable in internationalisation-performance 
relationship 
The SEW perspective is one of the main theoret-
ical approaches in the FF field and helps to ex-
plain the distinctive behaviour of some FFs. This 
perspective suggests that family owners take 
advantages from the socio-emotional aspects 
of the business (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2011). In 
this context, the FF usually chooses strategies 
that fulfil its motivations to preserve and en-
hance the SEW (Liang et al., 2014). Nowadays, 
the SEW approach is a dominant perspective in 
FF research. However, the influence of SEW on 
long-term decisions seems to be inconsistent 
(Chiu, 2015; Strike et al., 2015). Hence, a more 
in-depth analysis about SEW’s propositions be-
comes necessary to explain FF behaviour (Kraus 
et al., 2016). 
International decisions create uncertainty for 
both FFs and non-family firms (NFFs) (Mensching 
et al., 2016). Most studies consider that FFs try 
to preserve family SEW by avoiding risky interna-
tional strategies (Gómez-Mejia et al., 2010; Kraus 
et al., 2016; Pukall & Calabrò, 2014). These past 
studies focus only on the aware of potential SEW 
losses for FFs. Following this approach, FFs tend 
to be less favourably disposed than NFFs toward 
risky strategies when going abroad (Ray et al., 
2018). Nevertheless, family involvement influ-
ences risk preferences and long-term orientation, 
thus affecting international strategies in differ-
ent ways (Liang et al., 2014). 
The influence of family involvement on inter-
nationalisation has been widely studied, finding 
different results (Arregle et al., 2017; Pukall & 
Calabrò, 2014). On the one hand, we found stud-
ies that emphasize the aversion to risk of FFs and 
how this aversion could hamper international ac-
tivity of these businesses, which tend to concen-
trate on local or regional markets (De Massis et 
al., 2016; Graves & Thomas, 2006). On the other 
hand, other authors stress the positive attributes 
of FFs and how they can positively affect inter-
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nationalisation process (Carr & Bateman, 2009; 
Zahra, 2003). In addition, some academics find 
no differences between FFs and NFFs regard-
ing their internationalisation process (Cerrato & 
Piva, 2012; Claver et al., 2007). 
Similarly, with regard to the link between FF sta-
tus and firm performance, the existing studies 
are far from conclusive. On the one hand, some 
authors stress that these enterprises character-
istically reveal greater affinity of their owners-
managers with the firm’s mission; they prioritise 
the continuity of the business in the future and 
pay considerable attention to the relationships 
existing inside the firm (Davis et al., 2000). In 
turn, such an attitude is likely to help generate 
distinctive capabilities and to produce a better 
financial performance in the long run (Anderson 
& Reeb, 2003; Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2006). 
On the other hand, we can find the opposite re-
lationship with the characteristics of FFs being 
negatively associated with results (Filatochev 
et al., 2005; Westhead & Howorth, 2006). From 
this perspective, stronger commitment or the 
need to perpetuate the business over time makes 
them more risk averse and leads them to adopt 
decisions that may prove detrimental to perfor-
mance. Some studies even insist on the absence 
of a direct connection between a higher level of 
family involvement and performance (Kim & Gao, 
2013; Villalonga & Amit, 2006).
One of the reasons for this lack of conclusive re-
sults are the different definitions of FFs consid-
ered (Abdellatif et al., 2010; Andreu et al., 2020; 
Arregle et al., 2017; Casillas & Acedo, 2005; Kraus 
et al., 2016). In any case, there is a consensus to 
identify these companies when family members 
own a majority of shares, are involved in man-
agement, are present in the board of directors 
and wish to transmit the firm to subsequent gen-
erations (Mazzi, 2011). Family involvement brings 
a new point of view about the definition of FFs. 
Multiples studies focus on determine if a firm is 
familiar or not, but it is more interesting to ana-
lyse the degree of familiness showing the het-
erogeneity in FFs. Familiness is considered as the 
identification of “resources and capabilities that 
are unique to the family’s involvement and inter-
actions in the business” (Pearson et al., 2008). 
Considering different aspects related to the fam-
ily in business may contribute to a better under-
standing of the FFs’ characteristics (Alayo et al., 
2019; Chua et al., 2012). As Sciascia et (2012) 
highlight, only a few studies distinguished the ef-
fects of family ownership from those of family 
involvement. 
According to Ray et al. (2018), the most recog-
nized sources of heterogeneity among FFs are 
family ownership and family involvement in man-
agement. When family possesses a great percent-

age of firm ownership, following the SEW per-
spective, the need for control increases and it 
implies that internationalisation process could be 
affected. Family usually tries to reduce the risk 
associated to internationalisation strategy and 
the consequences of this risk-averse behaviour 
could negatively influence on the internationali-
sation strategy (Fernández & Nieto, 2006; Ray et 
al., 2018) and, therefore, on firm’s performance. 
Debicki et al. (2020) argue that family ownership 
has a negative moderating effect on the inter-
nationalisation-performance relationship. In their 
study, the relationship between international 
expansion and performance was weaker in firms 
with higher family ownership. 
For the hotel industry, previous studies have 
shown the existence of a relationship between 
family ownership, internationalisation and per-
formance in FFs (Rienda et al., 2020, 2021) being 
the role played by family owners essential (Xiao 
et al., 2012). So, according to these arguments 
based on SEW perspective, we propose the fol-
lowing hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: The family ownership negatively 
moderates the degree of internationalisation-
performance relationship in hotel chains.

The SEW also justifies the behaviour of FFs 
through the presence of family members on 
top management teams. When family members 
are involved in management, decisions related 
to the internationalisation are taken cautiously 
(Zahra, 2003). The individuals may seek maxi-
mizing revenues from foreign markets rather 
than aggressively pursuing internationalisation 
(Abdellatif et al., 2010). Managers tend to in-
vest most of their wealth in the firm and, con-
sequently, their decisions should be more risk-
averse (Cerrato & Piva, 2012), affecting the in-
ternationalisation process. When there is a high 
ratio of family members on top management 
positions, the firm has less diversity of skills and 
knowledge to undertake international strategies 
and negatively affect the internationalisation 
of the FFs (Alayo et al., 2019). Family-managed 
firms internationalise less than NFFs (Ray et al., 
2018). External managers may have the neces-
sary talent to expand into new countries. Be-
sides, non-family managers can enhance the le-
gitimacy of the firm, may be considered a sign of 
professionalism of the management and, conse-
quently, could affect the performance achieved 
by the firm. Therefore, it is expected that FFs 
with a high percentage of family managers will 
negatively moderate the relationship between 
internationalisation and firm performance (Lu et 
al., 2015), as we propose in the following hy-
pothesis:
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Hypothesis 3: The family management nega-
tively moderates the internationalisation-perfor-
mance relationship in hotel chains.

Finally, we consider the generation as another 
heterogeneity factor of FFs that may act as a 
key moderating variable to influence profitabil-
ity (Sciacia et al., 2014). With respect to the 
generation which run the firm, several studies 
found that founder or first generations outper-
form better and later generations are associ-
ated with a decrease in performance (Miller et 
al., 2011; Morck et al., 2000; Villalonga & Amit, 
2006), although the opposite relationship also 
exists (Sraer & Thesmar, 2007). 
For internationalisation strategy, the results 
about the influence on the generation ruling the 
firm are also inconclusive (Mariotti et al., 2021) 
and more research is necessary to understand 
the relationship between the generation and in-
ternational decisions (Segaro et al., 2014). Fol-
lowing the SEW perspective, in FFs governed by 
the founder, i.e., first generation FFs, the SEW 
orientation is dominant (Le-Breton Miller & Mill-
er, 2013). In more advanced generations the in-
terests are less concentrated, and managers take 
lesser conservative decisions. New ideas coming 
from these generations changing the trend fol-
lowed by founders (Pongelli et al., 2016). With 
the new generations, organizational capabilities 
increase in terms of variety, becoming more suit-
able to be exploited in different international 
contexts (Mariotti et al., 2021). As Sciacia et 
al. (2014) appointed, the emotional attachment 
of family members is likely to decrease at later 
generational stages. Therefore, SEW preservation 

is expected to be a less relevant goal than eco-
nomic profitability in subsequent generations. Ac-
cording to these ideas, advanced generations may 
have more propensity to undertake riskier strate-
gies as internationalisation in order to achieve a 
higher financial wealth. Consequently, a positive 
effect is expected between the advanced gen-
erations of the FFs and the internationalisation-
performance relationship, as we propose in the 
last hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: An advanced family generation 
positively moderates the internationalisation-
performance relationship in hotel chains.

The proposed model is shown in figure 1.

3. Methodology

3.1. Sample
The sample was collected from the Alimarket Ho-
tel and Catering Yearbook for the year 2016. Data-
base contains financial and commercial data of the 
most important hotel chains with Spanish based 
headquarters (including both national chains and 
international groups). From a total of a 697 hotel 
chains, we selected only internationalised chains, 
i.e., those that had at least a hotel outside Spain, 
whether under property, management contract, 
leasing or franchised. 76 internationalised chains 
were identified, with a total of 2,378 hotels, 981 
of which are located abroad (beyond Spain’s bor-
ders). Moreover, 60.83% of these 76 international-
ised hotel chains have family characteristics with 
different degrees of family involvement. Table 1 
reports a description of the sample.

Figure 1. Model research
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Table 1. Sample description

ers who simultaneously hold top management 
positions enjoy the discretion of acting with 
the possibility to influence corporate decisions 
(Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2006). The percent-
age also indicates to what extent the firm 
uses managers outside the family. Other FFs 
research also included this variable in their 
studies (Cerrato & Piva, 2012; Chua et al., 
1999).

•	 Generation, which was collected through the 
information of different databases and con-
sulting the corporate websites of those hotel 
chains with some degree of family involve-
ment. Some previous studies analysed the 
influence of generation on the FFs’ interna-
tionalisation. More precisely its impact on in-
ternational commitment (Claver et al., 2009; 
Fernández & Nieto, 2005) and other decisions 
such as entry mode abroad (Andreu et al., 
2020; Claver et al., 2008). The FF literature 
suggests a variety of differences between 
first-generation FFs and later-generation FFs 
(Aronoff, 1998; Sonfield & Lussier, 2004; West-
head et al., 2002). Following the study of 
Beck et al. (2011), we introduced a dummy 
variable which take the value 0, for founder 
or first-generation FFs, and the value of 1, for 
later or advanced generations. A greater fam-
ily involvement is related with the first gen-
erations of FFs.

Finally, our study included some control vari-
ables. Firms may adopt different patterns of 
internationalisation based on their financial and 
managerial resource limitations (Brida et al., 
2015). Hence, we controlled for firm size using 
the average employees of each hotel chain in the 
last three years, with a logarithmic transforma-
tion to normalise the variable distribution (Gar-
cía de Soto & Vargas, 2015; Pla Barber & León 
Darder, 2004).
We also included the firm age of the hotel chain. 
Firm age has been included in different studies 
to their possible influence on performance (Cuc-

Variables
Degree of internationalisation (mean) 58.62% rooms abroad about total room

Family ownership (mean) 47.29% of capital in family hands

Family management (mean) 18.71% of family directives

Generation 25.7% First generation (founder) firms
74.3 % Advanced generation

Firm size (mean) 3,101 number of employees
Firm age (mean) 26.47 number of years of the chain
Performance (mean) 0.032 revenue per available room

3.2. Measures
Firm performance has been examined from differ-
ent perspectives and contexts. In our case, per-
formance was measured through the Revenue Per 
Available Room (RevPAR), a specific performance 
variable for the hotel industry (Namasivayam et 
al., 2007; Sainaghi, 2011; Schwartz et al., 2017). 
This variable was calculated by dividing the ho-
tel’s total guestroom revenue by the number of 
available rooms and the number of days during 
the measured period. We opted for the logarithm 
in order to normalise the values. 
Regarding the degree of internationalisation 
(DOI), the ratio of sales abroad over total sales 
is often used (Grant et al., 1988; Miller et al., 
2008). In the case of hotel industry, the most 
frequently used ratio is the number of rooms 
abroad over the total number of rooms (Lee et 
al., 2014). This variable shows us that the higher 
the ratio, the higher the degree. It has been used 
in previous studies on internationalisation in this 
industry (Brida et al., 2016; Lu & Beamish, 2004; 
Ramón, 2002; Tallman & Li, 1996).
One definition of family business basically con-
siders that the majority of ownership and man-
agement of the firm should be in family hands 
as a requirement to categorize it (Claver et al., 
2009; Graves & Thomas, 2004). Nevertheless, the 
classification between FF and non-FF could be 
more detailed when we include different situa-
tions that show the heterogeneity of FFs. Family 
involvement in our study collects three related 
variables:

•	 Family ownership, measured with the per-
centage of the firm’s equity held by the fam-
ily. This measure was also used in previous 
studies (Astrachan & Kolenko, 1994; Sciascia 
et al., 2012).

•	 Family management, measured with the per-
centage of family member in management 
positions. Family involvement increases when 
managerial position is occupied by a family 
member. The influence exerted by these own-
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culelli et al., 2014). Moreover, older firms are ex-
pected to be more conservative in their strategic 
orientations (Zahra et al., 2008). 
The category of hotels abroad was determined 
by means of a categorical variable according to 
the number of stars that each hotel has (between 
1 and 5). This variable has already been used in 
several studies to assess the importance of a ho-
tel’s intangible assets understanding that, the 
higher the level of importance, the more control 
the firm will want to exert over it, which in turn 
can influence entry mode abroad (León-Darder et 
al., 2011; Plá et al., 2011).

4. Results

A correlation analysis is presented in Table 2, to-
gether with the multicollinearity analysis (VIF). 
In Table 3 is showed the linear regressions results 
including different models.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed); ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

Table 3. Results of linear regressions for internationalisation-performance relationship

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7
Control variables
Firm size 0.161*** 0.159*** 0.140*** 0.136*** 0.139*** 0.135*** 0.131***
Firm age -0.002*** -0.002*** -0.001† -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 0.000
Hotel category 0.042*** 0.041*** 0.027*** 0.026*** 0.027*** 0.028** 0.027***

Independent variables
DOI 0.001 0.001*** 0.001** 0.001*** 0.006** 0.006**
Family ownership 0.016* 0.095*** 0.015* 0.017** 0.109***
Family management 0.031*** 0.032*** 0.089* 0.025** 0.002*
Advanced generation -0.041 0.000 0.020 0.107 0.127*
Moderator variables
DOI x family ownership -0.001*** -0.001***
DOI x family management -0.001** 0.001
DOI x advanced generation -0.005** -0.005**

Adjusted R2 0.322 0.322 0.373 0.386 0.378 0.376 0.388
F 154.022*** 115.669*** 83.283*** 76.932*** 74.609*** 73.963*** 62.301***
N = 76

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, † p < 0.10.

As we can see in the last table, model 3 and mod-
el 7 show a positive relationship between the DOI 
of Spanish hotel chains and performance, in line 
with hypothesis 1. In the model 4 and model 7, 
with respect to our hypothesis 2, the results show 
a negative moderating effect of family ownership 
on the internationalisation-performance relation-
ship, as we proposed according to the SEW theo-
ry. This result allows us to confirm the hypothesis 
2 of our model. 
Model 5 is related to our hypotheses 3. We can 
observe that the moderating effect of family 
management on DOI is negative for performance. 
Nevertheless, if we observe the final model 
(model 7), we found a non-significant moderating 
effect when all relationships are included. There-
fore, our hypothesis 3 is partially confirmed. 
Finally, in relation to the generation that runs the 
firm (model 6 and model 7), we proposed that 
advanced family generation positively moderates 
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the internationalisation-performance relation-
ship in family hotels. However, in our models this 
variable negatively moderates the relationship 
raised in the paper. Therefore, the hypothesis 4 
is not confirmed.
In order to illustrate all these moderating ef-
fects, we have included the following figure that 
allow us to better interpret the results obtained.

Figure 2. Moderating effect of family involvement on internationalisation-performance relationship

The graphs show that all considered characteris-
tics of the familiness of Spanish hotel companies, 
negatively moderates the relationship between 
internationalisation and profitability. With regard 
to the control variables, firm size, age of the ho-
tel chain and category of the hotels open abroad, 
the most of them have turned out to be signifi-
cantly related to business performance.
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4.1. Robustness check
We carried out several robustness checks in order 
to verify the evidence that the coefficients are 
robust (Lu & White, 2014). To check the robust-
ness of the model, we consider various alterna-
tives. First, we change the dependent variable 
of our model and consider the EBITDA (Earnings 
Before Interest Taxes Depreciation and Amorti-
zation) as new performance measure (Anderson 
& Reeb, 2003; Chrisman et al., 2004; Granata & 
Chirico, 2010). With this dependent variable, we 
run the regression analysis and the results were 
consistent with those reported in Table 3. Sec-
ond, we excluded, the firm that accumulates the 
largest number of investments covered by our 
sample. After removing this company, we per-
formed the regression analysis and the results 
support our fourth hypotheses with similar levels 
of statistical significance.

5. Discussion, Conclusions and Future 
Research

Following the SEW theory, FFs may be risk-averse 
in order to protect the family wealth (Miller et 
al., 2010). Owners evaluate strategic decisions 
based on risks against financial returns, avoid-
ing risks in order to preserve the family’s SEW 
(Gómez-Mejía et al., 2010). The reason is that 
“family principals prefer to avoid risk because 
the costs of negative outcomes more than out-
weigh any benefits that might accrue through 
the pursuit of a high-risk/high-return strategy” 
(Gómez-Mejia et al., 2011, p. 665). Families act 
to preserve the business and, for this reason, 
they may become significantly risk-averse (Faccio 
et al., 2011). FFs have less incentive to under-
take large-scale investments in distant countries 
due to worries about managerial control (Chen et 
al., 2009). However, recent studies have shown 
the positive benefits that FFs may gain by the 
internationalisation (Boellis et al., 2016; Löhde & 
Calabró, 2019).
The results obtained in our study support the ideas 
of the SEW perspective attending to family own-
ership, that is to say, the firm acts in the market 
with the aim of preserving SEW, and FFs should 
prioritise family wealth over financial or economic 
profit (Zellweger et al., 2012). Family members 
are preoccupied with assuring the continuity of 
the business and the benefit of future generations 
(Miller et al., 2008). Considering that family own-
ership should be more risk-averse, the decisions 
related to internationalisation should also be af-
fected and, hence, the firm performance. In our 
paper, the family ownership impact negatively to 
the relationship between internationalisation and 
performance, similarly to the studies of Debicki et 
al. (2020) or Lu et al. (2015).

In the same way we expected, family manage-
ment negatively moderates the performance ob-
tained with internationalisation. Nevertheless, 
the general model presents a non-significant 
moderating effect attending to the last variable. 
Other measures related to family management 
could be included to analyse this relationship 
in more detail. For example, the presence of a 
family CEO could be another important factor in 
international decisions. Family CEO can facilitate 
the alignment of interests between ownership and 
management. Besides, a family CEO may provide 
a better internal control mechanism and a better 
access to resources (Peng & Jiang, 2010). There-
fore, if family CEO shows a long-term orientation 
for firm’s survival, the level of internationalisa-
tion would be positively influenced (Zahra, 2005) 
since growing across borders helps to strengthen 
the business in the long-run (Pukall & Calabrò, 
2014). A specific analysis of the characteristics of 
CEO could add more important information on the 
influence of he/she in strategic decisions of fam-
ily hotels. Moreover, in the case of hotel industry, 
there are different entry modes that allow the 
firm entry to different markets without an impor-
tant risk (Rienda et al., 2021). This is the case of 
the entry modes named “assets lights”, which in-
clude management contracts and franchises. This 
specific decision concerning the internationalisa-
tion, not much investigated, could be a future 
line of research.
Contrary to what we expected, advanced gen-
erations moderate also negatively the interna-
tionalisation-performance relationship. Although 
new generations could be associated with a 
higher degree of internationalisation and new 
ideas (Pongelli et al., 2016), a great divergence 
of interest, due to the greater number of fam-
ily members incorporated in the firm over time, 
could negatively affect this strategy and its ef-
fect on the FFs’ performance. This relationship 
may be argued from the stewardship theory. This 
approach considers that the family increases 
in complexity with successive generations, and 
firm managers will perceive more risk from the 
search for market information, customer needs, 
or the firm’s internal relations, increasing market 
threats and reducing the exploitation of market 
opportunities (Bobillo et al., 2013). More stud-
ies and different measures about the role of the 
generation are needed. In this regard, Mariotti 
et al. (2021) differentiated between the second 
generation and the first and third-and beyond 
generations. Miller et al. (2011) simultaneously 
considered whether the founder was the largest 
shareholder and serve as CEO of the company. 
There are also studies that analyse the influ-
ence of the founder on performance (Morck et 
al., 2000; Villalonga & Amit, 2006) or the impact 
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of family generation on different firm’s decisions 
at international scene as entry mode (Mariotti et 
al., 2021), which raises future research topics.
Two main contributions arise from this paper. 
First, from a SEW theory, our results contrib-
ute to reinforce the role of family involvement 
on firm’s strategic decisions and the influence 
on firm performance. We can conclude that for 
Spanish hotel chains, family involvement differ-
ently moderates international-performance rela-
tionship. It is interesting to analyse the different 
aspects that are included in family involvement 
to a better understanding the results associated 
with some corporate strategies such as interna-
tionalisation. Second, this study helps to explain 
how family involvement affects internationalisa-
tion and hence contributes to FFs and interna-
tionalisation literature, particularly to hotel in-
dustry. We have examined some family variables 
in an under-research context and have enlarge 
the studies focus on the service sector.
With regards to the limitations of our study, first-
ly, we based our empirical analysis on second-
ary data sources. For this reason, we were un-
able to capture the managers’ perceptions about 
the influence of different types of FF managers, 
their motivations and strategic objectives dur-
ing international expansion, the level of profes-
sionalisation and how long the manager has been 
working at the company. The ability of the family 
managers to commit to internationalisation and 
enhance their performance may depend on their 
capability in gaining the consensus of the family 
owners (Graves & Thomas, 2008). 
Secondly, our study focuses on a single industry 
from a particular country, which means that the 
results cannot be extrapolated to other indus-
tries and countries. Future studies could include 
different industries or countries with the aim to 
compare the results obtain here and expand our 
knowledge of hotel chains and the influence of 
familiness on internationalisation and perfor-
mance.
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