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Abstract This paper aims to assess differences between employees of family and non-family firms 
regarding their levels of employee silence and their perceptions of the company’s entrepreneurial 
orientation. Moreover, focusing on family firms, we assess the relationship between the levels of 
employees’ silence and their perceptions of the firm’s entrepreneurial orientation. The empirical 
evidence is provided by a sample of 245 Portuguese employees, 117 employees of family firms, 
and 128 of non-family firms, who responded to a questionnaire that included employee silence 
and entrepreneurial orientation measures. Results reveal that family firms’ employees show high-
er levels of employee silence but perceive their companies as less entrepreneurially oriented 
than employees of non-family companies. In addition, our results do not support the idea that 
there is a relationship between the levels of employee silence and the employee’s perception of 
the company’s entrepreneurial orientation. This paper offers initial insights into the debate on 
the relationship between the levels of employee silence and the employee’s perception of the 
company’s entrepreneurial orientation in family firms.

El silencio de los empleados y la orientación emprendedora en pequeñas y medianas 
empresas familiares

Resumen Este trabajo tiene como objetivo evaluar las diferencias entre los empleados de em-
presas familiares y no familiares en cuanto a sus niveles de silencio de los empleados y sus per-
cepciones de la orientación empresarial de la empresa. Además, centrándonos en las empresas 
familiares, evaluamos la relación entre los niveles de silencio de los empleados y sus percepciones 
sobre la orientación emprendedora de la empresa. La evidencia empírica la proporciona una 
muestra de 245 empleados portugueses, 117 empleados de empresas familiares y 128 de em-
presas no familiares, que respondieron a un cuestionario que incluía medidas de silencio de los 
empleados y orientación empresarial. Los resultados revelan que los empleados de las empresas 
familiares muestran niveles más altos de silencio de los empleados, pero perciben a sus empre-
sas como menos orientadas al emprendimiento que los empleados de empresas no familiares. 
Además, nuestros resultados no apoyan la idea de que exista una relación entre los niveles de 
silencio de los empleados y la percepción de los empleados sobre la orientación emprendedora de 
la empresa. Este artículo ofrece una primera mirada al debate sobre la relación entre los niveles 
de silencio de los empleados y la percepción de los empleados sobre la orientación emprendedora 
de la empresa en las empresas familiares.
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1. Introduction

In a global and highly competitive economic en-
vironment, companies increasingly rely on their 
workforce expertise and ability to meet the mar-
ket needs by innovating and enhancing the quali-
ty of their products and services (Soomro & Shah, 
2019). This becomes even more relevant when it 
comes to small and medium-sized family compa-
nies, which heavily depend on employees who 
take responsibility, are proactive, offer sugges-
tions, and openly share their ideas and opinions. 
However, given their traditions, norms, and val-
ues, these companies can sometimes hinder this 
so needed open environment, resulting in em-
ployee silence (Kizildag, 2013). Employee silence 
is defined as the intentional withholding of ideas, 
information, and opinions with relevance to im-
provements in work and work organizations (Mor-
rison & Milliken, 2000; Wang et al., 2020). When 
individuals and teams are unhindered by organi-
zational traditions, and norms, they can more 
effectively investigate, share, and develop new 
ideas, playing a critical role in the entrepreneur-
ial orientation of a company, which has “become 
a popular means to describe entrepreneurship as 
an organizational attribute” (Wales et al., 2020, 
p. 2), in the hopes of doing something new and 
exploiting opportunities. The benefits of adopt-
ing such entrepreneurial behaviors and strategies 
include the generation of new ideas and creative 
processes, improving a firm’s competitive posi-
tion and may even be crucial to a firm’s survival 
(Covin & Wales, 2012).
Family businesses recognize that employees are 
their life force and strive to develop an inclu-
sive work culture (Miller et al., 2008) and to 
create and retain a motivated and loyal work-
force (Kachaner et al., 2012). However, due to 
the aforementioned organizational traditions 
and norms and the well-known family firms’ 
concern over the preservation of socioemo-
tional wealth, i.e., “the non-financial aspects 
of the firm that meet the family’s affective 
needs, such as identity, the ability to exercise 
family influence, and the perpetuation of the 
family dynasty” (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007, 
p. 106), these firms tend to maintain the de-
cision-making processes within the family top 
management ranks (Pimentel et al., 2018), fos-
tering employee silence and hindering entre-
preneurial behaviors.
Previous studies have highlighted the importance 
of promoting and implementing an entrepre-
neurial oriented mindset that makes small and 
medium-sized companies able to recognize the 
threats and opportunities in their business envi-
ronment in order to make sure that the firm will 
be able to continue to exist in the future (Kraus 

et al., 2012). The need to survive and to per-
petuate the family values plays a central role in 
the family businesses dynamics given its strong 
connection to the preservation of socioemotional 
wealth (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007). Neverthe-
less, companies are only able to promote and 
implement such entrepreneurial oriented mind-
set if there is an open and fluid communication 
between employees and the top management 
team. If this communication is hindered it can 
create a barrier to the upward communication, 
leaving the organizational decision makers una-
ware of the ground realities and problems of the 
company, resulting in problems to prompt and 
adequate decision making, further leading to 
depleted organizational performance with conse-
quences in the survival of the company (Schilling 
& Kluge, 2009). Therefore, it becomes essential 
to address employee silence in family firms and 
to view it as a priority for promoting and imple-
menting an entrepreneurial orientated mindset, 
determinant for the family firms’ success. With 
this in mind and grounded on the socioemotional 
wealth theory (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007), often-
times accepted as the dominant paradigm in the 
field of family business (Aparicio et al., 2021; 
Berrone et al., 2012), we performed an empiri-
cal study using data collected from family firms 
from Portugal, a country where family firms are 
under-researched even though they make up the 
backbone of the economy. This paper has three 
main objectives: (1) assess differences between 
the levels of employee silence in family and non-
family firms, (2) examine the perceptions of the 
firm’s entrepreneurial orientation of employees 
working in family and non-family firms, and (3) 
assess, in family firms, the relationship between 
the levels of employees’ silence and their per-
ceptions on the firm’s entrepreneurial orienta-
tion.
This study makes several contributions to the re-
search literature. First, we offer initial insights 
on a phenomenon that remains under-addressed 
in the comparison between family and non-family 
companies - employee silence. Second, we con-
tribute to a current debate in the literature in-
volving the extent to which the characteristics 
and dynamics of family companies hinder or 
promote entrepreneurial behaviors and strate-
gies. Third, we search for evidence to support 
the relationship of employer silence and entre-
preneurial orientation in family firms. Answering 
these questions is important given that family 
businesses are a predominant form of business in 
the world, accounting for over two-thirds of all 
private companies, employing more than 60% of 
the global workforce and having an economic im-
pact of over 70% on the global GDP (Gómez-Mejía 
et al., 2018).



Duarte Pimentel, Raquel Rodrigues

Pimentel, D., Rodrigues, R. (2022). Employee Silence and Entrepreneurial Orientation in Small and Medium-sized Family Firms. 
European Journal of Family Business, 12(1), 39-50.

2. Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses 
Development

2.1. Employee silence
Van Dyne et al. (2003) define employee silence as 
an employee’s motivation to withhold or express 
ideas, information, and opinions about work-re-
lated improvements. Thus, it refers to situations 
where employees retain information that might 
be useful to the organization of which they are 
a part, whether intentionally or unintentionally; 
information can be consciously held back by em-
ployees; or it can be an unintentional failure to 
communicate or a merely a matter of having 
nothing to say (Wang et al., 2020). This reluc-
tance to express ideas, information, and opinions 
may be caused by individual employee motiva-
tions or by institutional aspects (Chou & Chang, 
2020). Regardless of the reasons for employee si-
lence, it can undermine organizational decision-
making, damage employee engagement, trust, 
and morale, which may lead to low levels of mo-
tivation, satisfaction, and commitment (Morrison 
& Milliken, 2000). 
Modern organizations are often challenged to ad-
equately respond to complex and changing sce-
narios. Thus, developing a workforce that openly 
shares information, ideas, and opinions, consti-
tutes a significant competitive advantage, allow-
ing companies to better adjust to contingency 
forces and make better decisions (Wilkinson & 
Fay, 2011). 
Van Dyne et al. (2003) differentiate three spe-
cific silence behaviors based on three employee 
motives: (1) acquiescent silence, (2) defensive 
silence, and (3) pro-social silence.
According to Pinder and Harlos (2001), acqui-
escent silence can be defined as the employee 
choice to withhold views, relevant ideas, infor-
mation, or opinions, based on resignation. Acqui-
escent silence is a passive behavior given that it 
advocates disengaged behavior (Van Dyne et al., 
2003). In the case of acquiescent silence, em-
ployees commend the status quo and prefer not 
to speak up. They do not try to change organiza-
tional circumstances. This is a conscious choice 
and voluntary behavior that the employees adopt 
when they believe that speaking up will not make 
any difference.
The term defensive silence is employed to de-
scribe the deliberate omission based on personal 
fear of the consequences of speaking up. This 
is consistent with Morrison and Milliken’s (2000) 
emphasis on the personal emotion of fear as a 
key motivator of organizational silence. It is also 
consistent with psychological safety and voice 
opportunity as critical preconditions for speak-
ing up in work contexts. According to Van Dyne 
et al. (2003), this is an intentional behavior that 

is intended to protect one’s self from external 
threats. In contrast to acquiescent silence, de-
fensive silence is proactive, involving awareness 
and consideration of alternatives, followed by a 
conscious decision to withhold ideas, informa-
tion, and opinions as to the best personal strat-
egy at that a particular moment (Chou & Chang, 
2020; Van Dyne et al., 2003).
Van Dyne et al. (2003) emphasized pro-social 
silence as the withholding of related ideas, in-
formation, or opinions with the intention of ben-
efiting other people or the organization, based 
on altruism or cooperative motives. Similarly, 
to organizational citizenship behavior, pro-social 
silence is an intentional and proactive behavior 
that is primarily focused on others, arising as a 
discretionary behavior that cannot be mandated 
by an organization and based on awareness and 
consideration of alternatives and resulting in the 
conscious decision to withhold ideas, informa-
tion, and opinions. 
Despite the growing importance of employee si-
lence in the literature, given its direct impact 
on individuals, organizations, and ultimately on 
society, there is still an significant gap in the un-
derstanding of this organizational phenomenon 
(Wang et al., 2020; Whiteside & Barclay, 2013). 
This gap becomes even more pronounced in the 
family business field, where the literature on this 
topic is scant. One of the few authors addressing 
this topic in family firms is Kizildag (2013), who 
suggests that employee silence in family firms 
can be approached from two different dimen-
sions: (1) silence of employees who are not mem-
bers of the family, and (2) silence of employees 
who are family members. When assessed from 
the perspective of employees who are not fam-
ily members, experiencing nepotism and family 
protectionism will cause these employees to per-
ceive the expression of their ideas and opinions 
as meaningless. On the other hand, from the per-
spective of employees who are family members, 
having a dual role of being a family member and 
a family firm employee, having responsibilities 
to fulfill both family and business expectations, 
as well as the reflection of family relations on 
the workplace, are reasons for adopting a silence 
strategy. Moreover, the existence of a tradition-
al centralized management, oftentimes related 
to the need to preserve socioemotional wealth 
and subsequently the perpetuation of family val-
ues (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007) may foster the 
silence of both family members and non-family 
employees. Kellermanns et al. (2012) argue that 
socioemotional wealth can be negatively associ-
ated with proactive stakeholder engagement and 
lead to family-centric behavior, which may act as 
a blockade to inputs from non-family employees 
and other external stakeholders. Moreover, some 
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case-based family firm literature report stories of 
family firms that have ignored non-family stake-
holders (e.g., Kidwell & Kidwell, 2010). Family 
firms have also been known to expropriate ex-
ternal shareholders and, in more extreme cases, 
to exploit employees (Kidwell, 2008). According 
to Kellermanns et al. (2012) strong family bonds 
can create an “us-against-them” mindset caus-
ing the family to place their needs above those 
of non-family stakeholders. Taking this into con-
sideration, one can argue that family firms have 
characteristics and dynamics that contribute to 
higher levels of employee silence. Thus, as an in-
itial contribution to the literature on this topic, 
we propose that: 

H1. Family firms’ employees show higher levels 
of silence than non-family firms’ employees. 

2.2. Entrepreneurial orientation
As any living entity, a company’s main goal is to 
survive. In its continuous interaction with the en-
vironment, a company must guarantee the devel-
opment of services and/or products that respond 
to the consumers’ wants and needs, while con-
sidering the surrounding competitive conditions 
(Josefy et al., 2017). In an environment of per-
manent change, with products and business mod-
els with short life cycles, companies feel obliged 
to constantly search for new business opportu-
nities. This forces companies to seek and adopt 
entrepreneurial behaviors to succeed (Rauch et 
al., 2009). Although entrepreneurship remains an 
area of numerous conceptual debates, certain 
ideas surrounding this construct have been exten-
sively developed. There has been a great stream 
of research on what is, for many, considered the 
genesis of entrepreneurship: the entrepreneurial 
orientation (Rauch et al., 2009). 
Entrepreneurial orientation refers to the process-
es and endeavors of organizations that engage in 
entrepreneurial behaviors and activities (Covin & 
Wales, 2012; Lumpkin & Dess, 2001). The concept 
stems from Miller’s (1983) work, in which entre-
preneurial firms are defined as “those that are 
geared towards innovation in the product-market 
field by carrying out risky initiatives, and which 
are the first to develop innovations in a proac-
tive way in an attempt to defeat their competi-
tors” (p. 771). Although there have been various 
discussions about what constitutes entrepreneur-
ial orientation (Lumpkin & Dess, 2001; Wiklund 
& Shepherd, 2005), research has converged on 
three key components (Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 
2011): (1) innovativeness, (2) risk-taking, and (3) 
proactiveness.
Over the last decades, entrepreneurial orienta-
tion has been seen as critical to the success and 
survival of family businesses (Nieto et al., 2015). 

Research on entrepreneurial orientation in fam-
ily businesses is divided into two perspectives: 
on one hand, the perspective where this type of 
organizations represents a context in which en-
trepreneurship is fostered (Hernández-Perlines et 
al., 2021); on the other hand, the perspective 
where family firms hinder entrepreneurial pro-
cesses (Hernández-Linares & López-Fernández, 
2018). 
While some authors propose that family firms 
constitute an environment that promotes high 
levels of entrepreneurship (e.g., Aldrich & Cliff, 
2003; Discua Cruz et al., 2013; Hernández-Per-
lines et al., 2021), by presenting unique settings 
for entrepreneurship to flourish (e.g., flexibility, 
trust, informal management) (Eddleston et al., 
2008; Zellweger, 2007). Other research stream 
suggests that family firms are conservative and 
resistant to change, due to the perceived risk of 
losing family socioemotional wealth created over 
a long period (Boling et al., 2016; Garcés-Gal-
deano et al., 2016). Gómez-Mejía et al. (2007) 
argue that family firms may be willing to accept a 
below-target performance, if this is what it takes 
to protect their socioemotional wealth. Hence, 
their focus is centered on what can go wrong 
and on the likelihood that bad things may occur. 
Such concerns tend to hamper the promotion and 
implementation of an entrepreneurial mindset. 
Pimentel et al. (2017a) reinforce this prominent 
notion in the literature, which suggests that fam-
ily businesses are risk-averse, reluctant to inno-
vation, and reticent (Samsami & Schøtt, 2021), 
therefore showing lower levels of entrepreneurial 
orientation than non-family businesses. Thus, as 
to offer more insights on this topic, our second 
hypothesis suggests that:

H2. Family firms’ employees perceive their com-
pany as less entrepreneurially oriented than 
non-family firms’ employees.

As aforementioned, the adoption of silence re-
stricts the access to useful information and 
critical analysis on the decision-making process, 
decreasing the effectiveness and quality of deci-
sion-making (Morrison & Milliken, 2000). Similar-
ly, employee silence will inhibit feedback on val-
uable information, thus making the identification 
of issues and the implementation of corrective 
actions more difficult. This may translate into a 
decline in the organization’s performance and 
ability to adapt and survive. Edmondson (2003) 
argues that employee silence will hinder family 
businesses’ innovation processes, since this type 
of firm heavily relies on employees to point out 
new ideas, thoughts, and opportunities. In the 
same line, Knoll and Redman (2016) suggest that 
the inability of employees to share ideas and pro-
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vide inputs may also hinder innovation and stifle 
employee creativity. Thus, the withholding of this 
information prevents improvements to processes 
and projects, constraining the entrepreneurial 
orientation of the organization and ultimately 
the chances to thrive and succeed. 
Thus, based on the same rationale used on the 
previous hypotheses, and as an initial attempt to 
assess the association between the employees’ 
levels of silence and their perceptions of the 
company’s entrepreneurial orientation in family 
firms, we formulated the following hypothesis:

H3. In family firms, the employees’ levels of si-
lence are negatively related to their perceptions 
of the company’s entrepreneurial orientation.

Figure 1. Research hypotheses diagram

3. Sample Description and Methods

3.1. Sample and data collection
In this study, as in most research, employee si-
lence and entrepreneurial orientation have been 
regarded as broad and unitary constructs (Covin 
& Wales, 2019; Morgan, 2017), enabling an initial 
explanation of the phenomena. To define what 
is a family firm, the criterion of ownership and 
management control (Chua et al., 1999) was 
adapted to arrive at an operational definition. 
Therefore, a firm is classified as a family firm if 
at least 75 percent of the shares are owned by 
the family, and the family is the sole responsi-
ble for the management of the company. This 
operational definition ensures that the family is, 
de facto, responsible for the governance, con-
trol, and management of the company (Pimentel, 
2018; Pimentel et al., 2020). 

In order to collect data, employees were asked to 
complete an online questionnaire, assessing em-
ployee silence levels and entrepreneurial orienta-
tion perceptions as well as respondents’ demo-
graphic data. A cross-sectional design was used, 
according to Spector (2019), the use of these types 
of designs is particularly efficient when compared 
to others such as experimental design or longitudi-
nal design, being particularly relevant in situations 
where the probability of obtaining high levels of 
response (i.e., a large sample) is low (Spector, 
2019). During the questionnaire development pre-
cautions were taken to control common method 
bias, namely, to improve scale items to eliminate 
ambiguity, and to reduce social desirability bias in 
item wording (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Data from family firms’ employees were collect-
ed with the help of the Portuguese Family Busi-
ness Association, which shared the survey link via 
e-mail and institutional website with their associ-
ated members. As to collect data from non-fam-
ily companies’ employees, the survey link was 
shared through e-mail using a publicly available 
business mailing list. The data were collected 
between November 2019 and January 2020. In 
Portugal, family firms are responsible for over 
50% of all employment, 65% of GDP, and consti-
tute more than 70% of the private business sector 
(Portuguese Family Business Association, 2021). 
According to Pimentel et al. (2017b), most Por-
tuguese family firms operate in the retail sector, 
have less than 10 employees, have been in busi-
ness for roughly 30 years, and have a turnover of 
less than €500,000 per year. The employees show 
a strong sense of pride, belief, and identity to-
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wards the firm, and consider that the family has 
a far-reaching influence in the business (Pimen-
tel, 2016; Pimentel et al., 2017b).
The final sample consists of the responses of 245 
Portuguese employees. Of the 245 employees 
who participated in this study (see Table 1), 117 
are employees of family firms and 128 non-family 
firms’ employees, 58.4% of them were females, 
with an average age of 34 years, having on av-
erage 7 years of seniority in the company. Most 
participants have a high school diploma (38.4%), 
followed by the ones with a bachelor’s degree 
(33.9%), while 25.3% have a master’s degree and 
2.4% hold a PhD. Regarding the work contracts, 
122 have a permanent contract, 43 a fixed-term 
contract, and 80 are on temporary work con-
tracts. From the 117 employees of family firms, 
most were female (56.6%), with an average of 
32 years, overall working in the company for 8 
years. Regarding the 128 non-family firms’ em-
ployees, 59.6% were females, with an average 
age of 36 years and working in the company for 
6 years. 
All the 245 respondents are employees of small 
and medium-sized privately-owned companies 
with no less than 10 employees, having no man-
agement responsibilities, and working under the 
responsibility of a supervisor who holds direct 
formal authority over them. 

3.2. Measures 
3.2.1. Employee silence
To measure the levels of employee silence, the 
Portuguese adapted version (Sabino et al., 2019) 
of the scale originally developed by Van Dyne 
et al. (2003) was used. This version of the in-
strument considers three dimensions: (1) acqui-
escent silence (i.e., “I passively keep problem-
solving ideas to myself.”; “I keep ideas for im-
provement to myself because I have little self-
confidence that it will make a difference.”; “I 
am not willing to make suggestions for change 
because I am not very committed.”; “I hold 
back ideas on how to improve the work around 
me because I am under-engaged.”; and “I pas-
sively withhold ideas because I am resigned.”), 
(2) defensive silence (i.e., “I avoid expressing 
ideas for improvements to protect myself.”; 
“I withhold relevant information because I am 
afraid.”; “I omit important facts in order to 
protect myself.”; “I do not express or suggest 
ideas for change because I am afraid.”; and “I 
withhold the solution to problems because I am 
afraid.”), and (3) pro-social silence (i.e., “I pro-
tect information to benefit the organization.”; 
“I withhold confidential information because I 
am cooperative.”; “I refuse to disclose infor-
mation that could harm the organization.”; “I 
resist pressure from others to share organiza-

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of sample demographic characteristics

Variables Groups Frequency Percentage

Gender
Female 143 58.4%

Male 102 41.6%

Age of the respondente

18 - 25 years 15 6.2%

26 - 41 years 187 76.3%

42 - 57 years 30 12.2%

58 years and above 13 5.3%

Seniority 

0 - 5 years 73 29.8%

5 - 10 years 103 42.1%

10 - 15 years 51 20.8%

15 years and above 18 7.3%

Education

High school diploma 94 38.4%

Bachelor’s degree 83 33.9%

Master’s degree 62 25.3%

PhD degree 6 2.4%

Employment contract type

Temporary work contract 80 32.7%

Fixed term work contract 43 17.5%

Permanent work contract 122 49.8%
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tional secrets.”; and “I adequately protect con-
fidential information out of concern for the or-
ganization.”). The response of this fifteen-item 
questionnaire uses a five-point Likert scale, 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Cron-
bach’s Alpha was calculated, and its value was 
found to be 0.84.

3.2.2. Entrepreneurial orientation
While several measures of entrepreneurial ori-
entation exist, we relied on the Portuguese 
adapted version (Pimentel et al., 2017a) of the 
widely used instrument developed by Covin and 
Slevin (1989). This choice increases the compa-
rability of our findings, given that most of the 
empirical research has employed this approach 
(Covin & Wales, 2012). The response of this 
nine-item questionnaire uses a five-point Lik-
ert scale, 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree), on which the respondent should indicate 
the extent to which the items represent their 
firm’s strategy. The entrepreneurial orientation 
questionnaire distinguished three dimensions: 
(1) innovativeness (“In general, the top manag-
ers of my firm favor a strong emphasis on R&D, 
technological leadership, and innovations.”; “In 
the past five years our firm has marketed many 
new lines of products or services.”; and “In the 
past five years changes in our products or ser-
vices lines have usually been quite dramatic.”), 
(2) risk-taking (“In general, the top managers 
of my firm have a strong proclivity for high-risk 
projects (with chances of very high returns).”; 
“In general, the top managers of my firm be-
lieve that owing to the nature of the environ-
ment, bold, wide-ranging acts are necessary 
to achieve the firm’s objectives.”; and “When 
confronted with decision-making situations in-
volving uncertainty, my firm typically adopts a 
bold, aggressive posture in order to maximize 

the probability of exploiting potential oppor-
tunities.”), and (3) proactiveness (“In dealing 
with its competitors, my firm typically adopts a 
very competitive, “undo-the-competitors” pos-
ture.”; “In dealing with its competitors, my firm 
is very often the first business to introduce new 
products/services, administrative techniques, 
operating technologies, etc”; and “In dealing 
with its competitors, my firm typically initiates 
actions to which competitors then respond.”). 
Cronbach’s Alpha was calculated, and its value 
was found to be 0.86.

3.2.3. Demographic data
In order to collect demographic data from the re-
spondents, a short questionnaire was included in 
the survey. The questionnaire was comprised of 
six items: gender, age, seniority, education, and 
employment contract type.

4. Results

Data were analyzed through descriptive statistics 
and inferential statistics (i.e., independent sam-
ples t-test and simple linear regression). Further, 
the SPSS Statistics 27 Software was utilized for 
data analysis and p-value < 0.05 was considered 
statistically significant.
Table 2 presents the mean and standard devia-
tion of the demographics and variables used, in 
addition to the correlation coefficients between 
them. It is observed that the age of the employ-
ees has a negative correlation with employee si-
lence levels (r = - 0.167; p = 0.017) and is also 
negatively correlated with the employee’s per-
ceptions of the company’s entrepreneurial orien-
tation (r = - 0.172; p = 0.013). Moreover, the re-
sults also reveal a negative correlation between 
the seniority of the employee and employee si-
lence levels (r = - 0.193; p = 0.012).

Table 2. Means, standard deviations and correlations between variables

Variable Mean SD
Age of the 
respondent

Seniority 
Employment 
contract type

Education Employee silence

Age of the respondente 34.05 11.87 1

Seniority 6.98 9.07 0.768** 1

Employment contract type 2.73 0.58 0.482** 0.453** 1

Education 2.23 0.43 - 0.107 0.112 0.101 1

Employee slience 3.28 0.92 - 0.167* - 0.193* - 0.055 0.110 1

Entrepreneurial orientation 2.95 0.83 - 0.172* - 0.147 - 0.117 0.132 0.457

N = 245;*p < .05; ** p < .001
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Means comparison and t-test were conducted 
to test our first hypothesis, which suggests that 
there are differences between employees of fam-
ily and non-family firms regarding the levels of 
employee silence. T-test analysis for independ-
ent groups (see Table 3) shows that there are 
differences regarding the levels of employee si-
lence between family (M = 3.62, SD = 0.97) and 
non-family businesses (M = 3.06, SD = 0.79), t 
(178.36) = - 4.61; p = 0.00, d = 0.63.

Table 3. T-test: employee silence levels in family and non-family firms.

T P Df
Family firms Non-family firms

M SD M SD

Employee silence - 4.61 0.00* 178.36 3.62 0.97 3.06 0.79

N = 245; *p < .05

Our second hypothesis proposes that family firms’ 
employees perceive their company as less entre-
preneurially oriented than non-family firms’ em-
ployees. T-test results show significant differences 
regarding the levels of entrepreneurial orientation 
between family (M = 2.90, SD = 0.91) and non-
family firms (M = 3.12, SD = 0.71), t (238.28) = 
0.95; p = 0.02, d = 0.27 (see Table 4). Thus, con-
firming the hypothesis.

Table 4. T-test: perceptions of entrepreneurial orientation levels in family and non-family firms.

T P Df
Family firms Non-family firms
M SD M SD

Entrepreneurial orientation 0.95 0.02* 238.28 2.90 0.91 3.12 0.71
N = 245; *p < .05

Hypothesis 3 posits that in family firms, the em-
ployees’ levels of silence are negatively related 
to their perceptions of the company’s entrepre-
neurial orientation. Simple regression analysis re-
sults (see Table 5) do not support the hypotheses 
(t = 0.44, ß = 0.03, R² = 0.002, p = 0.66). Thus, 
the hypothesis is not confirmed.

Table 5. Regression results: employee silence and entrepreneurial orientation levels in family firms.

Independent variable Dependent variable R2 F ß t P

Employee silence
Entrepreneurial 

orientation
0.002 0.19 0.03 0.44 0.66

N = 117

5. Discussion

In this study, we seek to explore and assess if 
there are differences between family and non-
family firms regarding the employees’ levels of 
silence and their perceptions on the company’s 

entrepreneurial orientation and to understand, 
within family firms, the association between 
these two variables.
Our first hypothesis proposed that there are dif-
ferences between employees of family and non-
family firms regarding the levels of employee 
silence. Results confirm that there are differ-
ences between these two types of companies. 
The presence of family kindship promotes a mor-
al order to treat parents, siblings, cousins, and 

acquaintances with higher levels of altruism (Pi-
mentel et al., 2021). Maintaining high levels of al-
truism-based relationships strengthens the family 
members’ orientation towards protectionism and 
family stability (Pimentel et al., 2018). According 
to Perlow and Williams (2003), this may act as an, 
deeply rooted, informal rule, that impels employ-
ees to be silent to avoid embarrassment, confron-
tations, and conflicts. Thus, it can be assumed 

that in family firms, this orientation towards the 
protectionism of the family may foster the adop-
tion of silence as a strategy to cope with rela-
tionships between the family and the employees 
and, consequently, to guarantee the preservation 
of the company’s socioemotional wealth via the 
securing of the family emotional involvement.

Socioemotional wealth can also be seen as a 
driver of self-serving behavior and explain why 
some family firms place family needs and wants 
above those of other stakeholders such as non-
family employees. It has also been found that be-
cause relinquishing socioemotional wealth is per-
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ceived as a major loss, family firms oftentimes 
ignore contributions from non-family stakehold-
ers (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007). Similarly, Mor-
rison and Milliken (2000) suggest that the high 
centralization of decision-making and the lack of 
formal upward feedback mechanisms may rein-
force employee silence. Small and medium-sized 
family firms are structured in a way that gives 
owners and top managers the sole authority and 
initiative in the decision-making process. If own-
ers and managers feel that their employees are 
untrustworthy, they adopt an autocratic rather 
than a participative management style. Since an 
autocratic management style does not involve 
most employees in the decision-making process, 
it may be a reason for high levels of employee 
silence. In traditional family firms, where values 
such as respecting elders and avoiding conflict 
are uncontested, silence is normally assessed as 
a virtue. In such a situation, employees prefer to 
remain silent and approve their superiors (Perlow 
& Williams, 2003; Wang et al., 2020). 
Our second hypothesis proposes that family 
firms’ employees perceive their company as less 
entrepreneurially oriented than employees of 
non-family firms. Results confirm the hypothesis 
corroborating a growing stream of research that 
suggests that family businesses hinders entrepre-
neurial orientation (e.g., Alayo et al., 2019; Pi-
mentel et al., 2017a). According to Duran et al. 
(2016), family firms have often been portrayed 
as traditional organizations that shy away from 
seeking new opportunities, follow conservative 
strategies, and that ultimately are less entre-
preneurial than non-family companies. Over the 
last years several authors have argued that fam-
ily dynamics and factors such as traditions, val-
ues, and customs, may have weakened the en-
trepreneurial mindset in family businesses, mak-
ing these companies lag behind their non-family 
peers (e.g., Short et al. 2009; Pimentel et al., 
2017a). The need to preserve these traditions, 
values, and customs, which are the grounds of 
socioemotional wealth, translates into the stabil-
ity of non-financial aspects of the firm that meet 
the family’s affective needs, such as identity, 
the ability to exercise family influence, and the 
perpetuation of the family dynasty (Gómez-Mejía 
et al., 2007). This so needed stability puts fam-
ily members’ needs and preferences above the 
company’s financial performance (Gómez-Mejía 
et al., 2007), which can block proclivity for high-
risk projects associated with entrepreneurial 
activities. Furthermore, our results corroborate 
a prominent notion in the literature suggesting 
that family firms are risk-averse, reluctant to in-
novate, and slow to change, thus less entrepre-
neurial oriented than non-family firms (Naldi et 
al., 2007).

Addressing our third hypothesis proposes that in 
family firms, the employees’ levels of silence are 
negatively related to their perceptions of the 
company’s entrepreneurial orientation. Results 
do not confirm this idea, showing that the em-
ployees’ levels of silence are not associated with 
their perceptions of the company’s entrepreneur-
ial orientation levels. A possible explanation may 
be the fact that most employees tend not to al-
low that the adoption of an individual behavior 
(i.e., silence) influences their perceptions of a 
macro-organizational variable, such as the firm’s 
entrepreneurial orientation. This may be related 
to coping strategies (e.g., positive reinterpreta-
tion) adopted by the employees, which involve 
the reappraisal of situations to see them in a 
positive light. Positive reinterpretation has been 
associated with optimism and positive beliefs 
(Carver et al., 1989). The ability to see the posi-
tive aspects of situations perceived as stressful 
(i.e., adoption of certain silence strategies) may 
aid the enhancement of an optimistic outlook, 
translating into the ability to distinguish individ-
ual perceptions from organizational strategies. 
Moreover, entrepreneurial orientation involves 
the discovery, evaluation, and exploitation of op-
portunities to introduce new products or services 
to the market (Soriano & Huarng, 2013) resulting 
mostly from managerial decisions in which most 
employees are not involved. This may also help 
explain our results given that none of the partici-
pants have management responsibilities.

6. Conclusions and Practical Implications

The significance of studying employee silence in 
small and medium-sized family firms lies in the 
argument that in modern economic contexts, 
these businesses strongly rely on employee par-
ticipation to survive. This same rationale also ap-
plies to entrepreneurial orientation, since it is 
a good predictor of the success of family firms, 
positively influencing their performance and suc-
cess.
The paper contributes to the literature on family 
businesses, by revealing that employees of fam-
ily firms show higher levels of employee silence 
than non-family firms’ employees. which may 
have a significant impact in small and medium-
sized family companies, where the contributions 
and inputs of employees are of the utmost im-
portance to the company’s development and sur-
vival. It was also possible to conclude that em-
ployees of family firms perceive their company 
as less entrepreneurially oriented than those of 
non-family firms. Besides supporting a prominent 
notion in the literature that suggests that fam-
ily firms hinder the adoption of entrepreneurial 
behaviors and strategies, these results may also 
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alert family businesses owners and managers 
about the importance of cultivating an entrepre-
neurial mindset that both enhances the output 
of the company and boosts the odds for success. 
Thus, also having positive outcomes on their 
workforce.
Moreover, although the results do not support the 
idea that, in family firms, there is an association 
between the levels of employee silence and the 
employees’ perceptions of the company’s entre-
preneurial orientation, these initial findings can 
provide a steppingstone for future research in 
a field that holds wide theoretical and practical 
implications.
These findings may serve to alert owners and 
managers of small and medium-sized family com-
panies to become of the importance to promote 
an environment that allows employees to express 
their ideas and opinions and openly collaborate 
with top management, boosting employee morale 
and engagement and fostering an inclusive and 
positive work culture, allowing the emergence of 
new ideas that are of the utmost importance for 
the company performance, productivity, and ulti-
mately the prosperity of the firm.

7. Limitations and Future Research

This study, as any empirical work, comes along 
with several limitations which represent avenues 
for future research.
The first limitation was that of small sample size, 
a limitation that can prevent a clear and gen-
eralized statement about our results. The num-
ber of participants was too small to adequate-
ly generalize beyond the context of this study. 
With a larger sample, including a greater number 
of culturally different participants, the results 
would certainly be more robust and clarifying. 
Second, employees with managerial responsibili-
ties did not take part in this study; therefore, it 
becomes important for future studies to include 
them to provide a more complete approach on 
this topic. Third, employees who participated in 
this study were all working in small and medium-
sized enterprises based in Portugal, which could 
lead to a cultural bias and therefore limit the 
generalizability of the findings. Thus, it would be 
pertinent to replicate this study in different geo-
graphical locations, countries, and socioeconomic 
contexts. Fourth, in this study employee silence 
has been regarded as a broad and unitary con-
struct, used for exploratory explanation. Future 
research should also explore and assess which di-
mension of employee silence (i.e., acquiescent 
silence, defensive silence, or pro-social) is more 
commonly adopted by employees of family firms. 
This would offer important insights on the char-
acterization of employee silence in family firms 

and on its association with other relevant organi-
zational variables.
Finally, future research should also consider using 
the company type (i.e., family vs. non-family) as 
well as other family-related variables such as fam-
ily ownership, family participation, and influence 
in the top management team or the generational 
stage of the firm as moderators when assessing 
the relationship and impact of the levels of em-
ployee silence in the employee’s perceptions of 
entrepreneurial orientation. By doing this, future 
studies could provide a better understanding of 
the differences between the two contexts.
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