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Abstract

In family firms, innovation poses distinct challenges due to the social complex-

ity resulting from the intertwining of the family and business systems. While

prior research has focused primarily on the powerful role of the dominant fam-

ily coalition in leadership positions, much less attention has been paid to mid-

dle managers who must navigate the social complexity in family firms to

implement management innovations. Through a multicase study of two highly

innovative family firms, we theorize and demonstrate how middle managers

engage in coalition building to address the social complexity in family firms

when pursuing management innovation by creating a new organizational unit

dedicated to managing innovation at the corporate level. Our study shows that

middle managers change the social evaluation of the transfer of political capi-

tal from the dominant family coalition through enforcement and detachment.

Subsequently, they convert, invest, and then mobilize different sources of polit-

ical capital to gain power through pragmatic persuasion and altruistic evange-

lizing. Finally, we find that the dominant family coalition employs two distinct

modes of political stewardship with respect to family and nonfamily middle

managers.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

In recent years, scholarly interest has grown in the politi-
cal factors that influence how innovation is implemented
in firms (Radaelli et al., 2017; Röth et al., 2019). Among
different types of firms, the influence of political dynam-
ics is particularly important in family firms (De Massis
et al., 2018), defined as firms that are “governed and/or
managed with the intention to shape and pursue the

vision of the business held by a dominant coalition con-
trolled by members of a family in a manner that is poten-
tially sustainable across generations” (Chua et al., 1999,
p. 25). In particular, family firms are characterized by
concentrated power and particularistic decision criteria
that arise from the tendency of family members to view
the firm as “our business” (Carney, 2005, p. 255) and the
pursuit of noneconomic goals (Chrisman et al., 2015).
Prior research has emphasized the prominent role of the
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dominant family coalition in shaping the firm's ability to
innovate (Calabrò et al., 2019; De Massis et al., 2013).
However, it is commonly assumed that the distinctive
innovative behavior of family firms is a direct conse-
quence of the influence and power of family members in
formal leadership positions (De Massis et al., 2016). This
perspective has led scholars to focus extensively on how
the family uses its concentrated control to direct and
shape the inputs, outputs, and processes of technological
innovation (Duran et al., 2016; Matzler et al., 2015), and
less on the important political dynamics between the
dominant family coalition and other key actors who
shape how innovation is implemented in the organiza-
tion. Therefore, the widely held assumptions about the
direct and uncontested political influence of the domi-
nant family coalition merit further investigation.

Specifically, the intertwining of family and business
relationships in family firms leads to increased social
complexity, which is likely to be particularly evident in
the middle ranks of the organization (Casprini
et al., 2017; Villani et al., 2023). Prior studies suggest that
the relational complexity of family firms may lead to the
asymmetric treatment of family and nonfamily managers
(Verbeke & Kano, 2012). While recognizing the impor-
tance of the social context in family firms for the success
of innovation initiatives, research has yet to address the
complexity of the political dynamics in these organiza-
tions. Relatedly, research on family firm innovation has
paid little attention to the importance of middle man-
agers in garnering support for innovation. It is generally
recognized that middle managers play a critical role in
implementing innovation because they can use resources
to gain influence and legitimize the innovation, both
horizontally and vertically (Bunduchi, 2017; Pfeffer, 1981).
However, the assumption of family dominance in decision
making in family firms has limited our understanding of
the complex political dynamics that may affect the ability
of middle managers to rapidly implement innovation
(König et al., 2013).

To advance our theoretical understanding of these
issues, we adopt the political capital perspective
(Ocasio, 2002; Ocasio et al., 2020), which theorizes politi-
cal processes and outcomes in organizations as the accu-
mulation, investment, conversion, and mobilization of
various sources of tangible or intangible political capital.
Extending the assumptions about family firm innovation
from a political capital perspective, we theorize that the
formal and positional power of the dominant family coa-
lition is not derived solely from one form of political capi-
tal (organizational), but from several forms. Conversely,
we argue that middle managers may be more important
and agentic than family firm innovation research has
assumed, as they can leverage multiple and alternative
forms of political capital. Finally, we contend that the

value of the forms of political capital leveraged by inter-
nal change agents is shaped by the social complexity of
the family firm. Therefore, we address the following
research question: How and why do family and nonfamily
managers in family firms leverage political capital to gain
support for innovation?

We do so by elaborating theory through an embedded
multi-case study of two management innovation projects.
Management innovation, defined as “the generation and
implementation of a management practice, process,
structure, or technique that is new to the state of the art
and is intended to further organizational goals”
(Birkinshaw et al., 2008, p. 829), changes “what managers
do and how they do it”, challenging the status quo and
potentially triggering resistance to implementation.
Therefore, middle managers can leverage political capital
to gain support for the management innovation. Follow-
ing the guidelines of polar case study design
(Eisenhardt, 1989), we selected two projects carried out
in two highly innovative Italian family firms. In both
cases, the management innovations were mandated by
top family managers but led by specifically appointed

Practitioner points

• Practitioners in family firms should recognize
the importance of navigating political dynam-
ics, especially the role of middle managers in
leveraging political capital. Understanding and
effectively managing the complex interplay
between family and non-family members can
be crucial for driving innovation and handling
organizational change.

• It's important for practitioners, particularly
middle managers, to understand how to build,
convert, and mobilize different forms of politi-
cal capital to gain support for innovation. This
involves recognizing the unique challenges
and opportunities presented by their status
(family vs. non-family) and strategically utiliz-
ing their political capital to influence key
stakeholders and decision-making processes.

• Practitioners, especially those in leadership
positions, should aim to develop a sense of
political stewardship. This involves not only
direct support for innovation initiatives but
also the nuanced understanding of when and
how to provide this support. For family firms,
this means balancing overt and covert forms of
support to middle managers, depending on
their familial status and the specific political
dynamics of the firm.
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newcomer managers. In particular, one project was led
by a family member and the other by a nonfamily man-
ager, thus providing an ideal context to investigate the
similarities and differences resulting from the family and
nonfamily status of middle managers.

We found that middle managers catalyzed innovation
support differently depending on their social status, man-
aging their respective stocks of political capital through
two distinct mechanisms. The first mechanism, which we
refer to as political perceptual (reinforcement and detach-
ment), is aimed at altering the social judgment of the
value of their stock of political capital in terms of the lia-
bility of newcomers and their perceived association with
the dominant family coalition. The second mechanism,
which we refer to as political relational (pragmatic
persuasion and altruistic evangelizing), is aimed at accu-
mulating, converting, and investing varieties of political
capital. Interestingly, we find that the dominant family
coalition engages in distinct and previously unexplored
political behavior, specifically political stewardship,
which varies with the manager's social status and does
not necessarily rely on the dominant coalition's formal
power (organizational capital). In the nonfamily manager
case, the dominant coalition engaged in overt promoting,
while in the family manager case, it engaged in covert
sheltering. Finally, because the two managers were
responsible for the management innovation, their stock
of political capital was “tied” to the success and legiti-
macy of the management innovation, leading them to
engage in different support catalyzing strategies.

Overall, our study contributes to research on the
political game of innovation by demonstrating the differ-
ent strategies and mechanisms—resulting from the social
complexity of the family firm's organizational context—
with which multiple actors invest, convert, and shape the
value of multiple forms of political capital. Therefore, we
advance a political ecology perspective on innovation in
family firms, situating the dominant family coalition
within a broader context consisting of multiple political
actors, emphasizing the latter to explain the successful
implementation of innovation. Finally, we contribute to
the management innovation literature by elucidating the
important political mechanisms that middle managers
can use to navigate the social complexity of an organiza-
tion to gain political influence and catalyze support for
management innovation.

2 | THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Research on innovation in family firms has produced a
consistent body of knowledge on the effects of the domi-
nant family coalition's involvement in governance roles.
The “concentrated control” (Chrisman et al., 2015) of the

dominant family coalition in the family firm creates
“authority structures” (De Massis et al., 2016;
Kammerlander & Ganter, 2015) that provide family
members with significant influence over decisions related
to innovative activities. Involvement in formal gover-
nance roles is seen as a source of family power and politi-
cal influence over the innovation process agenda
(Calabrò et al., 2019; Chrisman et al., 2015). Thus, the
pursuit of particularistic organizational goals, such as
employing family members and maintaining family con-
trol (Carney, 2005; Chrisman et al., 2012), and the dis-
tinctive innovative behavior of family firms (Duran
et al., 2016; König et al., 2013), may be the result of a for-
mal power structure in which the family occupies a key
position. As the dominant coalition, the family sets the
rules of the game, and lower-level managers and
employees are expected to follow these rules. Goals are
simply cascaded from the top down, and the rest of the
organization, including middle managers, is merely
the executor of orders from above, albeit at the risk of
“isolating the family” (Kotlar et al., 2020). This percep-
tion derives from the idea of personalism that character-
izes the dominant perspective of power in family firms,
referring to “the unification of ownership and control
[that] concentrates and incorporates organizational
authority in the person of an owner-manager or family”
(Carney, 2005, p. 255). Notably, the implementation of
innovation initiatives in family firms is still considered a
dominant family coalition matter (Chrisman et al., 2015).
Therefore, the presence of family members in both con-
trolling ownership and top management positions
increases monitoring and control over the innovation pro-
cess (Duran et al., 2016) and outputs (Kraiczy et al., 2015;
Matzler et al., 2015), as well as the likelihood of
adopting discontinuous technologies (Kammerlander &
Ganter, 2015; König et al., 2013). In this view, the involve-
ment of family members in formal governance and man-
agement roles (dominant family coalition) is considered a
sufficient mechanism to explain why family firms exhibit
different innovation implementation outcomes than non-
family firms.

Other studies, mostly qualitative, have taken a differ-
ent stance, showing the importance of looking at how
innovation is embedded in the organizational environ-
ment and adopting a design perspective on the innova-
tion project itself. For example, in a multiple case study
of new product development (NPD) teams, De Massis
et al. (2016) show that family governance can have both
functional and dysfunctional effects on the design of
NPD projects, focusing on elements such as incentives
and leadership. They find that family members can use
their status to generate support for the project and facili-
tate interdepartmental coordination, but they may also
evaluate team members according to non-rational,
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particularistic criteria, and may be not as skilled in their
leadership role. Kotlar et al. (2020) consider the concen-
tration of power in family ownership as a driver of poten-
tial and realized absorptive capacity in family firms,
emphasizing that the power wielded by the dominant
family coalition “reduces the incentive of lower rank
managers and employees to actually implement such
new knowledge in existing processes and products”
(Kotlar et al., 2020, p. 14). Even recent research that
explicitly considers variance in the power of the domi-
nant family coalition views it as a one-dimensional con-
cept derived from the family's involvement in key
governance positions (Kotlar et al., 2020).

Therefore, research on family firm innovation has
maintained two key assumptions. First, innovation in
family firms occurs because of their distinctive power
structures deriving from the involvement of family mem-
bers in formal power positions, such as the Chief Execu-
tive Officer (Kammerlander & Ganter, 2015), top
management team (Kraiczy et al., 2015), board of direc-
tors (Bendig et al., 2020), and ownership (Kotlar
et al., 2020), giving them almost unlimited authority over
the entire organization and seamless control over the
innovation process. Instead, innovation management
research has made significant contributions by showing
that middle managers are important political actors when
it comes to effectively implementing innovation (Radaelli
et al., 2017). Middle managers can “champion” projects
and exert political influence, such as issue selling,
to gain support for specific innovation initiatives
(Markham, 2000). Middle managers are also carriers of
multiple roles and expectations, and the specific enact-
ment of one role over another can enable or constrain
the latitude of action that the middle manager can exer-
cise (Mantere, 2008). Overall, emerging research ques-
tions the unity and behavior (Waldkirch et al., 2021) of
the dominant family coalition as a result of the
governance-based authority structure.

Second, and as a consequence, the conceptualization
of organizational power and politics in family firm inno-
vation has been biased toward the power granted by for-
mal governance structures in the upper echelons of the
organization, leading on the one hand to overlooking
the social complexity that middle managers navigate in
family firms, and on the other hand to a reductionist
view of the power dynamics in family firm innovation
without considering the micro-relational aspects. This is
surprising because family firms are also socially complex
organizations due to the intertwining of the family and
business systems where multiple forms of relationships
occur simultaneously (Li & Piezunka, 2020; Verbeke &
Kano, 2012). Research has found that because the domi-
nant family coalition views the family firm as “our
business,” altruistic decisions that favor family managers

over nonfamily managers can lead to perceptions of nep-
otism and incompetence (Jaskiewicz et al., 2013). This sit-
uation provides family and nonfamily managers with
different perceptions and different resource endowments.
In particular, when it comes to implementing innovation,
middle managers have to navigate a complex set of infor-
mal networks and cliques, expectations, and ambiguities
(de Massis et al., 2016), albeit in different ways depending
on their family versus nonfamily status.

2.1 | The political capital framework

Innovation management scholars have emphasized that
due to the uncertainty of innovation processes, political
behavior, defined as influencing the behavior of others in
order to “get things done” (Pfeffer, 1981), is an important
element of the successful innovation implementation.
Indeed, political behavior is crucial because it affects
whether, how, and which organizational goals are pur-
sued by the organization (Röth et al., 2019). One theoreti-
cal perspective that is helpful in explaining such
dynamics is political capital, which focuses on under-
standing “the variety of economic, social, and cultural
resources available to individuals and groups to affect
organizational decisions, actions, and outcomes”
(Ocasio, 2002, p. 380). This framework rests on different
assumptions. First, the extent to which different
resources can be considered political capital is “socially
constructed as valuable by the local and field-level rules
of the game and by the direction of organizational
attention, as well as those that are objectively critical to
the organization” (Ocasio et al., 2020, p. 323). Second,
political capital can be activated and mobilized, but its
valence lies in the relationships and social interactions
between individuals. Third, like any capital, different
forms of political capital can be converted and invested
in others. For example, economic capital can be invested
and converted into reputational capital through the per-
ception of financial success. Importantly, the political
capital framework allows understanding power and
political behavior and processes beyond the resource
dependence perspective, which emphasizes power as a
consequence of an individual's dependence on the
resources of others (Ocasio et al., 2020).

Management innovation is defined as “the generation
and implementation of a management practice, process,
structure, or technique that is new to the state of the
art and is intended to further organizational goals”
(Birkinshaw et al., 2008, p. 829). This concept draws on
earlier concepts of non-technological innovation, such as
organizational innovation (Damanpour, 1991), to focus
on the social and relational dimensions that shape the
organizational context. Because management innovations
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are new to the organization and reconfigure the status
quo, they often generate resistance from organizational
members (Birkinshaw et al., 2008; Khosravi et al., 2019;
Volberda et al., 2014). For this reason, Birkinshaw et al.
(2008) emphasize the role of internal change agents in
the successful implementation of management innova-
tions. As a result, they argue for the need for political
behavior to gain support from the rest of the organiza-
tion, and “the implementation process is therefore likely
to involve careful maneuvering by internal change agents
as they focus their efforts on those parts of the organiza-
tion that are more amenable to change” (Birkinshaw
et al., 2008, p. 836). While this calls for a political per-
spective on the managerial antecedents of the successful
implementation of management innovation, empirical
research lags behind. Khosravi et al. (2019) emphasize
the importance of political structures in the business
organization for the implementation of management
innovation, but only consider formal processes and struc-
tures that facilitate participation in decision-making,
overlooking the importance of interpersonal sources of
influence that often occur outside of these structures
(Röth et al., 2019).

The implementation of management innovations in
family firms is especially complex compared to other
organizational contexts. In particular, the social complex-
ity of family firms, driven by the intertwining of family
and business relationships and logics, makes this context
theoretically interesting for the study of management
innovation. Since family firms are characterized by multi-
plexity, namely the simultaneous presence of multiple
forms of relationships (Li & Piezunka, 2020; Schubert &
Tavassoli, 2020), it is likely that there are differences in
how family change agents engage politically compared to
nonfamily change agents. Due to the nature of multiplex-
ity, it is also likely that the political capital perspective
can provide interesting insights into the varieties of polit-
ical capital that can be leveraged. As political capital is a
relational resource that depends on the evaluation of
salient audiences within the organization, the simulta-
neous presence of multiple types of ties may lead to idio-
syncratic mechanisms for converting and investing
political capital to catalyze support for the implementa-
tion of the management innovation. However, we do not
know much about this because research on innovation in
family firms has focused mainly on technological innova-
tion processes and outcomes.

3 | METHODOLOGY

For this study, we adopted a multiple case study research
design (Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007;

Yin, 2003) to develop a theory of trajectories explaining
how and why middle managers catalyze support for man-
agement innovation by leveraging political capital in family
firms. According to Eisenhardt (2021), the multiple case
study approach is appropriate for theory elaboration when
“there is little or conflicting prior theory and/or empirical
evidence, and so no obvious answers” (Eisenhardt, 2021,
p. 149). The selection of cases was driven by theoretical
sampling (Eisenhardt, 1989), with specific cases chosen
“because they are particularly suitable for illuminating and
extending relationships and logic among constructs”
(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 27).

3.1 | Research context

The polar multiple case study design (Battilana &
Dorado, 2010; Brattström & Richtnér, 2014; Yin, 2003)
ensures similarities in some dimensions and differences
in others that are central to our research question, with
contrasting patterns that allow for the elaboration of
robust theory from qualitative data. In particular, the two
firms selected, ProdCo and SkyCo, have structural simi-
larities in that they are both medium-sized enterprises
with a relatively lean organizational structure, and the
owning family is involved in ownership and management
as well as in the board of directors. Specifically, ProdCo is
a second-generation B2B family firm founded in 1940,
with almost 430 employees. SkyCo is a third-generation
B2B family firm founded in 1948, with almost
250 employees. Both have contextual similarities in that
they are located in Italy and operate in the high-tech
manufacturing sector of industrial components and
machinery. They also share strategic similarities in that
they are developing management innovations through
new dedicated organizational units (O'Connor &
DeMartino, 2006) to improve their ability to pursue more
radical innovations and capture distant innovation
opportunities. These management innovation initiatives
are our embedded units of analysis. Both firms compete
in a highly dynamic technological environment where
customers continuously demand new technical solutions
and where the continuous identification of new market
applications for technologies is essential for business sus-
tainability. Finally, both units have a middle manager in
charge of the unit appointed by the top family managers.

On the other hand, the cases differ in terms of the
relationship between the middle manager and
the business-owning family. In the ProdCo case, the mid-
dle manager is a family member (hereafter Jennifer),
while in the SkyCo case, the middle manager (hereafter
Philippe) is not a family member. In both cases, the dom-
inant family coalition is recognized by organizational
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members as the main sponsor and enabler of manage-
ment innovation. Finally, both are newcomers to the
organizations and were hired as managers responsible for
initiating and developing the management innovations.
The characteristics of the theoretical sample add strength
to the research design, as they allow us to observe how
the middle managers accrued, invested, converted, and
leveraged political capital from scratch, without previ-
ously accumulated stocks of political capital in the orga-
nization. As newcomers, they also share a number of
challenges and liabilities, and have had to “learn the
ropes” (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979) and how things are
done in the organization. Table 1 summarizes the two
cases.

Both firms shared the need for an innovation unit to
support the development of more radical innovative pro-
jects. In the ProdCo case, the goal was to create a unit
capable of managing projects targeting a business-
to-consumer market instead of the tradition business-
to-business market. This unit would manage the product
development phases in an end-to-end logic, from ideation
to commercialization, using innovative approaches such
as design thinking and agile innovation. The initiative is
led by Jennifer, daughter of the chief innovation officer
and firm owner, supported by a team of young
employees, nonfamily members, and newcomers. The
decision was made to create an innovation unit that
would work on areas of knowledge not necessarily

related to the core business, using skills that had previ-
ously been accessed via external consultants. In the
SkyCo case, the aim of the management innovation was
to give greater scale and structure to the innovation pro-
jects along the strategic process by tapping into innova-
tive ideas to be co-developed with users and suppliers
according to identified market needs. In this case, the
purpose of the management innovation was to define a
structured process for identifying market needs, generat-
ing, collecting, and selecting new ideas, developing and
testing new solutions, and bringing new products to
market. The leadership of this new unit was assigned to
Philippe who had recently been hired because of his
work experience in other firms. Table 2 provides compar-
ative information on the management innovations pur-
sued by the two family firms.

3.2 | Data collection

In addition to our two cases, we conducted a pilot study
with six other family firms. In line with the methodologi-
cal approach recommended for case study research
(Goffin et al., 2019), the pilot study focused on the politi-
cal factors in the innovation process of family firms. First,
we asked a very broad research question (“How does the
complexity of the social structure in family firms affect
the organizational efforts of the innovation process?”). As

TABLE 1 Overview of ProdCo and SkyCo.

Information ProdCo SkyCo

Year of foundation 1940 1948

Industry segment Manufacture of industrial, electrical, and
electronic machinery

Manufacture of industrial, electrical, and
electronic machinery

Location Italy Italy

Turnover (2021) 70 mLn € 94 mLn €

No. of employees (2021) 430 250

Family generation in charge First and second generation Second and third generation

Level of family ownership Majority of shares Total control

Level of family involvement Family involved in management and the
board of directors

Family involved in management and the
board of directors

Number of family members working in
the company

5 3

Number of family members on the board
of directors

1 3

Number of family members in the top
management team

2 2

Number of family members in non-
managerial positions

3 0

Top management positions held by
family members

• Group CEO
• Head of Innovation Hub

• Managing Director
• Vice President Sales and Marketing

6 JOURNAL OF PRODUCT INNOVATION MANAGEMENT
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Yin (2003) suggests, we developed a memo report for
each pilot case. The pilot study examined the innovation
processes of family-controlled business organizations for
two reasons. First, to learn about potential concepts
related to the context, as there is not that much research
on political factors in family firms. Second, to learn how
to approach organizational gatekeepers when addressing
issues that have the potential to be contested. We com-
pared and contrasted each memo to refine our research
question, our research positioning, our interview ques-
tions, and our fieldwork approach. We chose the ProdCo
and SkyCo cases because they had the most visible

political factors, shared the introduction of a manage-
ment innovation, and provided reasonable access to data.

The study of power and politics within organizational
processes led us to interpret the empirical
organizational context as political arenas characterized
by a multiplicity of interests, agendas, and coalitions.
These considerations led us to reflect on the design of the
data collection strategy and the role of the researchers'
supposed “neutrality” within political networks in orga-
nizations (Buchanan & Bryman, 2007, p. 489–90) to
ensure trustworthiness throughout the research process.
When entering the field and negotiating the research

TABLE 2 Comparative analysis of the management innovations at ProdCo and SkyCo.

Management
innovation ProdCo SkyCo

Description of the
management
innovations

Creating a unit capable of managing projects
targeting a business to consumer (B2C) market,
managing the product development phases in an
end-to-end logic from ideation to
commercialization and integrating design
expertise

Establishing a business development unit to
implement a structured process to identify
market needs, generate, collect, and select new
ideas, develop and test new solutions, and bring
new products to the market

Stated objectives of the
management
innovations

• Explore the opportunities of opening up the
innovation process to B2C products and
innovative solutions to bring to the market

• Explore the potential application of internal
design expertise and know-how to internal
projects and activities

• Formalize customer needs to identify new
technologies to be developed

• Increase the number of innovation opportunities
and new projects through the analysis of
customer needs

Selection of the middle
manager responsible for
the management
innovation

Leadership of the new unit assigned to the Chief
Innovation Officer and company owner's
daughter, newly hired and without previous
experiences in the firm

Leadership of the new unit assigned to an external
manager, newly hired and without previous
experience in the firm

Formalized phases of the
innovation process

• Concept development
• Concept presentation and approval at

innovation board level
• Project prioritization and budget allocation
• Project team allocation and activity planning
• Feasibility
• Development
• Production
• Monthly update to the innovation board

members

• Discovery
• Scoping and concept development
• Identification of market needs, selection and

technology matching
• Project prioritization and budget allocation
• Project team allocation and activity planning
• Feasibility
• Development
• Production

Key stakeholders of the
innovation process

• Innovation board–five members (CIO, Head of
the Strategic Innovation Office, Head of
Research, Head of IP, Head of Innovation Hub)

• Company research laboratories
• Strategic innovation office including the

technology scouting unit, the innovation hub,
the design unit, and corporate accelerator

• Managing director and board
• Business development unit

Decision-making
mechanisms for the
innovation process

Centralized for strategic decisions related to
advanced/disruptive projects or projects not part
of the “business as usual” activities, directly
handled by the innovation board at the group
level on a bi-weekly basis

Centralized for strategic decisions and directly
handled by the board, then cascaded to managers
and the operative teams
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objectives with the field gatekeepers, we as researchers
did not emphasize the terms “(organizational) politics,”
“power,” or “political power,” but instead used more neu-
tral euphemisms, such as “social dynamics in innova-
tion” or “innovation leadership”. As is common in
qualitative studies of politics and power in organizations
(Madison et al., 1980), we did this to avoid raising sensi-
tive and controversial issues before we had established
rapport with key informants so as not to jeopardize per-
mission to enter the organization and obtain rich descrip-
tions. We explicitly stated the true objectives of our study
after establishing rapport and gaining the trust of more
than one stakeholder group within the organization. We
believe this enhanced the trustworthiness of the infor-
mants' statements.

We conducted two waves of data collection. In the
first wave, we conducted 30 semi-structured interviews
and obtained 15 archival data items. In the second wave,
we conducted an additional 16 interviews and obtained
8 archival data items. The interviews lasted from 46 min
to 2 h and 20 min, and were recorded and transcribed
within 48 h. The interviews were conducted by the first

two authors. The first author took a more active role,
leading the conversation with informants, while the sec-
ond author focused mainly on taking notes and asking
specific questions to clarify issues. Both authors devel-
oped memos that were extremely useful in sketching a
preliminary conceptual and theoretical understanding of
the phenomenon at hand. The memos were discussed
between the first two authors and then debriefed with
the rest of the author team. Informants were mainly
selected through snowball sampling, using the networks
of the family and the innovation unit manager. We also
collected nonparticipant observations that were helpful
in triangulating our data. Table 3 summarizes the data
collected for each organization and how these were used
in the data analysis.

3.3 | Data analysis

The data analysis involved multiple steps and actors. The
first two authors initially coded the data independently to
avoid confirmation bias that might result from a single

TABLE 3 Summary of data sources.

Data source
and type ProdCo SkyCo Use of data in the analysis

Interviews 26 interviews with: Head of
Innovation Hub (6: 282 min, FM),
Head of Strategic Innovation
Office (7: 308 min, NFM), Head of
Development Lab (2: 87 min,
NFM), Strategic Design Specialist
(2: 75 min, NFM), Head of Design
(2: 91 min, NFM), Project
Manager (2: 101 min, NFM),
Industrial division Deputy Head
(5: 247 min, NFM)

Memos derived from interviews (73
pages)

18 interviews with: Product and
Business Development Director (8:
342 min, NFM), Managing
Director (2: 112 min, FM), Vice
President Sales and Marketing (2:
94 min, FM), Project Manager (4:
218 min, NFM)

Memos derived from interviews (61
pages)

Enabling a rich understanding of
the mechanisms adopted by
managers in charge of the
creation of a new innovation unit
to leverage political capital to gain
support for their innovation
initiatives in the family controlled
firms

Observations Field visits: In-person visits to the
firm in 2019 (2) and 2020 (1)

Online and in-presence meetings for
a research project from 2020 to
2022 (2)

Public speeches by the Head of
Innovation Hub (3)

Field visit: In-person visits to the
firm in 2021 (2)

Public speeches by the Product and
Business Development Director
(2)

Enabling triangulation of interview
data with additional evidence of
the mechanisms adopted to
legitimize the manager of the new
unit

Archival data Internal archival data
• Internal project presentation (3)
• Presentation related to ProdCo's

innovation process (2)
Publicly available documents and
data sources:

• Annual report (6)

Internal archival data
• Internal project presentations (2)
• Presentations related to SkyCo's

innovation process (4)
Publicly available documents and
data sources:

• Annual report (6)

Enabling a better understanding of
the contextual characteristics of
the two cases, as well as precise
details of the purported
functioning of the two
management innovations and
their expected benefits

Note: FM, family member; NFM, nonfamily member.
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individual analyzing the data. The researchers read and
coded the interview transcripts and met regularly to com-
pare their understanding, discuss divergent views, and
converge on a common interpretation of the data. We
also actively engaged the subjects of the study in the the-
orizing process, facilitated by the generous availability of
the two organizations for follow-up interviews and infor-
mal conversations about the study. The informants also
provided feedback on whether our interpretation of the
mechanisms at play was consistent with their lived
experiences.

The first step in the data analysis was to contextualize
the two cases. The two first authors jointly developed
narrative case descriptions for the two firms
(Eisenhardt, 1989) to familiarize with the cases. We
became acquainted with the historical context of the two
firms, especially with regard to the strategic challenges
they faced, which led to the decision to implement spe-
cific management innovations to face these challenges
more effectively. In this phase, we paid particularly atten-
tion to two elements: first, how innovation and the tech-
nological strategy had been embedded over time in the
firm's long-term strategic planning, and second, the role
of family involvement in the innovation process, with
particular attention to the presence of generational conti-
nuity or discontinuity. We began by tracing the long-term
technological and strategic trajectory of the two firms,
and then zoomed in on the specific innovation initiative.
For the latter, we mapped the stated needs it would
address, as well as the organizational and managerial
changes needed to make it work.

In the second step, we conducted a within-case analy-
sis. We delved deeper into the political processes in the
two firms, and specifically how decision-making had
unfolded in the two innovation initiatives. The coding fed
into the narrative case reports to create a longitudinal
story of the management innovation initiatives
(Eisenhardt, 1989). Because of our focus on political capi-
tal, we began by coding the different sources of political
capital leveraged in each interaction by the family
leaders, what we call the “dominant coalition.” In this
phase, we attempted to code in relation to the political
capital framework using established categories from the
literature, and when this was not possible, resorted to
open or in vivo coding. Specifically, we used the theoreti-
cal mechanisms of political capital conversion described
in Ocasio et al. (2020) to theorize from the data to ensure
our theorization was grounded in the political capital
framework. We then conducted a cross-case analysis and
began to look for similar constructs or relationships when
comparing the two cases, using replication logic. We
relied on tables (Cloutier & Ravasi, 2021) to tentatively
identify the categories and dimensions that might be
meaningful and systematic in explaining the similarities

and differences between the two cases. In addition, mov-
ing from within-case to cross-case analysis allowed pat-
tern matching (Yin, 2003). This step enabled us to distill
the meaning of each construct, retain the relevant dimen-
sions, and disregard the rest. In this step, we also moved
iteratively from the data to the emerging literature to
identify what has been done and what has not. We found
interesting insights when comparing what the two mid-
dle managers did to accrue political capital. In particular,
the family middle manager (Jennifer at ProdCo) accrued
social capital by altruistically offering support to other
colleagues in different departments and functions, while
the nonfamily middle manager (Philippe at SkyCo)
accrued cultural capital that was converted into social
capital by demonstrating the potential benefits that the
management innovation could bring to everyday tasks.
This was not simply a matter of accrual, but also of politi-
cal capital investment and convertibility (Ocasio
et al., 2020). We initially and tentatively coded these pro-
cesses as respectively “creating exchange relationships”
and “socializing to organizational micro-politics”.
Finally, a set of codes in both cases related to how
the middle managers portrayed themselves in the organi-
zation, particularly in relation to the dominant family
coalition. After cycles of revision, these categories were
either relabeled, dropped, merged, or split (Grodal
et al., 2021) to ensure the novelty of the construct
through theory building. The next step was explanation
construction. In this phase, we reviewed all our catego-
ries and clarified the theoretical links between each. This
last step was essential to ensure theoretical consistency
across categories. For example, the idea of “symbolic cap-
ital liability” was introduced at this stage to make sense
of nepotism judgments using the political capital frame-
work. Figure 1 summarizes our coding process, showing
our first-order codes, second-order themes, aggregate the-
oretical dimensions, and the theoretical explanation of
the political capital logic.

4 | FINDINGS

The initial efforts of our two cases were focused on a
common form of management innovation: the creation
of a new organizational unit to help them structure their
enterprise-wide innovation processes. Due to their deeply
rooted organizational processes, both families had fore-
seen that for the innovation initiative to be successful,
they had to hire and assign a leadership role to a new-
comer, a professional manager appointed for this specific
purpose. In fact, both managers needed a transitional
period of socialization into the organizational culture and
routines in order to “fit in” and counteract their “liability
of newness” (Bauer & Erdogan, 2014). As mentioned,

CAPELLA ET AL. 9
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while one manager is a family member and the other is
not, their common goal was to catalyze support for the
management innovation.

Our initial analysis of the two cases was inspired by the
theoretical categories proposed by Ocasio et al. (2020),
which provided an initial general framework for identifying
and analyzing the rich empirical material into coherent sets
of information relevant to the conversion of political capi-
tal, namely “social perception of the value of the political
capital stock,” “conversion and investment of political
capital,” and “activation and mobilization of political capi-
tal.” Consistent with each theoretical category, our analyses
led us to identify different political dynamics between the
two cases, which we conceptualize as political perceptual
mechanisms (reinforcement and detachment) and political
relational mechanisms (pragmatic persuasion and altruistic
evangelizing). Our analysis also identified political steward-
ship as crucial to understanding the different political roles
of the dominant family coalition in the two cases, revealing
overt promoting and covert sheltering as two key mecha-
nisms shaping the relationship between the dominant fam-
ily coalition and the family/nonfamily manager.

4.1 | Political perceptual mechanisms

The interview data show that in both firms the managers
consistently engaged in different behaviors to manage the
social perception and evaluation of their connection to

the dominant family coalition, which then translated into
the value of the stock of political capital they had at a
given time. In fact, the value of the political capital one
has depends on the shared meaning system of the organi-
zation and on the social evaluations of relevant stake-
holders. In family firms, this is influenced by the transfer
of political capital from the dominant family coalition to
the middle manager, generated by the perception of asso-
ciation of one with the other. However, this can lead to
stigma and negative social judgments of nepotism and
incompetence, especially in the case of newcomer family
members, as there is a lingering judgment of decisions
based on criteria that are not necessarily rational and
professional (Jaskiewicz et al., 2013). Such judgments
may ultimately have a negative impact on the perception
of the value of the stock of political capital. Table 4 sum-
marizes the key dimensions of this concept.

4.2 | Detachment

One of the first challenges that Jennifer faced after being
hired at ProdCo was the generalized perception that
other members saw her as a byproduct of nepotism, refer-
ring to the tendency of one of the owners favoring his rel-
atives because of their family ties rather than their actual
abilities and skills. She revealed that her role in the inno-
vation unit was directly assigned by her father, “The
world of innovation is led by my father, there are few

FIGURE 1 Data structure.
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people directly involved, he decided and put me in imme-
diately, but it took time to deeply understand my role
and responsibilities.” As a result, Jennifer recognized the
importance to building reputational and cultural capital
as a manager on two levels: the firm and the family. On
the one hand, she needed to be recognized by the mem-
bers of the firm and as part of the system (cultural capi-
tal), and on the other hand, by her family, especially her
father, confirming that she had the skills and the abilities
to be part of the firm and to be able to bring added value
(reputational capital). The problem for Jennifer, however,
was that the two needs seemed to be in conflict. As one
of her colleagues noted, “Jennifer feels a double burden,
to be recognized for her abilities without being labeled as
“the father's daughter”, and then to be recognized by her
father for her skills, know-how, and the value she can
bring to the firm.” And she confirmed that for her “[…]it
was challenging to secure a certain level of recognition
from the people/colleagues and my father […]especially
on certain occasions when I've felt the need to choose
and prioritize one over the other”.

In the process of structuring the innovation unit, she
realized that gaining political support depended on the
extent to which she could become credible as a professional
rather than as someone who was appointed to the position
because she is part of the business-owning family (symbolic
capital). She perceived this as a liability to her ability to be
a change agent responsible for management innovation at
ProdCo. One of her team members shared “her desire to
separate her “image” as a family member from her “image”
as an effective manager, highlighting her expertise and
capabilities.” Therefore, she engaged in a detachment pro-
cess to decouple the negative effects that the transfer of
ascribed status had on her stock of political capital from
her ability to influence the organizational goals. The role
and the impression that Jennifer projected to the firm and
its employees was certainly central to building trust and
acceptance.

For this reason and to increase her credibility, Jennifer
began to downplay her position as a family member and
constantly tried to be open to talking and discussing with
other managers and members of the firm to get to know
them better, understand their needs, and identify possible
guidelines for support. In particular, as mentioned by the
Head of the Strategic Innovation Office, “She actively seek
opportunities to collaborate with colleagues and peers out-
side her family circle, and she prioritized building profes-
sional relationships with other managers (nonfamily
members), showing a willingness to understand their per-
spectives, needs, and goals.” This allowed her to integrate
seamlessly into the firm structure, to the extent that a col-
league remarked, “It is often forgotten that Jennifer is a
member of the family […] She blends in effortlessly withT
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both family and nonfamily members.” In particular, one of
her team member stressed “the attention Jennifer has in
her language and communication style is truly high. She
avoid mentioning her family ties (she never uses the word
father, but she refers to him with name and surname) in
professional conversations and she always focus on discuss-
ing her work, projects, and contributions.” On the other
hand, Jennifer felt that she needed to assert herself in the
eyes of the family to confirm that she was the right person
to lead the new initiative and to cover all the assigned activ-
ities and roles within the organization, often related to
more operational tasks. She admitted that, “For me it was
difficult to deal concurrently with many roles and responsi-
bilities, on some occasions I have to contribute to decisions,
on others I need to focus more on operative tasks. […] I am
fully aware that this is my father's way of supporting my
growth within the firm, and this motivates me, but I always
struggle to meet his expectations.”

4.3 | Reinforcement

In contrast, at SkyCo, Philippe had limited knowledge
and experience of how management innovations had
been developed in the past and what potential barriers
had to be overcome or drivers to leverage. As a nonfamily
manager, Philippe did not perceive any particularly
salient contrasts between this identity and his role within
the organizational structure. The issue of other organiza-
tional members' perceptions of competence, which was
an important hurdle in legitimizing Jennifer's actions
and decisions, was not as important for Philippe. On the
contrary, it was an advantage, since his nonfamily role
and credibility and status as a competent, professional
manager with important work experience in other firms
allowed him to substantially enforce the legitimacy of the
business-owning family's decision. David, family member
and managing director at SkyCo and Philippe's boss,
stated “In conceiving this project, I started from a great
awareness of the need to transform the firm to make it
more proactive in managing new business opportunities
and innovation. After a series of failures, we decided to
tidy up, create a dedicated unit and select a person with
the skills, the experience and the leadership to govern it
and lead the team.” Therefore, the transfer of political
capital from the dominant family coalition to Philippe
was seen as something to leverage and did not create a
liability in terms of how others perceived the value of his
stock of political capital. In particular, such transfer had
a positive and reinforcing effect on the perception of his
initial stock of reputational capital in the organization. In
managing the business development unit and the associ-
ated tasks, Philippe did not feel the need to establish

himself and be recognized because he had been selected
and hired by the family to lead the business development
unit. The recognition of his competencies and skills was
validated by a formal and rational recruitment process,
and he considered it as legitimizing his role at SkyCo.
The project manager of his team stated: “for us, the for-
mal recruitment process that brought Philippe on board
at SkyCo played a pivotal role in legitimating his role
within our team and the organization. It provided a solid
foundation for his leadership and Philippe was aware of
that.” On the other hand, being a newcomer, Philippe
still perceived friction stemming from the lack of
embeddedness in the organization's cultural and social
fabric of shared beliefs and practices—a lack of cultural
capital. “Philippe continuously shared case studies and
success stories from his previous experiences that high-
light how his knowledge could have lead us to positive
outcomes (that is the reason why he was selected by the
family). These real-world examples illustrated the mecha-
nisms in action and confirmed us Philippe was the key
person we needed.[…], this was a good “trick” he used to
enforce his position and credibility,” noted one of his
team members. Testifying to the initial lack of support
for Philippe's activities, one of his team members noted,
“many people thought Philippe would not last more than
3 months”. In contrast to this belief, Philippe worked on
results to legitimate himself “He showed performance
and results. He believed that actions speak louder than
words, and he steadily proved his worth to both the fam-
ily and the organization as a whole” stated one of the
project managers.

4.4 | Political relational mechanisms

The analysis of the two cases reveals that the innovation
project managers pursued different strategies for accruing,
converting, and investing managerial political capital.
While radically different in nature, they shared the com-
mon purpose of accumulating political capital to be
invested and converted to catalyze a supportive coalition
around the management innovation. Our data show that
converting and investing a portfolio of different forms of
political capital is important and even critical in catalyzing
support for management innovation in family firms. We
theorize two different relational mechanisms: altruistic
evangelizing (for the family middle manager at ProdCo)
and pragmatic persuasion (for the nonfamily middle man-
ager at SkyCo). With respect to the first mechanism, the
family middle manager developed a boundary-spanning
network of altruistic exchange relationships with directors
of other divisions and functions, thereby accumulating
social capital. By investing social capital, they indirectly
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convince their subordinates of the usefulness and appropri-
ateness of the management innovation. With respect to
pragmatic persuasion, the nonfamily middle manager
sought to convince a small group of organizational mem-
bers (mostly peers) who were already dissatisfied with the
current way of doing things of the usefulness of the man-
agement innovation. Pragmatic persuasion allows the man-
ager to invest social capital in cultural capital by gaining
more knowledge about the informal networks, turfs, and
fiefdoms in the organization, which is then used for coali-
tion building. Table 5 summarizes the main dimensions of
the coalition building relational mechanisms.

4.5 | Altruistic evangelizing

At ProdCo, Jennifer understood that organizational
members who had different roles in the family firm (divi-
sion managers, centralized function teams, etc.) had little
trust in her and did not fully understand her initiative. It
was clear that the success of the initiative would be
severely limited by the lack of commitment and support
from division managers and their team members. The
first step in building acceptance and trust was at individ-
ual level. Jennifer recognized that by being visible and
available to support other initiatives across boundaries,
she could channel positive judgments about herself, the
team, and the initiative. As she noted, “I worked on sev-
eral projects that I supported and took no credit for.” Her
personal involvement in the projects of other teams fos-
tered recognition of her position within the firm, created
expectations for social exchange, and accruing social cap-
ital. Jennifer affirmed that through building such rela-
tionships, she “found her space and trying to get her
hands on things that didn't work was good because it
brought confidence and trust.” She also noted, “in many
instances, once the directors/heads of divisions were on
board, my communication and explanation efforts
became more streamlined, as I could rely also on their
word-of-mouth and support to spread my messages.”

The second step in the acceptance and trust building
process involved the innovation initiative team. Jennifer
emphasized that to gain the trust of other divisions, she had
to approach the relationship at the team level and integrate
it into her outreach efforts. The goal was to introduce the
team slowly, according to the needs of the individual divi-
sions and corporate teams, to achieve significant outcomes
and support the trust building process. As the team affirmed,
“there were several difficulties in collaborating with internal
entities […] we were aware that our initiative made things
(tasks, activities, processes) more difficult especially for cor-
porate supporting entities. The most functional approach
was always to meet each other and together define the

needs.” The team found that resistance from the divisions
diminished when they began to receive requests for support
and collaboration rather than relying on external collabora-
tors/consultants or centralized functions. Team members
observed that “this was certainly enabled by a word-of
mouth between different units'stakeholders.” Although Jen-
nifer placed great emphasis on the team's role in building
trust, team members recognized Jennifer as the true enabler
of developing the innovation initiative and building relation-
ships with other divisions and entities. As one team mem-
bers stated, “Jennifer's presence was fundamental, and is the
only reason that the initiative moved forward and allowed
for interaction, especially in the beginning.”

4.6 | Pragmatic persuasion

Aware of the limited level of stakeholder support,
Philippe developed very different tactics than in the
ProdCo case. He realized that reducing resistance to
change required proceeding step by step, identifying key
stakeholders who had a more open mindset and greater
curiosity, interested in the results of the project and in
understanding the potential impact of the planned activi-
ties on their work. The sales function played a key role in
the development of the project, but at the same time was
the main obstacle. Initially, the sales managers did not
understand the value of Philippe's project and were seem-
ingly unwilling to collaborate. However, two opposing
coalitions emerged within the sales function. On one
side, sales managers with longer tenure affirmed that
they saw no value in changing the practices and pro-
cesses that had been consolidated over time. On the other
side, sales managers with less experience in the firm
showed and proved to be more interested in contributing
and discussing Philippe's solution. In this initial phase,
he considered it extremely strategic to identify possible
early adopters who were curious about Philippe's project
and willing to discuss their involvement. Philippe identi-
fied the latter group as a subset of sales managers and
began working with them to understand how to structure
the processes and activities to meet the managers' needs
and become an enabling tool for their daily work.

The constant exchange of feedback with this initial
group of salespeople allowed Philippe to review and
improve the outputs and the tools in a logic of continuous
improvement but also to work on building trusting and
reliable relationships with stakeholders willing to collabo-
rate. Philippe stated, “the activities began to improve when,
after the sharing and explanation meetings, sales managers
understood they could benefit from the required activities.”
Over time, Philippe saw the opportunity to leverage the
already committed stakeholders to facilitate the onboarding
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of new stakeholders, convinced by the opinions and feed-
back of their more trusted colleagues. One colleague con-
firmed he “was pleasantly surprised by Philippe's surgical
ability to gradually convince key stakeholders to support
our project. He quickly grasped the need to save the tough-
est for last, instead initiating by persuading those who
deemed the existing process weak and ineffective. He
greatly emphasized that our project would address all the
issues they perceived as not working or inefficient.”

4.7 | Political stewardship modes

To gain the support of organizational members in the
implementation of the management innovation initiative,
the family's political support through the mobilization of
political capital was fundamental. Our data show that the
family does not always deploy political capital directly
through formal control over the governance structure,
namely organizational capital, but skillfully deploys it
according to the middle manager's perception of the
value of political capital. We call this political stewardship
because this form of mobilizing political capital is consis-
tent with the middle managers' political objectives and
enhances their political capital. In the SkyCo case, we
call this political stewardship overt promoting, where the
dominant family coalition mobilizes political capital
directly, specifically in the form of organizational capital,
reputational capital, and symbolic capital, through fre-
quent and explicit microactions initiated by the nonfam-
ily manager to overcome the many incremental obstacles
in the coalition-building process. Instead, in the ProdCo
case, this type of political stewardship is referred to as
covert sheltering, where the family preemptively deploys
political capital in an indirect way so as not to clash with
the perceptual-evaluative mechanisms put in place by the
family middle manager. Instead of explicitly and fre-
quently reiterating support for the initiative, the shelter-
ing mobilization of political capital occurs more rarely
and outside the formal political arena in the organization
(Röth et al., 2019), and is intentionally not mobilized by
the family manager. Table 6 summarizes the main
dimensions of the political stewardship concept.

4.8 | Overt promoting

Throughout the development of the management innova-
tion, the family constantly supported Philippe, exempli-
fied by the direct involvement of the Managing Director
(David, family member) in the initiative. Philippe
received constant support from the family at various
levels, not only strategic but also operational, byT
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allocating additional resources to the initiative. As he
pointed out in one interview, “I've always felt David
backs me up and is on my side.” Indeed, as the initiative
evolved, the Managing Director was directly involved in
reviewing the strategic development process, unblocking
operational bottlenecks. His involvement was not only in
the councils or committees, but was constantly signaled
in daily micro-actions and practices, such as email
exchanges, investing his organizational and symbolic
capital. As one team member put it, “David has always
been there, Philippe asked for his support and got it. An
email from David moves heaven and earth and keeping
him copied in on difficult situations has helped. When
you have no answers, just copy David in the email to get
everything moving.” The family's direct and generally
supportive approach allowed Philippe to create the space
to move around the organization and exploit activities
related to the development of the innovation initiative.

4.9 | Covert sheltering

In the ProdCo case, the family, represented by Jennifer's
father, mobilized political capital by supporting her
through a sheltering approach. In ProdCo's management
innovation, the Chief Innovation Officer (CIO), Jennifer's
father, never had a formal role in its development, espe-
cially at the operational level. The family was directly
involved only on a couple of occasions in more than
2 years of developing the initiative. For example, nearly a
year into the project, the CIO personally stepped in to
decide who would lead the initiative before the project
began and to support and approve the investments
needed to develop the project. Investment approval was
needed because internal communications had been lim-
ited, leading to unclear messages and misunderstandings,
skepticism about the value of the initiative, and an appar-
ent lack of justification for the investment. This decision
to intervene directly in support of the initiative was nec-
essary to allow Jennifer and her team to continue to
develop the initiative and find their own space within the
firm. Jennifer affirmed, “My father supported me, but he
left me a lot of space […] He never overruling my deci-
sions or plans […] he only directly intervened on a few
occasions that required his presence as board member
and CEO, especially in cases of budget conflicts.”

This vignette clearly illustrates that the sheltering
approach does not completely exclude the mobilization
of political capital, but only allows it indirectly and out-
side of Jennifer's evaluative jurisdiction. This meant mak-
ing a clear and imperative decision because of a conflict
between two different parts of the organization outside of
Jennifer's control. Importantly, mobilizing political

capital through a sheltering approach was useful to coun-
ter other organizational members' perception of “entitled
nepotism,” which might have created an obstacle to the
overall buy-in of the innovation initiative. A member of
Jennifer's team noted, “Jennifer and her father have a
very professional relationship, there are no shortcuts or
favoritism. There is no blood dynamic, and it is often for-
gotten that Jennifer is a member of the family.”

4.10 | Catalyzing management
innovation support

Through the middle managers' political mechanisms, the
two management innovation projects obtained wide-
spread support from key stakeholders within and outside
the family firms. Table 7 summarizes the results of the
two management innovations.

Both middle managers were able to successfully
mobilize political capital and catalyze support for their
initiatives. Recurring themes from both cases, in addition
to the objective metrics, centered on the “incremental
feasibility” of the management innovation through a
“small wins” strategy (Weick, 1984) and potential “syn-
ergy” with the rest of the organization. This convergence
of perceptions among informants in both organizations
underscores the ultimate acceptance of the management

TABLE 7 Management innovation outcomes at ProdCo and

SkyCo.

ProdCo SkyCo

Innovation unit
outcome

• Launch of the
first B2C
product in
summer 2022

• Two new B2C
projects under
development

• External design
consultancy
contract not
renewed,
activity
development
assigned to the
new unit

• +40% of voice of
customer
modules filled out
by sales to collect
customer needs

• All 2022
opportunities that
emerged from the
customer needs
analysis matched
existing
technologies

Level of
satisfaction of
internal and
external
stakeholders

• New unit leader:
Medium-high

• New unit
people: High

• External
stakeholders:
Medium-high

• New unit
leader: High

• New unit
people: High

• External
stakeholders:
Medium-high
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innovation, no longer seen as a cost center or an “alien”
element in the organization.

At SkyCo, Philippe established a development strategy
for the new unit based on “small steps” and creating “shar-
ing moments” among employees. They “worked on small
results and step by step to progressively involve and engage
other firm members” (Project Manager) to avoid the per-
ception of a cash-burning project. Philippe ensured success
through targeted participatory meetings that communi-
cated the initiative's goals, activities, and tools. This strategy
effectively addressed trust issues and solidified the project's
credibility. One of Philippe's team members shared,
“Philippe works in a logic of governing by objectives and
he is strongly results-oriented […] he believes that they are
not friends but they (the team) work together for a goal
and this certainly helps a lot in achieving results.” Philippe
and his team sought to align the management innovation
with day-to-day operations, promote synergy between
the processes, and conduct annual pilots of the innovation
project roadmap for testing, feedback collection, and
continuous improvement.

At ProdCo, Jennifer faced company-wide resistance to
a new internal innovation unit distinct from corporate
R&D labs. To overcome this resistance, she introduced a
“quick wins” development strategy that produced tangi-
ble results for skeptical managers and validated the unit's
work. As Jennifer's colleague noted, “There was a need
for quick wins … Projects were developed so that they
could meet those needs.” Jennifer gave open presenta-
tions, reshaped perceptions, and emphasized the value of
the new unit through targeted communications. With the
support of the head of the strategic innovation office, she
addressed concerns in an inclusive manner. Jennifer
adopted an open approach to position the unit not as an
“enemy” within the organization, but as a driver of sys-
tematic radical innovation. As one of her team members
noted: “Jennifer has consistently shown her willingness
to engage with all potential stakeholders of the firm, she
was always available to clarify doubts, aiming to ensure
that our unit and our work were not perceived as “for-
eign” or “distant” from theirs […] she envisioned us as
catalysts for innovation projects that had a more revolu-
tionary essence.” By sharing the mid- to long-term strat-
egy and showing the potential synergies, Jennifer
fostered strong alignment and awareness of the potential
benefits they could achieve by activating focused collabo-
ration between her team and the other functions and
divisions. As the head of the strategic innovation office
and the strategic design specialist noted, “Jennifer always
tries to share the unit's objectives, vision, strategy […] She
believes the best approach is to show that we can help
and support them with their own projects […] It took
time, but at a certain moment there was a kind of

turnaround in the functions and divisions' approach to us
and they started asking for our support because they real-
ized we were more effective than previous collaborators.”

5 | DISCUSSION

Using a polar multiple case study design, we examined
how middle managers leverage a variety of sources of
political capital to gain support for management innova-
tion in family firms. Our study demonstrates the impor-
tance of the idiosyncratic political strategies and
mechanisms that emerge from the situated roles of family
and nonfamily middle managers, thereby repositioning
the dominant family coalition within a broader political
ecology of the family firm. In so doing, we respond to
calls to investigate the complexities of the social structure
of family firms (Zellweger et al., 2019) by advancing a
political ecology of family firm innovation. Figure 2 pro-
vides a visual representation of the theoretical logic of
our findings.

Our study suggests that political perceptual mecha-
nisms seek to shape the social value judgments of rele-
vant audiences within the organization about the value
of the political capital transferred by association with the
dominant family coalition. We identify two main percep-
tual evaluation mechanisms: detachment and enforce-
ment. Contrasting our theorizing with research on the
political skills of leaders, we find that it is not necessary
to ingratiate with the leader to extract resources, and
there may be political capital liabilities when the middle
manager is associated with a powerful person
(Goldstein & Hays, 2011). Therefore, we believe that is
critical to be able to navigate the multiplexity of relation-
ships in a social context to understand how the associa-
tion with others can transfer benefits or liabilities to one's
stock of political capital, and to skillfully alter the percep-
tion of its value by modulating the perceived association
with that individual.

Research on the intraorganizational power of the
business-owning family has generally considered it as
the dominant coalition (Chua et al., 1999; Kotlar & de
Massis, 2013), where the decision-making process is sub-
stantially and almost completely in the hands of the fam-
ily. We find that the business-owning family can have
another political role: skillfully and agentically influenc-
ing the social perception of the value of the political capi-
tal stock by the middle manager, considering the role and
social position, and favoring the investment and conver-
sion of multiple sources of political capital. We refer to
this as political stewardship, and identify two modes: overt
promoting and covert sheltering. We theorize that the
dominant family coalition can be a steward of the middle
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manager without exercising pure formal authority, and
that this stewardship role differs depending on whether
family membership implies political liability due to nepo-
tism judgments. In contrast to research highlighting the
advantage of family managers over nonfamily managers
due to particularistic criteria (Carney, 2005) and

asymmetric treatment (Verbeke & Kano, 2012) by the
dominant family coalition, we find that the political
support of the dominant family coalition to nonfamily
managers is more easily and directly deployed with
respect to family managers. This finding is consistent
with recent innovation management research (Röth

FIGURE 2 Visual representation of the theoretical logic.
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et al., 2019) emphasizing that covert political behavior
can be functional for innovation.

We also find that relational mechanisms are impor-
tant for converting multiple sources of political capital
into other types of capital, and for investing them effec-
tively. We identify two political relational mechanisms:
altruistic evangelizing and pragmatic persuasion. Compar-
ing our analysis with impression management research,
some synergies emerged: while impression management
research looks at how an individual's image can be
actively managed, we bring it further into a political per-
spective where it can be a form of social capital accumu-
lation that can be prospectively invested in different
forms of political capital. We also show that the direction
of the relational mechanisms for coalition building is not
necessarily bottom-up, but can be horizontal or even top-
down. We also highlight the indirect conversion of
sources of political capital into other sources when
enrolled stakeholders convince others to enroll in the
management innovation project.

Finally, we theorize the activation and mobilization
of political capital to catalyze support for the management
innovation. We conceptualize that the investment in
political capital and subsequent activation and mobiliza-
tion in the management innovation, like those in equip-
ment or fixed capital, is “tied” to the early success of the
management innovation. Therefore, sustaining stake-
holder support for the management innovation implies
protecting the value of the stock of political capital of
middle managers. Extending Ocasio et al. (2020), who
conceived the mobilization of power as having conse-
quences at either the individual or the organizational
level of analysis, we show that the consequences of the
mobilization of political capital as power can occur
simultaneously at multiple levels of analysis and can be
interdependent.

5.1 | Theoretical implications

Our study contributes to the literature in three ways. First,
we contribute to the emerging research stream on the
political perspective of innovation by adopting a theoreti-
cally generative framework, namely political capital
(Ocasio, 2002; Ocasio et al., 2020). By focusing on how
newcomer middle managers catalyze support for manage-
ment innovation in family firms, we advance current
understanding of this framework by demonstrating the
importance of performing simultaneous roles that lead to
different stocks of political capital, but also entail trade-offs.
Prior research has mainly focused on the political tactics
and impression management behaviors that can support
the legitimacy of the innovation (Bunduchi, 2017), or

conceiving political processes in innovation as a matter of
resource dependence. By applying the political capital per-
spective to innovation, we provide a more fine-grained
account of how political processes unfold in innovation. In
particular, we highlight the importance of considering a
portfolio of sources of political capital that can be con-
verted and invested in each other and explain the mecha-
nisms for doing so, thereby filling a significant gap in
political capital research. As Ocasio et al. (2020, p. 323)
note, “the convertibility of a broader range of forms of capi-
tal, beyond reputational and economic capital, presents a
substantial lacuna,” and future research directions “might
investigate the limits and dynamics of actors' ability to
accumulate political capital, areas that have so far been
neglected.” Finally, we advance the political capital frame-
work by conceptualizing potential transfers of political cap-
ital through association with other individuals, termed
“transference” (Goldstein & Hays, 2011). We show that
such transference is not always positive, and that political
capital liabilities can also be transferred.

Second, we contribute to research on innovation in
family firms by advancing a political ecology perspective.
Prior studies mainly focus on the family as the dominant
coalition, thus conceiving the innovation processes and
outcomes as a function of family involvement in the
upper echelons, such as ownership (Kotlar et al., 2020),
the top management team (Kraiczy et al., 2015), or the
board of directors (Bendig et al., 2020). Instead, we con-
sider the role of middle managers largely neglected in
family business research. Contrary to the assumption of
middle managers in family firms as “pure implementers,”
we show that they are important for innovation in family
firms because they can modulate their political behavior
by accessing sources of political capital and managing its
value accordingly. In doing so, we advance a political
ecology perspective on family firm innovation by propos-
ing that the political dynamics of innovation are multiple
and relationally, socially, and symbolically complex,
moving away from the dominant view of power as some-
thing the family possesses and deploys as a result of
governance-derived advantages. As such, the family's
political influence is not merely top-down, as virtually all
research on family firm innovation has highlighted, but
is based on the political ecology of the family firm. This
political ecology is socially constructed, given that power
is based on the management of shared understandings in
organizational contexts (Ferris & Judge, 1991), and has
value only in the eyes of the recipient. Consistently with
this perspective, Ocasio et al. (2020, p. 323) state, “the
value of political capital to shape power in organizations
is contingent on the organizationally or field-determined
valence attached to it. The resources relevant to political
capital are those that are socially constructed as valuable
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by the local and field-level rules of the game and by the
direction of organizational attention, as well as those that
are objectively critical to the organization.” In this sense,
we believe that political capital is a generative theoretical
lens that can provide new explanations of family firm
innovation by considering the intangible and symbolic
components that make family firms innovate over time.
We show that there is not just one dominant coalition, as
previous family business research has suggested, but that
coalitions are continuously formed and broken as issues
become political. Moreover, the concept of “political
stewardship” that we propose is somewhat related to
recent research suggesting the heterogeneity of the role
of the dominant coalition in innovative family firms
(Waldkirch et al., 2021). We seek to advance this line of
research by suggesting that there are different microme-
chanisms of political influence by the dominant coalition,
and that middle managers play an important role in man-
aging the value of the overall portfolio of political capital
with which they are endowed. Finally, we propose the
importance of studying the “political microfoundations”
(de Massis & Foss, 2018) of innovation in family firms.

Third, we contribute to management innovation
research by identifying the key mechanisms through
which internal change agents—middle managers—can
leverage political capital to catalyze support. Manage-
ment innovation research has considered the political
environment at the intra-organizational level as consist-
ing of formal governance structures that systematize and
govern the participation of organizational members in
the decision-making process, such as the presence of
unions in the firm (Khosravi et al., 2019). Theoretical
management innovation research has explicitly empha-
sized the importance of “political maneuvering” by inter-
nal change agents (Birkinshaw et al., 2008, p. 836), but
empirical accounts are scarce. By linking political capital
to management innovation, we suggest a management
innovation perspective that views the organization as a
political field in its own right, where structural, eco-
nomic, and cultural contingencies in the organization
interact with the ability of internal change agents to
leverage a variety of sources of political capital. In addi-
tion, we link to recent work on political behavior in inno-
vation (Röth et al., 2019), highlighting that formal
governance structures for decision-making are often
insufficient to enable innovation, and thus a more inter-
pretive, grounded, and relational analysis of power is
needed. We believe this is an interesting finding, as it
may explain how and why management innovation
affects performance (Mol & Birkinshaw, 2009). Finally,
we highlight the specificity of successful implementation
of management innovation in family firms, which has

been overlooked in previous family firm innovation
studies that focus almost exclusively on technological
innovation and NPD processes.

5.2 | Practical implications

Our study offers a number of practical implications. We
highlight the importance of paying attention to formal
and informal organizational structures, especially their
impact on the development of organizational innovation
projects. The effectiveness of the implementation of these
projects depends not only on the formal power provided
by the formal structure, but also on the informal power
derived from the shared system of meaning within the
organization. Our study suggests that the shared meaning
system can be either beneficial or detrimental, depending
on whether the manager is a family member or not. Fur-
thermore, the family that controls the family business is
clearly powerful and politically relevant, but as in any
other organization, this should not lead to underestimat-
ing the challenge of implementing innovation. Managers
leading the innovation are particularly important, even
in closely held firms where (formal) power is concen-
trated. Our study shows that, assuming managers are
equally competent, it is being seen as reputable and cred-
ible by other members of the organization that makes the
difference, as it reflects the legitimacy of the team and
the project as a whole. Our study also suggests that inno-
vative family firms seeking to appoint a newly hired
external manager to lead a new organizational unit to
structure their innovation projects should be aware of the
potential credibility and trust deficits that s/he might face
in the early stages, which are often crucial for long-term
success. We find that the often-heard advice that innova-
tion units engaged in exploratory innovation should
obtain “support from top management” is generally cor-
rect, but should also be contextualized and refined
according to the specific situation. Indeed, overt and
direct support can backfire and have the opposite effect
of legitimizing the innovation unit.

5.3 | Limitations and future research
directions

Our study has several limitations, including the extent to
which the results are generalizable. We selected family
firms from the machinery industry with similar struc-
tural, strategic, and contextual characteristics to keep the
“noisy” elements constant, and we focused on two pro-
jects deliberately planned by the family that organized
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the long-term innovation process. Our objective was not
to maximize the generalizability of our findings, but to
develop theory about political capital and middle man-
agers from the rich description of the two cases. Our
study provides some potential avenues for future research
that could explore the nexus between innovation, politi-
cal capital, and family firms more deeply. Quantitative
studies could use survey methods to test whether the
legitimacy of newly hired middle managers influences
their political will and capability to innovate effectively
(Ferris et al., 2019), and compare the robustness of the
results between family and nonfamily firms, as well as
within family firms, drawing on research on the hetero-
geneity of family firms. Survey methods may also be use-
ful to quantify the stock of various resources controlled
by middle and top managers that can be converted into
political capital, and to understand whether such
resources are in fact converted into political capital. This
idea reconceptualizes the “ability and willingness para-
dox” of family firm innovation (Chrisman et al., 2015)
through a political capital perspective on innovation. In
addition, historical research on innovation could take a
longue durée perspective on the innovation trajectory of
a firm or group of firms, analyzing the historical manage-
rial conditions that enabled specific innovations to be
adopted or rejected by the organization itself. For exam-
ple, a recent study explored the importance of tradition
for designing incentives and strategies that can link inno-
vation and attachment to the past, and that there are
multiple pathways (Villani et al., 2023). Future research
could explore how middle managers leverage attachment
to tradition as a political resource to generate support for
innovation projects. This novel line of research could
overcome the tendency to view “tradition” and “innova-
tion” as two incompatible and paradoxical forces in fam-
ily firms, and instead consider political capital as the
mechanism that can make the former an antecedent of
the latter. Quantitative studies could also directly mea-
sure the potential boundary conditions of our case study
of two highly innovative and entrepreneurial family firms
in the same industry. Future research could examine,
through testable hypotheses, whether variables such as
industry, age, environmental dynamism, munificence, or
slack influence the effectiveness of political behavior for
innovation by middle managers.
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