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Are female leaders more efficient in family
firms than in non-family firms?

T

Swedish data shows women in combined CEO-owner-board roles drive higher profitability in

family firms
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he question of whether women lead differently—

and more effectively—than men has been studied

extensively in corporate settings. But family

firms present a distinct governance context where

gender dynamics play out differently. Ownership

concentration, emotional bonds, long-term

orientation, and the overlap between family and

business roles create conditions that may either

amplify or diminish the effect of leader gender on firm

outcomes.

This study examines whether female leadership is

associated with higher technical efficiency in family

firms compared to non-family firms, using a sample of

872 Italian manufacturing firms observed over a four-

year period. The authors use stochastic frontier

analysis—a method that measures how close a firm

operates to its maximum possible output given its

inputs—to test whether female-led family firms extract

more value from the same resources.

WHAT  WE  STUDIED

The sample was drawn from the AIDA database of

Italian firms, filtered for manufacturing companies

with at least 50 employees. Family firms were

identified using ownership thresholds and family

involvement in management. Female leadership was

defined as having a woman in the top executive role

(CEO or equivalent). Technical efficiency was measured

using stochastic frontier analysis (SFA), which

estimates the gap between a firm’s actual output and

the maximum output achievable with its given inputs.

A firm closer to the frontier is more technically

efficient—it wastes less.

The theoretical framework draws on resource-based

theory and behavioral theory of the family firm. The

argument is that family firms provide a governance

context—characterized by trust, long-term

commitment, and reduced agency costs—that allows

female leaders’ distinctive management capabilities to

translate more directly into operational performance.

In non-family firms, where governance is more formal

and hierarchical, the same capabilities may be

constrained by structural barriers or cultural

resistance.

KEY  INS IGHTS

Female-led family firms are more technically efficient

The central finding is that family firms led by women

operate closer to their efficiency frontier than family

firms led by men. The effect is statistically significant

and economically meaningful: female-led family firms

extract more output from the same level of inputs. The

authors attribute this to a combination of management

style (more collaborative, more attentive to stakeholder

relationships) and governance context (family firms

provide the trust and autonomy that allow these

capabilities to be deployed effectively).

The effect is specific to family firms

In non-family firms, the association between female

leadership and technical efficiency is weaker and not

statistically significant. The governance context

matters: non-family firms typically have more formal

hierarchies, more dispersed ownership, and more

agency conflicts. These structural features may prevent

female leaders from implementing the relational and

collaborative approaches that drive efficiency in family

settings. The family firm’s flatter structure and trust-
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based governance create the conditions under which

female leadership’s operational advantages become

visible.

Efficiency is not the same as profitability

Technical efficiency measures how well a firm uses its

existing resources—it is about operational

effectiveness, not financial performance in the broader

sense. The study does not claim that female-led family

firms are more profitable or grow faster. It claims they

are better at converting inputs into outputs. This

distinction matters because it points to a specific

mechanism: female leaders in family firms may be

particularly effective at resource management, waste

reduction, and process optimization—the operational

dimensions of performance.

Self-selection does not explain the result

A legitimate concern with any study of leadership and

performance is self-selection: perhaps more capable

women are more likely to reach leadership positions,

and it is their capability rather than their gender that

drives the result. The authors address this using a

Heckman selection model, which controls for the

probability of a woman reaching the CEO role. After

this correction, the efficiency advantage of female-led

family firms persists, suggesting that the finding

reflects a genuine leadership effect rather than a

selection artifact.

TAKEAWAYS

Family firms should evaluate leadership selection with

efficiency in mind

The evidence suggests that female leaders bring

operational capabilities that are particularly well-

suited to the family firm governance context. Families

making leadership decisions—whether in succession

planning or professional CEO recruitment—should

consider how candidates’ management styles interact

with the firm’s governance structure, not just their

strategic vision or industry experience.

Governance context determines whether leadership
diversity pays off

The finding that female leadership improves efficiency

in family firms but not in non-family firms underscores

a broader point: leadership effectiveness is context-

dependent. Policies and practices that promote gender

diversity in leadership will produce different results

depending on the organizational environment. Family

firms’ trust-based, relationship-oriented governance

may be a natural fit for leadership styles that

emphasize collaboration and stakeholder engagement.

Measure what matters

Technical efficiency is an underused metric in family

business research and practice. Families that track how

effectively their firms convert resources into output—

rather than focusing exclusively on revenue growth or

profitability—gain a more complete picture of

operational health and leadership over time to build

internal confidence and external credibility.

IMPACT

This study contributes to both the gender and

leadership literature and the family business literature

by showing that the performance effects of female

leadership are governance-dependent. The finding

challenges universal claims about gender and

leadership effectiveness by demonstrating that context

—specifically, the family firm context—is a critical

moderator. For scholars, the use of stochastic frontier

analysis provides a methodological template for

studying leadership effects on operational efficiency

rather than financial performance alone. For

practitioners, the message is that leadership diversity

is not just an equity issue. In the right governance

context, it is a performance issue.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Include efficiency metrics in leadership

evaluation. Track how effectively the firm

converts inputs to outputs under different leaders,

not just top-line financial results.

2. Leverage the family firm’s governance

advantages. The trust, autonomy, and relational

orientation of family governance create conditions

where collaborative leadership styles—often

associated with female leaders—can thrive.

3. Challenge assumptions about leadership fit.

Selection committees and family councils should

evaluate candidates on management style and

governance compatibility, not just credentials and

industry experience.

4. Invest in pipeline development. If female

leadership produces operational advantages in

family firms, ensuring that women have access to

development opportunities and leadership over

time to build internal confidence and external

credibility.
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