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How can family CEOs and active boards
shape export strategies in family SMEs?

F

Active board advisory behavior unlocks international ambition in family CEO-led SMEs
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amily-owned SMEs face a particular tension

when it comes to international expansion. The

emotional attachment to the business — its local

roots, its community relationships, the founder’s

legacy — can make the leap into foreign markets feel

like a threat to identity rather than an opportunity for

growth. Yet many family SMEs do export successfully.

What distinguishes the ones that break through?

This study examines how two governance factors —

CEO family membership and board involvement —

interact to shape export intensity in family-controlled

small and medium enterprises. Using data from 228

Italian family SMEs in the manufacturing sector, the

authors test whether having a family CEO helps or

hinders exporting, and how the board’s role as an

advisory (rather than purely monitoring) body

moderates that relationship.

WHAT  WE  STUDIED

The sample was drawn from AIDA, a comprehensive

database of Italian firms, filtered for family SMEs in

manufacturing with between 10 and 249 employees.

Export intensity was measured as the ratio of export

sales to total sales. The two key governance variables

were family CEO status (whether the CEO is a member

of the controlling family) and board involvement (the

extent to which the board actively participates in

strategic decision-making, measured through a

validated multi-item scale capturing advisory

behavior).

The theoretical framework combines upper echelons

theory (arguing that CEO characteristics shape

strategic outcomes) with resource dependence theory

(positioning the board as a source of knowledge,

networks, and legitimacy). The central hypothesis is

that family CEOs, while deeply committed to the firm,

may lack the international experience or risk tolerance

needed for aggressive exporting — but that an actively

involved board can compensate for these limitations

by providing the strategic resources and

encouragement the CEO needs.

KEY  INS IGHTS

Family CEOs are associated with lower export intensity

The baseline finding is that firms led by family CEOs

tend to export less than those led by non-family CEOs.

The mechanism is not incompetence but orientation:

family CEOs are more likely to prioritize domestic

stability, risk avoidance, and the preservation of local

relationships — all of which are consistent with

protecting socioemotional wealth but work against the

uncertainty and resource commitment that

international expansion requires. This finding aligns

with prior research showing that family involvement

in management can create a conservative strategic

bias.

Board involvement transforms the family CEO’s export

capacity

The study’s most important finding is the interaction

effect. When the board is actively involved in strategic

decision-making — providing advice, sharing

networks, and participating in market analysis — the

negative association between family CEO status and

export intensity is significantly reduced. In firms with

highly involved boards, family CEOs export at levels

comparable to non-family CEOs. The board acts as a

resource bridge, providing the international

knowledge, external legitimacy, and strategic

confidence that the family CEO may lack. This is not

about the board overriding the CEO. It is about the
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board enabling the CEO to act on opportunities they

might otherwise avoid.

Board structure alone is not enough — behavior matters

The study distinguishes between board composition

(who sits on the board) and board behavior (what the

board actually does). The finding is that board

involvement — active advisory behavior — is the

mechanism that matters, not merely the presence of

independent or external directors. A well-composed

board that remains passive provides little strategic

benefit. A smaller, less formally independent board

that actively engages in strategic discussions can have

a transformative effect on export decisions. This

distinction is critical for family SMEs, where boards

are often small and populated by trusted insiders

rather than independent professionals.

The advisory role is more consequential than the

monitoring role

In the family SME context, the board’s value for

internationalization comes primarily from its advisory

function — providing knowledge, contacts, and

strategic perspectives — rather than from its

monitoring function. Family CEOs who already own

the firm have less need for financial oversight than for

strategic guidance. The research suggests that family

SMEs seeking to internationalize should invest in

building board advisory capacity rather than simply

adding independent directors for governance

compliance.

TAKEAWAYS

Activate your board as a strategic resource

Family SMEs that want to grow internationally should

deliberately engage their boards in strategic

conversations about target markets, entry modes, and

international partnerships. The board’s networks and

experience can reduce the uncertainty that makes

exporting feel risky, particularly for family CEOs with

deep domestic roots but limited international

exposure.

Prioritize board behavior over board structure

Adding an independent director who attends quarterly

meetings but contributes little strategic input will not

improve export performance. The research shows that

what the board does — how actively it advises,

challenges, and supports — matters more than who sits

on it. Family SMEs should evaluate their boards on the

quality of strategic engagement, not just on

composition metrics.

Recognize the family CEO’s export hesitation as

addressable

The study does not suggest that family CEOs are

inherently incapable of leading international

expansion. It shows that their conservative bias can be

offset by the right governance environment. Advisors

and board members who understand this dynamic can

provide the specific support — market intelligence,

introductions, and strategic framing — that helps a

family CEO move from hesitation to action.

IMPACT

This study advances both the family business and

international business literatures by showing that

governance mechanisms interact in ways that shape

strategic outcomes. The contribution is not just that

family CEOs export less, but that this effect is

contingent on board behavior — a finding that opens

practical pathways for intervention. For family SMEs,

the message is that governance is not just about

oversight. It is about building the advisory

infrastructure that enables strategic ambition. The

research also reinforces a broader point: in family

firms, the relationship between ownership,

management, and governance is not additive. It is

configurational. Understanding how these elements

interact is essential for making governance work in

practice.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. For family CEOs: View the board as a resource, not

a constraint. Engage directors in strategic

conversations about international markets. Their

networks and experience can reduce the

uncertainty that makes exporting feel risky.

2. For boards: Shift from a monitoring mindset to an

advisory one, especially when the firm is

considering international expansion. Provide

contacts, market intelligence, and strategic

scenarios — not just financial oversight.

3. For advisors: When recommending governance

changes for family SMEs pursuing exports,

prioritize board behavioral transformation over

structural changes. Adding an independent

director who monitors is less effective than adding

one who advises.

4. For policymakers: Support programs that connect

family SME boards with internationally

experienced directors. Board matching services,

governance training, and export mentoring

programs can accelerate the advisory capacity that

this research identifies as critical.
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