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Introduction
In this course, we take a closer look at the entrepreneurial individual. During the course, you will be examining recent research evidence on entrepreneurial personality and behaviour, and comparing it with the views of practising entrepreneurs. Some people have strong views about the psychological and behavioural aspects of entrepreneurship and there are also many unresolved questions, for example: 

· Is there such a thing as an entrepreneurial personality?

· How are entrepreneurs influenced by other people, such as friends and family?

· Can you learn to be an entrepreneur?

It is tempting to look for simple answers to these questions. However, the factors influencing entrepreneurial activity are really rather complex and the subject of continuing debate. As you begin to take a more detailed look at the evidence and arguments you may find it useful to relate them to your own experience. 

This OpenLearn course is an adapted extract from the Open University course BB846 Entrepreneurship: experience and perspective. 

Learning outcomes

After studying this course, you should be able to:

· consider what it means to be ‘an entrepreneur’

· examine the role played by an entrepreneur’s family and friends

· reflect on the narratives (or ‘stories’) that entrepreneurs create.

1 Entrepreneurship: first impressions

Though it is easy to find a basic definition of the words ‘entrepreneur’ and ‘entrepreneurship’, there is still a lot of disagreement over the way these words are used in practice. For example, while some people describe any small business owner as an entrepreneur, others reserve that term for a person who is either starting a new venture or running one that is highly innovative or capable of rapid growth. Similarly, while there is a common tendency to understand entrepreneurship largely in terms of exceptional individuals, it is also possible to emphasise the distinctive social relationships or networks that are associated with this kind of activity. this course encourages you to start thinking about entrepreneurship: what it is, how it works and why it is worth exploring. 
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Figure 1 People have a tendency to stereotype entrepreneurs

There is a widespread tendency to stereotype entrepreneurs and, as a consequence, to over-simplify a far more complex phenomenon. For example, some people see commercial entrepreneurs as a wholly positive force in society, while for others they evoke negative images. At the same time, the language of ‘entrepreneurship’ has been used to describe radically different types of human behaviour. The end result is that a team of social entrepreneurs building innovative healthcare systems and a criminal gang creating illicit trading networks may both find themselves referred to as acting ‘entrepreneurially’. In the first activity, we start to explore this territory by asking what it means to be an ‘entrepreneur’. 

1.1 Activity 1

SuperJam – an entrepreneurial story

Allow about 90 minutes for this activity

Read Section 1.2 ‘Scoping and defining entrepreneurship’ in Exploring Entrepreneurship: Practices and Perspectives(Blundel and Lockett, 2011, pp. 4–9) and make your own notes on the working definitions of ‘entrepreneurs’, ‘entrepreneurial activity’, ‘entrepreneurship’ and ‘enterprise’ that are offered in the text. Also spend a few minutes considering the different kinds of activity that might be described as entrepreneurial, based on the ways it is organised, the context in which it takes place and the goals that are pursued in its name. 

Now watch ‘A successful jam-making business’(duration: 05:53 minutes). It features 20-year-old Fraser Doherty from Edinburgh, who started making jam at home with his grandmother. As demand grew, he looked into the jam market and spotted a gap for a healthier brand which he successfully marketed to supermarket chains. His success with SuperJam has brought global media attention. Now he uses some of the profits to fund afternoon social events for local pensioners. Make your own notes in response to the following questions: 

1. What do you see as distinctively entrepreneurial about Fraser as an individual?

2. What other factors do you see as significant in the success of his business?

3. Read Case 1.1 Helen Child: an entrepreneur looks back in Exploring Entrepreneurship: Practices and Perspectives (pp. 2–3). How does Fraser’s entrepreneurial experience compare to that of Helen? List the main similarities and differences (you may also wish to include a comparison with your own direct or indirect experiences). 

You might also like to carry out a quick search to get updates on Fraser’s venture at the SuperJam website. 

Video content is not available in this format.

A successful jam-making business

View transcript - A successful jam-making business
View discussion - SuperJam – an entrepreneurial story
Fraser Doherty’s story might be seen as reinforcing another stereotype of the entrepreneur as an exceptional individual. However the case also contains evidence of external factors that helped him create a successful business venture at such an early age. In the next activity, we examine the influence exerted by other people, including family and friends. 

1.2 Activity 2

Key influences – family and friends

Allow about 120 minutes for this activity

No man is an island

Entire of itself;

Every man is a piece of the continent,

A part of the main …

John Donne, For whom the bell tolls (1624) 

One of the persistent myths of entrepreneurship is of the lonely hero taking on the rest of the world. Though a few prominent entrepreneurs might appear to fit this mould, the reality is rather different. People often turn to those around them, including immediate family and trusted friends, for help and support – particularly in the early days of a new business venture. We have already seen an example of this in Fraser Doherty’s venture, ‘SuperJam’, which was inspired by his grandmother’s enthusiasm for making jam, and established with the enthusiastic support of his parents (Activity 1). Entrepreneurs use their informal networks to obtain a rich variety of resources. These include tangible resources, such as start-up capital and a place to store stock or equipment, and intangible resources, such as personal encouragement and advice. For example, the inexperienced owners of a new venture might gain much-needed credibility by recruiting a friend or relative with useful experience and a trustworthy reputation. We have been using the term ‘resource’, which suggests that networks always have a positive impact on a venture. But is there a downside to such relationships? 

1. Listen to ‘Friends, family and fools: a help or a hindrance?’ by MariaLaura Di Domenico and note how the interviewees describe their experiences. 
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Audio content is not available in this format.

Friends, family and fools: a help or a hindrance?

View transcript - Friends, family and fools: a help or a hindrance?
2. Make some notes addressing the following questions

· What do you see as the potential benefits of relying on family and friends?

· What kind of influence can family and friends exert on a new venture?

· What do you see as the main challenges that might arise?

3. Spend a few minutes thinking about your own informal networks, and imagine how you might draw upon those relationships to help in establishing a new entrepreneurial venture. Begin with your immediate contacts (friends, family and colleagues) and then try to identify any important indirect contacts that you might have through these individuals (for example your friend’s brother, partner or employer). How might you make use of these connections, and what issues do you see arising? 

View discussion - Key influences – family and friends
In the final activity we return to the questions ‘What does it mean to act entrepreneurially and to be an entrepreneur?’ ‘How are entrepreneurs perceived by other people?’ and ‘How do they represent themselves?’ 

1.3 Activity 3

Entrepreneurial impressions and stories

Allow about 120 minutes for this activity 

The life experiences of an entrepreneur can often provide the basis of a good story. These narratives can be interesting, informative and compelling, they may contain elements of drama, personal tragedy and, as in the following example, humour. But what do these stories actually tell us about entrepreneurship? 

1. Read ‘An early entrepreneurial experience?’ a short account by Fraser Doherty (founder of ‘SuperJam’) describing an early childhood experience of visiting a chicken farm. As you read, make notes addressing the following questions: 

a. Which aspects of the story do you see as distinctively ‘entrepreneurial’?

b. What practical lessons might you draw from this account?

c. What does the story tell you about this entrepreneur in particular?

You may find it useful to take a brief look back at Activity 1, which charts the growth of Doherty’s ‘SuperJam’ business, and at the other activities in this course, which have examined some different aspects of entrepreneurship. 

2. Talk to a colleague, friend or family member who has an entrepreneurial background; ask them if they are willing to share a similar short anecdote or to describe a memorable event that illustrates their life as an entrepreneur. Alternatively, locate a short anecdote in an entrepreneurial autobiography or a short autobiographical article (articles should be easily located online as many prominent entrepreneurs make this kind of material freely available on their personal websites). 

3. Write a short summary of the anecdote and analyse it using the same three questions that you applied to the Fraser Doherty story and compare the answers. 

An early entrepreneurial experience?

I started my entrepreneurial journey very young, although some people start even younger than I did. In a lot of ways, starting at such a young age has an advantage: the naivety of youth makes any dream possible! When I was about ten, I visited a chicken farm and was fascinated by the business of collecting eggs from the hens. I asked the farmer if I could have a box of eggs, so that I could hatch them into chickens of my own, and sell the eggs. The farmer gave me half a dozen eggs and laughed, saying that there was no way I could hatch them into chickens. She joked that I’d have to sit on them for three weeks. 

When I told my parents about the idea, they weren’t too pleased at the prospect of having chickens running around, as you can imagine, but they said that I could give it a go. I suppose they doubted that I would manage to hatch out the eggs. I then had to figure out how I was going to keep a box of eggs warm around the clock for about three weeks. I thought about using lots of hot water bottles, putting the eggs in the oven on a really low temperature or maybe leaving them in the greenhouse. Obviously, none of these ideas was going to work. Eventually, I had the idea of keeping the eggs on top of the cable TV box under the television. It was quite warm there if the telly was left on all the time. 

I waited anxiously for weeks, checking every day that the eggs were OK. Finally, one morning, everyone was sitting eating breakfast and we could hear a little chirping coming from under the television. The fluffy yellow chick had hatched out of its egg. I named her Henrietta, which, being ten years old, I believed to be quite a witty name for a hen. Later in the day, another two of the chicks hatched and so I had to start thinking about what I was actually going to do about them. 

(Doherty, 2011, pp. 9–10)

View discussion - Entrepreneurial impressions and stories
Conclusion

During this course, you have been encouraged to examine some important ideas about entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship, and perhaps to challenge some of your own preconceptions. You looked at how one entrepreneurial individual went about creating a successful business venture at an early age, and how other entrepreneurs have made use of informal ties with family and friends. In doing so, you also considered the mixture of personal and social influences on entrepreneurial activity. 

It may be useful at this stage to review some of the issues we have covered in this course. This brief summary should help you to recall some of the main points: 

· Researchers have examined entrepreneurship at the level of the individual, and have attempted to uncover its psychological and behavioural dimensions. This work has raised a number of questions regarding our understanding of entrepreneurship and what it means to be entrepreneurial. 

· Entrepreneurial individuals are influenced by people around them. These informal networks play a variety of roles. For example, friends and family members may be approached in order to obtain much-needed finance, skills, knowledge, labour and other resources. Entrepreneurs need to consider the potential advantages and disadvantages when forming such relationships. People often find out about entrepreneurs through biographical or autobiographical accounts. These ‘stories’ or narratives offer valuable insights for those studying entrepreneurship, but it is always important to consider who is telling the story, and what their purpose might be. Entrepreneurs can also make effective use of stories to promote their ventures. 

We hope that you found this course interesting and that it has encouraged you to continue studying entrepreneurship in its many different forms. 

Keep on learning
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Glossary

Persuasive communication

Persuasive communication involves the use of words and a variety of non-verbal signals (e.g., body language, gestures, tone of voice, images) in order to influence the views, perceptions and behaviours of other people. 

Serial entrepreneur

A person who is responsible for creating and growing a succession of different commercial or social ventures over an extended period. 
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SuperJam – an entrepreneurial story

Discussion

1. Based on the evidence of the video and blog, you may have noticed that Fraser Doherty has a number of personal attributes that appear to have been useful in developing his jam-making venture. For example, he is able to communicate his ideas in a very natural, clear and persuasive way, both in written form and on camera. Above all, he seems to have a great enthusiasm for his business, and for what it can do for other people. What do you see if you look beneath the informal and relaxed exterior? Did you detect signs that Fraser possesses personal characteristics such as single-mindedness, stamina and the capacity to cope with a degree of uncertainty? You may find it useful to compare your findings with those of other students, and with the textbook example identified in question 3. 

2. Looking beyond Fraser as an individual, it is possible to identify a number of what might be termed ‘social and ‘economic’ factors that have had a positive influence on the SuperJam venture. For example, Fraser’s family has provided a supportive environment in which he has been able to experiment with the business. Did you find any influential role models in Fraser’s own account of his entrepreneurial career? Turning to economic factors, we can see the SuperJam concept as part of a broader retail trend in the United Kingdom and other countries towards more differentiated premium food products. 

3. How did the stories of these entrepreneurs compare? Did you notice any similarities, either at the individual level, or in terms of external factors (for example social or economic trends) that have helped shape their entrepreneurial careers? When you examine the lives of entrepreneurs, it is useful to look for such patterns and also to consider the ways in which they differ. It is also important to think about the person who is telling the ‘story’ and what impact this might have on your own understanding. Narratives are among the most powerful forms of persuasive communication. For this reason, they can become a very valuable resource for entrepreneurs. For example, they can be used to help legitimise a new business idea and to obtain support from potential financiers, business partners and other influential people. This is clearly evident in Fraser’s case, where the story of the ‘Jam Boy’ is a central theme in the organisation’s communications. 

Back
Key influences – family and friends

Discussion

Family businesses raise some interesting questions about the entrepreneurial personality and how it is formed. There are many examples suggesting that entrepreneurial careers are often prompted by the example of older relatives and that many of the key decisions in a growing venture are influenced, either directly or indirectly, by family and friends. Members of a person’s informal network can be a source of great support, particularly in the early years of a new business. However, as indicated in ‘Friends, family and fools: a help or a hindrance?’ they can also create serious challenges such as internal rivalries, conflicts of interest and other tensions. These issues need to be sensitively managed if you want the venture and the personal relationships to survive. There are also important ethical issues to consider. These become clearer if you consider the position of the other people involved – the elderly aunt who is persuaded to provide funding out of her retirement savings, or the friend who agrees to give up a well-paid job in return for the promise of a stake in the new venture. It is worth considering how entrepreneurs might do harm as they ‘exploit’ their networks, and how these negative outcomes might be avoided. 

For the final part of this activity, you were asked to think about your own informal network. In practice, our personal networks change over time, with new connections being made and strengthened, while others are lost or weakened. You may find it useful to reflect on these changes, both in your own network and in those described in the accounts of the many entrepreneurs that we will encounter during the course. Much of this change is due to changing circumstances (e.g. moving house, starting a new job, enrolling on a course), but it is also evident that some people are particularly adept at manipulating their networks in order to pursue their entrepreneurial aims. 

Back
Entrepreneurial impressions and stories

Discussion

This activity should help you to reflect on some of the issues that have covered during this course. For example, is there evidence here of distinctively entrepreneurial mindsets or behaviours? In addition, you might consider whether there is evidence here of external influences, and of how these might have helped to either encourage or challenge the entrepreneur (Activity 2). You might also refer back to Activity 1 in order to put Fraser Doherty’s story into context, and to see how this early experience might have influenced his subsequent entrepreneurial career. 

If you have been able to make contact with an entrepreneurial individual, it could be interesting to have a broader discussion about the issues we have covered in this course. For example: What is their perspective on the search for an entrepreneurial personality? Where (and how) did they develop their entrepreneurial abilities? How much importance do they attach to informal networks? Given the high profile of entrepreneurs you might also talk to people who do not have an entrepreneurial background, to get some different points of view. 

Back
A successful jam-making business

Transcript

A Successful jam-making business
Music – Anything Goes, dur: 00:45
Angela Darcy, narrator:
Jam. One of Scotland’s traditional foods, we love it. On toast, on scones, this sweet tasting fruity preserve is as Scottish as neeps and tatties. 

Now meet Fraser Doherty. This young man from Edinburgh knows a thing or two about jam. He is the brains behind SuperJam, a super fruit, super-friendly jam, sweetened naturally with grape juice. 

SuperJam has an annual turnover of half a million jars. Fraser is only 20 years old, and he still lives at home with his mum and dad. 

Fraser Doherty:
When I was 14 or 15 to have suggested that I was going to be supplying Tesco and Asda, two of the biggest supermarkets in the world, I would have been crazy to have imagined as a 14-year-old that that would ever be possible. And, you know, when I kind of look back at cooking jam in the kitchen when I was that age, you know, it’s, it has been an amazing journey and it’s come a very long way from, from that time. 

Music – Boogie Woogie Party, dur: 00:31
Fraser Doherty:
It all started about six years ago when my grandmother taught me how to make jam one afternoon. I was 14 years old, and I got really excited about her jam recipes, and I soon started making jam in the kitchen at home and selling it to the neighbours, at Church fares and farmer’s markets. And it sort of grew and grew in the course of a few months. And after a while I got to the point I was making about 1000 jars of jam a week in my parents’ tiny little kitchen. And, you know, they could never get in to cook the dinner. And I soon had to come up with a big idea to move production into a factory. 

When I was trying to convince huge companies, factories and supermarkets and other places to work with me definitely there were a number of people who were sceptical of this 16-year-old coming along with absolutely no money, no experience and really little more than just a set of recipes and this vague ambition to transform the world of jam. 

Music – Anything Goes, dur: 00:14
Angela Darcy, narrator:
Fraser had to find a way to make his jams stand out from the crowd.

Fraser Doherty:
I did a lot of research and I found out that sales of jam have been in decline for the past couple of decades. And that’s mostly because jam’s got a very old-fashioned and er unhealthy sort of imagine. Um it’s usually 70 or even 80% sugar. It contains all lots of additives. And when people think of jam they think of old women, Church fares and the Women’s Institute. And I just set myself the ambition of trying to change all of that by coming up with a healthier, more modern brand of jam. 

Narrator:
Less than three years after he first made jam with his gran Fraser’s SuperJam hit the High Street.

TV Presenter:
Tonight the jammy teenager who’s landed a supermarket deal thanks to his granny’s recipe.

Fraser Doherty:
When SuperJam was launched there was an incredible amount of media attention. You know, there was BBC Breakfast and GMTV and This Morning and TV shows from China and, and all over the world were interested in the story. And definitely it, you know, it’s helped the business to grow at a, a very fast pace. 

Narrator:
Success at such a young age has catapulted Fraser into the limelight. He’s won a string of awards and found himself the subject of much media attention. But what is it that drives him? 

Fraser Doherty:
I’m not motivated by money, financial success or any other material things that you could buy with that.

For me the exciting thing about starting a company is that I can start something er from nothing and grow it into, you know, hopefully a large business. I can challenge the status quo in an industry that’s been around for hundreds of years and hopefully use the profits from doing all of that to do good. 

When I was a kid my grandmother used to make jam and scones. And she would visit all the elderly people in her area who were living alone and they often didn’t get very many visitors and may be didn’t have any family. And she would take my little brother and I with her at the weekends. And we would have to tell them stories. And my little brother would play his guitar. And it was kind of something that we were always brought up with and that my gran felt very strongly about. 

And so about a year ago I started a project running tea parties for elderly people.

The whole idea is just er to have a great afternoon. It is completely free for the guests. We have live music, dancing, scones and clotted cream and jam. And you know hopefully it would put some smiles on, on a few people’s faces. 

Female 1:
This is wonderful because I can’t get out very much. But this has been great today. And to see all these elderly people enjoying themselves is something wonderful. 

Female 2:
The jam is delicious. Probably shouldn’t have had the cream but never mind, I danced if off.

Fraser Doherty:
It’s great to, to see a room full of people having a, a good time and, you know, a lot of the people here have come from care homes. And some of them are living alone and it’s a good opportunity to get out and have fun and make some new friends. So it feels great to be able to give that kind of opportunity to people. 

Amazingly I’m talking about jam, making jam and er doing everything to do with jam everyday for the past six years. Er I do still love jam and, and have jam on my toast or porridge most mornings. 

Back
Friends, family and fools: a help or a hindrance?

Transcript

MariaLaura Di Domenico:

Guinness, Ford, Rockefeller and Trump. These are brands you’ll probably know well. What all these examples have in common is that they were, or are, family businesses. And in all of these cases they are also family names. Since being founded, many family firms remain in the family for successive generations. Some grow and are then sold on, but still retain the significant involvement of original family members on the board. What part can family and friends play in the launching or running of a new enterprise? Should they be approached for capital, or help with the actual nitty gritty of work tasks? How could they, in turn, be affected by this business relationship? And what are the possible tensions when the boundaries between work and personal lives become blurred? I’m MariaLaura Di Domenico from the Open University Business School. We’ll address these questions and consider the benefits, drawbacks and dilemmas involved in running a business with family members or friends. The expression ‘friends, family and fools’ is commonly used in discussions about raising capital for new start-ups. Private investors are approached, usually in return for an equity stake. But they lack previous social bonds with the entrepreneur and often work on the basis of risking their own money with the aim of big returns – a lot of bang for their buck! But this may not be the right choice, or even a realistic option, for the majority of new businesses – particularly if they’re not seen as potentially high-profit, high-growth. So, let’s put the external private investor to one side, and devote our attention instead to what is the realistic alternative for most entrepreneurs without the good fortune to be self-financing – family and friends. Many entrepreneurs go to them to get hold of much-needed money, time, skills or other resources. Family and friends are also usually easier to persuade. Sharing a history and a social bond means they are more likely to support and buy into the vision of the entrepreneur. But tensions may arise from accepting money from family and friends. Rarely is it an outright gift. And there are differences between family and friends giving a loan but having no involvement in business dealings and decisions, and being actual business partners. The idea of running your business with your mother or your cousin may horrify you. On the other hand, you may have a supportive relationship that would be beneficial to the business. I spoke to Natalie McKenna who runs her own cleaning business ‘Perfect Maid’. She also works alongside her parents in their cleaning businesses: 

MariaLaura Di Domenico:

If you work for an employer you have to do as you're told, whereas I can compromise with my clients for different times and days and things, which is nice. 

MariaLaura Di Domenico:

What’s it like working alongside your mum or your dad?

Natalie McKenna:

We kind of have quite fun times actually really. We do have a laugh. Working with family you know how far you can push them, you know how they are going to react to something you say and also we kind of know what each other is thinking – so say we go into office, straight away one person will see something that’s needs to be done and I'll see another thing and then we'll meet in the middle and we'll all stand there and say ‘OK, let’s do a quick check, everything done, right let’s go’ and it’s nice, you think on the same wavelength, and you can also tell each other off and not get too offended. 

MariaLaura Di Domenico:

For Natalie the close-knit kinship bond was key to having a high level of trust with both family members and customers:

Natalie McKenna:

If you are grumpy when you go into work people are less likely to speak to you – everybody speaks to me all the time and my dad and my mum, and they know a little bit about us as well. That's all about trust isn't it? 

MariaLaura Di Domenico:

Kinship ties in the UK have been researched by scholars for some time now. For example, back in 1957 Elizabeth Bott’s classic study of families in London showed the important link between family and marriage patterns, and social networks. She distinguished two kinds of networks that exist around different family types. The more ‘close-knit’ network involves multiple close ties among extended family members where everyone knows everyone else. And there’s the ‘loose-knit’ one, where relationships are less dense. In the case of close-knit networks, relationships among kin tend to be relatively permanent and stable, and there are many more strong ties with kin than with non-relatives. However, in industrialised societies such as England, ‘loose-knit’ networks are now more common. The importance of wider kin in economic affairs has generally lessened and is now associated with less frequent and intense contact among relatives. However, following on from Bott’s work, we can say that this has often strengthened a couple’s bonds and their wish to set up a joint venture. As I’ve found in my research, many of the small businesses run by couples were first set up to realise their entrepreneurial ambitions of going into business together. So, where the business is run by a couple or various other family members rather than being a sole endeavour, careful thought needs to be given to what could be a delicate boundary between business and personal spheres. We must consider this also when friends are involved. Close bonds are held not only with chosen family members but also with close friends as an important part of the entrepreneur’s social network. In my research on small hotel and bed and breakfast owners, I found that friends helped them in many diverse ways. Apart from finance, intangible assets such as knowledge, advice, recommendations and emotional support were often supplied by friends and were, in fact, described as ‘key to successful business’. And these need not cost anything other than an implicit notion of ‘doing a friend a favour’. This was the experience of Kate Hopewell-Smith who runs her own photography business. 

Kate Hopewell-Smith:

I think you have to be very clear about where your strengths are and where your weaknesses are and to seek advice. There are a lot of people who are incredibly generous – not just other mums doing this but friends, people who’ve been in business for a long time and they are willing to help, and I have asked for advice, taken advice and acted upon it, and just be prepared to ask. 

Jo Winchcombe:

I mean this is really where it all happens, having moved on from a very manual system when we started up 10 years ago, we're now highly automated and the printer prints them in great big sheets of metre long media and then we cut them, bag them down into small bags which then get sent out to the customer. 

MariaLaura Di Domenico:

I visited Jo Winchcombe at her factory where her company Simply Stuck produces labels for children’s clothing.

Jo Winchcombe:

Initially, when we set up we had no personnel resources, and there was a lady in the village who worked in personnel, and people are very kind and will give their time and they'll direct you in terms of what's the best way to do things and the best way to set things up, and so we got a lot of advice from Jane, which helped, and again, when you’re employing people, the best way of setting up the contracts and the terminology, it’s got to be done properly otherwise you can end up in deep water but when you're on a shoestring, then again, it's a matter of getting hold of the right people and they’re very willing to help when you're setting up a small business in giving help and direction. 

MariaLaura Di Domenico:

So, non-financial but often vital help such as this is also a form of social exchange. But goodwill often carries with it the unspoken idea that kindness could be returned in some other form in the future. Interpersonal interactions are infused by the ‘trading’ of benefits and mutual support. Of course the practice of exchange is deeply embedded in society. Social relationships are created and maintained in this way. French sociologist and anthropologist Marcel Mauss wrote the classic work The Gift. He argued that gifts are never free in reality. There’s always the expectation of reciprocity – the notion of ‘if you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours’. The very act of giving creates a social bond. The person receiving the gift is then under an obligation to reciprocate in some way. But even where friends and family don’t have a direct involvement in the business, tensions can arise between business and family relationships, as Kate Hopewell-Smith has found. 

Kate Hopewell-Smith:

I do find it very difficult at times to give my family the kind of attention that they need from me, and I think that if anybody is currently suffering, it's probably my husband. We're probably not spending enough quality time together. 

MariaLaura Di Domenico:

So how do you deal with that?

Kate Hopewell-Smith:

Because it was my birthday on Monday, I had a date night, when we actually had a babysitter and went out, and we did talk about the business as well as the children and everything else, but you have to allocate time to it, and often we don't and I think we probably need to get better at it and as much as I'm very good at timetabling "children time", I think I probably need to do the same for my husband because what's happening at the moment is that once the kids are in bed, we eat and then I go straight back to the office and I may well be there until 10, 11 o'clock at night, when actually he would like me to be with him. 

MariaLaura Di Domenico:

So it’s drawing those boundaries?

Kate Hopewell-Smith:

Yes. I think they're probably not at all clear at the moment, and I think it's my responsibility and I think I need to get better at it. 

MariaLaura Di Domenico:

So family members can influence and are affected by the work choices we make. Even if we don’t actually work with them. Of course, some people choose to actually work alongside their spouse as co-preneurs. This has advantages and drawbacks. My research has shown that people who run their own businesses with a spouse tend to have clear roles drawn up, and know when to focus on business as opposed to personal issues. Natalie McKenna again. 

Natalie McKenna:

Me and my mum work together during the day but if something else is going on in my life, I'd be like "oh did you know so and so", you know, we'd have a bit of a gossip, but if there's like financial difficulties or anything, anything like that, we don't talk about it in work but as soon as we get in the car or we go up to the town or we go to the pub for a drink, we can talk about that, but then we do talk about work life in our personal life, but we never talk about our personal life when we are at work really, unless we're having a joke about it, because, I think when you've been working as your own boss or with your family for so long, you get to know the boundaries of what you can speak and who you can speak about it to and what time you can speak about it. There is always a time to speak about something like that and you've just got to know what it is. 

MariaLaura Di Domenico:

Of course challenges face those working with anyone with whom they have social as well as business relations. The business relationship may not always be on an equal footing. Some entrepreneurs employ friends or family members to work for them as employees. This may cause a power imbalance. For example, it could be quite difficult to sack your spouse if you didn’t think they were up to the job! I recall interviewing the owners of a grocery business who employed their 19-year-old son. But they soon found that because the business belonged to mum and dad, he would often turn up late, arrive looking scruffy and generally not giving a good impression. He would even turn up for work still in his pyjamas and slippers! On other occasions he would raid the petty cash leaving his parents IOUs. Needless to say, he didn’t last long in the business! So it’s important that others who are brought in share the same values. Problems often arise in family businesses in terms of succession and inheritance. Subsequent generations may not see carrying on with the family business as their preferred career path. They may feel only a sense of duty or even feel under pressure to take it forward. The dream of mum and dad may not be shared by their descendants. This brings to mind the saying, ‘The first generation starts the business, the second generation grows the business, but the third generation blows the business’. So, it’s stability and durability and whether it’s kept in the family may with time become open to question. This is also the case if a family firm is sold or acquired as a commercial concern. The idea of patronizing a company that is a family business is appealing to many customers. The family ethic can also be very important in terms of the bond created within the firm. It becomes more personal and even meaningful if you’re working for an individual or family rather than a faceless bureaucracy. Workers may feel more committed. Many companies that have never been family businesses try to emulate this by using other techniques almost as a proxy for the family bond. Gaining commitment through share ownership, for instance, so that everyone has a personal stake in the business. Take the John Lewis Partnership, a major UK worker co-operative. Employees are known as ‘partners’, receive a share of annual profits and have a say in the running of the business regardless of their role is in the organisational hierarchy. But, from a critical standpoint, it is also important to acknowledge that there is also sometimes a dark side to entrepreneurship, even in the context of a family business. As a parody of the dysfunctional family, the Mafia is an example of a close-knit extended quasi-family grouping involved in various illegitimate business activities. The Mafia even adopt ‘family’ metaphors such as the infamous ‘godfather’ terminology which is vivid in the public imagination as a result of films such as Francis Ford Coppola’s crime dynasty drama trilogy. Even with legitimate business interests, there can also be a negative side to the entrepreneur’s character, as it is conceivable that the single-minded individual may be ruthless to the extent that they may take unfair advantage of their friends and family and exploit their willingness to help. Alternatively, family and friends may take unfair advantage of their ties to the entrepreneur. Non family members may also feel excluded or marginalised if working in a family firm where close-knit bonds exist. So, this is a potential emotional minefield requiring careful management and consideration. This podcast has explored the boundaries between business and family and friends, and the issues that may arise when these boundaries are blurred. In many ways co-opting help from family and friends demonstrates the resourcefulness of the entrepreneur who makes the most of the people around them. 
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