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ABSTRACT

The organizing capacity and survivability of family firms is often questioned.  This pessimism is illustrated by common phrases such as “shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves” or “clogs to clogs” in three generations.  Yet, throughout the world there are many family businesses that defy this tenet—particularly in agriculture.   This is a longitudinal study of family businesses that have survived into the fourth generation and beyond.  The research setting was farm families who homesteaded on the Great Plains of North America in the early 1900’s.  Institutional forces that imprinted values of property rights, hard work and stewardship engaged family members across generations.  Family firms are usefully viewed as adaptive systems that creativity bundle familial resources in response to distinctly different environments.  This adaptability enabled them to grow and flourish in varying conditions of marginal resources, technological change, and dramatically changed capital requirements.   
INTRODUCTION
Family firms are prevalent in most economies throughout the world (La Porta, Lopez-de-Silanes, Shleifer & Vishny, 1999). These firms are particularly evident in food production wherein the family unit “has been the dominant organization in farming since the earliest days of agriculture” (Allen and Lueck, 1998:362). This organizational form illustrates a “tremendous resiliency” with businesses often passed between generations.  (Glover and Reay, 2015:163)  Manifestations of familial ownership and governance endure even when these organizations have had to deal with tremendous change.  However, many facets of their resiliency remain understudied and little understood.   Utilizing a multi-case study design, we examine how family farms were created, adapted and changed over a 100 year period.  

The research setting is farming operations that were established in Western Canada in the early 1900’s. The organizations studied were primarily located in the province of Saskatchewan, Canada. (One “confirmatory case” was conducted in the province of Alberta.)  Saskatchewan is located in the great “grassy” plain of central North America and is often referred to as “Canada’s Breadbasket”.  More specifically, the enterprises studied were mainly located in the southwest portion of the province and engaged in farming activities within the rural municipality of Happyland.  From the perspective of organizational creation and evolution these enterprises have a unique history that ultimately spawned a large number of enterprises that were created at approximately the same time under similar founding conditions.  Initially they were similar in size, strategy, and organizational form.  Furthermore, their initial approach to organizing—shaped by available technology at the time—was seriously challenged within a generation.
Guiding Research Questions


Guiding research questions for this study were:  What institutional forces shaped the initial production of food and settlement in the Canadian West?  At the turn of the century, how did familial capitalism manifest in family farms come to be the organizing principle for settling vast tracts of land?  Over the past 100 years, how has the organization of the production of food changed?  What were the significant events that influenced the production and distribution of food?  How did familial based organizations adapt and change?  Over time, what are the salient features of their business strategies, ownership, management, resource bundling, and governance?
BACKGROUND LITERATURE 
Family Firms as Unique “Bundles of Resources”
Historically, family firms were seen to operate at the intersection of two systems:  the family and the business.  Tagiuri and Davis (1982) introduced a third dimension, ownership, to the schema.  Their “Three Circle” model (idid.) presents the family businesses as an integrated system comprised of three intersecting groups:  the family, the business, and ownership.  Long term success of the family business system depends of the functioning and evolution of each of these groups.
For firms, survival and success often depends on their ability to exploit their unique resources and capabilities.  For family firms, the sources of strategic advantage are usefully viewed through the lenses of Resource Based Views (RBV) of the firm (Barney, 1991; Sirmon and Hitt, 2003) and “familiness” (Habbershon & Williams,1999; Habbershon, Williams & MacMillan, 2003).  RBV focuses on the internal endowments of a firm and how they can be usefully utilized to create competitive advantage. This view highlights the uniqueness of firms, further emphasizing that each firm has unique—often intangible—resources.  At the family level, this “idiosyncratic firm level bundle of resources and capabilities resulting from the systems interactions” is defined as familiness (Habbershon et al., 2003).  Familiness can both enhance, or diminish a firm’s competitive advantage.   Enterprising families use their unique resources and capabilities for competitive advantage and wealth creation (Chrisman, Chua & Litz, 2003).  Sirmon and Hitt (2003), integrate notions of familiness and RBV views of firm advantage to suggest that family businesses “evaluate, acquire, shed, bundle, and leverage their resources” in unique ways.  They (ibid.: 339) further specify these resources as:  “human capital, social capital, patient capital, survivability capital, along with the governance structure attribute.”   

A family’s unique resources have many dimensions that are little understood and merit further study (Miller, Steier, and Le Breton Miller, 2016).  Building on the work of Sirmon and Hitt (2003) Miller et. al. (2016: 447-449) suggest that these resources have at least five dimensions: 1.) Human Capital I:  Unusually Motivated Economical Labour:  Mustering appropriate human resources is a perennial challenge for firms.  Not only are family members a source of economical labour (often unpaid), their emotional attachment to the business and/or the family often makes them highly motivated.    2.)  Human Capital II:  Range of Knowledge and Mentorship:  Family firms, for example guilds, have a long history of passing on knowledge through extended mentorships and patient mentoring.  3.)  Social Capital:  For many firms, competitive advantage is built through relationships residing both in—and outside—the firm.  
(Within family firms, relationships are often passed between generations, Steier, 2001a).  
4.)  Patient Financial Capital:  For all ventures, finance represents a critical activity.  When compared to other sources of finance available to entrepreneurs, family members are often an excellent resource—they are often less demanding during screening, are much more patient and often expect lower returns.   
5.)  Risk management in Business Renewal and Family Capitalism:  Familial resources provide leveraging opportunities for both internal expansion and new ventures that entrepreneurs starting anew (without access to familial resources) find hard to muster.  
Imprinting, Liabilities of Newness, and Founding Conditions

For new ventures, the founding period is a particularly important time.  First, the external environment powerfully shapes a firm’s initial structures.  This “imprinting” often persists long after the founding conditions have changed (Marquis & Tilcsik (2013).  Second,   new ventures face a unique set of challenges at the time of their founding.  StinchcombE (1965: 148) labelled these challenges the “liabilities of newness.” These liabilities have four elements:  1.)  organizational actors have to learn new roles; 2.) new roles and routines have to be invented; 3.) new organizations must rely heavily on social relations among strangers; 4.) these relationships are much more precarious than the established relationships found in older organizations. In other words, entrepreneurs must both learn routines, and establish relationships, consistent with strategic intent.  Familiness potentially offers firms a unique bundle of resources helpful in both overcoming the liabilities of newness as well as the ability derive long term competitive advantage.       

Manifestations of family firms and their governance differ throughout the world; and, national economies exhibit considerable variation with institutional context being a key determinant of the types of family firms found within a particular nation (Steier, 2009).    Economic and institutional historians stress the importance of path dependence (Morck, Percy, Tian and Yeung, 2005).  Variations in path development (Sokoloff & Engerman, 2000:218) can be usefully explained by “conditions relevant to growth such as the security of property rights, prevalence of corruption, investment in public infrastructure and social capital, and the inclination to work hard or be entrepreneurial.”
METHODS

In order to address the research questions, qualitative case-based data were collected as part of an ongoing project.   This paper reports on a comparative case study of farm families who initially homesteaded in Western Canada in the early 1900’s   Methods of data collection included: (1.) archival data gathering, (2) open-ended interviews, and (3) site visits.  Key informants were three farm families.  When possible, prior material on these families was compiled from local histories and municipal maps.   Multiple interviews were conducted with members of these families.  Interview length ranged from 60 to 120 minutes.  Interviews were tape recorded and later transcribed.   In addition the preliminary history of six other farm families was developed using archival data and local histories.  (The intent is to interview them as part of the larger project.)    Further information was gathered from interviews with a municipal councillor, grain buyers, transportation providers, three business leaders, and a 90 year old elder whose parents were homesteaders (notes were taken during and after these interviews, however they were not recorded).  Field notes were also taken during two site visits.  The cases are summarized below.  

In Depth Case Studies:  
Case 1.  GI farms.    3 informants.  6 interviews.  Transcripts.

Case 2.  GO farms.  3 informants.  3 interviews.  Transcripts.

Case 3.  GR farms.  1 informant.  2 interviews.  Transcripts.
Preliminary Histories:
Case 4:  WE farms.  

Case 5:  HO farms.  

Case 6:  SC farms.

Case 7:  AU farms. 

Case 8:  ST farms.

Case 9: RA farms.

Data was analysed in accordance with procedures commonly used in qualitative research (Yin, 2003).  Interviews of the three in-depth cases were transcribed. This data, along with field notes, were used to construct individual cases for each of the families interviewed.   With a focus on familial resources, these cases were then used to elucidate the broad patterns of organization creation and evolution as family farms emerged and took shape between the early 1900’s and 2017.  The preliminary histories (Cases 4 to 9) were also reviewed to confirm the broad patterns that emerged from the in-depth case studies.  

Sources of historical data included provincial and municipal archives as well as local histories.  The local histories were a particularly useful source of information.  These histories were published between the late 1970’s and the early 1990’s as part of a program initiated by the Government of the Province of Saskatchewan designed to encourage local communities to develop their own written histories.  Resources provided by the government included financial support as well thought leadership from Professor John Archer, a well-known historian and author.   In addition to an overview of the community, each of these histories typically included self-reported biographies of several hundred families. Widdis (1992:264) asserts that these community histories offer excellent repositories of data suitable for “scholarly” analysis:  “They are not elitist: because no family had to pay to include their history in the monograph, the collections are representative.  Second, because the settlement period was only two to three generations ago, memories of the time are still fairly accurate.  Finally, while the quality of histories varies, most contain detailed information about the migration of settlers, homesteaders and purchasers of land alike.”  Furthermore, these projects were a collective effort and it was well-known by participants that the biographies would be widely read and vetted by a history book executive, friends, neighbours and relatives who were familiar with their family story—in other words, there were incentives to make a best effort at accurate reporting.  Importantly, these histories captured the narratives of first generation and second generation family members, many of them already deceased at the time of the current study.
FINDINGS
Institutional Context and the Creation of Homestead Farms

This section addressed the first two questions posed in the study:  What institutional forces shaped the initial production of food in the Canadian West?  At the turn of the century, how did familial capitalism manifest in family farms come to be the organizing principle for settling vast tracts of land? 

Accounts of the emergence and growth of family farms on the Great Plains of North America often begin with the economic and political dynamics of the 1860’s.   Utilizing historical accounts and archival data, we use this period as a starting point.  Laxer (2016) depicts the period as a time of nation building within the North American continent with political boundaries and economic systems hotly contested.  He (ibid.) depicts three distinctly different “nation state” projects underway led by President Lincoln in the North, Confederate President Jefferson Davis, and John A. Macdonald—Canada’s first prime minister.  In the U.S., Jefferson Davis had seceded from the Union and formed a confederacy.  Along with competing visions for a nation and human rights, the civil war was a battle of economic ideology (Thomas Piketty, Capital in the 21st Century, 2013, Harvard University Press). 


One of Lincoln’s many challenges was:  How should the vast lands of the North American plain—the last frontier—be settled?  Slavery, as an economic model, was becoming less tenable as the basis for an economic system in the U.S. and elsewhere in the world.  Similarly, existing practices in California—albeit profitable for a small number of wealthy landowners—also had shortcomings wherein oppressive practices and laws had the net effect of turning generations of farm workers into indentured servants.  (Street, 2004).  The solution was to pass the Homestead Act in 1862.   (The U.S. National Archives and Records Administration. USA Government, 2016).  In brief, this act provided that any adult citizen who headed a family, including people who desired to become a citizen, could file a claim to 160 acres of land upon payment of a small fee.   In order to be granted title there were provisions that the homesteader demonstrate, within five years, that they had settled the land and made improvements.  Proof of settlement included continuously living on the land, building a dwelling, breaking a specified number of acres, and growing crops.    


Canada first became a nation in 1867 that consisted of four provinces located in the North East portion of North America.  The founding Prime Minister, John A. Macdonald, also had a vision of building a nation from “sea to sea” that would encompass most of the northern half of the North American continent.  This vision included the bold act of building a railroad across the continent.   However, in the late 1800’s it was not clear if these vast plains would eventually become a part of Canada or an also expanding United States.  Modern development of western Canada was precipitated by four events:  the birth of Canada as a nation, the development of an agriculture industry, the introduction of railroads, and fear of absorption by the United States.


For a country engaged in nation building, completion of a railroad made it possible to develop and populate the prairie region.  Still fearing that much of the territory could be absorbed by the also expanding United States, politicians recognized the importance of settling the area as quickly as possible.  The region was generally viewed as suited for agriculture, and development of a wheat economy would contribute to general economic development of the new nation as well as feed a growing population in the East.  Of course, the new railroad would be used to transport both wheat and settlers.  (The government’s partnership with the Canadian Pacific Railway introduced a curious mix of hierarchical and market rationalities.)   


 In order to entice people to move to the territories and start farms a “homesteader” program, The Dominion Lands Act of 1872, was introduced.  It was similar to the “Homesteader Act” passed in the U.S. a decade earlier.  In essence people were offered a quarter-section of land (160 acres) of land free for a registration fee of $10.00.  In order to achieve the goals of rapid settlement, and discourage speculators, there were provisions that the gifted land would have to be occupied for three years and that during this time a certain portion had to be ploughed and planted and as well as an abode constructed.  There was also a provision for the later purchase of a second quarter section of land.   The technology of the time—horse or oxen pulling a hand-held plough—determined that an optimum  size farm was in the range of 160 to 320 acres.


The Canadian West did not develop as quickly as the U.S.  Most settlement occurred only after completion of the transcontinental railway in 1885.   The homestead program was aggressively marketed by government agencies, railroads and land companies to prospective settlers in Eastern Canada, the United States, Britain and Europe.  For example, one widely circulated poster depicted a horseback rider sitting on a horse overlooking a vast wheat-field with the captions:  CANADA, The Most Fertile Country in the World, Welcome Stranger!  160 Acres of Land Free.  Numerous similar brochures and pamphlets were distributed by the government, the CPR railroad, and settlement companies.  They falsely depicted a utopian farming environment that simply did not exist (Rollings-Magnusson, 2009; Jones, 1987).  Few of the settlers were prepared for the harsh conditions they would encounter nor did they have the resources to abandon their undertaking and move elsewhere.    

This campaign attracted a number of settlers eager for opportunity to gain citizenship as well as own their own land.  (Archer, 1980:140-141) Statistics Canada data tracks this rapid expansion.  In 1901 the Saskatchewan region (it became a province in 1905) had 91,279 people by 1911 there were 492,432 people in the province.  Most of them were engaged in agriculture.  Bennett (1969:21) captures the pioneer ethic of these homesteaders and their deeply ingrained notions of familial continuity and stewardship of the land:

The humanistic element is simply this: a man and a woman standing in front of a sod shack or a log hut looking out over the fields they have broken or fenced, overt the herd they slowly assembled, toward the village they have fostered and where their children go to school—looking at the place they have somehow created to support a human family. Or it is their son, who knows the father’s dreams of adding land or improving the breed or building a better house and who manages to do all that in his generation, hoping that his own son, in turn, will improve on what is handed down to him.  The humanistic element is, then, people who, at their best, thinks in terms of generations, not in the egocentric terms of individual careers; people who know that the old dreams of wealth were largely dreams save for a lucky few, and that building a community is hard and slow work.  The human meaning of the post-frontier society is achievement, but achievement in the sense of work, not of glibness, or of manipulations of “contacts.
Generation I, Homesteaders:  Unusually Motivated and Resourceful Labour
In the early 1900’s government policy had created a number of “family” farms that were generally homogenous in terms of strategy, size, structure, technology and general organizing principles.  The newly created 160 acre farms would eventually have most of their acreage devoted to the production of wheat and related crops with a smaller portion allocated to livestock and a vegetable garden.  Although wheat was the primary source of cash income, the sale of cattle, pigs, chickens, milk, cream, and eggs not consumed by the family sometimes generated additional revenue.  Overall, these enterprises were remarkably self-sufficient—indeed some pioneers proudly proclaimed that in the early years, apart from the purchase of staples such as salt, flour, and fabric, they were mostly self-reliant.  One 3rd generation interviewee described her Grandmother’s pioneer ethic thus:  “My grandmother always said: If you couldn’t ‘grow it or sew it’ yourself, you didn’t need it.”  

One of the first tasks associated with qualifying for a homestead and “proving” the land was building a shelter.  Given the limited access to trees or lumber for purchase, building materials for the initial shelters were extracted from the prairie sod.   Sarah R. (p.36) describes the construction of sod houses:  
“The virgin sod was ploughed and the shorn sod would be as wide as the plough shear used to cut the earth, resulting in walls from twelve to sixteen inches wide.  These sod pieces were then cut by hand into equal lengths and laid end to end, overlapping them as one would lay rows of bricks, with the sod side down. “  
Building these houses was typically a family affair.  Accounts of their construction report that, while the father typically operated the plough, the rest of the family was involved in cutting, hauling, and stacking the strips to build walls.  John M. R. (p. 455) describes the conditions and activities when his family arrived to the region in 1910:   
This was the spring of the year and for shelter for the family, my grandfather dug a hole in the ground against a small hill and covered it with poplar poles from along the river.  This when sodded made the first temporary living quarters….Next most urgent chore was to break a few acres of land and plant some crop and a garden. Such were the beginnings.  No town, no hospital or doctor.  I was born in this dugout in the winter of February 1911.   
In addition to the onerous work associated with homesteading many settlers worked off the farm to generate additional income.  Mary Y.  and Raymond R. (p.449) report that:

As much land as possible had to be broken immediately, as crops had to be seeded by the end of May.  Dad and Uncle Mike would then join other men to walk eighty miles to Maple Creek to work all summer either on the railroad or for some older homestead farmers.  Until they acquired horses they would walk these miles every summer. Coming home in autumn, they would carry home a sack of flour, shoes for the women.

In situations where the men worked away, all of the tasks associated with running the farms were accomplished by the family.  Sarah R. (p.36) reports that:  “In order to generate needed cash, adult men often found work elsewhere, often leaving the homestead for extended periods of time.  In their absence, all of the work would fall on the shoulders of their wives and children.”  This hard work continued.   Mary Y and Raymond R (p. 450) described the activities of their mother in 1920’s and 1930’s:   
It was a difficult task….but she never complained and helped out on the land as well, stooking, planting gardens and any other job that came along.  She loved milking cows and also made fine butter and for many years she was known country wide for her butter, cream, and cheese…..So in the days of threshing crews to cook for and seven children to care for, work was never-ending.

Similarly, Anne S. (p. 148) reported on the activities in her family in the 1920’s and 1930’s:
There were eight children in the family, six girls and two boys.  Mom and Dad worked very hard and went through a lot of difficult times.  Dad was usually up by 4 o’clock in the morning feeding and watering the horses in order to get on the field by six.  Mom would get up a little later and help him….Mom used to bake thirty of more loaves of bread every week, white and brown bread.  She also sewed our coats and dresses. 
Anne S. (ibid.) also offers examples of the children’s contribution to the family enterprise:  

We used to go to the pasture with gunny sacks and pick up dried cow patties which mom used for burning in the stove instead of wood….
My sister and brothers worked hard also, stooking, stacking, shoveling wheat in harvest time, milking cows and whatever was done on the farm….  
In spring we helped dad clean wheat with a fanning mill.  I’ll never forget when my brothers and sisters and I would go to pick weeds on the summer fallow on a real hot day, lucky none of us got sun stroke…. 
Another memory very clear to me is when some of us girls had to clean the barn…we always did a real good job, dad always complimented how clean it was.  The manure was piled onto a stone-boat, driven by one horse and hauled away and shoveled onto another pile.  That pile, when it got older, was where we picked a lot of mushrooms…. 
While very young children could be involved in activities such as picking weeds or gathering eggs, they later assumed tasks of increased responsibility with the division of labour designed to maximize output of the family system.  For example, some families relate stories of young boys as young as 10 years old being used to haul wheat (circa 1927) by horse and wagon 6 to 8 miles to grain elevators in town.   Stronger adults and parents, whose efforts could be more productively applied on the farm, stayed behind to do other work.  For safeties sake, these children would be tied to the wagon with rope and then untied by the elevator agent upon arrival and re-tied upon departure.  No one viewed this practice as exploitive—the work was not onerous and the horses, having made the journey many times before, pretty much knew the way.  Indeed the children who performed this task were proud to be given roles of increased responsibility.
Figure 1 illustrates three categories of labour inputs during the time of homesteaders:  productive (activities directly related to farming such as ploughing, threshing, care of livestock); household (cleaning, washing, sewing, gardening, food preparation and preservation); off-farm work (activities largely undertaken to support the farm).  


INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE
The Homesteader’s examined in this study were active between 1910 and the early 1940’s.  This period had different phases including initially “proving” the land to qualify for a homestead, establishing a mixed farming operation, expansion, and enabling children to enter farming.  Over time the average size—as well as approaches to production—of these farms grew dramatically: mechanization of agriculture led to the consolidation of individual homesteads into a smaller number of much larger farms.    According to Statistics Canada, “Farms in Saskatchewan averaged 1,668 acres in 2011.”  In other words, over a 100 year period, the average farm grew incrementally by approximately 100 acres per decade—a ten-fold increase in size.  Despite these changes most of these businesses could still be defined as family farms albeit distinctly different from their ancestors of a hundred years ago.
Gen II, the children of homesteaders commenced farming in the late 1920’s and early 1930’s.  In retrospect their immersion in agriculture coincided with the introduction of the internal combustion engine—an invention that introduced an era of unprecedented mechanization.  The dramatic effects of this technology can still be witnessed on many farmyards throughout the prairies.  Many of these yards have a machine storage area and it is not unusual to see a single furrow plough (designed to be pulled by horses or oxen) sitting amongst other unused equipment; in that yard one might see a huge tractor with 12 wheels capable of delivering 500 horsepower.  Notably mechanization created a greater demand for capital investment as well as operating capital.   Similarly, earlier it was reported that “my brothers and sisters and I would go to pick weeds on the summer fallow on a real hot day.”—today, a modern sprayer would accomplish in seconds what it took these children a day to do. 
Generation II, III, IV:  Assemblers of Land and Capital
In the past 100 years farming has change from a labour intensive to a capital intensive activity. Whereas the primary economic input of generation I was labour the activities of generations II, III, and IV evolved to that of assemblers of land and capital.  They accomplish this largely through the creative mobilization of familial resources.  Each generation illustrates a life cycle of farm labourer, owner manager, and owner.   The three cases below offer narratives and discussion of the 3 multi-generation families.      
CASE 3:  GR Farms.  

Information on GR farms was provided by a 4th generation male who, along with his brother was about to enter farming with the help of supportive parents.   His reports on the growth of their farm included themes of:  inheritance, long term rentals (some later turned into acquisitions), out right land purchases, marriage (eventually resulted in land transfers through inheritance and sales), shared equipment, gradual succession.  These themes are fully illustrated in a summary of his interview data provided below:  
Our farm was established in 1914.  I do know where most of the land came from.  Maybe I’ll start with our main home yard there where my dad is.  My grandpa had a brother as well.  So when my great grandfather passed on his land it was split between them… to my grandpa and his brother… That would have been around 1940 or so… Then the land was passed to my father.  That was in the 1990’s or so.  

There were definitely other acres obtained along each of those steps.  In some of those situations there were long term rental agreements in place and then eventually after renting the land for a long time we’ve been able to purchase that land.  And so we joke that we’ve actually paid for that land twice.  For example, in one instance with one half-section they purchased recently they rented it first for 20 to 25 years. 

We also got land on my mother’s side.  My Grandpa on my mother’s side homesteaded north of us.  He did create a yard there and it is still there. …And he married my grandmother who happened to live just up the road.   And so they farmed in that area for many years alongside her brother, who also farmed there, who remained a bachelor his whole life.  And so there definitely was some land purchases along the way but what did happen was my great uncle, who was never married,   we were fortunate enough to take on his land as well…. We inherited the land while the rest of the family inherited the assets.   And so my mother’s sisters inherited the other assets outside the land, I should say. 

I guess my parent’s marriage, after some time, really increased the size of the land—the whole farm operation--combining those acres. ..It was definitely sometime after the marriage that they would have taken ownership of that land.  There again my mother’s sisters and her one brother in that case got other assets and money.  So it would have been late 1990’s early 2000’s when the land was finally put in their name.  

Sharing equipment is a huge advantage.  The only way me and my brother are able to get into farming right now is to have a break on that equipment from my parents helping us out.  98 per cent of the time I think that is the only way children are able to enter the business and carry on an operation.
So this year my brother and I are looking to take on another 600 acres through some close family connections.  We are buying one quarter then renting three quarters with plans to buy the other three quarters at some time in the future.        
Succession.  Unless that child has gone out and made a lot of money beforehand there is no way that they can compensate their parents for the true value of that land and equipment at the end of the day.  I think there is always going to be a gift that is given.   That is one of  the big things about our succession planning is that we want to give our parents a great retirement and let them do whatever  they want to do but at the end of the day we are not going to be able to give them the whole value of that land of course.
That succession that takes place had not been very formal in the past.  But we’re trying to make it more formal now.  But it’s also been a long period, ten years plus.  The passing the baton stage, the working together stage has definitely been a 10 to 20 year process.

That’s a big part of our succession discussion right now—the treatment between the children who want to farm and the children who are not farming or in that management position. We talked about some models where the non-farming children would still get some assets—some land—in their name.  They would get rent on that land.   At this point, the way the conversation has gone thus far, I see my brother and I farming it together while also hopefully having expanded it if we can, while also hopefully having side careers as well, because it is seasonal.  And then I see my other siblings  not being involved on the management side of things  but having some small ownership in probably a piece of land.  Probably rent land for a fee or crop share.
CASE 1:  GO Farms 
For GO farms, interviews were conducted with a husband and wife of GEN 3 and a GEN 4 son.  In addition to reinforcing themes in the GR case, this data emphasized the importance of off farm work providing resources to support farming activities.
GEN 1.   Sebastian, was born in Selz, Russia, in 1876.  In 1900 he emigrated to Balfour, North Dakota, U.S.A.   After working and farming briefly he moved with his family to Canada in search of better land.   Lived and worked in Maple Creek for a short time and then filed claims on homestead 60 miles north.  In 1910, they “loaded their supplies on a wagon, which included the chicken coop and a few chickens.  They also brought their other animals, three horses and one cow.”  

Initially, they  lived in a two room house with a dirt floor.  In 1914, with farming business established and more family expected, built a new home.  In 1917 built a barn. 

Over time, he helped three sons get established in farming, retired to town in 1939.  Upon Sebastian’s death in 1959, youngest son Michael bought the homestead.       

GEN 2.  Anton was born in North Dakota, U.S.A.  in 1904 and was also able to recall the homestead experience:  (P. 222) “In July, 1910 we moved 9 miles south of Prelate where we homesteaded.  After we got settled dad made hay for our cows and horse and also built a sod barn.  “In 1911, Dad broke 20 acres of land, and seeded ten acres in oats and ten in flax.”  Anton  reports that his dad left home “to work…and didn’t come home till there was snow.  I remember dad coming across the field snow to the ankles and his oats not threshed.  Yet in 1914 we built a new home.”
Off-farm work:

“The year 1924, John and I left by train to Swift Current right after harvest.  We got jobs threshing, with wages of $5.00 a day.  When we got back I got a job for a month in the lumberyard…In 1926 I worked in the elevator....” Again in 1927 and 1928 for a few months….In spring of 1929 took over as grain buyer when Frank got sick. Bought first quarter of land while still living at home.”  
Getting started: 

Married 1930.  Farmed three quarters of land (owned one quarter and rented two).  1934 rented five quarters.  Bought a John Deere Model D tractor.  

In the spring of 1939 Davies sold me three quarters of land for $9,600.00 with no interest; for five years I got 2/3 share of the crop so with a lot of hard work and management things came my way.  On January 25, 1944 the three quarters of land were mine.

Family Involvement:

Other brothers, Fred and Mike also started farming at the same time.  
Helped children acquire land.  At one time five sons owned land.   
GEN 3.  Joseph, the oldest son was born in 1931.  
Getting started:

“In 1951 I started farming with my dad.  Later I bought land of my own and have been farming ever since.”

To start with I rented that half south of town…and while I was farming it, Dad bought it.  And then I rented it from Dad.  

Expanding land holdings:

Then in ‘65 I bought this half over here (points to municipal map).  Then in ’66 I started farming your dad’s land, didn’t I? (Looks at wife.)  

When Walter  (father-in-law, also a farmer) died, that quarter up on the hill, you each (referring to wife and sister) got 80 acres.  And then you bought out your sister, Eileen.  Then your mother turned over the half she inherited to each of you and you each got a quarter.  And a couple years later, then Brad started renting that.  By then Brad’s in the picture.  He started renting then he bought Eileen (Aunt) out.   

Two siblings who owned land moved to city, rented land to Joseph and eventually sold.  In one case a brother announced intention to sell, Joseph encouraged two youngest brothers to buy land that he would rent from them.  (This rental arrangement was later transferred to his son)  

These two younger brothers also bought land with support from their father, Anton:  “They were working you know.  When they hauled the wheat in the fall, the wheat was sold but Dad took the money.  They got stuck for the income tax.  Dad didn’t.  It took a while mind you.  We all bought that way.  The whole works of us.  He took the money and it took, I don’t know how many years and the price he sold to us was cheaper than the going price but hey this was tax free money…They wind up owning this land.  As the wheat was sold, they just kept track of it. Finally it got paid off and then they got the title.

Eventually we each got a quarter.  Then what he had left over, I bought.  And Sam bought 1 quarter.  I bought 1 quarter outright.  Now this was later on.
Succession:  “Real slow without even knowing it you just start taking over more and more.  You know to start with Dad decided on everything.  I just went and did it.  But as you get older, and you’re working more, then of course you’d get your two cents worth in, and pretty soon you start to argue with him about what…  Maybe we should do this and which would work better and that.  And pretty soon, he’d back off and let you make most of the decisions.  I am not really sure there is a point when I took over.  I can’t believe how similar Brad and I are to how Dad and I were.  There are so many things he does to me that I did to Dad.  You can’t believe it…some days it’s scary.”
GEN 4.  Brad, born 1963.  Declared at an early age that he wanted to be a farmer.  For thirteen  years he worked as a labourer on the farm during the summer and worked in seismic oil exploration industry in the winters.  Sharing father’s equipment, and with savings, incrementally rented and bought land.

Rental agreements that father established with brothers (Brad’s Uncles) were eventually transferred to him.    As Brad’s father, Joseph observes:  “Somewhere down the road, my brothers are going to get out and hopefully Brad’s got enough money to buy them out.”
CASE 2:  GI Farms  
For GI Farms, multiple interviews were conducted with members of GEN 3 and 4.  This case offered rich details related to organizing strategies and sources of land.  Although GEN 4 was possibly the most active in land assembly activities, most of them were evident in the cases as well.   This case with an overview of the four generations followed by a more detailed focus on GEN 4 including a diagram representation of their relationships.  
GEN 1.  Born in Austria.  Immigrated to Canada in 1905.  Homesteaded 1913.  Had four girls and seven boys.  In 1929, along with two of their sons, acquired more land and moved to another community.  Retired “to town” in 1942.     

GEN 2.  Three remaining sons acquired more land and continued to live near original homestead.   Eventually each of them farmed independently.

The son (Grandfather of the 4th Gen) was born in 1909 continued to expand land holdings.  He then helped establish two of his sons in farming in the 1960’s.  He also helped daughter acquire two quarters of land which she rented to her brothers.   

GEN 3.  Two sons operated a sibling partnership for nearly forty years citing advantages to shared labour and machinery.  In 1964 oldest son (born 1936) did major purchase of another farm and moved to that site.  This later enabled younger son (born 1946) to take over farm site, initially inhabited by older brother, in late 1960”s.  Eventually rented land from Uncles (and later first cousins). Sibling partnership eventually dissolved amicably as each brother sought to establish own farms with children.      

GEN 4.  Born 1970.  Worked off farm.  Entered farming in late 1990’s.  With support of father (and his equipment) began to rent and purchase land.  Was also part of father’s sibling partnership.

Figure 2 illustrates source of land and the relationship of the landlords and/or vendors to GEN 4.
INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE

Also included below is further discussion of GEN 4’s Sources of Capital (Land and Machinery):

Father.   Primary relationship continues to be the partnership with his father.  GEN 4’s entry into farming would not be possible without access, and later sharing, of his father’s machinery.  His father jokingly laments: “We share the machinery 50-50 but he (son) is farming four times more land than I am.”   

Paternal Uncle.  GEN 4 was also able to participate in his father’s sibling partnership, initially as a source of labourer and later as a junior partner.  In 2017, his Uncle offered to rent him all of his land holdings—approximately 2,000 acres.

Paternal Aunt.  Her father helped her acquire two quarters of land.  She rented jointly to her brothers.  Upon her death, her will stipulated that her farming assets be kept within the family—they were to have right of first refusal to purchase land at a discounted price.   GEN 4 bought one quarter and his Uncle bought one quarter.  Proceeds went to her non-farming son who worked in the city.  

1st Cousin (daughter of paternal Uncle).  Married a farmer (also a descendant of homesteaders) who died young.  Initially rented land to sons, then GEN4.  

1st Cousin, once removed.  Father had been renting his Uncle’s land (when he retired from farming).  1st cousin eventually inherited.  Rental relationship was passed on to GEN 4.  

1st Cousin, once removed.   This cousin farmed with his father.  Eventually farmed on his own then retired. Initially rented to GEN 3 who passed relationship onto GEN 4. 

Maternal Grandfather.  Initially rented from maternal grandfather (family also homesteaded) and upon his death, maternal grandmother.  Eventually purchased land on favorable “no interest” terms. 

Maternal Great Uncle. Second generation homesteader no longer able to farm.  Renting from family.    

Neighbour 1.  Purchase.

Neighbour 2.  Purchase.     

Neighbour 3.  Rent. 
Initial land rental deals appear premised on social capital and reputation of GEN 4’s father, this included assumed mentorship, and availability of labor and machinery.  Once reputation was established later deals were brokered independent of father.   Rental arrangements are often the first step towards purchase acquisitions.       

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The findings of this study offer a number of contributions to our understanding of family businesses as an organizational form along with some of the reasons for their long term survival and success.  In addition to emphasizing the importance of institutional context—particularly its role in imprinting values of land ownership, stewardship and importance of family—it further explores the concept of familiness and how family firms uniquely “bundle” their unique resources.  Furthermore, by examining the “resource bundling” of the same family firms in response in two distinctly different environments over a 100 year period, the study illustrated the resilience of family firms as adaptive systems.  These contributions are discussed further below.      
The findings further illustrate that institutional context influences the creation and evolution of family firms.  Policies designed to encourage settlement of the vast plains of North America via homesteading largely created agriculture based initiatives that were household based.  Many early settlers did not anticipate the harsh environment they would encounter, however homestead farms offer remarkable examples of familial based resourcefulness and resilience.  Familiness—and their ability to create unusually motivated labour resources—enabled them to adapt to very harsh physical conditions.  However, within a generation the introduction of the internal combustion and associated relentless mechanization would challenge this adaptation; unusually motivated, economical labour became less of an advantage.  The firms examined in this study further illustrate a history of agriculture in the region: a movement from labour intensive to capital intensive enterprise.  
Examination of the second, third and fourth generation family farms offer further examples of family enterprises as adaptive systems.  Within the homestead generation the bundling of familiness resources largely provided labour inputs.  In later generations technological change required families to assemble a new bundle of resources associated with the mobilization of capital inputs.  

A primary contribution of this study is that it highlights resources and practices associated with familiness as well as how they are bundled over time.   These resources and practices are highlighted below.   
Long apprenticeships, blended succession.  Families observed in this study demonstrated practices associated with long apprenticeships and blended succession.  Children who wished to enter the business typically demonstrated their commitment by working for  long periods on the farm as paid (and often unpaid) labour.  A related contribution of the study is that it furthers our understanding of longevity in family firms and the role of the succession process.  The study design enabled the researcher to purposefully sample firms that were over a hundred years old with fourth generations already involved in the business.  In other words, all of the firms sampled had overcome the common prediction of “shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves in three generations”.  These firms exhibited prolonged, “blended” succession.  Generations “melt” into one another.   Although roles change over time most players never truly exit the system, for example, a portion of the ownership is not transferred until death.  In other words, all of these firms exhibited long apprenticeship and blended succession.  The entering generation typically enters the” property ladder” through initial acquisition of a small piece of land facilitated by family resources.  Often starting as labourer, over time their roles expand to include manager and owner. Correspondingly, the retiring generation typically leaves farming in series of graduated stages, first by reducing their role as source of labour,  then manager and owner.   Each generation repeats this pattern.

Multi-generational venturing. Notably, much of the family business literature focuses on the transfer of ownership and control of an existing business to the next generation.  Within the business examined in this study, survival largely depended on significantly expanding the business. There were enterprising stewards in each generation with numerous examples of multi-generational venturing.   All of the cases in this study include examples of multi-generation venturing wherein the senior generation engages in partnerships or joint ventures with the entering generation. Even though they had enough resources to retire, senior generations would assume huge financial risk in order to support the next generation.  
Steward ownership outside of management sphere.  Much of the family business literature emphasizes the importance of participation in the system by all shareholders.  A somewhat unique feature of the enterprises observed in this study was steward ownership outside of the management sphere.  Although they have no intention of ever farming themselves nor a desire to be involved in management, these family members and extended kin had an attachment to the land that includes values of continuity.   Although sometimes overlapping, two distinct categories of owner steward were observed:  inheritor stewards and investor stewards.  Inheritor stewards have inherited land and prefer to have a relative farming it.  They are a source of patient capital oftentimes having the intention of passing ownership onto members of their immediate family.  Investor stewards use income from elsewhere to invest in land in collaboration with a relative.  They are also a source of patient capital with long term ownership intent.  These relationships enable enterprising stewards (owner managers) to create a land base that would otherwise be unaffordable.  In the majority of cases, when a property to be put up for sale, it is offered to a relative first.  
Trust Based Contracting.  Owner managers, in order to operate within a capital intensive environment requiring an extended land base enacted a myriad of contracts with family and extended kin.  Many of these contracts are trust based.   A distinguishing feature of the later generation farms examined in this study is that the land base does not have a single owner.  Instead, the owner operator (sometimes in partnership with parents or siblings) operates a myriad of contracts with relatives and neighbors.  Although the terms of rental and crop share agreements vary greatly, trust based contracting is an essential feature of most of these agreements.  These relationships—based on familial bonds, values of continuity and stewardship—potentially confer reduced agency costs commonly associated with more formal contracting. 
LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
This study has all of the limitations associated with qualitative case-based research.  For example, the small sample or the subjectivity of the researcher who conducted the research.  Given the small sample size, the generalizability of the findings could be questioned.  However, given that hundreds of thousands of these family farms were created at the same time, under similar conditions, it is likely that these findings have applications to agriculture in North American and elsewhere in the world.  Similarly the findings could be applied—or tested—in other non-agricultural sectors.    
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	Table 1.  Familial Based Organizing Strategies
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Organizing Strategies
	Case 1     GR Farms
	Case 2       GO Farms
	Case 3     GI Farms
	

	
	Long Apprenticeship
	*
	*
	*
	

	
	Blended Succession
	*
	*
	*
	

	
	Enterprising Stewards
	*
	*
	*
	

	
	Multi Generational Venturing
	*
	*
	*
	

	
	Steward Ownership Outside of Management 
	
	
	
	

	
	          -Investor Stewards
	*
	*
	*
	

	
	          -Inheritor Stewards
	*
	*
	*
	

	
	Governance: Trust Based Contracting
	*
	*
	*
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