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Social Networks and relationships in copreneurial firms: An international study 

Abstract 

Purpose 

This article explores copreneurship – founding and leading a business with one’s spouse – in 

Scotland and New Zealand. With reference to social network theory the research explores if the 

strong married relationship enhances business or inhibits it due to a hypothesised limiting effect 

on access to external networks. The paper thus measures the impact of networks on copreneurial 

business performance, and explores perceptions of the copreneurial experience.  

Methodology 

The research applies a mixed methodology. First, a quantitative sample of 301 small firms in 

Scotland and New Zealand, is tested for variation in performance and social network reach 

between copreneurial, other types of family firms, and firms with no family links. Thereafter, a 

qualitative study explores the experience of 101 copreneurs in the two countries, to which a 

thematic analysis is applied. 

Findings 

Networks are shown to be central influences on performance, but the paper find no performance 

or network reach variation between copreneurial and other business. Nevertheless, copreneurship 

is perceived both positively and negatively by practitioners, and testimonies include explicit 

reference to strategies to manage home/work tensions. 

Originality 
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The paper contributes new data on performance in copreneurial firms in two international 

locations. Viewed through a social network theory lens, the research shows the utility of networks 

to business, family or otherwise. The paper also shows that the work/family interface in 

copreneurial firms is perceived both as an advantage and as a challenge and so requires careful 

management 

Keywords 

Copreneurship, social network theory, international, family business, work/life interface 

 

Introduction 

Family businesses account for substantial proportions of every country’s small and medium-

sized business stock (Klein 2000; Al-Dajani, et al. 2014; Sultan et al. 2017). Many authors suggest 

that the most common of these are in fact copreneurial (Ruef, et al. 2003; de Bruin and Lewis 

2004; Hall and Williams 2008), defined here as per Barnett and Barnett (1988) as domestic partners 

in a married or as-married relationship who have formed and lead a business. Despite their 

prevalence, research has tended to lack focus on copreneurship with a relatively limited number 

of studies focused on the effects, firm and family, of being simultaneously domestic and business 

partners. Consequently, in their review, El Shoubaki et al. (2020) call for more research, noting 

only 71 papers over four decades, most of which are US-based. The current paper responds to this 

by presenting an exploration of first generation small and micro copreneurial firms (with 0-49 

employees) in two international locations, Scotland and New Zealand. Scotland and New Zealand 

are geographically remote from each-other, but they both have substantial small firms sectors 

within their market economy structures, and they have similar socio-cultural and structural 
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conditions relating to marriage and marriage-like relationships. Further, Scotland and New 

Zealand are broadly similar in terms of population, economic infrastructure and opportunities for 

small firms and as such, while comparison between the two is possible, some much-needed 

international data is contributed.  

The paper reports a mixed methods study that explores the key principle in Social Network 

Theory (Granovetter, 1973; 1983; 1995) that both strong and weak network ties are optimal for 

businesses to thrive and grow. The central contributions of the paper are twofold: first, there is a 

key focus on the effects of the use of networks in copreneurial firms to explore if the strong bonded 

married relationship is considered an advantage or disadvantage to business; second, the paper 

contributes new information on experiences of the tensions between business and domestic 

relationships at the home/work interface and evidences strategies copreneurs employ to manage 

these.  

The paper starts with an exploration of theory and literature relevant to social networks and 

business in the specific strong-bonded marriage relationship of copreneurship. Thereafter, it 

considers the literature on experiences and challenges of being in business with a spouse. 

Following an explanation of the mixed methods applied to investigate empirically, findings about 

outcomes for copreneurial firms in Scotland and New Zealand are presented. Analysis and 

discussion of the contributions of the research follow, and the paper concludes with 

recommendations for future research and for policy that seeks to support copreneurship. 

 

Copreneurial relationships and access to business networks 
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Studies such as Smith (2000) and Royer and Bradley (2019) suggest that a venture based on an 

already strong personal relationship will make it stronger still and benefit the firm. This reference 

to the strength of the relationship resonates with those theories of social capital and networks 

(Coleman 1990 and Granovetter, 1973 respectively). Social network theory (Granovetter, 1973; 

1983) in particular refers to strong and weak ties and embeddedness. Strong ties are those that 

bond members by representing close relationships that engender trust and shared understanding. 

Embeddedness describes the informal exchanges or social interactions characteristic of strong ties; 

embeddedness in its simplest expression refers to the depth of strong ties. In business studies strong 

ties and high levels of embeddedness have been found to benefit firms (Floysand and Sjoholt 

2007). The highly embedded nature of family ties in particular have been seen to comprise 

advantage, particularly because of the familiarity, trust, and ongoing commitment associated with 

families (Jack 2005; Seaman, et al. 2014’ Royer and Bradley, 2019). Conversely though, 

Granovetter (1995) notes that strong ties and embeddedness can have a negative effect on business 

as firms can become over-reliant on their close relationships to the point where the firm is insular, 

lacking external knowledge to access resources and opportunities; knowledge associated with 

weak ties.  

Weak ties are the extended contacts that link people and bridge networks, including access to 

wider information and resources. Granovetter (1983) found weak ties to be important for social 

mobility, occupational opportunity and status, based on extended “access to information and 

resources beyond those available in one’s own social circle” (p. 209).  Broadly speaking, therefore, 

a mixture of weak and strong network ties are considered optimal for business; strong ties to 

engender trust amongst stakeholders, and weak ties to access information and resources from wider 

networks (e.g. Lechner and Dowling, 2003; Houghton et al., 2009; Grabher, 2010).  
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This hypotheses is evidenced throughout business studies, but in the family business literature 

the implied dominance of strong ties has been a specific focus and particularly with a view to 

understanding if these act to advantage ot disadvantage a firm. Arregle, et al. (2015), for example, 

find in their international study that highly embedded strong family relationships are advantageous 

for some things, but only up to a point, and they model where over-reliance on strong embedded 

ties starts to work against a firm. Consistent with this, Seaman, et al. (2014) present evidence of 

the development of explicit strategies in family firms to mitigate insularity and facilitate external 

network ties, as do Reay, et al. (2013). For copreneurial firms there is a further specific tension 

though: on one hand, business performance may be enhanced by the strong ties associated with 

copreneurship, on the other, there is a risk that the closeness of the domestic relationship will lead 

to a parochialism that excludes the necessary external social linkages that will facilitate 

information flows and business development. Based on that tension, we present our first research 

question: 

RQ1: Does the performance of samples of copreneurial firms in New Zealand and Scotland 

vary from other firms and is this attributable to the extent and types of their networks? 

 

Managing business and domestic partnerships 

The copreneurship literature includes little on the distribution and experiences of power in 

copreneurial firms, a limitation that seems odd given the dynamics of power in families has been 

a topic of scholarly interest in social studies since at least the 1960’s (McDonald, 1980). Instead, 

and especially in the case of female spousal labour in family firms, contribution has been regarded 

most often in terms only of free (or cheap) resource (Hamilton, 2006; Campopiano, et al., 2017). 
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Recently though, there has been increased interest in the socioemotional effects of copreneurial 

firms on marriages and the effects of the married relationship on firms. Hedberg and Danes (2012), 

for example, explore the effects of relationships and power in copreneurial firms, finding that the 

more equitable the relationship between partners the better the overall effect on the firm. In their 

study of the role of women in family firms, Campopiano et al. (2017) find similar, noting that 

clearly defined roles, respect and equity best facilitate business.  

Despite the emergence of these new and important lines of enquiry, to date, there is little 

information of the effects of domestic and business relationships on copreneurial business 

performance. Sultan et al. (2017) and El Shoubaki et al. (2020) note that many studies claim that 

copreneurial firms outperform other firms, but this is not consistent and in some cases is based on 

perceptions of copreneurs rather than objective measures. Regardless, one of the most common 

findings is that the blurry boundary between home and work life in copreneurial firms affords a 

flexibility that acts to advantage firms (Smith, 2000; Gudmunson, et al., 2009). Yet this is 

contested elsewhere: in the general small firms literature, there is some evidence that blurry 

boundaries often make it difficult to leave the business at work and not let it interfere with family 

life (Kapasi and Galloway 2015). Similarly, in the family business literature, Jennings, et al. (2013) 

question whether or not business ownership is inevitably beneficial for families, that is, whether it 

contributes to the social and emotional well-being of family members, family cohesion 

(togetherness), marital quality, work-family integration and the ability of members to achieve their 

individual and family goals. Campopiano et al. (2017) critically explore similar issues amongst 

women in family firms. There is thus a tension between the theorised benefits of the blurry 

work/life interface and the flexibility that it affords as a benefit to a copreneurial firm, and research 

that evidences that compromised work/life boundaries are experienced as limitations to both 
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family and business life. Beyond that, as El Shoubaki et al. (2020) also point out, there is little 

investigation into how copreneurial couples deal with the conflicting interests of intertwined work 

and family life, to optimise family outcomes and indeed, business ones. This prompts our second 

research question:  

RQ2: What are the experiences of copreneurs in Scotland and New Zealand in terms of life and 

business balance?  

The following section presents the methods employed to address these research questions.   

 

Methodology 

The empirical study took a mixed methods approach including both quantitative and qualitative 

data obtained prior to the Covid pandemic. This involved the administration of a telephone, 

interview-based survey of small firms, the purpose of which was to identify within random samples 

a snapshot account of the representation of family and copreneurial businesses in Scotland and 

New Zealand. With sufficient responses, comparisons between the two countries and between 

business types could be made.  

A database comprising 635 Scottish small firms and 300 New Zealand small firms (<50 

employees) was compiled. The Scottish firms were sourced principally from the UK Yellow Pages 

online directory of business services (http://www.yell.com/). Sampling was conducted by 

alphabetically going through the directory and selecting every third firm. The New Zealand sample 

was drawn from a database of small firms developed by the New Zealand Centre for SME Research 

and the same sampling procedure was used. Each of the 935 firms was contacted by telephone and 
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invited to participate in the study and 301 responses were obtained, 133 from New Zealand and 

168 from Scotland, representing a 32 percent response rate. As a consequence of the sampling 

strategy, the samples include responses from firms located throughout Scotland or New Zealand. 

For the quantitative part of the study, the largely categorical nature of the data collected meant 

non-parametric techniques such as Chi Square and Mann-Whitney U Tests were the most 

appropriate for analysis purposes. To measure performance of firms, reported recent changes to 

profits and to sales were recorded. Each of these involved a five-point scale that referred to the last 

three years. In the case of profits therefore, value 1 was given if profits had declined by 20 percent 

or more; value 2 if profits had declined by less than 20 percent; value 3 if profits had remained the 

same; value 4 if profits had grown by less than 20 percent; and value 5 if profits had grown by 20 

percent or more. The degree to which sales had changed over the past three years was measured 

in the same way.  

Network size and type of network ties were measured using a framework adapted from 

Zimmerman, et al. (2010). A company’s network size was categorised as the number of individuals 

a firm owner recognises as being part of its social network. Network importance was categorised 

as the extent to which a firm owner considers a social tie important. Specifically, respondents were 

asked in the telephone interview to indicate the approximate number of individuals with whom 

they discussed their business decisions on a regular basis within nine social network categories. A 

seven-point Likert scale was used for each, ranging from 1 (no individuals) to 7 (more than 25 

individuals). The nine categories of social network individuals, as per Zimmerman, et al.’s 

framework, are listed below.  

1. Owners, general managers, or directors of other businesses within the same industry. 
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2. Owners, general managers, or directors of other businesses within other industries. 

3. Suppliers. 

4. Clients/customers. 

5. Financial institutions. 

6. Competitors. 

7. People from industry forums, trade associations, trade fairs or other industry events. 

8. Government/public support officials. 

9. Relatives and friends. 

 The scores of the nine measures were added together to obtain a single item score for network 

size (Cronbach Alpha equals 0.80).  

In a similar manner the value of network ties was obtained by asking participants to describe 

the importance of their relationships using the same list of nine categories and using a Likert scale 

from 1 (very unimportant) to 5 (very important). Again, the scores of the nine measures were added 

together to obtain a single item score for the value attributed to a firm’s strength of network ties 

(Cronbach Alpha equals 0.82).  

At the end of the quantitative part of the survey, respondents were asked about their experiences 

of business. For the purposes of this paper, responses from those participants identified as 

copreneurs were analysed, as the study sought to solicit information about their experiences. Open-

ended questioning and conversational interview techniques were therefore employed, as these are 

well established means by which to elicit rich data (Stake 1994). As per Bryman (1988), the 

intention was to afford reportage that reflected the positions and viewpoints of those being studied. 

Therefore, during the telephone survey, researchers employed a conversational interview 
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approach, and respondents were encouraged to speak at length about their experiences. 101 

narrative responses, 40 from New Zealand and 61 from Scotland, were gathered from copreneurs 

in this way. All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. Following Miles and 

Huberman (1994), analysis of the transcribed qualitative data was conducted in the first instance 

by each of the researchers individually, and emerging themes were identified by consensus. 

Sample description 

Table 1 below shows the demographic characteristics of the sample of firms in Scotland and 

New Zealand. The samples include a range of firm types in terms of industry, firm age and firm 

size (employee numbers). Table 2 presents information about the types of firms in the samples. It 

shows that of the 301 small firms represented, 172 (combining copreneur and family) are family 

firms (57 percent). The number of firms operated by co-habiting or married couples is 104 

(interestingly three of these did not identify the firm as a family firm in the preceding question). 

Thus, representing well over half of family firms, around a third of the total sample are copreneurs, 

and this is consistent between the two countries: 45 (33.6%) in NZ and 59 (35.1%) in Scotland.  

Insert Table 1 here 

Insert Table 2 here 

The following section presents findings in relation to the research questions.  

 

Findings 

RQ1: Does the performance of samples of copreneurial firms in New Zealand and Scotland 

vary from other firms and is this attributable to the extent and types of their networks? 
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Tables 3 and 4 show respectively the degree to which sales and profit performance had grown 

or declined over the past three years for each ownership type. To examine the relationship between 

the form of ownership and sales performance a chi-square test of independence was performed. 

The relationship between these variables was not significant1, χ2 (4, N = 290) = 3.42, P = 0.491. 

Therefore, the ownership type did not affect sales performance over the past three years. Similarly, 

a chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the relationship between ownership 

type and profit. The relationship between these variables was again not significant, χ2 (4, N = 287) 

= 2.56, P = 0.634. Thus, the ownership type did not affect profit performance over the past three 

years either. Copreneurial firms are neither more nor less successful in business performance terms 

than other firms, and with 46 percent of copreneurs reporting growth in sales, the evidence here is 

that copreneurial firms in this sample are as likely as others to exhibit entrepreneurial growth. 

Insert Table 3 here 

Insert Table 4 here 

Table 5 shows that all firms in the sample claimed they used extended networks for business. 

Variation in network size (number of contacts including both strong and weak ties) was observable 

amongst individual firms, but not by firm type (copreneur, family or non-family firm). 

Insert Table 5 here 

Spearman’s Rank Order Correlation was used to investigate the relationship between ownership 

type, business performance and network size. Table 5 indicates that the relationships between the 

number of network ties and business outcomes (sales and profits) were not significant. Thus, there 

 
1 an An alpha level of 0.05 was adopted for this and all subsequent statistical tests. 
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is no correlation found between number of network ties and business outcomes (measured as sales 

and profits) and copreneurial firms in this sample did not vary from other firm types in this respect.  

Spearman’s Rank Order Correlation was performed to determine whether stated network 

importance and business performance correlated in Scotland and New Zealand. Table 6 shows 

results. In terms of network importance, a significant correlation was found (0.3) with profits for 

Scottish businesses, but this is not reflected in the findings for New Zealand firms. 

Insert Table 6 here 

A further statistical test was performed to investigate the relationship between perceived 

importance of ties and ownership type in each country. The test demonstrated that there is a 

statistically significant difference in network importance scores between the different ownership 

types in each country, χ2 (5) = 41.13, P = 0.00, with a mean rank network importance score of 

189.19 for Scottish copreneur firms, 190.88 for Scottish family firms, 161.04 for Scottish non-

family firms, 115.38 for New Zealand copreneur firms, 129.98 for New Zealand family firms and 

112.25 for New Zealand non-family firms. As the test was significant, pairwise comparisons 

among the six ownership types by each country were completed using Mann-Whitney U-tests. 

As shown in Table 7, Mann-Whitney U tests found that significant differences existed between 

a number of the ownership types and network importance across the two countries. The results 

indicate that respondents in Scottish copreneurial firms and Scottish family firms considered 

networks to be more important than their New Zealand counterparts did. Scottish non-family firm 

owners scored networks as being more important than New Zealand owners of copreneurial and 

non-family firms. As Table 6 shows, this greater attribution of importance by Scottish firms to 

social networks is positively correlated with enhanced business outcomes for them, but this applied 
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across all ownership types and copreneurial firms were no more or less likely to rate networks than 

other firms.   

Insert Table 7 here 

Spearman’s Rank Order Correlation was used to investigate if there was any relationship 

between ownership type, network importance, network size and firm performance. Table 8 shows 

that three significant correlations were identified. The first was again between sales and profits, 

which was positive for all types of firms. The second significant correlation across all types of 

firms was the relationship between network importance and network size, which was strong and 

positive. Thus, as the size of a firm’s network increases so does its importance (or vice versa). This 

relationship suggests that widening contacts to increase the size of networks could improve the 

likelihood of survival and growth but again this was not more or less likely for copreneurial firms 

than other types. Finally, there was a moderately positive relationship between network size and 

profits for family firms, however this is not reflected in results for copreneurs or non-family firms 

in either Scotland or New Zealand.  

Insert Table 8 here 

Results for RQ1 broadly show therefore that according to the various statistical tests conducted, 

no variation between firm performance was observed between copreneurial firms and other firm 

types. Consistent with this, copreneurial firms were no more or less likely than other firms to have 

restricted external ties or attribute importance to them differently. This consistency in terms of 

social networks provides some explanation for the consistency in performance observed across 

firm types and supports the idea that social networks do link to performance. The ways in which 



13 
 

this is managed and experienced in the copreneurial firm context specifically is included in the 

outcomes for RQ2 next.  

RQ2: What are the experiences of copreneurs in Scotland and New Zealand in terms of life and 

business balance? 

Interview data included testimony about experiences and challenges of being in business with 

a spouse. First, the close relationship between couples was asserted to be good for the business by 

many of the respondents. An example that was cited often was the opportunity to ‘bounce ideas 

off each other’ (Sc 257; Sc 259; Sc 261; Sc 281; Sc 296; Sc 302; NZ 51; NZ 70).  Further, 

respondents spoke about the joy of working together on a shared passion, and as a result, 

developing the business together. Similarly, several respondents claimed that the complementarity 

of skills between them and their spouse was a distinct advantage to the firm. Overwhelmingly 

though, the most commonly mentioned advantage for the business of working with a spouse 

involved the mutuality afforded by the closeness of the relationship. This was mentioned broadly 

by 59 of the 101 participants, 36 from Scotland and 23 from New Zealand. Example testimony 

includes: 

The main advantage is ease of communications (Sc 245). 

We talk the same language; know each other and each other’s worries (NZ 44). 

Trust in particular is an important part of this:  

The main thing is the confidence in knowing that there is no one ripping you off (NZ 71). 

It’s all about the trust... openness. We have the same goals (Sc 289). 

You’re both hands on... always backed up. It’s that trust and reliability (Sc 292). 

Otherwise, there was also, in some cases, a sense of pride in building a firm together:  
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I enjoy the sense of achievement together (NZ 35). 

I like the flexible lifestyle and the fact that we are growing a business together (Sc 283). 

 

These results imply that the respondents in this study perceive an advantage of the close 

relationship to the business. As per findings in Royer and Bradley (2019) for family firms 

generally, this closeness is borne of and perpetuated by the personal (spousal) relationship between 

the co-owners, offering them the opportunity to support each other.  

Further analysis revealed the situation is complex though. In terms of the effects on family and 

personal relationships, participants were asked to identify first, what the advantages, and second, 

what the disadvantages, of being in business together were (and they could add as many as they 

liked). In response, 92 of the 101 copreneurs identified advantages, and 83 identified 

disadvantages. This illustrates that like most human experiences, being in a copreneurial 

relationship has its up and downs. Emphatically contrary responses provide counterpointed 

evidence. The number of respondents who answered with an emphatic statement that there are ‘no 

advantages’ to being in business with their spouse was nine, while the number of those who 

answered with an emphatic statement that there are ‘no disadvantages’ was 18. Although anecdotal 

of course, the initial impression appears that, overall, copreneurs in New Zealand and Scotland 

tend to perceive their circumstances more positively than they do negatively.  

Of the 92 respondents who claimed that being a copreneur held benefits for them personally, 

most claimed that they enjoy working together; statements such as the following were common: 

The best thing is doing things together, sharing everything (Sc 284) 
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We like being able to spend a lot more time together [than when we were in other employment] 
(Sc 252) 

Partnership in life is important. We love working together as it gives us something to share and 
makes us happy (NZ 36). 

Several respondents expressed further that the shared business was very positive in terms of 

lifestyle and work-life balance. The data contains several statements of this nature from 34 

respondents – for example, being in control, freedom (Sc 258); you can run the business, the 

business does not run you (NZ 42); flexibility! (NZ 77).  

This notion of flexibility between home and life was elaborated on by several participants in 

this sample. For example, the co-owner of the firm Sc 271 identifies that family and business roles 

can be made more compatible via copreneurship, thereby improving work-life balance. He states:  

My wife has been able to stay at home with the children more... She has no set hours, so there’s 
more flexibility and there’s more freedom.  

The owner of Sc 297 agrees:  

The advantages are getting to work together, and to see the family whenever.  

Testimonies on work/life flexibility were not consistently positive though, as several 

participants had a negative take on it. One recurrent issue (mentioned by 30 participants in some 

form or other) was that work-life balance was poor, as comments by NZ 71 and Sc 265 exemplify: 

You get no time away from business (NZ 71). 

You find you are working all the time and that’s a disadvantage... It seems sometimes you never 
stop working (Sc 265). 

Also, alongside data that suggests copreneurial business is advantaged by the close personal 

relationship, there is evidence of it being a strain, and sometimes this conflicting data was included 

in the same testimony. For example, the owner of Sc 253 is amongst those who cite spending time 

together as a benefit of his copreneurial business, but he also argues that it's not the best thing for 
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your personal life to be in business together. In fact, working closely together is one of the most 

commonly cited challenges in the data, with 40 respondents mentioning it. Sc 242’s testimony 

exemplifies: 

The most difficult thing is spending 18 hours a day together and never getting away from each 
other. The fun has gone (Sc 242).  

Further, various respondents mentioned that arguments and conflict about the business can spill 

over into family life. As the owner of Sc 252 states, there are a lot more areas you can fall out 

about. The following illustrate similarly: 

 It’s bad when there’s arguments, disagreements and being stubborn (Sc 292). 

There are lots of causes of disagreements... financial issues can arise, for example, how to 
spend money, etc. (Sc 299). 

We have lots of differences of opinion! (NZ 72). 

One of the key tensions of copreneurship was the criticality of the business to family life. Since 

copreneurial firms employ both domestic partners there is no alternative source of family funding. 

Consequently, NZ 63 notes, The main concern is making enough money! Sc 261 articulates the 

problem well: 

If the business isn't performing then both of you are in it and reliant on the business. So there’s  
no separate income (Sc 261). 

So data shows that while being (as) married can be perceived as an advantage, copreneurship is 

not without challenges. In response to these challenges, several respondents spoke of strategies 

they employ to manage the business and domestic relationships. As the owner of Sc 244 explains, 

you have to work hard at not speaking about the business at home. Other examples of explicit 

relationship management strategies include the following: 
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The most important thing is maintaining a professional relationship. One rule is don't discuss 
business at home. From there you might keep a good relationship (Sc 297); 

 
You have to find a way of dealing with things you don’t agree about. Business is a different set 
of rules [from marriage]... you have to work out solutions (NZ 39).  

 

Broadly the data suggests perceptions of both advantages and disadvantages of copreneurship 

from business and domestic points of view. The idea that work-life balance is enhanced is found 

to be spurious for some though, as the data contains testimony that suggests that in some cases it 

is in fact reduced. Further, while there is much advantage reported, specific challenges such as 

strain on relationships and disagreements emerge too. For some participants in this research this 

has made the development of strategies to manage the dual roles of marriage and business 

partnership necessary. 

 

Discussion  

The contribution of this international study augments the research on and develops our 

understanding of the experiences, potentials and issues associated with copreneurship. Results 

show copreneurship to be a substantial part of the small and family firms sectors in both Scotland 

and New Zealand, comprising just over a third of the firms in the samples generated.  

Quantitative data in this study showed that, contrary to some suggestions in the extant literature, 

the copreneurial firms in Scotland and New Zealand had no better or worse outcomes than other 

types of firms; copreneurial business performance was not different from family firm or non-

family firm performance in terms of growth or decline of sales and profits.  
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The study also explored the effect of networks on these business outcomes and found that, 

corroborating Arregle, et al. (2015), all firms of all types claimed they used diverse social networks 

for business. According to the extant literature, the strong tie and embeddedness of the married 

relationship implies trust and mutual achievement that might act as an advantage for copreneurial 

firms (eg. Seaman, et al., 2014). At the same time, there is hypothesis that alternatively it might 

inhibit the weak ties found in previous studies to be critical to business success (Granovetter, 

1995). The quantitative data in this study does not confirm nor refute either of these positions 

because it evidences little variation in network size and importance between copreneurial and other 

types of firms. Thus, in Scotland and New Zealand at least, the strong spousal relationship is not 

observed to act to exclude access to external networks. Whether this is a consequence of explicit 

copreneurial strategies to mitigate potential insularity is not clear and therefore is implied as an 

interesting area for future research. 

Despite the statistical analysis consistently showing a lack of variation between copreneurial 

and other firms in terms of performance and network approaches, perceptions of the experiences 

of copreneurship did vary, in some cases within the same testimony. First, there was evidence that 

the strong copreneurial bond was perceived as an advantage to the business. Similarly, supporting 

Gudmonson, et al. (2009), the flexibility in terms of the work/life interface was perceived to be a 

key advantage, especially from a practical perspective. The data also showed considerable nuance 

and complexity though in that while flexibility and partnerships were perceived as benefits of 

copreneurship, so too were they simultaneously perceived as challenges in terms of both personal 

and business relationships. As a consequence of this, as found in Campopiano et al. (2017), 

testimonies included evidence that copreneurial couples manage roles carefully. This research 

develops this by revealing that couples do develop strategies specifically to manage the life/work, 
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business/domestic partnership boundaries. While this research has not specifically explored power 

within copreneurial relationships, it is clear that couples must constantly manage the psychological 

and physical interdependence involved when working with a spouse. Certainly, corroborating 

Campopiano et al. (2017), this research suggests an ongoing tension between working and 

relationships amongst respondents. Another avenue of importance for future research might 

involve investigating how copreneurs manage this work-life balance. 

Implications for research 

Using Zimmerman, et al.’s (2010) nine category framework as a proxy measure for social 

network ties, this study finds that copreneurs in Scotland and New Zealand access social networks 

at similar rates to other types of firms and that the relationship between network size and business 

outcomes is consistent between firm types. Thereafter, some variation was observable though and 

this variation illuminates the utility of social network theory to business studies by corroborating 

Granovetter (1995) in terms of understanding the effects of social networks and business 

engagement with them for business performance. Specifically, all Scottish firms (of all types) rated 

their networks as more important than New Zealand firms did, and this does appear to be linked 

to relatively better business performance amongst Scottish firms. At the same time, network size 

is also correlated with network importance. It seems to be the case that while network size alone 

does not appear to have an effect on business outcomes, when considered together with the 

importance attributed to networks, it appears that the more ties a firm has, the more important it 

considers its social network relationships to be, and this in turn has a positive effect on business 

outcomes. So network size correlates with network importance and network importance correlates 

with performance – at least in Scotland. The evidence presented here is that Scottish firms are 

benefitting from having larger networks because larger networks seem to lead to the attribution of 
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greater importance of ties, and that seems to have a positive relationship with performance. This 

cascade-type effect is probably less clear for New Zealand firms because they have fewer network 

ties in the first place. This does not vary for copreneurs though; the principles described apply to 

firms regardless of their ownership type. Nevertheless, this outcome makes specific contribution 

to the support and development of social network theory in studies of business. 

Implications for policy and support 

In terms of informing business policy and development agents about how best this substantial 

part of the small firms sector might be supported, these results indicate several particular broad 

and related issues. The first is that access to extended networks does appear to assist performance 

albeit indirectly through attributing greater importance to those networks and only once those 

networks have reached a certain size. Practitioners and supporters of copreneurial and other small 

firms might be mindful of the potentials implied here of facilitating and encouraging extended 

network ties. Second, there are specific challenges for copreneurs in terms of work-life balance 

and managing the dual business and spousal/family relationships. Again, the proximity reported 

as a specific benefit and concurrently as a specific challenge may be more pertinent for copreneurs 

than for owners of non-family and even other family businesses. Finally, copreneurs operate at the 

interface of family, business, ownership, and relationship dynamics.  Because of this, they face a 

unique set of circumstances that necessitate decisions likely to significantly affect not only their 

enterprises, but also their families. Support might be usefully directed to the specific challenges of 

supporting the management of these issues.  

 

Conclusion 
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As with all research, the study reported in this paper has limitations. First, as a cross-sectional 

snapshot the data represents only one period of time. Further research using longitudinal methods 

would be interesting. In addition, this study did not specifically investigate the effect of dependent 

children and that is another area worthy of exploration in copreneurship research. Linked to this, 

given the recent economic and social turbulence of the global covid pandemic, there may be 

specific effects on copreneurship that relate to challenges of conflated work and home spaces and 

effects on wider business and family life. In addition, while the current study does provide data on 

two international contexts, their similarity in terms of socio-economic structures is another 

limitation in that only the experiences of copreneurship in these two modern developed economies 

is explored. Again, further research with copreneurs in different geographic areas and with 

different socio-economic circumstances would be revealing, especially in terms of exploring 

similarities with and differences from the findings presented here.  

Notwithstanding these limitations, the paper makes several key contributions. First, it provides 

some much-needed international data on copreneurship from two countries. Additionally, in 

exploring the extent to which, as a strong and highly embedded tie, the spousal relationship might 

uniquely affect copreneurship, the study found no variation in terms of performance or in terms of 

network size and importance between copreneurial and other types of firm and proposes that these 

findings are linked. Further, and despite no variation in actual performance, the research evidences 

specific perceived advantages and challenges associated with operating a business with one’s 

spouse. In particular, the work/life flexibility associated with copreneurship was perceived 

simultaneously as an advantage and as a challenge, and as such required careful management and 

development and adoption of strategies to manage personal and business roles and relationships. 

Lastly, this research has contributed to our understanding of the role of social networks in 
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businesses. Viewed through the lens of social network theory, the research provides evidence of a 

link between the size and importance of networks and performance of firms. While this does not 

vary for copreneurs, at least in Scotland and New Zealand, clear support for the theory is evidenced 

by comparing the results in each of these countries.  
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Table 1 

Overall sample demographics. 

 Number of firms (% of 
total) 

N 

Industry   

Primary  16 (5.3%)  

Secondary 48 (16.0%) 301 

Tertiary 237 (78.7%)  

 

Firm age 

  

≤ 9 years 

 

89 (29.7%)  

≥ 10 years 

 

211 (70.3%) 300 

 

Employee numbers 

  

< 5 142 (47.3%)  

5 to 10 

 

80 (26.7%) 300 

>11 

 

78 (26.0%)  
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Table 2 

Ownership levels surveyed by country and firm type. 

Country 

 

Firm type Total 

Copreneur Family Non-Family 

Scotland 59 (35.1%) 38 (22.6%) 71 (42.3%) 168 

     

New Zealand 45 (33.8%) 30 (22.6%) 58 (43.6%) 133 

     

Total 104 (34.6%) 68 (22.6%) 129 (42.8%) 301 
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Table 3 

Sales Variation by Ownership Type. 

    
Form of Ownership 
 

    
Copreneur 
 

 
% 

 
Family 

 
% 

 
Non-
Family 

 
% 

 
Total 

 
Sales 

 
Decline 

  
23 

 
23.0% 

 
16 

 
23.9% 

 
39 

 
31.7% 

 
78 

          
  

Same 
  

31 
 
31.0% 

 
24 

 
35.8% 

 
33 

 
26.8% 

 
88 

          
  

Increase 
  

46 
 
46.0% 

 
27 

 
40.3% 

 
51 

 
41.5% 

 
124 

          
  

Total 
 

  
100 

 
100.0% 

 
67 

 
100.0% 

 
123 

 
100.0% 

 
290 
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Table 4 

Profits Variation by Ownership Type. 

    
Form of Ownership 
 

    
Copreneur 
 

 
% 

 
Family 

 
% 

 
Non-
Family 

 
% 

 
Total 

 
Profit 

 
Decline 

  
21 

 
21.0 

 
12 

 
18.5 

 
33 

 
27.0 

 
66 

          
  

Same 
  

36 
 
36.0 

 
27 

 
41.5 

 
41 

 
33.6 

 
104 

          
  

Increase 
  

43 
 
43.0 

 
26 

 
40.0 

 
48 

 
39.3 

 
117 

          
  

Total 
 

  
100 

 
100.0 

 
65 

 
100.0 

 
122 

 
100.0 

 
287 
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Table 5 

Spearman’s Rank Order Correlations between Ownership Type, Firm Performance and 

External Network Size. 

 

 

Company characteristic 

 
Profit 

 
External network 
size 

Copreneur firms (N=100)   

Profit - .09 

External network size .09 - 

Family firms (N=65)   

Profit - .22 

External network size .22 - 

Non-family firms (N=122)   

Profit - .07 

External network size .07 - 

 

**P<0.001, *P<0.005  
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Table 6 

Spearman’s Rank Order Correlations for Countries, Firm Performance and Network 

Importance. 

 
 
 

Company characteristic 

Profit Network importance 

Scotland (N=128) 

 Profit - .18* 

 Network 

importance 

.18* - 

New Zealand (N=162) 

 Profit - .03 

 Network 

importance 

.03 - 

 

**P<0.001, *P<0.005 
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Table 7 

Summary of Mann-Whitney U Tests illustrating significant differences only between the 

ownership types for each country and network importance. 

     
Country / Ownership type (mean rank) U z p r 

Scottish Copreneur (63.19) vs. New Zealand Copreneur 

 

696.5 -4.144 .000 0.41 

Scottish Copreneur (51.59) vs. New Zealand Family (32.03) 496.0 -3.381 .001 0.36 

Scottish Family (52.54) vs. New Zealand Copreneur (33.10) 454.5 -3.665 .000 0.40 

Scottish Family (41.04) vs. New Zealand Family (26.22) 321.5 -3.074 .002 0.37 

Scottish Family (63.41) vs. New Zealand Non-Family (38.73) 535.5 -4.250 .000 0.43 

Scottish Non-Family (64.86) vs. New Zealand Copreneur 

 

1146.0 -2.560 .010 0.24 

Scottish Non-Family (74.30) vs. New Zealand Non-Family 

 

1399.0 -3.128 .002 0.28 
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Table 8 

Spearman’s Rank Order Correlations between Firm and Network Importance and Size 

 Company characteristic 

Profit Network 
importance 

Network size 

Copreneur firms 
 (N=100) 

   

Profit - .10 -.02 

Network importance .10 - .40** 

Network size -.02 .40** - 

Family firms 
(N=65) 

   

Profit - .19 .31* 

Network importance .19 - .53** 

Network size .31* .53** - 

Non-family firms 
(N=122) 

   

Profit - .09 .05 

Network importance .09 - .45** 

Network size .05 .45** - 

 

**P<.001, *P<0.005 


