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Abstract 

Due to their strong emotional interest and ownership control, family firm owners significantly influence their firm’s 
strategies and governance, which has consequences for their business sustainability practices. The failure to establish 
or maintain formal organizational structures, and adopt good governance principles, may hinder family firms in their 
pursuit of long-term sustainability. This study empirically investigated the impact of corporate governance on fam-
ily firms’ sustainability, with women’s empowerment and culture as moderating and mediating factors, respectively. 
Data for the study were obtained from a sample of 126 family firms from Saudi Arabia. The study adopted the partial 
least squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM) method. The study results empirically confirmed that corporate 
governance is positively associated with women’s empowerment, which also assists in achieving business sustain-
ability in family-controlled firms. The adoption of good corporate governance policies, and empowerment of women 
through their appointment on corporate boards operating in a supportive culture, can reinforce an organization’s 
mission, purpose and strategies, which can create an enabling environment for family business sustainability.
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Introduction
Family firms or businesses are the most common type of 
business in the world [1–3]. They also play a crucial role 
in contributing to national GDP and creating employ-
ment opportunities [4]. Family business operations 
involve the blending of two inherently different realms: 
the performance-based world of business and the emo-
tion-based domain of the family. This dual relationship 
differentiates family businesses from others; especially in 
the protection of family (owners’) socio-emotional wealth 
(SEW). According to SEW theory, family firms place 
significant emphasis on sustainable development and 

long-term orientation, but this emphasis is driven accord-
ing to the type of involvement chosen by the owning fam-
ily [5].This strong interest and ownership control allows 
family members to exert significant influence on a family 
firm’s strategic change [6], governance and behaviour [7], 
which has consequences (positive/negative) on its busi-
ness sustainability (SUS) practices [8, 9]. Elsbach and Pie-
per [10] are of the view that only by digging deeper into 
the motivations and the processes undertaken by family 
firms, can we improve current understanding of their 
behaviour, functioning and sustainability.

Sustainability (SUS) has been an enduring problem 
for businesses across the entrepreneurial landscape [1]. 
The pursuit of long-term sustainability for any business, 
especially family-owned, is a vital element that could lead 
to a competitive advantage [24, 25]. A shockingly high 
percentage of family businesses fail as a result of govern-
ance (e.g. board structure, composition, functions, etc.,) 
not only in developed countries, but also in developing 
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economies, which poses challenges for economic stabil-
ity, gender equality [26], and sometimes political stability. 
In the case of Saudi Arabia, more than 45% of the top 100 
enterprises are family-owned [27]. On average, 90% of 
enterprises in Saudi Arabia are family-owned, with barely 
5% surviving to the third generation, and the majority of 
profitable businesses are less than 65 years old [28]. This 
poses a great threat not only to the families involved, but 
also to the nation’s economy [28]. Unfortunately, this 
position may be further compounded as the country, in 
line with its Vision 2030 and also in need of foreign direct 
investments (FDI), opens up its economy to attract mul-
tinational companies. Local family firms may not be able 
to compete with these multinational firms, not only in 
terms of resources, but also in organization and govern-
ance structures, and will hence face business sustainabil-
ity problems. When enterprises collapse, unemployment 
rises, the owning family’s source of income suffers, and 
consequently the ratio of poverty increases [29].

The growing body of research on family business has 
identified key and specific mechanisms and processes 
by which family businesses implement and achieve sus-
tainable goals and practices [11]. Prominent among these 
measures is good (corporate) governance. Studies have 
empirically associated good governance with the pros-
perity and survival of business entities over the long term 
[1]. According to [14], corporate governance (CG) is a 
key determinant for success which encourages organi-
zational sustainability or failure. While existing studies 
have explored various aspects of family business—such 
as SEW [30], strategic change [6], financial performance, 
environmental and social governance [3, 31], and some-
times women’s succession in family firms [17, 19, 32]—a 
critical assessment of the role of WE, together with other 
variables and their impact on family business sustainabil-
ity (SUS), is rare or notably absent. A particular interest 
in this study is the introduction empowerment of women 
through their involvement in corporate governance and 
their appointment to and active participation in corpo-
rate boards in terms of their management activities into 
the model. Hence, this study considers women’s empow-
erment (WE) as a variable related to family business sus-
tainability. Cultural issues which might influence family 
business sustainability [12] are also taken into account 
in this study, as cultural contexts and other considera-
tions can play an important role in how family businesses 
behave [13], especially in emerging economies.

The adoption of CG principles also creates oppor-
tunities for women to be empowered. According to 
[15, 16], CG plays an important part in the empower-
ment of women, particularly in the business and cor-
porate world, and women’s contribution to the success 
of economic activities is also acknowledged, especially 

on corporate boards. In the context of this study, WE’ 
is first seen as women’s involvement in family firms, 
defined as any act or process whereby women take part 
in the life of a family firm [17–19]. Aman and Nguyen 
[20] state that an effective board and board gender 
diversity are considered by investors as signals for a 
company’s future performance and growth and also as 
evidence of business sustainability. Michelon and Par-
bonetti [21] and Ong and Djajadikerta [22] have also 
argued that when organizations have a critical mass of 
women’s representation in the CG structure, then WE 
is improved, which could lead to enhanced business 
sustainability. Adams et  al. [23] state that women are 
more independent, diligent, and responsible than men 
in the discharge of their duties.

This paper’s contribution to the existing family business 
sustainability literature is multifaceted. First, besides gov-
ernance, it considers a critical assessment and analysis 
of the role of WE’ on SUS. It concurrently examines the 
moderating role of family and corporate culture in the 
association between WE and SUS, to further broaden our 
knowledge in this area. This research is, therefore, one 
of the few to comprehensively and simultaneously ana-
lyse WE and other factors, while also providing empirical 
results indicating how the implementation of good gov-
ernance, appropriate policies to empower women, and 
the right family and corporate culture enhance SUS. Sec-
ond, this study adopts the use of important management 
and CG theories (agency, stewardship, and resource 
dependence), and SEW theory in the context of an 
emerging economy. This contribution helps to close a gap 
in the literature and further broaden theoretical insights 
into SUS, as well as improving understanding of SEW 
theory in family firms in a developing market context. 
Filling this gap is crucial not only to consolidate existing 
findings and understand WE or gender’s role in family 
business sustainability but also to guide future research 
directions.

The main research question in this study is as follows:
Do governance and women’s empowerment, moder-

ated by family and corporate culture, have a significant 
impact on family business sustainability?

Hence, the aim of this study is to:

1. Investigate the impact of CG—represented by five 
corporate board features: board diversity (BD), board 
meetings (BM), board committees (BC), board size 
(BS) and board independence (BI)—on family busi-
ness sustainability (SUS).

2. Investigate WE’ as a mediating factor, and family and 
corporate culture as moderating factors

3. Investigate the interrelationships among these vari-
ables.
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The rest of the paper is organized as follows: the next 
section reviews relevant theoretical and empirical litera-
ture. This is followed by the methods employed in carry-
ing out the study. The result and discussion of analysis of 
the data are then presented. The study ends with conclu-
sion, limitations and recommendation for future studies.

Review of relevant literature
Theoretical considerations
Several theories underpin and explain the relationship 
between principals (owners) and agents (managers) in 
business governance. According to Mensching et al. [30], 
although academic interest in family business research 
is sharply increasing, the field still lacks sufficient theo-
retical integration. SEW is the theory most referred to 
in family business literature, as it is seen to assess fam-
ily firm heterogeneity and helps to differentiate between 
family and non-family firms. In this instance, it is used 
to describe the association between a family business’s 
attributes, governance and sustainability. The concept 
of SEW [34] has the potential to become the dominant 
paradigm in the field of family business [35]. SEW the-
ory postulates that decisions in family businesses are 
motivated by a desire to protect not only financial, but 
also non-financial resources [36, 37]. According to Ber-
rone et  al. [38], the value of socio-emotional wealth to 
the family is more intrinsic, its preservation becomes an 
end in itself, and it is anchored at a deep psychological 
level among family owners whose identity is inextrica-
bly tied to the organization. It lies in concepts such as 
identity, the ability to exercise family influence, and the 
perpetuation of the family dynasty [30]. Besides strategic 
family influence and control, sustainability is also at the 
core of family businesses. The concept of sustainability is 
therefore not new to such firms [39], as they are also con-
cerned with long-term business viability. Berrone et  al. 
[35] and other authors adopting a SEW perspective have 
suggested that family businesses are more attuned to sus-
tainability activities (e.g. growth, profitability etc.) than 
their non-family counterparts, due to their multi-gener-
ational orientation and their relationship with the local 
community. In addition, whatever CG decision a family 
business (private or public) makes is geared towards the 
preservation of their SEW.

The second related theory is agency. This theory 
explains, among other things, the costs associated 
with the resolution of conflicts of interests; in this 
case, between family business owners and their agents 
(employed as managers of the organization). To monitor 
and reduce agency costs, several internal and external CG 
mechanisms are adopted [40]. Among internal govern-
ance mechanisms is the board of directors (BOD) and its 
attributes. The BOD serves as a mechanism to monitor 

managerial behaviour and reduce agency problems [41], 
in businesses, whether private/public or family-/non-
family-owned. Gender diversity (evidence of WE) is asso-
ciated with an effective BOD [42], and a more diverse 
BOD may be better in terms of monitoring functions. 
An effective BOD contributes to company growth, and 
encourages non-financial activities such as those con-
cerning environmental and social governance issues, and 
acting in a socially responsible manner: hence, business 
sustainability [32]. Another theory, providing a founda-
tion for the role of the BOD and also in favour of board 
gender diversity as a resource that can add value to an 
organization [43], is resource dependence. Qualified and 
experienced board members (male and female) are con-
sidered strategic resources who can contribute to organi-
zational success [44]. Women’s involvement in family 
businesses, based on their background, experience and 
links to external resources, is essential for effective board 
monitoring, which can ensure business sustainability.

Two other theories that relate to CG, and especially to 
board control and monitoring, are stakeholder and stew-
ardship theories. Stakeholder theory considers not only 
equity shareholders, but also other outsiders who can 
affect or be affected by the achievement of the organi-
zation’s objectives [45]. It is closely linked to organiza-
tional strategy as it encompasses valuable information 
for strategic planning and implementation, and ensuring 
that each stakeholder is satisfied through the organiza-
tion’s operations [46]. Stewardship theory sees managers 
as sharing the same organizational interest as owners, 
hence seeing no conflict of interest or agency costs. In 
family businesses, whether private or public, family own-
ers’ identity is inextricably tied to the organization [38]. 
Family owners are in most cases the management. There 
is no real separation of ownership from control, and the 
traditional conflict of interest associated with the expro-
priation of minority shareholders’ rights [47] may not 
necessarily arise. However, weak BOD control and inef-
fective monitoring will have consequences on organiza-
tional performance, and hence, business sustainability. 
These theories, therefore, form the theoretical frame-
work and perspective for the relationship between fam-
ily business governance, WE and sustainability, on which 
the hypotheses and the interpretation of results in subse-
quent sections of this study are based.

Corporate governance, women’s empowerment and family 
business sustainability
The complexity of managing modern business organi-
zations has given rise to the separation of ownership 
from control [48]. To avoid consequent conflict of 
interests, CG structures are put in place to monitor 
managers’ activities [49]. Family firms also experience 
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this conflict, although in a milder or different dimen-
sion, as a result of their ownership structure. Whether 
public or private, family-owned businesses have a long 
history and substantial prevalence in the modern cor-
porate sector, making a strong contribution to the 
economy and society [50].

SUS is the ability of these organizations to remain 
in operation for a long period. Institutional theory 
posits that firms are governed by rules, structures, 
and social norms, enabling them to thrive and endure 
over the long term [51]. In this context, family busi-
ness sustainability must depend, among other factors, 
on good governance and coordinated structures, and 
strong long-term orientation. Family firms are defined 
by a number of criteria. According to Miller and Le 
Breton-Miller [52], a family business can be public or 
private, but must be controlled by large shares owned 
by family members, with one or more family mem-
bers in key positions in the top management team. 
The members of a specific family can control the busi-
ness, even without a majority. Lumpkin and Bacq [50] 
are of the view that, to understand family business 
and sustainability activities, the focus must first be 
on their motivation for existence. For example, some 
family businesses have a strong long-term orientation: 
defined as the tendency to prioritize the long-range 
implications and impact of decisions and actions that 
come to fruition after an extended time period [53]. 
The second requirement is the ability to understand 
the source of the perceived conflict of interest in fam-
ily-controlled businesses. Rovelli et  al. [3] see this as 
a conflict of interest between corporate managers and 
family honour.

The other concept is empowerment: the process of 
increasing the capacity of individuals or groups to make 
choices, and to transform these choices into desired 
actions and outcomes. This study focuses on women’s 
empowerment. Empowering women and encourag-
ing their entrepreneurial spirit has been identified 
as a vital aspect of business growth and sustainability 
[17, 54]. In the corporate world, women holding sen-
ior managerial positions, especially on boards (gender 
diversity) are considered a feature of an effective board 
[42]. According to Skaf et al. [135], the higher involve-
ment of women in managerial positions enhances the 
leadership style that supports and empowers workers. 
Hence, the adoption of good CG principles encour-
ages women’s participation and empowerment, which 
also reflects on company values and other corporate 
outcomes. However, for female directors to effectively 
influence board decisions as a sign of their empower-
ment, their representation on the board must exceed a 
certain level [55].

Hypothesis development
Corporate governance and women’s empowerment
CG, which involves a set of relationships between a com-
pany’s management, its board, its shareholders and other 
stakeholders, is the primary independent variable, repre-
sented by five board features in this study. It is the system 
of checks and balances, both internal and external, which 
ensures that companies discharge their accountability 
to all their stakeholders and act in a socially responsible 
way in all areas of their business. The choice of these five 
internal CG mechanisms: board size (BS), board inde-
pendence (BI), board diversity (BD), board meetings 
(BM) and board committees (BC), among several other 
CG variables, is also to fully capture the role of women 
and their empowerment in the context of this study. For 
the BS and BD, these variables can be associated with the 
number and the proportion of women on the board. The 
BM and BC variables can also be associated with active 
participation of women on the board. Finally, is the BI 
variable; the overbearing influence of family members on 
board may affect BI and consequently governance in fam-
ily business.

According to Pradhan and Tripathy [16], good govern-
ance and WE are inextricably interlinked in a modern 
democratic society. Generally, “WE” indicates actions 
improving the status of women in society through educa-
tion, literacy, job opportunities, etc. [56]. This study con-
siders WE through women’s roles, responsibilities and 
opportunities in the business and corporate world, e.g. 
gender diversity on corporate boards. Conflicts of inter-
ests arising from separation of ownership and control 
can be minimized through CG mechanisms to monitor 
management activities [41]. CG is a system (principles 
and structures) put in place to monitor the activities of 
corporate managers transparently and efficiently, and to 
control a company’s business procedures [57]. The suc-
cess of CG systems is generally influenced indirectly by 
a country’s historical and cultural factors, and directly 
by its legal and regulatory frameworks [58]. Family-
owned businesses are managed and governed such that 
the objectives of both the family and the business are 
achieved. This pursuit of both profits and maintenance 
of family values could sometimes breach other govern-
ance principles, and in some cases violate the protec-
tion of other (minority) shareholders’ rights and the 
environment.

In the current literature, few studies are available on 
the dynamics of WE, as well as its connection to CG [59]. 
Previous studies have generally considered the evolution 
and percentage of women on corporate boards [60], and 
recently, women’s succession in family firms [17]. Never-
theless, a small number of previous studies [16, 61] have 
established an association between CG and women’s 
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involvement in governance and empowerment, with 
mixed results. The inconclusive findings may be due to 
different environmental conditions, methodology [62] 
or ownership structures [63, 64]. On women’s involve-
ment in corporate activities, [65] argue that CG quality 
is significantly connected with organizational WE, and 
the amount of adjustment is driven by shareholders’ 
demands. This study considers the theoretical and empir-
ical focus for each board characteristic and WE, within 
the context of SUS, before the hypotheses are developed.

Board size and women’s empowerment
An organization’s BS, whether family-controlled or not, 
should be determined by its complexity [49], along with 
company law or governance regulations. Stewardship and 
agency theorists prefer small BODs, as large boards are 
more likely to have communication problems. On the 
other hand, stakeholder theory prefers large BODs, as 
they are more likely to include members with the requi-
site experience and time to perform their statutory func-
tions [66]. A large and diverse BOD composed of men 
and women has not only been identified as influencing 
company performance and growth, but is also associ-
ated with WE [20]. However, according to Konrad et al. 
[55], and in line with the critical mass principle, female 
directors are only likely to affect board decisions when 
their representation exceeds a “critical mass”. Empirical 
evidence on the relationship between corporate BS and 
WE is scarce and inconclusive, although Liao et  al. [65] 
establish a positive relationship, as a large BS may include 
more women. The first hypothesis is stated as follows:

H1 Board size has a significant and positive impact on 
women’s empowerment.

Board independence and women’s empowerment
From agency and stakeholder theory perspectives, a BOD 
made up of a good proportion of independent directors 
is more likely to serve as an effective CG mechanism 
[67], and perform its statutory role, whether in a fam-
ily or non-family business. Such a board will also reduce 
agency problems for both shareholders and other stake-
holders [68]. The presence of female independent direc-
tors is an indication of WE. Studies on BI and WE are 
limited, but Ararat et  al. [69] confirm that female pres-
ence on a corporate board, which is evidence of WE, 
ensures better control and enhancement of the board’s 
decision-making process. Aman and Nguyen [20] also 
concluded that investors react positively to independent 
and female directors’ inclusion on boards. The second 
hypothesis is stated as follows:

H2 Board independence has a significant and positive 
impact on women’s empowerment.

Board diversity and women’s empowerment
There are two main theoretical perspectives underly-
ing the rationale for favourable board gender diversity: 
agency and resource dependence theories. Resource 
dependence theory considers the BOD as a resource that 
can add value to an organization. BD indicates the pres-
ence of women on the BOD, which encourages WE and is 
also used as a proxy for board monitoring effectiveness; 
women’s representation in corporate decision making is 
an important issue for policy-makers [32]. Literature on 
board configuration also suggests that gender diversity 
brings unique perspectives to the boardroom [70].

Empirical studies show that women appointed to 
corporate boards encourage WE, as they are directly 
involved in the organization’s management and govern-
ance. Li and Li [71] confirm that women on boards are 
found to be more independent, diligent, and responsible 
than men in discharge of their duties. In addition, Adams 
et al. [23] argue that WE, as reflected in women’s presence 
in top management positions (especially on the board), 
reduces agency conflicts, as women are more independ-
ent and stricter monitors than their male counterparts. 
According to Milliken and Martins [42], a gender-diverse 
board, particularly in family-owned firms, improves 
credibility and provides better monitoring. Hays-Thomas 
[135] also observed that the presence of women in top 
managerial positions in non-pandemic periods improved 
the decision-making process. A systematic review of 
gender diversity and its impact on the performance of 
microfinance institutions (MFIs), conducted by Hossain 
et al. [51], revealed that existing studies present conflict-
ing results, suggesting that the impact of gender diversity 
on MFI performance is nuanced and complex. This com-
plexity stems largely from the varying roles women play 
within the organizational structure. In a related study on 
MFIs, which are usually associated with family business, 
Hartarska et  al. [72] assert that gender diversity in the 
top management of MFIs is closely linked with social and 
financial performance. Financial performance is crucial 
to business sustainability, including in family businesses. 
However, [73] consider a gender-diverse BOD to be a 
likely source of increased friction among board members. 
Also, El-Chaarani et al. [136], using CG variables among 
them, the presence of women on boards, confirmed no 
significant impact on bank performance during the 
COVID-19 crisis period. If a diversified board can bring 
opportunity for women on corporate boards, then a more 
diverse board will also encourage and enhance WE. The 
third hypothesis is stated as follows:
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H3 Board diversity has a significant and positive impact 
on women’s empowerment.

Board meetings and women’s empowerment
Agency theorists consider a board that meets regularly as 
efficient and has the ability to monitor managers’ behav-
iour. According to Zhang et al. [74], among the features 
of an effective corporate BOD is regular BMs, which are 
also considered an evaluation of due diligence. Empiri-
cal results are not conclusive on the relationship between 
BMs and WE, although Carter et  al. [75] state that the 
presence of women on boards influences performance 
and corporate behaviour, which ensures better attend-
ance and low agency conflicts. Furthermore, [73] confirm 
that companies with stronger female representation hold 
more meetings have better attendance rates and greater 
engagement in the decision-making process, and conduct 
more rigorous monitoring.

H4 Board meetings have a significant and positive 
impact on women’s empowerment.

Board committees and women’s empowerment
Theoretically, agency and stakeholder theorists view 
the formation of BCs by the BOD, and their respective 
activities, as important CG mechanisms in checking 
managerial behaviour. Governance literature also sug-
gests that the attributes of these committees (e.g. meet-
ings and gender diversity) can affect their effectiveness 
[76]. The presence of women, their roles and responsi-
bilities on BOD-appointed committees and their actual 
participation is a reflection of WE. They can and do have 
impact (positive or negative) on committee performance, 
whether in family or non-family businesses. Empirical 
results on the relationship between BCs and WE have not 
been conclusive even when available, but Adams and Fer-
reira [73] are of the view that gender-diverse BCs (indi-
cating WE) increase effectiveness, promote openness 
and facilitate effective communication among committee 
members more than non-diverse BCs. Ali et al. [77] agree 
that a gender-diverse BC, such as an audit committee, 
could often prevent or reduce audit report issues. Finally, 
Gul et al. [78] confirm that female presence on BCs not 
only encourages information sharing among committee 
members, but is also an action that encourages WE.

H5 Board committees have a significant and positive 
impact on women’s empowerment.

Women’s empowerment and family business sustainability
Empowering women to achieve their full potential, 
especially in economic activities, is important [79], par-
ticularly in developing economies. Nhamo et  al. [80] 

describe how African countries will implement the 
United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) by 2030, particularly in tracking progress on 
SDG 5 on gender equality and the empowerment of 
women and girls. A survey conducted by the Interna-
tional Finance Corporation on women on boards in 
Nigeria identified strong financial performance and 
improved board effectiveness as key benefits of women 
in the boardroom: having women on the board sends a 
strong message that a company is progressive. Boards 
that mirror society can better understand the needs 
and preferences of their clients, and this can lead to 
improved product development, more effective product 
marketing, and better customer relations [81].

Several studies have explored the nexus of WE and 
economic development, but the association between 
WE and sustainability, and particularly SUS, remains 
unexplored. Indeed, previous studies have focused on 
women’s political participation and modernization 
[82, 83]. Ergas and York [84] also considered the role 
of women in global warming and sustainability. Achuo 
et  al. [83] and Okolo-Obasi et  al. [85] also highlight 
how women’s economic empowerment is intertwined 
with issues of globalization, inequality, access to capi-
tal, and tax income. This study further extends this line 
of literature to include an analysis of the mediating role 
of WE on SUS. Langnel et al. [86] opine that “WE” has 
a positive and significant effect on sustainability. This 
indicates that when women are empowered, they play 
significant roles in national sustainability. They fur-
ther argue that economic sustainability is likely to be 
achieved when women are involved in financial and 
non-financial decision making in organizations, which 
also includes family-owned organizations. Skaf et  al. 
[135] also confirmed a significant interaction between 
women’s empowerment and the performance of fam-
ily entrepreneurships. In addition, the results showed 
that women holding managerial positions in fam-
ily entrepreneurships are positively associated with 
firm performance. Gender diversity, as a proxy for 
WE, gives a positive signal to stakeholders that a com-
pany recognizes societal diversity in its governance 
[87]. According to [88, 89], a higher representation of 
women, especially in senior management positions, 
indicates a firm’s commitment to a positive working 
environment. Quality employment and acknowledg-
ing societal diversity contributes to business success, 
and hence sustainability. Vieira [90] specifically showed 
that female directors on corporate boards affect prof-
itability and sustainability more in family-controlled 
businesses than their counterparts. This position agrees 
with that of [72], who also confirm that gender diversity 
in the top management of MFIs is closely linked with 
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social and financial performance. Posting of good and 
improved financial result is a key variable for business 
sustainability.

On the other hand, [91] observes that WE’ has a nega-
tive association with sustainability, arguing further that 
favourable perception towards female leaders may not be 
widely accepted in a society with strong cultural leanings, 
especially in developing economies. Lee et al. [92] argue 
that the appointment of a non-prototypical leader is a 
signal to stakeholders that a firm is undertaking change 
or reorganization. Similarly, Certo [93] states that wom-
en’s appointments in senior positions may be interpreted 
by investors as a signal of organizational difficulties or 
decline. These perceptions may negatively affect business 
sustainability in the short run. Finally, Khan et  al. [94] 
and Olayide et al. [95], in separate studies, found no sig-
nificant relationship between WE and business sustain-
ability. The sixth hypothesis is stated as follows:

H6 Women’s empowerment has a significant and posi-
tive impact on sustainable development.

The above literature and hypotheses H1–H6 show the 
association between CG, WE and business sustainability. 
This study therefore also assumes that the presence of 
women in CG, as a proxy for WE, will positively moder-
ate the relationship between CG and SUS.

Women’s empowerment, culture and business 
sustainability
WE’ is multi-layered and incorporates intersecting social 
and economic dimensions, but generally involves pro-
cesses and actions to improve the status of women in 
society through education, job opportunities, etc. [56]. In 
the context of this study, WE’ was considered in respect 
of their job opportunities, and their presence and roles on 
corporate boards in family businesses. SUS is long-term 
success as a result of adopting a value-driven approach 
to business planning with less negative impact on society 
[96, 97]. The sustainability of any enterprise depends on 
it having a strong long-term orientation [53].

Previous studies have identified a relationship between 
WE and business sustainability, and especially SUS [11, 
98, 135]. Culture has also long been identified as a factor 
associated with how businesses perform, and especially 
family businesses. Does culture (family and corporate) 
play a moderating role in the relationship between fam-
ily businesses and sustainability? Generally, there is no 
entirely bad or good culture, and none may be considered 
superior to others. Specifically, if cultural (family or cor-
porate) values or tendencies enable a management style 
that creates an enabling, conducive work environment 
and motivates people, employees’ work performance will 

be enhanced. Conversely, a work environment influenced 
negatively by societal values will be a stressor on employ-
ees’ work performance. This thinking is further empha-
sized by Wallach [98], who conclude that there is no good 
or bad culture per se; a culture is good–effective—if it 
reinforces the mission, purposes and the strategies of the 
organization. Finally, a culture that recognizes women 
as an important segment of society will assign roles and 
responsibilities to them not only in social, but also eco-
nomic activities.

Some authors have identified ethnic and cultural influ-
ences on family businesses [1], but few studies have 
explored the moderating role of culture on the associa-
tion between WE and SUS. The empirical results of these 
limited studies are also not conclusive. Nevertheless, [99] 
state that culture has an impact on the emergence and 
growth of WE, through roles which could lead to long-
term sustainability in businesses. Other studies [1, 100, 
101] also find that culture has a significant and positive 
impact on WE, which influences business sustainabil-
ity. In contrast, some studies have found negative and 
insignificant impact [102], while others observe an insig-
nificant relationship with sustainability [103]. This study 
extends this line of literature to empirically examine the 
moderating roles of two dimensions of culture, family 
and corporate, on the WE and SUS nexus.

Family culture, women’s empowerment, and business 
sustainability
“Every family has a unique belief system (family culture) 
and family paradigm. Through these paradigms, not only 
can the family culture be better understood, but also the 
culture of the business owned and managed by the family, 
perception of their competence and how they would han-
dle crises and conflicts” ([104], p.3). As culture-bearing 
units, ethnic groups’ shared values contribute greatly to 
identification and certain modes of decision making that 
may lead to WE [105], especially in settings where there 
are no clear distinctions regarding male and female roles. 
Women empowered through their roles, responsibilities 
and entrepreneurial spirit contribute to a business’s long-
term viability and sustainability, as the company adopts 
the culture of the family that owns it. Family culture (FC), 
which is a sub-set of national culture or its system of val-
ues, influences the leadership and management style of 
most organizations, including family businesses, which 
in turn influence employee job performance [106] and 
attendant social and economic benefits. The leadership 
style in most organizations is a reflection of the society 
and family from which the managers come. This posi-
tion is firmly emphasized by [107], who argues that the 
cultural foundation of an organization is directly linked 
to the value system of its founding members, especially 
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in family-controlled businesses. These leaders are the 
architects and main players who establish and continu-
ously influence the organization’s culture or work char-
acteristics. The protection of family SEW’ and its various 
dimensions in family businesses has a direct link with 
family culture, which, as [38] puts it, is more intrinsic, its 
preservation becomes an end in itself, and it is anchored 
at a deep psychological level among family owners. Fam-
ily values (culture) may directly moderate the protection 
of SEW, which exerts significant influence on firm’s strat-
egies, governance and behaviours [108].

Although studies that empirically establish the mod-
erating role of family culture on the WE and SUS rela-
tionship are limited, Dyer [109] confirms that family 
culture has a lasting impact on family businesses. It facili-
tates uniform and harmonious behaviour by creating a 
shared understanding for family business management 
and governance, hence encouraging sustainability [110]. 
Adendorff and Halkias’s [1] study on immigrant family 
businesses’ survival, growth and sustainability confirms 
the role of family culture in shaping and pursuing a vision 
of the business that is potentially sustainable across gen-
erations. This finding is in line with Dettori et  al. [111], 
who agree that family businesses are usually motivated 
by long-term orientation, which implies an inclination to 
adopt strategies that can guarantee successful longevity. 
In addition, Ferreira et  al.’s [101] bibliometric study on 
SUS identifies that culture, in the form of family values 
and deep-rooted traditional practices, affects the sus-
tainability of such businesses. On the other hand, some 
authors agree that family orientation as a result of deep-
seated cultural values that deny some segment of the 
society of their full potentials is generally considered to 
be negatively associated with innovation and perfor-
mance (as well as profitability), which may work against 
sustainability practices. Family businesses consider new 
practices a deviation and violation of family tradition, 
culture and history, which may extend to WE policies. 
According to Lumpkin and Brigham [112], the general 
impression is that family owners are risk-averse and pre-
fer proven strategies and activities to new pursuits, as 
long as their SEW is preserved. The hypothesis developed 
is:

H7 Family culture significantly moderates the rela-
tionship between women’s empowerment and business 
sustainability.

Corporate culture, women’s empowerment, and business 
sustainability
According to Wallach [98], corporate culture (CC) is the 
shared understanding of an organization’s employees—
how we do things around here. These beliefs, values, 

norms and philosophies determine how things work. 
It is also viewed as the value system that influences the 
leadership and management style of most corporate 
organizations, which in turn influences employee job 
performance [113] and, in some instances, the forma-
tion and composition of BODs so as to involve women 
in corporate decision making. Moreover, if the cultural 
belief system contains positive approaches, such as “Peo-
ple really care if you do a good job in this outfit” or “Win-
ners are rewarded here”, or encouragement of WE in the 
work environment that will also be reflected in the fam-
ily’s business performance and sustainability practices. 
The influence of corporate culture on employees’ work 
attitudes is also supported by Buchanan and Huczynski 
[114]. Jung et al. [115] emphasize that the behaviour, atti-
tudes and value systems of employees are shaped by the 
practices (corporate culture) of the organization. Accord-
ing to Brooks and Wallace [116], leadership style takes 
different forms in terms of the dimensions of national 
culture and further refined by organizational values. 
Generally, if these cultural values or tendencies enable a 
management style that creates a good work environment 
and motivates people, employees’ work performance 
will be enhanced. Conversely, a work environment influ-
enced negatively by societal values will be a stressor on 
employee work performance, with an attendant gradual 
reduction in firm value and eventual sustainability risk. 
In conclusion, Denison [117] states that corporate cul-
ture is not just an important factor; it is the central driver 
of superior business performance, which ensures long-
term value creation, enabling business sustainability.

There are several studies on the corporate culture and 
business sustainability nexus, but empirical results are 
inconclusive. Hadj [118] confirms that a supportive cor-
porate culture encourages employee creativity and effi-
cient production processes, and adopts superior quality 
governance and management styles that are likely to 
ensure business sustainability. Manning et al. [119] study, 
on Dutch firms for the period 2012 to 2016, concludes 
that companies’ entrepreneurial culture and governance 
systems that align with employees’ (including women’s) 
interests can facilitate governance and business sustain-
ability. Similarly, Crifo et al. [120] reveal that employees’ 
entrepreneurial ability supported by company values 
contributes not only to a company’s financial growth, but 
also to its social and environmental performance, and 
hence business sustainability. Finally, Achim et  al. [121] 
conclude that a corporate culture that considers the prin-
ciples of good governance (e.g. accountability, transpar-
ency and protection of stakeholders’ interests), including 
an independent and gender-diverse corporate board, 
can gain the trust of stakeholders, bring consistency and 
improvement in business processes and consequently 
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achieve business sustainability. The final hypothesis 
states:

H8 Corporate culture significantly moderates the rela-
tionship between women’s empowerment and business 
sustainability.

Accordingly, Fig. 1 summarizes the research model of 
the present study.

Research methodology
Data collection and sample
A questionnaire with a 5-point Likert scale was adopted 
and utilized the online mode for data gathering. An 
online approach ensures the possibility of reaching as 
many respondents as possible and also reduces inter-
view bias [122]. The questionnaires addressed SUS, CG, 
WE, FC and CC. A non-probabilistic sample of 126 fam-
ily businesses was selected from different locations of the 
country for a period of five months (October 2022–Janu-
ary 2023), based on purposive sampling. Simple random 
sampling was used for the selection of the respondents, 
who were usually the principal managers/executives or 
owners of family businesses, as they tend to have a deep 
understanding of their business. The response rate was 
65% (246 respondents) of the 378 questionnaires sent. 
Responses from 235 participants (62.17%) were eventu-
ally used for the final empirical analysis (Table 1).

Variables and measurement
Four main sets of variables were used for the analy-
sis, namely (i) dependent: SUS; (ii) independent: CG 
mechanisms; (iii) mediating: WE; and (iv) moderating: 
FC and CC. These were measured in line with previous 
literature. Respondents were asked to rate indicators 
for their respective variables on a 5-point Likert scale 

(5 = strongly agree; 1 = strongly disagree). Table 2 indi-
cates the variables, their respective indicators (items) 
and source.

Partial least squares structural equation model
We adopted the PLS-SEM method in this study. It was 
designed as a prediction-oriented approach to SEM 
that relaxes the demands on data and specification 
of relationships set by covariance-based SEM [123]. 
PLS-SEM has enjoyed steady popularity as a key mul-
tivariate analysis method in management information 
systems and other fields of business research [124]: “…
PLS-SEM meets the challenges faced by family busi-
ness researchers who are confronted with an increasing 
complexity of theories and cause-effect models, over-
surveyed respondents and decreasing response rates” 
[33, p. 107]. To test the model, we utilized SmartPLS 
[125].

Fig. 1 Research model.  Source: Authors

Table 1 Sample characteristics of respondents

Demographic variable Type Number Proportion (%)

Education level Bachelor 62 26.38

Masters 32 13.67

PhD 7 2.98

Others 134 57.02

Gender Male 172 73.19

Female 63 26.81

Age 20–30 14 5.96

31–40 48 20.42

41–50 94 41.70

50 and above 79 33.62

Position Executive 181 77.02

Non-executive 54 22.98
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Evaluation of PLS‑SEM results
The implementation of PLS-SEM in this study entailed 
two stages. First, we examined the measurement models 
to confirm whether they were made up of reflective or 
formative measures, or both. The second stage depended 
on the satisfactory examination and results of the meas-
urement models. After the construct measures were 
confirmed as reliable and valid, the second stage was to 
assess the structural model results. The study utilized 
SmartPLS, and followed the guidelines for PLS-SEM 
given by [33] in evaluating and reporting the results.

Empirical results
Before the data analysis, the data were prepared after col-
lection by data entry, coding, and cleaning. We followed 
two sequential stages: assessment of the measurement 
models and evaluation of the structural model [126].

Measurement model assessment
The measurement model was measured according to two 
specific criteria, convergent validity and discriminant 
validity, which are discussed below.

Convergent validity
Table  3 indicates the results of the assessment of the 
measurement models. As a guide, the value of Cronbach’s 
alpha for each sub-scale should be at least 0.70 [127]. Our 
results are higher than 0.70. For the factor loadings, the 
values should be more than 0.50 [127], and the results are 
all above 0.50. Content validity is therefore satisfied. The 
results of the average variance extracted (AVE) are also 
above the required minimum of 0.5 [128]. Furthermore, 

Table 2 Variables and indicators

Variables Indicators (Items) Source

Dependent

 SUS 5 Zhang et al. (2019)

Independent

 CG

 1. BD 6 Honghui (2017)

 2. BM 4 Honghui (2017)

 3. BC 4 Honghui (2017)

 4. BS 5 Honghui (2017)

 5. BI 3 Honghui (2017)

Moderator

 WE 8 Chandrarathna & 
Sumanasiri, 2021

Mediator

 CC 7 Wallach (1983)

 FC 13 Bhat & Shah (2013)

Table 3 Convergent validity

Constructs Items Loadings Cronbach’s 
Alpha

CR AVE

SUS SUS1 0.921 0.891 0.901 0.672

SUS2 0.783

SUS3 0.807

SUS4 0.893

SUS5 0.817

WE WE1 0.786 0.791 0.831 0.772

WE2 0.568

WE3 0.650

WE4 0.781

WE5 0.945

WE6 0.505

WE7 0.675

FC FC1 0.834 0.836 0.873 0.663

FC2 0.717

FC3 0.916

FC4 0.743

FC5 0.812

FC6 0.843

FC7 0.852

FC8 0.838

FC9 0.879

FC10 0.790

FC11 0.703

FC13 0.811

BS BS1 0.572 0.807 0.863 0.561

BS2 0.687

BS3 0.81

BS4 0.826

BI BI1 0.73 0.798 0.865 0.683

BI2 0.879

BI3 0.862

BD BD1 0.737 0.897 0.921 0.659

BD2 0.822

BD3 0.837

BD4 0.797

BD5 0.849

BD6 0.826

BC BC1 0.835 0.863 0.906 0.708

BC2 0.869

BC3 0.869

BC4 0.79

BM BM2 0.789 0.805 0.885 0.719

BM3 0.890

BM4 0.784
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values for composite reliability (CR) are all higher than 
0.7, which indicates that our results exceeded the mini-
mum threshold of 0.7 [128]. The results in Table 3 con-
firm that the constructs fulfil the criteria for convergent 
validity.

Reliability
For a study of this nature, the internal consistency of 
the scales is very important. The Cronbach’s alpha value 
is recommended to be equal or higher than 0.70 [127]. 

Table  3 reflects that the Cronbach’s alpha values are 
higher than the minimum threshold. The internal con-
sistency (reliability) test results are therefore considered 
acceptable.

Discriminant validity results
Tables 4 and 5 show the results for the discriminant valid-
ity: This needs value of the latent variables correlation 
below 0.9 for the variables [129]. This condition is ful-
filled and demonstrated in Table 4 (the Fornell–Larcker 
criterion value) and Table 5 (Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio 
of correlations criteria). These results therefore confirm 
that the constructs have discriminant validity.

Structural model assessment
Table 6 shows the results of the endogenous constructs’ 
predictive power (R2). We applied the rule of thumb sug-
gested by [130], ( ≤ 0.19 = weak; ≥ 0.33 good; ≥ 0.67 excel-
lent) in the interpretation of our R2. The SUS value (the 
primary outcome measure of the model) is 0.475. Predic-
tion of WE is higher, with an R2 value of 0.562. However, 
considering the numerous antecedents of SUS and WE, 
the results appear to be significant.

Table 3 (continued)

Constructs Items Loadings Cronbach’s 
Alpha

CR AVE

CC CC1 0.645 0.815 0.863 0.516

CC2 0.605

CC3 0.801

CC4 0.801

CC5 0.769

CC7 0.663

Table 4 Fornell and Larcker

Constructs BC BD BS BI BM CC

SUS 0.891

WE 0.349 0.781

FC 0.154 0.235

BC 0.352 0.672 0.841

BD 0.193 0.184 0.748 0.812

BS 0.341 0.293 0.379 0.422 0.749

BI 0.269 0.231 0.032 0.103 0.099 0.826

BM 0.134 0.339 0.626 0.612 0.441 0.051 0.848

CC 0.552 0.154 0.257 0.327 0.317 0.119 0.31 0.718

Table 5 Heterotrait-Monotrait correlation

Constructs SUS WE FC BC BD BS BI BM

SUS

WE 0.241

FC 0.201 0.230

BC 0.154 0.119 0.143

BD 0.352 0.234 0.443 0.841

BS 0.194 0.032 0.054 0.449 0.467

BI 0.331 0.173 0.354 0.054 0.105 0.12

BM 0.238 0.273 0.393 0.752 0.719 0.526 0.071

CC 0182 0.470 0.841 0.293 0.364 0.368 0.136 0.355
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Finally, we considered the relevance and significance of 
the structural model relationships by adopting the boot-
strapping procedure in line with [33], with most of the 
relationships being significant (p < 0.05). Table  7 shows 
the results of the PLS-SEM (Path coefficients). First are 
the direct effects. The predicted values indicate that 
BS (B = 0.248, p < 0.001); BI (B = 0.247, p < 0.001); BD: 
(B = 0.247, p < 0.001); BM (B = 0.157, p < 0.001); and BC 
(B = 0.224, p < 0.001) have a positive and statistically sig-
nificant impact on WE. Therefore, H1 to H5 are accepted. 
H6 is also accepted because WE’ has a positive and sig-
nificant relationship with SUS. The results of the indi-
rect mediating effect also show that WE positively and 
significantly mediated the relationship between BS, BI, 
BC, BM, BD, and SUS, as also indicated in Table 7. The 
indirect moderating effects showed that FC significantly 
moderates the relationship between WE and SUS, which 
confirms H7. However, the effect is smaller compared to 
H6 (direct relationship between WE and SUS). H8 is also 
supported, as CC significantly moderated the relation-
ship between WE’ and SUS (Figs. 2 and 3).

Discussion
The study results empirically confirm that CG is posi-
tively associated with WE in family-controlled busi-
nesses in Saudi Arabia. This also assists in achieving 

business sustainability [131, 133]. (This confirms H1–
H5). The result is in line with Pradhan and Tripathy 
[16], who confirm that good governance and WE are 
inextricably interlinked, especially in a modern demo-
cratic society. Specifically, the CG mechanisms or BOD 
features (diversity, meetings, size, independence and 
committee) are positively associated with WE. Our 
result is in line with Adams et  al. [23], who state that 
a more diversified BOD will encourage and enhance 
WE. This result also confirms the findings of some 
previous studies that the appointment and presence of 
women on BOD committees [73], attendance at BODs 
and committee meetings [75], and female independent 
directors’ positions on corporate issues [20] are govern-
ance features that encourage WE.

The results also support the agency and resource 
dependence theories. These two theoretical perspec-
tives underlie the rationale in favour of board gender 
diversity. The presence of women on BOD (indicating 
board diversity) is linked to WE, which is also used as 
a proxy for board monitoring effectiveness [32]. This 
result is consistent with [16, 65], who acknowledge an 
interlink between CG and WE. For this study’s context 
of Saudi Arabia, the result is as expected because of 
the renewed focus by authorities on an improved CG 
environment in the Kingdom, as reflected in the revised 
and updated CG code and other statutory corporate 
guidance, especially regarding BOD composition and 
responsibilities. Although these moves may not be suf-
ficient for full, WE, they may be considered as traveling 
in the right direction to empower women, not only in 
social, but also in corporate activities, and especially in 
their involvement in SUS.

Table 6 R2 of endogenous latent constructs

Constructs R square Result

Women’s Empowerment (WE) 56.2% Substantial

Sustainability (SUS) 47.5% Substantial

Table 7 Direct and indirect effect results (path coefficients and significance)

Original sample Standard deviation T statistics P values Decision

BC ≥ WE 0.224 0.054 4.155 0.000 Supported

BD ≥ WE 0.247 0.067 3.665 0.000 Supported

BI ≥ WE 0.247 0.067 3.701 0.000 Supported

BM ≥ WE 0.157 0.045 3.532 0.000 Supported

BS ≥ WE 0.248 0.052 4.777 0.000 Supported

CC ≥ SUS 0.098 0.042 2.364 0.018 Supported

FC ≥ SUS 0.192 0.042 4.613 0.000 Supported

WE ≥ SUS 0.781 0.035 22.303 0.000 Supported

BC ≥ WE ≥ SUS 0.175 0.041 4.26 0.000 Supported

BD ≥ WE ≥ SUS 0.224 0.054 4.176 0.000 Supported

BI ≥ WE ≥ SUS 0.193 0.053 3.633 0.000 Supported

BM ≥ WE ≥ SUS 0.224 0.054 4.176 0.000 Supported

BS ≥ WE ≥ SUS 0.194 0.041 4.68 0.000 Supported

FC*WE ≥ SUS 0.095 0.026 3.687 0.000 Supported

CC*WE ≥ SUS 0.199 0.045 4.222 0.001 Supported



Page 13 of 19Al Rawaf and Alfalih  Future Business Journal           (2024) 10:46  

Fig. 2 Direct effect. SUS = Business Sustainability; WE = Women’s Empowerment; CC = Corporate Culture; FC = Family Culture; BD = Board Diversity; 
BM = Board Meeting; BC = Board Committee; BS = Board Size and BI = Board Independence

Fig. 3 Moderating effect. SUS = Business Sustainability; WE = Women’s Empowerment; CC = Corporate Culture; FC = Family Culture; BD = Board 
Diversity; BM = Board Meeting; BC = Board Committee; BS = Board Size and BI = Board Independence
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Between the WE and SUS variables, the results show 
a positive and statistically significant relationship (This 
confirms H6). It is in line with the findings of [86, 134], 
which report that WE’ has a positive and significant 
effect on sustainability. They further argue that when 
empowered women are involved in financial and non-
financial decision making in an organization (including 
family-owned businesses), they can play a vital role in 
the organization’s economic sustainability. Furthermore, 
our result is consistent with Vieira’s [90] study, which 
showed that female directors on corporate boards have a 
higher level of positive impact on performance and sus-
tainability in family-controlled firms than in non-family 
firms. However, our results are inconsistent with Olayide 
et al. [95] study in Nigeria (a developing economy) which 
found no significant relationship between WE and busi-
ness sustainability.

Finally, our results are in line with resource depend-
ence theory, which views qualified and experienced 
board members, especially women who are empowered 
by virtue of their membership of corporate boards, as a 
strategic resource that can not only contribute to organi-
zational success, but also ensure business sustainability. 
This positive and significant relationship between WE 
and SUS in Saudi Arabia may also be attributed to the 
current emphasis on the country’s implementation of 
certain gender non-discriminatory policies and the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and especially 
SDG-5 (gender equality). Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 
aspires to increase women’s employment, particularly in 
the health and education sectors [132]. In addition, the 
Saudi government has launched a training programme 
(named Daroob) to develop women’s employability 
skills [133]. These, and other practical efforts, are geared 
towards WE, which has a positive and significant effect 
on sustainability [86]. Empowered women therefore have 
a key role to play, especially in developing economies.

Furthermore, our results on the moderating role of 
culture, both family and corporate, in the relationship 
between WE and SUS revealed various degrees of posi-
tive relationships (This confirms (H7 – H8). This is in line 
with [1, 111]. For the FC variable, the result is in line with 
Ferreira et al. [101], who identify family values and deep-
rooted traditional practices as factors that affect SUS. 
However, the positive relationship between WE and SUS 
is less pronounced when FC is a moderator. This indi-
cates that FC, and especially “family loyalty”, sometimes 
exceeds economic considerations in the preservation of 
family SEW. In the context of Saudi Arabia, this find-
ing reveals there are still some aspects of family culture 
that require review, in particular women’s involvement in 
family businesses. This study also found that corporate 
culture enhances the relationship between WE and SUS, 

in line with Manning et al.’s [119] study on Dutch SMEs. 
A corporate culture that encourages WE in CG (espe-
cially in management positions and on the corporate 
board) may be seen by stakeholders as an institution to 
rely on, likely to be consistent in its business operations 
and consequently to achieve business sustainability [121]. 
This assertion is also correct for an emerging country 
such as Saudi Arabia.

Conclusion
The current study improved previous studies by investi-
gating the association between women empowerment 
and family business sustainability, which remains not 
fully explored. The study used four theories as its theo-
retical foundation and development of hypotheses. Fam-
ily businesses because of their two different orientations 
(performance and emotional or socio-emotional wealth), 
their business transactions are not purely economic, 
leading to sustainability problems [9]. A family business’s 
ability to incorporate good governance into its operations 
gives it the capacity not only to generate more revenues 
and produce a competitive advantage, but also to sustain 
itself in the long term [25].

This study empirically investigated the impact of CG 
(represented by five corporate board features) on SUS, 
with women’s direct involvement in corporate board 
activities as a proxy for WE as a mediating factor, and FC 
and CC as moderating variables in the context of Saudi 
Arabia with its unique features. The study also consid-
ered the interrelationships among these variables. The 
study results empirically confirm that CG is positively 
associated with WE in family-controlled firms in Saudi 
Arabia, which also assists in achieving business sustain-
ability [130]. The findings also agree with [16] that good 
governance and WE are inextricably interlinked in a 
modern democratic society. Furthermore, the findings 
indicate that the presence of women in CG (especially in 
management positions and on corporate boards, which 
could be regarded as a proxy for WE) is positively associ-
ated with family business sustainability. This result sup-
ports the argument of [86] that the presence of women 
on corporate boards positively affects business success 
and hence sustainability. However, this positive signifi-
cance level is reduced when family culture is used as a 
moderating factor. Finally, the results also reveal a con-
sistent positive relationship between WE and SUS when 
corporate culture is introduced as a moderating variable.

Family businesses, both from theoretical perspectives 
and in practice, despite their family-centric aims, still 
remain the dominant form of businesses worldwide, 
and also contribute substantially to national economies 
[25]. Their emergence, effective operations and sustain-
ability are of interest not only to business practitioners 
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and regulatory authorities, but also researchers. The 
dynastic succession or trans-generational domain of 
family SEW [37] considers SUS as one of its intrinsic 
interests and may therefore strive towards it. This can 
create an enabling environment for SUS, in addition 
to the adoption of good CG policies, Women, through 
their nomination and subsequent appointment on 
corporate boards and into other senior management 
positions, when operating in a supportive culture (fam-
ily, corporate) that recognizes women as an impor-
tant segment of society and assigns roles to them in 
both social and economic activities, will reinforce the 
organization’s mission, purpose and strategies. This 
study has empirically established significant and posi-
tive links between CG, WE, culture (family, corporate), 
and SUS, which has implications for operators of family 
businesses and regulatory authorities, not only for the 
context of the study (Saudi Arabia), but also for other 
developing economies with similar features.

Theoretical implications
The study contributes to the family business litera-
ture by drawing from different theoretical perspec-
tives besides SEW theory, such as agency, resource 
dependence, stakeholder and stewardship theories, to 
advance current knowledge in family business. It also 
adds to prior research on family business, by high-
lighting the relevance and influence of culture on fam-
ily or organizational behaviour, particularly in settings 
where cultural values are sacrosanct and have tremen-
dous influence on daily activities. The conceptualiza-
tion of WE’ was also used as a unique corporate board 
resource, in line with an internal resource dependence 
perspective, to increase our understanding of the dis-
tinctive features and operations of family businesses. 
Finally, the study adopted the use of PLS-SEM, suited 
to estimating theoretically established cause–effect 
relationship models [123]. According to Sarstedt et  al. 
([23], p. 106), its statistical properties make PLS-SEM 
particularly useful for exploratory research settings that 
are “simultaneously data-rich and theory-primitive”. 
PLS-SEM’s capabilities also support its use for theory 
testing [126]. With this approach of simultaneously 
estimating and testing complex theories with empirical 
data, the study has expanded the existing knowledge on 
SUS research. Finally for academics, more theoretical 
perspectives of SUS need to be developed beyond SEW 
theory as the dominant paradigm in the field of fam-
ily business [35]. As rightly pointed out by Mensching 
et al. ([30], p.1), “Although academic interest in family 
business research is sharply increasing, the field still 
lacks sufficient theoretical integration”.

Managerial and practical implications
The empirical results of this study, which establishes 
links between SUS, CG and WE, have implications for 
research, policy-makers and regulatory authorities in 
Saudi Arabia. For CG, the Saudi Arabian regulatory 
authority should continue to improve on the CG envi-
ronment, through updated CG codes with sections 
targeted at effective management and governance of 
family-owned businesses to ensure their sustainability, 
as a large number of family-owned businesses exist and 
play a significant role in job and wealth creation in the 
Saudi economy [27]. For operators of family businesses in 
Saudi Arabia, whether old or new, the focus should be on 
high levels of long-term orientation to perpetuate trans-
generational goals, predicated on business decisions that 
are future-focused, and governance structures that can 
enable SUS. Another area of interest based on the find-
ings of this study, and on which regulatory authorities 
and indeed the government should focus, is the role of 
women in corporate business activities. WE’ has a posi-
tive and significant effect on business sustainability [86]. 
Therefore, an emphasis on the country’s implementa-
tion of gender non-discriminatory policies and legisla-
tion should be encouraged, especially in sectors where 
women are disadvantaged with respect to training, devel-
opment and employment opportunities. The empower-
ment of women through their appointment into senior 
corporate management positions and roles on corporate 
boards could be attained through diversification of board 
appointments. A diversified BOD not only empowers 
women [20], but also plays a vital role in organization’s 
economic sustainability, including for family-owned busi-
nesses. In this regard, the Kingdom may consider reforms 
to its CG codes, making the presence of female directors 
mandatory on corporate boards.

Finally, the finding that the positive relationship 
between WE and SUS is less pronounced when family 
culture is a moderator has implications not only for busi-
ness owners, but also for the government and regulatory 
authorities. This reveals there are still some aspects of 
family culture that require review, especially regarding 
women’s involvement in family businesses. It may not be 
possible to completely remove family influence on family 
firms, especially in the context of this study, as a result 
of deep-seated cultural values and other interests. Nev-
ertheless, to ensure sustainability, the separation of busi-
ness and family loyalty is important. Also family firms 
should engage only the most qualified family members as 
managers, and developing resources for the best mana-
gerial techniques and adoption of sound CG principles; 
among them the empowering of women by employing 
them in senior management positions and on corporate 
boards (board diversity).
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Limitations
This study is not free from limitations, on which future 
studies can improve. First is variable measurement. 
Several measures (indicators) for the variables were 
used in this study; the use of different indicators may 
give different results. This is particularly the case for 
the WE variable, which might represent an overarching 
concept, and therefore any other consideration outside 
its interpretation in this study may raise the question 
of whether or not to include it in the analysis of family 
business. Second is the use of the selected explanatory 
variables in the model, as there are several other factors 
that influence family business sustainability, and there-
fore, overgeneralization of the findings should be taken 
with caution. Third, this study used only internal CG 
mechanisms. Finally, the study did not separate fam-
ily businesses into public and private, to estimate the 
impact of the identified variables on these sectors.

Future research directions
Some of the above limitations may create opportunities 
for future research. First, future studies may consider 
the use of both internal and external CG mechanisms 
and other variables to build a stronger model. Second, 
they may consider a triangulated approach: the use of 
a statistical data source (historical) with insights from 
interviews conducted with study respondents. Third, 
they may consider a cross-country study, specifically 
for Gulf Cooperation Council countries, to isolate the 
relative business sustainability practices of member 
countries, since they share common business and cul-
tural features. Finally, future research may also draw 
from other disciplines to investigate new aspects rel-
evant to family businesses, such as crisis management 
(e.g. COVID-19, etc.) and its implications for family 
firm sustainability.
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