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Abstract: This study investigates the question whether high performers 
are less likely to quit a family firm in the post-merger phase than if they 
were in non-family firms. We use Mobley’s (1977) Model of Employee 
Turnover as a cognitive framework and job embeddedness literature to 
examine how the distinguishing characteristics of family firms affect the 
distinctive stages of the high-performer turnover process. Using data 
from the Swiss CRANET survey 2014, with a sample of 245 family- and 
non-family firms in Switzerland, we find that M&A shocks lead to 
higher high-performer turnover, and that family firms show a lower 
level of high-performer turnover after an M&A than non-family firms. 
Our findings indicate that specific family business characteristics may 
buffer the detrimental impact of M&As on high-performer turnover.
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Die Auswirkungen von Fusionen und Übernahmen auf die Fluktua­
tion von Leistungsträgern – Unterschiede zwischen Familienunterneh­
men und Nicht-Familienunternehmen

Zusammenfassung: In dieser Studie wird der Frage nachgegangen, ob 
Leistungsträger ein Familienunternehmen in der Post-Merger-Phase mit 
geringerer Wahrscheinlichkeit verlassen, als wenn sie in Nicht-Famili­
enunternehmen tätig sind. Wir verwenden Mobley’s (1977) Model of 
Employee Turnover als kognitiven Rahmen und die Literatur zu Job 
Embeddedness, um zu untersuchen, wie sich die besonderen Merkmale 
von Familienunternehmen auf die verschiedenen Phasen des Fluktuati­
onsprozesses von Leistungsträgern auswirken. Anhand von Daten aus 
der Schweizer CRANET-Umfrage 2014 mit einer Stichprobe von 245 

Familien- und Nicht-Familienunternehmen in der Schweiz stellen wir fest,  dass M&A-
Schocks zu einer höheren Fluktuation von Leistungsträgern führen und dass Familienunter­
nehmen nach Fusionen und Übernahmen eine geringere Fluktuation von Leistungsträgern 
aufweisen  als  Nicht-Familienunternehmen.  Unsere  Ergebnisse  deuten  darauf  hin,  dass 
spezifische Merkmale von Familienunternehmen die nachteiligen Auswirkungen von Fusio­
nen und Übernahmen auf die Fluktuation von Leistungsträgern abfedern können.

Stichworte: Organisationsform, Familienunternehmen, Fusionen und Übernahmen, Leis­
tungsträger, Abwanderung
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Introduction

“Price is what you pay. Value is what you get.” Warren Buffett, Investor

Previous research disagrees as to whether mergers and acquisitions (M&A) generate value 
for organizations. In 2021, over 62’100 M&A deals were completed worldwide, adding 
up to a total deal value of US$ 5.63 trillion. In Europe alone, M&A deals reached a value 
of US$ 1.26 trillion (Nishant, 2021). Organizations engage in M&As because they are 
considered an effective means of replacing inefficient management, create synergies and 
boost company growth (Chatterjee, 1992; King et al., 2004). Yet, 44 % of all mergers 
and acquisitions fail to meet the initially set objectives (Schoenberg, 2006). In terms of 
succession and growth, M&A are also relevant for family businesses. Although M&A as 
a growth strategy constitute a major challenge for family businesses, they have been little 
studied (Feito-Ruiz & Menéndez-Requejo, 2010; Steen & Welch, 2006). This contrasts 
with an overwhelming 40 years of M&A research in non-family firm contexts (Cartwright 
& Schoenberg, 2006). Despite the absence of official statistics, it can be assumed that fam­
ily firms are heavily involved in M&As as they represent the predominant organizational 
form worldwide (Cesinger et al., 2014).

Previous studies have mainly dealt with the effects of M&A on financial outcomes such 
as post-merger performance (King et al., 2004), productivity (Siegel & Simons, 2010), 
shareholder returns (Cartwright & Schoenberg, 2006). Yet, more important factors seem 
to be overlooked. Specifically, the ‘human factor’ was highlighted as critical to the success 
of M&A by a large body of research (Schuler & Jackson, 2001).

Studies which examined the effects of M&A on turnover within particular groups of 
leaving employees (e.g., top management team, or CEO) neglected high performers (e.g., 
Krug & Aguilera, 2004; Lehn & Zhao, 2006). In terms of performance, the top 20 % 
of employees are considered high performers (Shaw et al., 2009). At the same time, there 
is little research on the causes of high-performer turnover (Kwon & Rupp, 2013). More 
valuable employees are more likely to facilitate organizational success and are aware of al­
ternative opportunities (Niederman et al., 2007; Trevor & Nyberg, 2008). Thus, retaining 
high performers becomes even more important, given the knowledge-based global compe­
tition (Cappelli, 2000). Further, turnover-related costs comprising employee replacement, 
social capital loss or training (Cascio, 2000; Kwon & Rupp, 2013; Sturman et al., 2003) 
are especially high when high performers leave (Kwon & Rupp, 2013; Shaw et al., 2005). 
Yet, turnover outcomes of M&As may differ in family- and non-family firm contexts. 
Given, for example, different organizational cultures (e.g., trust, altruism, or commitment; 
Lee, 2006) and social structures (Khanin et al., 2012), we may expect that family firms 
possess a competitive advantage in terms of retention of high performers after an M&A 
shock. Thus, the aim of this study is to answer the question as to whether M&As lead 
to high-performer turnover, and whether high performers are less likely to quit a family 
firm in the post-merger phase than if they were in non-family firms. We apply a revised 
version of Mobley’s (1977) model of employee turnover and job embeddedness literature 
to high-performer turnover with a specific focus on the differences between family and 
non-family firms after an M&A.

In doing so, we seek to make three contributions to family business, M&A and turnover 
literature. Firstly, by exploring the role of another contextual factor (i.e., family firm 
characteristics) on the relationship between M&A and high-performer turnover theoreti­
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cally, we add to the comparative research on M&As. Secondly, by drawing on job em­
beddedness research and Mobley’s model of employee turnover, we contribute to further 
theorizing and extend an existing framework with a novel antecedent (i.e., M&A) and 
we use it to contrast two different organizational contexts (family-/non-family business). 
Thirdly, with the consideration of high performers, we include a previously neglected but 
valuable employee subgroup in our analysis. Figure 1 depicts the research model.

Figure 1: Research Model

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

Mobley’s (1977) Model of Employee Turnover

There seems to be an agreement among turnover theorists that three main mechanisms 
play a role in turnover: (a) job attitudes (e.g., job satisfaction, organizational commit­
ment), (b) turnover intentions and (c) job search (Steel & Lounsbury, 2009). All these 
mechanisms are addressed by Mobley’s (1977) model of employee turnover. It describes, 
from an employee’s perspective, what happens after she or he experienced dissatisfaction 
at work for whatever reason (Steel & Lounsbury, 2009). The model includes various 
psychological and behavioral stages that take place before the actual turnover decision 
(Katsikea et al., 2015). Accordingly, the process starts when employees evaluate their 
existing jobs (see Figure 2). If this causes feelings of inequity (e.g., low pay relative to 
co-workers or outsiders, missed promotions or excessive supervision), or that expectations 
are not met, employees may become dissatisfied with their current job. This induces 
thoughts of quitting, which result in the evaluation of the expected utility of searching 
for alternatives and the costs of quitting. Alternatives are then evaluated and compared 
with the current job. If a favorable alternative is available and the costs of quitting are 
not high, the actual intention to quit occurs, whereupon employees intend to look for 
work elsewhere. If the job search is successful, the employee ultimately decides to quit and 
leaves the current employer (Hom et al., 1984).

According to Hom and colleagues (1984), an employee does not have to go through 
every stage of Mobley’s (1977) model but, for example, may quit without having searched 
for alternatives in the first place. In this study, we use this comprehensive and validated 
model version by Hom and colleagues (1984) to generate our hypotheses.

From job embeddedness research, we know that thoughts on quitting may emerge after 
so-called ‘system shocks’ that lead to a sudden change in job satisfaction – in the negative 
case, to dissatisfaction (Lee & Mitchell, 1994). A shock is defined as “a very distinguish­
able event that jars employees toward deliberate judgments about their jobs” (Lee & 
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Mitchell, 1994, p. 60). Mitchell et al. (2001) investigated why and how employees leave 
their job. In their study, 30 % of participants left their employer following an internal 
shock (i.e., merger). Thus, set in our study context, M&As as shocks are considered 
potential triggers for feelings of inequity and non-met expectations (Kammeyer-Mueller et 
al., 2005; Nikandrou & Papalexandris, 2008). Figure 2 illustrates the different stages of 
the revised Mobley turnover model set into the study context, without indicating possible 
cross-links between stages.

Figure 2: Simplified Representation of the Revised Mobley Model
(Adapted from Hom et al., 1984, p. 166)

M&A and High-Performer Turnover

Although mergers and acquisitions differ in some aspects, in line with comparable re­
search (e.g. Haleblian et al., 2009; Siegel & Simons, 2010), the terms are used inter­
changeably in this study for several reasons, one being that both concepts have overlap­
ping management objectives (Napier, 1989; Walter & Barney, 1990). Additionally, their 
impact on employee reactions is comparable (Napier, 1989). We, therefore, define an 
M&A as “any transaction that forms one economic unit from two or more previous 
ones“ (Lubatkin & Shrieves, 1986, p. 497). Further, we define high-performer turnover 
as the sum of voluntary terminations by top (high) performers within the previous 12 
months. Employees whose job performance is in the highest 20 % (for full-time employ­
ees) are considered high performers (Shaw et al., 2009), which is a common and verified 
metric (Kwon & Rupp, 2013).

There is existing evidence for higher turnover rates of top management teams, or top 
managers after M&A (Fried et al., 1996; Krug, 2009). Specifically, Krug and Shill (2008) 
demonstrated that acquired companies showed atypically high turnover rates1 among 
executives for ten or more years after an acquisition. As with executive turnover, high 
performers could similarly believe that the M&A leads to negative personal and profes­
sional prospects (Krug, 2009). Specifically, at the stage of met expectations (see Figure 2), 

1 Executive turnover was three times higher than normal in the first post-merger year (Krug & Shill, 
2008).
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M&A shocks may lead to major changes in psychological contracts, making employees, 
especially high performers, feel that their employers breached their previous obligations 
(Bellou, 2006). In this respect, feelings of inequity may occur due to associated job or task 
changes. Also, high performers’ expectations (with regard to pay, promotion, training or 
career prospects, etc.) may no longer be met due to M&A disruptions. Considering job 
alternatives, particularly high performers have many outside options (Nyberg, 2010), and 
are more employable therefore.

This leads us to the following conclusion:

Hypothesis 1: M&As lead to higher high-performer turnover compared to non-M&A 
conditions.

The Role of Family Firm Characteristics

In order to argue for lower high-performer turnover after M&As in family firms, it is 
important to deduce high performers’ needs and determine how the characteristics of 
family firms affect these needs. This leads to specific conclusions for the distinctive stages 
of the Mobley (1977) turnover model.

System Shock (M&A): Job embeddedness is a key element in buffering the effects of 
shocks from the employee. Employees who are embedded (e.g., social relationships, clients 
or ongoing projects) in their organizational context are less likely to leave. More embed­
ded employees tend to be more satisfied, committed and show a high job involvement 
(Mitchell et al., 2001). Our main argument is that high performers in family firms are 
more embedded, particularly through social (e.g., co-workers, supervisors, owner family) 
and cultural factors (e.g., trust, autonomy, familiarity), than in non-family firms. Further, 
family firms tend to have a human-capital-enhancing culture (Huang et al., 2015), which 
is expected to better attract and retain high performers. Additionally, family firms tend to 
keep employment levels stable particularly during disruptions (i.e., mergers). Consequent­
ly, family ownership is associated with a lower overall turnover (Astrachan, Allen, & 
Spinelli, 2002; Lee, 2006).

Job Satisfaction: Turnover literature suggests that particularly job satisfaction and job 
alternatives are relevant factors in the turnover process (March & Simon, 1958). Fami­
ly businesses are more concerned about their employees' job satisfaction (Donckels & 
Fröhlich, 1991) and they score higher for culture than non-family businesses (Huang 
et al., 2015). Job satisfaction is positively influenced by clear roles, a good supervisor, 
pay, benefits and other rewards, as well as by autonomy and fairness (Mitchell et al., 
2001). Fewer hierarchical levels in family firms (Boyd, 2010) promote proximity to family 
managers. Thus, employees in family businesses are more likely to have a strong bond 
with their supervisors. As family managers rather remain in the firm after an M&A, 
high-performer turnover is less likely due to personal ties. Furthermore, we argue that 
a lower degree of formalization in HR practices (De Kok et al., 2006) leads to more 
autonomy for employees, which fosters job satisfaction and buffers the negative effects of 
M&A shocks (Alegre et al., 2016).

Thoughts of Quitting: Highly embedded employees have fewer thoughts of quitting 
when faced with a shock (Mitchell et al., 2001). Employees can be embedded in an 
organization, whether jobwise or socially, among other things. Strong social links of high 
performers help to better embed and retain this sub-group of workers (Cappelli, 2000). 
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Even if high performers may not be loyal to a firm, they are loyal to work colleagues 
(Cappelli, 2000). Link-building activities are one measure to foster employees’ embedded­
ness. Such activities include mentor systems (Mitchell et al., 2001) or the use of teamwork 
(Cappelli, 2000). Moreover, off-the-job links, such as family, friends, and other types 
of links established through hobbies or community activities, can also embed employees 
(Mitchell et al., 2001). In family firms, social embeddedness tends to be generally higher 
compared to non-family firms (Khanin et al., 2012). All this leads to more embedded 
employees that have fewer thoughts of quitting when faced with a shock (Mitchell et al., 
2001).

Evaluation & Comparison of Alternatives: Job alternatives are major triggers in the 
turnover process (Mitchell et al., 2001). They have direct effects on actual turnover (Hom 
& Kinicki, 2001). Employees who are satisfied are less attracted by job alternatives 
(Mitchell et al., 2001). However, even if they want to, employees sometimes cannot leave 
because of factors that keep them entrenched in their jobs (Mitchell et al., 2001). The 
costs associated with leaving the firm may be subsumed under the term ‘sacrifice’ and 
may include financial incentives, organizational environment, development and training 
plans, but also childcare support (Mitchell et al., 2001). Kwon and colleagues (2010) 
found that, in particular, high performers can be retained through a bundle of high 
commitment HR practices due to their positive impact on commitment.2 This includes 
enriched job design, a team-based approach, participation in decision making, or extensive 
training and development (Appelbaum, 2000; Arthur, 1994; Delery & Shaw, 2001; Guest, 
1997; Huselid, 1995; Whitener, 2001; Wright et al., 2003). Family firms spend far more 
on training than non-family firms (Kachaner et al., 2012). Employees are more loyal 
and committed to firms that enrich their education (Martel, 2003). Specifically, informal 
training is becoming increasingly important in employees’ training (Martel, 2003). Family 
firms use less formal HR practices (De Kok et al., 2006). Thus, high performers in family 
firms are better suited to deal with the M&A induced shocks.

Intention to Quit: Job embeddedness is negatively related to intention to quit (Mitchell 
et al., 2001) and intentions to quit have direct effects on actual turnover (Hom & Kinicki, 
2001). Family firms are generally better at keeping their employees (Kachaner et al., 
2012), not least because they focus “on creating a culture of commitment and purpose, 
avoiding layoffs during downturns, promoting from within, and investing in people” 
(Kachaner et al., 2012, p. 106). As favorable and fair exchanges between the firm and 
its employees foster organizational commitment, which is a major predictor of employ­
ee turnover (Meyer & Herscovitch, 2001; Steers 1977), we can expect high-performer 
turnover to be lower. Moreover, the higher an employee’s fit with his or her job, co-work­
ers and corporate culture, the lower the turnover (Mitchell et al., 2001).

Job Search (Search Behavior): The process of job searching is influenced by both per­
ceived and actual job alternatives (Mitchell et al., 2001). As the monetary aspect plays 
an important role in the comparison of alternatives, compensation is the most popular 
retention measure, although monetary incentives can be most easily beaten by competitors 
(Cappelli, 2000). Family firms usually do not foster retention by using financial incen­
tives (Kachaner et al., 2012). That is why family firms are more likely to attract high 

2 Organizational commitment reflects the “relative strength of an individual’s identification with and 
involvement in a particular organization” (Mowday et al., 1982, p. 27).
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performers who do not focus on compensation practices. As a consequence, perceived 
and actual job alternatives may seem less attractive as important factors, such as work 
environment, social and cultural fit, which cannot be evaluated in the job search and 
before the actual employment. As people stay because of attachments they have formed 
with other people (e.g., co-workers, employee network groups; Reichers, 1985), we can 
assume that employees in family firms feel more strongly committed, which increases the 
threshold for a resignation. Not least, family members are also among employees and 
high performers. These can be expected not to leave the firm after an M&A shock, for 
example, due to their family business embeddedness3 or work centrality4, as both enhance 
family employees’ job satisfaction and reduce turnover intentions (Khanin et al., 2012). In 
sum, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Organizational form moderates the relationship between M&A and high-
performer turnover, such that family firms show a lower level of high-performer turnover 
after an M&A than non-family firms.

Research Method

Sample and Data

This study used data from the CRANET survey on issues and trends in the structure 
and policy of HR management conducted in 2014 and based on the member directory of 
HR Swiss. We used a subsample which included family firms and non-family businesses. 
Switzerland represents an advantageous setting in which to study family firms since the 
majority of firms are family-owned (Bird et al., 2016; Frey et al., 2004). Further, by 
anchoring the sample firms in Switzerland alone, we can avoid methodological problems 
related to international M&A survey research (e.g., including functional, conceptual or 
metric equivalence; Weber & Drori, 2011). The original CRANET survey questions were 
translated from English into German, French and Italian, consistent with state-of-the-art 
research (McGorry, 2000). Additionally, we pre-tested the questionnaire with five HR 
experts from the German-speaking part of Switzerland in order to ensure apt terminology 
for the Swiss context. A mixed-mode approach (online and paper-pencil) and reminders 
via e-mail (newsletters and electronic leaflets) were used to stimulate the response rate 
(Dillman et al., 2014). In total, 2’355 questionnaires were sent to senior HR professionals 
via e-mail, including a link to the online survey and a PDF version of the questionnaire 
providing the paper-and-pencil version. As a result, 311 questionnaires were returned 
yielding an overall response rate of 13.2 %.

In line with M&A research (see Heeley et al., 2006), we used SPSS to identify extreme 
outliers (greater than five standard deviations) and we deleted 11 outliers from subsequent 
analyses. After deleting missing data on the selected variables, our final sample consisted 
of a total of 245 observations.

3 Family-business embeddedness is defined as the “confluence of values stemming from divergent institu­
tional contexts – family, business, and symbolic – within the family firm” (Khanin et al., 2012, p. 392).

4 Work centrality is defined as “the beliefs that individuals have regarding the degree of importance that 
work plays in their lives” (Paullay et al., 1994, p. 225).

Weiterer Beitrag

208 Die Unternehmung, 77. Jg., 2/2023

https://doi.org/10.5771/0042-059X-2023-2-202 - Generiert durch IP 62.146.109.131, am 03.02.2026, 07:40:28. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771/0042-059X-2023-2-202


Measures

M&A. To determine whether a firm experienced an M&A, we asked participants if 
their organization had been involved in either “an acquisition of another organization” or 
a “merger” in the last three years. All firms in the sample have existed for more than three 
years. In line with previous research (Deng & Elyasiani, 2008), answers were coded in an 
M&A dummy, with 1 if firms have experienced at least one such event and 0 for no such 
event within the last three years.

High-Performer Turnover. In line with comparable research (e.g., Kwon & Rupp, 2013; 
Trevor & Nyberg, 2008), we measured the turnover of high performers by asking the HR 
managers to “estimate the number of high performers who left in the past year”. To clari­
fy the question, we provided the following information: (best performing staff = approx. 
20 % of all employees; Shaw et al., 2009). In order to obtain a high-performer turnover 
ratio, we divided the indicated number of high performers that left by the total high-per­
former population (20 % of workforce) in the organization. A Kolmogorov-Smirnov test 
confirmed that the values were normally distributed (M = 0.06, SD = 0.083).

Family Business. We considered a family business as “one in which family members 
dominate the ownership and management of a firm and perceive their business as a family 
business” (Sonfield & Lussier, 2004, p. 190). Thus, family firms had to identify themselves 
as such by answering, “Is the business owned and/or controlled by primarily one family?” 
with ‘yes’. Accordingly, family firms were coded 1, while all other firms were coded 0 
(non-family business) (also see Feito-Ruiz & Menéndez-Requejo, 2010).

Control Variables

We drew on prior research on M&A and turnover to establish firm-level controls that 
might reasonably be expected to influence high-performer turnover. Industry, firm size 
and firm age are commonly used as controls in M&A and turnover research (e.g., Arthur, 
1994; Lubatkin et al., 1999; Krug & Aguilera, 2004; Shaw et al., 1998). Some industries 
are more affected by turnover (Shaw et al., 1998) and have higher M&A activity than 
others (Krug & Aguilera, 2004). Furthermore, the extent of family business presence 
varies among different industries (Westhead & Cowling, 1997). We created two sectorial 
dummies for industry coded 1 for secondary (manufacturing) and 1 for tertiary sector 
(services), respectively, and 0 otherwise (agriculture). Firm size was used as a control to 
account for possible differences in turnover propensity (Lee et al., 2008; Shaw et al., 
1998), for example, due to greater internal development opportunities (Trevor & Nyberg, 
2008). Further, larger firms are more likely to have the resources and structures that 
enable them to retain high performers with high commitment HR practices (Kwon et 
al., 2010). Firm age is related to turnover (e.g., Arthur, 1994; Shaw et al., 1998) as, for 
example, older firms may show higher turnover due to more bureaucratized structures and 
a higher tolerance for turnover (Grusky, 1961). Firm age was computed as the difference 
between the time of the survey and the founding year (e.g., Arthur, 1994; Guthrie, 2001).

Furthermore, we controlled for unsolicited job offers, which employees receive, since 
such job alternatives may increase the probability of turnover (Hom & Kinicki, 2001; 
Mitchell et al., 2001). Participants had to indicate on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging 
from 1 (“not at all”) to 5 (“to a very great extent”) to what extent “unsolicited job offers 
employees receive from headhunters or competitors pose a retention management issue 
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for [the] company.” Additionally, we tested whether our results change when a firm has 
conducted mass layoffs (>10 % of workforce5) in the three months or concentrated layoffs 
(5–9 %) in the twelve months prior to the survey over all employee groups, as downsizing 
is likely taking place following M&As (Carriquiry, 2014). As these variables were not 
significantly related to our other variables, we excluded them from further analysis.

Analyses

For our analyses, we conducted simple moderation regression analyses using SPSS 24 and 
the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013). Specifically, we used bias-corrected bootstrapping 
with 5’000 bootstrapping resamples and a 95 % confidence level for CI for our calcula­
tions to overcome possible power problems due to the sample size (Wiedemann et al., 
2009). We assessed the increment in R2 due to the interaction as well as the model signif­
icance by testing for differences in R2 and F-statistics values. The predictors’ categorical 
scaling (i.e., family-/non-family business and M&A/non-M&A condition) required no cen­
tering (Dawson, 2014). Further, neither centering nor standardizing affect the regression 
weight of the interaction terms or the evaluation of its significance (Hayes, 2013).

Results

Table 1: Means, Standard Deviations and Bivariate Pearson Correlations

Variable Mean SD (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

(1) High-Performer 
Turnover

.0649 .0845 –

(2) M&A .4041 .4917 .018 –

(3) Family- /
Non-Family

.302 .460 .046 -.016 –

(4) Sector 2
Dummy

.269 .445 -.033 .156* .222*** –

(5) Sector 3
Dummy

.727 .447 .040 -.148* -.215** -.990*** –

(6) Firm Size 2717.8 8076.2 -.144* .165** -.091 -.030 .032 –

(7) Firm Age 74.4 40.2 -.089 .147* .055 .045 -.040 .181** –

(8) Unsolicited Job 
Offers

1.90 .91 .160* .098 .032 .186** -.176** .046 -.078 –

Note: SD, standard deviation. N = 245 with listwise deletion. Bootstrap N = 5’000. Two-tailed tests.
*p <.05. **p <.01. ***p <.001.

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and bivariate Pearson correlations. There is no 
significant correlation between M&A and the dummy for family- / non-family business. 
This satisfies the condition that the moderator should not correlate with the independent 
variable (Wu & Zumbo, 2008). Among the control variables, firm size is negatively 
correlated with high-performer turnover, whereas unsolicited job offers are positively 
correlated. Both industry dummies, sector 2 and sector 3 are correlated, differently in 

5 This percentage relates to CRANET standards.
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sign, with the family business dummy. Additionally, firm age and firm size are positively 
correlated. Hence, all control variables were included in further analyses.

Test of Hypotheses

Table 2 presents the results of the moderated regression analysis. The first block shows 
the values for all control variables. The second block includes the predictor values, namely 
the M&A variable and the family business moderator. Finally, the third block contains the 
two-way interaction term (M&A x family business moderator) and R2 and F-Test results 
for the moderation model.

Hypothesis 1 predicted that M&As are positively related to higher high performers’ 
turnover in the post-merger phase compared to non-M&A conditions. As shown in 
Table 2 (Block 2), M&A is significantly positively related to high-performer turnover. 
Thus, Hypothesis 1 is supported. Likewise, the family business moderator is significantly 
and positively linked to high-performer turnover. Moreover, in line with Hypothesis 2, in 
which family firms show a lower level of high-performer turnover after an M&A than 
non-family firms, the respective dummy significantly moderates the M&A/high-performer 
turnover relationship. The interaction term shown in Block 3 is significant. The model 
shows a significant increase in the variance, which is explained by the interaction. Thus, 
Hypothesis 2 is supported as the effect is in the expected direction. It is noteworthy that 
“if the interaction term is significant, then it does not make sense to interpret versions of 
the model that do not include it” (Dawson, 2014, p. 13).

Table 2: Results of the Moderated Regression Analysis

Variable Value t p LL 95 % CI UL 95 % CI

Controls (Block 1)

Sector 2 Dummy .162 .372 .711 -.13 .19

Sector 3 Dummy .240 .552 .581 -.12 .21

Firm Size -.153* -2.390 .018 .00 .00

Firm Age -.031 -.481 .631 -.0003 .0002

Unsolicited Job Offers .173** 2.717 .007 .00 .03

Predictors (Block 2)

M&A .165* 2.192 .029 .00 .05

Family- /Non-Family (FB) .198* 2.448 .015 .01 .07

Interaction (Block 3)

M&A x FB -.271** -3.013 .003 -.12 -.02

R² .097
(.066)

∆R² .035**

F 3.156**

Note: Standardized coefficients are reported. Adjusted R2 in parentheses. N = 245 with listwise deletion. 
Bootstrap N = 5’000. *p <.05. **p <.01. ***p <.001.
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We additionally conducted a simple slope test (Aiken et al., 1991), which confirmed 
that M&A is related to high-performer turnover when the family business dummy is 0 
(β =.0284, p <.05) and when it is 1 (β = -.0423, p <.05). Notably, this test revealed the 
specific form of a crossover interaction effect. In this case, the means of high-performer 
turnover for family firms significantly decrease as we change from the non-M&A to 
M&A condition, leading to lower means for family firms in the M&A condition (i.e., 
turnover decreases). In contrast, as the M&A condition changes from 0 to 1, the turnover 
means for the non-family firms increase, leading to higher means for non-family firms at 
M&A = 1. For better readability, the interaction is illustrated as a bar chart in Figure 3 
as the independent variables are dichotomous. Overall, the results thus indicate the main 
effects of M&A and the family business dummy on high-performer turnover and, as such, 
we found a crossover interaction.

Figure 3: The Moderating Role of Organizational Form on the Relationship between 
M&A and High-Performer Turnover (Two-Way Interaction with Categorical Moderator)

Discussion

This study examined the role of organizational form (i.e., family-/non-family firm) in the 
relationship between M&A shocks and high-performer turnover in the post-merger phase. 
Indeed, we could find a significant relation between M&A and high-performer turnover 
for family- and non-family firms, as predicted in Hypothesis 1. This is in line with similar 
studies, for example, demonstrating a significant relationship for CEO and top manage­
ment turnover after M&As (e.g., Lehn & Zhao, 2006; Walsh, 1988). Interestingly, and 
contrary to previous research (Kachaner et al., 2012) that states that family firms are gen­
erally better in employee retention, family firms in our sample showed a higher turnover 
in non-M&A conditions than non-family firms. In this respect, however, we could also 
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confirm Hypothesis 2, as the respective family-/non-family firm dummy significantly mod­
erated the M&A/high-performer turnover relationship. This indicates that family business 
characteristics may buffer the detrimental impact of M&As on high-performer turnover, 
such that family firms show lower high-performer turnover after M&As compared to 
non-family firms. The crossover effects we found are well-known in job embeddedness 
research (e.g., Kiazad et al., 2014).

Our study adds to the existing family business, M&A and turnover research in three ways. 
Firstly, we introduced the relevance of organizational form as a contextual factor influencing 
the M&A–turnover relationship. Our results suggest that the impact of M&As on high-
performer turnover is weaker in a family business context. The significant interaction effect 
we found is in line with previous research regarding the relevance of distinctive family firm 
characteristics (e.g., Feito-Ruiz & Menéndez-Requejo, 2010). We argue that the basis of this 
embeddedness lies in family firm-specific factors related to social ties (e.g., with co-workers, 
supervisors or owner family) and culture (e.g., trust, commitment or familiarity). Organiza­
tional features complement these affective components. These features include fewer hier­
archical levels (Boyd, 2010), less formalized HR practices (De Kok et al., 2006), and higher 
investment in human capital (Kachaner et al., 2012). Moreover, being a family firm means it 
maintains its buffering effects, regardless of industry, firm size or firm age.

Secondly, previous research lacked the integration of theoretical approaches (Weber & 
Drori, 2011). In contrast, our application of job embeddedness literature and the revised 
Mobley (1977) model, in combination with high-performer turnover as an ‘HR’ outcome, 
allowed a step-by-step analysis of the high-performer turnover process in order to find 
explanations and derive practical and theoretical implications for each stage. Thus, our 
analysis demonstrates that the Mobley model also has an explanatory power for specific 
employee groups (i.e., high performers). Moreover, we integrated M&A as a possible 
antecedent in the Mobley model.

Thirdly, with the consideration of high performers, we shed light on a previously neglected 
group of  employees.  Specifically,  our  results  indicate  that  non-financial  incentives  and 
factors, such as social links that employees have on the job, contribute to the embeddedness 
of high performers, especially after shocking events in family firms. This is in line with 
Kachaner and colleagues’ (2012) statement that “family businesses generally do not rely on 
financial incentives to increase retention” (p. 6). As a result, high performers may be more 
willing to fulfill ‘their part’ of the implicit contract due to a culture based on reciprocity.

Limitations and Future Research

Despite our novel findings and key implications for buffering the impact of M&As on 
high-performer turnover, our study has limitations that represent avenues for future re­
search. Specifically, our cross-sectional approach makes it difficult to fully prove causation 
(Hill & Hansen, 1991). However, our theoretical considerations support the directions 
of influences, as alternative model paths are argumentatively questionable (i.e., high-per­
former turnover affects M&As). Further, cross-sectional studies have significant advan­
tages over longitudinal studies in our context. For example, maintaining a representative 
sample size over time is difficult, making longitudinal studies problematic. Further, the da­
ta collected for this study contain some possible limitations. CRANET collects data from 
a single respondent (i.e., Head HR) (Nikandrou & Papalexandris, 2007). This carries 
the risk of common method variance (Doty & Glick, 1998), which is why we avoided 
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questions that required a personal opinion. Gathering data from family firms is difficult 
due to public disclosure and confidentiality concerns (Winter et al., 1998). Therefore, this 
limitation is common in studies with privately held companies (e.g., Carr et al., 2011; 
Uhlaner et al., 2015). Overall, in our study context, a single-source approach seemed 
appropriate. Firstly, it allowed the surveying of a larger number of organizations, in turn 
fostering generalizability (McNamara et al., 2012). Secondly, a high-ranking HR manager 
most likely has company-wide information.

In addition, we suggest some other opportunities for future research. This study is one 
of the few that addresses family firms in an M&A context (e.g., Mickelson & Worley, 
2003; Bouzgarrou & Navatte, 2013). Future research could examine which attributes are 
more or less important regarding their buffering effect on high-performer turnover (e.g., 
social links may be more effective). This is crucial because failure rates for M&As are 
high (Schoenberg, 2006), and family firms’ growth is negatively affected by unsuccessful 
M&As, and more rapidly so than that of non-family firms (Caprio et al., 2011). Further­
more, it may be interesting, for example, to examine whether firms that are controlled but 
not operationally influenced by families also show our study effects.

Moreover, we encourage future research to explore other people-related outcome 
variables (e.g., job satisfaction or embeddedness, co-worker relations, leader-member ex­
change) or other groups of valuable employees (e.g., high potentials).

Practical Implications

As outlined, analyzing differences between family- and non-family firms in the impact 
of M&As on high-performer turnover serves the identification of a set of firm-level 
setscrews. In this respect, the implications of this study are manifold, especially for 
non-family firms. First, our study indicates that high performers respond differently to 
M&A-induced shocks depending on the organizational setting. Consequently, in line with 
Nyberg (2010), HR (retention) measures should be specifically tailored to high performers 
(i.e., employee stock options) and their specific needs to achieve preferred behavioral 
outcomes. However, this conclusion implies a paradox: high performers are comparatively 
more valuable for a firm, but their retention requires additional effort. At the same 
time, this effort increases their market value and their marketability towards competitors 
(Nyberg, 2010). In this regard, we discuss, as a second implication, three key aspects 
mainly used in our theoretical part: retention through 1) monetary incentives, 2) training 
and leadership, and 3) social and cultural factors.

The use of monetary incentives is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, monetary 
retention is a dominant form of employee retention and high performers are more respon­
sive to it (Nyberg, 2010). However, at the same time, it is the most expensive and easiest 
measure to be copied by competitors (Cappelli, 2000). This provides family firms with a 
competitive advantage, as emphasizing non-financial factors in embedding and retaining 
employees proved to be more promising. Equally, for non-family businesses in particular, 
additional investments in employee training (e.g., mentoring, coaching, job rotation) may 
represent a better way to additionally bind high performers to the firm. This is because 
employees are more loyal and committed to employers who invest in their human capital 
(Martel, 2003). As this is dependent on perception, it is important to address the training 
needs expressed by employees (e.g., in employee surveys or appraisal interviews) in order 
to achieve best results.
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In addition, fostering the development of social ties (Cappelli, 2000) may help to better 
retain high performers. The establishment of superior manager-employee relationships, 
as observed in family firms (Lee, 2006), is difficult for managers in non-family firms. 
Owner-family–employee relations are even impossible. Therefore, strengthening co-work­
er relations is key. Regardless of the loyalty to the firm, employees are loyal to their 
work colleagues (Cappelli, 2000). In this regard, link-building activities are opportunities 
that could be adapted by non-family firms. However, leadership should not be neglected 
(Mitchell et al., 2001) as it is a critical success factor during M&As. For example, an au­
thoritative, coaching, task-focused and relationship-focused leadership approach has been 
proven to positively affect talent retention and effective post-M&A integration (Zhang 
et al., 2015). In sum, contrary to monetary incentives, training, support, a good leader 
and teamwork schemes allow greater differentiation from competitors and reduce the 
attractiveness of job alternatives.

Furthermore, a strong corporate culture and related values also support retention 
(Mitchell et al., 2001). Compared to firms with no family affiliation, family firms show 
a more positive and stronger corporate culture (Denison et al., 2004). Such cultures are 
characterized, for example, by the width of value acceptance, the strength and intensity 
of living the core values and the value preservation over time (Louis, 1985). Yet, certain 
peculiarities of family businesses are not imitable by non-family businesses (e.g., a family’s 
value-based organizational culture, informal and formal decision-making processes, or a 
family’s stakeholder relationships; Habbershon & Williams, 1999). Other factors, such as 
job design factors (i.e., autonomy) or creating an atmosphere of trust, can also be adapted 
by non-family businesses. For example, discretion over budget, goals, training needs or 
planning effectively affect the perception of more autonomy (Janz et al., 1997).

Previous research shows that, although family firms acknowledge the importance of 
the familial component, some of them do not use their specific attributes in (employer) 
branding activities to achieve a competitive advantage (Micelotta & Raynard, 2011). 
Thus, as a third implication, our results and argumentation suggest unused potential for 
the utilization of family firm attributes in employer branding.

Conclusion

This study examined the effect of M&A shocks on high-performer turnover and the 
difference in this effect between family- and non-family firms. The analysis of the data 
of 245 Swiss companies showed that M&As lead to higher high-performer turnover in 
the post-merger phase. Moreover, family firms showed a lower level of high-performer 
turnover after an M&A compared to non-family firms. Our argumentation allowed us to 
suggest that family firms possess a competitive advantage after an M&A shock in terms 
of retention of high performers. This advantage is due to specific family business charac­
teristics that may buffer the detrimental impact of M&As on high-performer turnover and 
the inability of non-family firms to imitate these factors. Thus, this study contributes to a 
better understanding of differences in high performers’ responses to M&A-induced shocks 
due to the organizational context.
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