
Two management strategies for employee performance, retention, and customer service 
Managing Employees In Small and Family Businesses 

Strategy 1: Create a  
Personalized Work Environment 

Help employees feel like they are “part 
of the place” by getting to know them 

personally, forming friendships, and 
acknowledging personal milestones. 

“If  we treat them like they are part of  
something, then they want, in turn, to make 
that something better. And bigger businesses 
don't have that luxury. Take Wal-Mart for 
example – they can't sit down with every 
one of  230 employees that work day shift 
and say, ‘Why aren't you keeping up today, 
honey?’  Whereas if  I take that time, they 
may actually turn around, work harder, 
and in the future, let me know what's going 
on so I might be able to arrange the 
schedule where they can handle those things. 
It's a bigger benefit.”  – Small family 
business owner 

Strategy 2: Tailor Communications  
with Different Employees 

Tailor the way you discuss performance 
based on what you know about each 
employee’s personality and work style. 

About: Alice M. Brawley, Ph.D., researches small and family businesses, and she grew up as part of  her family’s auto repair business in  
Louisiana. She received her Ph.D. from Clemson University and currently works at Michigan State University. Contact: brawley2@msu.edu 

“In a small business, you really have to be 
thinking of  the person that you're 
speaking to, and what the best way to talk 
to them is. For example, we have one guy 
that's a little dramatic, and when he's 
having a bad day and you need to talk to 
him, you have to be a little more gentle 
with him. Unfortunately in a big business, 
they don't care about that. The approach 
to them is a big deal.”  – Small family 
business owner 

P  = positive effect 
O = no effect 

Does this strategy work?  
 

It depends on business size, whether family 
members are employees, and the business 

outcome in question. 
 

Alice M. Brawley, Ph.D. 
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