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The year 2006 marks an important date concerning 
family business succession. The history of the family 
company K. K. Kongō Gumi ended, after a lifecycle 
that had endured for 1428 years. The Takamatsu Con-
struction Group took over the company from Masakazu 
Kongō. He was the 40th and the last Kongō in the lead of 
the family business (Daspit et al., 2016). These numbers 
are certainly not representative of the actual situation in 
Austria or elsewhere, yet it is a fact that on average fam-
ily companies are older and provide more stability than 
other companies in Austria (Doerflinger et al., 2013).

There is a great need for research into the structure 
and characteristics of family companies in Austria as 
9 out of 10 companies are run as family businesses2. 
71 % of the labour force in Austria and 68 % of the 
employees work in family companies. There are more 
than 260,000 family companies, more than 1.8 million 
labour force and nearly 1.6 million employees. 61 % of 
revenues are generated in family businesses or, in other 
words, family companies generate revenues of nearly 

€ 383,000 million per year.3 Nearly 60 % of the busi-
ness transfers in the next 10 years are expected to hap-
pen in the context of family companies.

These numbers make clear that failed business suc-
cessions could have significant impacts on the Austrian 
economy. Failed successions are not always the result 
of weak business decision making. According to Hen-
nerkes (2005, p. 58) conflict is the greatest destroyer of 
value in family enterprises.

Satisfaction with a transfer can be analysed on two 
levels, the satisfaction with the process and on a person-
al level (i.e. the relationship to the incumbent and the 
activity in his/her role as successor). The perspectives 
of the successor, of the incumbent and of the employees 
have to be considered. All constructs are likely to be 
interrelated. The aim of this analysis is to reveal these 
correlations.

It seems that subject-related literature has not devot-
ed enough attention to these aspects so far. The issue 
of emotional factors in incumbent–successor relation-
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ships and the complex social ties (as well as the differ-
ent perceptions) within the family have to be considered 
through research. Frey et al. (2005) underline that open 
communication and a clear picture of the future direc-
tion can ease conflicts and raise prospects of success. 
There are only a few investigations hitherto that specif-
ically work on these aspects.

In addition, researchers emphasise that multi-dimen-
sionality is one of the guiding principles when study-
ing business successions. Others explicitly demand a 
stronger post-succession perspective when approaching 
the topic (Nordqvist et al., 2013).

This paper aims at fulfilling all these requirements 
by focusing on affective and psychological determi-
nants and their relevance for successful business suc-
cessions. 

Business Successions in Austria

The number of succession transfers in Austria is on the 
rise. 6.700 companies were taken over by successors in 
2014. Considering a 10-year period, this amounts to a 
rise of 22 % (2004 to 2014). This trend is very likely to 
continue.

A high rate of transfers can be expected in the me-
dium term, granted that entrepreneurs, who are older 
than 50 are potential departing owners: 53 % of them 
are planning to transfer their companies within the fol-
lowing 10 to 15 years. Speaking of SMEs in Austria, 
successful transfers have the potential to secure the 
employment of 424,000 people (including employers). 
This equals 29  % of all employees in SMEs in Aus-
tria. In the period between 2015 and 2024, all the SMEs 
affected could generate cumulated revenues of around 
€ 520 bn. Assuming that revenues grow linearly, this 
corresponds to 15 % of all revenues generated in this 
period (for more details see Ziniel et al., 2014).

The future potential for business transfers in the 
context of family companies seems to be high. The 
Austrian Institute of SME Research has revealed a fig-
ure of 25,000 companies (family companies without 
sole proprietors) that are to be transferred between 2015 
and 2024. This amounts to 59 % of all potential trans-
fers in that period of time in Austria (ibid.).

The potential transfers of family companies are 
very unevenly distributed among the different sectors 
of business for structural reasons. The craft and trade 
sector is in the lead with 37% of all transfers, followed 
by the retail sector (26 %). The tourism and leisure in-
dustry will be responsible for 23 % of the transfers. 6 % 
of them will occur in the information and consulting 
branch, 2 % in industry. This distribution can partly be 
explained by the proportion of family companies and 
the transfer intensity in the branches. The traditionally 

high number of family companies in the leisure indus-
try goes hand in hand with a high intensity of transfers. 
The information and consulting industry exhibits only 
low levels of family businesses and thus a low intensity 
of transfers (ibid.).

Economic Transferability

The economic transferability of companies in Austria 
has improved. Studies (Mandl et al., 2008; Ziniel et 
al., 2014) consider companies as economically sound 
enough to be transferred when they have met two cri-
teria over a period of three years: their equity ratio has 
to exceed 20 % (equity in the books of the total capi-
tal) and their profitability needs to surpass 5 % (of the 
turnover).

Earlier studies reveal that 9  % of the companies 
in Austria do not meet these criteria (see for instance 
Mandl et al., 2008). However, current data indicate im-
provements: only 6 % remain below the thresholds. In 
this context we should point out the heterogeneity of the 
economy. In the tourism and leisure industry 13 % can-
not be considered as economically fit to be transferred 
(Ziniel et al., 2014).

The years that precede a transfer are often character-
ised by a lack of innovation. The departing entrepreneur 
cannot be sure that his/her innovations will be reflected 
in the future revenues and in a potential business valua-
tion. Innovation but also investment backlogs often lead 
to a lower enterprise value, declining competitiveness 
and to problems when it comes to finding suitable suc-
cessors. The data at hand show that more than one third 
of the entrepreneurs did not implement innovations in 
the three years prior to the transfer (ibid.).

At a Glance: Family Businesses in Austria

A large-scale study carried out by Doerflinger et al. 
(2013) could serve as a recent benchmark survey of 
family companies in Austria. The survey involved a 
random sample of 2,500 entrepreneurs. The numbers 
and insights in this chapter come from this publication.

The economic situation of family businesses in Aus-
tria is stable: 53 % of them have declared rising rev-
enues and the number of persons employed remains 
unaltered in 50 % of the companies. A substantial num-
ber of entrepreneurs show high levels of satisfaction 
concerning their economic development. This is par-
ticularly true for larger family companies and for those 
in the production and business related services sector. 
By contrast, the economic performance is perceived as 
stagnant to weak in the retail and the tourism sector, as 
well as in small family companies with ten employees 
or less. 
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Family businesses in Austria are usually character-
ised by their formative personalities. 61 % are headed 
by one person who is the proprietor at the same time. 
In approximately one fourth of the companies there is 
more than one proprietor. 16 % of the companies are 
led by more than one person.

On average, Austrian family companies are 29 years 
old. The majority of the family companies (90 %) are 
led by only one generation: 50 % of the companies still 
by the first family generation, 20 % by the second gen-
eration, and 12 % by the third. A mere 8 % of the family 
companies are owned and managed by the fourth or lat-
ereven later generation of the family. Family companies 
become older than other companies and thus provide 
a stable basis for the business in Austria (Doerflinger 
et al., 2013). Persistence is a decisive characteristic of 
family companies.

Today, a considerable part of management in the 
family business is female. When more than one person 
leads a family business, usually one of the people is 
female. In half of the cases one man and one woman 
share management. Thus access to executive positions 
seems to be easier than in other companies. The old-
er and the bigger the family company, the more family 
members are engaged.

According to Doerflinger et al. (2013) family com-
panies often favour stability over advancement. Merely 
one third of them have plans to grow. Only one section 
of the entrepreneurs reveals the spirit to open new busi-
ness segments and to broaden competitiveness. It is not 
surprising that economic dynamics within the compa-
nies are inversely related to the age of the company.

When it comes to business sectors, the tourism sec-
tor is in the lead containing 93 % family companies, 
followed by the retail sector (92 %) and the construc-
tion sector (91 %) as well as “business related” servic-
es. The production sector is characterised by the lowest 
number of family companies. It has to be noted that 
the number of one-person businesses varies a lot among 
these sectors. While the tourism sector contains 19 % 
only, the business related services sector is in the lead, 
containing 59 % of one-person businesses.

Family companies in Austria are characterised by 
long-term relationships concerning their workforce. 6 
out of 10 employees stay for more than 5 years in the 
company, more than 25  % longer than 10 years. The 
staff turnover is low. Within the last five years 36 % 
of the companies have not seen any fluctuation in staff 
turnover.

The Concept of Succession

Thinking in terms of family businesses, succession 
means the transfer of the leadership from one family 

member to another (American Family Business Sur-
vey, 1997). Such a process may sustain or even achieve 
competitive advantage over non-family firms (Cabre-
ra-Suárez et al., 2001). This is the case when idiosyn-
cratic knowledge of family character (Bjuggren – Sund, 
2001) is preserved or when familiness is present (Hab-
bershon et al., 2003). In this context the concept implies 
all resources and capabilities related to family involve-
ment and interactions” (Chrisman et al., 2003, p. 468.).

However, also several disadvantages become visible 
when successions in family firms are compared to suc-
cessions in non-family firms. The most critical sources 
of conflict arise from relationships within the firm/fam-
ily and from emotional and psychological aspects (see 
Davis and Harveston, 2001 and Frey et al., 2005 as well 
as the discussion later in this contribution).

In this paper we define business successions as own-
ership transactions within the owner family, typically 
from one generation to the succeeding one. Family 
firms are broadly seen as firms that are owned by two 
or more family members in a household (spousal cou-
ple) or in a biologically linked family (fathers, mothers 
and children), who live in the same or another house-
hold (Wennberg et al., 2010).

The transfers of ownership and management in fam-
ily companies often go hand in hand (Block et al., 2011). 
Consequently, the paper will focus on successions 
where both ownership and management are transferred.

Satisfaction and the Succession Process 
Literature links numerous variables to the success of a 
business succession process. Sharma et al. (2003) tested 
a model that shows that the incumbent’s propensity to 
step aside, the successor’s readiness to take over, the 
mutual acceptance of the individual roles and the ex-
tent of succession planning have significant influence 
on the level of satisfaction with the succession process 
(in the view of the incumbent and/or the successor). The 
family’s agreement to continue the business reveals no 
significant effect.

A model presented by Venter et al. (2005) focuses 
on successor-related factors and their impact on the 
continued profitability of the business and the satis-
faction with the succession. Their structural model 
shows that the harmony within the family has a sig-
nificant (positive) effect on the relationship between 
owner-manager and the successor. This relationship 
then exerts a significant and positive effect on the con-
tinued profitability of the business and the satisfaction 
with the succession. The same effect is measured for 
the successor’s willingness to take over. For a review 
and in-depth discussion of success factors see Filser et 
al. (2013), Nordquist et al. (2013), Sharma (2004) and 
Venter et al. (2005).
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Success
Dyer (1986), Lansberg (1999) and Miller et al. (2003) 
stress the issue of emotional factors in incumbent-suc-
cessor relationships as well as the complex social ties 
within the family. These authors draw a clear connec-
tion between these factors and the success of business 
transfers.

Succession processes are among or even the most 
critical subjects that family businesses are confronted 
with. Successful successions are most often crucial pre-
requisites of a business’s survival from generation to 
generation (Harveston et al., 1997; Ibrahim et al., 2001).

The success of a succession process could be deter-
mined by the subsequent positive performance of the 
company. Apart from that, successful successions are 
also defined by the ultimate viability of the business 
and the satisfaction of all focal stakeholders with the 
succession process (Cabrera–Suárez et al., 2001; Dyer, 
1986; Handler, 1990; Morris et al., 1997; Sharma et al., 
2001).

Multi-dimensionality
Researchers underline that multi-dimensionality is one 
of the guiding principles when studying business suc-
cessions. This multi-level perspective allows us to un-
derstand how the succession process and the related de-
cisions in family context are interwoven. This includes 
all relationships and interdependencies between indi-
viduals, the family and the firms involved. Furthermore 
researchers explicitly ask for a stronger post-succession 
perspective when studying the topic (Nordqvist et al., 
2013).

Psychological Factors
The relationship between founders and successors 
changes over the course of a family /internal succes-
sion process. According to Fattoum and Fayolle (2009) 
the relationship can be described in terms of a three-
phase model: In the first phase an intense relationship 
accompanies the start of the succession process. In this 
first phase it is hard to find a way to patiently handle 
the interaction processes occurring. In the next phase 
harmonized actions accompany the establishment of a 
partnership that is often amicable, and based upon in-
volvement and trust. The third and last phase is char-
acterised by the retirement of the predecessor. Again, 
the atmosphere can get tense, as the predecessor has to 
(fully) hand over responsibility.

Intergenerational conflicts can harm and even de-
stroy relationships between the successors and the in-
cumbents in family companies. Davis and Harveston 
(2001) demonstrate that a high level of interaction 
between the family members reinforces the degree of 
conflict among all generations and people involved. 

The more a family works together, the higher the po-
tential for conflicts within the generations.

Various aspects could harm the succession process. 
Frey et al. (2005) find that emotional and psychological 
aspects are decisive success factors. Different percep-
tions of the predecessor and successor regarding the fu-
ture strategy are often the key area of conflict. An open 
communication and a clear notion of the future direc-
tion can ease conflicts. An independent and competent 
consultant can help reduce conflicts during the succes-
sion process. The consultant may mediate and provide 
support (Frey et al., 2005). The authors underline that 
so far only a few investigations have specifically looked 
at these aspects. It is revealed that psychological aspects 
can lead to a major area of conflict either before or after 
the succession and can thus represent a main reason for 
succession process failure.

However, mutual respect and understanding are 
key factors for a positive succession process. Handler 
(1990) formulates the hypothesis that the more mutu-
al respect and understanding with the predecessor in 
the succession that a next–generation family member 
achieves, the more likely it is that the individual will 
have a positive succession experience.

Positive succession is always a subjective phe-
nomenon that is differently perceived by each family 
member. The success of company successions is high-
ly dependent on the personal relationship between the 
parents and the child taking over the company. Mutual 
respect plays a central role for effective transfers. Fur-
thermore, a lack of intergenerational understanding is 
mentioned as the main reason for dissatisfaction, hence 
making respect and understanding the critical factors 
for the succession process. Frustration can be attributed 
to a lack of communication and understanding on the 
part of the predecessor whereas clear and open com-
munication that includes proper notions of the future 
direction and feedback enables a positive succession 
process (Venter et al., 2003).

An increased amount of trust in the ability of the 
successor has proved to have a positive effect on the 
overall satisfaction with the succession process. Family 
harmony and satisfaction with the succession process 
are positively correlated so that well-functioning family 
relationships and harmonious atmospheres increase the 
probability of successful successions. This implicates 
an honest exchange of opinions and open communica-
tion patterns (Venter et al., 2003).

The psychological aspects range from the interper-
sonal relationship between the predecessor and succes-
sor, the imaginary line between family and business, to 
the knowledge-creating and decision-making hierarchy 
in families. Numerous studies demonstrate that the fail-
ure rate in the succession process is very high. Only 
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one-third of family businesses make it into the second 
generation. Only about 10–15 % make it into the third 
(Beckhard – Dyer, 1983; Bierly – Chakrabarti, 1996; 
Solomon et al., 2011; Ward, 1987).

Miller et al. (2003) examined failed successions. 
Three different succession patterns were identified: 
conservative, wavering, and rebellious. It is suggested 
that the processes ‘are very much plagued by problems 
of passage’ and characterised by ‘an inappropriate re-
lationship between past and future’ (Miller et al., 2003, 
p. 528.).

Research Model and Working Hypothesis
Business transfers usually focus on objective and sub-
jective performance goals that are interrelated (Morris 
et al., 1997). The subjective component comprises the 
satisfaction with the success of a transfer. The objective 
component includes the effectiveness of the succession 
and the impact on the firm’s performance.

Subject-related literature has not fully covered the 
relevance to success of the relationship between the in-
cumbent and the successor. In an exploratory research 
approach the correlation between satisfaction and the 
relationship between the incumbent and successor is 
measured. Based on the relevant literature and the ex-
ploratory pre-study with experts, the working hypothe-
ses are set up as follows:

– �The relationship between a successor and an in-
cumbent is significantly correlated with the suc-
cessor’s satisfaction with the business succession.

– �The relationship between a successor and an in-
cumbent is significantly correlated with the in-
cumbent’s satisfaction with the business succes-
sion.

– �The relationship between a successor and an in-
cumbent is significantly correlated with the em-
ployee’s satisfaction with the business succession.

– �All three relationship items are significantly corre-
lated with each other.

Data and Analysis

Data
The data were collected during the research project 
Business Transfers in Austria – Current Situation and 
Future Developments. A large-scale online survey 
among Austrian entrepreneurs in December 2013 ad-
dressed the perspectives of three different groups:  po-
tential departing owners, successors and incumbents. 
The selection basis was a list of companies containing 
these target group companies in Austria. This random 
sample technique yielded a sample size of more than 
1600 questionnaires. The paper addresses the two latter 
groups, i.e. the perspective of the successors and that 

of the incumbents. After data cleaning procedures and 
data quality checks 79 completed questionnaires by 
successors and 69 by incumbents could be analysed. 
For further details see Ziniel et al. (2014).

Measurement
All the items were developed based on a qualitative 
pilot study among experts in the field of business suc-
cession in Austria. A 4-point rating scale is employed 
that ranges from „fully applies” (1), „largely applies” 
(2), to „partially applies” (3), and to „does not apply 
at all” (4).

Three satisfaction items are used in the question-
naire. The first one focuses on the satisfaction with 
the succession process as perceived by the successor 
/ incumbent. This self-image is measured via the sin-
gle-item measure “Overall, I am satisfied with the suc-
cession process.” The external image is measured via 
the item “According to my mind, the successor / incum-
bent is satisfied with the succession process”. Finally, in 
order to measure the employee satisfaction the respond-
ents are confronted with the following statement: “Ac-
cording to my mind, the employees were satisfied with 
the succession process”. It has to be mentioned that all 
three items are answered by one and the same person, 
i.e. the successor or the incumbent evaluates the satis-
faction of the three perspectives involved.

• �The relationship to the successor / incumbent is 
measured via the following items:

• �“The relationship to the successor / incumbent was 
/ is cooperative.”

• �“There was a confrontation during the succession 
process.” (neg.)

• �“The succession process was a period of free 
expression of opinion and an open exchange of 
views.”

• �“The successor and the incumbent willingly shared 
information.”

Principal Component Analysis (PCA) gives evi-
dence that the relationship construct is unidimensional 
in the successor as well as in the incumbent sample. 
The eigenvalue criterion suggests a one-factor solu-
tion in both cases. The total variance explained by the 
one-factor model amounts to 74.9  %  for the incum-
bents’ sample and 60.4 % for the successors’ sample. 
KMO scores exceed 0.7. Subsequently the regressed 
factor scores predict the location of each respondent 
on the construct. The alpha values for the construct are 
at 0.752 in the successors’ sample and at 0.877 in the 
incumbents’ sample. Consequently, the reliability co-
efficients are higher than the conventionally accepted 
baseline value of 0.70.
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Univariate Results

Successors
On average, successors in the sample are 37 years old 
(min=22 and max=65) when taking over their company 
with 47 % being female and 53 % male. They employ 
an average of five people. The mean founding year of 
the company taken over is 1969, with the oldest compa-
ny founded in 1711 and the youngest founded in 2013. 
The annual revenues of the companies observed tend to 
be evenly distributed, ranging from €50,000 to more 
than €2bn.

The majority of the successors experience positive 
economic development. Nearly 60  % increased their 
revenues; one quarter increased both revenues and 
employment. These results indicate that the overall sit-
uation of the companies in the first three years after 
the succession is satisfactory. Economic stability and 
growth characterise most of the companies. Only a mi-
nority of them lost revenues or employees.

Incumbents
The average age of the incumbents when transferring 
their company is 54 years (min=28 and max=80). Be-
fore transferring they had an average of four employees. 
Most of the annual revenues of the companies trans-
ferred are evenly distributed ranging from €50,000 to 
less than €1bn. 65 % of the incumbents are male, 35 % 
female.

Incumbents most often transfer their business for 
reasons of age. Two thirds take this step when they reach 
the legal pensionable age. 11 % hand over their compa-
ny because of health reasons. Only a small number of 
them switch to other (independent) work or change to 
employment at another company. Recently, age-related 
transfers have been rising. On average, the departing 
owners remain in the company for three years, either in 
an informal or formal position.

Within the three years that precede the transfer 
nearly three out of ten companies face heavy pressure 
from decreasing revenues and constant employment. 
17 % of the companies are able to increase revenues at a 
constant employment rate, 15 % increase both revenues 
and the number of employees.

Descriptive Statistics
In a first step the descriptive statistics are displayed and 
discussed. The second analytical step analyses the cor-
relations and the respective significance levels in the 
research model.

Perceived relationship refers to the standardized 
factor scores. Successors perceive the relationship be-
tween incumbents and successors on average as better 
than the incumbents do (0 and 0.13). Apart from that 

the scores of the successors show a smaller range (3.45 
vs. 3.66) and thus seem more homogenous.

Concerning the satisfaction with the succession both 
sides evaluate congruently. The satisfaction of the in-
cumbent is slightly higher when rated by the successors; 
the same is true for the satisfaction of the employees. 
This more positive perception by the successors might 
be due to the fact that they are now in the control of the 
company. (Table 1)

Table 1. 
Descriptive Statistics

Successor’s 
Perspective

Incumbent’s 
Perspective

mean sd mean sd

Perceived 
relationship

0 1 -0.13 1

min -0.80, max 
2.65

min -0.73, max 
2.93

Satisfaction 
successor 1.57 0.79 1.56 0.91

Satisfaction 
incumbent 1.43 0.70 1.48 0.80

Satisfaction 
employees 1.49 0.91 1.75 1.06

Relationship and Satisfaction from the Successor’s 
Perspective

All the results originate from a correlation approach 
(Pearson correlation coefficients) and therefore the 
relationships are undirected and may not be inter-
preted as causal. Nevertheless, useful insights into 
the concept of satisfaction with business transfers are 
provided.

Figure 1 reflects the perspective of the successors. 
Firstly, it becomes evident that the satisfaction of one 
stakeholder is closely interlinked with that of the oth-
ers. All the correlation coefficients measured are above 
0.34 and show high or highest significance levels.

Secondly, there is a strong connection between the 
process level and the personality level. The correlation 
between the satisfaction of the successor and the rela-
tionship to the incumbent measures 0.50 and is high-
ly significant. The same is true for the satisfaction of 
the incumbent (r=0.45). The employees’ satisfaction 
is also significantly correlated with the relationship to 
the incumbent (r=0.29). All the relationships studied 
support the working hypothesis set up in the previous 
section.
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Relationship and Satisfaction from the Incumbent’s 
Perspective
The perspective of the incumbents shows a similar yet 
even clearer picture. Again, the satisfaction of each 
stakeholder is closely interrelated with the satisfaction 
of the others. The correlation between the satisfaction 
of the incumbent and that of the successor is highly 
significant with r=0.75. The employees’ satisfaction 
correlates highly with the satisfaction of the incumbent 
(r=0.55***) and that of the successor (r=0.50***).

Again, the satisfaction measures are considerably 
connected to the relationship construct. The correlation 

between the incumbent’s satisfaction and the relation-
ship to the successor is highly significant (r=0.65) as 
well as the satisfaction of the successor (r=0.54) and the 
satisfaction of the employees (r=0.55).

The results also support the working hypothesis of 
a strong link between the business process perspective 
and a psychological level. (Figure 2)

Discussion and Conclusions

Family business researchers suggest that the percep-
tions of successors and incumbents could differ signif-
icantly (Poza et al., 1997). Therefore we collected data 
on both sides: on the side of successors who took over 
their company within the last five years and on the side 
of departing owners (incumbents) who transferred their 
company during the last five years. Incumbents espe-
cially are often underrepresented in subject-specific re-
search (Venter et al., 2005). 

Family succession is always a subjective phenome-
non that is differently perceived by each family member. 
As outlined by Sharma et al. (2003) there is an urgent 
need to align the different perceptions of incumbents 
and successors. By doing so, the likelihood of satisfac-
tory succession processes can be raised. The different 
positions and the satisfaction issue are explicit elements 
of this research. The article deepens the knowledge 
about the successor as well as the incumbent, but also 
includes the perspective of the employees.

The satisfaction measures show a high significant 
correlation to the relationship between successors and 
incumbents in both perspectives. This suggests that a 
“good” relationship between the successor and the de-
parting owner fosters the success of a transfer. Conse-
quently, we can assume that affective and emotional 
components can indeed shape the success of business 
transfers. 

The relationship between the successor and the in-
cumbent is significantly interrelated with the relation-
ship of all three satisfaction measures. Therefore it 
may be assumed that the interpersonal level exercises 
a major impact on the success of transfers. All results 
support the hypothesis of a significant link between the 
business process perspective and a psychological level. 
In this context we have to remember that the attitude of 
one influences the other’s satisfaction with the succes-
sion process (Sharma et al., 2003).

This relationship involves among others the will-
ingness to share relevant information, openness and 
respect. The satisfaction (with the completed business 
transfer) is closely interrelated with the relationship be-
tween the successor and the departing owner.

For the practice this research highlights the rel-
evance to success of the relationship between the in-
cumbent and the successor. They should openly share 
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relevant information. The two sides have to treat each 
other with sufficient openness and respect. The free ex-
pression of opinion, the sharing of relevant information 
and the open exchange of views are needed to avoid 
confrontation and to increase the probability of suc-
cessful succession processes. 

Apart from its contributions this piece of research 
has some limitations. All satisfaction items were meas-
ured from the perspective of one person. This means for 
instance that one successor evaluated the satisfaction of 
her/himself, the satisfaction of his/her incumbent and 
the satisfaction of the employees. Here it would have 
been be better if all three perspectives of one and the 
same firm succession had been included.

Due to the research and the methodological de-
sign the direction of the interrelationship remains un-
clear. Based on Pearson correlations we cannot answer 
whether satisfaction shapes the relationship or the other 
way round: Does a good relationship between the suc-
cessor and the incumbent shape the satisfaction of the 
others parties involved?

Finally, the causal interrelationship of more con-
structs in the family succession process needs to be 
studied simultaneously: the influence of the incum-
bent’s propensity to step aside, the successor’s readiness 
to take over, the mutual acceptance of the individual 
roles, the extent of succession planning, the satisfaction 
of the stakeholders and the economic success factors of 
successions.

In future research regression approaches, structural 
equation models or graphical chain models might help 
to test these causal and influential relationships. By do-
ing so, a broader understanding of what is important for 
successful family transfers could be developed.

Notes
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2 �This refers to the common European definition of a family business. For 
details see: http://ec.europa.eu/growth/smes/promoting-entrepreneurship/
we-work-for/family-business/index_en.htm. In contrast to that, Doerflin-
ger et al. (2013) employ a narrow definition of a family business, including 
only companies with one or more employees, excluding single person en-
terprises. The paper at hand will indicate when this narrower definition is 
used. Otherwise the common European definition is employed.

3 �All the numbers refer to the business economy in Austria excluding public 
service.
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