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Abstract


Family businesses represent an important part of the wood-processing and furniture industry and may play a significant role in sustainable forest-based development. This study aims to analyze how family businesses perceive selected external determinants of the microeconomic environment, assess the role of non-economic goals in their management, and propose a strategic framework for their sustainable development. The research was conducted in Slovakia through a questionnaire survey administered between August 2024 and May 2025. The final dataset included 507 valid responses, of which 432 businesses were identified as family businesses. The data were analyzed using non-parametric statistical methods, particularly the Kruskal–Wallis test and multiple comparison analysis. The results confirmed significant differences in the perceived importance of external determinants, with customers identified as the most important factor and intermediaries as the least important. The findings also showed that non-economic goals, such as sustainability and intergenerational continuity, are relevant, although not the most prominent characteristic. Relational factors, especially trust, reputation, and long-term relationships, play a more central role. Based on these findings, a conceptual strategic framework was developed using the Ishikawa diagram. The study highlights the role of family businesses in long-term competitiveness and sustainable forest-based development.
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1. Introduction


Wood has long represented one of the most important natural raw materials used by mankind. Despite the development of many alternative materials, wood has retained its importance due to its renewable character, ecological properties, and wide applicability in industry and everyday life [1,2,3]. It is used in construction, the pulp and paper industry, the woodworking and furniture sectors, and many other areas of the economy. Because wood originates directly from forest ecosystems, its processing and utilization are closely linked to sustainable forest management and the long-term availability of natural resources [4,5,6].



The woodworking and furniture industry therefore represents an important component of the forest-based economy. In many European countries, including Slovakia, this sector plays a significant role in regional development, employment, and value creation. At the same time, industry operates in an environment characterized by increasing global competition, technological change, and growing requirements for environmental responsibility [7,8]. Businesses must constantly adapt to market conditions, regulatory frameworks, and evolving customer expectations to maintain their competitiveness and long-term stability [9,10]. The close interconnection between wood processing and furniture manufacturing lies in their shared value chain, where primary wood processing provides essential inputs for furniture production, making it appropriate to analyze these sectors jointly within the forest-based industry context. From the perspective of sustainable forest-based development, the behavior of wood-processing and furniture businesses is important not only at the business level, but also at the level of the whole value chain [11,12,13]. Decisions about products, quality, innovation, and market orientation can indirectly influence how wood resources are used, which assortments are preferred, and how strongly businesses support traceability, certification, and more efficient use of raw materials [14]. In this way, business strategies in wood-based industries are closely linked to broader forestry goals, such as better use of wood resources, support for the cascading use of wood, and the long-term development of the forest-based bioeconomy [15,16].



In this study, family businesses are defined in accordance with the Slovak legislative framework (Act No. 112/2018 Coll., as amended), which considers a business to be a family business if members of the same family are involved in ownership, management, or benefit from the business under defined conditions [17]. Their management is frequently influenced not only by economic performance but also by long-term continuity, preservation of the business for future generations, and responsibility toward employees and local communities [18,19]. Such characteristics may affect how family businesses respond to external pressures, how they perceive their market environment, and how they formulate their development strategies [20,21].



Businesses operating in the wood-processing sector face several external determinants of the microeconomic environment, including supplier relations, competition, access to finance, technological development, and regulatory requirements [22]. The perception of these determinants may differ depending on firm size, available resources, and internal governance structure. Understanding these differences is important because they influence strategic decisions, investment behavior, and the ability of business to ensure sustainable development [23,24,25].



In addition to economic objectives, family businesses are frequently characterized by the pursuit of non-economic goals. These include long-term stability of income, sustainability of production, preservation of the company for future generations, and the building of a family legacy. Such goals may shape managerial decisions, influence risk-taking, and determine how businesses approach innovation, cooperation, and resource use [25,26]. For businesses in the forest-based sector, these priorities may also indirectly influence the use of wood resources and the sustainability orientation of the industry [27,28,29].



Increasing attention has been paid to the role of firm-level behavior and managerial orientation in shaping broader value-chain outcomes. Individual decision-making processes within firms can significantly influence supply chain performance, resource allocation, and value creation across the entire production system. Firm-level decisions related to data utilization and value perception can generate diffusion effects across supply chains, affecting efficiency, coordination, and overall economic outcomes [30].



Similarly, previous research emphasizes the relevance of sustainable forest-based value creation and the role of small and medium-sized enterprises in shaping sustainable development in the wood-processing and furniture industry [31,32]. Behavioral determinants can also be systematically identified, compared, and prioritized using analytical approaches, providing deeper insights into decision-making processes within firms [33]. Such approaches are particularly relevant for family businesses, where managerial behavior is often influenced by non-economic goals, values, and long-term orientation.



Despite the growing body of literature on family businesses and sustainability, there remains a research gap in understanding how family businesses in the wood-processing and furniture industry perceive external determinants of their business environment and how non-economic goals are integrated into their strategic decision-making. Existing studies often focus either on general family business characteristics or on broader forest-sector dynamics, without explicitly linking these perspectives. Moreover, empirical evidence from Central and Eastern European countries, including Slovakia, is still limited. At the same time, only limited attention has been given to the role of family businesses in forest-based value chains. This is important, especially in countries where small and medium-sized enterprises form a large part of the wood-processing and furniture industry [31,32]. Studying these businesses can help explain how company-level priorities are reflected in wider sustainability outcomes in the forest-based sector, especially in relation to resource use, market behavior, environmental responsibility, and long-term continuity.



It follows from the above that it is necessary to analyze how family businesses in the wood-processing and furniture industry perceive external determinants of their business environment and how non-economic objectives influence their development orientation. Understanding these factors can contribute to the formulation of development strategies that support both business competitiveness and long-term sustainability in the forest-based sector [31,34,35].



The main objective of this paper is to analyze the perception of external determinants and the role of non-economic goals in family businesses of the wood-processing and furniture industry and based on the results, to propose a framework for a sustainable development strategy for these businesses. The contribution of this paper can be summarized in three main aspects. First, it provides empirical evidence on how family businesses in the wood-processing and furniture industry perceive external determinants of the microeconomic environment, contributing to the limited research in the context of Central and Eastern Europe. Second, it indicates that non-economic goals, although relevant, do not represent the most dominant characteristic of family businesses, as relational factors such as trust, reputation, and long-term relationships play a more central role in managerial behavior. Third, based on the empirical findings and relevant literature, the study proposes a conceptual strategic framework for the sustainable development of family businesses in the forest-based sector.



This study contributes to the field of forest economics, policy, and social science by examining how firm-level perceptions and managerial priorities in downstream wood-processing and furniture businesses influence wider forest-based value chains. In this respect, family businesses are relevant not only as economic actors, but also as decision-making units whose market orientation, resource-use preferences, and long-term strategic behavior may affect value creation, traceability, resource efficiency, and the sustainable management of forest-based resources.



The following hypotheses were defined from the literature review:



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

It is assumed that significant differences exist in the perceived importance of selected external determinants of the microeconomic environment among family businesses operating in the wood-processing and furniture industry.





Hypothesis 2 (H2).

It is assumed that non-economic goals, such as sustainability, long-term stable income, and intergenerational continuity, represent an important component of the managerial orientation of family businesses in the wood-processing and furniture industry.






2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Population and Sample


The research focuses on businesses operating in the wood-processing and furniture industry in Slovakia. The basic population consisted of 2722 businesses that met the inclusion criteria based on their classification in the SK NACE system, namely division C16 (manufacture of wood and products of wood and cork, except furniture) and division C31 (manufacture of furniture). The contact database was obtained from the Finstat register.



To allow the generalization of results to the entire population of businesses in the Slovak wood-processing and furniture industry, the minimum required sample size was determined in advance. The calculation was based on a confidence level of 95 percent, an allowable sampling error of 5 percent, population size n = 2722, and parameter p = 0.5, which represents the most conservative estimate of variability. Under these conditions, the minimum sample size was determined to be 337 businesses.



Data collection was conducted through an online survey administered between August 2024 and May 2025. Businesses were contacted electronically using addresses obtained from the Finstat database. The final dataset included 507 valid responses.



Data were collected using a structured and anonymous questionnaire consisting of 38 items, designed to ensure objective responses from participating businesses. To reduce the time burden on respondents and enable consistent data evaluation, the questionnaire was composed primarily of closed-ended questions, supplemented by semi-closed questions with another option and scale-based questions. Most of the items were evaluated using a five-point Likert scale, allowing respondents to express the degree of importance or agreement with individual statements (Supplementary File S1).



The questionnaire was divided into several thematic sections. The first section included identification questions, focusing on business characteristics such as business size, level of operation, length of market presence, industry classification according to SK NACE, and identification of family businesses. The second section addressed determinants influencing business activities, covering both microeconomic and macroeconomic factors. The third section focused on the perception of sustainability, particularly in relation to ecological aspects and succession processes. The fourth section examined strategic orientation and development, while the final section aimed at the identification of strategy and development practices, with an emphasis on addressing key challenges faced by businesses.




2.2. Representativeness of the Sample


In addition to meeting the minimum sample size requirement, it was necessary to verify whether the research sample adequately reflected the structure of the basic population. Representativeness was assessed using two key characteristics:




	(i)

	
classification according to SK NACE division (C16 wood-processing businesses and C31 furniture businesses), and




	(ii)

	
business size based on the number of employees, following the categories defined by the European Commission Recommendation 2003/361/EC.









A comparison of the population and sample structure according to industry classification showed very similar distributions. In the population, wood-processing businesses represented 95.45 percent and furniture businesses 4.55 percent. In the research sample, the proportions were 95.27 percent and 4.73 percent, respectively.



To statistically verify representativeness, Pearson’s chi-square goodness-of-fit test was applied. The test confirmed that the differences between the population and the sample structure were not statistically significant, as the obtained p-value of 0.847 exceeded the significance level of 0.05. The research sample can therefore be considered representative with respect to industry structure.



The research sample was drawn from a population of 2722 active businesses operating in the wood-processing and furniture industry in Slovakia. The population was defined based on data obtained from the Finstat database as of 20 June 2025. Using a pseudorandom number generator, businesses were selected to ensure random sampling and equal probability of inclusion.



Family businesses were identified in accordance with the legislative definition established in the Slovak Republic by the amendment to Act No. 112/2018 Coll. on the Social Economy and Social Businesses, effective from July 2023.



According to this definition, a business is considered a family business if members of the same family are defined as spouses, direct relatives, siblings, and relatives up to the fourth degree and their spouses meet specific conditions related to ownership, management, or economic benefit from the business.



In particular, the classification of family businesses was based on criteria such as:




	(i)

	
majority voting rights held by family members,




	(ii)

	
participation of family members in statutory or managerial positions, and/or




	(iii)

	
economic benefit from the business exceeding 50% of after-tax profits. In the case of sole proprietors, the business was classified as a family business if at least one family member was employed in the business.









Based on these criteria, out of 507 valid responses, 432 businesses were identified as family businesses and included in the subsequent analysis.



The analyzed enterprises were classified according to the SK NACE classification of economic activities, as shown in Table 1. The sample covers a wide spectrum of activities within the wood-processing (C16) and furniture manufacturing (C31) sectors, ensuring a comprehensive representation of the forest-based industry.



A total of 507 enterprises operating in the wood-processing and furniture industry in Slovakia participated in the research. In accordance with the main objective of the study, only enterprises meeting the criteria of family businesses were included in the subsequent analysis, resulting in a final sample of 432 family firms. The identification of family businesses was based on the legislative definition introduced by Act No. 112/2018 Coll. on the Social Economy and Social Enterprises, effective from July 2023.



From the sectoral perspective, the sample was dominated by enterprises operating in the wood-processing industry (Division C16), which accounted for approximately 95% of the analyzed firms (483 enterprises), while the remaining 5% (24 enterprises) represented furniture manufacturing (Division C31). This structure reflects the composition of the forest-based sector in Slovakia, where primary wood processing prevails over furniture production.



In terms of enterprise size, micro-enterprises (1–9 employees) formed the largest group (40%), followed by small enterprises (10–49 employees) with 38% and medium-sized enterprises (50–249 employees) with 19%. Large enterprises (250+ employees) accounted for only 3% of the sample. This distribution confirms the dominance of small and medium-sized enterprises in the sector analyzed.



Regarding the length of market presence, most enterprises (50%) have been operating for more than 25 years, indicating a high level of stability and continuity. Enterprises operating for 15–24 years represented 24% of the sample, while 21% had been active for 5–14 years. Only 5% of enterprises had been operating for less than 5 years.



From the perspective of legal form, the sample was strongly dominated by limited liability companies (88%), followed by sole proprietors (7%) and joint-stock companies (5%). Other legal forms, such as general partnerships or cooperatives, were not represented in the sample.




2.3. Data Analysis


Given the ordinal nature of the data, the analysis was based on rank-based non-parametric testing. The Kruskal–Wallis test was applied as a robust procedure for identifying differences in the perceived importance of the analyzed determinants and characteristics, followed by post hoc multiple comparisons of mean ranks.



All statistical analyses were performed using STATISTICA software, version 14. The software was used to conduct non-parametric tests, including the Kruskal–Wallis test and subsequent multiple comparison analysis.



For determinants and characteristics where statistically significant differences were identified, post hoc multiple comparison analysis of mean ranks was subsequently performed. The analyses were conducted on the responses of family businesses included in the final sample. Statistical analyses were conducted using standard statistical software, and the significance level was set at α = 0.05.



The Kruskal–Wallis test was used to examine differences in the perceived importance of individual determinants and characteristics based on ordinal data obtained from Likert-scale responses. In this context, the grouping variable was represented by the type of determinant or characteristic (e.g., customers, suppliers, competitors, intermediaries, and public for external environment factors), while the dependent variable was the perceived importance assigned by respondents. All variables were measured using a five-point Likert scale, which justifies the use of a non-parametric test. The test therefore evaluates whether statistically significant differences exist in how individual determinants or characteristics are perceived across the sample analyzed of family businesses.




2.4. Development of the Strategy Framework


In order to translate the empirical findings into a practical strategic framework, the Ishikawa diagram was applied as a conceptual analytical tool. The Ishikawa diagram is widely used in management and decision-making processes to identify and structure key factors influencing a particular outcome and to visualize causal relationships between them.



In this study, the construction of the Ishikawa diagram followed a structured procedure based on the results of the empirical analysis. First, determinants and characteristics that showed statistically significant differences in their perceived importance were identified using the statistical analysis. Subsequently, those factors that reached higher mean rank values and were considered strategically relevant for the sustainable development of family businesses were selected as key inputs for the framework. These factors formed the basis for the individual branches of the Ishikawa diagram.



In the next step, the identified determinants were grouped into broader thematic categories. The grouping was based on the conceptual similarity of determinants, their functional role in business management, and their relevance to strategic development, as identified in the literature. The categorization process followed a systematic but interpretative approach, combining empirical results with theoretical knowledge from the fields of family business, sustainability, and the forest-based sector.



The main categories of determinants represent the primary branches of the Ishikawa diagram, while individual determinants identified through the empirical analysis form secondary branches. This structure enables the visualization of relationships between external environmental conditions, internal organizational factors, and strategic objectives of businesses.



Based on this structured procedure, the Ishikawa diagram was subsequently used as a foundation for the formulation of a strategy for the sustainable development of family businesses in the wood-processing and furniture industry. The diagram therefore represents not only an analytical tool but also a methodological step linking empirical results with the development of strategic recommendations.





3. Results


3.1. Descriptive Profile of the Analyzed Family Businesses and Summary of Questionnaire Responses


The analyzed sample consisted of 432 family businesses operating in the wood-processing and furniture industry in Slovakia. Its main structural characteristics are presented in Section 2.2.



Table 2 presents the distribution of responses evaluating the importance of selected external microenvironment determinants using a five-point scale ranging from −2 (very low importance) to +2 (very high importance). The results indicate that customers are perceived as the most important determinant, with 63% of respondents assigning the highest importance level (+2) and only a negligible proportion indicating low importance.



Suppliers and the public were also evaluated as relatively important determinants, with 40% of respondents assigning them the highest importance level. Competitors show a more balanced distribution, with the majority of responses concentrated in the positive part of the scale (+1 and +2). In contrast, intermediaries were perceived as the least important determinant, with the largest share of responses (40%) concentrated at the neutral level (0) and relatively higher proportions of negative evaluations compared to other factors.



The response distribution (Table 3) indicates that the strongest emphasis was placed on long-term relationships and reputation, with 77% of respondents assigning the highest importance level. This is followed by trust (73%), participation and engagement in business activities (71%), and a focus on customer, employee, and community satisfaction (69%), all of which rank among the most highly valued characteristics.



A similarly high level of importance was observed for long-term growth and sustainability goals (65%) and tradition (63%), highlighting the relevance of continuity-oriented factors in family businesses. In contrast, characteristics such as employee loyalty, informality, and value-based management exhibit a more evenly distributed pattern of responses, with a greater concentration around moderate levels of importance. Overall, the findings point to the dominance of relational and long-term oriented characteristics within family business management.




3.2. Perception of External Determinants


The first hypothesis assumed that significant differences between determinants exist in the perceived importance of selected external determinants of the microeconomic environment among family businesses operating in the wood-processing and furniture industry. To verify this hypothesis, the Kruskal–Wallis test was applied to compare the mean ranks of the analyzed external determinants. The results presented in Table 4 confirmed the existence of statistically significant differences among the analyzed determinants of the external microeconomic environment (H = 302.091; p < 0.001). From the perspective of mean ranks, the highest values were recorded for determinants related to customers, followed by the public, suppliers, and competitors, while the lowest mean rank was observed for intermediaries.



These differences can be explained by the economic structure of the wood-processing and furniture industry. Enterprises in this sector are strongly demand-driven, as their production is closely linked to final consumption and customer-specific requirements. As a result, customer-related determinants directly influence revenues, product design, and market positioning, which explains their dominant perception.



In contrast, intermediaries appear to play a less significant role, which may be associated with the prevalence of direct business relationships and shorter supply chains in family firms. Many enterprises establish long-term partnerships directly with customers or suppliers, thereby reducing their dependence on intermediaries. This may explain the lower perceived importance of intermediaries compared to other external determinants.



These results indicate that individual actors of the external microenvironment differ in their perceived importance of family businesses operating in the wood-processing and furniture industry. To examine these differences in greater detail, a multiple comparison analysis was performed (Table 5). The results confirmed statistically significant differences between most of the determinants analyzed.



Determinants associated with customers differed significantly from all other determinants of the microenvironment. Significant differences were also identified between intermediaries and the remaining groups of determinants. In contrast, no statistically significant differences were observed in several cases between suppliers, competitors, and the public, indicating a relatively similar perceived importance of these determinants.



The reliability of the measurement scales was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, which evaluates the internal consistency of multi-item constructs. The analysis showed that the values of Cronbach’s alpha ranged from α = 0.78 to α = 0.91, indicating acceptable to high reliability of the applied measurement scales.



Content validity of the questionnaire was ensured through literature-based development of items, their adaptation to the conditions of the wood-processing and furniture industry, and subsequent pilot testing. The structure of the questionnaire was aligned with the research objectives and hypotheses, ensuring that the selected items adequately capture the investigated constructs.



Following the Kruskal–Wallis test, post hoc analysis was performed using pairwise multiple comparisons of mean ranks to identify statistically significant differences between individual groups of determinants. A Bonferroni-adjusted significance level was applied to control for Type I error.




3.3. Importance of Non-Economic Goals in Family Businesses


The second hypothesis stated that non-economic goals, such as sustainability, long-term stable income, and business continuity across generations, are an important part of the managerial orientation of family businesses in the wood-processing and furniture industry. To test this hypothesis, the importance of selected entrepreneurial characteristics was analyzed using the Kruskal–Wallis test (Table 6). The results showed statistically significant differences among the analyzed characteristics (H = 543.44; p < 0.001), which means that they were not perceived equally.



From the perspective of mean ranks, the highest values were recorded for long-term relationships and reputation, followed by trust, participation and engagement, and customer satisfaction orientation. In contrast, the emphasis on non-economic goals achieved a lower mean rank than the dominant relational and trust-based characteristics. The lowest values were observed for family council and family protocol and for high innovation potential.



These findings indicate that although non-economic goals are present and considered important by family businesses, they do not represent the most dominant characteristic when compared to relational and reputation-based factors. Based on these results, Hypothesis 2 can be considered supported only in part. While non-economic goals form an important component of family business orientation, the analysis suggests that relational factors, such as trust, reputation, and long-term relationships, play a more prominent role in shaping managerial behavior in family businesses.





4. Discussion


4.1. Summary of the Main Findings


The results of the study provide new insights into the determinants influencing the development and sustainability of family businesses operating in the wood-processing and furniture industry. The findings confirmed that significant differences exist in how family businesses perceive external determinants of the microeconomic environment, thereby supporting Hypothesis 1 (H1). This indicates that individual determinants are not perceived uniformly and that their importance varies depending on specific business conditions.




4.2. Perception of External Determinants and Market Orientation


These results suggest that family businesses differentiate between individual actors of the microeconomic environment, with customer-related determinants representing the most influential factors. The highest mean rank values were recorded for determinants associated with customers, while intermediaries were perceived as the least influential determinants. This finding reflects the strong orientation of businesses toward market demand and customer relationships, which are essential for maintaining competitiveness in the forest-based sector. Similar conclusions were reported by Toppinen et al. [6], who emphasize that internal resources and business size influence how forest-sector companies react to market pressures and competitive dynamics. Other studies also indicate that businesses operating in forest-based industries must adapt flexibly to changing market conditions and customer requirements [35,36,37,38]. In the context of sustainable forest-based development, strong emphasis on customers may have a wider meaning than only better market performance. Customer expectations are increasingly related not only to price and quality, but also to environmental aspects of products, transparency of raw material origin, durability, and responsible use of renewable resources [39,40,41,42]. For family businesses in the wood-processing industry, such expectations may create stronger pressure to use certified inputs, reduce material waste, improve resource efficiency, and develop products with a longer service life. Although these forestry-related outcomes were not measured directly in this study, the results suggest that customer orientation may be one of the important links between business behavior and sustainability in the forest-based sector [43].



The dominance of customer-related determinants can be explained by the nature of the wood-processing and furniture industry, where businesses are closely linked to final demand and product customization. In contrast, intermediaries may be perceived as less influential due to the prevalence of direct business relationships and shorter supply chains in many family businesses. These findings are consistent with studies highlighting the importance of market orientation and customer relationships in forest-based industries [44,45]. Research by Sakawa et al. [46] and Berrone et al. [47] further emphasizes that customer orientation and relationship management represent critical determinants of competitiveness in wood-processing and furniture businesses.




4.3. Relational Characteristics


Another important finding concerns the characteristics that shape the managerial behavior of family businesses. The results revealed that relational factors such as long-term relationships, reputation, trust, and personal engagement play a dominant role in family business management. These characteristics correspond with the theoretical perspective of socioemotional wealth, which suggests that family businesses prioritize long-term relationships, reputation, and continuity as key elements of their strategic orientation [48,49,50]. According to Berrone et al. [47], these non-financial objectives significantly influence managerial decision-making in family businesses. Other authors have similarly pointed out that relational capital and long-term stakeholder relationships represent important sources of competitive advantage in family businesses [48,51,52].



The results related to Hypothesis 2 (H2) provide a more nuanced interpretation. While the analysis confirmed that non-economic goals, such as sustainability, long-term stability, and intergenerational continuity, are present and relevant in family businesses, they were not identified as the most dominant characteristic. Previous research has shown that family businesses frequently pursue non-financial objectives and tend to adopt a long-term orientation in strategic decision-making [23,24,50]. Recent research has also shown that sustainability in family firms can be understood as a broader multidimensional orientation rather than as a single isolated objective [53]. In the forest-based context, this orientation should also be interpreted within wider bioeconomy transformations and long-term sectoral change [54]. Such a long-term perspective is consistent with continuity-oriented decision making in forest-related contexts [55]. In addition, sustainability debates in the forest-based sector increasingly take into account broader environmental limits and systemic responsibilities [56]. In particular, the ranking of entrepreneurial characteristics showed that the emphasis on non-economic goals achieved lower mean rank values than relational factors such as trust and reputation.



This finding suggests that non-economic goals represent an important component of family business orientation rather than its primary defining feature. A possible explanation is that economic and non-economic objectives are closely interconnected in family businesses, and relational factors may provide the basis through which these goals are pursued. Sustainability-oriented behavior is therefore likely to be linked to broader strategic capabilities, resource stewardship, and environmental innovation rather than to a single isolated managerial characteristic [28,29,57]. From a forest-sector perspective, this result is also important because non-economic and relational goals may support a more long-term approach to resource use and business continuity. In family businesses, concerns about reputation, continuity between generations, and responsibility toward the local community may encourage more stable supplier relationships, more responsible sourcing of raw materials, and gradual investment in environmentally sound technologies. This is particularly relevant in forest-based industries, where businesses depend on renewable natural resources and where long-term balance is often more important than short-term gains.




4.4. Strategic Implications for the Forest-Based Sector


The strategic framework presented in Figure 1 represents a conceptual tool developed through the integration of empirical findings and relevant literature. It shows that the sustainable development of family businesses in the wood-processing and furniture industry depends on the interaction of internal managerial factors, customer orientation, economic objectives, regulatory conditions, environmental aspects, and succession processes. In this framework, relational and internal factors are closely linked with external conditions, while environmental and economic aspects act as cross-cutting dimensions influencing several areas of strategic decision-making.



From a practical perspective, strategic development in family firms is also linked to marketing-based decision support and the ability to respond to changing market signals [58]. Recent research further suggests that ESG-related considerations may affect how family firms evaluate long-term risk and strategic priorities [59]. Evidence from wood-processing enterprises also confirms the importance of efficiency and modernization for firm competitiveness [60]. Strategic marketing perspectives further indicate that family firms need to align internal capabilities with external market pressures [61]. Similar multidimensional approaches to strategy formulation in forest-based industries have been suggested in previous studies [35,45,62], which emphasize the importance of integrating economic, environmental, and institutional factors when designing strategies for sustainable development. Other authors also point out that strategic frameworks in forest-sector businesses must consider both internal capabilities and external environmental pressures [35,45]. Related research in family business also stresses the role of innovation capabilities [63], entrepreneurial renewal [64], and wider innovation and networking dynamics in forest-based sustainability transitions [65].



From a broader perspective, these findings highlight the need to balance economic performance, environmental responsibility, and effective management practices in the sustainable development of family businesses in the wood-processing and furniture industry. Sustainable resource management and technological innovation represent important factors supporting competitiveness in the forest-based sector [66,67]. Foresight-based research in the forest sector likewise highlights the importance of anticipating uncertainty and long-term structural change [68]. Recent analyses also show that the forest-based sector operates in an increasingly turbulent environment, which makes adaptive strategic frameworks even more relevant [69]. At the same time, the importance of succession and long-term orientation reflects the specific characteristics of family businesses, which distinguish them from non-family businesses and influence their strategic decision-making processes. Several studies also highlight the role of innovation and technological modernization in strengthening the competitiveness of wood-processing companies [27,60]. These implications are relevant to current debates on economic optimization and sustainable management in forest resources because downstream firms influence how wood is allocated, processed, valorized, and transferred across value chains. In this sense, strategic choices in family businesses affect not only firm competitiveness, but also broader forest-sector outcomes related to supply-chain coordination, efficient material use, technological upgrading, and the economic viability of sustainable forest resource management. These implications should be interpreted as firm-level strategic implications within forest-based value chains, rather than as a direct measurement of forest management outcomes.




4.5. Limitations and Future Research


Despite these contributions, the study has several limitations. The research focused primarily on businesses operating in the Slovak wood-processing and furniture industry, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to other national contexts. Furthermore, the results are based on questionnaire data reflecting the perceptions of respondents, which may introduce subjective bias. Future research could expand the analysis to other countries or compare family and non-family businesses within the forest-based sector. Comparative studies across different regions and institutional environments could provide deeper insights into how contextual factors influence strategic decision-making in family businesses [21,24,50]. The study also has implications for the wider forest-based sector. By showing that family businesses place strong emphasis on customer relationships, continuity, and selected non-economic goals, the results improve our understanding of how business-level decision making may influence sustainable forest-based development. More specifically, the findings suggest that the long-term competitiveness of wood-processing and furniture businesses is closely connected with responsible resource use, adaptation to environmental requirements, and the strengthening of stable and resilient forest-based value chains. One limitation of the study is related to the applied statistical approach. The Kruskal–Wallis test was selected in accordance with the exploratory and comparative objective of the study and the ordinal nature of the data. While this approach makes it possible to identify differences in perceived importance across the analyzed determinants and characteristics, it was not intended to examine latent structures or explanatory relationships among variables. Future research could therefore apply factor analysis or regression-based models to investigate these relationships in greater depth.





5. Conclusions


This study examined the perception of external microeconomic determinants and the role of non-economic goals in family businesses operating in the wood-processing and furniture industry in Slovakia. Based on empirical analysis, the study also proposed a strategic framework for the sustainable development of these businesses.



The results confirmed that significant differences exist in how family businesses perceive external determinants of their business environment, thereby supporting Hypothesis 1. Customer-related determinants were identified as the most influential factors, while intermediaries were perceived as the least important. These findings highlight the strong market orientation of family businesses and emphasize the importance of customer relationships as a key driver of competitiveness in the forest-based sector.



In contrast, the results related to non-economic goals provide a more complex picture. Although non-economic objectives such as sustainability, long-term stability, and intergenerational continuity were confirmed to be relevant in family businesses, they were not identified as the most prominent characteristic. Instead, relational factors, particularly trust, reputation, and long-term relationships, were found to play a more central role in shaping managerial behavior. Hypothesis 2 can therefore be considered only partially supported. This finding suggests that non-economic goals are embedded within broader relational and value-based structures rather than functioning as a standalone defining feature of family businesses.



The proposed strategic framework, developed using the Ishikawa diagram, integrates key determinants into six main areas: succession, legal environment, ecology, economic objectives, customer orientation, and management. The framework provides a structured approach to understanding the interactions between internal and external factors influencing business development and offers a practical tool for strategic decision-making in family businesses within the forest-based sector.



From a theoretical perspective, the study contributes to bridging the gap between family business research and forest-sector studies by linking the perception of external determinants with the strategic role of non-economic goals. From a practical perspective, the findings can support managers and owners of family businesses in designing strategies that balance economic performance with long-term sustainability and intergenerational continuity.



Despite these contributions, the study has several limitations. The research was conducted in the Slovak context, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to other countries. Furthermore, the results are based on subjective perceptions of respondents. Future research should focus on comparative analyses across countries, as well as on evaluating the practical application and effectiveness of the proposed strategic framework in different segments of the forest-based industry.
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Figure 1. Strategy of development and sustainability of family businesses in wood and furniture industry. 
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Table 1. Structure of analyzed enterprises according to SK NACE classification.
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	Code
	Activity Description
	Division





	16000
	Manufacture of wood and of products of wood and cork, except furniture
	C16



	16100
	Sawmilling and planing of wood
	C16



	16200
	Manufacture of products of wood, cork, straw and plaiting materials
	C16



	16210
	Manufacture of veneer sheets and wood-based panels
	C16



	16220
	Manufacture of assembled parquet floors
	C16



	16230
	Manufacture of other builders’ carpentry and joinery
	C16



	16231
	Manufacture of builders’ carpentry and joinery elements
	C16



	16232
	Manufacture of prefabricated wooden buildings
	C16



	16239
	Manufacture of other builders’ carpentry and joinery n.e.c.
	C16



	16240
	Manufacture of wooden containers
	C16



	16290
	Manufacture of other products of wood, cork, straw and plaiting materials n.e.c.
	C16



	31000
	Manufacture of furniture
	C31



	31010
	Manufacture of office and shop furniture
	C31



	31020
	Manufacture of kitchen furniture
	C31










 





Table 2. Perceived Importance of External Microenvironment Determinants Based on Likert Scale Response (in%).
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	Code
	Determinant
	−2
	−1
	0
	1
	2





	1
	Customers
	2%
	1%
	13%
	21%
	63%



	2
	Suppliers
	8%
	12%
	14%
	26%
	40%



	3
	Intermediaries
	14%
	15%
	40%
	16%
	15%



	4
	Competitors
	1%
	11%
	22%
	33%
	33%



	5
	Public
	8%
	2%
	23%
	27%
	40%










 





Table 3. Distribution of Responses Evaluating the Importance of Entrepreneurial Characteristics of Family Businesses.
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	Code
	Determinant
	−2
	−1
	0
	1
	2





	1
	Family and business life integration
	7%
	3%
	13%
	21%
	56%



	2
	Long-term growth and sustainability goals, and responsible ownership
	2%
	3%
	8%
	22%
	65%



	3
	Tradition
	7%
	6%
	9%
	15%
	63%



	4
	Family brand
	13%
	3%
	16%
	12%
	55%



	5
	Long-term relationships and reputation
	0%
	1%
	6%
	17%
	77%



	6
	Informality
	4%
	6%
	22%
	22%
	45%



	7
	Trust
	2%
	1%
	4%
	19%
	73%



	8
	Participation, engagement, and personal interest in business growth
	2%
	2%
	6%
	19%
	71%



	9
	Simplified decision-making process and greater decision-making flexibility
	5%
	3%
	9%
	23%
	59%



	10
	Orientation towards customer, employee, and local community satisfaction
	1%
	2%
	6%
	21%
	69%



	11
	Strong sense of socially responsible behavior
	2%
	7%
	12%
	21%
	58%



	12
	Value-based and emotional management style
	4%
	6%
	10%
	27%
	53%



	13
	Employee loyalty
	2%
	6%
	14%
	29%
	49%










 





Table 4. Results of the Kruskal–Wallis test for differences in external microenvironment determinants.
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Code

	
Determinant

	
Sum of Ranks

	
Mean Rank

	
H-Test

	
p-Value






	
1

	
Customers

	
606,025.5

	
1402.84

	
302.091

	
0.000




	
2

	
Suppliers

	
473,782.5

	
1096.72




	
3

	
Intermediaries

	
303,091.5

	
701.60




	
4

	
Competitors

	
466,066.5

	
1078.86




	
5

	
Public

	
484,914.0

	
1122.49











 





Table 5. Post hoc multiple comparison analysis of external microenvironment determinants.
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Determinant

	
Multiple Comparison




	
Customers

	
Suppliers

	
Intermediaries

	
Competitors

	
Public






	
Customers

	

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
0.000




	
Suppliers

	
0.000

	

	
0.000

	
1.000

	
1.000




	
Intermediaries

	
0.000

	
0.000

	

	
0.000

	
0.000




	
Competitors

	
0.000

	
1.000

	
0.000

	

	
1.000




	
Public

	
0.000

	
1.000

	
0.000

	
1.000

	











 





Table 6. Results of the Kruskal–Wallis test evaluating differences in entrepreneurial characteristics of family businesses.
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Code

	
Characteristic

	
Sum of Ranks

	
Mean Rank

	
H-Test

	
p-Value






	
1

	
Long-term relationships and reputation

	
1,952,418

	
4519.49

	
543.44

	
0.000




	
2

	
Trust

	
1,885,527

	
4364.65




	
3

	
Participation, engagement, and personal involvement

	
1,842,777

	
4265.69




	
4

	
Customer satisfaction orientation

	
1,826,169

	
4227.24




	
5

	
Long-term growth and sustainability goals

	
1,757,442

	
4068.15




	
6

	
Simpler decision-making process

	
1,648,794

	
3816.65




	
7

	
Tradition

	
1,644,813

	
3807.44




	
8

	
Stronger long-term commitment to employees

	
1,637,214

	
3789.85




	
9

	
Strong sense of social responsibility

	
1,615,242

	
3738.99




	
10

	
Integration of family and business life

	
1,564,143

	
3620.70




	
11

	
Value-based and emotional management style

	
1,547,451

	
3582.06




	
12

	
Employee loyalty

	
1,493,727

	
3457.70




	
13

	
Family brand

	
1,480,710

	
3427.57




	
14

	
Informality

	
1,385,826

	
3207.93




	
15

	
Emphasis on non-economic goals

	
1,334,586

	
3089.32




	
16

	
High innovation potential

	
1,224,327

	
2834.09




	
17

	
Family council and family protocol

	
1,129,674

	
2614.99
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