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Abstract: Family business succession is a key topic that has attracted considerable attention from
researchers, especially in the last decade. Most research, however, is based on case studies with
limited applicability and fails to present comparisons across international contexts that highlight
differences in succession processes. We apply expectation states theory to analyze a sample of 128
observations in two Southern European countries, Portugal and Greece. We study configurations of
successors’ characteristics, family business characteristics, the existence (or absence) of a succession
plan, and successors’ motivation to succeed. Our aim is to reveal how these issues affect successors’
perceptions of preparation for succession using fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA).
Family businesses are a dominant organizational form all over the world, and succession issues are
critical for the sustainability of family businesses. Our findings suggest that different configurations of
conditions influence successors’ perceptions of preparation for family business succession. Moreover,
we verify the influence of cultural differences on these processes. This research helps fill a gap in
the literature, showing the role of a set of characteristics in successors’ perceptions of preparation
for family business succession. Our conclusions provide insight into the types of policies that can
promote successful family business succession.

Keywords: family business; succession process; motivation for succession; cross-country analysis;
expectation states theory

1. Introduction

Family businesses are the most common form of entrepreneurial organization in the world [1].
They seem to be the invisible hand responsible for economic and social development in the European
Union [2], and their importance extends to other parts of the world [3]. Family business succession is a
recent [4] and prominent [5] field of research and, for sustainability reasons, is becoming increasingly
relevant. This increased relevance is because succession may have important implications for regional
economic, sociological, and environmental development. Studies in this field usually cover subjects
such as gender [3,6–9], formal level of education and training of successors [10,11], successors’
preparation and ability to lead the business [12–14], successors’ willingness and commitment [4,15–17],
and the use of strategic planning in the succession process [18–20]. However, scholars have devoted
less attention to studying, either jointly or in isolation, the effects of age, gender, motivation, and
successors’ perceptions of preparation on the success of succession. These issues affect self-efficacy of
successors in family businesses and may therefore hinder successful family business succession [21].
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Likewise, country differences, especially cultural differences between countries, in succession processes
have scarcely been explored (e.g., [4,5]).

Despite previous research on family business succession, it has often been noted that just one third
of family businesses continue beyond the first generation, and only about 10% to 15% go beyond the
second generation [22,23]. Therefore, this research is important to enrich our knowledge of succession
processes, which are critical for business- and family-related objectives [5], to support the development
of more effective public policies that can drive family business success and sustainability in Europe.

In this paper, we use expectation states theory [24] to analyze 128 family businesses from Greece
(87 family businesses) and Portugal (41 family businesses). We study the effect of the individual
characteristics of family business successors (gender, age, educational level, and motivation) and
the characteristics of the family business itself (size and generation) on successors’ perceptions of
preparation for succession. Expectation states theory may explain the influence of these factors
on successors’ self-efficacy and may shed light on how family business successors’ perceptions of
preparation for succession influence the success of the succession process. We use fuzzy-set qualitative
comparative analysis (fsQCA) to characterize these relationships and analyze the patterns described in
our model.

The purpose of this article is to identify and study the conditions that are present or absent
when successors have high or low perceptions of preparation for succession. The first objective is to
analyze the effect of individual and family business characteristics on the perception of preparation
for succession. The second objective is to analyze the effect of motivation and the influence of the
succession plan on the perception of preparation for succession. The third objective is to analyze the
importance of context in the research model.

In the following sections, we present the literature review, the research methods (propositions,
research model, conditions and outcome, and analysis instruments), results and analysis, discussion,
and conclusions and contributions. We end the paper by presenting limitations and proposals for
future research.

2. Literature Review

Expectation states theory helps explain how interactional status structures form and develop in
equal and different social groups [25–28]. It is specifically related to how “people’s socially significant
characteristics, such as race, gender, occupation, or age, shape their access to participation, influence,
and positive evaluation” and how, through direct and indirect effects, these characteristics influence
social stratification ([25], p. 30). From the economic observation of businesses, expectation states theory
can arguably also be applied to the conditions for successful family business succession. In particular,
expectation states theory can be used to explain how socially significant characteristics can influence
successors’ perceptions of preparation for succession. By hindering successors’ self-efficacy, successors’
perceptions will be a crucial issue to explain the success of family business succession processes.

Successors’ preparation and ability to lead the business are related to positive succession
outcomes [12,13,29]. There is also a significant correlation between successors’ preparation and
successful succession processes [30–33]. More specifically, a business’s survival during a transitional
process is associated with the successor’s development [34]. A successor’s readiness to take over is
positively and significantly related to the incumbent’s satisfaction with the succession process [35].
Higher financial sunk costs (investment of money) and higher behavioral sunk costs (investment of
energy and time) for successors are associated with greater perceptions of firm value. These greater
perceptions in turn influence successors’ decisions regarding whether to sell the firm [36].

2.1. Individual Characteristics

Various studies have shown that there are differences between women- and men-owned businesses
in terms of both success and failure [37–39]. In succession processes, access to bank capital can be
easier for male-led businesses than for female-led businesses, whereas access to family funding and
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other opportunities tend to be easier for female-led businesses [6–9,40]. Women who work with their
families tend to report higher incomes, better positions, and more flexibility in work schedules [9,14]
and usually experience feelings of greater protectionism by their fathers [41,42]. These situations
usually inhibit open discussion of succession plans and may require specific provisions to support
female successors [4] against expectations of greater male competence or other stereotypes [25]. In their
case-study of 10 female family business owners, Vera and Dean [43] concluded that the majority of these
owners did not feel discrimination and that those who did feel discrimination felt less discrimination
from employees than from outsiders. In businesses that mothers had founded, daughters had to
deal with their mothers’ reluctance to give up business leadership [43]. Crucially, the use of a binary
independent variable for gender has methodological limitations. Gender influences not only family
trajectories, functions, and interactions but also business decisions, structures, and processes. Gender
also provides better knowledge of the diversity of family patterns across and within societies [44].
Examining family members’ interactions, cultural norms, and beliefs also reveals close linkages
between masculinity, entrepreneurship, and family business that influence the selection process of the
successor, given gendered roles and hierarchies [3]. Having a female CEO in a family business has a
non-significant moderating effect on a family business’s probability of facing financial distress [45].
This finding is relevant because a family business’s probability of facing financial distress can affect
the company’s survival probability and potential ability to generate income or welfare for the family,
which, in turn, is associated with transgenerational sustainability intent.

The effect of successors’ age on the succession process has scarcely been explored in the literature.
As far as a family’s approach is concerned, succession planning is often strongly related to the founder’s
age [46,47]. Vera and Dean [43] also concluded that a successor’s viability is related to being the oldest
offspring, regardless of gender.

The factors that influence succession in family businesses include the successor’s formal level of
education and training. This is one of the variables that are usually studied [48–51], and it is considered
one of the most influential characteristics in successful transitions [10] because formal education
and attendance at business-related courses and seminars influence the successor’s competence and
readiness to increase revenue and profit [11]. The successor’s formal training (especially in business or
relevant technical domains) also provides a large array of skills to capture the increasing complexity of
global business [11], promote innovation [52], and improve the successor’s willingness to implement
change [53]. Internal family successors are prioritized when the high importance of business-specific
and tacit knowledge is combined with a high importance of general or technical industry-specific
knowledge [54]. Successful successors tend to have a solid educational background that prepares them
well [10].

2.2. Motivation for Succession

Successful succession is also linked to the willingness and commitment of the
successor [4,15,16,55,56], which, in turn, is usually related to the successor’s motivation to succeed.
The potential successor’s refusal of the position or the founder’s refusal to appoint the successor
can be explained by the successor’s lack of motivation or dissatisfaction. This lack of motivation or
dissatisfaction can even prevent succession in family businesses [57]. In this context, Cabrera-Suárez
and Martín-Santana [5] highlighted the distinction and influence of the normative dimension of
commitment on the affective dimension of commitment (most likely to induce high job-related
performance). Besides the normative and affective dimensions, Sharma and Irving [17] also studied
the calculative and imperative bases, which may coexist, of successor commitment, considering that
despite these bases, all commitment may contribute positively to succession, even if it leads to distinct
discretionary behaviors within the business. Additionally, commitment may change over the years [17].

Financial attractiveness of family businesses is important to increase successors’ willingness to run
the business. A decline in business performance usually causes successors to seek opportunities outside
the family business [58]. The reasons for women to join family businesses relates to working part-time,
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having a flexible schedule, and receiving family support [43]. A successor’s positive succession
experience is related to the successor’s fulfilment in terms of life stage needs, career interests, and
psychosocial needs [59].

2.3. Family Business Characteristics

A negative correlation between the size of the family business and the successor’s intentions to
leave the company has been posited [60]. The smaller the company is, the stronger the successor’s
perception of future unattractiveness in terms of monetary and non-monetary rewards will be [11].
As a limited number of family members are able and willing to join the business, dependence on
non-family members increases as family businesses grow [61]. The acceleration in the growth of
family businesses may be associated with new ideas and necessary skills provided by non-family
managers [61]. For offspring in general, the succession of a non-founding family member is less
challenging than the succession of the founder [43]. A weaker growth orientation and a lower debt ratio
in the firm are the result of wealth preservation objectives of second-generation family businesses [62].
Third- or later-generation firms are usually associated with lower risk aversion and less conflict
between incumbents and successors [62]. Family succession results in poorer performance, especially
in well-performing founder-run businesses in competitive sectors [63]. This performance decrease is
lower in non-family-run firms than in companies managed by successors [63].

2.4. Succession Plan

Strategic planning may lead to the long-term success of a family business [18,19,64,65], help
family businesses benefit from their innovation capabilities [66], and improve their capacity to rapidly
pursue opportunities and dominate markets [67]. Strategic planning in family businesses can be
an important factor in guaranteeing the increased involvement of successors in the business [20],
and succession planning [35] can help towards family business continuity and family harmony [4].
However, succession may need other conditions to guarantee success [68].

The role of the next generation before the succession process may be that of an observer.
Alternatively, the next generation may be involved as part of the team that executes the strategic plan,
perhaps even implementing the plan by taking a lead role in the process [20]. In terms of preparation
for succession, cases where successors are mere observers that have just joined the business have
been found to differ considerably from cases where the next generation has already been involved
in the leadership of the business or the strategic planning process [20]. This process is aligned with
the argument about the importance of the long-term perspective on succession [14] and can also be
analyzed using expectation states theory.

Succession patterns may be influenced by the governance and culture of an organization.
Conservative patterns are more common in traditional, stable contexts, wavering patterns are more
likely in fragmented and politicized organizations, and rebellious patterns are more prevalent in
turbulent or problem-ridden situations [69]. Successful transitions are related to informal planning
inherent to business and family dynamics that prioritize change and ongoing adaptation [10]. The
satisfaction of successors with the succession process is influenced by succession planning [35].
According to Helin and Jabri [70], studying family conversation enrichment in a living moment
implies thinking beyond the predefined issues of succession planning and predefined steps inherent to
traditional stage models of succession planning.

3. Methods

3.1. Research Model and Propositions

Based on the literature review, the conceptual model (Figure 1) shows the proposal of how the
individual characteristics of the successor, the characteristics of the family business, the motivation to
succeed, and the existence of a succession plan contribute to successors’ perceptions of preparation to
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run the family business in the future. Based on previous literature [5,71–74], the importance of national
context is also considered. Cultural beliefs regarding individuals’ socially significant characteristics
may be associated with expectations regarding performance [25].Sustainability 2019, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 16 
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Figure 1. Conceptual model.

The propositions, which are based on the literature and the principles of expectation states theory,
can be formally stated as follows:

P1: The individual characteristics of the family business successor, considering the influence on
social stratification, are present or absent in solutions leading to high and low perceived preparation
for succession.

P2: The successor’s motivation to succeed is present or absent in solutions leading to high and
low perceived preparation for succession.

P3: The characteristics of the family business are present or absent in solutions leading to high
and low perceived preparation for succession.

P4: The existence of a succession plan is present or absent in solutions leading to high and low
perceived preparation for succession.

P5: National context influences the configurations of conditions associated with high and low
perceived preparation for succession.

3.2. Methodology, Conditions, and Outcome

We used fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA). This method, which was initially
developed for small- and medium-sized samples [75], is based on set theory and Boolean algebra [76].
In fsQCA, the existence of equifinal solutions is assumed, which is an advantage relative to conventional
quantitative approaches. FsQCA allows for the existence of asymmetric relationships [77]. We used
fsQCA to identify configurations of conditions (corresponding to cases) associated with a certain
outcome. Despite only recently being introduced in the social sciences [76], fsQCA is an alternative to
quantitative methods [75] that has become a prominent method in research in several management
fields, including marketing, innovation, and entrepreneurship [78]. Cases (i.e., observations) are
grouped according to their characteristics, enabling the identification of patterns of conditions (i.e.,
variables after being calibrated) that are present or absent when a certain outcome occurs (in this case,
successors’ perceptions of preparation for succession).

The first step of fsQCA [78] is to calibrate the original data into fuzzy-set membership scores
ranging from 0 (full non-membership) to 1 (full-membership), where 0.5 is the point of indifference
or maximum ambiguity [76]. For the outcome, we considered the 90th and 10th percentiles [79]. To
avoid maximum ambiguity, whenever the fuzzy-set score was 0.5, it was replaced by 0.499 [80]. The
second step focused on the truth table algorithm [78]. From an initial set of rows representing all
logically possible combinations of the conditions under analysis, the truth table algorithm identifies the
combinations that are sufficient to produce the outcome or, in this research, to obtain the intermediate
solutions for the presence and absence of the outcome for the Greek and Portuguese samples. The
number of solutions for each outcome may vary according to the diversity in the sample. Table 1
presents the conditions, outcome, and the calibration from the original scales.
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Table 1. Conditions and outcome.

Aggregate Conditions Description Original Scale References Calibration Descriptive Statistics

Individual
Characteristics

Gender Gender of the family
business successor Male or female [9,37–42] Female = 1

Male = 0
Females account for
37.5% of the sample

Age Age of the family
business successor 18–25; 26–30; 31–35; 35+ [46,47] >35 (older) = 1

18–35 (younger) = 0

Older family business
successors account for
62.5% of the sample

Education

Maximum level of
formal or informal

instruction reached by
the family business

successor

High school; university level;
post-graduate; and vocational

education training
[10,48–53]

University level or
post-graduate (high) = 1

High school or
vocational education

(low) = 0

University level or
post-graduate

account for 84.4% of
the sample

Motivation for
Succession Motivation

Perceived motivation
of successors for the

“announced”
succession

(1) I had no alternative; (2) My
family expected me to inherit the
business; (3) It seemed to be the
natural course of events; (4) It

seemed a good career
opportunity; or (5) I thought it

would be an opportunity to put
innovative ideas to practice.

Answers (1), (2), and (3) were
classified as not proactive, and

answers (4) and (5) were
classified as proactive toward

succession

[4,5,15,16,55,56] Non-proactive (low) = 0
Proactive (high) = 1

Proactive motivation
accounts for 50.8% of

the sample

Family Business
Characteristics

Maturity

Maturity of the family
business based on the

number of family
generations so far

2nd generation; 3rd generation;
older than 3rd generation [13,31]

2nd generation = 0
3rd generation or more

(high) = 1

3rd generation or
more account for

29.7% of the sample

Size Number of employees
of the family business 1–9; 10–49; 50–99; 100–249; 250+ [11,14,60] 1–9 (micro) = 0

10–249 (SMEs) = 1
SMEs account for

58.6% of the sample
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Table 1. Cont.

Aggregate Conditions Description Original Scale References Calibration Descriptive Statistics

Succession Plan Plan
Does a plan exist for

succession in the
family business?

Yes or no [4,20,35,66,67] No = 0
Yes = 1

17.2% of the family
businesses in the

sample have a
succession plan

Context Country
Country of origin and

where the family
business operates

Portugal or Greece [5,81–83] N/A

47 Portuguese and 87
Greek family

businesses included
in the sample

Successors’
Perceived

Preparation for
Succession

Perceived
Preparation for

Succession

(1) I lack the skills
and knowledge to
manage the family

business; (2) I am not
yet ready and well
prepared to run the

business; (3) I do not
have the required

knowledge about the
family business; (4) I
am not able to take

over all the functions
that the previous

leader held; (5) The
process of succession
is very demanding in

terms of family
relations and the

sentimental burden is
high; (6) Family and
business matters are

complex and
intertwined; and (7)
We are facing family
related issues that I
cannot manage and
discuss with others

Average of the 7 items
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.85): low/v.

low importance = 4; moderate
importance = 3; high importance

= 2; v. high importance = 1.
Missing values were imputed as

the average of the available
variables

[15,56]
Average = 2.20

Percentile 10 = 1.24
Percentile 90 = 3.20
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3.3. Sample

The data for this research were gathered from an extensive European online survey conducted
between April and July 2017 as part of FABUSS (Family Business Successful Succession), an ERASMUS+

project aimed at evaluating the conditions for successful succession in European family businesses. In
our study, responses were provided by a convenience sample. The family businesses in this sample were
identified with the support of the Portuguese Family Business Association and the Athens Chamber of
Commerce and Industry. Despite the well-documented difficulties associated with defining a family
business [84], the family businesses in our sample were those where families had the majority of the
shares, control of the management, or responsibility for the top management [85]. By considering these
conditions individually or jointly, we built a sample that was not affected by any legal, institutional, or
practical issues that could hinder cross-country comparisons [86]. The results are based on responses
by actual or intended family business successors from Portugal and Greece. In these countries, family
businesses are broadly considered to be entities that are owned, controlled, or operated by different
members of a family or small group of families. The responses reflect their perceptions regarding
the problems and needs associated with family business succession. The initial sample consisted of
97 and 54 responses from Greek and Portuguese successors, respectively. Considering only usable
responses yielded 87 and 41 workable responses for Greek and Portuguese successors, respectively.
Family businesses are highly relevant in both countries, but there are several national characteristics
that may influence succession. As per expectation states theory, these national characteristics include
the effect on the definition of socially significant characteristics that influence social stratification and
stereotypes [25]. Despite some cultural similarities such as the importance of men and the oldest son,
there is a lack of research addressing cultural characteristics and their impact on family businesses in
these countries.

4. Results and Analysis

Based on the procedures described earlier, we performed analysis of sufficient and necessary
conditions and computed the intermediate solutions for high and low perceptions of preparation for
succession for Portuguese and Greek businesses. The solutions for high perceptions appear in Table 2;
Table 3 and are described in detail. The solutions for low perceptions appear in Tables 4 and 5 and
are summarized for the purposes of brevity. Each of the tables identifies several alternative solutions.
The columns represent configurations based on the presence or absence of the conditions listed in
each of the rows. Alternative solutions lead to the same outcome, as follows: Tables 2 and 3 show
configurations leading to high perceived preparation for succession in each country, whereas Tables 4
and 5 show configurations leading to low perceived preparation for succession in each country. Besides
the equifinality resulting from the existence of alternative configurations of conditions, the solutions
for high and low outcomes are not symmetrical, which is also valuable when attempting to understand
how a certain outcome occurs. The overall solution consistencies and overall solution coverages are
above the recommended thresholds and are thus considered informative. In the tables, the presence
of a causal condition in any given solution is represented as �, and the absence of a condition is
represented as #. Therefore, based on the data in Table 1, it is possible to interpret each solution
(identified as S1, S2, S3, and S4). Solutions leading to high perceived preparation for succession in
Portugal appear in Table 2.
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Table 2. Solutions for high perceived preparation in Portugal (successors’ perceptions of preparation
for succession).

Aggregate Conditions S1 S2 S3 S4

Individual Characteristics
of Successors

Gender # � �
Age � � # �

Education � # � #

Motivation for Succession Motivation � � # �

Family Business Characteristics Maturity # � # �
Size # # # #

Succession Plan Plan # # # #

Consistency 0.95 0.75 0.92 0.92
Raw Coverage 0.18 0.06 0.18 0.06

Unique Coverage 0.18 0.06 0.18 0.06
Overall Solution Consistency 0.91

Overall Solution Coverage 0.34

Note: � = causal condition present; # = causal condition absent.

Table 3. Solutions for high perceived preparation in Greece (successors’ perceptions of preparation
for succession).

Aggregate Conditions S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7 S8 S9 S10 S11 S12 S13

Individual
characteristics of

successors

Gender # # # � � # � � # � #
Age # � # � # # � # # � # � �

Education � � � � # � � � # �

Motivation for
succession Motivation # # � � � � � � # # � �

Family business
characteristics

Maturity � # # # # � # � # � # #
Size � # � # � � � # # # � � #

Succession plan Plan # # # � # # # # � � � #

Consistency 0.91 0.76 0.81 0.85 0.97 0.93 0.89 0.92 0.92 0.82 0.82 0.95 0.82
Raw coverage 0.04 0.05 0.15 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.05

Unique coverage 0.04 0.02 0.11 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.06 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02

Overall solution consistency 0.85

Overall solution coverage 0.48

Note: � = causal condition present; # = causal condition absent.

The analysis of necessary conditions revealed that the absence of a plan is a necessary condition
for the high perception of preparation for succession in Portuguese family businesses. The intermediate
solution consisted of four configurations of conditions.

In solution 1, the existence of older proactive successors linked to family microenterprises with
no succession plan are central conditions. In this solution, successors have high levels of education,
and the family businesses are in the second generation. Solution 2 also corresponds to older proactive
successors in family microenterprises. The pattern points to male successors with low levels of
education in highly mature businesses. Solution 3 corresponds to cases where young highly educated
female successors work in family microenterprises, have low motivation for succession, and work in
second-generation family businesses without a succession plan. Solution 4 corresponds to cases where
older, female, and proactive successors with low levels of education work in highly mature family
microenterprises that lack a well-defined succession plan.
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Table 4. Solutions for low perceived preparation in Portugal (successors’ perceptions of preparation
for succession).

Aggregate Conditions S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7

Individual characteristics
of successors

Gender # � # # # # #
Age # # # � � #

Education � � # � � � �

Motivation for succession Motivation # � # � # �

Family business
characteristics

Maturity � � # # # # �
Size � � � # # � �

Succession plan Plan # # # # # #

Consistency 0.85 0.89 0.78 0.94 0.82 0.77 0.89

Raw coverage 0.17 0.07 0.09 0.04 0.07 0.15 0.11
Unique coverage 0.13 0.07 0.09 0.04 0.07 0.15 0.11

Overall solution consistency 0.83

Overall solution coverage 0.66

Note: � = causal condition present; # = causal condition absent.

Table 5. Solutions for low perceived preparation in Greece (successors’ perceptions of preparation
for succession).

Aggregate Conditions S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7 S8 S9 S10

Individual
characteristics of

successors

Gender # # # # � � # # �

Age # � � � � � � # � #
Education � # � � � � # # #

Motivation Motivation � � � � # � # #

Family business
characteristics

Maturity # � � # # � # # #
Size # # # � � � # # #

Succession plan Plan # # # � � � � � �

Consistency 0.93 0.95 0.96 0.84 0.84 0.93 0.80 0.74 0.98 0.88

Raw coverage 0.05 0.07 0.05 0.06 0.06 0.05 0.06 0.02 0.02 0.02
Unique coverage 0.05 0.05 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.05 0.06 0.02 0.02 0.02

Overall solution consistency 0.89

Overall solution coverage 0.40

Note: � = causal condition present; # = causal condition absent.

In summary, solutions for Portugal indicate that successors have high perceptions of their readiness
for succession when there is no succession plan, usually when the business is a family microenterprise.
Gender, age, and motivation are usually important factors affecting the perceptions of successors.
These conditions combine to form different patterns explaining successors’ perceptions. For Greek
family businesses, no conditions were found to be necessary. The intermediate solution appears in
Table 3.

The results reveal 13 solutions for Greek family businesses. There is therefore greater diversity in
the configurations of conditions that lead to high perceived preparation for succession.

Solution 1 implies that successors have high perceived preparation for succession when they are
young non-proactive males in small and medium-sized, and highly mature, family businesses that do
not have succession plans. In comparison, solution 2 corresponds to successors that are older, highly
educated, and non-proactive males in family microenterprises that lack succession plans. In solution 3,
gender is unimportant, and the absence of a succession plan is combined with young, educated, and
proactive successors in small and medium-sized second-generation family businesses.

Solution 4 corresponds to micro-sized second-generation businesses with succession plans and
older male successors who are proactive. Solution 5 coincides with solution 4 in terms of the successor’s
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motivation and the maturity of the family business, but it differs in that it refers to young women in
small and medium-sized family businesses without succession plans. In solution 6, the motivation and
maturity are the same as in solutions 4 and 5, but the existence of a succession plan is not relevant. In
solution 6, successors are young well-educated women in large family businesses.

Solution 7 corresponds to small and medium-sized, highly mature family businesses that lack
succession plans with older, well-educated, and proactive successors. Solution 8 refers to young,
less educated, and proactive males in micro-sized second-generation family businesses that lack
succession plans. Solution 9 also corresponds to businesses that lack succession plans, although
these businesses are micro-sized and highly mature and the successors are non-proactive, young, and
well-educated women.

The presence of a succession plan is a condition of solutions 10, 11, and 12. Solution 10 refers to
older, well-educated, and non-proactive female successors in micro-sized second-generation family
businesses. Solution 11 refers to young, well-educated, and proactive male successors in small and
medium-sized highly mature family businesses. Solution 12 refers to older proactive women with little
formal education in small and medium-sized second-generation family businesses.

Finally, solution 13 refers to old well-educated male successors in micro-sized second-generation
family businesses without succession plans.

To complement this analysis, we identified and analyzed the configurations of conditions that lead
to successors’ low perceived preparation for succession. In Portuguese family businesses, the absence
of a succession plan is a necessary condition, and a high level of education is an almost necessary
condition for low perceived preparation. The solutions for low perceived preparation for succession in
Portugal appear in Table 4.

In most solutions for low perceived preparation, successors are male. Younger successors perceive
themselves as less prepared for succession than older successors do. However, in two solutions, older
successors also feel they are not prepared. In most solutions, successors have high levels of education,
and family businesses are small or medium-sized, but low perceived preparation also occurred when
successors have low levels of education and work in family microenterprises. High or low levels
of motivation to succeed and of the maturity of the family business can be found in configurations
leading to low perceived preparation.

Finally, there are no necessary conditions for low perceived preparation in Greek family businesses.
The results of the fsQCA appear in Table 5.

As in the analysis of high perceived preparation for succession in Greek family businesses, a
workable set of configurations remained elusive. The analysis yielded 10 possible solutions. In Greek
family businesses, there is widespread pessimism in terms of preparation for succession by male
successors; in only 3 of the 10 possible solutions does this happen for women. Older successors tend to
be more pessimistic and have low perceived preparation for succession (7 out of 10 solutions). High
motivation for succession is apparently ambiguous because 5 out of 10 possible solutions include high
motivation, but lead to a low perceived preparation for succession. The existence of a succession
plan does not seem to combat this feeling, as follows: In 6 out of 10 possible solutions for low
perceived preparation for succession, family businesses have a succession plan. Moreover, successors
in micro-sized second-generation family businesses are more likely to feel unprepared for succession.
This situation is reflected by 6 out of 10 possible solutions.

In summary, each solution by itself presents an almost unique pattern that prevents the
characterization of broad patterns that lead successors to develop low perceived preparation for
succession in Greece.

5. Discussion

Our results show that individual characteristics of successors (i.e., gender, age, and level of
education) influence their perceptions of preparation for family business succession. P1 is confirmed.
Gender [9,40–42] and age, either jointly or in isolation, are highly important in determining successors’
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perceptions of preparation for the succession process. This finding applies to both low and high
perceived preparation, although men seem more likely to have low perceived preparation for succession
than women do in Portugal, which is an interesting outcome given the criticism [4] leveled at the
lack of attention paid to “gender dynamics” in the literature. A high level of education creates the
conditions to furnish successors with the awareness of the difficulty of the task ahead [10,53] and does
not necessarily give them a high perceived preparation for succession. This finding indicates a need
for future research to analyze the correspondence between the successor’s education and training and
the needs of the family business. Such studies should consider, for instance, the relationship with the
predecessor, the implications for knowledge transfer and self-confidence, and the implications for
perceived success [4,5], as well as the importance of a long-term approach to the successor’s education
and training and the influence such an approach might have on the relationship with the business’s
employees [14]. However, it is also important to consider that this feeling of readiness depends on other
issues, such as family business characteristics (e.g., maturity and size) and difficulties surrounding the
management of conflict between family members [11].

Although we may expect the type of motivation for succession to correspond to successors’
perceptions of preparation for succession, the results show that successors’ motivation may have
different implications. These different implications present an alternative perspective on the importance
of the affective and the normative dimensions or other causes of commitment [5,17]. The range of
solutions in which motivation is either high or low implies that we cannot establish a specific direction
for the relationship between motivation and successors’ perceptions of preparation for succession.
Despite being important, characteristics of family businesses—maturity (or the generation of the family
managing the business) and size (or the number of employees)—on their own are less important
in explaining successors’ high perceptions of preparation for succession. Size seems to be more
relevant than maturity to determine perceptions, whereas successors in small or medium-sized family
businesses have lower perceived preparation for succession [11,60]. P2 and P3 are confirmed.

The existence of a succession plan is crucial in determining successors’ perceptions of preparation
for succession [20,35,66,67]. P4 is partially confirmed because, in Greece, different solutions link both
the presence and absence of a succession plan to high or low perceived preparation. In Portugal, the
long-term orientation is lower, so in businesses without succession plans, successors may have high or
low perceived preparation. Well-established succession plans show the potential to increase ex-ante
cooperation between business stakeholders, namely through the prior participation of successors in
the strategic processes of family businesses, thereby facilitating smooth and successful succession and
increasing the successors’ perceptions of capacity for succession. Under such conducive conditions,
strong family business performance can almost be guaranteed [87]. However, as Gilding et al. [4]
reported, the existence of a succession plan is preceded by different levels of family business continuity
and family harmony motivations, which are not addressed in this analysis and may help explain the
existence of distinct configurations.

Finally, considering the arguments supporting the importance of cross-national research and
specific traits, such as collectivism (e.g., [5]), the analysis shows that the configurations associated with
successors’ perceptions vary according to the context. In the case of Portugal, the patterns that lead
to high or low perceived preparation for succession are clear, whereas in the case of Greece, a larger
number of possible solutions implies that intrinsic differences are causing such contrasting results for
these two countries. These differences may arise from major cultural differences that influence social
stratification, as per expectation states theory [25]. These differences may relate to social traditions,
the role of women in business, or even support for family businesses and entrepreneurship in these
countries. P5 is confirmed. Context matters, and there are considerable differences in terms of the
patterns that lead to high or low perceived preparation for succession. The solutions for Portugal were
observed to be different from those for Greece. Differences between Portugal and Greece in terms of
successors’ high and low perceived preparation for succession, which affects successors’ self-efficacy
potential [81], can be explained by different cultural and economic conditions.
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We also found it easier to identify patterns that lead to high or low levels of perceived preparation
for succession in Portugal. In Greece, however, the large number of possible solutions implies that it is
less easy to characterize the patterns that lead to high or low perceived preparation for succession.

6. Conclusions and Contributions

One fundamental premise of this paper is that successors’ perceptions of preparation to run
the family business influence the self-efficacy and therefore the success of the transition from one
generation to the next in the family business. By knowing the conditions required for successful
succession, we can improve conditions for the sustainability of family businesses. Doing so not
only has socioeconomic implications, but also environmental implications, when considered as a
broad expression of social development. The environmental consequences of family businesses are as
important as the consequences of family businesses in terms of the economic development of many
European regions.

Studies of the perceptions that family business successors have of their preparation for succession
are lacking. Given this research gap and the importance of these businesses in economies around
the world, we drew on expectation states theory and fsQCA methodology to analyze data on family
businesses in Greece and Portugal. Our aim was to investigate the effect of individual and family
business characteristics, motivation for succession, the existence of a succession plan, and context on
successors’ perceptions of preparation for succession.

As described in the previous sections, the results are consistent with the research propositions.
Different configurations of conditions are associated with high and low levels of perceived preparation,
and these configurations differ according to context, although not always according to the predictions
found in the literature. This finding reveals the difficulty in conceptualizing successors’ perceptions,
which seem to be highly sensitive to the conditions analyzed in this paper and, probably, other
unexplored conditions, especially in the case of Greek family businesses.

The results of this research are relevant for several reasons. First, for family businesses, the results
highlight the importance of working with successors to understand their perceptions of preparation for
succession. The results show that similar conditions with minor differences may lead to very different
perceptions and these perceptions will, in turn, influence the success of the succession process via
self-efficacy. Second, for national or regional authorities and universities focused on creating a context
that is conducive to successful family businesses, these results reveal that no single path leads to the
desired outcomes in terms of success of the succession process. This finding implies that, despite the
consensus on the importance of this issue, actions should cover several areas of intervention. Finally,
for scholars, this study shows how fsQCA can be useful in family business research and opens new
directions for the study of family businesses. More specifically, this study highlights the need for
further research on family business succession because this field still has notable research gaps.

7. Limitations and Future Research

The main limitations of this study relate to the evolution of family business dynamics over the
years and across generations. Thus, our analysis is restricted in time and our conclusions are valid
only for the present situation.

Another limitation of this study relates to the fact that in expectation states theory, hierarchy is
important to explain different patterns for social positioning and the consideration of social actors.
Although hierarchy can also be important to explain different patterns of success in family business
succession, this was not considered in the survey used to collect data for this study. Further research
should consider this variable to complement the results of this study.

The economic climate affects family business performance. Consequently, it also affects the
willingness of successors to pursue their own career in the family business or seek better prospects
outside the family business. We did not study these variables in our research, so this issue should be
addressed by other studies in the future.
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Future research can consider these limitations to develop further analysis based on different
samples and the conclusions presented in this study.
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