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Abstract Succession is one of the crucial processes in family businesses, enabling them to 
last for generations. On the one hand, more and more businesses will face a situation to 
choose their successors. But on the other hand, the succession intention among the young 
potential successors has decreased. Building particularly on the imprinting, human capital 
and agency theories in the context of entrepreneurship (in general) and family business (in 
particular), our paper aims to fill the gap between the increasing need for new successors 
and their decreasing interest in taking over the family business. Our main research question 
is: How do sex, birth order, working experience and ownership stake in parents’ businesses 
influence the succession intention in family businesses? In addressing this research question, 
we rely on GUESSS data from 2021, and our sample consists of Slovak students who consider 
their parents’ business as a family business (n = 575). We conclude that students’ involve-
ment in parents’ businesses due to working experience and ownership stake significantly 
increases their succession intention. Further, we find that sons want to become successors 
more likely than daughters. Finally, the birth order has no impact on succession intention. 
Based on these conclusions, we develop implications for further research and family busi-
ness practice.

Caminando en los zapatos de los padres: Factores detrás de las intenciones de sucesión 
de los estudiantes en empresas familiares

Resumen La sucesión es uno de los procesos cruciales en las empresas familiares, ya que 
les permite durar generaciones. Por un lado, cada vez más empresas se enfrentarán a la 
situación de elegir a sus sucesores. Pero, por otro lado, la intención de sucesión entre los 
jóvenes potenciales sucesores ha disminuido. Partiendo particularmente de las teorías im-
printing, el capital humano y la agencia en el contexto del emprendimiento (en general) y 
de las empresas familiares (en particular), nuestro artículo pretende llenar el vacío entre la 
creciente necesidad de nuevos sucesores y su cada vez menor interés en hacerse cargo de 
la empresa. negocio familiar. Nuestra principal pregunta de investigación es: ¿Cómo influyen 
el sexo, el orden de nacimiento, la experiencia laboral y la participación en la propiedad 
de las empresas de los padres en la intención de sucesión en las empresas familiares? 
Para abordar esta pregunta de investigación, nos basamos en datos de GUESSS de 2021, y 
nuestra muestra está formada por estudiantes eslovacos que consideran la empresa de sus 
padres como una empresa familiar (n = 575). Concluimos que la participación de los estudi-
antes en los negocios de los padres debido a la experiencia laboral y la participación en la 
propiedad aumenta significativamente su intención de sucesión. Además, encontramos que 
es más probable que los hijos quieran convertirse en sucesores que las hijas. Finalmente, 
el orden de nacimiento no tiene impacto en la intención de sucesión. Con base en estas 
conclusiones, desarrollamos implicaciones para futuras investigaciones y la práctica de las 
empresas familiares.
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1. Introduction

The importance of family businesses is undeni-
able since a significant part of the world’s gross 
domestic product (70 % - 90 %) is produced by 
family businesses, and they create more than 100 
million jobs in the private sector. Also, 85% of 
business start-ups are financed from family busi-
ness resources (European Family Business, 2020). 
The comparison between the performance of 
family and non-family businesses was studied re-
garding factors such as return on assets (Family 
Owned Business Institute, 2021), the profitabil-
ity of assets and sales (Machek & Hnilica, 2015), 
structure of assets and agency costs Dyer (2021) 
with better results for family businesses. On the 
contrary, family businesses typically have to bal-
ance the family and business systems, which are 
substantially different (Jurova, 2016). To align 
these two systems, family businesses must create 
an efficient ownership system (Korab et al., 2008). 
An integral part of the family business is succes-
sion. Succession is a complex and complicated 
process affected by many external and internal 
factors (Bracci & Vagnoni, 2011). It is recognised 
as one of the most critical processes because it 
determines the further survival of a family busi-
ness and helps to maintain the balance between 
the family and business systems. If the family 
business operations are interrupted, it may lead 
to loss of wealth or jobs, but it can even destroy 
the family relationships (Lam, 2009). Many re-
searchers have been working on succession mod-
els to eliminate the failures of succession trans-
actions. For instance, Lucky et al. (2011) created 
one of the first succession models focusing on 
family business continuity. Further, Bracci and 
Vagnoni (2011) argued that the succession trans-
action is not only a change from a predecessor to 
a successor but also includes tacit knowledge and 
intellectual capital transactions. Another succes-
sion model by Michel and Kammerlander (2015) 
summarises the succession planning findings and 
synthesises the four phases of the succession 
transaction - trigger, preparation, selection, and 
training. Interestingly, the willingness of poten-
tial successors to continue in the family business 
also increases the willingness to participate in 
future training (Plana-Farran et al., 2022). One 
of the new models is the theoretical model us-
ing the imprinting theory of nurturing successor 
willingness (Marques et al., 2022). Hence, we can 
conclude that succession is a long-term process 
that requires adequate planning. Succession plan-
ning should be initiated from the childhood of a 
potential successor, where appropriate conditions 
for developing values, skills and behaviour must 
be prepared. Moreover, all family members must 
participate to build trust and good relationships 

within a family firm (Wasim & Almeida, 2022).
Irrespective of how well the predecessor plans 
the succession process, its success requires en-
gagement and interest in taking over the family 
business from the future successor. However, re-
garding succession intention, the GUESSS reports 
offer alarming findings. The 2015 GUESSS report 
showed that 3.5 % of university students wanted 
to become successors in the family business im-
mediately after graduation, while 4.9 % want-
ed to be successors five years after school and 
pointed out a 30 % decrease in students’ inter-
est in taking over parents’ business (Zellweger et 
al., 2015). Furthermore, the latest GUESSS report 
from 2021 showed another decrease in succes-
sion intention. Only 1.9 % of students wanted to 
become successors immediately after graduation, 
and 2.5 % preferred this career choice five years 
after school (Sieger et al., 2021). The research-
ers explain this negative trend by the increasing 
attractiveness of other labour market opportuni-
ties, but also by more informed considerations of 
potential successors. Therefore, even with their 
lower number, the potential future successors 
can be better prepared and motivated (Zellweger 
et al., 2015). 
From one side, we see that students’ global inter-
est in becoming successors in family firms is de-
clining. On the other side, succession transaction 
is one of the most important activities to ensure 
the survival of the business. However, the pre-
vious research is mainly focused on the success 
of succession transactions. Regarding succession 
intention, the researchers measure the decrease 
of potential successors, but suggestions on how 
to motivate potential successors to become suc-
cessors are missing. Therefore, the main focus of 
our paper is to study factors behind succession 
intention among the young generation to under-
stand future potential successors better. Taking 
into account previous research, we decided to 
examine the role of working experience using hu-
man capital theory (Becker, 1994) and the role of 
ownership stake based on agency theory (Jensen 
& Meckling, 1976), due to the lack of literature 
with this concern, especially in East Central Eu-
rope. Next, we focus on birth order in pursuance 
of birth order theory and on the role of sex. Few 
researchers use GUESSS data in these areas, and 
former research findings brought many discrep-
ancies, as even the theories employed opposed 
each other. We closer look at the great man 
theory (Carlyle, 1840), misfit theory (Hofstede 
et al., 2004) and push-pull factors theory (Kirk-
wood, 2009). These theories are not often used 
when examining the field of family businesses. 
Thus, they deserve closer examination and could 
help to understand the offspring’s motivations to 
become successors in the future.
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As for the specific context of Slovakia, with only 
around three decades of free market economy, 
the experience of Slovak family businesses with 
succession is relatively low, while this issue 
gradually gains importance as more and more 
family businesses are maturing towards the first 
generational transition. This is not only the case 
in Slovakia but, in fact, in most of its fellow 
former Eastern-bloc countries. Accordingly, the 
body of knowledge on family business succes-
sion in the region is still emerging, which under-
lines the need for our study. Exploring the suc-
cession intention in the Slovak environment can 
help better prepare for the coming generational 
transitions and understand potential successors’ 
motivations, resulting in a positively developing 
business environment.

2. Literature Review

In this section, we revise the literature on the 
selected potential factors to explain the theo-
retical rationale alongside the findings of former 
related research.

2.1. Working for parents’ business 
Previous personal experience working for par-
ents’ businesses is studied for its effect on their 
offspring’s career choices, especially as not all 
entrepreneurs tend to engage their children in 
working for their firms (e.g., Tabares & Cano, 
2018). When working for parents’ businesses, 
children naturally adopt their parents’ behav-
iour, norms and values. The parent becomes a 
role model to whom they want to be similar in 
future (Carr & Sequeira, 2007). However, the im-
pact of closely observing parent entrepreneurs at 
work on offspring succession decisions might not 
always be positive. In some cases, observing the 
reality of being an entrepreneur, which includes 
frequent obstacles, problems with various stake-
holders, personal sacrifice, and risks, might have 
the opposite effect (Zhang et al., 2014). The 
perception of offspring’s work by family business 
employees is important, too. Knowing the future 
successor is crucial not only within the family 
but also among the professionals and employees 
working in the family firm. They should meet and 
know the future successor, and thus, their work 
in the firm to be taken over is important (Corona, 
2021). Moreover, the active involvement of a po-
tential successor can help build a reputation and 
recognition as a potential future leader of the 
family business (Kallmuenzer et al., 2022). How-
ever, one of the biggest mistakes is when parents 
let the offspring choose the position to work on 
and give them an unlimited space for realisation, 
especially when they lack the required knowl-
edge or qualification. This leads to a negative 

perception of the offspring’s work in the family 
business and decreases the satisfaction of other 
employees (Andrejcakova, 2022). 
As for the working experience as a potential driv-
er of succession intention, Cieślik and Van Stel 
(2017) found out that young people from fam-
ily business environments who have been working 
for their parents’ businesses are more likely to 
become successors than independent entrepre-
neurs in the future. Hence, the family business is 
an incubator affecting the career choice decision 
between an entrepreneur and a successor (Fairlie 
& Robb, 2007). Further, working in their parents’ 
company could help descendants to learn about 
business and, based on such experience, they are 
better prepared to make good decisions as future 
successors. In fact, decision-making will be one 
of the most crucial tasks in their potential future 
owner-manager roles, so such a working experi-
ence is indispensable (Danihel, 2022). However, 
some authors argue that it is important to dif-
ferentiate between the types of work which an 
offspring performs in the family business, which 
typically relates to their age and education 
(Ashraf et al., 2019). According to human capi-
tal theory, a person can build own capital due 
to education and experience. In some situations, 
experience is a more powerful learning tool than 
education. Human capital attributed to experi-
ence can be crucial for entrepreneurial success 
(Becker, 1994). In the context of succession, 
previous working experience in family business 
can increase descendants’ motivation to become 
successors. Therefore, we propose a hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). There is a positive relation-
ship between students’ work experience in the 
family business and their succession intention.

2.2. The role of birth order 
From a family perspective, choosing the succes-
sor is based on the cultural norms which are dif-
ferentiated from country to country. The factors 
linked with family relationships, such as birth or-
der, blood relations or sex, are more likely to be 
influenced by cultural norms. These factors have 
an impact on the early phases of the succession 
process (Daspit et al., 2016). However, more and 
more family businesses try to eliminate the influ-
ence of cultural norms, including birth order.
From a potential successor perspective, there are 
four categories of motives that Sharma and Irving 
(2005) called commitments. First is the affective 
commitment, which is based on personal desir-
ability. Second is the normative commitment, 
which is based on the perceived duty. Third is the 
calculated commitment, which is based on per-
ceived opportunity cost, and fourth is the imper-
ative commitment, based on the perceived need 



Diana Suchankova, Marian Holienka, Peter Pšenák. (2023). Walking in Parents’ Shoes? Factors Behind Students’ Succession Inten-
tions in Family Firms. European Journal of Family Business, 13(2), 149-161.

Diana Suchankova, Marian Holienka, Peter Pšenák 152

of the family business. The relationship between 
the birth order and the succession intention is re-
lated especially to normative commitment. This 
is why the firstborn children (especially sons) 
are more likely inclined to the successor role 
in a family business. We see some similarities 
with birth order theory (Robinson & Hunt, 1992), 
which explains that the birth order of children 
can lead to different personality traits, different 
behaviours and different experiences. First-born 
children can receive more attention from their 
parents but also experience more pressure to 
succeed or to follow their path. Regarding differ-
ent behaviours among siblings, Sulloway (2001) 
studied the relationship between the birth order 
and the personal development of offspring. The 
study showed personal differences between first-
born and later-born children, mainly because of 
different interpretations of childhood memories. 
The firstborn children may be motivated to suc-
ceed by playing by the rules dictated by the par-
ents, while the later-born children tend to fight 
against their parents’ rules. They try to modify 
the rules against the firstborn child because they 
want to show that they are unconventional and 
risk-tolerant. Therefore, the firstborn successors 
may become the leaders who follow the parents’ 
model business. However, the later-born succes-
sor may become innovative leaders, which can 
lead to new opportunities but risks as well (Ni-
cholson, 2008).
The rivalry among siblings occurs in the succes-
sion process quite frequently. It appears espe-
cially when the selection process is omitted, and 
the successor is chosen in advance. The conflict 
among siblings escalates when one of them is 
preferred. Therefore, it is crucial to make the 
selection process among descendants. Thanks to 
the selection process, conflicts and rivalry among 
siblings are eliminated. Moreover, the decision 
about the future successor is more accepted by 
employees when the choice is made according to 
a certain approach (Filser et al., 2013). A com-
pletely different approach to forming a family 
business succession can be based on the shared 
leadership principle, where there is not only one 
successor but a team of siblings who share the 
role of successor (Cisneros et al., 2022).
The role of  birth order in family business suc-
cession has already been studied in family busi-
ness research. For example, Aldamiz-Echevarria 
et al. (2017) found out that successor choice in 
family businesses is influenced by the birth order, 
then the experience and skills often linked with 
age and the level of compatibility with family 
expectations. Furthermore, they argue that the 
birth order plays a greater role when the succes-
sor is a son. As they explain, this is caused not 
only by parents’ decisions but also because many 

women decide to leave the family business. A 
similar finding was provided by Cavicchioli et al. 
(2018), who examined the succession intention of 
a sample of Italian farmers, concluding that the 
highest succession intention was shown by their 
firstborn sons. On the other hand, Schlepphorst 
and Moog (2014) claimed that the major factor 
affecting the choice of the potential successor is 
personality, which was found to be more impor-
tant than sex or birth order. Based on previous 
research, we propose a hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). There is a significant rela-
tionship between birth order and succession in-
tention.

2.3. The role of sex
Zellweger et al. (2015) identified a lower suc-
cession intention among daughters than among 
sons. Of course, this relationship changes from 
country to country. The biggest sex gap in suc-
cession intention was found in France, Columbia 
and Canada. On the contrary, higher succession 
intention among daughters than among sons was 
discovered in Germany, Finland, Malaysia and 
Lichtenstein. Many factors are considered when 
trying to explain the sex gap in family business 
succession. Traditionally, it is explained by so-
cial roles defined according to sex. For example, 
Hofstede’s masculinity dimension describes the 
impact of the masculinity level on society. The 
higher the masculinity is in the country, the big-
ger the sex gap in terms of succession intention 
in the country (Hofstede, 2001). Further, Belda 
and Cabrer-Borrasa (2018) found that women 
from South Europe are motivated to become suc-
cessors when they acknowledge university educa-
tion, and the family business compiles a succes-
sion plan. Also, daughters see many positives in 
a successor role, such as a pride to continue in 
the family business, comfort in the workplace, 
shared family values, more time spent with fam-
ily or flexible working time (Vera & Dean, 2005).
Further, the sex of parents also impacts the ca-
reer choices of male and female offspring. As 
there are typically more male than female en-
trepreneurs, the sons have more opportunities 
to observe fathers’ work in business (Shinnar et 
al., 2018). While daughters can be inspired by 
their fathers’ work too, the influence of mothers’ 
work was found to be stronger. Similarly, sons are 
more influenced by the work of their fathers than 
mothers (Hoffmann et al., 2015). Furthermore, 
as fathers often encounter challenges in man-
aging their family roles and business ownership, 
they tend to spare daughters from family busi-
nesses (Vera & Dean, 2005). When it comes to 
a succession process, fathers hesitate to include 
daughters in everyday business matters or allow 
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them to monitor the business processes (Glover, 
2014). Despite the fathers’ hesitation to include 
daughters in family business operations, the 
daughters can value the fathers’ work more than 
sons. However, this is still insufficient to consider 
the successor career path (Humphreys, 2013). In 
fact, young men whose parents are entrepreneurs 
are almost twice as likely to pursue an entrepre-
neurial career than young women with parents 
entrepreneurs (Bloemen-Bekx et al., 2019).
Finally, the successor’s sex also seems related to 
other factors influencing succession intention. 
First, as for the birth order, as we already men-
tioned above, the firstborn sons are most often 
chosen as the successors. Interestingly, when de-
scendants do not have any siblings, the differ-
ence between daughters’ and sons’ succession 
intentions is lower (Zellweger et al., 2015). Fur-
ther, Ahmed et al. (2021) studied the influence 
of several factors on succession intention in an 
early phase of career choices or even before the 
career. Their results indicate that parents’ sup-
port and working experience in parents’ business-
es have a moderate positive impact on succession 
intention among daughters. Next, the role of par-
ents and the influence of social groups also show 
a moderate positive impact. And finally, working 
for parents’ businesses strongly predicted succes-
sion intention in countries with a lower sex gap 
(Ahmed et al., 2021).
Regarding theories, no theory confirms that 
men are better entrepreneurs/successors than 
women, except the great man theory (Carlyle, 
1840). However, the great man theory is highly 
criticised, as it suggests that the role of leader, 
manager or someone in charge with power (in 
our case future owner of a family business) re-
quires characteristics such as charisma and ex-
cellent rhetoric skills, and it considers a man to 
be born as a great leader who is more likely to 
possess these characteristics compared to wom-
en. Contrarywise, the misfit theory (Hofstede et 
al., 2004) explains that the people who do not 
see fairness in working conditions in the labour 
market become entrepreneurs (or successors). 
This can involve women, immigrants or different 
minorities. Finally, the push-pull factors theory 
(Kirkwood, 2009) examines that more important 
than sex is the right motivation for men and 
women. This means that both men and women 
can be entrepreneurs or successors when they 
are motivated properly. Based on the literature 
review, therefore, we propose the following hy-
pothesis:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). There is a significant rela-
tionship between sex and succession intention.
 

2.4. The personal ownership stake in the fam-
ily business
Only a few studies examined the relationship 
between succession intention and personal own-
ership stake in family businesses. The study of 
Sharma et al. (2001) found out a positive rela-
tionship between expected payable dividends 
and the tendency of successors to continue in the 
family business. The more dividend is paid, the 
higher the succession intention. A similar study 
examined the impact of the ownership stake on 
the managers, confirming that the greater owner-
ship stake of family managers is positively relat-
ed to improved performance, measured by ROA 
(return on assets). The authors argue that man-
agers are aware that higher performance will be 
rewarded by higher financial compensation (Am-
ran & Ahmad, 2010). On the other hand, the role 
of ownership stake might be also influenced by 
the cultural context. For example, in China, all 
descendants typically inherit the same ownership 
stake, irrespective of their sex or age, to ensure 
continuity in their involvement in the family busi-
ness. Moreover, equal ownership stakes eliminate 
sibling rivalry and increase the chosen successor’s 
acceptance. In this context, the ownership stake 
does not influence the succession intention, be-
cause the stakes among all siblings are the same 
(Yan & Sorenson, 2006).
In family business literature, the ownership stake 
is often studied for its influence on the organisa-
tion and performance of family businesses. For 
example, the F-PEC model (P - Power, E – Experi-
ence, C – Culture) emphasises the role of power 
as a significant factor. The power is based on the 
proportion of shares owned by the family, the 
number of managers from among family mem-
bers, and the number of members of the Board 
of Directors belonging to the family (Astrachan 
et al., 2002). Further, the ownership issue is of-
ten related to the agency theory, which is used 
when the interests of business owners and man-
agers–agents differ (Fama & Jensen, 1983). These 
differences are solved by offering the ownership 
stakes in family businesses to agents. Also, agen-
cy theory (Jensen & Meckling, 1976) states that 
managers’ interest is improved when they get a 
stake in a business. Moreover, there is a positive 
relationship between the managers’ ownership 
stake and the company’s future revenues (Nyberg 
et al., 2010). Thus, we can assume that when 
children get an ownership stake in a family busi-
ness it can lead to higher interest in this business 
and, in turn, that can lead to a higher succession 
intention. Therefore, we propose the following 
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). The offspring with person-
al ownership stake in the family business have 
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higher succession intention than those with no 
ownership stake.

3. Research Methodology

Our analysis is based on the GUESSS (Global Uni-
versity Entrepreneurial Spirit Students´ Survey) 
project data collected in 2021 from the popula-
tion of students at universities in Slovakia. The 
GUESSS 2021 Slovak sample comprised 5,754 
students, 1,819 of them (31.6%) having parents 
entrepreneurs (either one of the parents being 
self-employed or majority owner of a business). 
Among these, 575 considered their parents’ busi-
ness as a  family business, thus representing the 
main sample of our study. This sample comprised 
386 female and 188 male students (one respond-
ent did not indicate their sex) with a mean age 
of 22.97 years. 
The dependent variable of our analysis is suc-
cession intention. The respondents were instruct-
ed to indicate their level of agreement on a Lik-
ert-type scale from 1 (fully disagree) to 7 (fully 
agree) with the following statements:
—	 I am ready to do anything to take over my 

parents’ business. 
—	 My professional goal is to become a successor 

in my parents’ business. 
—	 I will make every effort to become a successor 

in my parents’ business. 
—	 I am determined to become a successor in my 

parents’ business in the future. 
—	 I have very seriously thought of taking over 

my parents’ business. 
—	 I have a strong intention to become a succes-

sor in my parents’ business one day.
The statements are derived from the entrepre-
neurial intention questionnaire developed by 
Liñan and Chen (2009), while the items were 
modified to refer to the respondents’ succession 
intention in the business run by their parents. 
To determine the value of the succession inten-
tion, we used the average score of the six items 
listed above. These items exhibited a Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficient of 0.978, reflecting high inter-
nal consistency. To bolster the robustness of our 
analysis, we also employed composite reliability 
(CR) and average variance extracted (AVE) as in-
dicators of the latent construct’s internal consist-
ency and convergent validity. Notably, our results 
yielded a CR value of 0.983 and an AVE value of 
0.919, both of which are exceptionally high, af-
firming the remarkable reliability of the indica-
tors used to assess our latent construct. These 
findings underscore that the observed variables 
offer a consistently accurate representation of 
the underlying construct.
The independent variables in our research are:
—	 Working experience in parents’ business: re-

spondents indicated whether they have been 
working for their parents’ business (yes = 1, 
no = 0). 

—	 Birth order: recalculated from the respond-
ents’ answer to the item ‘How many older 
siblings do you have?’. When respondents 
answered ‘zero’, they were considered as a 
firstborn child (firstborn = 1, otherwise 0). 

—	 Sex: respondents were asked to indicate their 
sex (male = 0, female = 1, other = 2). 

—	 Ownership stake: respondents indicated 
whether they have a personal ownership stake 
in their parents’ business (yes = 1, no = 0). 

We used the Mann-Whitney U test and the Multi-
ple Linear Regression to analyse the relationship 
between the selected factors and the succession 
intention. In particular, the nonparametric inde-
pendent samples Mann-Whitney U Test was used 
to compare two types of variables: dichotomic 
(variable with two values - two populations, for 
example, populations of students working in their 
parent’s business, and those not working in their 
parent’s business) or ordinal variable which does 
not have the normal distribution. The null hy-
pothesis is formulated formally. The hypotheses 
that we formulated are the alternative hypoth-
eses (H1). Therefore, when rejecting the null hy-
pothesis, we confirm the statistical significance 
of the assumed relationship (Bolekova et al., 
2017). Multiple Linear Regression was used to ex-
amine the relationship between the dependent 
variable – succession intention, and a group of 
independent variables – sex, birth order, work-
ing in parents’ business and personal ownership 
stake in parents’ business. The analysis identified 
how the group of independent variables influenc-
es the dependent variable. In our analysis, we 
have employed IBM SPSS v.25 statistical package 
for hypothesis testing, MS Excel for the presenta-
tion of data in graphs and tables, and Wolfram 
Mathematica for calculating the relationship of 
Multiple Linear Regression.

4. Results 

Based on the Mann-Whitney U test results, we 
reject the formal null hypothesis and confirm hy-
pothesis 1 that a positive relationship exists be-
tween students’ work experience in the family 
business and their succession intention. Figure 1 
illustrates the distribution of responses. The left 
side presents the responses of students who have 
not been working in their parents’ businesses 
(202 students from our sample), while the right 
side displays those with work experience in their 
family businesses (373 students). The mean rank 
shows a level of succession intention. The higher 
the mean rank value, the higher the succession 
intention. Thus, the students who have been 
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working in their parents’ businesses show higher 
succession intention (313.73) compared to their 
counterparts with no such involvement in their 
family firm (240.49).

Figure 1. Mann-Whitney U Test H1
Source: Own elaboration based on GUESSS 2021 data

Table 1. Mann-Whitney U Test H1

Total N 575

Mann-Whitney U 47 269.500

Wilcoxon W 117 020.500

Asymptotic Sig. (2-sided test) 0.000

Source: Own elaboration based on GUESSS 2021 data

Table 1 shows the value of testing criteria 
(U=47  269.5) and the two-sided significance (p 
< 0.001), which is two-sided because H1 is two-
sided as well. The relationship is significant when 
the p-value is smaller than alfa (in this scenario 
alfa = 0.05). Therefore, the test results confirmed 
that the succession intention is significantly high-
er among the students who have been working in 
their parents’ businesses. 
Mann-Whitney U Test did not confirm the statisti-
cal significance of the relationship between the 
birth order and the succession intention (U = 43 
293; p = 0.194) (Figure 2 and Table 2). Therefore, 
H2 was rejected. Thus, surprisingly, among Slo-
vak students, the succession intention is higher 
among the later-born descendants (298.12) than 
among the first-born descendants (280.05). How-
ever, as the p-value (p = 0.194) is bigger than 
alfa (0.05), this relationship is only on a level of 
coincidence. Our sample consisted of 322 stu-
dents born as a first child and 253 students born 
after their oldest sibling. 

Figure 2. Mann-Whitney U Test H2
Source: Own elaboration based on GUESSS 2021 data

Table 2. Mann-Whitney U Test H2

Total N 575

Mann-Whitney U 43 293.000

Wilcoxon W 75 424.000

Asymptotic Sig. (2-sided test) 0.194
Source: Own elaboration based on GUESSS 2021 data

Results showed a significant relationship be-
tween sex and succession intention. Mann-Whit-
ney U Test confirmed a statistically significant 
difference between sons and daughters (U = 
30 571.000; p = 0.002). In Figure 3, we can see 
that our sample comprised 386 daughters and 
188 sons. The mean rank of succession intention 
was found to be higher among sons (317.89) than 
among daughters (270.70). 

Figure 3. Mann-Whitney U Test H3
Source: Own elaboration based on GUESSS 2021 data

Table 3. Mann-Whitney U Test H3

Total N 574

Mann-Whitney U 30 571.000

Wilcoxon W 105 262.000

Asymptotic Sig. (2-sided test) 0.002
Source: Own elaboration based on GUESSS 2021 data

We tested the level of succession intention among 
students who have a personal ownership stake 
in the family business (74 students) and those 
who do not have a personal ownership stake in 
the family business (501 students). The Mann-
Whitney U Test indicated that the difference was 
significant between the compared groups. The 
students with a personal ownership stake in fam-
ily business exhibited a higher mean rank of suc-
cession intention (334.26) than those without an 
ownership stake (281.17). Based on this finding 
we confirm the H4 (U = 21 960; p = 0.010). 
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Figure 4. Mann-Whitney U Test H4
Source: Own elaboration based on GUESSS 2021 data

Table 4. Mann-Whitney U Test H4

Total N 575

Mann-Whitney U 21 960.000

Wilcoxon W 24 735.000

Asymptotic Sig. (2-sided test) 0.010
Source: Own elaboration based on GUESSS 2021 data

Further, we used regression analysis in order to 
address how sex, birth order, working experi-
ence and ownership stake in parents’ businesses 
influence the succession intention in family busi-
nesses. We performed an ANOVA test over the 
group of independent variables, i.e., sex, birth 
order, working in parents’ business and ownership 
stake. The results of the regression analysis are 
demonstrated in Table 5. 

Table 5. Regression analysis results

  F value df Sig

Sex 6.1331 1 0.014*

First-born 1.3001 1 0.255

Working in parents' busi-
ness 19.2694 1 0.000***

Ownership stake 8.5252 1 0.004**
 Source: Test in Wolfram Mathematica based on GUESSS 
data 2021

Before we analyse the results, we discuss the po-
tential multicollinearity of our data, which was 
analysed through the Variance Inflation Factor 
(VIF). The outcome of the test is shown in Table 
6.

Table 6. Variance inflation factor

Sex First-
born

Working in parents' 
business

Ownership 
stake

1.001 1.010 1.020 1.016
Source: Test in Wolfram Mathematica based on GUESSS 
data 2021

The level of VIF is low so no major multicol-
linearity in data is present. Our results show a 

significant influence in the case of all independ-
ent variables except the ‘first-born’ variable. It 
means that first-born offspring in our sample do 
not exhibit higher succession intention. This re-
sult is in line with the result of testing hypothesis 
H2. The sex shows moderate significance (as the 
p-value is less than 0.05), while the ownership 
stake shows strong significance (the p-value is 
less than 0.01) and working experience in par-
ents’ business shows the strongest significance 
among the independent variables (the p-value 
is less than 0.001). The value of the determina-
tion coefficient (Rsq = 0,0637) shows that almost 
7% of the variance in succession intention could 
be explained by this relationship. Specifically, in 
the case of 7% of the students considering their 
parents’ business as a  family business, the suc-
cession intention is influenced by sex, working in 
parents’ business and by ownership stake.

5. Discussion

This paper aimed to examine the influence of 
sex, birth order, ownership stake and working 
experience in parents’ businesses on succession 
intention among Slovak students who consider 
their parents’ business as a family business. The 
paper offers a better understanding of succes-
sion intention, which shows an overall decreas-
ing tendency over the last few years. Based on 
the Mann-Whitney U Test results, we tested the 
relationship between succession intention and 
particular independent variables, which we de-
scribe below. Further, we compare the strength 
of the relationship between the succession inten-
tion and the examined variables (sex, birth order, 
working experience in parents’ business and own-
ership stake influence) in linear regression analy-
sis. Our findings suggest that working in parents’ 
businesses has the most significant impact on 
succession intention, followed by having a per-
sonal ownership stake in parents’ businesses. The 
descendant’s sex shows a medium significance in 
relation to the succession intention. Finally, the 
birth order was found to have no significant influ-
ence.
We hypothesised a positive relationship between 
working involvement and succession intention 
based on previous research (Carr & Sequeira, 
2007; Cieślik and Van Stel, 2017) and human 
capital theory (Becker, 1994), which was con-
firmed. We can conclude that successors build 
their capital through working experience in fam-
ily business. Working experience can eliminate 
the fear of the future, help to build relationships 
with business networks (Corona, 2021) and help 
to build a reputation in family business advance 
(Kallmuenzer et al., 2022). 
Surprisingly, our findings do not confirm the sig-
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nificant relationship between birth order and suc-
cession intention. The majority of literature indi-
cates that the succession intention of first-born 
children is higher compared to their siblings who 
were born later (Aldamiz-Echevarría et al., 2017; 
Cavicchioli et al.., 2018; Schenkel et al., 2016). 
Still, the former evidence remains ambiguous, as 
certain studies argue that the birth order does not 
have an impact on succession intention, or that 
the succession intention between first-born and 
later-born children differs only right after studies 
but remains similar in the longer term (Holienka 
et.al., 2019). The absence of a significant rela-
tionship in our results could be explained by rel-
atively lower levels of normative commitments 
among the first-born offspring. The normative 
commitments are based on social expectations, 
which, according to Sharma and Irving (2005) ex-
plain why the first-born children could have high-
er succession intentions compared to their later-
born siblings. However, it seems that the current 
generation of first-born successors might not 
consider social expectations as a strong enough 
factor to determine their succession aspirations. 
Referring to birth order theory (Robinson & Hunt, 
1992), it seems that Slovak first-born children do 
not want to follow the same career path as their 
parents or are interested in their own decisions 
despite the potential conflict with parents. 
Next, our results propose that male offspring ex-
hibit significantly higher succession intention in 
family businesses compared to their female coun-
terparts. This sex gap has already been identi-
fied by several studies (Hoffmann et al., 2015; 
Holienka et al., 2019; Shinnar et al., 2018; Zell-
weger et al., 2015), so our findings further add to 
its validity. Regarding the theories concerned, we 
see the best fit with our findings with the push-
pull factors theory (Kirkwood, 2009), where the 
appropriate motivators are more important than 
the sex factor. Finding the right motivators can 
improve succession intention among both sons 
and daughters, reducing the sex gap. 
Further, we confirmed that the students with 
personal ownership stakes in family businesses 
have higher succession intentions. So far, only a 
few studies have been dedicated to studying the 
influence of this factor (Sharma et al., 2001; Yan 
& Sorenson, 2006). Following the agency theory 
(Fama & Jensen, 1983; Jensen & Meckling, 1976), 
we can compare situations when managers are 
motivated by the ownership stake in the compa-
nies they manage and when potential successors 
can be motivated by ownership stake to become 
future successors of the family business.

5.1. Theoretical implications
The theoretical implications of our study lie es-
pecially in demonstrating the application of the 

considered theories in the context of potential 
family business successors in Slovakia. By doing 
so, we demonstrate their validity in this spe-
cific context to address the expected relation-
ships therein with further research. In particu-
lar, the results on the relationship between the 
work experience in family business and succes-
sion intention are in line with the human capital 
theory (as developing the relevant human capital 
through working experience could contribute to 
fostering offspring’s interest in succession) and 
the imprinting theory (as the work experience 
might represent one of the channels to imprint 
the family business-related values and beliefs). 
Regarding ownership stake and succession inten-
tion, our findings agreed with the agency theory, 
as the ownership stake can increase overall inter-
est in business and the higher interest can lead to 
a higher probability of becoming a successor. On 
the other hand, we see also contradictions be-
tween theories and our findings. While the birth 
order theory explains that firstborn children tend 
to become successors more often than later-born 
children, mainly because of their subconscious 
effort to please their parents’ expectations, our 
findings show that the current generation of po-
tential successors might not perceive the parents’ 
expectations as a significant factor to form their 
succession intention. When it comes to the re-
lationship between sex and succession intention, 
results show higher succession intention among 
sons than among daughters. This can mean that 
women perceive many opportunities in the labour 
market and do not consider themselves disadvan-
taged, as the misfit theory may propose. More 
working opportunities might decrease entrepre-
neurial and succession intention. In line with 
the practical implication presented below and in 
the context of all our findings, we see the best 
fit with push-pull theory, where more important 
than sex is the right motivation of successors.

5.2. Practical implications
Based on the results from our study, we come 
with the following practical implications. Firstly, 
working in the parents’ business allows potential 
successors to understand the business processes 
and the industry, but also to meet the employees 
working in the family firm. The working experi-
ence also gives one a better view of the succes-
sor’s future role in the business and enables their 
better preparation for the role. Involvement in 
a family business can help build confidence that 
potential successors possess the required skills 
and knowledge in order to run the family busi-
ness. 
Secondly, based on our findings, we recommend 
parents to incentivise the succession intention 
among potential successors by giving them a per-
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sonal ownership stake in the family firm. Own-
ing a stake in the family business enables one to 
feel like a part of it, and team members typically 
want to contribute to the best possible perfor-
mance of the business. Moreover, thanks to their 
ownership stake, the descendants could feel mo-
tivated to cooperate in business activities.
Thirdly, the recommendations on how to elimi-
nate the sex gap and encourage young women 
to take the role of potential successors involve 
mainly the domain of education and training. 
More particular, they shall contribute to build-
ing self-confidence among family business own-
ers’ daughters that they have sufficient skills and 
knowledge to manage the role of a successor. 
Moreover, the existence of a succession plan in 
parents’ business increases the succession inten-
tion among daughters. Former research already 
indicated that in countries with higher education 
levels and companies with an established suc-
cession plan, the sex gaps in succession inten-
tion are lower (Belda & Cabrer-Borrása, 2018). It 
would also be beneficial if all children, no matter 
the sex, had a chance to work in their families’ 
businesses. Further, it is necessary to eliminate 
the stereotyping of the social roles of men and 
women (Zellweger et al., 2015) in relation to en-
trepreneurship and beyond. Last but not least, 
we recommend parents offer equal opportunities 
to daughters and sons, as they are often inclined 
to subconsciously save the daughters from the 
demanding life of running a family business (Vera 
& Dean, 2005).

5.3. Limitations
Our research is not exempt from limitations. The 
main limitation lies in the cross-sectional nature 
of the data and the subjectivity of respondents’ 
indication of their succession intention. Also, the 
respondents could tend to choose the medium 
value in the case of the items measured on a 
scale. However, the sample was sufficient in size 
and reliability in order to respond to these limi-
tations. Next, the geographical area can also be 
seen as a limitation because Slovak students’ re-
search sample has certain specific, which can dif-
fer from other geographic areas. Therefore, the 
extent to which the findings can be generalized 
is limited, and replication of this study is encour-
aged in other countries and regions.

5.4. Future research
Finally, our study also raises several implications 
for future research. While the succession inten-
tion is a frequently discussed topic in academic 
literature and family business practice, there are 
still areas that require further examination. For 
example, researchers have not yet dedicated suf-
ficient attention to the study of the relationship 

between the ownership stake and succession in-
tention in detail. As our results propose that this 
factor plays a significant role, this area deserves 
a closer look. Also, as we have indicated the sig-
nificant role of work experience in the parent’s 
business, we encourage further research to ex-
amine with closer attention the mechanisms of 
interactions between the parent, the offspring, 
the aspects of the company and the character 
of this work engagement, in terms of their rela-
tion to the family business succession intention. 
Furthermore, in response to the decreasing in-
terest among the young generation to take over 
the family business, we assume that the future 
research shall also address the factors negatively 
influencing these interests as well as the “dark 
side” of family business succession and the relat-
ed coping strategies. Overall, we also anticipate 
that the area of succession intention research 
will remain a highly debated topic in the former 
Eastern-bloc countries, particularly due to the 
upcoming wave of necessary succession trans-
actions among the family businesses with aging 
generation of founders.

6. Conclusion

We can conclude that working in parents’ busi-
nesses, a personal ownership stake in parents’ 
businesses and sex significantly impact succession 
intention, unlike birth order, which was not found 
to significantly influence succession intention. 
However, the factors differ in their intensity. The 
most significant factor in our study is the working 
experience in parents’ businesses. The ownership 
stake shows strong significance, while sex shows 
moderate significance. Based on the results we 
suggest that family business owners involve their 
children in family businesses, so descendants can 
feel more prepared for future roles as successors. 
Then, giving a potential successor personal own-
ership stake in the family business can improve 
their overall interest in their parents’ businesses 
and increase their motivation to become succes-
sors in future. 
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