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Family businesses are a long established, omnipresent 
business phenomenon operating in all industrial sectors 
and making a significant contribution to many local, 
regional and national economies across the globe. The 
European Union network of family businesses (EFB) 
representing long-term family owned enterprises esti-
mates that there are more than 14 million that account 
for around 50% of GDP and employ 60 million work-
ers. In the UK alone the Institute for Family Businesses 
(IFB) referring to research by Oxford Economics sug-
gest that family businesses contribute the equivalent 
of almost 10% of the Government’s total tax receipts 
and employ almost twice as many workers as the entire 
public sector and five times as many as the large firms 
listed on the FTSE 100 (IFB, 2011; IFB 2008). Family 
businesses are by any measure an important element of 
most national economies however they are increasingly 
a concern to European policy makers who recognise 
the challenge of family business sustainability in the 
long run. This has led the EFB to identify the great-
est challenge facing family businesses as the transfer 
of ownership and/or management of the business to the 

next generation which manifests itself in different ways 
in different European states. 

In the UK, the Department for Business Innovation 
and Skills estimates that around 266,000 family firms 
anticipate closure and over 500,000 full transfer in the 
five years to 2018. A natural desire to keep the busi-
ness within the family means business owners have 
to make decisions relating to when and how to trans-
fer management and ownership of the company to the 
next generation. As with firms more generally, many 
family businesses will be looking to the future to build 
their business strategy in a world that is increasingly 
complex and both family leaders and their successors 
are accused of being culprits in succession failure with 
many failing to anticipate or plan for succession (Kraus 
et al., 2011; IFB, 2008).

In this paper we explore family business succession 
through the lens of business strategy and the extent to 
which the generic concepts and models of strategy are 
relevant to family businesses and can be conceived in 
the context of a turbulent and challenging internal and 
external environment. Management and ownership 
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STRATEGY FOR SUCCESSION IN FAMILY 
OWNED SMALL BUSINESSES AS A 
WICKED PROBLEM TO BE TAMED 

Contemporary strategic-planning processes don’t help family businesses cope with some of the big prob-
lems they face. Owner managers admit that they are confronted with issues, such as those associated with 
succession and inter-generational transfer that cannot be resolved merely by gathering additional data, 
defining issues more clearly, or breaking them down into small problems. Preparing for succession is often 
put off or ignored, many planning techniques don’t generate fresh ideas and implementing solutions is often 
fraught with political peril. This paper presents a framework to explore the idea of wicked problems, its 
relevance to succession planning in family businesses and its implications for practice and policy. 
A wicked problem has many and varied elements, and is complex as well as challenging. These problems are 
different to hard but ordinary problems, which people can solve in a finite time period by applying standard 
techniques. In this paper the authors argue that the wicked problem of family business succession requires 
a different approach to strategy, founded on social planning processes to engage multiple stakeholders and 
reconcile family/business interests to foster a joint commitment to possible ways of resolution. This requires 
academics and practitioners to re-frame traditional business strategic planning processes to achieve more 
sustainable family business futures.
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succession from one generation to the next represents 
a crucial strategic issue which many family businesses 
appear to put off or ignore (Hurst, 1995). 

Wicked problems and strategy 

It seems as though some problems are relatively easy to 
solve, such as factoring a quadratic equation, navigating 
a maze, and solving the tower of Hanoi puzzle (Newell 
– Simon, 1972). However, many problems in business 
are not quite so well defined in terms of their nature or 
the paths to be pursued to solve them. In fact many of 
the strategic challenges facing business are invariably 
‘wicked’ in nature in that they persist and are subject to 
redefinition and resolution in different ways over time. 
Wicked problems are not objectively given but their 
formulation depends on the viewpoint of those present-
ing them. There is no ultimate test of the validity of a 
solution to a wicked problem as the testing of solutions 
takes place in some practical context and the solutions 
are not easily undone (Coyne, 2004). 

The concept of a wicked problem emerged in the 
planning and design context when authors such as Rit-
tel and Webber (1973) sought an alternative to the lin-
ear, step-by step model of the process being explored 
by many designers and design theorists at the time. 
Although there are many variations of the linear mod-
el, its proponents hold that the process is divided into 
two distinct phases: problem definition and problem 
solution. Problem definition is an analytic sequence in 
which the designer determines all of the elements of 
the problem and specifies all of the requirements that a 
successful design solution must have. Problem solution 
is a synthetic sequence in which the various require-
ments are combined and balanced against each other, 
yielding a final plan to be carried into production. In the 
abstract, such a model may appear attractive because it 
suggests a methodological precision that is, in its key 
features, independent from the perspective of the indi-
vidual designer. However, critics were quick to point 
out two obvious points of weakness associated with this 
approach: one, the actual sequence of design thinking 
and decision making is not a simple linear process; and 
two, the problems addressed by designers do not, in ac-
tual practice, yield to any linear analysis and synthesis 
(Buchanan, 1992).

In order to address these shortcomings, we argue 
that succession problems need to be viewed as ‘wick-
ed’ in order to reflect the reality in which many small-
er family businesses operate. Whilst there is no single 
settled definition of a wicked problem, these prob-
lems invariably occur in a social setting where there 
can be radically different views and understanding of 
the problem by different stakeholders with no ‘unique 

and correct’ view of them held by all (Horn – Weber, 
2007). Thus their wicked nature stems from not only 
a biophysical complexity but also from multiple stake-
holder perceptions and of potential trade-offs associat-
ed with problem solving (Batie, 2008). Termeer et al. 
(2013) have noted that it is difficult to define wicked 
problems “because the formulation of the problem is 
the problem; they are considered a symptom of anoth-
er problem; they are highly resistant to solutions and 
extremely interconnected with other problems” (p. 27). 
Roberts (2000) emphasises the difficulty in formulating 
the problem that makes the search for solutions open 
ended, thus allowing competing stakeholders to pro-
mote solutions, which connect with their own problem 
definition. She also notes the complexity of the problem 
solving process due to a constantly changing context of 
political and resource-related issues.

Towards a response to strategy
The concept of the wicked problem sets the context 
for our discussion of the theory underlying the devel-
opment of business strategy in the family business. 
Our view is influenced by the contribution of Mintz-
berg and his co-authors who have informed the strat-
egy discourse over several decades. In the late 1970’s, 
Mintzberg (1978) drew a distinction between deliberate 
and emergent strategy. For Mintzberg, the process of 
making strategy through an emergent process involves 
creating solutions that react to present problems and 
decisions made are done so on an incremental basis. 
Progress is made towards a goal through many small 
steps and strategy can be shaped, influenced, driven 
and determined by a range of stakeholders as much 
as by small management elites in the enterprise. This 
process is in essence an antidote to the more rational, 
structured, top-down approach to strategy proposed by 
a wide range of strategy thinkers which continues to 
heavily influence strategy development in large organi-
sations more generally (Selznick, 1957; Chandler, 1962; 
Learned et al., 1965; Ansoff, 1991). Through analy-
sis, using for example tools and techniques including 
benchmarking, competitor analysis, cost benefit anal-
ysis, critical success factors, life cycle concepts, mar-
ket opportunity analysis, PEST (Political, Economics, 
Social, Technological) analysis, and SWOT (Strengths, 
Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) strategy can 
be developed and problems solved by gathering data, 
defining issues more clearly, identifying potential solu-
tions and making choices (Frost, 2003). 

The binary division of deliberate and emergent 
strategies provide useful conceptual tools of analysis 
but capturing the realities of strategies in the complex 
and fast changing real world requires a combination of 
the two approaches to capture in full the richness of 
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business life as it actually occurs. Squaring the rational 
traditional strategic planning approach founded largely 
on research and practice in large businesses with the 
small business context and variables such as culture 
and politics is a complex area which can be challenging 
(Johnson et al., 2003). Mintzberg and those that follow 
him generally argue that in a fast changing world in 
which environmental turbulence requires faster, smart-
er and more intelligent responses, a flexible approach to 
strategy is a core requisite of a world in which change 
is a constant. Learning from experience and by what 
works in practice is perhaps emblematic of an emergent 
strategy and chimes with the dominant form of learn-
ing in smaller businesses and this provides a context for 
strategy for succession in the small family business op-
erating in a complex internal and external environment. 

In one of the few papers to address strategy as a 
wicked problem, Camillus (2008) suggests that it is the 
social complexity of wicked problems as much as their 
technical difficulties that make them tough to manage. 
He suggests that they crop up when organizations have 
to face constant change or unprecedented challenges 
where the greater the disagreement among stakehold-
ers, the more wicked the problem is. Camillus (2008) 
notes that ‘confusion, discord, and lack of progress are 
telltale signs that an issue might be wicked’ (p. 2.). He 
identifies five characteristics of a wicked problem for 
strategy that can be used to illustrate the challenge of 
succession planning in the small family business con-
text. These are summarised in Figure 1. 

Not all succession planning problems are wicked and 
for some family businesses the strategy for succession 
may be relatively straightforward with a clearly defined 
succession plan formulated and implemented. However 
for many businesses, family and non-family members 
will have different values and priorities, succession will 
have complicated, snarled and twisted roots, it will be 

difficult for founders, successors and others to grapple 
with and for many stakeholders they will be facing the 
specific context surrounding it for the first time. Stake-
holders will be faced with identifying a number of al-
ternatives for action, many of which will have uncertain 
outcomes that need to be assessed within the context of 
the small business where strategy is often enacted in a 
very different way to the planned and rational manner 
conceived in many academic textbooks.

Strategy in the small family businesses 

The strategy process in the small business bears little 
or no resemblance to management processes found in 
larger organisations which have been the subject of 
substantial academic research resulting in numerous 
models, prescriptions and constructs (Jennings – Bea-
ver, 1997). In the larger organisation, strategy is often 
created deliberately as a result of the pursuit of explicit 
policies designed to minimise costs or achieve prod-
uct/service differentiation for example. Consequently, 
strategy becomes a primarily predictive process con-
cerned with the clarification and communication of 
long term objectives, the formulation of policies to meet 
such objectives, the implementation of such policies 
and the feedback of information to evaluate success in 
the achievement of pre-determined goals. In contrast, 
strategy in the smaller business is more likely to acci-
dentally arise as a result of the particular operating cir-
cumstances surrounding the enterprise. Here strategy 
becomes an emergent and adaptive process concerned 
with the manipulation of a limited amount of resourc-
es, usually in order to gain the maximum immediate 
and short-term advantage. In the small business, efforts 
are not concentrated on predicting and influencing the 
external environment but on adapting as quickly as pos-
sible to the changing demands of that environment and 
devising suitable tactics for mitigating the consequenc-
es of any threatening changes which occur (Jennings 
– Beaver, 1997). 

In the largest organisations, the formulation of strat-
egy can involve hundreds of stakeholders each repre-
senting the interests of their own organisation, division, 
department or profession and drawing on a range of 
expert knowledge in particular fields. Large businesses 
organised according to areas of functional expertise (for 
example, Human Resources, Marketing, Sales, Finance) 
engage with a range of stakeholders in specialist areas. 
This complex task involves networking, co-ordinating 
and managing dynamic relationships that require the 
formulation and delivery of strategy. The challenges 
of the tasks should not be underestimated as expert 
knowledge changes, roles and responsibilities shift, 
contacts and relationships move, and the ever constant 
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drive for innovation and efficiencies force new patterns 
of working and consequently emergent strategy upon 
businesses. The nature of the stakeholder environment 
in large organisations as well as smaller family busi-
nesses present a number of ever present problems that 
verge on the wicked for the formulation, development 
and delivery of strategy. In the smallest firms all these 
roles and interests may be enacted by one or two peo-
ple and the knowledge and skills of these individuals 
becomes a key factor in the development of small busi-
ness strategy. Policy discourse in the UK emphasises 
poor management and leadership skills in the econo-
my and particularly amongst smaller businesses. For 
example research by the London School of Economics 
argues that across many countries family businesses 
are the worst managed type of business (Bloom et al., 
2012). There are often calls from researchers and policy 
makers for the ‘professionalisation’ of leadership and 
management in smaller enterprises to improve busi-
ness strategy. Researchers such as Breton-Miller and 
Miller (2009) suggest that family businesses are slower 
and more reluctant to professionalise than non-fami-
ly businesses, particularly in terms of hiring external 
managers or seeking external advice and support (from 
both business support organisations and non-executive 
directors), while the lack of external shareholders re-
sults in less pressure to challenge how the family runs 
the business. 

Strategy in smaller businesses is often practiced in-
stinctively and is seldom a readily visible process (Jen-
nings – Beaver, 1997). This has contributed to research-
ers identifying a lack of strategic planning as a key 
mechanism to counteract underinvestment, encourage 
investment and lead to the sustainability and growth of 
family firms (Eddleston et al., 2013; Chrisman et al., 
2003). Researchers have noted how the familial element 
of the business acts as a barrier to wider stakeholder en-
gagement when strategic decisions are made away from 
the workplace and without non-family input (Cunning-
ham et al., 2015). In addition, many small firms lack the 
resources to conduct strategic planning as a rational, 
information intensive or discrete process and a range of 
interwoven business and family objectives add a layer of 
complexity that is often absent in non-family business-
es. This additional complexity is illustrated through the 
concepts of socio-emotional wealth, heterogeneity and 
familiness discussed below. 

Socio-emotional wealth
The concept of socio-emotional wealth (SEW) has been 
used increasingly to explain and predict differences 
between family and non-family firms. Adopting this 
analytical lens, business success in economic terms is 
balanced with family considerations and wider social 

standing in the local community. From this perspective, 
family owners are frequently viewed to be conservative 
in relation to risk, innovation or growth that may threat-
en the business whilst building up the social capital of 
the business, which tends to lead to stronger relation-
ships with trading partners, advisers and employees as 
well as within the family itself. Research suggests that 
the aversion to risk may manifest itself in a number of 
ways including lower ratios of debt to equity and debt 
to assets and higher levels of liquidity (Gonzalez et al., 
2013; Bigelli – Sánchez-Vidal, 2012). It is argued that 
this leads to longer time horizons for financial plan-
ning purposes facilitating longer-term investment in 
the business, rather than pursuit of short-term profits 
for dividends. For this reason, while family businesses 
may appear to be growing more slowly than non-family 
ones, longer term that gap may close, as the family busi-
ness continues its sustainable growth route (Miller – Le 
Breton-Miller, 2005; Wilson et al., 2013). However, this 
view runs somewhat counter to the prevailing view of 
the shorter planning horizons often associated with 
smaller businesses more generally (Jennings – Beaver, 
1997) and may be at least partly explained by the heter-
ogeneity that is increasingly recognised as a character-
istic of family businesses (Westhead – Howarth, 2007; 
Chua et al., 2012). 

Heterogeneity
If detecting strategy in small family firms is difficult, so 
too is generalising approaches across the small family 
business population. One of the main criticisms in re-
lation to family business research refers to the inappro-
priate treatment of them as a homogenous group. Re-
searchers are increasingly aware of the importance of 
recognising potential sources of heterogeneity among 
family firms that may include leadership goals (Chris-
man et al., 2012), governance structures (Carney, 2005) 
and resources (Habbershon et al., 2003). One of the areas 
often contested is the relative economic performance of 
family and non-family firms and the balance between 
economic and non-economic objectives of family firms. 
Family owners can be seen as the stewards or custodians 
of the business and that implies a different set of success 
criteria, rather than the straightforward profitability or 
shareholder value often associated with many larger pri-
vate sector enterprises. These criteria can include provid-
ing employment opportunities for family members, both 
currently (Kellermanns et al., 2008) and in the future 
(Miller – Le Breton-Miller, 2003), running the business 
in such a manner as to reflect well on the social contri-
bution made by family owners (Berrone et al., 2012) and 
preserving family wealth (Chrisman et al., 2003). 

Family businesses differ in the degree of family in-
volvement and leadership and management in the busi-
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ness. Some families will take a role in the day to day 
running of the business whilst others will take a more 
hands-off approach and involve professional non-fam-
ily managers. Some will pursue profit maximisation 
whilst others will follow a more balanced and sustaina-
ble approach to business strategy which takes social and 
environmental concerns into consideration. Long-term 
business sustainability requires retaining well-trained 
staff who buy in to the business and feel a sense of en-
gagement or ‘ownership’ and share the objectives (and 
successes) of the family. This requires the family own-
ers to recruit carefully, so the employees fit in with the 
team and the ethos of the business, and treat the staff 
well to reinforce these values. This may include, for ex-
ample, and when compared with non-family businesses, 
a greater commitment to training, a stronger tendency 
to retain employees during a downturn, higher wages or 
long-term non-pecuniary benefits such as health insur-
ance, and a smaller salary gap between employees and 
owner-managers (Miller – Le Breton-Miller, 2005). 

Familiness
A defining characteristic of family firms is the interplay 
between business and family interests that impact on 
their strategic planning processes. The concept of ‘fa-
miliness’ is offered as an explanation for both the supe-
rior and sub-optimal performance of family firms. Fa-
miliness overlaps with the corporate culture of a family 
business, as the founder’s and founder’s descendants’ 
own values, beliefs, assumptions, and attitudes are ab-
sorbed in the corporate culture and influence the way 
things are done in the business (Barney, 1986). Famili-
ness is created by the interactions between the found-
er, family members, generations of the family, and the 
business. This can be a source of strength of the busi-
ness but it is not always a positive influence. For ex-
ample, if familiness is not maintained and nurtured, it 
can rapidly become a destructive force. For this reason 
Habbershon and Williams (1999) distinguish between 
distinctive and constrictive familiness, where con-
strictive familiness develops when founder and fami-
ly capital are eroded and family involvement becomes 
an encumbrance to the family business and distinctive 
familiness exists when family involvement in a busi-
ness provides a firm with a sustainable competitive ad-
vantage. In a similar way Arregle et al. (2012) argue 
that a family’s discretion over strategy and access to 
resources are very different for family controlled and 
family-influenced businesses. For example, it is argued 
that in family-influenced firms access to resources for 
non-family stakeholders is more open in terms of for 
example ownership or representation on the board gov-
erning the enterprise while in family controlled enter-
prises this is not necessary the case. 

These factors contribute to the dynamic and com-
plex family business context within which strategy is 
developed and enacted. A range of family and non-fam-
ily stakeholders can have different values and priorities; 
familiness exerts a considerable influence on business 
strategy which tends to be instinctive and adaptive rath-
er than a deliberate discrete process and some research-
ers and policy makers emphasize a deficiency of leader-
ship and management capability that contributes to the 
lack of succession planning in many family businesses.

The Case of succession planning as  
a wicked problem

The problem of succession and the need for strategic 
planning is widely acknowledged in the family busi-
ness literature. For example, Eddleston et al. (2013) 
argue that family businesses in different generational 
management stages will have different needs with re-
spect to both strategic planning and succession plan-
ning. Furthermore, founders who are most interested 
in perpetuating their legacy and maintaining their 
family’s control of the business are most likely to de-
velop a plan for succession. The deliberate develop-
ment of a succession plan features strongly in some 
of the literature and it is argued by some that firms 
with succession plans should achieve greater firm 
growth than those that lack such plans. For example, 
Craig and Moores (2005) suggest that without succes-
sion plans, professionalization of the family business 
is seriously inhibited and an opportunity to address 
sub-optimal performance that is the result of appoint-
ments and promotions of staff or workers that are 
made on the basis of birth or personal friendship rath-
er than on the basis of ability, education and or techni-
cal qualifications are missed. There is clearly some in-
tuitive logic associated with the extent to which those 
businesses that deliberately plan for growth are more 
likely to achieve growth and that more skilled and ca-
pable workers may be required to address sub-optimal 
working. However, as we have indicated previously, 
family businesses are likely to pursue social as well 
as economic performance objectives and these need to 
be taken into account in the treatment of succession. 
 
Succession as a complex process
On the surface, the development of a strategy to solve 
the problem of succession can be viewed as a relative-
ly straightforward event, the moment when a successor 
takes over as the Chief Executive of a family business 
or where ‘the baton’ is passed to the next generation 
(Dyck et al., 2002; Mitchell et al., 2009). However, 
this instantaneous view of succession is challenged by 
many researchers who hint at the wicked nature of the 
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problem arguing that succession is often a lengthy and 
uncertain process. Jaffe (2005) notes that it is important 
to recognise that as life spans and careers lengthen, so 
do the number of years the two or even three genera-
tions of a family work together in the business. This 
view also recognises that succession is more than just 
about one leader but rather about developing a team for 
future success when the talent is dispersed in the family 
or between several non-family workers. Some bring a 
sense of analytical order to what has been recognised 
by others as a chaotic process (Watson, 1994). Stavrou 
and Swiercz (1998) view the process of succession as 
three distinct stages: (i) pre-entry, where the designated 
or potential successor(s) are prepared or ‘groomed’ to 
take over; (ii) entry, involving the integration of the suc-
cessor(s) into business operations; and, (iii) finally, pro-
motion to a management position. Whilst this analysis 
provides an insight into succession as a staged process, 
it does little to illuminate the social complexity of man-
agement transition that is the everyday reality for many 
smaller family businesses. 

There is almost universal agreement that a well-de-
veloped succession plan is seen to be a crucial element 
in successful transfer and succession in the family busi-
ness and some researchers have identified good practice 
to support the process. This includes preparing the next 
generation as soon as possible for succession and devel-
oping a formalised succession plan with and agreed by 
all family business stakeholders (including influential 
non-family members) (Lansberg, 1988). However these 
researchers also hint at the wicked nature of succession 
planning in terms navigating the complex and uncer-
tain waters of relationships between family members 
and non-family members, reconciling visions and val-
ues, reluctance of the older generation to step aside or a 
younger generation to enter the business and the lack of 
a precedent to follow.

Implications of familiness
It is the culture and how the concept of familiness is 
manifested in family businesses that will often con-
tribute to the wicked nature of succession planning. 
Nordqvist (2011) argues that the key to understand why 
family firms may be special cases of strategic manage-
ment is likely to be found at the micro level of social 
interaction. At this level, everyday interplay and mutual 
influence of the family and the business are expressed 
through family and non-family actors who impact the 
strategy process, as well as where and how these ac-
tors interact. In common with strategy more generally, 
the strength of the leadership vision and the extent to 
which the family and non-family members are bought 
into the vision are identified as important factors in 
successful transitions (Barnett et al., 2012). However, 

the familiness of many business results in a multi-fac-
eted social environment that introduces complexity in 
interpersonal and group dynamics, which can result in 
a range of relational factors that impede the succession 
process. Sibling or cousin rivalries, conjugal problems, 
ownership dispersion issues and family altruism are all 
potential causes of uncertainty in the family business 
strategic context. Family business members, especially 
business founders and successors, play different roles 
in the business and at home and multiple identities have 
to be traversed and reconciled (Chrisman et al., 2008). 
The different roles, multiplied by different individual 
and multi-entity roles, and the underlying needs, val-
ues and agenda of each role, make the family business 
a chaotic organisation during the succession process 
where family business succession can be considered to 
be a dynamic, social process between business found-
ers, successors and other stakeholders (Lam, 2011; Wat-
son, 1994). 

The strategic needs of the business and what the 
family wants are not easily reconciled in the process 
of succession and succession planning. This has led 
some to argue that financial planning for the future of 
a family business must include consideration of two di-
mensions – the family’s desires and intentions for the 
business, and strategic planning processes for the busi-
ness future (Jaffe, 2005). Jaffe puts forward the idea of 
a planning process based on a board of directors and a 
family council to reconcile different interests and to set 
strategy. The model is seen to help the family negotiate 
the boundary between the world of the family and the 
world of the business. However, the two worlds are not 
always easy to navigate or negotiate as they are often 
interwoven and the idea of a family council and board 
of directors is unlikely to suit all family businesses, 
particularly the many smaller ones that are renowned 
for the informality of their governance structures. Try-
ing to reconcile the competing needs and demands of 
family and business and of different family members is 
not something that is easy to achieve and it is important 
to take account of expectations of the business and of 
family life with regard to strategies for succession plan-
ning. The frequency and magnitude of conflict has been 
found to increase with the number of closely affiliated 
family members with organisational roles, the number 
of non-involved family members who can affect busi-
ness decisions and the strength of the founder’s shadow 
cast over the business (Davis – Harveston, 1999; Memi-
li et al., 2013).

Leadership characteristics
Several studies have focussed in the personal, emo-
tional and developmental characteristics of the found-
er-owner and their role in the succession process 
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(Levinson et al., 1978). The inability on the part of the 
founder of the business to let go and a lack of trust and 
motivation on the part of the successors or other fami-
ly members are identified as key relational factors that 
contribute to the wickedness of the succession process 
(Bjornberg – Nicholson, 2012; De Massis et al., 2008). 
The family business leader is subject to a number of 
competing and conflicting business and family influ-
ences that may cause dissonance leading to erratic and 
unpredictable behaviour, which is in complete contrast 
to the rational, professional and acceptable manage-
ment role portrayed by Mintzberg (1973) and others. 
A study undertaken by Lam (2011) suggests that many 
business founders are reluctant to seek external pro-
fessional advice in the process of family business 
succession: many do not see the value and rationale 
behind it, while others feel that it demonstrates their 
incompetence to lead a family and hand over the busi-
ness to the next generation. 

Within the context of transition, Lansberg (1988) 
labelled a phenomenon as the succession conspiracy 
when observing that not only is the incumbent leader 
often reluctant to retire, but those employees, family 
members, customers, suppliers, and other key stake-
holders close to the founder encourage such reluctance. 
This conspiracy means that the plan for retirement is 
often placed on hold and goes part way to explaining 
why so many family business owners fail to set out a 
clear succession plan.

Implications of SEW
Research has also emphasised more diverse pathways 
of succession, looking through the prism of what ex-
actly SEW means. For example, while transferring the 
business itself to a family member might be seen as 
ideal, not doing so should not necessarily be seen as a 
failure. For example, transferring the physical entity of 
the business itself may be less crucial than the transfer 
of its core values, such as entrepreneurial spirit, or of 
creating opportunities in general for the next genera-
tion (Salvato et al., 2010). This opens up a variety of 
potential avenues for succession beyond the traditional 
founder-family member succession that tends to dom-
inate the discourse. As DeTienne and Chirico (2013) 
note, family members may exit one business entity and 
simply redeploy resources into other business activities 
to suit their wider family-business interests at a given 
time.

Towards a framework
Our discussion leads us towards the development of a 
framework to illustrate the key characteristics of suc-
cession planning in small family businesses and the 
wicked problem that it presents for strategy (Figure 2). 

The framework draws attention to the pressures ex-
erted by the external environment and the interaction 
between the interests of the family and business sys-
tems at play in a given context (Basco – Rodriguez, 
2009). It recognises the differing power and influence 
of stakeholders including family members, non-fami-
ly members, customers, suppliers, competitors and the 
community play in contributing to the wicked nature 
of the problem of succession whilst at the same time 
recognising the role that they may play in taming it. The 
notion of familiness is important to recognise in this 
context as it opens up a wicked dynamic in the family 
business context. A key characteristic of the nature of 
the problem of succession in a small family business 
are the multiple roles, responsibilities and identities of 
the family members which may change over time and 
influence strategy and decision making in the business 
and at home to varying degrees. A further characteris-
tic is the role that socio-emotional wealth plays in strat-
egy, planning and decision making as it is important 
to our understanding of both processes and measures 
of success in the family business context. Limited re-
sources, including both financial and managerial, ex-
ert an influence on strategy in many small businesses 
where a lack of attention, knowledge or infrastructure 
to support succession strategy and the aligning of busi-
ness and family interests may exist. Leadership and 
management capability and the apparent unwillingness 
of family businesses to ‘professionalise’ or to seek ex-
ternal advice clearly impact on the nature of strategic 
planning in this context. The framework also recognis-
es the cost to the family, business and wider society that 
is the result of inefficient or ineffective family business 
succession that may be incurred. The framework is not 
exhaustive, however it does highlight the key character-
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istics of succession planning in a family business con-
text that contribute to it being a wicked problem. In the 
following section we consider the implications of our 
analysis for practice and policy. 

Implications for practice and policy 

Many of the problems that small family businesses en-
counter are formidable, not straightforward to resolve 
and the strategies developed for succession are often 
not easy to recognise. Wicked Problems in the context 
of strategy for succession in small family businesses in-
volve twists, turns, the unexpected, change, challenge, 
uncertainty and turbulence. Research typically sug-
gests that well developed succession plans are a key to 
successful succession, particularly those that take into 
account the relationships between family members, the 
early preparation of successors and when family busi-
nesses engage in planning for wealth-transfer purposes 
(Morris et al., 1997). However, well developed plans 
appear to be a relatively rare occurrence in the wid-
er small family business population (Jaffe, 2005). We 
argue that the reasons for this lie at least in part in the 
wicked nature of the problem and the process of formu-
lating strategy for succession. 

Co-created strategy
Whilst most strategy textbooks and teaching will focus 
on the business, formulating a succession plan for the 
family business requires much more than analysis of the 
external environment and determining business vision 
and direction. There is a growing recognition amongst 
academics, practitioners and business intermediaries of 
the need to work with the family prior to working with 
the business. It is argued that individual family mem-
bers and the family as a whole must look at its own 
values – about generating wealth, spending or saving it, 
and how it wants to be remembered in the community 
(Jaffe, 2005). The strategy process also needs to consid-
er ownership as well as management succession as they 
may occur together or at different times. In a review of 
the paths that connect next generation members with 
their family business, Nicholson and Bjornberg (2007) 
identify a range of choices and challenges associated 
with social and relational issues such as what measures 
need to be employed to encourage emotional attach-
ment and avoid the possibility of damaging splits de-
veloping between family and non-family stakeholders 
during the succession planning process. 

The concept of the wicked problem is powerful here 
and can help shed light on strategy that may influence 
practice in this context. It is not a case of a straight choice 
between prescriptive, emergent or adaptive approaches 
as they are not necessarily alternatives and there is al-

ways likely to be some deliberate aspect to emergent 
and adaptive strategy and vice versa. At the heart of a 
strategic approach to succession in a small family busi-
ness lies the involvement of family members and other 
stakeholders in decision making processes and the ef-
fective communication of the process and outcomes to 
all involved in the future of the business. A process of 
individual and collective learning appears to be a key 
aspect of solving wicked problems with much of that 
learning (at least in the initial stages) focused on what 
the actual problem is (Roberts, 2000). Communication 
and involvement of family and wider business stake-
holders can help inform and better understand the com-
plexity of the problem and ways in which it might be 
addressed although there may be a tendency for power 
and decision making to be concentrated amongst a se-
lect few in many small family businesses and the extent 
of an inclusive approach will be contingent upon spe-
cific circumstances. Camillus (2008) cautions against 
such groupthink in the taming of wicked problems and 
recommends the involvement of a wide range of stake-
holders as one way in which this can be minimised. In 
the family business context this may include non-family 
members and trusted external advisors such as account-
ants or solicitors. Assumptions need to be questioned 
and future scenarios should inform the directions that 
small family businesses take in developing strategies 
for succession. To maintain and create a sense of fam-
ily business identity it is important to hold on to and 
not lose sight of its purpose. Strategies for succession 
in small family businesses that seek to address wicked 
problems may of necessity entail some trial and error 
and a degree of experimentation as to what might work. 
As wicked problems change according to the solutions 
put forward to address them, their shape and form of 
the problem is never a constant. We argue that thinking 
about the problem of succession planning in this way 
leads to an alternative approach to strategy, founded on 
social planning processes to engage multiple stakehold-
ers, understand hidden assumptions, to create a shared 
understanding of the problem and to foster a joint com-
mitment to possible ways of resolving it. 

The focus of much of the literature associated with 
confronting wicked problems suggests that a collabora-
tive approach to strategy that leads to the formulation 
of a common, agreed approach in which the people who 
are affected also become participants in the solution is 
a key characteristic of an approach seeking to tame a 
wicked problem. This is far more preferable to more 
traditional authoritarian, top-down or competitive ap-
proaches to strategy development that still dominate 
thinking in some organisations and settings (Roberts, 
2000). This would appear to be in tune with the inter-
ests of many small family businesses where the devel-
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opment of succession strategy requires the navigation 
of socially complex family and business systems where 
key actors may have multiple identities and roles. Rob-
erts (op cit) also suggests that numerous, small scale 
solutions will create better system resilience and this 
finding has some resonance with the emergent and 
adaptive approach to strategy more generally adopted 
in smaller family enterprises as they seek to sustain the 
business and preserve family wealth. Several authors 
join Roberts in arguing for leadership approaches to 
address wicked problems that are more collaborative 
than authoritarian. For example Waddell et al. (2013) 
highlights the value of leadership capabilities in terms 
of facilitation, emotional intelligence and the ability to 
respect and understand many perspectives and view-
points. This will undoubtedly represent a challenge for 
some practicing more authoritarian, directive or exclu-
sive leadership styles. The nature and ‘quality’ of lead-
ership and management and the role that professional-
ization plays in the development, growth and transition 
of small family enterprises remains a concern for some 
researchers and policy makers worthy of further inves-
tigation in the light of differing measures of success 
adopted by various external stakeholders.

Implications for business support and 
intermediaries
The wicked problem of family business succession has 
wider implications for business support policy at the 
regional, national and international levels. Policy mak-
ers tend to identify the absence of a succession plan as 
an indication of the lack of preparedness for succes-
sion. The empirical evidence is patchy and subject to 
selection bias as surveys are often based on samples of 
family firms that are clients of business intermediaries 
undertaking or sponsoring the research. However, a 
consistent picture of market failure in the form of a 
lack of formal planning for succession in family busi-
nesses emerges. For example, the Price Waterhouse 
Coopers Family Business survey reports that just thir-
teen per cent of businesses have a discussed and doc-
umented plan for succession (PWC, 2014). Institute 
for Family Business research suggests that about one 
third of family businesses are passed on to the second 
generation and one tenth reaches the third generation 
with the rest being closed or shut down (IFB, 2008). 
The sheer number of family businesses, their heter-
ogeneity and familiness combined with the wicked 
nature of succession planning mean that they are not 
a primary target for many policy makers looking for 
relatively easy, high profile and quick wins. In a peri-
od of austerity in the public sector, policy makers are 
increasingly turning to the private sector to achieve 
wider social and economic benefits from their activ-

ities and to draw on business networks to fill the gap 
that has emerged as a result of the reduction in public 
funds for business support. 

An extensive literature identifies the important 
knowledge transfer role that intermediaries such as ac-
countants, bankers and solicitors play in the develop-
ment and sustainability of small businesses (e.g. Curran 
et al., 2000). At the same time, there is recognition that 
no single organisation can resolve wicked problems, 
thus making the interaction of multiple stakeholders 
imperative (Waddell et al., 2013). Many business inter-
mediaries adopt intervention strategies that go beyond 
their core offering of financial or legal advice to offer 
specialist services aimed at family businesses. It is im-
portant these intermediaries recognise the wicked na-
ture of the problem of succession and promote strategy 
processes that help to tame it to the benefit of the busi-
ness, the family and the intermediary. This is not nec-
essarily a simple or straightforward process and it takes 
time to build trust and confidence in relationships with 
multiple stakeholders. Family businesses may be under-
standably reluctant to open succession discussions with 
external stakeholders for a variety of personal and com-
mercial reasons. They may regard succession as being 
‘too difficult’, deferrable or not of immediate benefit or 
threat. Within the context of funding for family busi-
ness growth, researchers have identified an ‘empathy 
gap’ between family business objectives and the insti-
tutional conditions attached to equity funding. This gap 
is based on the situation where financiers struggle to 
understand the family business model and adapt their 
funding offer to take greater account of family business 
finance preferences (Poutziouris, 2001). All interme-
diaries need to be aware of the need to adopt engage-
ment strategies to overcome the empathy gap in order 
to connect with the world of the small family business. 
However, the extent to which business intermediaries 
have the incentives necessary to invest in approaches to 
build the trust necessary as a pre-cursor for discussion 
of succession issues with small family businesses is 
uncertain. Some of them are already equipped to offer 
the support for planning processes that engage multiple 
stakeholders, understand hidden assumptions, create a 
shared understanding of the problem and foster a joint 
commitment to possible ways of resolving it. They are 
also able to contribute to the implementation of such 
strategies through advice and guidance on a range of 
tax planning and employment issues, ownership, busi-
ness sales, dispute resolution and mergers and acquisi-
tions. Many larger family businesses will engage with 
services of this type however many of the smaller ones 
will be unable to afford these services or lack the nec-
essary level of trust or belief in the value that they may 
realise to draw on them. 
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Conclusion 

The family business construct sets a number of con-
straints that impact on family business strategy for suc-
cession. The parameters that constrain as well as enable 
the workings of the family and of the business together 
with the challenges of the external environment create 
a wicked problem. Complexity and uncertainty around 
succession, the strategy process and the form the fam-
ily and the business should take in the future pose sig-
nificant challenges for strategy and succession in small 
family businesses. We suggest that this is best seen as 
a wicked problem that may be addressed in an incre-
mental, collaborative and ongoing way to meet specific 
family and business issues. In this context the notion 
of emergent, adaptive strategy, founded upon emotions 
and relationships is particularly apposite for the un-
bounded world in which small family businesses and 
succession issues operate. Partial solutions to different 
aspects of the problem serve to deliver strategy options 
that can be tried and tested in the ‘real world’ character-
ised by messiness and change where there are no right 
or wrong answers only better and worse solutions. 

Strategy for management and ownership succession 
in small family businesses requires degrees of consent 
and buy in by those immediately involved as well as 
wider stakeholders. However, part of the problem is that 
rather than consent there is in fact much dissent in the 
social settings as to the form, nature and direction of 
strategy and succession within the family and the busi-
ness. Unbundling family from business and business 
from family frames what is undoubtedly a problem of 
wicked proportions. Where standard business strategy 
tools are used, they need to be supplemented with ap-
proaches that take into account of the influences and 
power of the family dimension that is part and parcel 
of the small family business equation. Leadership em-
phasising collaboration, emotional intelligence and fa-
cilitation has a key role to play in the taming of such 
wicked problems.

The future is there to be made in a resource-con-
strained environment and family businesses and their 
external stakeholders have the capacity, competence 
and capability to deliver a richer and more rewarding 
future for all. Within this challenge a clear way forward 
must surely be recognition of the problem itself though 
the evidence suggests that too many small family busi-
nesses do not recognise the need for succession plan-
ning or if they do, they do not take steps to develop 
the plans necessary to ensure succession. Many family 
businesses appear to put off or ignore planning for suc-
cession and developing networks to support the process. 
There are of course no straightforward, easy answers to 
matters that cannot necessarily be reconciled for mutu-

al good of family or business. Structures, processes and 
relationships that regulate and help the small family 
business to succeed can also act against the interests of 
family and of business in matters related to succession. 
Strategy for succession in family business is by virtue 
of the many and varied challenges discussed wicked but 
far from being a negative recognising this can be a driv-
er of change that can deliver a different future fit for the 
time and appropriate to the context. 

Despite the nature of the uncertain environment in 
which small family business operate and in which strat-
egy takes place, the future should be perceived as one 
offering hope and promise. Policy and practice can do 
so much and recognising the wicked problem of suc-
cession planning in small family businesses has to be a 
first step on the journey to delivering succession that is 
likely to succeed. 
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