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Transgenerational Business Legacies and Intergenerational Succession 
among the Igbos (Nigeria)

Abstract

The main purpose of this study is to highlight the entrepreneurial exploits of an ethnic group 

within the African context. The research context is the Igbos in Eastern Nigeria who have been 

celebrated as the pinnacle of African entrepreneurship. The study also draws on the narratives 

of 25 experienced business owners, and the emerging data thematically analysed to identify 

key variables associated with transgenerational business legacies and succession. Additional 

insight on salient cultural and community nuances like the role of Di-okpara (first son), 

Umunna (sons of the land), Ikwu (members of a Kindred) and Umuada (daughters of the land) 

were unravelled through interview transcripts and validated by respondents. These insights 

inform a contribution to the discourse of ethnic or indigenous entrepreneurship, which has both 

theoretical and policy implications.

Key Words: Indigenous Entrepreneurship; Transgenerational Legacy; Intergenerational 

Succession; Igbos; Eastern Nigeria.

Introduction

Challenges faced by entrepreneurs in developing countries are overcome through different 

types of collaborative initiatives such as cultural collaboration and community innovations 

(Ratten, 2014). Ethnic and Indigenous entrepreneurship is one mechanism to help address 

many of the economic and social challenges faced by minority groups (Barrett, 2013; 

Greidanus & Sharpe, 2017). Also, a growing body of research suggests that entrepreneurial 

activities are culturally grounded (Bruton, Zahra & Cai, 2018) and the landscape of family 

businesses is fundamental to small business growth (Yu et al., 2012; Yuan & Wu, 2017). 

Families play an important role in entrepreneurship (Arregle et al., 2015; Powell & Eddleston, 

2016) either by offering access to resources or by interfering with work (Zhu, Burmeister-Lamp 

& Hsu, 2017). Other scholars provide insight into how familiness is a strategic resource in a 

family business, thereby tapping into a key antecedent to sustained performance of family firms 

(Harms et al., 2012; Kansikas et al., 2012).  More so, the interaction between family firms and 

business resources highlight the importance of social capital (Kwon, Heflin & Ruef, 2013; 
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Kim, Aldrich & Keister, 2006) and social relationship with-in and out-with the business 

organisation (Zellweger et al., 2018). 

Assessing the ‘Igbos transgenerational business legacy’ puzzle through ‘familiness’ 

approach is appropriate. Recent studies have established a strong link between entrepreneurial 

legacy, defined as “the family’s rhetorical reconstruction of past entrepreneurial achievements 

or resilience” (Jaskiewicz, Combs & Rau, 2015, p. 29). The acknowledgement of family firms' 

interaction with their localised environment is part of a broader move in the entrepreneurship 

literature to understand how situational context informs both the nature and the characteristics 

of entrepreneurial activities and behaviours. The Igbos (located in the Southeastern region of 

Nigeria) have been described as “naturally enterprising and ingenious” and can be found 

throughout Nigeria and West Africa (Igwe et al., 2018; Meagher, 2010). The Igbos are 

culturally homogeneous society and that business tends to be organised along with a strong 

family pattern (Oyelaran-Oyeyinka, 2004). Against this backdrop, this article examines 

elements of familiness and transgenerational business legacies of Igbos (a relative disadvantage 

ethnic minority group) in Nigeria.

Collaborative entrepreneurship in developing economies involves examining the role 

of collective action that fosters greater society benefits than pure individual gain (Ratten, 2014). 

Some studies suggest that collaborative entrepreneurship involves the creation and utilization 

of opportunities made possible by linkages with individuals, businesses and government 

entities (Naude, Szirmai & Guedhuys, 2011; Ratten, 2014). The literature on Igbo business 

history emphasises the importance of family (Igwe et al., 2018; Meagher, 2010). Hence, Igbo’s 

tightly controlled family connections ensure that members of the extended family oversee 

essential networks of production and distribution (Meagher, 2010). Linked to the social 

learning theory, Igbo families provide an entrepreneurial leadership platform, which influences 

youths through role models, providing mastery experiences and socialisation (Igwe et al., 

2018). In addition, the extended family and an informal apprenticeship system (Nwaboi

system) provide a safe environment for risk-taking, creativity and innovation (Igwe et al., 

2018). Therefore, linked to culture, the family become an important element of entrepreneurial 

decisions and behaviour. Consequently, this study seeks to address the following research 

questions:

Research Question 1: What are the elements of family, cultural and community in the 

Igbos business life?
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Research Question 2: How do Igbo Indigenous entrepreneurship develop and enable 

entrepreneurial learning, entrepreneurial culture and family business succession?

Research Question 3: What are the implications of all of these revelations about 

ethnic and indigenous entrepreneurship?

Based on the aforementioned research question, this study seeks to explore, and highlight key 

components of ethnic entrepreneurship, which include explorations of cultural families 

(Collins & Fakoussa, 2015; Authors et al., 2018), the role of family and entrepreneurial 

behaviours of the Igbos (Madichie et al., 2008). Studies in entrepreneurship collaboration in 

developing countries examines innovative characteristics and partnerships that encourage 

community participation (Ratten, 2014). To illustrate these contexts, we draw on qualitative 

data and interviews with 25 Igbo experienced entrepreneurs and business owners providing 

unique insights into the ethnic minority business culture, intergenerational succession legacies, 

thereby casting light on an aspect of African entrepreneurship, which is currently under-

researched, but gathering research momentum. The findings were triangulated with newsletters 

and online information about the Igbos. Following this opening section, the research goes on 

to interrogate the literature on ethnic minority family businesses drawing upon the notion of 

‘familiness and transgenerational business legacy, and their intersections with family business 

succession. This followed by a statement of the research design, data analysis, findings, 

discussions, conclusions and implications in subsequent sections.

Literature Review

African Entrepreneurship 

Studies on African entrepreneurship involves understanding the evolutionary dynamics of 

African entrepreneurial ecosystems such as the role of institutions and sociocultural elements 

in determining entrepreneurial motivations and behaviours. Scholars portray research in 

African entrepreneurship as a forward-looking activity (Nwankwo, Madichie & Ekwulugo, 

2011; Dana, Ratten and Honyenuga, 2018; Igwe & Icha-Ituma, 2020). However, there is a 

paucity of research about entrepreneurship in Africa (George et al., 2016; Naudè and Havenga, 

2005). In their edited book on African Entrepreneurship: Challenges and Opportunities for 

Doing Business, Dana et al. (2018) provided some insight into the state of entrepreneurship in 

Africa, the role of the state in business and entrepreneurship development. One of the key 

highlights of the book is that institutions are important in Africa for giving stability to 
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entrepreneurship and as a foundation for business development (Ratten & Jones, 2018). In 

addition, there is an examination of the role entpreneurship plays in the African economy and 

SME productivity challenges. The factors identified as affecting investment and productivity 

include education of the labour force, access to infrastructure, access to finance and corruption 

(Igwe, Onjewu & Nwibo, 2018). Exploring how government employees can become 

entrepreneurs in their later careers, Madichie and Ayasi  (2018) provides a historical 

perspective of the military in governance and the role that entrepreneurship among the retired 

military officers can play in Nigeria’s development. the importance of knowledge and learning 

in fostering entrepreneurial business practices. Mbeteh and Pellegrini (2018) focuses on 

entrepreneurship education in developing countries with Sierra Leone. They analyse how 

entrepreneurship education could become a tool to overcome the rising youth unemployment. 

These studies highlight some barriers to business development in Africa such as a lack of 

finance, lack of culture of business succession, increasing insecurity and institutional failure 

(Igwe & Icha-Ituma, 2020).

Ethnic Entrepreneurship

Among the problematic tenets of defining ethnic business, Zhou (2004), described it as 

businesses whose ownership and membership are tied to a common cultural heritage. The idea 

highlights that ethnic family businesses possess an inherent competitive advantage due to their 

unique resources and capabilities generated through family networks (Tata & Prasad, 2015). 

Ethnic minority family firms are known to leverage trust to handle sensitive resources (Deakins 

et al., 2015; Ram et al., 2012) and the dynamics at play within such communities create a 

unique social wealth that is available to tap (Adendorff & Halkias, 2014). Anggadwita, 

Ramadani & Ratten (2017) examined the relationship between ethnicity and entrepreneurial 

orientation while positing that the unique elements of the social and cultural contexts of ethnic 

communities influence their entrepreneurial behaviour.  

Ethnic business communities have recently been explored from a social capital 

perspective by several scholars (Kwon, Heflin & Ruef, 2013; Light & Dana, 2013), which help 

us understand the niche contexts of ethnic family businesses and how they use their social 

context for competitive advantage. Furthermore, networking interactions, trust and kind of 

information are important in the development and growth of small business owners (Sharafizad 

& Coetzer, 2016). Entrepreneurship development within such communities is argued to be 

created via social capital and is facilitated via networks (Seaman, 2015). It is argued that family 

businesses can inherit, access, source and build upon and use social capital to gain a 
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competitive advantage (Sundaramurthy, 2008). Scholars have posited that the opportunities 

and strategies of entrepreneurs are closely linked to their embeddedness in the socio-economic 

and political environments and that these external factors have a great influence on the 

behaviour and development of ethnic entrepreneurs (Alvarez et al., 2011; Rath, 2000). 

Ethnic family businesses are known to have inherent trust due to their common family 

ties (Iyer, 2004). Familiness research has become popular in the past few years (Arregle et al., 

2015; Barbera, Stamm & DeWitt, 2018; Kansikas et al., 2012; Powell & Eddleston, 2016). 

Habbershon and Williams (1999) postulated the theory of ‘Familiness’ defined as “… the 

idiosyncratic firm-level bundle of resources and capabilities resulting from the interactions of 

the system” (Habbershon, Williams & MacMillan, 2003, p. 451). Concentrating first on those 

tenets, ‘distinctive familiness’ is created by the long-term perspective, shared goals and speedy 

decision-making (Barret, 2014).  Chrisman, Chua & Litz (2003) later described the concept as 

“…resources and capabilities related to family involvement and interactions” (p.  468). Limited 

research has been undertaken to understand how families manage transgenerational 

entrepreneurship and scholars have identified this to be a major gap in this research domain 

(Nordqvist et al., 2013). 

Entrepreneurial legacies are defined as the rhetorical re-enactment of the 

entrepreneurial achievements or resilience of the past (Jaskiewicz et al., 2015) while 

transgenerational entrepreneurship is understood to be the processes through which a family 

uses and develops entrepreneurial mindsets alongside the resources and capabilities that are 

influenced by the family to develop new avenues of entrepreneurial, financial and social value 

across generations (Habbershon et al., 2010). The focus of this research is on ‘ordinary 

succession’ (Le Breton-Miller et al., 2004). Le Breton-Miller et al., (2004) posits that it is a 

concept which focusses on processes and family attributes that characterise the successful 

transfer of ownership and control but fails to explain how the successors gain the motivation 

and ability to act entrepreneurially. Considering the importance of family businesses in the 

economic paradigm of the society, it is essential to further develop research in this area, 

particularly in non-western contexts to enable new insights to emerge. 

Methodology

Taking a cue from Nwankwo, Madichie & Ekwulugo (2011) our methodological approach is 

qualitative in nature. Indeed, these authors argued that “doing research that is useful to the 

practice of ethnic entrepreneurship […] implicitly requires pragmatism and sensitivity to the 

contextual nature of the phenomenon” (p. 62).  It is in the exploration of these multiple 
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realities of our respondents that prompted the need adopt this methodological stance. By so 

doing we took some systematic steps. First, we set about carefully selecting our sample, by 

adopting the purposive sampling technique in our sample of Igbo business owners and 

entrepreneurs. This is deemed appropriate considering that it allows the researcher to focus 

on the subjects’ individual experiences, and so explain the subject’s reality (Rolfe, 2006; 

Palinkas et al., 2015). All business owners investigated had between 10 to 20 years of 

experience of starting and operating a small to medium enterprises. Sampling is also 

dependent on the characteristics of the setting, e.g., access, time, vulnerability of participants, 

and different types of stakeholders (Moser & Korstjens, 2018).

Second, we resorted to the use of semi-structured interviews as the most appropriate 

format for uncovering key aspects of business knowledge, economic knowledge, cultural 

awareness, family, social issues and business legacies of the researched group. This, in our 

view, enables us decipher, and accommodate, their respective realities. Research participants 

were briefed on the aim and objectives of the study and informed consent was solicited and 

granted by every participant involved in the study. All interviews were undertaken in both the 

Igbo and English language, recorded, transcribed verbatim, and coded to conduct a thematic 

analysis. The interviews lasted between 50 – 60 minutes. In line with previous studies such as 

Selling & Svallfors (2019, p. 989), the thematic analysis followed an abductive format, where 

sets of categories derived from the main research questions were subsequently revised in a 

stepwise fashion through verification of salient interview quotes and respondent verification. 

The original categories were consequently amended, collapsed, and/or split, and new categories 

introduced to cover pertinent interview themes (Selling & Svallfors, 2019). Thus, categories 

are obtained which subsume two or more concepts (Jaskiewicz et al., 2015) that enabled 

thematic presentations of dominant quotes and discussion identified from individual 

respondents. Local newsletters and online information (see Table 1) were used as a means of 

validation and triangulation thus enabled further clarifications (Monahan & Fisher, 2010). 

Page 6 of 18

URL: https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/rser  E-mail: bkotey@une.edu.au

Small Enterprise Research

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review Only

7

Table 1: Online News and Information about Igbos
Chinua Achebe – Things Fall Apart
This novel depicts the life of a "primitive Igbo culture” from the life of Okonkwo (the main character). Family 
is extremely important to the Igbos. Igbo families generally live in compounds and compounds contains one 
group or a family unit. The head of the compound in a village is generally the oldest male of the compound. 
The head of the compound is responsible for its family members. Extended families are created upon marriage. 
Extended family members are always welcome to unannounced visits to the nuclear family. Politically, elders 
rule Igbo villages not families and married life is the normal conditions for grown-up adults and a condition 
for membership of elder’s forum/council headed by a traditional ruler/king (Igwe, Eze or Chief). Traditional 
Igbos allowed polygamy and many children from a nuclear family, which was an important indicator of status.

The Editors of Encyclopaedia, Igbo People (n.d.)    
Trading, local crafts, and wage labour are important in the Igbo economy, and a high literacy rate has helped 
many Igbo to become civil servants and business entrepreneurs in the decades after Nigeria gained 
independence. It is notable that Igbo women engage in trade and are influential in local politics.

Wikipedia 2 November (2019)
The Igbo have a unique form of apprenticeship (Igbo: Igba Boy) in which either a male family member or a 
community member will spend time (usually in their teens to their adulthood) with another family when they 
work for them. After the time spent with the family, the head of the host household, who is usually the older 
man who brought the apprentice into his household, will establish (Igbo: iduno) the apprentice by either setting 
up a business for him or giving money or tools by which to make a living.

Guardian 03 November 2019
The Igbos are one of the largest ethnicities in West Africa. In many parts of Igbo land, it is a common belief 
that men are superior to their female counterparts, and this view is enforced in many aspects. Making of laws, 
inheriting property are responsibilities seen to be exclusive to men, while women are groomed to be better 
daughters, sisters and wives’ right from infancy.

Guardian Newspaper 14 March 2019
A perennial issue among the Igbos is the battle between the mind and the purse; between certificate and cash. 
All over Nigeria, the Igbo are recognised for their entrepreneurial spirit and business acumen. From pre-
colonial times to today, a majority of the country's successful traders and transporters have been Igbo. Many 
of them began as apprentices and worked their way up, never bothering with the school. The Igbo are also 
known for ostentatiousness and flamboyance – those with great wealth usually find it difficult to be silent about 
it.

BBC News 27 April 2016
Igbos have a reputation for exploring faraway lands in search of a better life. Some complain that Igbos are 
too quick to assimilate and adopt the culture of the host country, others argue this traveller spirit is something 
to be proud of.

CNN 4 February 2013
From generation to generation, some Igbo have passed down various versions of a migration story framed 
around Jacob, a patriarch of Judaism. A popular version of the narrative holds that Gad, the seventh son of 
Jacob, had three sons who settled in present-day south-eastern Nigeria, which is predominantly inhabited by 
the Igbo. Those sons, Eri, Arodi and Areli (as mentioned in the book of Genesis), are said to have fathered 
clans, established kingdoms and founded towns still in existence in south-eastern Nigeria today, including 
Owerri, Umuleri, Arochukwu and Aguleri.

Guardian 16 November 2016
Now, like then, Igbos say they have been marginalised by being excluded from key government posts and denied 
vital funding for infrastructure development, schools and hospitals.

BBC News 27 April 2016
All these issues are interlinked, fear of marginalisation, identity crises and an endangered language.
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Findings

Thematically, we separated our finding into four themes that ranged from culture and 

community factors, family roles, and the roles of first son and male children and the extended 

families. These variables or salient insights were used to explain the process of 

transgenerational family businesses transfer and intergenerational succession management.

Cultural, Community and Family factors

Entrepreneurship is influenced by a nation’s economic and social environment (Ratten, 2014). 

The key themes that emerged interview data (Table 2) reveals important elements to Igbo 

entrepreneurial spirit, mindset and enterprising orientations. These elements include the role of 

individualist culture that drives competitiveness and rivalry among the Igbos. There is also the 

leadership and recognition culture based on wealth status. There is a unique role played by the 

family unit. Lack of financial access is an obstacle for many entrepreneurs in developing 

countries and entrepreneurs are always seeking for financial opportunities (Ratten, 2014). The 

families provide the learning foundation and support (both learning at home, learning in the 

family business and learning through informal apprenticeship system) that encourages and 

breed new generations of entrepreneurs, thus driving the Igbos transgenerational business 

legacies.  These have been presented as quotes in Table 2.

Table 2. Cultural and Family Elements in the Igbos business life

Themes Exemplary phrases from quotes
Culture & 
Community 
factors

Igbo culture recognises the importance of business and encourages individual 
wealth. Those who make it are accorded society recognition such as chieftaincy 
titles and maintains prestige and respect in the society. These are the cultural 
underlying that drives us the Igbos into the business [005].

We say in Igbo – ‘Igbo enwe Eze’ (that is Igbos has no king) but if you want to be 
a king in your community and the society, you have to be rich by having a top 
government job, being highly educated or going into politics. Business is the more 
popular options that Igbos choose and that is why we are doing great all over the 
country [007].

Igbo culture and society respect money and wealth. We encourage our sons and 
daughter to seek wealth and bring it back home to our community and help to 
develop our community [008].

The society provides a positive platform, which Igbo entrepreneurship thrive. There 
is healthy but sometimes fierce competitions among brothers, sisters, peers, family 
verse family and so on when it comes to business engagement [001]. 

There is no sentiment of Igbo ethnic brotherly or sisterly relationship when it 
comes to business. The culture is very much individualist and status-oriented [017].
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The younger generations are motivated to join the business by seeing what the 
older generations have been able to achieve through business venturing. They are 
encouraged to travel to take risks and business adventures [004].

You are considered a failure if you don’t make it and that is what spurs the Igbos to 
success [025].

Family Roles From young, we are prepared to follow the footsteps of other family members who 
have made it in business. We are encouraged to pursue business to change the 
fortune and conditions of our family [003].

Every family wants to be rich and recognised, hence they push their sons to break 
barriers and achieve entrepreneurial success [015].

Our families nurture the young ones. From the age of 5 years, your mother or father 
takes you to her stand in the market or shop. When you come back from primary 
school, you join those in the shops to help out and through that you are groomed 
for business and you learn the tricks of business [006].

The families are responsible for inculcating the spirit of business creativity and 
risk-taking. They will let you go to serve as Nwaboi (informal volunteering) even 
at the age of 12 years [021]. 

It is the responsibility of every family to prove entrepreneurial training to their 
children and to support them financially and a back-up plan in the case of failures 
or adversity [009].

Families take business as a challenge and as a means to compete with other 
families [011].

You are trained and prepared to be hardworking from childhood. They take you to 
the farms, to the market, to the shops [013]. 

Even from the age of 10 years, you are expected to join to serve customers and 
learn what your family business is all about [001].

The family is the backbone and foundation for Igbo’s transgenerational business 
legacies, they will support you many times as long as is required for you to succeed 
[019].

Transgenerational Legacies and Intergenerational succession
Furthermore, we set out to generate information concerning Igbos transgenerational legacies 
and succession planning and business conflict management. Entrepreneurship development 
require collaborative power of innovative business practices (Ratten, 2014; Dana & Ratten, 
2017). We found a culture that places high emphasise on male child and particularly fist son 
and how sons are preferred and prepared to succeed the businesses. In addition, there is a 
culture of familiness, trust and cohesion among extended families. According to Igwe et al., 
(2018), Igbo families provide an entrepreneurial leadership platform, which influences youths 
through role models, providing mastery experiences and socialisation and extended family 
provides a safe environment for risk taking, creativity and innovation. The Igbo social and 
business life depends so much on the foundation and support provided by the extended families 
(Ikwu, meaning Kindred of a village or town). An informal apprenticeship system provides 
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entrepreneurial learning that prepares the younger generation to take to business as a way of 
life (Igwe et al., 2018). As presented in Table 3, elders within the kindred system are powerful. 
The Elders provides the political, leadership and control of extended family members. It is at 
the ‘Ikwu’ or ‘Umunna’ (sons of the land of a particular village or town) meetings that conflicts, 
succession challenges and business quarrels are managed and settled.

Table 3. Legacies and Succession Management
Themes Exemplary phrases from quotes
The role of Di-okpara 
(first son) and male 
children

Male child and particularly the first son is important when planning who to 
succeed you in the business. If the first son shows no interest that is where 
it’s down to you as the head to find which of your children that will carry 
on the legacy. “You don’t want your name to get lost (afamu-efuna)” we 
say in Igbo [020].

We give all the boys the chance to learn the business except those who 
choose to pursue an educational career. From giving everyone the chance, 
you monitor, encourage the one or ones that will carry on the business after 
you have retired or ‘gone’ (die) [002].

It is tricky if you don’t have a male child and when this is the case, the man 
opts to marry a new wife until he finds male children to take over the 
legacies of the family [012].

Yes, male children were the focus in the past generations but this 
generation is different, girls and daughters now play similar roles. 
Although, this case is still not so popular, especially in the villages [023].

The character of Di-okpara (first son) is very important. The legacy will be 
doomed if the first son is non-hardworking, intelligence and leader. He 
might ruin the chances of the other hardworking sons and there will be no 
legacies [013]. 

The role of extended 
families (Umunna, 
meaning sons of the 
land)

A key feature of the Igbo transgenerational legacy is the role of the 
extended families. They will help you to find where to learn the trade and 
provide you with the support, financial capital, customers and suppliers 
network (social capital) to start and run the business [014]. 

The Igbo unity is only achieved through within the Umunna. Every 
Umunna will support their sons or daughters, you are like one family. You 
can trust and share business secrets and work as a team. The Umunna 
provide members with the foundation and social capital to thrive [017]. 

Extended families provide the platform for Igbo business success [016]. 

Wherever one goes, he will take his brothers or sister to join or form a 
business network [024]. 

Trust is more enforced within the extended family than among the Igbos as 
an ethnic group. You may not trust a fellow Igbo but you can trust and rely 
on a member of you ‘Umunna’ [010].

Conflicts, succession challenges and business quarrels are managed and 
settled within the Umunna. Elders mediate to settle issues arising from 
individuals or families and provide sanctions when required [005]. 
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The decisions of the elders of the Umunna are final and binding on 
members [011]. 

Discussion
Thematically, this study sought to explore Igbo ethnic entrepreneurship from three main lenses: 
cultural and family factors influencing Igbos business experience; the process of 
transgenerational family businesses transfer: and how intergenerational succession and 
conflicts are managed. Igbo culture recognises the importance of business and encourages 
individualist characteristics and the society respect money and wealth. The culture provides a 
positive platform which Igbo entrepreneurship thrive. It encourages fierce intra and inter-
family competitions when it comes to business culture. Familiness has been described a 
strategic resource in a family business (Harms et al., 2012; Kansikas et al., 2012) which 
highlight the importance of social capital (Kwon, Heflin & Ruef, 2013; Kim, Aldrich & 
Keister, 2006; Zellweger et al., 2018). Igbo families are responsible for inculcating on their 
children the entrepreneurship spirit, creativity and risk-taking. They provide opportunities for 
business training, financial capital and social capital such as customers and suppliers network 
to start and run the business. 

According to Ratten (2014), a key perception of collaborative entrepreneurship in 
developing countries is the use of natural resources that can be adapted from traditional usages 
to create additional business opportunities and achieve mutual benefits. Drakopoulou, 
Anderson & Jack (2004), explained the process of social networks throughout entrepreneurial 
stages, and maintained that acquiring motivation greatly depends on family influence, 
especially parental entrepreneurship. They suggested that even specific ethnic and religious 
traditions of enterprise can be very important network-driven motivators and opportunity 
perception involves growing entrepreneurs’ ideas for new products emerge through market 
discussions with strong tie contacts, often customers.

Such collaborative entrepreneurship is useful, as it enables needs and resources to be 
shared so they can become better in the marketplace (Ratten, 2014). Igwe et al., (2018) reveal 
the indigenous knowledge of Igbo families and entrepreneurial behaviour that highlights the 
importance of the extended family and the informal apprenticeship/volunteering system in Igbo 
business culture. Our findings developed four themes that serve as social capital and network 
points, ‘Nwaboi’ (informal volunteering); the role of first son (di-okpara), which is closely 
linked to “afamu-efuna”; the independence and individualist behaviour of the Igbos (‘Igbo 
enwe Eze’ – i.e. Igbos has no king); and the entrepreneurship collaborative and cultural 
initiative – the role of kindred (Umunna). Igbo transgenerational business legacies and 
succession is maintained by identifying and nurturing sons who can take over the business to 
ensure its longevity. The behaviour and business character of first son is very important (see 
Madichie et al. 2008; Madichie & Nkamnebe, 2010a). If the first son shows no interest, any 
other male in the family with potential is trained and prepared to take over the business. In 
addition, where family business conflict arises, the elders of the ‘kindred’ step in to settle any 
dispute arising from family business. The decisions of the elders are final and binding on all 
family members.

There is also the ‘Umuada’ (Umu means people) of first daughters (Ada) – an 
association of indigenous women who are influential and powerful, although the group goes 
beyond the first daughters whose ancestry are traced to a village or town (Guardian 2019; 
Madichie & Nkamnebe, 2010b). The Umuada represents the interest of women and serves as 
a bridge between the women and the men. In some cases, the Umuada also serve as checks on 
the abuse of power by the council of elders (Guardian, 2019). Taking these in turn, the notion 
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of “Nwaboi” (informal volunteering) is symptomatic of the apprenticeship scheme, which 
commences from about the young age of 12 years amongst the Igbos. Second, the notion of 
“Di-okpara” highlights the importance and/ or significant role of the male child (normally the 
first son) to the legacy of the family and any succession plans. It is also linked to the notion 
“afamu-efuna,” which guarantees the lineage among the Igbos. Third, and finally, the 
moderating role of the ‘Umunna’ or kindred as arbiters of family and/ or societal disputes. 
Indeed, the decisions of the elders within the Umunna are final and binding on members of the 
clan. Through shaping new norms and beliefs and establishment of more effective business 
processes with better financial frameworks (Ratten, 2014), this enables the development of new 
markets and cultural innovation that enables Igbos to maintain transgenerational business 
legacies and intergenerational succession.

Conclusion 
Overall, this study extends the discussions from the 2017 Special Issue on “Indigenous 
Entrepreneurship” published in this journal by highlighting the need for further research 
attention on the topic of ethnic entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurship is culturally bound due to 
individual attitudes towards entrepreneurship differing depending on the level of economic 
development (Ratten, 2014; Dana & Ratten, 2017). Indeed, the role of family affinity and/ or 
networks in leveraging opportunities and making significant contributions to the economic 
growth of nations is something that has been observed across geographies. Consequently, this 
study not only contributes to the discourse, but also takes the narrative further as research on 
the topic continues to amass. In the light of the foregoing, the following implications are 
highlighted and future research directions suggested.

Managerial and Policy implications
The context of ethnic and indigenous entrepreneurship presents research, policy and practical 
implications especially given the dearth of research on indigenous and tribal business and 
policymakers looking for ways to encourage entrepreneurship in African countries as a means 
of reducing unemployment and poverty. While the findings from Igbo ethnic entrepreneurship 
studies cannot necessarily be generalized for all other ethnicity, each elements of the Igbo 
entrepreneurial spirit and culture raises different issues that support and develop theory and 
knowledge on the relationship between micro-entrepreneurial success and sustainability, and 
indigenous entrepreneurship (Cahn, 2008, p. 16). 

These findings provide realistic and current examples of how African entrepreneurship 
is embedded in unique cultural phenomena. Finally,  given that African indigenous 
entrepreneurship is only beginning to gather research interest (George et al., 2016), it is 
anticipated that the cultural dynamics among ethnic groups and their business exploits be 
consolidated rather than continue to remain fragmented as is currently the case. Taking a cue 
from the title of the book by Chinua Achebe, one of the greatest poets of “Igbo” ancestry, 
scholars cannot let “Things Fall Apart” in this quest to understand and act upon the dynamics 
and potential of ethnic groups and their contribution to the global economy.
Indigenous entrepreneurs in small private businesses also aim primarily to provide for their 
family (Collins et al., 2017), hence these has implications on employment and poverty 
reduction. In addition, studies on Igbo entrepreneurs suggests that Indigenous businesses face 
both ethnic, tribal and gender discrimination from mainstream society and government. This 
have implications on migration, informal entrepreneurship, crime, conflicts and wars.

Limitations and future research directions
Like many studies of this nature, the qualitative approach adopted may be prone to hindsight 
bias, which is something that Gartner (2007, p. 619) referred to as “the narrative approach 
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recognises that a story is never the whole story since any story is embedded in a context”. 
Indeed, there are limitations such as scope and data saturation that can be problematic in 
qualitative research (Ritchie and Lewis, 2013; Igwe et al., 2019). However, the study has 
followed a robust qualitative method and validation process and gone ahead to contribute to 
the amassing research on Indigenous and Ethnic Entrepreneurship in the context of Africa – 
albeit from the purview of Igbo entrepreneurial behaviours and business culture (see, Igwe et 
al., 2018). In so doing, this study provides a foundation for future replication studies using the 
similar research procedures in other contexts with indigenous populations (Canada, New 
Zealand, Africa and Norway) to provide a more holistic understanding of the themes 
highlighted therein.
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