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Transfers of business planning and bounded emotionality: 

a follow-up case study

Purpose – Existing research focuses on the role of planning in successful transfers of family business. From a bounded emotionality perspective, this paper investigates the transfer of business processes and the underlying reasons for delayed or unplanned transfers despite the feasible succession plans. 

Design/methodology/approach – A follow-up case study in six small family firms was carried out between 2001 and 2008. The research material was collected primarily in interviews with firm representatives in 2001 and 2008. Further information was obtained through participant observation, and background data on the firms was also used. 

Findings – The analysis enhances understanding of business-transfer processes in the context of subjective limitations and relational feelings. Any divergence from the original conditions in the transfer plan may delay the process but the delays are tolerated by putting the transfer on hold in the daily activities and focusing on business routines instead. The results emphasise how individuals’ goals and values change over time, and how decisions are weighed up from various identity positions questioning the basic assumptions and decisions set out in the plan. Despite the delays, however, transfers of business or the firm are not easily abandoned. 

Research limitations/implications – The results suggest that linear, goal-oriented planning may not be sufficient for executing successful transfers, but further longitudinal research is needed to corroborate these qualitative findings. 

Originality/value – The paper makes use of the bounded emotionality approach, which allows the analysis of both the rational and emotional aspects involved, and helps to explain delays or unplanned transfers. 
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Introduction 

The transfer of business is currently a topical issue all over Europe. The economies are heavily dependent on the capability of entrepreneurs and their families to carry out successful transfers of business processes. The worst-case scenario would be the disappearance of thousands of companies, together with hundreds of thousands jobs and the skills and know-how developed throughout the years. Training, consulting and other forms of support have been developed in order to assist firms in planning for and successfully carrying out transfers of business processes (European Commission, 2002). 

Despite the focus on planning in both research and policy-making (Ibrahim et al., 2001; Dyck et al., 2002; Lansberg, 2002; Le Breton-Miller et al., 2004; Lambrecht, 2005; Ip and Jacobs, 2006), there is a lack of longitudinal research investigating the execution of the transfer plans. We conducted a follow-up case study of six small firms, examining their business transfer processes. They all took part in a transfer-of-business programme in 2001–2002, and created a transfer plan with a view to carrying it out in the years to come. According to our follow-up in 2008, the transfer had been finalised in two cases, but not in the way that was originally planned. In the remaining four cases the transfers were more or less stalled. This paper investigates the transfer of business processes with a view to enhancing understanding of the underlying reasons for delayed or unplanned transfers despite their succession plans. In order to investigate both the rational and emotional elements involved in the process, we took the ‘bounded emotionality’ (Mumby and Putnam, 1992) approach as our theoretical framework, which has recently been suggested to be appropriate in the study of entrepreneurial behaviour (Jayasinghe et al., 2008, p. 243). 
The study begins with an overview of the research on transfers of business, the particular challenges identified and the role of planning in supporting these processes. We then discuss bounded emotionality and the related advantages it offers in the small-firm context, and especially in the analysis of transfers of business processes in small family firms
. The methodology section comes next, followed by the case descriptions and a cross-case analysis. The concluding section summarises the findings and draws conclusions and implications for further research and policy development. 

Succession and the transfer of business planning 

The reasons of business transfers may vary from the poor firm performance to the aging of the incumbent. In family firms the continuity of family ownership may be emphasised over other aspects. In any case, it is necessary to come to an agreement on how and when the succession will take place (Friedman and Singh, 1989; Kets de Vries, 1993; Lansberg, 2002). However, too early succession may be as harmful for the firm continuation and performance as staying too long and retaining all the decision-making power (Stavrou, 1999; De Massis et al., 2008). 

An outsider is usually favoured in CEO successions (Cannella and Lubatkin, 1993). In family firms the drive is usually more deliberated and based on feelings. Thus, the willingness of the successor to engage in leadership is an important factor in the transfer (Venter et al., 2005). The willingness is dependent on the personal needs, goals, and abilities of the potential successor. In the worst case the assumed successors lack both the capabilities and the motivation needed for the takeover (Morris et al., 1996), and this is often discovered too late in the process. The willingness may also be external and if the job markets are unfavourable or unpredictable, successor are more willing to consider the transfer. (Stavrou and Swiercz, 1998; Brockhaus, 2004; De Massis et al., 2008.) 

It is considered necessary to include all relevant parties in the discussions because some of the decisions may directly affect their life as well as the firm’s future. In practice, however, the leadership succession may involve an emotionally charged power struggle between the board, incumbent and successors. (Ciampa and Watkins, 1999). Similarly, it affects the firm’s other interest groups (Barnes and Hershon, 1976; Le Breton-Miller et al., 2004; De Massis et al., 2008). Hence, openness towards stockholders, customers, employees and suppliers, and the timely issuing of information are considered crucial in the successful transfer of business processes (Barach et al., 1988; Friedman and Singh, 1989; Carlock and Ward, 2001). 

Existing literature on transfers of business focuses on the planning of the succession process as one of the most powerful ways of ensuring successful transfer and the performance and continuity of the firm (Trow, 1961; Dyck et al., 2002; Le Breton-Miller et al., 2004; Lambrecht, 2005; Ip and Jacobs, 2006). If planned properly and well in advance, all relevant parties to the transfer will have enough time to withdraw from or grow into the business, as well as to interact among themselves and address the questions related to the transfer (Churchill and Hatten, 1987; Handler, 1989; Morris et al., 1996; Brockhaus, 2004; Venter et al., 2005). 

Despite the advantages, however, it may be difficult to initiate the planning because relevant parties may avoid it in case it leads to a loss of harmony or privacy (Wang et al., 2004). These suggest that even the most careful planning process and feasible plan will not secure the actual transfer of business. There are varying internal (e.g. emotional) and external (e.g. changes in the business environment) aspects which may hinder the transfer. In this study we will address these insecurities. 

Bounded emotionality and transfers of business

Herbert Simon (1976) introduced the concept of ‘bounded rationality’ to explain how the optimal choice or solution to a problem may be limited or restricted if the individuals concerned have incomplete information, or limited capability for processing it and consequently for exploring various options before taking the decision. Consequently, arriving at optimal choices is rare. In the context of business transfers, planning could be considered a tool for gaining information as well as for processing the different alternatives, and through the interaction of family and other stakeholders for making the optimal decision. It is also assumed that it is possible to identify the views, goals and aspirations of all the participants, and to incorporate them into an optimal plan to be followed for further action. (Jayasinghe et al., 2008) Hence, succession planning, while acknowledging soft issues such as discussions between family members, assumes the normative premise of rationality as ‘intentional, reasoned, goal-directed’ activity. Thus, the idea of ‘bounded rationality’ takes rationality as a cognitive and information-processing challenge. 

“The process of making choices, aligning choices with values and goals, and translating means to ends are cognitive activities divorced from inspiration and sentiments”. (Mumby and Putnam, 1992, 470) 

According to recent research, however, entrepreneurship should be interpreted as an activity embedded in its historical, economic and societal context (Gartner, 2001; Steyart and Katz, 2004; Hytti, 2005). In this case the entrepreneur also has several non-economic and non-rational goals and aspirations (Zafirovski, 1999; Ogbor, 2000). This led Mumby and Putnam (1992) to criticise bounded rationality for its emphasis on mental processes and its devaluation of physical and emotional experiences, as well as for the isolation and suppression of the emotional/physical self from the decision-making process. Furthermore, it treats emotions such as feelings and affective responses as a weak or handicapped extension to reason, or tools with which to achieve efficiency, profit and productivity. As an alternative they offer the concept of bounded emotionality, which includes the following assumptions (see also Martin et al., 2000, Jayasinghe et al., 2008): 

· Intersubjective limitations: emotional limitations are brought into relationships as individuals are constrained by their commitment or responsiveness to others. Their preferred modes of emotional expression are made possible by intimate knowledge of the other. Emotions are bounded voluntarily to protect the interpersonal relationships, or sometimes even to serve the firm’s purposes. 

· Tolerance of ambiguity: in the first place, contradictory feelings, positions and demands coexist. Secondly, individuals are capable of invoking rules and systems that help in reducing uncertainty, which would facilitate structures that recognise divergent and even contradictory positions among those involved. 

· Heterarchy of goals and values: individuals’ goals and values may change according to their preferences and the context, and contextual relations govern in the socially fluid order of these goals. Individuals seek a balance between the differing values, goals and relationships. The value set and preferences between them may be different in the firm context. 

· Integrated self-identity: individuals comprise overlapping identities, producing and reproducing multiple patterns of reactions in different contexts without clarity or consistency over time. A sense of community is vital to the maintenance of integrated self-identities. 

Furthermore, for an individual in a small family business the business, work, and personal issues overlap and decisions are taken in the context of this overlap. (Culkin and Smith, 2000) Rationality is not bad per se, but the relationship between rationality and emotionality should be reconsidered: the knowledge-producing capacity of emotions should be recognised, for example (Mumby and Putnam, 1992). This is not to argue, however, that everyone involved in small or family businesses is totally emotional or irrational in terms of decision-making. We rather suggest that the fusion of rational and emotional thinking is such that the one cannot exist without the other (cf. Carr, 2001). The bounded-emotionality approach assumes that neither rationality nor emotion dominates, but both flow together in the same mould (Fineman, 2000). Thus, individuals are perceived as socially situated agents, and the relationships between private and public spheres should be included in the analysis of entrepreneurial ventures (Jayasinghe et al., 2008). 

The research on family business succession acknowledges the role of emotions. The family and the business are considered so entangled that emotions are unavoidable (Sharma et al., 1997). In order to manage these emotional situations family-firm consultants suggest particular practices (Baker and Wiseman, 1998), such as appreciating emotions in firm valuation, for example (Astrachan and Jaskiewicz, 2008), and the inclusion of the extended family in the discussions (e.g., Levinson, 1971; Kets de Vries, 1993; Fox et al., 1996; Lansberg, 2002; De Massis et al., 2008). However, it is suggested that discussions within the family and in the business, and the development of a transfer-of-business plan, would eliminate the role of emotionality and result in linear, unemotional and goal-oriented action. In the context of the bounded emotionality approach we question this.  

Methodology: the longitudinal multiple case study 

The multiple-case method and the research material

Given the choice of the multiple, comparative case method (Yin, 1989), the selection of cases was of critical importance (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008). Depending on the logic and purpose there are various strategies guiding the selection process; whether the researchers target cases with unique or typical characteristics, with small or great variation, whether the cases are selected on an event or theoretical basis, or if there is a sequential selection process, or a combination of these (Neergard, 2007). For the purposes of this research, we made an a priori selection of six firms participating in a development programme concentrated on business transfers: 
•
The cases selected represent family business succession cases of small Finnish manufacturing firms, and in this sense the cases are fairly homogeneous. However, in order to illustrate that neither “family” nor “succession” is a static concept in one case the successors are non-family members whom the incumbent “adopts” as his heirs. In another case the aim of the family business succession is to facilitate the selling of the firm to a third party instead of maintaining family ownership. 

•
These six firms were seen as ‘top’ performers within the development programme. They participated actively and developed the succession plan. They were also eager to share their views with the researchers. Hence, we believed that these cases would provide good learning opportunity of the succession process (Stake, 1994). 
The research material consisted of 

· Interviews with firm representatives (both successors and incumbents) at the beginning (2001) and end of the programme (2002), in 2003 (for three firms), and follow-up interviews in 2008. 
· Background data (e.g., balance-sheet data) collected in 2001 and updated in 2008.
· Participant observation of the firms during the programme in 2001–2002, and further informal discussions afterwards up until 2008. 
The interviews were semi-structured. The goal in the initial ones was to establish the particular firm-specific issues involved in the transfer. The succession plans of each firm were documented at the end of the programme. The aim in the follow-up interviews was to learn from the succession processes, potential challenges and how they were solved in order to identify key issues in the process. It became a surprise to us that the processes had been stalled. Hence, we needed to make sense of this finding, which is the focus of this paper. The interviews were transcribed verbatim and direct quotes from the interviews are applied in illustrating the research findings. We adopted a holistic, process approach to the analysis, the aim being to identify the different challenges involved in the transfer process, including financial, legislative, management and family issues. The cases highlight the multiple perspectives to the succession process of the different family stakeholders (Perren and Ram, 2004). 
A description of the programme

A Transfer of business and development programme was developed in order to assist SMEs in matters related to transferring a business. The idea was to tutor and support both incumbents and successors in legislative and taxation issues but also on emotional aspects (Jaffe, 1998).The expected outcome was that they would find a way of discussing succession issues, draw up a plan in preparation for business transfer, and gain new insights into the business activities (so-called double-loop learning, introduced by Argyris and Schon, 1996; Senge, 1990). 

All the participants created a plan for their business transfer, which was shared with the researchers at the end of the programme. The programme ran over 11 months during 2001–2002 and was organised around contact training sessions, workgroup meetings, guided in-family/firm discussions, firm-specific consulting sessions and business-development assignments. There were 28 firms taking part, organised in two regions in Finland. The basic characteristics and demographics of the selected six cases are presented in Table 1: 

Table 1 The characteristics of the case firms

	
	CASE A
	CASE B
	CASE C
	CASE D
	CASE E
	CASE F

	Industry / products 
	Printing services
	Construction
	Glass products
	Functional and organic food supplies
	Printing services
	Tube sales, metal engineering.

	Founding year
	1980
	1984
	1939


	1977
	1978
	1964

	Founder 
	Incumbent
	Incumbent
	Grand-

parents 
	Incumbent
	Incumbents
	Incumbent

	No of employees 2001/2002
	6 full-time + 1 part-time
	7 + 1 owner
	40
	9
	5
	7

	2008
	7
	NA
	30
	16
	5
	9

	Turnover 2001/2002 (€M)
	0.5
	2.3

 
	4.0
	1.5
	0.3
	1.2

	2008 (€M)
	0.4
	NA 
	4.9
	2.5–3.0
	0.5
	3.4


Bounded emotionality in business transfers: empirical evidence

Presentation of the cases 

The transfer processes of the six case firms are presented in the table 2. In one firm (Case E) the transfer of ownership was finalised in 2002 with a view to selling the firm to a third party. However, this sale was not completed in 2008, although the owning family believed it would take place soon. In another firm (Case B) the transfer was finalised, but not as planned. In the other cases, the transfer was not completed as planned (Cases A, C, D, and F). In addition to succession plans, current status of the transfer, and the main actors engaged in the process, we assessed case by case the most prevalent conditions influencing the transfer process. These conditions are described closer in the case descriptions. 

Table 2 The transfer-of-business processes in the six firms (2001–2008)

	
	CASE A
	CASE B
	CASE C
	CASE D
	CASE E
	CASE F

	Type of transfer planned
	Succession within the family
	Succession to non-family members
	Succession within the family
	Succession within the family
	Succession within the family, and later a sale
	Succession within the family

	Incumbents
	Father and mother
	Founder
	Mother and father
	Mother and father
	Mother (father)
	Father

	Successors
	Daughter and son
	Two, non-family ‘heirs’ 
	Daughter and son
	Daughter and son
	Daughter and son (1st phase of the transfer)
	Three daughters

	Management in the beginning 
	Incumbents and successors worked in the firm; father acted as decision-maker, and the siblings had their own responsibilities
	The heirs were assumed to have their own areas of responsibility, and the founder to continue as CEO 
	Incumbents and successors worked in the firm, the father as CEO 
	Incumbents worked in the firm, successors at school (working part-time in the firm) 
	Mother ran the firm (her husband or children never worked in it)
	Father 

	Ownership in the beginning 
	Each sibling owned 45% of the shares, father had the majority of the votes 
	The heirs owned 50% of the firm 
	10% was transferred to the second generation during the programme
	Mother owned 46%, her father 16%, and the father 40%
	Mother owned 67%, father 33% => the father’s share was transferred to the successors in 2002
	Father owned 25% of the shares but the majority of the votes, the sisters owned 25% each

	Planned time-frame for the transfer  
	1980s–2008
	2001–2004/2007
	2001–??
	2001–2004
	2001–2009 /2014
	2001–??

	Current management
	Both incumbents are still actively involved in the firm,

the father is the CEO
	Founder retired
	Father retired in 2005, still has projects in the firm, mother and both incumbents work in the firm 
	Mother is the CEO, both incumbents work in the firm. Father has retired but still works in the firm. 
	Mother runs the firm (her husband and children have not worked in it)
	Daughter runs the firm, father is CEO and takes all decisions

	Current ownership (% of the firm owned by the successors)
	90% 
	First, the transfer was stalled, and eventually the firm was sold to a third party.
	50%
	32%
	100%
	75% (Father 25% shares but a majority of the votes) 

	Future 
	Uncertain – son still hesitating, daughter reluctant to take over alone
	NA. 
	Uncertain – awaiting for government decisions, too busy to take any action 
	Uncertain – daughter has some ambitions to work in a large firm
	80% possibility that the firm will be sold to a third party (2nd phase of the transfer)
	Uncertain – father takes all the decisions and has no plans to retire

	Conditions influencing the transfer of business process
	Power, control & responsibility

Emotional attachment to the firm 

Parental concern for the children

Personal career and life aspirations

Financial situation
	Emotional attachment to the firm
Marital or other family situations

Personal career and life aspirations
	Company taxation
Everyday business activities 

Firm growth 

Expected future development

Competition
	Power, control and responsibility 
Health issues 

Personal life and career aspirations 
	Emotional attachment to the firm 
Expected future development 

Company taxation 

Personal life and career aspirations
	Power, control and responsibility 

Everyday business activities 


Case descriptions

In Case A the business succession started as early as in the 1980s when the successors were still minors in order to take advantage of the contemporary taxation law.  During the programme no major problems had been experienced or were foreseen. The transfer of the business was planned to take place during the next six years, which seemed somewhere in the distant future. The successors had been working in the firm for some years, and they were eager to take over. Consequently, they were sometimes frustrated about not being given enough responsibility despite their motivation. However, the roles were shared so that the incumbents could be replaced at any time if and when necessary. Still, the father had the main responsibility for certain tasks and he was also the preferred contact for some of the old customers. The incumbents hoped that their children would not have to pay too much for the remaining 10% of the firm. They were therefore looking for a solution convenient for all parties and the business. However, the parents were reluctant to leave the company for good:
“We will come here to see how things are run. We will come here. It will not be easy to leave for good. We’ve done this for thirty years already.” (Father)
In 2008, however, the finalisation of the business succession was postponed until further notice, mainly because the son was unsure whether the family business was his future after all. The other family members were not aware of his doubts until a year ago but could find explanations for it: 
“The reason for my brother’s uncertainty is his young age and on the other hand the couple of poor years that our business suffered. That affected [delayed] the transfer of the remaining 10% share.” (Daughter)
 In addition, the daughter, who was hoping to continue in the business, is now also being forced to reconsider her alternatives as she might be left alone in the firm. On the other hand, the future of the business looks bright. 
In Case B the founder had no suitable successors, but he was reluctant to see his life’s work go down the drain after his retirement. Consequently, he employed two trainees directly from vocational school with a view to preparing them to continue the business in a few years. In effect, this process started in the early 2000s, the idea being to complete the transfer in three to six years. The owner thought he would be able to guide and motivate his successors within this time frame. The successors purchased 50% of the firm in 2003 and were given their own responsibilities. The founder remained in the firm as the CEO and continued with the coaching and practical training based on his extensive business and life experience: 
“The boys have to understand that their girl friends might not necessarily understand what it takes to be in the business. They might not understand the financial as well as personal investments involved. But I’ve said to the boys: ‘Remember – the business stays but the girlfriends might change’” (Founder)
However, there was a sudden turn of events just one year after the process began. One of the successors had got married, but divorced later because his spouse did not approve of his late working hours. He then left the business. The other potential successor was very motivated by the venture, but later decided to start his own business. His family had a strong role in this since they had started to question the incumbent’s intentions in the transfer. Finally the firm went through a fast and furious split up, the business was sold to a third party and the incumbent retired in 2007.  

In Case C the family members comprised three generations. The ownership was originally divided among the grandparents, the mother and her sister, the idea being to transfer the whole ownership to the third generation. The initial succession plan was very tightly scheduled. However, as soon as the process was underway the future of the firm started to seem uncertain (30% decrease in turnover and increasing competition). The first stage of the succession was completed in 2001 after the grandfather died. In 2004, the mother owned 50% of the firm and the son and daughter shared the remaining 50%. The family had several plans, one of which was to separate the real estate from the production. However, this was never realised due to the unfavourable taxation law. 
At the end of 2008 the remaining 50% of the ownership had not been transferred, and there were no plans to do so. 
“There is no particular plan regarding the remaining stock transfers (50%), because we are waiting for the state authorities’ decisions. On the other hand there has not been any time to plan, because we are so busy.” (Daughter)
In 2008, the mother was 62 years old and had no immediate plans to retire. She was responsible for human resource management and helped her children with other functions. The father retired in 2005 and handed the management reins over to their son. Their daughter is responsible for the financial management. Although the succession process is stalled, there have been other developments: new production lines have been introduced and younger employees have been taken on. 

Case D concerned a succession process initiated in 2001 by the father. He had already retired but was still working in the business with his wife (CEO). The successors, their son and daughter, criticised their parents for planning their future without asking their opinion. The father expected the succession process to be completed within three years. 
“We were upset with our parents for making too tight a succession plan without even discussing with us and because there were not any concrete prior discussions...” (Son)
The daughter in particular, who had never worked outside the family business, was very uncertain about complying with her father’s wishes. The successors felt increasing pressure, but understood their father’s intentions since he had recently had a stroke and had gone through a bypass operation. In 2001 the ownership was divided among the mother (46%), the father (40%) and the mother’s father (16%). The first real steps in the succession process were taken in 2004 when the successors both received 16% of the shares just before their grandfather passed away. 
In 2008 there was no discussion on how to progress with the succession. The mother (aged 63) still owns the majority of the shares and works as CEO. The father, now 73, is officially retired but still works in the firm. The family members have been semi-actively following the changes in the legislation. However, they do not consider legislative issues the underlying reason for the slow progress. The daughter works as a key-account manager, but she is still wavering between the family firm and untapped potential outside the family business. The son, who is responsible for production and R&D, feels confident that the business will offer him the same challenges and opportunities as any other firm. According to the family members the succession will take place sometime in the future. The key actor is still the father, who is expected to be the initiator of the eventual transfer. At the follow-up he was in good health and happy to be involved in the business. 

Case E is a family business that was established in 1978. The original intention was that the son would continue in the firm. However, he and his sister worked in a different industry and had never even considered working in the family firm. It was their mother’s idea to transfer the ownership to her children although she knew that they might not want to work in the firm. In 2001 the family stated that a suitable schedule for the succession would be from eight to 13 years. However, the plans were expedited in 2002 and the parents’ shares were transferred to the children. A major motivator for the mother was that the successors would feel free to sell the firm because of their lack of emotional attachment to it. 
“This company has been like a third child for me. I thought that for heaven’s sake, I would never be able to sell this company. But they would. So I made it clear that they could do it, if they wanted and that would be the perfect time for me to step aside.” (Mother)
She expected its value to increase, and it was therefore considered to be in the successors’ interest to complete the transfer of ownership in 2002. Since then the mother has continued to manage and develop the firm. 

In 2008 the firm came to a crossroads. A potential buyer approached the mother and negotiations for selling the firm started. In terms of timing a sale would suit all of the family members. If the sale had taken place the previous year the children would have lost the tax exemptions related to family-business succession (a five-year quarantine period before re-selling). According to the mother, it was 80% likely that the firm would be sold during the year 2008. 

In Case F the founder of the firm – the father of three daughters – has dominated the family business for several decades. The first stage of the succession was completed already in the 1960s when the daughters were minors, and each of them was given nearly 25% of the shares. One of them later worked in the firm as deputy managing director, trying to balance her own visions and her father’s strong will. Other siblings are board members. The father has not shown any interest in the succession and has safeguarded his power through ownership: he has absolute voting rights even though he has officially retired. In 2000, one of the successors and her husband, who was also employed in the firm at the time, considered taking over the firm. After a difficult and disunited period the couple decided to give up the plan. The mother tried again to initiate a process of business-succession planning in 2001, but again without success. The father stated that he would not relinquish ownership as long as he was alive. The daughters therefore had no other option than to adjust and face the reality. 
“We have no saying in this matter. It is all up to our father, and I have no desire to try to persuade him. And after all, I am not the only child. There might be a day in the future, when we must do something about this situation.” (Daughter)
They felt that working was therapeutic for their father, even if it meant that they had to distance themselves from the firm for the sake of their own sanity. Although the family dynamics are explosive, a balance has been found, and the firm performs well. 

In 2008, the successors are grateful to their father for allowing them to execute development projects in the firm. They are not forcing the succession, and trust their father as long as he is physically and mentally strong. At the same time, they all agree that they should now be prepared for the succession before their father dies. They feel it would be better to plan now when they are united and have a “common enemy”. They are all afraid that they would not be able to find a mutually satisfactory solution when their dominating father was no longer around. 
Cross-case analysis 

The results from our case studies suggest that transfers of business processes are fragile and can easily be interrupted or stalled. All the firms had their plans and after the training programme had a feasible schedule for transferring the business. The process was stalled despite the agreed schedule and plans except in only two cases: Case B in which the firm was sold to an external partner as a ‘normal’ transaction because the initial plan to select and coach young men as ‘heirs’ fell through, and Case E in which the firm will be sold to a third party in the near future. Hence, it is clear that planning does not guarantee that the transfer of the business process will be carried out accordingly. 


In line with the bounded emotionality approach, the cases demonstrate a fusion of the rational and emotional aspects in business transfers, which could help to explain the reasons for the delayed or unplanned transfers. Progression of the business succession process necessitates that the different dimensions in the private spheres of both the incumbents and successors and public sphere of the business converge. The cases indicate how even a small change or divergence in these spheres may cause the transfer business to stall (Fig. 1). 
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Figure 1: Conditions in the private and public spheres influencing the transfer of business process 
It seems that certain elements are more easily tackled within the rational realm, such as the transfer of ownership as such if it does not mean transferring power and control. The timing of ownership transfer may be imposed from outside, such as when steps are taken to exploit fiscal benefits and avoid negative fiscal consequences for any of the parties (successors, incumbents, the firm). In these cases the transfer may be set in motion when the potential successors are very young, and hence they may not be consulted. If the goal is to expand the family firm in the coming years the transfer is timed to take place in advance, before firm’s value increases, in order to minimise the costs for the successors. Hence, prospective or anticipated changes in the legal and fiscal environment also stall the ongoing process if the changes are expected to negatively affect the parties involved. 

Planning might, in fact, trigger the thinking processes of the successors or incumbents in terms of whether they really want to take over or leave the firm. This may be disappointing and even frustrating for the other family members, at least in the short term.  The family members involved had multiple goals and values regarding the different aspects of the transfer, which would also change over time. Decisions made at one point will not necessarily be carried through, but may be re-evaluated and even reversed. For example, the incumbent’s severe illness may make the succession the first priority, but if he recovers and business continues as usual, other issues become more important and the transfer is put on hold. Similarly, the motivation of successors may change over time, sending the transfer of business into a new trajectory: financial difficulties may make the successors reconsider their future, for example. Hence, priorities, goals and values change over the years and they are dependent on the given context. The willingness of successors to take over and of incumbents to step aside may be intertwined to their other lives and goals. For example, one of the successors, an MBA graduate, did not consider the family business the only alternative, and thought that there may be other more lucrative career opportunities. Moreover, in the family firm the transfer is viewed from a parental and a business perspective. Hence, the goal is to minimise the financial burden on the successors, but also to receive decent compensation from the firm which, again, may hinder the succession. 
Even if the successors hesitate or even leave the firm temporarily, the sense of community within the family-business context narrows down the options. When the potential successors are known, some discussion has taken place and plans have been made, the option of selling the firm to an external partner is not easily brought up. Vice versa, even if the parents do not withdraw from the firm as planned, the successors have made a commitment to continue with it when they do, even if it means waiting until that parent decides to retire. Even if the successors are impatiently hoping for their parents to retire and finalise the transfer, they remain loyal to them and to their siblings, and strive to avoid conflicts. They expect their parents to initiate the process, for example, and do not force the issue. If one of the successors starts reconsidering his or her future in the business, the other family members await their decision patiently. By focusing on the daily routines and their work in the firm, rather than on the transfer, they manage the ambiguity. Due to the tolerance of those involved and their concentration on the job at hand all the businesses are prospering, making development plans, and initiating new investments in a situation that might appear unsatisfactory from the outside (the succession is not going as planned). 

Discussion, limitations, future research implications

The mainstream literature on business successions focuses on the role of planning as a powerful tool in assuring the successful transfer and continuity of the business (Ibrahim et al., 2001; Lansberg, 2002; Dyck et al., 2002; Le Breton-Miller, 2004; Lambrecht, 2005; Ip and Jacobs, 2006). Our revisiting of the cases in the follow-up study made it evident that the many challenges concerning transfers of business highlighted in previous research are by no means exaggerated. Even the firms that ‘did what they were told’ by policy-makers and business advisers, in other words initiated the succession process based on a feasible plan, sought the help of external advisors and participated the training programme, did not complete the transfers as planned. Adopting a bounded emotionality perspective, this paper investigated the transfer of business processes and interpreted the underlying reasons for delayed or unplanned transfers despite the feasibility of the plans. The results enhance understanding of these processes in the context of subjective limitations and relational feelings (Mumby and Putnam, 1992; Jayasinghe et al., 2008). Hence, the transfer of business is not a linear and rational process, which in our perspective limits the potential of transfer planning in this context. Our results show that even if processes are well planned and scheduled their implementation may still be bounded by the emotions involved. They give a new insight into a more cyclical rather than linear phenomenon through the theoretical lens applied. 

To make sense of the delays we emphasise that the transfer plan is compiled in a certain situation that reflects the conditions in the personal spheres of incumbents and successors and the business sphere at the given time. Any divergence within these spheres over time is sufficient to delay the transfer process. While the planning was done under certain assumptions about the willingness of the family members either to take over or to withdraw from the business, it must be noted that individual goals and values change according to preferences and the context. In this sense reaching agreement between the incumbent and successor (Dyck et al., 2002) is not a sufficient condition for the transfer if changes take place and the agreement is not renewed. Neither the business nor the lives of the family members are static: the context changes and the individuals also balance their different goals. 
The sense of having time was a common element for the cases. We argue that time is a double-end sword in these processes. Time is needed to plan and prepare for the process (Dyck et al., 2002) but time also allows more changes to take place, which may then stall the process. 
However, the transfer processes as such are not abandoned and the businesses continue to prosper. The commitment of family members, and their responsiveness to others, place emotional limitations on the relationships even if in rational terms they would be advised otherwise. For example, loyalty to other family members reduces the willingness to enter into discussions that might cause anxiety or distress and bring conflict into the family firm. From the rational point-of-view a stalled transfer may appear to be an interfering element between the family members and the business. However, the family members seem to tolerate the ambiguity and even their conflicting roles - in particular between incumbents and successors. They cope by focusing on the business and the day-to-day routines. Finally, neither the incumbents nor the successors are merely members of the family business: they have overlapping identities that may produce different patterns of reactions in different contexts without any particular consistency over time. For example, as the founder the incumbent may have different expectations concerning the value of the business than in his role as a father, but both make sense through these different identity positions. Hence, we argue that bounded emotionality is a relevant approach to analysing and understanding the transfer of business processes (Mumby and Putnam, 1992; Martin et al., 2000; Jayasinghe et al, 2008). 

However, we do not argue that transfers of business processes are completely emotional, but rather suggest a fusion of the rational and the emotional (Fineman, 2000; Carr, 2001). For example, it seems completely rational not to provoke any major family disputes by focusing strongly on the succession. If most of the incumbents have not yet reached the official retirement age, the successors might find it rational to wait until their parents do so. Similarly, especially in transfers of ownership, there are elements of economic and financial rationality: the transfer is made so as to capitalise on certain fiscal exemptions. Ownership may also be transferred in order to avoid the personal emotional strain of having to sell the firm. If planning is not a sufficient condition for eliminating the emotional from the transfer of business and assuring completion as planned, the question remains whether transfer planning is a completely futile exercise. Furthermore, if the businesses seem to prosper in any case, what does it matter if the transfer does not go according to plan? In our view, planning and participating in the training programme do provide certain advantages: developing a plan within this context might facilitate the launch of negotiations within the family in the first place (Wang et al, 2004). Although it seems rare for the plan and the timelines for the transfer to be followed to the letter, planning could still be a useful tool for voicing individual concerns from both within and outside the firm. Even if the plan is not executed, certain steps should still be taken, such as sharing the responsibility and tacit knowledge so that individuals can replace one another and thereby minimise the risks. A basic understanding of the issues involved and the steps to be taken will prepare the successors mentally for the transfer, which could then be made in case of the incumbent’s sudden illness or death. This is also one reason for research interest in the execution of transfer plans. Although the firms concerned may be able to function and operate successfully for the time being, failing to complete the transfer process will leave it and its stakeholders vulnerable to unexpected events that offer limited decision-making capacity. 

Practical implications: Increased understanding of the transfer of business processes is essential in terms of ensuring the continuity of viable businesses in general. We suggest that such transfer should be cyclical rather than linear, and it should leave room for revisiting and reflection on the changes in both the context and the family members’ goals and aspirations. Our results confirm the relevance of issues raised in previous studies concerning the critical elements involved: the need for time seems to be a crucial part of the process (FEE, 2000; Brockhaus, 2004). There should be time for successors to consider and reconsider their decisions, and for the incumbents to find alternative solutions if their original plans fall through. The process should include discussions between incumbents and successors, and also involve the extended family (Levinson, 1971; Fox et al., 1996; Dyck et al., 2002; De Massis et al., 2008). Business coaching, rather than training, may be a more appropriate tool for assisting firms to execute their plans. Situation and time contingent business coaching focusing both on the private and public sphere conditions could be helpful in assisting the transfer processes in order to suit firm-specific needs and to ensure execution. (Porter, 2000) Finally, the timing of and clear communication in the succession seem to be crucial, as Dyck et al. (2002) found out. Our findings also suggest that changes in the legislative and fiscal environment should be considered very carefully. We would therefore advocate certain caution in carrying out fiscal and legislative reforms. Confusion about the outcomes or a delay in legislative reform may also contribute to the slowing down of ongoing family-business succession, which is clearly not the intention. 

Limitations: Longitudinal case study research generates a lot of data for analysis, which becomes an arduous task to analyse especially if following a large number of cases. Furthermore, reporting the complexity in a simple and short but convincing way is difficult. Hence, it is necessary to select the cases and report only the most important elements from the cases. (Perren and Ram, 2004) We chose only to follow-up the ‘best performers’ within the programme and cannot report on the progress made in the other firms. Finally, the case study research lends itself to analytical generalisation (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008) but the extent to which our research results can be extended to other transfer processed needs to be corroborated by further research. 

Further longitudinal research is needed on the relationship between the plan and the actual transfer of business. Clearly, the six year follow-up process adopted for this study is not sufficiently long to study the process from the plan into the actual completion or failure of the transfer. Additionally, it would be interesting to study the succession processes in firms that do not engage in any form of formal planning. Both successful and unsuccessful processes should be investigated. More research is needed on what actually triggers the final decision-making whether the succession will be completed or abandoned for good and what is the role of time in this process. Is it actually the lack of time due to death or illness or limited duration of a tax exemption for example that pushes the decision?

Furthermore, we argue that there is not only one process but several simultaneous processes taking place. On the business side, the transfer of ownership on one hand and of power and control on the other hand should be further investigated including the ways they are connected. We recommend that the transfers of business processes should be investigated from the perspective of different stakeholders, not only the incumbents and successors but also the extended family and other stakeholders in order to better understand the dynamics and forces present in the process. 
We further suggest that a bounded emotionality approach may be beneficial in the study of small firms (Jayasinghe et al., 2008), and family firms in particular, in contexts other than that of business transfer. The approach is helpful for understanding the decision-making at the fusion of the rational and emotional elements, which will further advance research on small and family firms. 
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