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Abstract
This article examines the relationship between firm age and acquisition activity and 
how family and non-family firms differ in the number of acquisitions they under-
take. Inspired by previous research requiring firm age as a focal aspect and litera-
ture studying the antecedents of acquisitions, we draw on the SEW perspective to 
test our hypotheses based on the analysis of the acquisition activity of Asia-Pacific 
public firms. Our empirical findings support a U-shaped relationship between firm 
age and acquisition activity. Moreover, the findings reveal that family firms engage 
in fewer acquisitions than non-family firms irrespective of the age of the firm.
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1  Introduction

As far as we know, no prior work has examined in depth the relationship between 
firm age and acquisition activity. This study addresses this research gap in the litera-
ture. Today, firm age is emerging as a booming and prolific field of research, with 
an increasing number of studies focused on the effects of firm age on different per-
formance dimensions, such as growth, innovation or internationalization (e.g. Any-
adike-Danes & Hart, 2018; Naldi & Davidsson, 2014; Pellegrino, 2018). Scholars 
from this nascent field highlight certain research gaps regarding how firm behaviour 
varies as firms grow older (Coad et al., 2013). This growing interest in firm age and 
its effect on firm performance is underpinned by the consideration of firm age as more 
than a control variable and by its prominent characteristic of not being susceptible to 
causality concerns because it cannot be shaped nor manipulated (Coad et al., 2018). 
In short, these contemporary studies claim that firm age should be considered as 
an independent variable when analysing firm performance (Cowling et al., 2018), 
contending that both young and old firms co-exist and might contribute differently to 
firm performance (Coad et al., 2018).

Despite the unsurprising negative effect of the coronavirus pandemic on the M&A 
global activity, there were 43,596 deals worth USD 1,746,601 million in the open-
ing six months of 2020 (Bureau Van Dijk, 2020). Acquiring firms is one of the most 
recurrent ways to gain size and competitiveness. Opting for an acquisition strategy 
allows firms to benefit from economic and financial synergies (Zozaya-González, 
2007). Thus, firms may grow faster, obtain better results (turnover, market share, 
customer base, etc.) and reduce costs through scale economies much more quickly in 
the short term. In addition, acquisitions may produce higher cash-flows, increase debt 
leverage and lower the cost of capital (Candra et al., 2021). Along with the former 
worldwide strategic and economic relevance, acquisition activity has progressively 
become a prominent topic in several knowledge fields (Barkema & Schijven, 2008). 
In this sense, literature on acquisition activity has examined several antecedents that 
offer explanations about how and why acquisitions happen, which can fall broadly 
in four categories (Haleblian et al., 2009): value creation, managerial self-interest, 
environmental factors, and firm features. Particularly, among those studies focused 
on firm characteristics, the management research has been mainly interested in the 
impact of acquisition experience (e.g. Barkema & Schijven, 2008) and firms’ stra-
tegic positions and intentions (e.g. Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004). The deterrent or 
fostering effect of the above factors can vary as firms age. For instance, the youngest 
firms may consider acquisitions as an opportunity to grow inorganically to become 
more efficient and competitive when organic growth is proven insufficient (Cart-
wright & Schoenberg, 2006). On the contrary, middle-aged firms may have more 
incentives to pay out dividends regularly than to promote growth through acquisi-
tions (DeAngelo & DeAngelo, 2007). Finally, for elderly firms, conditions such as 
acquisition experience, resource endowment, and slack availability may positively 
influence acquisitions (King et al., 2004). Therefore, research on age and acquisi-
tions may be of interest to firms trying to plan ahead for acquisitions, or to counter 
the effects of aging on acquisition activity. Moreover, it might be also interesting for 
policy-makers to better comprehend the needs and challenges of firms of different 
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ages for addressing acquisitions, and to scheme more effective policies that can be 
targeted to firms of specific age groups (Coad, 2018).

Further, even though research on firm acquisitions has increasingly grown over 
the last decades, we really do not know the theoretical arguments that may explain 
why family and non-family firms differ in their acquisition activity over time. There-
fore, a related research question in the relationship between firm age and acquisitions 
that this study discusses theoretically is: why do family firms engage in acquisi-
tion activity distinctly to their non-family counterparts as they grow older? Certainly, 
the socioemotional wealth (hereafter, SEW) theoretical approach (Gomez-Mejia et 
al., 2007), claims that when family members deal with strategic decision making, 
such as those related to acquisitions, they contemplate each option’s implications in 
terms of their affective endowment (Berrone et al., 2012; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007; 
Martínez-Romero & Rojo-Ramírez, 2016). That is, family firms consider not only 
economic, but also non-economic family goals (Chrisman et al., 2012; Zellweger & 
Nason, 2008), which in turn impact on acquisition strategies (Gomez-Mejia et al., 
2018). Engaging in acquisitions implies assuming that their negative effects in terms 
of SEW (e.g. loss of family control or augmented risk aversion) will outweigh their 
potential positive SEW-related benefits (e.g. source of family employment), which 
often results in family firms being less likely to develop acquisitions (Caprio et al., 
2011; Diéguez-Soto et al., 2021; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018). In this sense, and using 
the SEW approach, a very recent study addresses the question of how family firms 
avoid SEW losses by engaging in a lower volume of acquisitions (Cuevas-Rodríguez 
et al., 2023).

Over time, relevant changes take place in the organization (Fang et al., 2018) and 
the attributes, needs and governance structures of family firms vary (Bammens et al., 
2008; De Massis et al., 2018; Hülsbeck et al., 2019). Likewise, family’s capabili-
ties and priorities significantly diverge when family firms age, so their influence on 
strategic decision-making also evolve (Debellis et al., 2023a, 2023b). For instance, 
previous literature has confirmed that the relevance attached to SEW and financial 
goals change as family firms age (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011; Fang et al., 2018). SEW 
is dynamic, as both resource endowments through continuous ebbs and flows (Chua 
et al., 2015) and SEW reference points (Nason et al., 2019), vary over time. Thus, the 
chrono context, “which consists of the life courses of the family and business systems 
and encompasses factors that lead to evolutionary or punctuated changes along the 
family’s and the business’s life” (De Massis et al., 2018, p. 12), may also play a fun-
damental role in explaining acquisitions in family firms, given that SEW seems to not 
remain constant over time (Martínez-Romero & Rojo-Ramírez, 2016; Swab et al., 
2020). Despite some prior research has studied the impact of family status on acqui-
sitions from a SEW perspective (e.g. Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018; Cuevas-Rodríguez 
et al., 2023; Pinelli et al., 2023), the question of how family firms protect SEW from 
losses when undertaking acquisitions over time has not yet been analyzed.

This study aims to examine the influence of firm age on acquisition activity and 
how family and non-family firms differ in the number of acquisitions they undertake. 
We were inspired by prior emerging literature considering firm age as a focal variable 
and research analysing acquisition antecedents for examining the age-acquisition 
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association, and we draw on the SEW perspective (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007) and 
the chrono context (De Massis et al., 2018) for investigating the family firm effect.

The research gaps highlighted in this study are addressed by analysing the acqui-
sition activity of public firms from the Asia Pacific region. This context offers an 
intriguing research setting characterized by the great relevance of M&A -4 out of 
10 deals in global M&A activity- (Bureau Van Dijk, 2020), by being home to the 
world’s oldest still operating companies (BusinessFinancing.co.uk, 2021) and by the 
overwhelming presence of family firms, comprising 85% of overall companies (EY, 
2014).

This article attempts to make several contributions to the literature. First, by iden-
tifying age as a previously unexplored antecedent of acquisition activity, this study 
adds to the research streams on acquisitions (Haleblian et al., 2009) and on firm age 
(Coad, 2018), shedding new light on how acquisition activity evolves, as firms grow 
older. Second, this study also contributes to the family firm research field, by con-
sidering firms’ chrono context, namely firm age, to theoretically discuss why family 
firms overall engage in a lower number of acquisitions than non-family firms. Third, 
we respond to the call for further research on the effect of SEW variations throughout 
the firm’s life on strategic decisions (Swab et al., 2020). Finally, this study crosses 
the boundaries of prior acquisition research focused on European (e.g. Caprio et al., 
2011) and US public firms (e.g. Miller et al., 2010), by addressing a unique context, 
i.e. the Asia-pacific region (Eddleston et al., 2020), to enrich our understanding about 
acquisition activity.

The rest of the paper is organised as follows. The next section presents the theo-
retical background and hypotheses development. Then, we present the data and the 
methods used in our analysis. Finally, we show the empirical results and discuss our 
findings.

2  Theoretical framework and hypotheses development

2.1  Firm age, performance and inorganic growth

The influence of age on firm performance is well documented but shows mixed find-
ings (Durand & Coeurderoy, 2001). Some studies present a positive impact of age on 
firm performance once the firm has managed to survive for a sufficient period of time 
(e.g. Audretsch, 1995), arguing that as age increases, firms’ experience in their busi-
nesses will also be higher (Geroski, 1995). However, other studies found a negative 
effect of age on firm performance (e.g. Durand & Coeurderoy, 2001), postulating that 
older firms will be more inclined to ossify their routines, to have non-learning pro-
cesses and blindness or to be opposed to changes (e.g. Szulanski, 1996). Older firms 
can also suffer from ‘liabilities of age’, like for example lower levels of commitment 
and engagement compared to younger firms (Churchill & Lewis, 1983).

Prior research has also addressed the relationship between age and firm growth 
(Coad et al., 2013), a common measure of firm performance and one of the most 
relevant factors for continuity and transgenerational wealth creation (Kellermanns 
et al., 2008; Martínez-Alonso et al., 2022). The vast majority of studies have shown 
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a negative influence of age on organic firm growth (Coad et al., 2013; Fariñas & 
Moreno, 2000). In this regard, the youngest firms usually have greater growth rates 
because their main objective is reaching a minimum level of efficiency that assures 
their survival. Lotti et al. (2009) go further and specify that the negative influence 
of age on firm growth becomes non-significant as firms are getting older. Yet, a 
few studies found a favourable impact of age on firm growth (Shanmugam & Bha-
duri, 2002). Finally, other studies (e.g. Fotopoulos & Giotopoulos, 2010) revealed 
that once firms achieve a size target that allows them to attain their survival, they 
are inclined to diminish their growth, showing an inverted U-shaped relationship 
between the variables.

As growth is a heterogeneous phenomenon and firms can grow in a wide range 
of ways (e.g. McKelvie, 2010), literature is centering its attention on specific forms 
of growth (Naldi & Davidsson, 2014). Thus, several papers have been focused on 
inorganic growth, evidencing that there is greater acquisition activity for firms that 
have recently carried out IPOs (Celikyurt et al., 2010; Maksimovic et al., 2013). In 
this same research stream, Arikan and Stulz (2016) investigate whether corporate 
acquisitions, as a function of their age relative to the IPO date, varies over the firm’s 
life cycle. These authors find a U-shape relationship between the firm life cycle and 
the acquisition rate, in such a way that the acquisition rate decreases intensely early 
on, keeps relatively invariable for a period of time and then augments. Their study 
confirms that, acquisitions are carried out by higher-performing firms and firms with 
greater investment opportunities. That is, as firms get older, their levels of Tobin’s q 
are lower, and then they acquire less. Nevertheless, when firms are more mature and 
some of their rare assets become underemployed, they are more willing to carry out 
diversifying acquisitions to make the most of their scarce valuable assets (Maksi-
movic et al., 2013).

Considering previous research on how firm acquisitions evolve over time, our 
study is the first attempt, to the best of our knowledge, to advance the understanding 
of how firm age relates to inorganic firm growth, namely acquisitions, considering 
firm age as the number of years since its foundation. Furthermore, to improve the 
comprehension of the effect of firm age on acquisitions, this work also analyses the 
differences between family and non-family firms on their acquisition activity.

2.2  Hypothesis development

2.2.1  Firm age and acquisition activity

Prior literature suggests that as a firm ages many of its characteristics vary, such as its 
strategic goals, acquisition experience or resources availability, and altogether these 
variations impact on its decision-making and routines (Coad, 2018; Kieschnick & 
Moussawi, 2018). Inspired by the former statement, we propose a U-shaped relation-
ship between firm age and acquisition activity.

First, the youngest firms will have as a key objective achieving a minimum size 
through growth, as it is an indispensable condition to be efficient, competitive and, 
therefore, to assure their permanence in the markets (e.g. Jovanovic, 1982). At the 
beginning of their lives, firms tend to maintain small, so they should grow. Initially, 
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they opt for growing organically, by increasing their sales (PwC, 2017). But when 
this type of growth is insufficient and companies have enough resources and skills, 
they may consider inorganic growth as a more probable choice. Firms may perceive 
that when facing business opportunities, they should compete more efficiently (Por-
ter, 1985) and contemplate acquisitions as an opportunity to secure and gain market 
share, to offer their clients better deals and to access to more relevant agreements 
(Geiger & Schiereck, 2014). In short, the youngest firms may face challenges in 
future growth and one solution is acquisition, which accelerates and strengthens their 
corporate development (Cartwright & Schoenberg, 2006). These firms will be able to 
achieve higher growth rates if they seize proper acquisition opportunities, compared 
to organic growth only.

However, after some acquisition activity at the first stages of their live, middle-
age firms may have a higher interest in paying out dividends regularly (DeAngelo & 
DeAngelo, 2007) to promoting growth through acquisitions, due to different reasons, 
such as the mitigation of agency conflicts (e.g. Baker & Wurgler, 2004; Bhattacha-
ryya, 2007). In addition, middle-age firms may need some time to integrate the target 
companies they have previously acquired and to improve their efficiency (Hitt et 
al., 1993). To this end, there is a relevant strand of literature concerning the post-
acquisition process. The influence of acquisitions on both individual and firm culture 
-organizational behaviour- (e.g. Janson, 1994) or the role of managers to cope with 
the post-acquisition process in an effective way -process perspective- (e.g. Green-
wood et al., 1994), are some of the literature streams that have already been studied 
(Birkinshaw et al., 2000). Consequently, firms that have developed prior acquisition 
activity may also need time to have some reflection over the lessons learned during 
the acquisition process. Furthermore, firms may be short of financial resources after 
making a great economic effort to carry out acquisitions. Thus, middle-age firms will 
require a period of time to assimilate the novelties associated to prior acquisitions 
and to recover some key factors diminished after the first wave of acquisitions, such 
as the ability to efficiently integrate the target’s assets and know-how (Barkema & 
Schijven, 2008) and to finance sufficiently and properly new acquisitions (Hayward, 
2002). Therefore, we expect that the number of acquisitions will decrease in middle-
age firms.

Finally, following a period of time without acquisitions, the oldest firms will again 
have the resources available to decide on which new companies to acquire. Hence, 
more mature firms, which usually have lower possibilities of growing internally gen-
erating self-financing but often dispose of more cash-flow ready for use, may be 
willing to grow more through acquisitions (Arikan & Stulz, 2016). Furthermore, their 
acquisition experience will also have a positive impact on making new acquisitions, 
due to both organizational routine and persistence (Haleblian et al., 2006). Acquisi-
tion experience actually increases acquisition efficiency and diminish the relevance 
and level of risk inherently joint to this type of activity (Diéguez-Soto et al., 2021). 
Therefore, we establish that for elderly firms, conditions such as acquisition experi-
ence, resource endowment, and slack availability, will impact again favourably on 
acquisition activity (King et al., 2004).

Summing up, this study proposes that the effect of firm age on acquisitions is 
curvilinear. We expect that the youngest and the oldest firms will be more willing to 
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make acquisitions, while middle-age firms will be less willing to carry out acquisi-
tions. In light of the above argumentation, we state formally the following hypothesis:

H1  The relationship between firm age and the number of acquisitions can be graphed 
as a U-shaped curve.

2.2.2  Family firms and acquisition activity

We have previously stated that as firms age, their acquisition activity will vary, in 
such a way that, the youngest firms will carry out a large number of acquisitions, the 
number of acquisitions will decrease in middle-age firms, and finally, the oldest firms 
will again increase the number of acquisitions. Here, we argue that family and non-
family firms will differ in the number of acquisitions they undertake because family 
firms are mainly concerned with SEW goals (Berrone et al., 2012; Gomez-Mejia et 
al., 2007, 2018; Hussinger & Issah, 2019). Specifically, we postulate that the strategy 
of embarking on acquisition will be peculiar for family firms at different ages, due 
the family control concerns, their reluctance to hire external professionals, and their 
aim of preserving the family firm emotional endowment (Swab et al., 2020). That 
is, the relevance of the former arguments might change over time, suggesting that 
family firms’ chrono-context may have a significant influence on how their changing 
preferences impact on the acquisition activity of family firms (De Massis et al., 2018; 
Debellis et al., 2023a).

Family firms are characterised by their long-term orientation and their desire to 
pass on the business to subsequent generations (Lumpkin & Brigham, 2011). Accord-
ingly, the preservation of ownership in family hands is a main concern for family 
firms (Berrone et al., 2012; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). From the earliest stages of 
their lives, family firms are known for developing fewer acquisitions than their non-
family counterparts (e.g. (Bauguess & Stegemoller, 2008; Miller et al., 2010), due to 
the fear of losing control as a result of family stake reduction (Caprio et al., 2011). 
As family firms age -middle-age and elderly family firms-, the family control con-
cerns associated with acquisition strategies are likely to increase. Certainly, preserv-
ing a family ownership stake is usually more challenging, because different family 
branches get involved in the firm (Jaffe & Lane, 2004) and there is often a reduction 
of the family held shares (Franks et al., 2012; Gersick et al., 1997). In line with the 
above, middle-age, and especially the oldest family firms, may perceive more obsta-
cles to carry out acquisitions as their decreased ownership stake might become insuf-
ficient to preserve control after finalizing the transaction (Caprio et al., 2011; Shim 
& Okamuro, 2011). Moreover, as family firms age, their aversion to dilution caused 
by the requirement for external funds (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2014; Westhead, 2003) 
to finance acquisitions is expected to be even higher. In addition, acquisitions imply 
short-term risks due to significant upfront costs, although they have the potential for 
long-term benefits (Haleblian et al., 2009), such as the preservation of the family 
dynasty, which secures the business for incumbent family members while provid-
ing increased opportunities for future generations (Menéndez-Requejo & Feito-Ruiz, 
2008; Strike et al., 2015). According to this logic, the youngest family firms may 
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develop more acquisitions than the middle-age and the oldest family firms, as they 
are supposed to better overcome the short-term risks derived from acquisitions with 
the aim of unlocking the potential for long-term benefits. As family firms get older, 
the potential scenario of a failed operation may diminish their willingness to embark 
in acquisitions because they will avoid decisions that may endanger transgenerational 
family control and the legacy they pass on to future generations (Gomez-Mejia et al., 
2018; Strike et al., 2015). Nevertheless, although there are differences among family 
firms regarding acquisition over time, family firms will be expected to undertake a 
lower volume of acquisitions than non-family firms across all ages to retain a lock on 
control and dictate corporate policies. In summary, family firms will be more afraid 
than non-family firms of the ownership dilution and of jeopardising the transfer of 
family control that acquisitions may entail at every stage of the firm’s life, that is, at 
every firm age.

Family firms are known for being reluctant to hire external professionals (Geda-
jlovic & Carney, 2010; Schulze et al., 2001), especially the youngest family firms 
(Muñoz-Bullon et al., 2018), as their recruitment processes are usually based on fam-
ily ties and emotional criteria rather than on objective reasons (Bennedsen et al., 
2007; Claessens et al., 2002). However, middle-age and elderly family firms become 
more complex and might require external experts, both managers and directors, due 
to the need of higher level of professionalization (Casillas et al., 2010; Kraiczy et 
al., 2015; McConaughy & Phillips, 1999). Indeed, middle-age and the oldest family 
firms perceive professionalism as a manner of ensuring the firm’s long-term continu-
ity and not as a threat to family control (Muñoz-Bullon et al., 2018). As family firms 
grow older, they are expected to be more willing to allow the entrance of non-family 
experts, which may be required for successfully developing acquisition strategies 
(Diéguez-Soto et al., 2021; Requejo et al., 2018). In short, the youngest family firms 
opt for not recruiting external executive talent, based on their risk-averse preferences 
regarding decisions that may threaten the family control over the firm (Gedajlovic et 
al., 2012). However, middle-age and the oldest family firms display higher willing-
ness to attract, promote and retain external professionals in an attempt to remain com-
petitive, to ensure their continuity and to preserve their family control and influence 
(Casson, 1999). Therefore, family firms are, in terms of professionalization, more 
similar to non-family firms as they age. Nevertheless, the lower level of profession-
alization that characterizes family firms across all ages, leads them to developing a 
lower acquisition activity than their non-family counterparts.

Family firms are also distinguished by their interest in preserving the business 
emotional endowment (Berrone et al., 2012; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007; Martínez-
Romero & Rojo-Ramírez, 2017). This emotional endowment can be damaged, e.g., 
in reputational terms, as a result of lay-offs provoked by acquisitions, especially in 
horizontal transactions. Moreover, the emotional endowment is likely to become 
weaker in the older than in the younger and middle-age family firms (Le Breton-
Miller & Miller, 2013), as certain emotional dimensions, such as family identity, 
reputation and continuity are attenuated, as firms age (Le Breton-Miller & Miller, 
2013; Miller et al., 2014; Schulze et al., 2003). Family ties become weaker as fam-
ily firms grow old because members of different family branches get involve in the 
firm (Ensley & Pearson, 2005; Gersick et al., 1997). Thus, as family firms age, the 
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number of family members increase, the importance attached to the firms’ emotional 
considerations will be lower and the sense of belonging to the firm will be under-
mined (Arrondo-García et al., 2016; Cruz & Nordqvist, 2012; Sciascia et al., 2014). 
Moreover, in middle-age and elderly family firms, there will be a greater diversity of 
corporate goals because family branches pursue divergent needs and agendas (Davis 
& Harveston, 1999; Schulze et al., 2003; Sciascia et al., 2014) and thus, there will 
be an increased difficulty in reaching consensus regarding strategic decisions (Le 
Breton-Miller & Miller, 2013; Pittino et al., 2019), such as acquisitions. Although as 
family firms grow older, their emotional endowment concern, a key factor that sepa-
rates family firms from nonfamily firms, will be lower (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018), 
this issue continues being a primary frame of reference at every stage of their lives. 
Thus, at all ages, family firms will develop fewer acquisitions than non-family firms 
driven by a desire to preserve and improve their emotional endowment.

To sum up, the youngest family firms will be more reluctant to engage in acquisi-
tions than their nonfamily counterparts due to mainly their lower level of profession-
alization and due to relevant emotional concerns. Middle-age and older family firms, 
will develop less acquisitions than their nonfamily counterparts due to principally 
controlling dilution and transgenerational concerns. Grounded on the reasoning and 
empirical literature noted above, it may be expected that, irrespective of the age of 
the firm, the family SEW would be disrupted by acquisition activity. In this regard, 
we introduced the chrono context to better explain how the effect of SEW on the 
volume of acquisitions does not always have the same intensity and sense over time. 
Accordingly, and with this caveat in mind, we argue that SEW protection is likely 
to lower the number of acquisitions in family firms in relation to non-family firms, 
regardless the firms’ age. Therefore, it can be stated that the family nature of the firm 
undermines the firm acquisition activity. Stated formally:

H2  Family firms develop less acquisition activity than non-family firms irrespective 
of the age of the firm.

3  Data and methods

We use public manufacturing companies included in the S&P Capital IQ Platform 
and settled in the Asia-Pacific region (Australia, Japan, Hong Kong, New Zealand, 
Singapore and South Korea). The S&P Capital IQ database offers financial data over 
88,000 public companies, with 45,000 active public companies representing the 99% 
of the market capitalization worldwide. It also covers specific information on transac-
tions with detailed coverage of acquisitions agreements, among others. We particu-
larly obtained information on firm’s governance and economic-financial data from 
2009 to 2016 to test our hypotheses, excluding those companies, which are not cur-
rently operating in and those firms without data available for the period analysed. The 
final sample is a panel dataset of 3,855 observations from 1,096 companies.
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3.1  The Asia-Pacific context

Despite several aspects, such as the global COVID 19 pandemic, have unfavourably 
influenced M&A deal-making targeting companies in the Asia Pacific region, this 
geographical context represents 39 per cent of total global M&A volume (43,596 
deals) and 36 per cent of total global M&A value (USD 1,746,301 million) in the 
opening six months of 2020 (Bureau Van Dijk, 2020).

Furthermore, the importance of family firms in the Asia Pacific region is also 
indisputable, representing 85% of companies in this area (EY, 2014). Additionally, 
17.4% of the world’s 500 largest family-owned firms are located in Asia Pacific, of 
which 86,2% are publicly traded companies, and are, on average, 58.9 years old (EY, 
2017). Furthermore, previous literature has also highlighted a high level of coinci-
dence between the controlling family owners and the top managers of Asian family 
firms (Globerman et al., 2011), which shows the great level of influence of the family 
members on the firm’s strategic decisions.

Finally, the model of multi-generational family-run firms in the Asia Pacific con-
text has been an essential characteristic of this setting for decades. For instance, in 
South Korea “dynastic” family firms, family members keep a predominant level of 
control/influence over decision-making and members of the second or later genera-
tions who are in control are the prevailing group (Davarzani et al., 2014). Likewise, 
in Japan, some of the oldest multi-generation family firms worldwide can be found 
(Mehrotra et al., 2013), with an estimation of more than 33,000 Japanese firms with 
a history of over one hundred years (Shinise firms) (Lufkin, 2020).

3.2  Dependent variable

Acquisition activity. Acquisition activity (AA) is the number of acquisitions carried 
out by a given firm as a buyer in the analysed year (Sanders, 2001; Shi et al., 2017a; 
Shi, Zhang, & Hoskisson, Shi et al., 2017a, b). To assess the acquisitions activity, 
we selected in the Capital IQ database the transaction type “Merger/Acquisition”, 
and additionally, we added the screening criteria of “Acquisition of majority stake”. 
Therefore, acquisition activity provides information regarding the number of transac-
tions in which a firm, as a buyer, acquired a majority stake in another firm. We did not 
apply an additional filter demanding a minimum transaction value, as some have pre-
viously done (e.g. Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018), because most transactions are reported 
without a disclosed value. Accordingly, using the scale of acquisition as a filter would 
have required obviating most acquisitions, leading to biased results (Sanders, 2001).

Our study analyses the impact of firm age on acquisition activity, and hence choos-
ing a count dependent variable is coherent with the hypothesis development. Our 
study is therefore different from previous literature mainly focused on analyzing the 
likelihood to engage in acquisitions (the occurrence of acquisitions or the acquisi-
tion propensity) and which used a dummy variable as main dependent variable, and 
therefore, logit regression models (e.g. Caprio et al., 2011; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018; 
Hussinger & Issah, 2019). Furthermore, taking into account the number acquisi-
tions allows us to compare our results with those other articles which also used this 
count variable (e.g. Diéguez-Soto et al., 2021; Hussinger & Issah, 2019; Miller et 
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al., 2010). Nevertheless, we also use a binary variable (likelihood of acquisitions), 
which takes the value of 1 if the firm has conducted at least one acquisition involving 
a majority stake in year t and 0 if otherwise, to show the robustness of our findings 
(e.g. Hussinger & Issah, 2019).

3.3  Independent variable

Firm age. We measure the age of the firm (Age) as the natural log of the time between 
the analysed year and the year of firm foundation (Coad et al., 2013).

3.4  Moderating variable

Family firm (FF). We measure the family firm nature as a binary variable that is equal 
to 1 for family firms and 0 if otherwise, where a firm is considered a family firm when 
both of the following conditions are met: family members control a minimum of 5% 
of the firm shares and at least one family member is serving as a top-level executive 
or member of the board. For robustness tests, we utilize alternatively family owner-
ship stake (FOS). FOS is defined as a variable truncated on the left. The variable is 
set to 0 if family ownership is less than 5% and/or no family member is involved in 
executive or board leadership. When ownership is greater than 5% and at least one 
family member is involved in leadership, then the percentage of family equity is 
coded as a continuous variable.

3.5  Control variables

To control for firm-level inclinations to acquire, we consider the variables prior 
acquisition activity, firm size, and firm performance (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018). 
Moreover, we take into account the firm’s liquidity as another relevant variable 
relative to the occurrence of financial constraints (Bauweraerts et al., 2020). The 
variable free cash-flow generation was also considered because of its influence on 
acquisition activity (Requejo et al., 2018). Furthermore, we considered R&D effort 
as a proxy for the organization’s readiness to take risks and to undertake long-term 
investments, such as acquisitions (Hussinger & Issah, 2019). We also controlled for 
industry effects, because there are differences across sectors in terms of operational 
and strategic objectives (Martínez-Alonso et al., 2023; Ortiz García de las Bayonas 
et al., 2023). Finally, we controlled for year and country effects, as macroeconomic 
conditions and countries’ legal system (shareholders’ legal protection), respectively, 
may influence acquisition decisions (Cuevas-Rodriguez et al., 2023).

Table 1 displays the description of all the variables used to develop this study.

4  Results

Table  2 shows the mean, median and number of observations for the dependent, 
independent and control variables used in the econometric specifications for the 
2009–2016 period, differentiating between full sample, non-family and family firms. 

1 3



Eurasian Business Review

Likewise, Table 2 presents the results of the mean (Student t) and median (Mann-
Whitney) tests. The family nature of the firm affects all the variables except age. The 
number of acquisitions is lower if the business is a family firm. In addition, family 
firms are characterized by lower size, performance and free cash-flow generation, 

Table 1  Description of all variables used to develop the study
Variable Description

1 Acquisition activity 
(AA)

The number of transactions in which a firm, as a buyer, acquired a major-
ity stake in another firm.

2 Likelihood of 
acquisitions

It takes the value 1 if the firm has conducted at least an acquisition 
involving a majority stake in the analyzed year and 0 otherwise.

3 Age Value calculated by subtracting the year when the firm was founded from 
the analysed year.

4 Family firm (FF) Family firm is measured as a binary variable that equals 1 for family 
firms and 0 if otherwise, where a firm is considered a family firm when 
both of the following conditions are met: family members control a mini-
mum of 5% of the firm shares and at least one family member is serving 
as a top-level executive or is a member of the board.

5 Family ownership 
stake (FOS)

A family that owns a minimum of 5% of the firm shares with at least 
one family member serving as a top-level executive or being member of 
the board of directors. The variable is set to 0 if family ownership is less 
than 5% and/or no family member is involved in executive or board lead-
ership; thus, the variable is truncated on the left. If ownership is greater 
than 5% and at least one family member is involved in leadership, then 
the percentage of family equity is coded as a continuous variable.

6 Prior acquisition 
activity (PAA)

The total number of previous acquisitions in the two prior years of the 
respective acquisition.

7 Size Natural log of total assets.
8 Liquidity The ratio of current assets to current liabilities.
9 Performance Firm’s market value to total assets.
10 Free cash-flow 

generation (FCF)
Natural log of free cash flows.

11 R&D effort Natural log of the ratio R&D to sales.

Table 2  Means, Medians, T tests and Mann-Whitney tests of variables (2009–2016). Family and Non-
Family firms

Full sample Non-Family Family
Mean Median N. 

obs
Mean Median N. 

obs
Mean Median N. 

obs
Acquisition activity 
(AA)

0.482 0.000 3855 0.523 0.000 3462 0.124*** 0.000*** 393

Age 62.672 60 3855 62.561 60 3462 63.644 62 393
Size 6.058 5.82 3855 6.195 6 3462 4.851*** 4.81*** 393
Liquidity 2.119 1.56 3855 2.041 1.53 3462 2.802*** 1.90*** 393
Performance 0.555 0.34 3855 0.561 0.34 3462 0.503* 0.32* 393
Free cash-flow gen-
eration (FCF)

21.705 4.70 3855 23.130 5.01 3462 9.157** 3.47** 393

R&D effort 0.005 0.000 3855 0.005 0.000 3462 0.006** 0.000** 393
Note 1: Significant at 1% (***), 5% (**) or 10% (*)
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than non-family firms. However, family firms are more liquid and more R&D inten-
sive than their non-family counterparts.

In Table 3, we observe the behaviour of the variables with regards to a firms’ age. 
We distinguished three different subpopulations: under 38 years old (first quartile), 
from 38 to 85 years old (third quartile) and over 85 years old. To find out whether 
these subpopulations are equal on average, we apply both parametric (ANOVA) 
and non-parametric (Kruskal-Wallis) tests. The ANOVA results may have reliability 
problems due to the heterogeneity of variances. Therefore, the Kruskal-Wallis test is 
also applied. It is remarkable how the number of acquisitions is higher in firms under 
38 and over 85, that is, in the extreme quartiles.

Figure  1 shows how Age influences AA. In building Fig.  1, outliers have been 
removed to better appreciate the shape of the distribution. In addition, we distinguish 
between family (grey colour) and non-family firms (black colour). The point cloud 
represents the actual values of acquisition activity, while the quadratic lines of the 
parabolas have been fitted for both family and non-family firms. In the family firm 
group the curvature is hardly appreciable due to the greater amplitude of the parabola. 
Yet, there is no doubt that the family firm curve is lower than that of non-family firms 
at all ages, showing that family firms engage in less acquisition activity than their 
non-family counterparts throughout all stages of their lives.

As usual in multivariate analysis, we show in Table 4, the correlation matrix as 
well as the mean and the standard deviation values for each and every analysed vari-
able. The correlations are low, except for the family involvement variables (Family 
firm and Family ownership stake, as we could expect). It is also observed that the 
relative dispersion is high, which it is not rare, considering that we are working with 
business data. Particularly, we can see that in our sample, the age variable has a very 
wide range, including both very young and very aged firms.

Hypothesis 1 proposes that the relationship between Age and AA can be graphed as 
a U-shaped curve. Additionally, Hypothesis 2 establishes that the fact of being a fam-
ily firm negatively impacts the acquisition activity at all ages. We estimated several 

Table 3  Means, Medians, ANOVA and Kruskal-Wallis tests of variables (2009–2016). Age
Age < 38 (first quartile) 38 (first quar-

tile) < age < 85 (third 
quartile)

Age > 85 (third quartile)

Mean Median N. 
obs

Mean Median N. 
obs

Mean Median N. 
obs

Acquisition activity 
(AA)

0.508 0.00 933 0.462 0.00 1950 0.498 0.00*** 972

Age 21.154 21 933 58.82 60 1950 110.251*** 102*** 972
Size 5.478 5.11 933 5.972 5.73 1950 6.785*** 6.57*** 972
Liquidity 2.358 1.67 933 2.208 1.57 1950 1.710*** 1.455*** 972
Performance 0.954 0.59 933 0.423 0.3 1950 0.423*** 0.3*** 972
Free cash-flow gen-
eration (FCF)

13.481 2.01 933 13.015 4.71 1950 47.034** 8.885*** 972

R&D effort 0.003 0.00 933 0.005 0.00 1950 0.005*** 0.00*** 972
Note 1: Significant at 1% (***), 5% (**) or 10% (*)
Note 2: The asterisks that appear in the columns at Age > 85 refer to the contrast of whether the means 
and/or medians of the three groups considered are different (< 38; from 38 to 85; > 85)
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count regressions for panel data with random effects. The model specification to test 
the hypotheses is the following:

	
AAit = β1 + β2Ageit−1 + β3Age2

it−1 + β4FFit−1 + β5PAAit−1 + β6Sizeit−1 + β7Liquidityit−1+
β8Perfomanceit−1 + β9FCFit−1 + β10R&Deffortit−1 + β11Industryi + β12Y eari + β13Countryi + (µi + εit)

� (1)

The dependent variable is acquisition activity (AA), while firm age (Age), firm age 
squared (Age2) and family firm (FF) are the independent variables. We also intro-
duced several control variables in the model: Prior acquisition activity (PAA), Size, 
Liquidity, Performance, Free cash-flow generation (FCF), R&D effort and the indica-
tors for industry, year and country. We lagged our independent and control variables 
one year so that they were used to explain acquisition activity in the following year, 
which allows to minimize concerns for reverse causality.

As we stated above, to assess acquisition activity we confided on count data, for 
which OLS models are not considered an appropriate estimation technique. The Pois-
son regression and the negative Binomial are usually considered to be suitable meth-
ods when there is a count dependent variable (Verbeek, 2004). As the assumption of 
equidispersion (mean equals variance) is not often met, and certainly not in our case 
(see Table 4), we opted for the negative binomial regression which allows to handle 
overdispersion (Cameron & Trivedi, 2010, p. 627) and has often been considered in 
family business literature to face the former issue (e.g. Block et al., 2013).

Fig. 1  Mean value of the number of acquisitions versus the firm’s age (outliers omitted)
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We apply random effects negative binomial panel regressions (Hilbe, 2011). We 
choose random effects because one of our independent variables, FF variable, is 
binary and time invariant (Cameron & Trivedi, 2010).

Table  5 presents the results using AA as the dependent variable. Hypothesis 1 
proposes that the relationship between Age and AA can be graphed as a U-shaped 
curve. In Model 0, the results of the basic regression are displayed only considering 
the control variables. In Model 1 the lagged variables Age, Age2 and FF are added 
to capture the effect of both the observed quadratic relationship between AA and 
Age and the family firm nature. Model 0 reveals that prior acquisition activity (PAA) 
(β = 0.058, p-value = 0.000), Size (β = 1.745, p-value = 0.000), Performance (β = 0.071, 
p-value = 0.001) and R&D effort (β = 9.355, p-value = 0.057) favourably impact on 
acquisition activity. Overall, the estimated coefficients in Model 1 suggest a signifi-
cant U-shaped relationship between Age and Acquisition Activity (Age: β =-0.009, 
p-value = 0.027; Age2: β = 0.00004, p-value = 0.033) and also a negative influence of 
FF on AA (β = -0.764, p-value = 0.013). In short, all the obtained findings indicate 
that Hypotheses 1 and 2 are supported.

4.1  Robustness checks

To confirm the robustness of the results, we use two different approaches. First, we 
observe the results sensitivity when using an alternative estimation method, such 
as the Generalized Estimation Equations (GEE). Thus, we also test our hypotheses 
using GEE, which accommodates the generalized linear models for panel data (Cam-
eron & Trivedi, 2005) and has been used by prior literature when working with count 
and panel data (Mazelli et al., 2016). As there is no general agreement as to which 
method is better for handling panel count data, the negative binomial regression or 
the GEE estimator (Cameron & Trivedi, 2005, pp.809), we decide to use both meth-
ods: first, the negative binominal regressions to explain our main results and, second, 
the GEE approach to assess and demonstrate the robustness of our findings. In the last 
columns of Table 5, we display the same models verified through negative binomial 
regressions but using the GEE estimator. In these estimations, there are no changes 
in the coefficient signs and there is complete agreement as to which variables are 
significant, demonstrating the robustness of the findings.

Second, in Table 6, we test how the results vary using an alternative way of mea-
suring our independent variable FF: we used Family Ownership Stake (FOS). When 
estimating all models using FOS instead of FF, the findings remain qualitatively simi-
lar to those we have previously reported for both the non-linear random effects panel 
regressions and the GEE.

Finally, in Table 7 we also test the robustness of our findings by using an alterna-
tive measure of the dependent variable, i.e., Likelihood of Acquisitions, which takes 
the value 1 if the firm has conducted at least an acquisition in the analyzed year and 
0 otherwise. The estimations have been carried out using both Logit models with 
random effect and Generalized Estimation Equations (GEE). The signs and the coef-
ficients’ significance show a very similar behavior to that of Tables 5 and 6, which 
indicates that the estimates are not altered by small variations in model assumptions.
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5  Discussion

This study examines the previously unexplored relationship between firm age and 
acquisition activity in a specific and peculiar under-researched context, the Asia-
Pacific region. Moreover, this study also investigates whether family firms diverge 
from non-family firms in their acquisition activity. The empirical findings support 
our theoretical predictions of a curvilinear relationship between firm age and acquisi-
tions, with younger and older firms developing a higher number of acquisitions than 
middle-age firms. Furthermore, the obtained results confirm that family firms follow 
different patterns than non-family firms with regard to their acquisition activity (Dié-
guez-Soto et al., 2021; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018; Hussinger & Issah, 2019). Specifi-
cally, the findings reveal that being a family firm undermines acquisition activity at 
every age.

5.1  Contributions

Our study offers important contributions to the literature. First, to the best of our 
knowledge, this is a pioneering study investigating firm age as an antecedent of 
acquisition activity. Concerning this, although prior research has identified many 

Table 5  Acquisition activity. Negative binomial panel regression with random-effects and Generalized 
Estimation Equations (GEE). Family firm (2009–2016)
Variable Random- effects panel GEE

Model 0 Model 1 Model 0 Model 1
Coeffic. SE Coeffic. SE Coeffic. SE Coeffic. SE

Aget−1 − .009** .00393 − .010* .00411
Aget−1

2 .00004** .00002 .00005*** .00002
Family firm (FF)t−1 − .764** .30662 − .672* .38924
Prior acquisition activ-
ity (PAA)t−1

.058*** .01018 .056*** .01023 .099*** .01140 .099*** .01138

Sizet−1 1.745*** .22032 1.938*** .24533 1.420*** .32128 1.641*** .32228
Liquidityt−1 − .005 .02112 .011 .02812 − .002 .01449 .015 .02996
Performt−1 .071*** .02069 .077*** .02724 .075*** .01484 .079*** .01651
Free cash
flowt−1

− .00001 .00004 − .00001 .00004 .00005 .00006 .00005 .00006

R&D
effortt−1

9.355* 4.9132 8.741* 4.9960 7.384 4.7134 5.980 4.6787

Industry dummies t−1 Included Included Included Included
Year dummies t−1 Included Included Included Included
Country dummies t−1 Included Included Included Included
Constant − 1.994* 1.3657 − 2.259 1.3664 − 3.106*** 0.4828 − 3.191 .52406
Loglikelihood value − 1664.1031 − 1532.4661 − 1530.6733 − 1530.4945
Wald chi2 224.50*** 241.27*** 945.73*** 1006.27***

N 1906 1769 1906 1769
Note 1: Significant at 1% (***), 5% (**) or 10% (*)
Note 2: Model 0 lists only control variables and industry-year-country dummies. Model 1 lists control 
variables, industry-year-country dummies and the variables Age, Age squared and Family firm
Note 3: The results reported are from xtnbreg command and xtgee command (stata)
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acquisition precedents, such as value creation, environmental factors or firm char-
acteristics like acquisition experience or firm strategy (Haleblian et al., 2009), no 
study has considered the impact of age on acquisitions, remaining unclear so far 
how acquisition activity evolves as firms age. Drawing on the recent theoretical and 
empirical literature in firm age (Coad, 2018), which emphasizes the need to further 
study the influence and effects of firm age to better comprehend strategic decision 
making and its effects on firms’ outcomes (Coad et al., 2018), we include firm age as 
a precursor of acquisitions, to improve the understanding of firms’ acquisition activ-
ity at distinct ages.

Second, this paper also contributes to the family firm research field, as the acqui-
sition strand within this field has hardly been studied, with remarkable exceptions 
(Cuevas-Rodríguez et al., 2023; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018; Hussinger & Issah, 2019; 
Miller et al., 2010), the dissimilarities in acquisition activity between family and non-
family firms. By providing theoretical arguments about the differences in acquisition 
activity between family and non-family firms derived from the chrono context (De 
Massis et al., 2018), we deepen on the circumstances in which family firms make this 
type of strategic decision. Additionally, we did not only use the family firm dichoto-
mous categorization as previous research has traditionally done (Gomez-Mejia et al., 
2018; Hussinger & Issah, 2019), but also performed robustness checks by using the 

Table 6  Acquisition activity. Negative binomial panel regression with random-effects and Generalized 
Estimation Equations (GEE). Family ownership stake (2009–2016)
Variable Random- effects panel GEE

Model 0 Model 1 Model 0 Model 1
Coeffic. SE Coeffic. SE Coeffic. SE Coeffi. SE

Aget−1 − .008** .00408 − .010** .00414
Aget−1

2 .0001* .00002 .00004*** .00001
Family firm (FF)t−1 − .028** .00001 − .037** .01556
Prior acquisition activ-
ity (PAA)t−1

.058*** .01018 .057*** .01022 .099*** .01140 .099*** .01117

Sizet−1 1.745*** .22032 1.950*** .24356 1.420*** .32128 1.637*** .32114
Liquidityt−1 − .005 .02112 .007 .02852 − .002 .01449 .013 .03072
Performt−1 .071*** .02069 .077*** .02738 .075*** .01484 .079*** .01660
Free cash
flowt−1

− .00001 .00004 − .00001 .00004 .00005 .00006 .00005 .00006

R&D
effortt−1

9.355* 4.9132 9.494* 5.04197 7.384 4.7134 6.402 4.7600

Industry dummies t−1 Included Included Included Included
Year dummies t−1 Included Included Included Included
Country dummies t−1 Included Included Included Included
Constant − 1.994* 1.3657 − 2.102 1.3686 − 3.106*** 0.4828 − 3.211 .51950
Wald chi2 224.50*** 239.01*** 945.73*** 992.34***

N 1906 1769 1906 1769
Note 1: Significant at 1% (***), 5% (**) or 10% (*)
Note 2: Model 0 lists only control variables and industry-year-country dummies. Model 1 lists control 
variables, industry-year-country dummies and the variables Age, Age squared and Family firm
Note 3: The results reported are from xtnbreg command and xtgee command (stata)
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level of family ownership, responding in this manner to the recent call for research of 
Hussinger and Issah (2019) on the degree of family influence on acquisition activity.

Third, in line with previous studies analysing family firms’ strategic decisions 
related to acquisitions (e.g. Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018), we account for the family 
firms’ emotional endowment to explain why they are differently disposed to acquisi-
tions than their non-family counterparts. Thus, although we draw on the SEW per-
spective, our study goes further by considering how changes in SEW endowment as 
firms age (Brigham & Payne, 2019; Chua et al., 2015; Martínez-Romero & Rojo-
Ramírez, 2016) may condition family firms’ behaviour with regards to acquisitions. 
In this vein, we contribute to the stream of research focused on the dynamism of SEW 
as firms evolve (Swab et al., 2020), taking into consideration the impact of SEW 
variations on family firms’ strategic decisions (Murphy et al., 2019; Nason et al., 
2019). Thus, we extend previous literature analysing the impact of family influence 
on acquisitions based on the SEW approach (e.g. Cuevas-Rodríguez et al., 2023; Dié-
guez-Soto et al., 2021), by theoretically discussing how the chrono context, namely 
firm age, may vary the significance and direction of SEW when acquiring. In short, 
as well as very recent research has done (Cuevas-Rodríguez et al., 2023), our study 
makes a contribution to the comprehension of the SEW approach as complementary 
to the economic perspective, in unfolding strategic behaviour in family firms. How-
ever, our study differs from this latter work in that we theoretically argue how the 

Table 7  Acquisition activity. Likelihood of acquisitions. Logit models with random-effects and General-
ized Estimation Equations (GEE). Family firm (2009–2016)
Variable Random- effects panel GEE

Model 0 Model 1 Model 0 Model 1
Coeffic. SE Coeffic. SE Coeffic. SE Coeffi. SE

Aget−1 − .025*** .00753 − .022*** .00687
Aget−1

2 .0001*** .00004 .0001*** .00004
Family firm (FF)t−1 − 1.16*** .38901 − 1.081*** .33408
Prior acquisition 
activity (PAA)t−1

.221*** .03777 .210*** .03824 .213*** .03198 .204*** .03184

Sizet−1 1.414*** .28880 1.718*** .32913 1.305*** .29746 1.595*** .33288
Liquidityt−1 .005 .02345 .027 .03788 .005 .01551 .025 .03486
Performt−1 .096*** .03565 .076** .03668 .089 .05569 .070** .03368
Free cash
flowt−1

.0004 .00023 .0004* .00025 .0003** .00017 .0004** .00019

R&D
effortt−1

8.186 6.2229 8.404 6.39790 7.386 4.7623 7.309 5.09325

Industry dummies t−1 Included Included Included Included
Year dummies t−1 Included Included Included Included
Country dummies t−1 Included Included Included Included
Constant − 3.319** 1.4433 − 2.898** 1.4612 − 3.106*** 0.4607 − 2.655 .50782
Wald chi2 153.49*** 166.09*** 171.25*** 204.16***

N 1902 1765 1902 1765
Note 1: Significant at 1% (***), 5% (**) or 10% (*)
Note 2: Model 0 lists only control variables and industry-year-country dummies. Model 1 lists control 
variables, industry-year-country dummies and the variables Age, Age squared and Family firm
Note 3: The results reported are from xtlogit command and xtgee (family binomial) command (stata)
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SEW effects on acquisition activity may be chrono context dependent (Chua et al., 
2015).

Finally, the specific context in which this study is developed, the Asia-pacific 
region, is a contribution per se, in as much as firms is this region differ from those in 
other regions of the world (Eddleston et al., 2020). Hence, previous research focused 
on acquisitions has been centred on either European (e.g. Menéndez-Requejo & Feito-
Ruiz, 2008) or US (e.g. Strike et al., 2015) public firms, leaving aside Asia-pacific 
firms. Given the importance of M&A and the prevalence and longevity of family 
firms in this region, more research regarding the acquisition activity of Asia-pacific 
firms was urgently required (Chen et al., 2009; Worek, 2017). Indeed, prior research 
has evidenced that contextual, legal and institutional factors are conditions to be con-
sidered in family firm acquisition studies (Menéndez-Requejo & Feito-Ruiz, 2008; 
Requejo et al., 2018). Thereby, these boundary factors might clarify why family firms 
develop fewer acquisitions than their non-family counterparts (Diéguez-Soto et al., 
2021; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018). Additionally, the specificities of a region’s culture 
might explain the differential emphasis placed on SEW (Yang et al., 2020), condi-
tioning thus, firms’ willingness towards acquisitions.

5.2  Practical implications

Our study offers some practical implications, which provide knowledge that is exten-
sively applicable by managers, practitioners, policy makers and researchers. First, 
firm managers should consider the effect of age on different strategic decisions, such 
as acquisitions, whether they want to plan ahead, to continue to grow or to counter 
the effects of aging. Moreover, policy-makers require a good understanding of the 
firms needs and challenges at different ages, to design more effective policies targeted 
to a certain age group (Coad, 2018). In this sense, the requirements of young firms 
to carry out acquisitions, for example in terms of advice, will not be the same as 
those required by elderly firms, which might have developed previous acquisitions. 
Therefore, taking into consideration the inflection point1 in the relationship between 
firm age and number of acquisitions can be of utmost importance to knowing from 
which age firms’ needs, in terms of advice towards acquisitions, change. Moreover, 
this inflection point provides meaningful insights: the rate of acquisitions is reduced 
with firm age up to 100 years, when the rate is reversed. Therefore, in most cases the 
relationship between firm age and acquisition activity is negative and only in firms 
older than 100 years does the number of acquisitions start to increment. Accordingly, 
our sample of Asia-Pacific firms, with a great number of long-lived firms, is highly 
suitable to test the proposed model. Indeed, the obtained findings have methodologi-
cal implications related to the need of including the full range of scores on the predic-
tor variable when considering U-shaped models (Pierce & Aguinis, 2013). Regarding 
this, researchers are likely to derive conflicting conclusions regarding the firm age-

1  We calculate the inflection point of the negative binomial by applying the formula developed by Haans et 
al. (2016), i.e. −β2

2β3
, resulting in 100 years (Model 1 GEE, Table 5). This inflection point can be considered 

a robustness check of the U-shaped relationship between firm age and acquisition activity (Haans et al., 
2016).
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acquisition relationship and overlook the presence of the quadratic effect when their 
data do not include the entire range of predictor scores (Pierce & Aguinis, 2013). Fur-
thermore, the family nature of firms should be taken into consideration in the design 
of policies to promote acquisitions, as the needs and goals of family firms will differ 
from those of non-family firms. Governments should be conscious of the importance 
attached by family firms to their control concerns, professionalism challenges and 
emotional endowment when designing plans to foster efficient acquisitions, in an 
attempt to diminish these firms’ aversion to acquisitions. Our study also has practical 
implications for researchers, as it reveals a non-linear effect of age on acquisitions, 
justifying empirical approaches using quadratic terms for age (Coad, 2018). Finally, 
for family firm researchers the recognition of firm age as an independent variable, 
with important consequences on strategic decisions, also justifies empirical studies 
analysing its effects.

5.3  Limitations and future research avenues

The present study is not free of limitations, which in turn, provide opportunities for 
future research avenues. First, this work focuses on firm age as an antecedent of 
acquisition activity. Although this relationship is of utmost importance because it 
has not been investigated so far (Haleblian et al., 2009), it would be very interesting 
to go further and analyse the effects of such relationship on alternative firm perfor-
mance indicators, by contemplating the acquisition activity as a mediating variable 
in the underexplored age-performance relationship (Coad, 2018). In relation to the 
above, we have measured firm age as the number of years since the firm was founded, 
which is considered “the gold standard for measuring firm age” (Coad, 2018 p.28). 
Nevertheless, other possibilities exist for measuring firm age, such as the number 
of years since the first time a firm opens a trading account with the bank (Coad et 
al., 2014), entries in a focal industry (Agarwal et al., 2004), or starts trading on a 
stock market (Demirel & Mazzucato, 2012). Second, while our variable for mea-
suring acquisitions, i.e. number of acquisitions, is richer than the dummy variable 
used by prior research (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018; Requejo et al., 2018; Strike et al., 
2015), we were unable to measure some relevant acquisitions’ characteristics. In this 
vein, future research might deepen on acquisition heterogeneity by analysing aspects 
related to the announcement date, the volume of the deal, the method of payment, or 
even stage-wise acquisitions. To get “inside” the acquisition phenomenon, studies 
should focus on one particular event or a small set of acquisitions, and develop in-
depth interviews, surveys and case studies (Haleblian et al., 2009).

Finally, although we justify the different family firms’ willingness to embark 
in acquisitions in comparison to non-family firms as they age, based on the SEW 
approach, we were unable to measure SEW directly. Nevertheless, our dichoto-
mous family firm variable, as well as that considering the level of family ownership, 
accounts not only for family ownership, but also for family presence on the firm man-
agement and/or on the board. In any case, to the extent that our measures of family 
firms are based on archival data, a common practice in studies analysing acquisitions 
(Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018; Haleblian et al., 2009; Strike et al., 2015), we encourage 
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future researchers to directly measure the different SEW dimensions (Berrone et al., 
2012) and investigate their effects on family firms’ acquisition activity.
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