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Summary

The present case study investigated the intra fam-
ily succession process in agricultural and horticul-
tural enterprises from a successor perspective. The
study shows educational and relational similarities
in different European countries. The study follows a
qualitative research approach and aims to provide a
detailed picture of succession processes, comparing
managers with different areas of specialization. The
results show that a successful succession process re-
quires organizational and analytical skills, advanced
personal skills and attitudes such as patience, calm,
and self-confidence, as well as knowledge-based skills
in communication, management, finance, and law on
the part of all involved. In the process, successors
must cope with relational conflicts such as sibling
rivalry or shadows of the previous generation. Open
communication, physical distance, role definition and
the acknowledgement of their experience by the pre-
decessor and, if necessary, consulting can support ad-
dressing these issues. The relationship findings cor-
roborate work-family border theory.

Keywords

instrumental case study, inductive qualitative content
analysis, relational conflicts, skills and knowledge
requirements

Introduction

In 2013, in the EU 28 there were 10.8 million farms of
which approximately 96% were family farms. A family farm
is a farm under family management where family workers
provide at least 50% of the regular labor. These family farms
manage 120 million ha agricultural land, which is 68% of the
total agricultural land used for cultivation?® in the European
Union (Eurostat, 2016). European family farms are currently
facing a number of challenges, for instance the development
of farms towards larger and more specialized operations
(Howley et al., 2012). Agricultural family businesses strug-
gle to find the necessary workforce to maintain their farm
and in addition raise successors, which allows for continued
existence and development of the farms (Lobley et al., 2016;
Burton and Fischer, 2015). This trend is also reflected in so-

2 Agricultural land used for cultivation includes also specialty
crop production such as fruit, vegetable and ornamental
production.
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Significance of this study

What is already known on this subject?
Succession is usually researched from a predecessor’s
perspective. Furthermore, succession studies are
usually dedicated to individual countries only.

What are the new findings?
The study compares different European countries
and focuses on the successor’s perspective. The study
connects relational conflict to work-family border
theory and classifies skills required in the succession
process.

What is the expected impact on horticulture?
Succession is a recent topic in European horticulture.
Within the sector there are problems to find suitable
successors. The paper identifies different types of
conflicts occurring in a horticultural and agricultural
succession process, as well as skills and knowledge
required for a successful succession process.

cio-demographic profiles of farm managers. Around 58% of
the 10.7 million active farm managers are 55-65 years old,
and managers in the age range of 25-35 years account for
only 6.6% of all managers (Eurostat, 2016).

In European countries, the family farm is still the most
common form of ownership, where succession proceeds
intergenerational (Leonard et al., 2017). Within intergen-
erational succession, timing is a crucial factor: if a prede-
cessor decides to retire too early, the farm may be left to an
inexperienced successor who cannot withstand competitive
pressures from more efficient farms. If retirement occurs too
late, the family farm may be left without a successor since all
potential successors may have left, for non-agricultural em-
ployment (Potter and Lobley, 1996; Riley, 2016).

Farm succession is complex; it includes several sub-pro-
cesses such as retirement (current farm manager ceases
the active managerial control), inheritance (legal transfer
of ownership) and succession (transfer of the managerial
control) (Potter and Lobley, 1996). It is a process that takes
place over an extended period (Steiger et al,, 2011), and is
accompanied by farm family members and consultants who
provide legal and financial advice (Leonard et al, 2017).
Planning, control, and management are essential, because
the process is not necessarily smooth and continuity in the
farm’s operation needs to be secured (Steiger et al., 2011;
Leonard et al,, 2017).
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FIGURE 1. Three-circle model. Source: Tagiuri and Davis
(1982).

The management of the succession process is difficult, as
predecessors have to accept the end of their active involve-
ment as head of the farm and are often unwilling to select a
successor (Gagne et al.,, 2011; Chiswell, 2014, 2018), which
can lead to conflict. Prior literature on succession in hor-
ticulture and agriculture and other disciplines presented
post-succession conflicts (Harvey and Evans, 1995; Chua et
al,, 2003; Collins et al,, 2016; Urmans et al., 2018), and suc-
cession models such as the three-circle model, and the role
adjustment model (Gersick et al., 1997; Handler, 1989; Mair
and Bitsch, 2018). The three-circle model is widely known
and used by extension agents and scholars in agriculture and
related fields as horticulture (see Figure 1).

The model was developed by Tagiuri and Davis (1992)
and aims to understand three main characteristics of a family
business: business, family and ownership. The model shows
how these characteristics are interconnected, and seven rele-
vant groups are presented. The groups interact with one and
another and some individuals take on multiple roles (Klein,
2000). The group interaction affects business performance,
the family and the entire family business system. The groups
have their own specific priorities, goals and dynamics (Tagi-
uri and Davis, 1992). The model concludes that respect and
integration of the different priorities, goals and dynamics
are necessary to direct the family business system (Sharma,
2004). The family business system, whether it is successful
or not, depends on the functioning and mutual support of
each of these groups (Bizri, 2016).

In a similar manner, work-family border theory aims to
explain how people manage and negotiate their work and
family environment. The theory considers work and family
as two areas with borders that need to be balanced. These
borders are not necessarily distinct, because the areas are
overlapping and influence each other (Clark, 2000). As they
are however different in their purposes and cultures, the
business environment and the living environment can be
compared to two different countries with differences in lan-
guage, rules, norms, differences in what constitutes accept-
able behavior, and differences in how to accomplish tasks
(Greenhaus et al., 2003). The theory views people as bor-
der-crossers who move between both areas. In cases where
language, rules, values, and norms are similar, the balance of
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professional and personal goals, expectations, as well as life-
style, requires only minor adjustment (Clark, 2000). In cases
where the differences are large, balancing both areas is more
difficult. The adjustment of both, private and professional
environment, leads to satisfaction and conflict minimization,
as the “border crosser” performs the respective role in the
given environment in a satisfactory manner, and learns how
to appropriately function in each environmental situation
(Kreiner et al., 2009).

Other papers view succession as a process influenced by
family and business factors (Burton and Fischer, 2015). Fur-
ther branches of literature discussed the perspective of the
predecessor or focused on specific countries (Andersson et
al, 2002; Cadieux et al., 2002; Dalpiaz et al., 2014; Nuthall
and Old, 2017). Country comparisons are rare (Burton and
Fisher, 2015; Lobley et al.,, 2016) and few studies focus on
successors’ challenges in the process.

Therefore the present study aims to fill this research
gap, analyzing and explaining the horticultural as well agri-
cultural succession process from a successor’s perspective
in five European countries (Germany, Italy, Spain, Slovenia,
and the Czech Republic). As the general economic situation
is different in the chosen countries, differences in the succes-
sion process can be expected. In contrast to Germany with
low youth unemployment, in the Czech Republic and Slove-
nia youth unemployment rate ranges from 6-14%, in Italy
and Spain youth unemployment is significantly higher and
ranges in between 30-35% (Eurostat, 2019). In cases were
the future of the business is not as promising, or there are
only few alternative options due to high unemployment rates
(De Massis et al., 2008), the economic conditions may affect
the successor’s willingness to take over the business (Nuthall
and Old, 2017). Legal issues may also influence the succes-
sion (Chalus-Sauvannet et al., 2016). However problems are
expected to be similar within the European Union, since laws
are adjusting over time. Further, the study explores lessons
learned from the succession process as well as skills and
training needs for the succession process, as these are per-
sonal skills of the successor which are not yet widely studied
but essential to successfully complete a succession process.

Literature review

A successful intergenerational succession involves chal-
lenges and chances for the successor. These chances and
challenges are commonly of relational nature, related to the
successor and his or her competence, unexpected events, and
finance (Barach and Ganitsky, 1995; De Massis et al., 2008).
Further there are business specific and process specific fac-
tors, which relate to changes occurring in the business en-
vironment and within the business (Brandth and Overrein,
2013; Burton and Fischer, 2015).

The relationship with the successor is among the top
priorities of the predecessor and there is a need for com-
munication of goals between them in a timely manner. The
relationship is challenging if the successor has a low priority
for the needs of the predecessor and there is no clear com-
munication. Communication between the two parties should
include failures and successes, as the predecessor can cre-
ate attention, pride, and the desire for the successor to be
involved in the business and eventually continue it (Barach
and Ganitsky, 1995). The predecessor should ideally serve as
a leader and role model (De Massis et al., 2008), and share
experiences with the successor (Davis et al.,, 2010).

On the contrary, if information sharing is unbalanced in
terms of failures and successes and achievements are hard-
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ly recognized, the successor may remain unmotivated to
continue the business or as a consequence even act rebel-
lious (Landsberg, 1988; Barach and Ganitsky, 1995). Within
their relationship, predecessor and successor should strive
for win-win solutions and avoid a clash of egos. Predeces-
sor and successor need to share their expectations towards
each other and discuss their reasoning. This allows develop-
ing agreement regarding company policies and adjusting to
each other’s needs. In cases when expectations are not com-
municated, successor and predecessor remain distant and
have frequent misunderstandings and conflicts (Barach and
Ganitsky, 1995; Samei and Feyzbakhsh, 2015). Both parties
should strictly separate responsibilities and tasks to over-
come tension, and to make it more likely that the succession
process can be completed (Leif3 and Zehrer, 2018; Umans et
al.,, 2018).

As the predecessor can serve as a role model for the suc-
cessor, the personal characteristics and behaviors of the pre-
decessor can affect the successor’s actions (Lee et al.,, 2003).
In positive cases, the predecessor encourages participation,
sets an example of work-life balance, and is receptive to other
points of view, delegates tasks, and has trust in the successor
and the employees. In negative cases, the successor imitates
strict control, minimal trust, and has problems to delegate
(Boyar et al,, 2005; Kidwell et al., 2018).

In addition to the relationship between successor and
predecessor, the successor’s actual and perceived competen-
cies are factors in the succession process (Cabrera-Sudrez et
al,, 2018). The successor’s attitudes, skills, and performance
convince the predecessor either that a suitable successor
has been chosen or the successor is unsuitable (Barach et al.,
1988; Landsberg, 1999). The successor must show the abil-
ity to fulfill the predecessor’s expectations, business goals,
and lead the family farm to progress. For this purpose, the
successor must meet the requirements of the predecessor
with regard to qualifications (Breton-Miller et al., 2004), and
prove worthiness through daily work. In this way, the succes-
sor earns credibility and legitimacy. This is also applicable
to other family members, employees, and other stakeholders
within the family (Eddleston and Kellermanns, 2007). In cas-
es when the successor is perceived weak or incapable, and is
unable to gain trust within the family and from stakeholders,
the successor will lack confidence and act defensively (Rous-
seau et al,, 2019). The successor may even perceive rivalries
with other executives in the family business that hold power
(Barach and Ganitsky, 1995).

Equally important is the successor’s commitment to the
family business (Dhaenens et al., 2018). If the successor joins
the firm voluntarily, feels welcomed, wanted and trusted, and
not pressed into the successor role, the commitment will be
very strong (Sharma and Irving, 2005). In contrast, it will
be weak, if the successor feels compelled to take over the
family farm. The successor may not strive for the best and
feels deprived of other career opportunities (Calabro et al,,
2018; Waldkirch et al., 2018). When there are other potential
successors within the family, the role of the potential chosen
successor needs to be accepted and respected by the other
family members (Friedmann, 1991; Joshi et al., 2018; Byrne
et al,, 2018). Otherwise, there are power imbalances within
the family business, and there may even be no progress in the
succession process due to fear, aversion, and envy (Avloniti
etal, 2014).

Further issues that can negatively affect succession are
divorce (Welter et al., 2017), the birth of new children from a
new partner, and unexpected losses or illnesses in the family
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environment (De Massis et al.,, 2008; Harrington and Strike,
2018). All events can emotionally affect the successor, and
may impede the succession. Divorce may also affect owner-
ship within the family business (Bjuggren and Sund, 2014;
Lockamy et al., 2016). Children from different partnerships
have long-term effects on succession because they can lead
to unexpected changes or complications (De Massis et al.,
2008; Fahed and Zakka, 2016). The unexpected absence or
loss of a family member, in the worst case, the predecessor,
is an extremely challenging situation for the successor, as
it may conclude the succession process too early, when the
successor is not ready, or prevent succession. It may lead to
changes in goals, succession intentions, or direct the succes-
sion towards a different successor (Dudek, 2016).

A successful succession process usually ends with a
change in ownership. The inheritance and the change in
ownership are transactions, which require tax payments
(Michel and Kammerlander, 2015). These payments could
exceed the successor’s financial resources (Harrington and
Strike, 2018). Banks or other external sources could provide
funding; however, they will decide whether debts are too
high, and whether the successor needs to liquidate assets.
Selling shares of the family farms privately to raise funds is
another option, but the increase of external control could be
an impeding factor (De Massis et al., 2008). Another chal-
lenging financial aspect may occur if the chosen successor is
not the only heir (Gherardi and Perrotta, 2016), and the suc-
cessor who takes over the family business legally is unable to
pay off heirs leaving the family business (Chalus-Sauvannet
et al, 2016). Analogous to the tax situation, the successor in
this case may have to accept outside capital, which leads to
a decrease in control of the family business. Such situations
may lead to the succession becoming unattractive (De Massis
etal, 2008).

In addition to finance, context specific factors that lead
to changes in the business environment can be challenging
in the succession process (De Massis et al., 2008). Market
shifts, such as increased competition, decreased market
shares, leading to decreased sales may affect the prospects
of the family business and lead to changes in the availability
of the successor (De Massis et al., 2008). Another challenge
is establishing relationships with customers and suppliers of
the family business. Customers and suppliers may trust the
predecessor with whom they have developed a business re-
lationship. They may request that the predecessor continues
to handle their business matters, which can lead to tensions
(De Massis et al., 2008).

The presented challenges and chances that a succes-
sor can face in the succession process, indicate that a wide
range of lessons learned are possible. Succession literature
does not provide extensive information on this aspect, even
though the lessons learned from the process are of high rel-
evance for best practice recommendations and for potential
successors. Successor will act as future predecessors and
may want to prevent conflict and instead sufficiently prepare
the new successor. Therefore training and skills are required
to manage the process successfully.

Deducing from the expectations towards successors
and their competencies, an agribusiness management back-
ground is required, which involves technical knowledge and
engineering skills, production specific knowledge, knowl-
edge of supply chains, business knowledge such as book
keeping, marketing and sales, as well as written and oral
communication skills (Boland, 2001; Barnard et al,, 2016;
Fausti et al., 2018). Specifically for the succession process,




Mair and Rombach | Taking the helm at the family operation

paje|dwo) sJayiom Ajiwey 9 ‘siexiom Ajwel-uou 9 00} wsunoj-olbe ‘Buipasiq speD UBIP|IY + PaLLIB el Z¢ aljandey yoezy ¢
uons|dwod 0} 8s0[) siaylom Ajiwey § ‘siayiom Ajwes-uou o 49 uononpoud |ea1a2 pue ojelod ‘-Jiqqes pue Anod a|buig 9N  1e allandey yoezy gz
paje|dwo) sIayIom Ajiwey g ‘sioxom Ajwej-uou 9 00l Buipsa.q s USIp|IYo + paLIey el Z¢ ollgndey yoezy gz
paya|dwo) SloyJom Ajiwe) 9 ‘SIonom Alwel-uou 0 0SS 1Sep{ealq pue paq ‘uononpoid spass|io pue ulelb ‘doy a|buig el 1§ ollgndey yoozy 7
paya|dwo) JoyJom Ajiwey | ‘JoyJom Ajjwej-uou | 0/} s|inq seslel ‘uononpold [eaia) UBIp|IYd + padIoAIq el 05 algnday Yoezy gz
paya|dwo) s1ayJom Ajiwe; 9 ‘sianiom Ajlwe-uou 0 00} wskno}-oi6e ‘uojes Buiwwily Bop ‘Buipasiq asioy/sped UBIp|IYd + paLLey el ¢ algnday Yoezd gg
paya|dwo) Joylom-A|lwey ¢ ‘siaxiom Ajwe-uou ) Gz Buissaooud pue uoionpoid Ini4  uaIp|IYd + diysuoie|ay 9N £ BIUSAO|S Jo Oljgndey 4z
paje|dwo) Jaylom-Ajiwey ¢ ‘siayiom Ajiwe-uou ) 9z Buissaooid Aileq a|buig el 1§ BIUSAO|S Jo Olgndey ¢
paja|dwo) Jaylom Ajwey | ‘sioyiom Ajlwej-uou g 9| uononpoud ajqeiabien pue Annod a|buig SeN €€ BIUSAO|S Jo dligndey 77
paya|dwo) SIoyJom AjIWe) ¢ ‘SIoNJOM Alwej-uou 0 | uononpoud ojejod pue [eaiad) a|buig ol 9¢ BIUBAOIS JO dljgnday |7
paya|dwo) sioxIom Ajiwey G ‘sioyiom Ajiwey-uou 0 | Buidaay aq ‘|eoateyd sjjes ‘Aysalio} ‘smod Aliep spasig a|buig el €2 BIUBAOIS Jo dljandey (g
pays|dwo) SIoJom AjiWe) ¢ ‘SIaNJom Ajiwe-uou 0 0§ uononpoud Jappoy ‘smod Jajyans pue Aliep spasig a|buig 3elN /2 BIUSAO|S JO Oljgndey g
paje|dwo) Jaylom Ajiwey | ‘siexyiom Ajwej-uou g 00. uoonpoud jeaw s UaJIpIyo + pauep 3eN  Z¥ ueds g
paje|dwo) sJayIom Ajiwej ¢ ‘sioyom Ajwej-uou ;,  0GE uononpoud wiey AsuoH uaJIp|Iyo + palep 3N  BE ueds
paje|dwo) SIayIom Ajiwey G Uayiom Ajlwe-uou 0 Og uononpoud [10 8AIIO uaJp|Iyo + paLep 3N 8¢ ueds g
paya|dwo) sioyJom Ajiwe} 9 ‘JoxJom Ajjwej-uou | g| uononpoud 8s83yo 1eob pue |10 A0 a|buig el ¢ ueds gy
pajo|dwo) SIoyJom Ajiwey €7 JoNJom Ajiej-uou | GG uononpoud yini4 UBIp|IYo + paLle|y el €¢ ueds
paya|dwo) SIaxJom Ajiwe; ¢ ‘JoxJom Ajiwes-uou | QL uononpoud |10 8AlI0 USIp|IYd + paLLey el 1S ueds ¢
paya|dwo) SIayJom AjiWe) g ‘SIoniom Ajiwej-uou /¢ uononpoud |10 8Alj0 pue ‘Auayd ‘ejddy a|buig 9N  /Z Aey zy
paje|dwo) sIayIom Ajiwey ¢ ‘Uoxyiom Ajlwey-uou | g| uononpoud apies Auleq a|buig sewa4 9Z Aey )
paje|dwo) Jaxlom Ajjwey | “Iosom Ajiwey-uou | 6 Buidesy 8aq ‘uononpoud s|qejahiap a|buig 3eN 8z fey o
paya|dwo) SIoJom AjIWe) ¢ ‘SIoNJOM Ajlwej-uou ¢Z wsunoj-oibe ‘uononpoud 10 8AIIO a|buig dews4  BE fey 6
paya|dwo) sloyJom Ajiwe; ¢ ‘JoxJom Ajiwej-uou | o uoanpoud aped Aileq UBIp|IYd + paLLIey oews{ g8y fley g
paya|dwo) S1ayJom Ajiwe} g ‘sianiom Ajiwe-uou 0 Z| uononpoud |10 8Alj0 ‘[e8189 pue a|qeiabap a|buig oeN 8¢ fey 4
uons|dwod 0} 8s0[) siayiom Ajiwey § ‘sieyiom Ajwel-uou g 0/ uononpoud diuiny pue ojejod ‘|easad a|buig e  ¢¢ fuewien g
paje|dwo) siayiom Ajiwey ¢ ‘sioxiom Ajwej-uou g G| uononpoud Anynod UBIp|IYo + paLIB 3N 9F Auewien g
paya|dwo) SIoyJom AjiWwe) ¢ ‘SIoNJom Ajiwe-uou 0 0/ uononpoud apes Alleq UBIP|IYo + paLIey 9N  Z¥ Auewseg
paya|dwo) sIoyiom Ajiwe; ¢ ‘Joxiom Ajiwej-uou | g} wskno}-oi6e ‘uononpoud apies Alleq UBIP|IY + paLIe el 9¢ fuewsen ¢
paya|dwo) SIoJom Ajiwe; ¢ ‘SIanom Ajlwej-uou 0 gy uononpold doH UBIp|IYd + paLLey 3N  Ir fuewien ¢
paya|dwo) S1axJom Ajiwe) ¢ ‘SIayom Ajiwe-uou ) 09 uononpo.d sped Alleq UaIp|Iyo + paLlep 9N 0§ fuewien |
mwmoemowmmwmoo:m &mﬁwi mN_Awwu_v_mu_ S80IAIBS pUB UOIONPO.d snjejs [ejlep Japusg  aby funopy Q|

ience

©

S

Horticultura

f

(o}

Journal

European

'syuedoned Apnis ased Jo 3sIT T ATAV]L

e

126



Mair and Rombach | Taking the helm at the family operation

interpersonal and communication skills are required, as well
as legal and financial knowledge. Literature recommends
that successor and predecessor seek the necessary advice
from external consultants or other trusted advisors who pro-
vide support with succession management and guidelines
or procedures to follow, regular discussion, assistance in the
preparation of agreements and contracts (Michel and Kam-
merlander, 2015; Strike et al.,, 2018).

Methods

A multiple, qualitative case study approach is used for
this study, as the approach allows generating an in-depth un-
derstanding in a real-life context (Mugera and Bitsch, 2005).
Case studies regained importance in agribusiness research
in the 1990’s (e.g., Sterns et al., 1998; Mugera and Bitsch,
2005; Fleming et al., 2018; Zhong et al., 2018) as they serve
to explore complex agribusiness problems. The present ap-
proach can be defined as an instrumental case study. Within
an instrumental case study, the researcher intents to refine
theory or gain insights into an issue by analyzing commonal-
ties and differences related to the topic (Stake, 1995).

Thirty farm managers from five EU countries namely
Germany, Italy, Spain, Slovenia, and the Czech Republic (Ta-
ble 1) going through a succession process as a successor
were included in the study. These countries were chosen
as they represent Southern, Eastern and Western European
countries, which are different in farm size and economic situ-
ation. The interviewees were mostly male, but included three
female managers from Italy with differing agricultural spe-
cializations, including crop production, production of fruit
and vegetables, apiculture, cheese production, and animal
husbandry. Succession is a particularly sensitive topic, where
emotions and confidential personal and professional expe-
riences and perceptions are shared. Therefore, a qualitative
research approach is suitable, because this approach allows
researchers to obtain answers to questions of a sensitive na-
ture (Corbin and Morse, 2003; Dickson-Swift et al., 2009).

The case study participants were identified through con-
tacts in each participating country who work as consultants
for succession processes in farm family business. The con-
tacts recommended several farm families that went through
a succession process or are about to complete the process.
From the pool of contacts, participants were chosen accord-
ing to their willingness to provide access and fully share their
experiences. Due to the sensitive nature of the topic further
specification in the sampling approach was not possible.

Since farm managers are in charge of a variety of duties
and often have a tight time schedule, the managers were pro-
vided with a questionnaire, which contained 10 open ques-
tions where managers were able to respond in their own
words. The answers provided for each question were half a
page to one page long. The open questions allowed that the
managers freely share their opinions and experiences of the
succession process, and their relationships with the prede-
Cessor.

Relational as well as behavioral questions are always
prone to socially desirable answers. Social desirability de-
scribes the tendency of people to answer questions in a so-
cially acceptable way. This behavior results from the basic
need of people to orient themselves towards politically cor-
rect answers, which appears to be more desirable with re-
gard to the topic of the investigation. People want to present
themselves in a positive light. In order to mitigate the bias,
critical questions were phrased more indirect or turned into
a positive context. This included asking about the common
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situation instead of a personal situation, or presenting the
problem in manner that the interviewee advises on a ques-
tion. As the questions were presented in a self-completion
mode there is no social pressure coming from an interviewer.
In addition this avoided a coordination challenge concern-
ing interview training and potential interview affects such as
iceberg effect, paternalism effect, back-coupling effect, and
catharsis effect. One drawback of the chosen procedure is the
potential limit of a written response; however the open-end-
ed questions still allow getting information about feelings
and situations, as the nature of the question does not allow
to respond with only one word.

All documents were translated into English. The text
documents were analyzed by inductive qualitative content
analysis. During the analysis process, raw text was system-
atically broken down into meaningful elements and common
themes were extracted. This was achieved through constant
comparison and contrasting of the material. Ultimately, pro-
cess and relationship patterns were identified. The constant
contrast and comparison method is particular suitable for a
country comparison, because commonalities and differences
in the secession are emphasized. This process of qualitative
content analysis was carried out using the software package
Atlas.ti 8, which allows for systematic analysis of documents.

Along with the qualitative research approach, a literature
review was conducted using succession models, family busi-
ness, agriculture, conflict, as keyword combinations. The da-
tabases Scopus, PubMed, Science Direct and Google Scholar
facilitated the search.

Results and discussion

All interviewees indicated that good relationships within
their family and even more with their predecessor are es-
sential when going through the succession process. In both
horticulture and agriculture, some interviewees reported
that they felt well prepared to master the succession process
and ultimately take on the business. Others reported that the
relationship was rather troubled, and there was little com-
munication and feedback. They reported on conflicts during
and after the succession process within the family and with
the predecessor (Table 2).

In particular the three female successors reported on a
good relationship with their predecessors. They perceived
their fathers as guides and mentors on whom they could rely
throughout the succession process and afterwards. In con-
trast to the existing body of literature, none of the female
successors indicated that taking on the business strained
their relationships with fathers or non-family employees
(Vera and Dean, 2005; Nelson and Constantinidis, 2017;
Faraudello and Songini, 2018; Nilson and Hytti, 2018). They
felt respected by predecessors and employees, and similar to
German, Czech, and Slovenian male successors they rather
reported on conflicts with siblings in the succession process.
The absence of father-daughter conflict can be explained
by the fact that the female successors grew up on the farm
and were involved in the family farm since their childhood.
Further, they went through a suitable agricultural education,
which includes apprenticeships and work experience on
other farms, as well as university degrees. Mair and Bitsch
(2018) indicated that the early farm involvement is an im-
portant observation point for the predecessor whether the
offspring is a worthy heir; during childhood the potential
successors get small tasks and their responsibility grows
over time. Predecessors require from their successor, equal
skills and education, similar or higher than their own, so they




Mair and Rombach | Taking the helm at the family operation

TABLE 2. Topics discussed and text excerpts.

Topic emerged Text excerpts from interviews

Conflicts during and after
the succession process

“There were no problems with my father, we always discussed everything. And up to now, we discuss everything.
(Female successor, Italy, animal husbandry).

”

“Justice was an important issue for the family, since harmony is at the heart of each person involved. It was not easy
to meet my siblings’ demands. However, through the extension agent who supported the succession process, we
managed.” (Male successor, Germany, specialty crop production).

Dealing with generational
problems

“Initially, three generations lived under one roof, where conflicts were escalating. The close proximity even after
work was very problematic, as there were interpersonal problems. Moving to a new house improved the relationship

significantly.” (Male successor, Germany, animal husbandry).

“My grandfather and | have different opinions on the farm. | would like to expand the business; my grandfather is
satisfied with the status quo of the farm.” (Male successor, Republic of Slovenia, specialty crop production).

Source: Authors own elaboration.

Note: The inclusion and presentation of original text excerpts is a common practice in qualitative research. Text excerpts are used to support
researcher claims, illustrate ideas, present experience and evoke emotion. Choosing text excerpts and quoting requires the researcher respects

aesthetics and ethics (Sandelovski, 1994).

can trust that the business will be continued successfully (De
Massis et al.,, 2008; Cabrera-Suérez et al., 2018).

The occurrence of sibling conflict and rivalry is common
in succession processes. Conflicts are either related to pow-
er, distributing business shares, or pay-off (Vera and Dean,
2005; Avloniti et al., 2014; Bizri, 2016). All case study partic-
ipants who experienced conflicts with siblings reported on
arguments related to legal and financial matters. The inter-
viewees, who did not experience rivalry, assumed that the
absence of rivalry among them and their siblings for the suc-
cession position can be attributed to different life goals and
occupational interests. Another reason could be a response
bias, as the case study participants might have wanted to
present their family in a positive light.

With regard to conflict, German, Czech, and Slovenian
successors reported on generational conflicts within the
family or with the predecessor. These case study partici-
pants explained how they dealt with “the watchful eye” of
their predecessors, generational conflicts as well as the com-
mon conflict between the successor’s and the predecessor’s
spouses (Table 2). A generational shadow is the most com-
mon form of a post-succession conflict, when predecessors
interfere undesirably with the business, after the succession
processes is completed. This results from the predecessor’s
unwillingness or inability to give up the role at the helm of
the business (Davis and Harveston, 1999; Sonfield and Lus-
sier, 2009; Chirico and Nordqvist, 2010). Surprisingly, gen-
erational conflicts appeared less extreme in cases when the
farm was transferred to a grandchild as the successor. The
greater age difference and the respective recognition of roles,
abilities and experiences had a positive influence on the con-
flict. These successors indicated that their skill set and expe-
rience is complementing the skills of their predecessors, and
therefore both parties experienced minor conflicts and rath-
er mutual learning experiences. All case study participants
who experienced post-succession conflicts with their prede-
cessors suggested clear role definitions, communication, and
consulting could help to overcome or at least improve the
issue. No differences were found between horticultural and
agricultural successors.

Similar solutions were suggested in the case of daughter-
in-law-mother-in-law conflicts. In these situations, the suc-
cessors felt either distraught, because they are in-between
the individuals involved in the conflict and usually values
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both in a comparable way. Open communication, physical
distance, role definition, and acknowledgment of experience
and consulting can support solving these types of conflicts.
Furthermore, balancing work and professional life is sug-
gested.

All case study participants emphasized the importance of
production knowledge and business skills. All but one case
study participants reported to be satisfied with their agricul-
tural education and that they have comprehensive produc-
tion, as well as processing knowledge depending on their
background. The case study participant, who was not satis-
fied with production knowledge and skills, admitted that it
was not his first choice to take on the family farm, and ini-
tially he had actively pursued other career plans. Therefore,
this case study participant had good managerial skills, which
are also important when taking on the family business, and
was not struggling with finance and bookkeeping, which
many other participants were. Following De Massis et al.
(2008) and Waldkirch et al. (2018), successors must be fully
convinced that they want to take on the business, to avoid
regrets regarding alternative career opportunities. Partici-
pants from each European country involved in the present
study indirectly addressed this aspect, as they emphasized
work experience in other agricultural enterprises as valuable
to make a conscious choice as a successor. All participants
emphasized good organizational and analysis skills, commu-
nication and leadership skills, self-confidence, patience, and
calmness as personal skills that are needed in the succession
process and as farm managers.

As shown, there are many transnational similarities
when considering the successors’ perspectives on taking
on the family business. Educational requirements and skills
were similar in all countries. The required skills emphasized
by the case study participants as well as prior literature cor-
respond to types of skills that are required for any leading
position in horticulture and agriculture (Bennett, 2002; Sii-
mane et al., 2018). Organizational and analysis skills are re-
quired to solve specific problems. They can be classified as
transferable skills, as they are useful for a broad variety of
agricultural business and production tasks. Further self-con-
fidence, patience, and calmness are personal characteris-
tics supportive to the execution of tasks. They are acquired
throughout a lifetime and are considered as personal attri-
butes. Bookkeeping, finance, leadership and communication
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are knowledge-based skills, which are acquired through
practice and training.

All other findings relate to family conflicts, which also
affect the business environment, as family and business
are connected through the successor and interactions with
the predecessor and family members throughout and after
the succession process. As this work is presenting a suc-
cessor perspective, findings reflect work family border the-
ory (Clark, 2000) rather than the more commonly known
three-circle model, which is more process orientated (Ger-
sick et al., 1997; Casper et al.,, 2018).

Conclusions

The present case study investigated the succession pro-
cess from the successor perspective. The study found educa-
tional and relational similarities in five European countries
(Germany, Italy, Spain, Czech Republic, and Slovenia). The
results showed that successful succession requires orga-
nizational and analytical skills as well as knowledge-based
skills such as communication, management, finance, and law.
Also conflict management skills are important. Actors should
self-reflect and reflect on the others involved, as they need to
interact with each other in both the business and the family.
In conflict management, conflict identification and commu-
nication is the key. In cases where successor and predecessor
are unable to solve the conflict by themselves, they should
rely on the service of an extension agent who can act as a
mediator. Apart from conflict, extension agents are beneficial
along the entire succession process, as they can provide a lis-
tening ear and long-term assistance with various problems
occurring. Since the predecessor’s watchful eye is often a
source of conflict in the horticultural and agricultural suc-
cession process, and both predecessor and successor usually
suffer from generational conflict, the following recommen-
dations may be helpful to prevent the problem:

¢ The predecessor should schedule a date for retirement, as
it provides a clear timeframe for the successor, when the
process will be completed.

e In the transition time, the predecessor could take a
break from business, for instance vacations, leaving the
responsibility to the successor. This allows establishing
confidence and trustbetween both parties, so the successor
proves the family business operates appropriately,
even without the predecessor. Further predecessor and
successor should meetregularly to share their perspectives
on the process and the future of the business.

e Predecessor and successor should have distinct roles.
Predecessor and successor should not take any actions
that undermine their agreed role.

In addition to conflict management, the study showed
that there are nearly no differences in the succession process
between horticulture and agriculture. Reasons behind this
finding may be that boundaries between both professions
are not as distinct, as similar organizational, analytical, and
knowledge-based skills are required in terms of manage-
ment and with respect to the succession process. In many
European countries, horticulture is considered as a specific
part of agriculture.

European horticulture as well as agriculture is rather tra-
ditional; both sectors are still dominated by men, however,
women increasingly take on important roles in leadership
positions. This research topic could be further explored and
deepened in agricultural gender studies, were higher num-
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bers of females are present in the study. The number of fe-
male interviewees can be seen as a limit of the present study.
Future research should also be dedicated to the challenges
women face in agricultural succession, with respect to rival-
ry with male siblings and other competitors. Another oppor-
tunity for future research is to explore the role of trust in the
succession process. Up to present, few studies address trust
in this context, but it is essential in communication, conflict,
throughout the process and afterwards.
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