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Family-Owned Business Succession: 
What Makes a Succession Successful? 

 
Courtney Svendson of Excelerant sat down with Steven 
Perret, President of Letterman’s and a doctoral candidate 
at Louisiana State University, and EXCELERANT 
partner Jennifer Adcock, MS, CSP (Certified Succession 
Planner), SPHR (Senior Professional in Human 
Resources), to take a deeper dive into the topic of planning 
for company succession. 

 If you own or manage a family-owned business and 
would like to participate in this study, click here to 
complete the survey: 
http://lsu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8wvkdeECM
rXOlCd.   

 “Planning for succession is one of 
the most challenging tasks facing 
family-owned businesses today. The 
failure to plan for leadership 
transition within a family-owned 
business is one of the greatest 
threats to survival of the firm. 
Succession planning is believed to 
increase the probability of a 
successful succession” (Van der Merwe, 

Venter, & Ellis, 2009). 

 

 
Q: There are many definitions of succession. What 
is your definition of succession? 

JA: If you Google the definition of succession, the 
answer is quite simple: it is "the action or process of 
inheriting a title, office, property, etc."  Unfortunately, 
most organizations don't have a simple plan for 
succession because it is a process that takes time 
and requires attention.  However, succession 
planning is critical to an organization's short and long 
term success.  Succession planning is essential to 
retaining high potential employees and minimizing a 
future leadership gap by identifying and preparing 
these employees to fill key leadership positions as 
they become available.   
 
SP: Succession, when you boil it down, is ensuring 
leadership continuity in key positions. Its purpose is 
to transfer knowledge from one person to another 
and to encourage individual development of 
members in those roles. Succession occurs in all 
types of firms – large, medium and small businesses. 
It’s not just the big companies that have to think 
about this process. It seems to be a little different at 
each level, and it seems to be more difficult as the 
size of the business decreases.  
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Q: How does succession planning differ in a small 
company versus a large organization?  How does it 
differ in a family-owned business? 

JA: There is no “one size fits all” succession 
planning process. Succession plans must be 
developed according to an organization’s business 
needs and priorities, and be reflective of its culture 
and core values.  

SP: Large firms have key leadership in executive 
level roles where they have to develop and train for 
key positions. Large firms need to have key people 
ready to step in when they are needed. These firms 
invest in these high potential employees and train 
them to one day take on these roles. Large 
companies also have a bigger pool of candidates to 
select from for these positions. Small firms are 
typically where the owner is the person who provides 
leadership in the business.  

JA: Right Stephen, and according to the FPA/CNBC 
Business Owner Succession Planning Survey 
released earlier this year, 78 percent of small-
business-owner clients plan to sell their businesses 
to fund their retirement. Yet, less than 30 percent of 
clients actually have a written succession plan.  More 
than half sell their businesses to employees or family 
members (23 percent and 31 percent, respectively).  
Despite this trend, less than half of small-business 
owners include their families in the succession 
planning process, the survey revealed.  

SP: When you get into family business, there is a 
possibility that the available pool is limited or is not 
yet capable to take on this leadership role, which 
creates difficulty in transitioning the business to the 
next generation. The owner(s) have to figure out who 
really has an interest in being part of the company 
and then determine whether they are capable. If the 
owner wants to exit the business, he or she either 
needs to sell the business to a non-family member or 
transition it to a next generation in the family.  

A key point with any size business is that identifying 
a person is just one part of the criteria for having a 
successful succession plan. The time frame and an 
understanding of the person’s needed development 
is a critical part as well.  Succession is a process – 
not an event. It takes time to pinpoint the needs of 

the organization, identify the possible candidates, 
identify where those candidates are in experience 
and knowledge, and what development they may 
need to experience so to be prepared for when the 
transition actually occurs.  

 
Q: What does “succession” mean in the context of 
family-owned businesses? 

SP: When we talk about family business, and if you 
look into the literature, you will find that there is no 
widely accepted definition of what “family-owned” is.  
There was, at one point, over 21 definitions for what 
a family-owned business can be. The definition that 
we are using in this study is members of the same 
family are involved as owners and managers within 
the company. It could be at the same time, over time, 
but a firm in which multiple members of the same 
family are involved as a major owners or managers 
either contemporaneously or over time. 

 
Q: Steven, what are you looking to discover or 
accomplish with this study of succession in 
Louisiana family-owned businesses? 

SP: The primary purpose of this study is to 
determine the level of influence selected aspects 
have on the succession planning process and the 
success of the plan once transition of the business 
occurs. Specifically, we are looking to survey owners 
and managers of family-owned businesses located in 
South Louisiana, of any size, that have gone through 
a succession process with at least one transition to 
the next generation. We are looking for firms that 
have engaged in a written or documented 
succession plan at least once as part of this 
transition. This could be an informal, handwritten 
plan or a formal plan that was created with the 
assistance of a firm like Excelerant.  

We want to know the important, critical factors for a 
company to be successful in the process. We will 
collect demographic and perception data that may 
lead us to answer critical questions around what 
factors lead to the success of succession in a family-
owned business – Is early preparation key? Is 
harmonious family balance critical? Does learning in 
the process occur? After we collect and analyze the 



	  
	  

© EXCELERANT, LLC 2015 www.exexp.com Page 3 of 5 
	  

data, we will compare our results with published 
literature to see if these demographics and 
perceptions helped or not.  

In summary, although researchers place the 
absence of succession planning among the top 
reasons for failure with succession, there is still a lot 
that needs to be investigated when it comes to 
succession planning. It was identified in 2013 after 
review of over 100 articles that little is known about 
why or how planning increases success (Long & 
Chrisman, 2013). That’s what this study is trying to 
understand. How does planning really contribute to 
the success of succession?  

 
Q: You mentioned that you will be analyzing both 
demographic and perception data. What are you 
looking for in terms of demographic data? 

SP: We have selected a number of demographic 
characteristics and perceptions about succession 
planning and the planning process. On the 
demographics side, we are looking at a few things:  

1. Family-owned Status 
2. The Age of The Firm 
3. Education 
4. Number of Employees 

1Family-owned here is a key component. This plays 
to the transition of one leader to the next generation 
in the family business, whether that individual is 
ready for the transition and what support they may 
need to get there. 2We also want to see if age of the 
business has any impact in successful succession. Is 
a more established business more or less likely to be 
successful in transition? 3We are also looking to 
analyze whether there is any correlation between the 
education level of the retired leader and/or successor 
and the overall success of the transition of the 
business. 4 Lastly, we want to look at the number of 
employees in the organization to see if a company 

with a deeper organizational structure is more likely 
to succeed in transition than a smaller business with 
fewer resources. 

 
Q: What perceptions will you analyze and why is 
that important in the context of this study? 

SP: We want to determine what perceptions owners 
and managers have on succession planning within 
the scope of a family-owned business. We will be 
looking at many perceptions, such as:  

1. Early Preparation  
2. Satisfied Stakeholders 
3. Harmonious Family Members  
4. Learning Gained Throughout The Process 
5. Perception of Firm’s Implemented 

Succession Plan  

1We are looking to see at what point a firm actually 
started the planning process and if they prepared a 
timely succession plan. In the context of this study, 
we mean did they plan early for the transition, or was 
it planned a month or two prior to the transition. 2We 
will also be looking at the level of commitment to 
successful succession that was signaled throughout 
the planning process. Did stakeholders in the 
company feel like leadership was committed to the 
process? Were stakeholders satisfied with the 
process? 3We will also try to determine if family 
member satisfaction with the process is important in 
understanding whether a succession plan and 
transition was successful. 4We will analyze the 
degree to which the incumbent and the successor 
learned throughout the planning process. Did the 
planning process help the incumbent and successor 
learn or develop a better understanding of what it 
means to be successful in the transition? 5Finally, we 
will ask their perception on whether they think their 
transition was smooth, and then compare their 
perception to their calculated score from the survey. 
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About EXCELERANT & Succession Planning  

EXCELERANT is a resource to business owners and managers who are looking to engage in the 
succession planning process. The succession planning process is the practice of identifying and 
selecting talent to replace people in critical roles as they move up and out of the organization.  

EXCELERANT supports companies to ensure that there is both a pipeline of prepared, qualified 
internal candidates to fill leadership gaps and a documented plan to transition those candidates 
through the organization. We work alongside incumbents, stakeholders and next-in-line leaders to 
design and develop a plan of action that will guide the succession process through transition and 
beyond. This process can be done at the executive, senior or key levels of any organization.   

In addition to designing and developing the formal succession plan, EXCELERANT supports 
companies in succession through:  
 

• Succession Coaching for owners planning to transition out of the business  
• Individual Leadership Assessment & Coaching for next-in-line leaders who are or may become 

executive leaders or owners  
• Leadership Training & Development for high-potential employees and next-in-line leaders 
• In-House Leadership Program designed to “fast-track” the development of company leaders 
• Organizational Planning  to preparing the company for a better transition today and tomorrow  
• Formalizing roles and responsibilities before and after succession transition 

 
EXCELERANT works within companies to develop people-related practices in a pragmatic way that 
fits the company’s unique culture, respects their expertise and helps to keep the focus on business as 
the company continues to grow. EXCELERANT has experience supporting successful companies 
across industries in various areas of company development, leadership training and coaching, 
meeting facilitation, and strategic human resources.  
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About Steven Perret & His Research 

“I am in a family business. My father bought Letterman’s in 1983 from Mr. & Mrs. Letterman. He had 
a business partner and they ran the business until 2004. The business partner exited the company 
and, in 2005, my father decided that he was ready to retire and I took over the business. We did not 
engage in a formal succession planning process. Although I began working at Letterman’s full time 
around 1995, I worked in all of the departments in the company and my interest in the company was 
evident to my father. In 2001, they started introducing me to many business aspects of the company – 
attending accounting meetings and working with inventory and personnel management. I think there 
was a transition of institutional knowledge and best practices that occurred over time. When the time 
came that my father was ready to exit the company, that preparation coupled with my interest and 
me wanting to see the company grow and bring it to the next level, I think that allowed us to be 
successful.   

My brother runs our New Orleans location and he is involved in the day-to-day operations. I look 
back on the process and think “how could it have been different if we went through a more formal 
process, if we would have prepared better for it and what the outcome would have been.” That’s 
what motivated me in this doctoral program to investigate that question further. When I looked into 
the research in family business and succession, family business really became an academic point of 
research. Succession has been a big topic in the studies that have been published in family business 
journals over the years, but there are still questions out there about the process and I thought that 
was interesting. As I have been in business, time and time again I meet business owners that were in 
the same situation. They have a company, employees and family members that are in the business, 
and they are working to figure out an exit plan for themselves. It seems like business people never 
fully understand how to do that. We can’t figure out how to transition the company to the next 
generation successfully.” 

To participate in Steven’s research, click here: 
http://lsu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8wvkdeECMrXOlCd.   
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