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Abstract The family CEOs’ intention to retire seems to be critical to trigger the succession 
process. For a more comprehensive understanding of the leadership succession in family 
businesses, it is important to study the antecedents of the family CEO’s intended retire-
ment age. Using a global database, we examine the incumbents’ retirement age from their 
own perspective as the determinant of retirement timing. We apply the theory of planned 
behavior to explore factors affecting retirement age with a forward perspective, using 
the intended age of retirement as an antecedent for effective retirement age. Our results 
suggest that individual factors of the intended retirement age have stronger explanatory 
power in leader intended retirement age compared to the family business factors.

¿Cuándo planea retirarse? Antecedentes de la edad de retiro en empresas familiares

Resumen La intención de retiro de los CEO familiares parece ser crítica para desencadenar 
el proceso de sucesión. Para una comprensión más completa de la sucesión de liderazgo en 
las empresas familiares, es importante estudiar los antecedentes de la edad de retiro pre-
vista del CEO familiar. Utilizando una base de datos global, examinamos la edad de retiro 
de los titulares desde su propia perspectiva como determinante del momento del retiro. 
Aplicamos la teoría del comportamiento planificado para explorar los factores que afectan 
la edad de retiro con una perspectiva hacia adelante, utilizando la edad de retiro prevista 
como antecedente para la edad de retiro efectiva. Nuestros resultados sugieren que los fac-
tores individuales de la edad de retiro prevista tienen mayor poder explicativo en la edad 
de retiro prevista del líder en comparación con los factores de la empresa familiar.
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1. Introduction

The family CEO’s intention to retire seems to be 
critical to triggering the succession process of 
family business. Gerontocracy, a form of govern-
ment in which an entity is governed by leaders 
who are significantly older than the rest of the 
members, may generate tension between the in-
cumbent and the successor if the expected tim-
ing of leaving and taking over the position is not 
aligned. This misalignment can have important 
consequences on the wellbeing and motivation 
of both the incumbent and successor, as well as 
the sustainability of the business. In the context 
of an aging population (Royal Geographical So-
ciety, 2019), family CEOs seem quite secure in 
their jobs and may operate with the expectation 
that they will be in office for a long time. This 
late retirement syndrome (Kets De Vries, 2003) 
is frequently observed in parent founders and 
can be explained as the fear they may experi-
ence letting go, which may represent a loss of 
status, recognition, income, or emotional stress. 
This may be a significant factor explaining why 
family businesses frequently stumble in succes-
sion (Ward, 2011; Zahra & Sharma, 2004). 
The incumbent’s intention to retire and low mo-
tivation to transfer power to a successor remain 
among the main problems affecting the succes-
sion process (Marshall et al., 2006; Sharma et al., 
2003). Previous research on aging CEOs and the 
succession process mainly examines the choice 
of a successor (Bulut et al., 2019). While fam-
ily CEOs may understand the benefits of succes-
sion planning, in most cases, an incumbent has 
a difficult time envisioning life without a signifi-
cant leadership role in the family business (Kets 
de Vries, 2003). Thus, we argue that retirement 
intentions precede succession planning, which 
means the incumbent leader of a family business 
will initiate and control the succession process as 
long as he/she plans to retire. Thus, our research 
explores the following question: What factors in-
fluence the incumbent’s intention to retire?
Previous literature dealing with family business 
CEO aging has explored their entrepreneurial 
behavior and success (Lévesque & Minniti, 2006; 
Zhao et al., 2021), the impact of age on formal 
succession and conflict (Marshall et al., 2006), 
and even the impact on merger and acquisitions 
(Jenter & Lewellen, 2015). In order to analyze 
the incumbent’s retirement intention, we should 
look at their anticipated retirement age (Gagne 
et al., 2011), although the subject has been poor-
ly understood (Decker et al., 2016; Long & Chris-
man, 2014). According to the theory of planned 
behavior (TPB), the probability that a behavior 
will occur depends on an individual’s intention 
to engage in that behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Ajzen 

& Fishbein, 1980;). In the family business con-
text, the incumbent leader’s intentions may be 
good predictors of his/her behavior. If we better 
understand the antecedents of retirement inten-
tion, we may be able to better predict incum-
bents’ retirement, thus triggering the succession. 
Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to under-
stand the core factors affecting the incumbent’s 
intended age of retirement from their own per-
spective using the theory of planned behavior as 
a theoretical approach.
In this paper, we contribute to extant literature 
in several dimensions. First, by considering that 
retirement intentions precede succession plan-
ning, we examine the factors explaining the in-
cumbents’ retirement intention from their own 
perspective, being the first to follow this ap-
proach using the information provided by the 
Successful Transgenerational Enterprise Project 
(STEP) global database. Second, we extend the 
use of the theory of planned behavior by using 
the intended age of retirement as an antecedent 
for the retirement behavior. Third, we change 
the attention of the succession phenomenon from 
a normative to a positive approach by exploring 
both facts and perceptions at the individual and 
family business level that affect retirement in-
tentions from the incumbent CEO’s point of view. 
Finally, we offer empirical evidence using the 
global STEP database on succession and retire-
ment planning in family businesses, which pro-
vides a broader perspective and enhances gener-
alizability.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Retirement age and succession in family 
business
Most family business scholars agree that succes-
sion should be planned to be effective (Corona, 
2021; Le Breton-Miller, Miller, & Steier, 2004; 
Sharma & Rao, 2000), but in practice, this does 
not always happen (Brown & Coverly, 1999; Kirby 
& Lee, 1996; Mandelbaum, 1994). In family busi-
nesses, the incumbent’s inability to “let go” has 
been cited as the single largest problem in suc-
cession (e.g., Sharma et al., 2003; Zahra & Shar-
ma, 2004). Furthermore, the incumbent typically 
has enough power and legitimacy within the firm 
and the family to remain in leadership for as long 
as they desire. Poza and colleagues (1997) find 
that compared to other family members, incum-
bent presidents or CEO parents hold significantly 
more positive views regarding the length of time 
they will stay in the leadership position.
The family CEO may be ambivalent about their 
succession. On the one hand, they may under-
stand the benefits of succession planning, but on 
the other hand, they may feel reluctant to plan 



Luis Diaz-Matajira, Francisca Sinn, Fernando Sandoval-Arzaga, James H. Davis. (2023). When Does S(he) Plan to Retire? 
Antecedents of Retirement Age In Family Businesses. European Journal of Family Business, 13(2), 182-196.

Luis Diaz-Matajira, Francisca Sinn, Fernando Sandoval-Arzaga, James H. Davis 184

their exit. In most cases, an incumbent has a dif-
ficult time envisioning life without a significant 
leadership role in the family business (Kets de 
Vries, 1985). An incumbent may fear losing status 
in the family and the community, as both may be 
closely intertwined with their role in the family 
business. Moreover, retirement may be perceived 
as facing mortality. For a founder to plan succes-
sion, they must come to grips with retirement, 
death, and the passing of their professional life. 
This is not an easy task for anyone, least for 
an entrepreneur who has guided their life with 
the strong belief that they control their destiny 
(Brockhaus, 1982; Gasse, 1982).

2.2. Theory of planned behavior and incum-
bents’ intended age of retirement
According to the TPB, the probability that a be-
havior will occur depends on an individual’s in-
tention to engage in that behavior (Ajzen, 1987; 
Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). Behavioral intention is 
defined as “indications of how hard people are 
willing to try and how much effort they are plan-
ning to exert to perform the behavior” (Ajzen, 
1991, p. 181). Intention is molded by the individ-
ual’s attitudes (Krueger & Carsrud, 1993). These 
attitudes include the perceived desirability of 
the outcomes to the initiator, the acceptability 
of the outcomes according to the social norms of 
a reference group, and the perception that the 
behavior will feasibly lead to the desired out-
comes. In other words, attitudes develop inten-
tion, which leads to behavior (Ajzen, 1987; Ajzen 
& Fishbein, 1980).
Given that TPB predicts the behavior of individu-
als by observing their intentions, it is no surprise 
that the main application of the theory in fam-
ily business research has been at the individu-
al level (Kuiken, 2015). In the family business 
context, the incumbent leader’s intentions may 
predict behavior and provide useful information 
in advance of the succession event that allows 
timely decisions to be made. Much has been writ-
ten about the factors (e.g., situational such as 
family or business conditions and/or individual-
emotional) influencing the intention to carry out 
succession (De Massis et al., 2016; Sharma et al., 
2003; Zahra & Sharma, 2004) and the actual im-
plementation of the succession process (Gimé-
nez & Novo, 2020; Sharma et al., 2003). Using 
the theory of planned behavior, De Massis et al. 
(2016) explored situational and individual ante-
cedents of family business incumbents’ attitudes 
toward intra-family succession. Their study fo-
cused on the effect on attitudes as they are the 
predecessor of intra-family succession intentions 
but did not measure the effect of these attitudes 
on intentions or behavior. Ferrari (2023) investi-
gated each factor of the TPB (attitude, desirabil-

ity, and feasibility) towards business transmission 
planning involving both generations (incumbent 
and successor) using a qualitative approach. Ac-
cording to Ferrari (2023), facing business succes-
sion implies forming an explicit, future-oriented 
plan, so TPB is a suitable approach for investigat-
ing business succession as a deliberate process. 
Sharma et al. (2003) is one of the few papers 
using the theory of planned behavior that consid-
ers the succession decision from the incumbent’s 
perspective. These scholars state that succession 
is a planned behavior because the incumbent is 
initiating the succession. They present evidence 
that behavioral beliefs do not significantly influ-
ence succession planning, but social norms and 
the likelihood that a trustworthy successor is 
available do have a strong influence on succes-
sion planning. Additional research on succession 
explores the decision of the next generation on 
whether to enter the family business or not (Al-
drich & Cliff, 2003). It is commonly believed that 
succession is mainly under the control of the in-
cumbent leader of the family business (Lansberg, 
1988). These scholars show how the family’s re-
sources, norms, attitudes, and values influence 
the recognition of entrepreneurial opportunities 
that can potentially trigger changes in the fam-
ily. Moreover, recent research highlights how the 
identity of the incumbent can better explain their 
emotions, cognition, and behavior to succession 
(Li et al., 2023; Radu-Lefebvre et al., 2021). In 
summary, retirement intentions precede succes-
sion planning, which means the incumbent leader 
of a family business will initiate and control the 
succession process. The question remains: what 
factors influence the incumbent’s intention to re-
tire?

3. Hypotheses Development

Literature on strategic leadership states that CEO 
succession is driven by several organizational and 
contextual factors, such as organization perfor-
mance, organizational characteristics, external 
environment, and characteristics of the incum-
bent (Cannella et al., 2009). These authors ar-
gue that retirement intention is determined by 
individual factors such as age, education level, 
health condition, job satisfaction, retirement at-
titude, and family factors such as marital status 
and number of dependents. Moreover, CEO age 
and past achievements are key determinants in 
predicting retirement (Bilgili et al., 2020). In 
the case of family businesses, individual charac-
teristics of the incumbent (such as age, gender, 
generation) and satisfaction with previous suc-
cession have been found to affect the propen-
sity for succession planning and the willingness 
of the incumbent to step aside (Decker et al., 



Luis Diaz-Matajira, Francisca Sinn, Fernando Sandoval-Arzaga, James H. Davis185

Luis Diaz-Matajira, Francisca Sinn, Fernando Sandoval-Arzaga, James H. Davis. (2023). When Does S(he) Plan to Retire? 
Antecedents of Retirement Age In Family Businesses. European Journal of Family Business, 13(2), 182-196.

2016), as these factors influence an incumbent’s 
goal adjustment capacity (Gagne et al., 2011). 
Incumbent’s identity also plays a role in explain-
ing emotions, cognition, and behavior during suc-
cession (Li et al., 2023; Radu-Lefebvre et al., 
2021). This means that incumbent preparation 
for retirement impacts their expectations about 
succession.
According to the theory of planned behavior, the 
desirability of earlier or later retirement, thus 
succession, is affected by incumbents’ attitudes 
toward the behavior (retirement age), the social 
norms under which they will behave, and their 
perceived behavioral control. Thus, our proposed 
research model can be found in Figure 1.

Figure 1. TPB model of retirement age

Perceived family business support
(social norms)

Governance existence

CEO predecesor age of retirement

Incumbents’ attitudes
towards age of retirement

CEO age and tenure

CEO retirement plan and perception
for feed of change in governance

Successors feasibility (perceived
behavioral control)

Successors characteristics

Successor formal preparation
process

Anticipated
age of 

retirement

Retirement
age

Antecedents Intention Behavior

3.1. Incumbents’ attitudes
Incumbents’ attitudes toward retirement age are 
influenced by beliefs about the likely outcomes of 
retiring at a certain age and the negative or posi-
tive evaluation of these outcomes (Ajzen 1985, 
cited in Kuiken 2015; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). In 
this paper, we suggest that incumbents’ attitudes 
towards retirement depend on the following: (i) 
individual characteristics such as incumbent ten-
ure and age; (ii) the existence of a retirement 
plan; and (iii) their perception of the need for 
governance change in the family business.
CEO age and tenure. As the family CEO ages, 
they may perceive themselves more critically as 
a guardian of the family interests and business. 
They may be motivated to stay to protect and 
grow the company and willing to forgo retirement 
to ensure appropriate leadership. The strong role 
of the founder and their legacy has been studied 
elsewhere (Salazar, 2021). Leaders motivated to 
retain positions may have self-serving motives to 
retain institutional power and privileges.
Alternatively, the incumbent may want to re-
tain influence as they identify with the business 
and resist early retirement because others may 
lack the deep knowledge and experience to lead 
successfully. Here, the incumbent is motivated 

to continue contributing positively by sharing 
knowledge, experience, and relationships de-
veloped over time for the firm’s best interest. 
Perceived as a positive outcome, postponing re-
tirement intends to strengthen the business and 
the future well-being of stakeholders. In sum-
mary, as the CEOs age, they perceive themselves 
as guardians, taking more responsibility for the 
family and business.
It may also be that the CEO is ambivalent toward 
their succession, unable to envision life without 
a leadership role in the family business (Kets de 
Vries, 1985). The CEO may not want to become 
irrelevant to the family or business. This feeling 
may also affect the desirability of earlier retire-
ment and generate attitudes toward postponing 
retirement.
We expect the desirability of continuing contri-
bution, self-serving desire to retain power, and 
personal fear about post-retirement life to affect 
retirement intentions. The longer the CEO tenure 
and older they are, the more likely incumbents 
will expect to delay retirement. We propose:

Hypothesis 1a. CEO tenure is positively associ-
ated with the intended age of retirement.
Hypothesis 1b. CEO age is positively associated 
with the intended age of retirement.

Existence of CEO retirement plan and percep-
tion of a need for change in governance. A CEO 
with psychological ownership of the firm and 
leadership role is more interested in a covenant 
relationship with the organization than power or 
authority (Hernandez, 2012). For them, personal 
power is more important than institutional power 
(Davis et al., 1997). The CEO will intend to retire 
if they think their capability to maximize finan-
cial and socio-economic wealth has diminished. 
They would retire if they had a retirement plan 
to maintain an affective commitment, connec-
tion, and identity with the business. Similarly, 
the CEO will retire earlier if they believe a gov-
ernance change is in the long-term interest of 
the business family. Therefore, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2a. The existence of a CEO retire-
ment plan is negatively associated with the in-
tended age of retirement.
Hypothesis 2b. The perceived need for govern-
ance change in the family business is negatively 
associated with the intended age of retirement.

3.2. Perceived family business support (social 
norms)
Governance existence in family business. A pri-
mary objective of governance in a family busi-
ness is ensuring continuity and viability through 
generations (Botero et al., 2021). Governance 
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structures and practices help families manage 
competing family goals and complex systems (Co-
rona, 2021; Suess, 2014; Suess-Reyes, 2016) and 
prevent or manage conflicts (Ward, 2011).
Corporate governance mechanisms are important 
because CEO retirement often triggers succes-
sion planning. The board oversees CEO perfor-
mance and plays an essential role in CEO suc-
cession decisions like nomination, appointment, 
and delegation of a suitable successor (Luan et 
al., 2018). With this responsibility, corporate 
governance may motivate the CEO to anticipate 
retirement, as mechanisms ensure performance 
and nominate a new CEO if they retire (Boeker & 
Ellstrand, 1996).
Family business mechanisms facilitate cohesive-
ness and collective goals (Suess, 2014; Suess-
Reyes, 2016), allowing harmony and connection 
with the business if the CEO retires. They can 
also help manage emotional challenges and facil-
itate smoother transitions that influence retire-
ment intentions (Umans et al., 2020).
Formal governance articulates rewards and de-
mands of being part of the family business (Bote-
ro et al., 2021). In the TPB context, governance 
is part of the social norms enabling anticipated 
behavior. Requiring dialogue and succession poli-
cies, family and corporate governance enables 
anticipating retirement. We expect:

Hypothesis 3a. Family governance existence is 
negatively associated with the intended age of 
retirement.
Hypothesis 3b. Corporate governance existence 
is negatively associated with the intended age of 
retirement.

CEO predecessor age of retirement. Incum-
bents tend to think and act backward-looking 
(Zellweger, 2017). Legacy influences incumbent 
decisions and behavior, and literature suggests 
incumbent satisfaction with succession depends 
on the predecessor’s willingness to step aside 
(Sharma et al., 2003). From a TPB perspective, 
past behavior influences intentions (Ajzen, 1991). 
In family businesses, previous behavior explains 
family effects and intentions, known as intergen-
erational influence from children’s socialization 
(Carr & Sequeira, 2007). Information, beliefs, 
and resources are transmitted through sociali-
zation, influencing attitudes, choices, lifestyles, 
and roles (Carr & Sequeira, 2007). This impacts 
succession intentions, like parents’ succession 
preferences relating to successors’ career inten-
tions (Schröder et al., 2011).
Family businesses may select an insider successor 
with flexible retirement ages compared to non-
family firms, as succession often involves transi-
tioning to a family member (Luan et al., 2018). 

This could impact retirement ages to keep the 
business in the family based on tradition and the 
predecessor’s retirement age. CEOs focused on 
family traditions and goals reflect on success-
ful experiences and lessons learned, which can 
motivate succession and retirement planning to 
transfer knowledge (Lu et al., 2022). This reflec-
tion and desire to transfer knowledge can raise 
awareness of approaching retirement. Overall, 
this suggests that if the predecessor retired late, 
the incumbent tended to repeat that behavior 
due to intergenerational influence and tradition. 
We predict incumbents will retire earlier if sat-
isfied with past succession to maintain legacy 
through resembling previous processes and there-
fore, we propose:

Hypothesis 4. The intended age of retirement is 
positively associated with the predecessor’s re-
tirement age.

3.3. Successors feasibility (perceived behavio-
ral control)
Successor characteristics. Factors explaining 
successor readiness in family businesses include 
age as an indication of leadership readiness (Kel-
leci et al., 2018). Age reflects knowledge con-
struction (Cabrera-Suárez et al., 2018). It repre-
sents years of service, improving post-succession 
performance (Ahrens et al., 2019). In other 
words, age means the successor understands the 
firm and has learned stewardship (Le Breton-Mill-
er & Miller, 2015), giving confidence for earlier 
retirement.
Having a family successor may also affect the 
willingness to transfer control. Family control 
includes influence in ownership, decisions, and 
leadership. Family culture includes identifica-
tion, feeling success is shared, personal meaning, 
and defining status. Family leadership increases 
in selecting a family successor (Campopiano et 
al., 2020), who will likely share the incumbent’s 
identity and guard family interests.
Feasibility and self-efficacy enable planned be-
havior (Ajzen, 1987; Krueger & Carsrud, 1993). 
Without believing a course of action will achieve 
desired ends, few intentionally pursue it. Resolv-
ing succession largely depends on a suitable suc-
cessor (Sharma et al., 2001). Retirement inten-
tions rely on a willing, able, and trusted family 
member becoming the leader. Successors’ age 
and family status indicate succession feasibility 
and control perceptions. Thus, we propose:

Hypothesis 5a. The intended age of retirement 
is negatively related to the successor’s age.
Hypothesis 5b. The intended age of retirement 
is negatively related to a family member succes-
sor.
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Successor formal preparation process. An in-
cumbent’s willingness to retire depends on per-
ceived successor capabilities, post-retirement 
plans, and succession planning (Sharma et al., 
2001). Preparing the successor is critical (Corona, 
2021; Sharma et al., 2003), ensuring appropriate 
leadership skills for the next phase (Dyck et al., 
2002). Moreover, the incumbent’s role as parents 
seems to influence successor intentions (Lyons et 
al., 2023). Formal preparation may enable ear-
lier retirement as risks diminish. The existence of 
formal preparation indicates feasible succession 
in TPB. Thus, we propose:

Hypothesis 5c. The intended age of retirement 
is negatively associated with the existence of 
formal successor preparation.

4. Methods

To test the hypotheses described above, we used 
the STEP 2019 Global Family Business Survey. STEP 
is an international consortium of scholars who 
seek to understand how family businesses gen-
erate new economic activity and increased per-
formance through venturing and renewal across 
generations. STEP data has been used in previ-
ous research on this topic (e.g., Campopiano et 
al., 2020). The STEP 2019 Global Family Business 
Survey, developed along with KPMG, attempted 
to increase the understanding of family busi-
ness by answering the following questions: How 
do changed demographics impact family business 
succession and governance? How are family busi-
ness leaders planning their personal retirement 
plans and the company succession plan? What are 
the differences across cultures? 
A total of 1,833 family business leaders from all 
over the world completed the STEP survey. Data 
were collected by 48 STEP affiliate universities 
from different parts of the world with a net 37% 
response rate. The STEP survey asked respond-
ents to share their views on changing demograph-
ics and how they impact the family business gov-
ernance, succession, entrepreneurial orientation, 
and performance. Family business leaders re-
sponding to the survey spoke eighteen languages 
and came from thirty-three countries and across 
five world regions (Europe & Central Asia, North 
America, Latin America & Caribbean, Asia & Pa-
cific, and Middle East & Africa). An explanation of 
the operationalization of the variables examined 
in this study follow.

4.1. Dependent variable
The Dependent variable for this study was the 
intended retirement age of the CEO. Like pre-
vious research (Post et al., 2013), we used re-
spondents’ self-reports of intended retirement 

age. Specifically, respondents were asked what 
age they intended to retire.

4.2. Independent variables
The independent variables are from two different 
groups: the CEO and those related to the family 
business. The operationalization of the independ-
ent variables used to test the hypotheses of this 
study are explained below.

4.2.1. CEO characteristics
The primary purpose of this research is to ex-
amine CEO characteristics explained by TPB that 
are expected to drive their intended retirement 
age. We examined CEO age, retirement plans and 
perceptions in this study. The operationalization 
of the variables is explained below. 
CEO tenure. CEO respondents to our survey were 
asked to give the length of time they have been 
CEO in their family business by indicating which 
of nine categories they fit. Each of the categories 
were five-year tenure segments, 1-5 years, 6-10 
years and so on, up to 41 years and higher. 
CEO age. CEOs were asked to give their age by 
selecting the age category within which they fit. 
Categories in our research used those in other 
studies, beginning with 20 years and lower and 
went 21-30 years, 31-40 years and so on through 
81 years and higher.
Existence of a retirement plan. Respondents 
were asked if they had a retirement plan. If they 
answered ‘no’ response was coded 0 and if they 
answered ‘yes’, the response was coded 1.
CEO perceived need for governance change. 
Respondents were asked if they perceived the 
need for a change in the existing family business 
governance to achieve great growth and perfor-
mance, and/or family harmony. If they answered 
‘no’ their response was coded 0 and if they an-
swered ‘yes’, their response was coded 1.

4.2.2. Family business level
There are family business factors that could af-
fect the intended retirement age of CEOs. We ex-
amined family business governance, former CEO 
retirement and future CEO characteristics. The 
operationalization of each is explained below.
Family governance structures included formal family 
councils, formal family meetings and family assem-
blies. The greater the number of these structures 
the more formal family business structure existed. 
Family business policies include the existence of 
family protocol or constitution, family mission or 
vision statement, conflict resolution policy, fam-
ily employment policy and mandatory retirement 
age for family members. The greater the number 
of these governance policies the greater the fam-
ily relies upon formal regulation to manage their 
business. 
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Corporate governance structures are mechanisms 
typically prescribed in the corporate governance 
literature such as a board of directors or an advi-
sory board and independent directors. The exist-
ence of any of these suggests that more formal 
‘corporate’ governance structures are being used 
within the family business.
Corporate policies include formal by-laws, a for-
mal succession mandates, and mandatory retire-
ment age. The existence of any of these indi-
cates that the family business is using corporate 
governance prescriptions on their policies.
Former CEO retirement age was determined 
by asking the respondent to indicate which age 
category s(he)s(he) was in when they retired. 
In particular, the survey asked: “To the best of 
your knowledge, at what age did the former CEO 
leave his/her position?”
The age of the next CEO was asked to determine 
if the incumbent’s age was a factor in the cur-
rent CEO’s retirement. In particular, the survey 
asked: “What is the current age of the identified 
CEO?”
Next CEO family member. Respondents were 
asked to indicate if the next CEO is a family 
member or not. A dichotomous variable was used 
with ‘0’ indicating the incumbent is not a family 
member and ‘1’ is a family member.
Formal successor preparation process. Respond-
ents were asked if a formal CEO preparation 
process existed within their family business. If a 
formal preparation process existed in the family 
business, we coded this variable ‘1’ and if not, 
we coded it ‘0’.

4.2.3. Control variables
This study examines CEO and family business 
characteristics that explain the CEO’s intend-
ed retirement age to determine which has the 
greatest explanatory power. Previous research 
has demonstrated that firm size, performance, 
industry, and country may influence succession in 
a family business. (e.g., Sharma et al., 2003).
Size. We measured and controlled for firm size by 
the total annual sales in US dollars. 
Firm performance. To control for firm perfor-
mance, we asked the firm to indicate how their 
return on equity (ROE) compared to the competi-
tion over a three-year period (2016-2017-2018). 
The subjective measurement of performance 
became necessary since the family firm in our 
sample were all closely held and the willingness 
to report objective data could not be expected 
(Love et al., 2002). This comparison to similar 
firms controls for industry effects and has been 
shown to correlate with objective performance 
data (Dess & Robinson, 1984; Love et al., 2002; 
Venkatraman & Ramanujam, 1987).
Market dynamics. The market dynamics variable 
reflects the CEO’s perceptions of the market’s 
pace of change, the customer’s demand for new 
products and services, and the volume of prod-
uct and service variability using a five-point Lik-
ert scale.
Country average retirement age. To account for 
regional and country differences in our sample, 
we used the average retirement age for countries 
in our sample (Alonso-Ortiz, 2014). The average 
country retirement age ranged from 55 in China 
to 68 years old in the Netherlands and Finland. 
The mean was 63 years with a standard deviation 
of 3.3 years.
A summary of all variables can be found in Table 1.

Table 1. Summary of variables
Variable Type of variable Citation Hypothesis

CEO intended retirement age Dependent Post et al. (2013) All, H1 to H5
CEO tenure Independent H1a
CEO age Independent H1b
CEO retirement plan Independent H2a
CEO perceived need for governance change Independent H2b
Family organization Independent Chua et al. (2011) H3a
Family policy Independent Chua et al. (2011) H3a
Formal board structure Independent Johnson et al. (1993) H3b
Formal governance charter Independent Johnson et al. (1993) H3b
Formal former CEO retirement age Independent H4
Next CEO age Independent H5a
Next CEO family Independent H5b
Formal preparation process Independent H5c
Firm size: Sales Control All

Firm performance: ROE Control Dess & Robinson (1984); Love 
et al. (2002) All

Market dynamics Control All
Average country retirement age Control Alonso-Ortiz (2014) All
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4.3. Method of analysis
Multiple regression analysis using SPSS was used 
to test the hypotheses outlined above. Control 
variables entered the equation first, followed by 
CEO factors and finally family business charac-
teristics. This statistical tool allows the analysis 
of a single dependent variable and several inde-
pendent variables. It also allows us to control for 
variables that might explain the variance in the 
relationships of interest for this study. The Har-
man single factor and partial correlations tests 
found that common method error is not a factor 
in this research.

5. Results

From the 1,833 family business leaders who 
completed the survey, we perform our analy-
sis with data from 1,177 family businesses that 

came from family business CEOs (the focus of our 
analysis). 81% of respondents were male, and 19% 
were female. 35% of the sample had four-year 
college degrees and 30% had master’s degrees. 
There were 41% first-generation businesses, 40% 
second-generation, and 19% third-generation or 
more. Table 2 shows the correlations between all 
variables. Multicollinearity between independent 
variables does not appear to be a problem in this 
sample.
Stepwise multiple regression was used to test the 
hypotheses of this study. Four control variables 
entered the analysis first: sales (representing 
firm size), ROE, market dynamics, and the aver-
age retirement age of the respondent’s country 
of origin. Model 1 in Table 3 shows the results of 
the testing. Only the average retirement age was 
statistically significant (p < 0.001). The model 
explained 4.7% of the variance in CEO intended 
retirement age.

Table 3. Multiple regression
Models

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Dependent variable: CEO intended retirement age Controls CEO Family Business

(Constant) 0.668 1.834* - 1.483

Sales (US $) 0.031 0.001 - 0.051

ROE - 0.068 - 0.028 - 0.01

Market dynamics 0.012 0.018 0.088**

AVG retirement age 0.093*** 0.024* 0.067*

CEO tenure - 0.015 0.011

Age 0.754*** 0.521***

Retirement plan - 0.539*** - 0.333*

Need change in governance needed - 0.135+ - 0.859***

Family organization 0.062

Family policy 0.188*

Formal board structure - 0.035

Formal governance charter - 0.168

Former CEO retirement age 0.121**

Next CEO age 0.007

Next CEO family 0.084

Formal preparation process - 0.284+

R-square/Adj R-Square 0.037/0.034 0.339/0.335 0.508/0.459

*** Correlation is significant at the 0.00 level (1-tailed).
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed).
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (1-tailed).
+ Correlation is significant at the 0.10 level (1-tailed).



Luis Diaz-Matajira, Francisca Sinn, Fernando Sandoval-Arzaga, James H. Davis191

Luis Diaz-Matajira, Francisca Sinn, Fernando Sandoval-Arzaga, James H. Davis. (2023). When Does S(he) Plan to Retire? 
Antecedents of Retirement Age In Family Businesses. European Journal of Family Business, 13(2), 182-196.

Incumbents’ attitudes toward retirement. The 
first set of hypotheses examines the first anteced-
ent in the TPB model of retirement age (Figure 
1), the CEO individual level attributes that ex-
plain their intended retirement age. The two sets 
of variables tested in this study are age-related 
and the CEO’s retirement plans and perceptions. 
Each group is explained below. Table 3, Model 2 
shows the stepwise multiple regression results.
CEO age related. Hypothesis 1a posited that CEO 
tenure would positively explain intended retire-
ment age. Table 2 shows the correlation between 
tenure and anticipated age was significant (r = 
0.343, p < 0.01); however, the relationship was 
not significant in the regression with control and 
other CEO-level variables (Table 3). Hypothesis 
1a was not supported.
Hypothesis 1b argued CEO age positively explains 
intended retirement age. Table 2 shows CEO age 
and intended retirement age were significantly 
correlated (r = 0.556, p < 0.01). The regression 
including controls and individual-level variables 
supported the hypothesis that CEO age explains 
intended retirement age (p < 0.001). Hypothesis 
1b was supported.
CEO plans and perceptions. Hypothesis 2a ar-
gued that a planned CEO retirement predicts a 
lower intended retirement age. Results show a 
significantly negative relationship in the cor-
relation (Table 2) and regression (Table 3). This 
supports that an existing retirement plan is as-
sociated with a younger intended retirement age 
compared to no plan. Follow-up testing revealed 
CEOs with a plan intended to travel (32%), spend 
time with family (30%), and advise the business 
(31%) after retiring.
Hypothesis 2b argued that perceiving a govern-
ance change need predicts earlier intended re-
tirement. The variable was in the expected di-
rection, approaching significance (p < 0.10) with 
CEO-level variables, and was significant in the 
full model (p < 0.001). The hypothesis was sup-
ported, perceiving a governance change need 
predicts earlier intended retirement.
Three of four CEO characteristics hypothesized 
to affect anticipated retirement were significant. 
The CEO-level model explained 34% of variance 
in intended retirement age. Overall, CEO-level 
variables explain letting go as hypothesized.
Perceived family business support and succes-
sor feasibility. Family business level variables 
correspond to the second and third antecedents 
of the TPB model. Perceived family business sup-
port is described as governance design and pre-
decessor retirement age. Successor feasibility 
variables are future CEO characteristics. These 
are thought to explain the current CEO’s intend-
ed retirement age, reviewed below.
Governance design. Hypothesis 3a argued more 

family governance structures and policies predict 
earlier CEO retirement. Family structure exist-
ence did not explain variance in intended retire-
ment age. Follow-up testing showed 20% of CEOs 
were also board chairs, 23% directors, 37% own-
ers, and 31% top managers. The structure result 
fails to support hypothesis 3a.
Greater family policy numbers did predict young-
er intended retirement, supporting hypothesis 
3a for policy. Policies established by the family 
organization, likely with CEO approval, predict 
earlier intended retirement. Hypothesis 3b ex-
amined whether corporate governance structures 
and policies affect intended retirement age. 
While relationships were in the expected direc-
tion, neither corporate structures nor policies 
significantly explained intended retirement age. 
Hypotheses 3b was not supported.
Former CEO retirement age. Tradition can in-
fluence retirement behavior across generations. 
We hypothesized the previous CEO’s age could 
positively influence the current CEO’s intended 
age. The relationship was positive and significant 
in the full model (Table 3, p < 0.01), supporting 
that the predecessor’s age influences the current 
CEO’s intentions. Hypothesis 4 was supported.
Future CEO characteristics. Future CEO char-
acteristics were hypothesized to affect intended 
retirement age. Hypothesis 5a examined if the 
successor’s age predicts earlier retirement. While 
correlated, successor age did not explain retire-
ment in the regression model. The hypothesized 
effect of successor age was not supported.
Hypothesis 5b proposed a family member succes-
sor predicts earlier retirement. While the corre-
lation was negative as expected, it was not sig-
nificant. The regression was also not significant. 
Hypothesis 5b was not supported.
Finally, hypothesis 5c argued formal successor 
preparation enables earlier retirement. The rela-
tionship was negative but only approached signif-
icance (p < 0.10), below the threshold to support 
the hypothesis. Hypothesis 5c was not supported.
Only two of eight family business factors were 
significant – family policy and predecessor retire-
ment age. The full model explained 50.8% (raw) 
and 45.9% (adjusted) variance. Predecessor age 
importantly explains additional variance beyond 
CEO-level factors.

6. Discussion and Conclusion

Most prior studies on family business succession 
examine incumbent behavior during succession 
(e.g., Sonnenfeld & Spence, 1989), not intentions 
predicting behavior. However, stronger succession 
intentions increase the likelihood of actual suc-
cession (Ajzen, 1991; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). 
Using TPB, we studied factors affecting the in-
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cumbent’s intended retirement age as a predic-
tor of actual retirement.
The leader of a tightly held family business has 
extraordinary power over ‘if’ and ‘when’ they re-
linquish leadership. Literature does not explain 
motives behind letting go or staying longer. The 
CEO may be ambivalent toward succession, mak-
ing intended retirement age a good measure of 
letting go willingness. This research investigates 
drivers of the family CEO’s intended retirement 
age and their factors affecting retirement. Under-
standing intended retirement helps researchers 
and family members gain insight into intentions, 
motivations, and decision processes, instrumen-
tal for promoting long-term success as incumbent 
decisions significantly impact the business.
Results show both individual and family factors in 
the TPB model affect intended retirement age, 
highlighting the prevalence of individual (CEO-
level) factors and perceptions over family busi-
ness factors. These findings confirm the central-
ity of the incumbent CEO’s role in letting go but 
do not imply self-serving intentions. The results 
rebalance factors influencing retirement relative 
to traditional discussions. Individual factors like 
CEO age, having a retirement plan, and perceiv-
ing a governance change need were significant. 
Explanations may involve stewardship theory, al-
though we did not test this and suggest it as fu-
ture research. As CEOs age, they may feel their 
knowledge, experience, and network remain 
valuable for success and postpone retirement to 
strengthen the business and stakeholders’ well-
being.
The negative relationships of perceiving a govern-
ance change need and having a retirement plan 
with intended retirement age may involve goal 
adjustment capacities in succession (Gagne et 
al., 2011). Perceiving governance change needed, 
including their own leadership, makes CEOs more 
willing to step aside. Goal adjustment helps cope 
with changing conditions and adjust unachiev-
able goals. This behavior aligns with stewardship 
theory, as CEOs adjust personal goals to preserve 
family and organizational interests. Essentially, 
CEOs intend to retire if they feel their capability 
to maximize wealth has diminished and change 
is needed. Retirement plans allow maintaining 
commitment and identity with the business.
Results align with viewing incumbents as back-
ward-looking (Zellweger, 2017). Specifically, the 
predecessor’s actual retirement age and the in-
cumbent CEO’s age significantly predict retire-
ment intentions, while the successor’s age does 
not. Other successor factors were also not sig-
nificant. This suggests the need for more atten-
tion to incumbent concerns like finances, status, 
and identity, preparing the incumbent’s new role 
should be an explicit succession task. Research 

should refocus from successors to incumbent and 
predecessor factors.
We expected governance structures and policies 
would enable earlier retirement but found sup-
port only for family policies, not corporate gov-
ernance. This seems consistent with the incum-
bent having enough power and legitimacy that 
governance bodies do not determine their ten-
ure, viewing CEOs as rational, self-interested ac-
tors. However, the lack of evidence for tradition-
al governance structures predicting retirement 
highlights a stewardship mindset behind CEO 
intentions, as stewardship governance produces 
commitment, helping behaviors, and alignment 
with organizational interests (Davis et al., 1997).
If the family has strong control, we expect later 
CEO retirement ages, as the powerful, sole deci-
sion maker over their tenure anticipates later re-
tirement. Results suggest when firmly in control, 
leaders intend to retire later.
Gerontocracy in the family business, leaders 
staying in leadership beyond typical retirement 
ages, is often viewed negatively because of the 
increased agency costs associated with strategic 
stagnation and risk aversion. In this paper, we 
examine conditions that may lead to gerontoc-
racy and others that do not. Also, we question 
the negative perception of gerontocracy in the 
family business (Handler & Kram, 1988; Miller et 
al., 2004) by explaining the centrality role of the 
incumbent family CEO in the family business and 
exploring the psychological factors that affect 
her/his intentions using the theory of planned 
behavior. Using a global database on succession 
and retirement plans in family businesses we of-
fer empirical evidence that supports the preva-
lence of the incumbent’s perspective on this 
decision. This result implies that factors leading 
to gerontocracy rely mainly on the incumbent 
CEO’s decision, but even if her/his decision turns 
to gerontocracy, it does not necessarily mean a 
negative outcome for the business. 

6.1. Limitations and future research
This research is not without limitations and sev-
eral future research avenues are proposed. One 
of the potential limitations of this work is the 
concentration of the sample to earlier genera-
tions’ family business. In fact, 80% of the sample 
are firms of either first (founding) or second gen-
eration. We think that the assumptions discussed 
in this paper may better describe the earlier-
generation family leaders and opens an avenue 
of future research to test them with later-gener-
ation family business. 
The use of global data provides better worldwide 
context and considered control variables such as 
market dynamics and the country’s average re-
tirement age to account for country differenc-
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es. Research may be extended to capture other 
country/regional distinctive characteristics that 
can explain differences in retirement intentions. 
Additionally, we suggest that other variables such 
as incumbent CEO gender should be studied.
As explained earlier, the age that the former 
leader retired is significantly related to the antic-
ipated age of retirement for the current leader. 
If the former leader retired at a certain age, the 
current leader anticipates doing the same. This 
suggests that family history and patterns contin-
ue to shape the behavior and thinking of leaders 
in the firm. This begs for additional investigation. 
How do family legacy and norms affect current 
family business practices? Legacy and norms have 
a profound impact for good and bad on family 
business. This research suggest that they influ-
ence succession. Future research is needed to 
determine other legacy factors and explain how 
they influence family business. Both theoretical 
and empirical research is needed.

6.2. Practical implications
The results presented in this paper have impor-
tant practical implications for family businesses, 
mainly on the succession planning process. Fam-
ily and governance conversations in evaluating 
current governance practices and defining family 
policies are critical and should clearly include in-
cumbents’ retirement intentions, legacy dimen-
sions, and the role of family CEOs.
The findings indicate that incumbent leaders 
should reflect on their personal motivations and 
goals regarding retirement to understand what 
is driving their intended retirement timing. This 
self-awareness can help make more intentional 
retirement decisions, especially regarding issues 
as the need for governance change and family 
governance policies.
Family businesses should proactively have dis-
cussions with the incumbent leader about their 
retirement plans and intentions. This can aid 
succession planning and smooth leadership tran-
sitions. Such conversations should promote the 
creation of family governance that drives agree-
ments between family members by creating poli-
cies and a shared vision for the future. This will 
allow progress to be made in the retirement and 
succession process and maintain the continuity of 
the family business since the CEO will perceive 
that in the face of his retirement there are the 
necessary conditions for the family to remain 
united and hopeful for the future.
Formal governance policies established by the 
family, such as mandatory retirement ages, can 
encourage incumbent leaders to plan for timely 
retirement. Implementing these policies can fa-
cilitate succession. It is not enough to have cor-
porate governance for retirement to become a 

reality as it is usually established.
Preparing the incumbent for their transition 
through retirement planning can enable earlier 
and smoother retirement. Retirement prepara-
tion should be part of the succession process. 
Moreover, by focusing succession planning on 
preparing and selecting the successor overlooks 
incumbent readiness. Attention should be given 
to factors like the incumbent’s finances, status, 
identity, and relationships to ease their letting 
go.
Finally, business families, professionals, and edu-
cators must understand that the culture of one’s 
own family is fundamental in the retirement pro-
cess. This is reflected in the fact that the history 
of previous CEOs impacts the future behavior of 
current CEOs. If the previous CEO retired young, 
the current CEO will tend to do the same and 
vice versa. Therefore, practitioners must take 
this factor into account and facilitate programs 
in which business families analyze and under-
stand their own history to shape their future.
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