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“In nature, nothing exists alone.“
Rachel Carson (1962)

Silent Spring



Leveraging Ecological Models for Family Business 
Succession
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„Just as a tree must grow strong roots to 
weather storms, family businesses must cultivate 

resilience and adaptability to thrive across 
generations.“

"Organizations, like ecosystems, must evolve to survive.“
(Hannan & Freeman, 1977).

Organizational Ecology
(Hannan & Freeman, 1977).



Organizational Ecology and Its Application in Family 
Business Succession
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Definition: Organizational Ecology applies evolutionary principles to study how organizations evolve, adapt, 

and survive over time.

Key Concepts

• Inertia and Change: Resistance to 
change due to routines, but external 
forces drive adaptation.

• Organizational Mortality: Just as 
species may go extinct, businesses can 
fail if they don’t adapt.

• Density Dependence: Market 
competition affects organisational 
survival, just like species in 
ecosystems.

• Niche Theory: Adapting to market 
shifts helps family businesses stay 
competitive.

How I Applied Organizational Ecology

• Succession as Evolution: Leadership transitions are seen as 
part of the natural evolution of a family business, like species 
succession in ecosystems.

• Disturbance and Renewal: Leadership changes act as 
opportunities for renewal, similar to how ecosystems use 
disturbances to reset and grow.

• Diversity and Resilience: Like biodiversity in ecosystems, 
diverse leadership teams enhance the business's resilience to 
challenges.

➢ Core Idea: “Organizational Ecology principles were applied to 
family business succession, helping to draw parallels between 
ecosystem survival and business continuity through leadership 
transitions.”

Conclusion

 Organizational ecology 

helps us understand how 

family businesses can evolve 

and thrive, offering insights 

into resilience, adaptation, 

and sustainability across 

generations.



What Can Family Businesses Learn from Ecological 
Models?
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Ecological Model & Insight Family Business Model & Insight So What? (Conceptual Insights)

Pioneer-Climax Model
Linear progression from pioneers to 
stability.

 -> Life Stage Model
From startup to maturity.

Develop Strong Foundations:
Establish robust leadership and core values 
early to ensure future stability and growth.

Dynamic Equilibrium Model
Balance through growth cycles and 
disturbances.

Three Circle Model
Balance family, ownership, 
management.

Maintain Organizational Balance:
Manage internal dynamics (family, ownership, 
management) like ecosystems balance 
growth and disturbances to stay adaptable.

Disturbance-Succession Model
Disturbances create opportunities for 
renewal.

Succession Triangle Model
Leadership changes as renewal 
drivers.

Leverage Disruptions for Growth:
Utilize leadership changes and market shifts 
as opportunities for innovation and strategic 
renewal.

Mosaic Model
Diverse stages of development 
enhance resilience.

Process Satisfaction Model
Stakeholder satisfaction for smooth 
transitions.

Customize Succession Strategies:
Tailor succession plans to different areas of 
the business, similar to how varied ecosystem 
patches promote resilience.



Bridging the "So What?" (Conceptual Insights) to 
Actionable Strategies
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Ecological Concept Business Application

Resilience through
Diversity

Action: Family businesses should invest in diverse leadership teams (e.g., different skill sets, 
backgrounds, or generations) to foster resilience and prepare for future challenges.
Strategy: Leadership Foundations (Implement mentorship programs early to build leadership stability
across generations)

Adaptation to Disturbance

Action: Leadership transitions should be seen as opportunities to innovate. Businesses should develop
contingency plans that proactively manage disruptions to drive strategic renewal.
Strategy: Leverage Disruptions (Use leadership changes or market shifts as opportunities for 
innovation and renewal)

Strategic Flexibility

Action: Implement flexible governance models that allow for dynamic decision-making, similar to how
ecosystems maintain balance by adjusting to environmental changes.
Strategy: Balance Roles (Establish regular check-ins to balance family, ownership, and management 
roles, fostering adaptability in decision-making)

Phased Succession

Action: Family businesses should create tailored succession plans for different business units, much
like ecosystems develop in patches. This ensures that each department evolves based on its needs.
Strategy: Tailored Succession Strategies (Customize succession approaches based on the specific
needs of different departments or areas of the business to increase overall resilience.)



Future Research Directions
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 Step 1: Literature Integration
Objective: Strengthen the framework by 

integrating insights from current ecological and 
family business literature.

Goal: Build a robust theoretical foundation that 
addresses gaps and connects ecological principles 

with family business succession.

 Step 2: Empirical Testing
Objective: Validate the framework through case 
studies and quantitative analysis involving family 

businesses undergoing leadership transitions.
Goal: Assess the practical impact on resilience, 

innovation, and adaptability.

Key Future Research AreasDeveloping and Testing the Framework

Innovation in Succession
How leadership changes drive innovation, inspired

by ecological disturbances.

Leadership Diversity and Resilience
Exploring how diverse leadership teams enhance

long-term resilience, akin to ecosystem biodiversity.

Long-Term Impact of Disruptions
Investigating the long-term effects of repeated

leadership changes on business stability, similar to 
ecological disturbances.



Next Steps
Current Status and Major Revision
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Focus and Depth:
• Narrowing down to key ecological and family business

models for a more in-depth analysis.
• Enhancing the critique and integration of these models.

Theoretical Contributions:
• Clarifying the novel insights derived from integrating

ecological succession with family business succession.
• Strengthening the theoretical framework and its practical

relevance.

Practical Implications:
• Providing actionable strategies and real-world examples.
• Highlighting the applicability of ecological insights to 

family business succession planning.

Content Reorganization:
• Improving the structure for better clarity and coherence.
• Ensuring consistent terminology and clear definitions

throughout the paper.

Current Status

• The paper is under major revision following feedback from reviewers.
• Feedback emphasized the need for deeper integration and critique of models.
• Suggested to clarify theoretical contributions and practical implications.

Major Revisions Planned



Q&A
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"Thank you for your attention.

I welcome any questions or feedback on our research and approach."
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Research Approach
Integrating Organizational Ecology and Family Business 
Succession
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Introduction

• Applies principles from evolutionary theory to study organizational life cycles.
• Examines birth, growth, change, and death of organizations.
• Focuses on interactions with environments and survival adaptation processes (Hannan & Freeman, 1977; Baum & Shipilov, 2006).

Key Concepts

• Organizational Mortality: Birth and death rates 
within environments (Carroll & Hannan, 2000).

• Inertia and Change: Reliability and resistance to 
change due to constraints (Hannan & Freeman, 1984).

• Niche Theory: Generalist vs. specialist strategies 
in environmental exploitation (Hannan & Freeman, 

1989).

• Density Dependence: Effects of organizational 
density on founding and mortality rates through 
legitimization and competition (Carroll & Hannan, 

1989).

Approach in our Paper

• Compares ecological succession 
models with family business 
succession models.

• Identifies strategies for 
enhancing resilience and 
adaptability.

Rationale in our Paper

• Interdisciplinary Insights: Ecological models provide 
robust frameworks to understand complex dynamics in 
family businesses (Hannan & Freeman, 1977).

• Enhancing Resilience: Applying natural processes to 
business succession can foster resilience and long-term 
sustainability (Carroll & Hannan, 2000).

• Innovative Perspective: Offers a novel approach to 
succession planning by leveraging well-established 
ecological theories (Baum & Shipilov, 2006).



Theoretical Background
Ecological and Family Business Succession Models
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Comparing
ecological succession models with family business succession

Ecological Succession Models

• Pioneer-Climax Model: Describes a linear progression from pioneering 
species to a stable climax community. This model emphasizes stages of 
development and stabilization in ecosystems (Odum, 1969).

• Dynamic Equilibrium Model: Focuses on the balance and cyclical nature 
of ecosystems, where disturbances and species interactions maintain 
equilibrium (Connell & Slatyer, 1977).

• Disturbance-Succession Model: Highlights the role of disturbances (e.g., 
fires, storms) in creating opportunities for new species to establish and 
thrive (Sousa, 1984).

• Mosaic Model: Explains the spatial heterogeneity of ecosystems, where 
different patches are at various stages of succession, contributing to 
overall diversity and resilience (Pickett & White, 1985).

Family Business Succession Models

• Life Stage Model: Addresses the different life stages of a business and its 
owners, focusing on tailored management strategies for each stage 
(Gersick et al., 1997).

• Three Circle Model: Examines the overlapping domains of family, 
ownership, and management, highlighting the complex interactions and 
conflicts (Tagiuri & Davis, 1982).

• Succession Triangle Model: Focuses on the alignment among the 
incumbent leader, successor, and the business, emphasizing the 
importance of clear succession planning (Le Breton-Miller et al., 2004).

• Process Satisfaction Model: Highlights the satisfaction of various 
stakeholders in the succession process, crucial for smooth transitions 
(Sharma et al., 2001).



Key Findings 
Integrating Ecological Models in Family Business Succession

15

Facilitation:
• Ecological Succession: Pioneer species facilitate the establishment of others, creating conditions for 

subsequent species (Connell & Slatyer, 1977).

➢ Family Business: Mentorship and gradual transfer of responsibilities facilitate the smooth transition of 
leadership (Le Breton-Miller et al., 2004).

Competition:
• Ecological Succession: Species compete for resources, driving diversity and ecosystem health (Tilman, 

1982).

➢ Family Business: Healthy competition within the business can drive innovation and performance (Ward, 

1987).

Disturbance:
• Ecological Succession: Disturbances like fires or storms create opportunities for new species to thrive, 

increasing biodiversity (Sousa, 1984).

➢ Family Business: Market disruptions and challenges can foster innovative approaches and strategic 
changes (Gersick et al., 1997).

Resilience:
• Ecological Succession: Ecosystems develop resilience through diversity and adaptability (Holling, 

1973).
➢ Family Business: Building diverse leadership and flexible strategies enhances the business's resilience 

to changes and crises (Sharma et al., 2001).



Key Findings 
Implications for Innovation in Family Business Succession
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Adaptation and Resilience:
• Ecological Insight: Ecosystems adapt to environmental changes through diverse species interactions and resilience mechanisms 

(Holling, 1973).

➢ Business Application: Family businesses can enhance resilience by fostering a culture of innovation and adaptability in their 
succession planning (Ward, 1987; Zahra et al., 2004).

Strategic Flexibility:
• Ecological Insight: Species exhibit strategic flexibility to survive and thrive in varying environmental conditions (Tilman, 1982).

➢ Business Application: Encouraging strategic flexibility in leadership transitions can help family businesses respond to market 
disruptions and opportunities (Gersick et al., 1997).

Continuous Improvement:
• Ecological Insight: Continuous evolution and adaptation are key to ecosystem sustainability (Connell & Slatyer, 1977).

➢ Business Application: Implementing a mindset of continuous improvement and learning in family business governance can drive 
long-term success and innovation (Chrisman et al., 2005).

Diversity and Innovation:
• Ecological Insight: Biodiversity contributes to ecosystem stability and innovation (Odum, 1969).

➢ Business Application: Promoting diversity in leadership and management teams can lead to more innovative solutions and 
approaches in family businesses (Kellermanns & Eddleston, 2004).



Future Research Directions
Inward Theorizing Ecological Resilience and Evolutionary Dynamics in 
Family Business Succession 
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Exploring Succession and Innovation:
• Investigate the relationship between effective succession planning and innovation outcomes in family businesses.
• Assess how ecological succession principles can be applied to foster a culture of continuous innovation (Zahra et al., 

2007).

Long-term Effects on Resilience:
• Study the long-term impact of succession strategies on the resilience and adaptability of family businesses.
• Evaluate the role of diversity and strategic flexibility in sustaining business continuity through generations (Chrisman

et al., 2005).

Cross-disciplinary Approaches:
• Encourage cross-disciplinary research combining insights from ecology, management, and family business studies.
• Develop integrated frameworks that leverage ecological principles for practical application in business contexts

(Baum & Shipilov, 2006).

Sustainability and Succession:
• Explore how sustainable practices and ecological insights can be integrated into succession planning.
• Assess the impact of sustainability on long-term business performance and succession outcomes (Holling, 1973).
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