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introduction

Small enterprises are special kind of economic entities. Decisions made there 
usually depend largely on preferences of the owner: his plans toward himself and 
toward the company, the vision of the company, and investment plans. Small bu-
siness management, due to restricted financial resources at firm’s disposal, can be 
limited to a short-term perspective. Single investments are generally not signifi-
cant, and their life cycle is counted in years rather than decades.

However, looking at company as a whole, it can be treated as long term inve-
stment. Moreover, this investment can be inherited by the children, which extends 
the time horizon beyond the life of the current owner, changing the time frame 
into intergenerational perspective.

The key issue considered in the paper is the perception of long-term perspec-
tive in small enterprise business decisions. A survey was used as a research tool. 
A sample of small enterprises (under 100 employees) located in Silesian voivode-
ship was surveyed. The paper presents some results of the questionnaire.

Assuming the owner of a as small business is a natural person, the company 
she owns changes into intergenerational investment once it is inherited by next ge-
neration. Succession is seen by many authors as the most important issue that fa-
mily businesses have to cope with. It is also widely agreed that intergenerational 
transfer is not a single event, but a process that needs to be planned in advance in 
order to succeed1. That brings upon the main question raised in the paper: to what 
1 P. Mazzola, G. Marchisio, J. Astrachan: Using the strategic planning process as a next-generation 

training tool in family business. In: Handbook of Research on Family Business. Edward Elgar, 
UK, 2006, p. 403.
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extend the intergenerational time frame is present in business decisions made by 
small company owners and what is their attitude towards future generations? The 
hypothesis is formulated as follows: intergenerational perspective defined as ta-
king into account welfare of future generations is an important factor in contem-
porary decisions of small business owners.

1. Small enterprise as intergenerational investment – 
a theoretical perspective

The very concept of intergenerational investment does not have a single de-
finition. It can be applied to activities influencing unborn generations, or affecting 
the well-being of people who are not yet allowed to make decisions on their own 
because of their age (eg. juvenile)2. The intergenerational transfers can be expla-
ined by various model assumptions, including the perception of each generation 
as separate individual (non-overlapping generations), overlapping generations ap-
proach and infinitely lived individuals model.

Intergenerational decisions are usually considered in relation to public pro-
jects financed from public sources – the examples of those usually include envi-
ronmental investment, infrastructure, i.e. bridges or climate-change protection ac-
tivities, or national debt, where life cycle is decades or even hundreds of years 
long. The decision-maker is the government or other public agencies, that can be 
considered as the representatives of the society as the whole. In such cases, the-
oretical models can vary and the adoption of any of mentioned above seems ra-
tional and justified, including i.e. overlapping generations or infinitely lived indi-
viduals3.

Nevertheless, in case of small business entity, the very role of the owner eli-
minates two of the three models. Once the enterprise is inherited by the succes-
sors, the previous owner is retired or deceased, so he or she is incapable of ma-
king any decisions on behalf of the company. Therefore, the author proposes using 
non-overlapping generation model, assuming that with the appearance of a new 
owner the old one resigns and his preferences are no longer valid. However, it 
2 E. Thibault: Dynamic efficiency and intergenerational altruism. “Review of Economic Dyna-

mics” 2008, No. 11, pp. 679-687.
3 Compare models referring to economic growth i.e. presented by Barro or Diamond: R. J. Barro: 

Are government bonds net wealth? “Journal of Political Economy” 1974, Vol. 82(6), pp. 1095-
1117; P.A. Diamond: National Debt In A Neoclassical Growth Model. “The American Economic 
Review” 1965, Vol. 55 (5), pp. 1126-1150.
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does not exclude the concept of fluent succession in the company, where the fu-
ture leader can learn from the incumbent, as long as the assumption that only one 
person is the decision-maker is valid.

When dealing with intergenerational transfers, the issues of taking effective 
intergenerational investment decision and of inclusion of future generation’s pref-
erences in today’s decisions emerge4. The problem of intergenerational decision 
making in case of public area is visible especially in studies dealing with climate 
change issues. The analysis in the paper concentrates on valuation of future effects 
and applying appropriate discount rate, and the issue of risk management5. 

Similar issues in case of small enterprises usually refer to bequest motive of 
elderly people (accidental vs. intentional bequest motive, strategic or altruistic be-
quest motive6) not to the company itself. According to P. Sharma, research in the 
fields of intergenerational issues in family businesses has focused in three gener-
al directions: desirable successor attributes from the perspective of leaders; per-
formance enhancing factors; and reasons these family members decide to pursue 
a career in their family firms7. Following the above classification the analysis in 
the paper develops the first and the second areas.

U. Hytti, P. Stenholm, K. Peura define strategic, long-term planning for fami-
ly business as a tool for gaining information and processing the different alternati-
ves, and for making the optimal decision. They assume that it is possible to identi-
fy the views, goals and aspirations of all the participants, and to incorporate them 
into an optimal plan to be followed for further action8. The assumption justifies the 
attempt to gather the information to what extend present owners of the company 
incorporate in their decisions future generations, i.e. their successors. What also is 
worth highlighting is the fact, that the UE Commission report on family–business

4 Intergenerational choice issues are rooted in intergenerational justice concept. See: C. Wolf: In-
tergenerational Justice. In: A Companion to Applied Ethics. Ed. by R.G. Frey, Ch.H. Wellman. 
Blackwell Publishing 2005.

5 See: Stern Review: The Economics of Climate Change 2006; C. Gollier: Discounting an uncerta-
in future. “Journal of Public Economics” 2002, Vol. 85, pp. 149-166.

6 See: J. Ameriks, A. Caplin, S. Laufer, S. Van Nieuwerburgh: The Joy of Giving or Assisted Li-
ving? Using Strategic Surveys to Separate Public Care Aversion from Bequest Motives. “The 
Journal of Finance” 2011, Vol. 66, Iss. 2, pp. 519-561; G. Fink, S. Redaelli: Understanding Bequ-
est Motives. An Empirical Analysis of Intergenerational Transfers. “DNB Working Paper” May 
2005, No. 42; D. Bernheim, A. Shleifer, L. Summers: The Strategic Bequest Motive. “The Journal 
of Political Economy” 1985, Vol. 93, Iss. 6, pp. 1045-1076.

7 P. Sharma: An overview of the field of family business studies: current status and directions for 
the future. In: Handbook of Research on Family Business. Edward Elgar, UK, 2006, p. 4.

8 U. Hytti, P. Stenholm, K. Peura: Transfers of business planning and bounded emotionality: a fol-
low-up case study. “International Journal of Entrepreneurial Behaviour & Research” 2011, Vol. 
17, No. 5, pp. 561-580.
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–relevant issues points that studies done showed a lack of awareness within fami-
ly businesses of the importance of this issue9.

2. research design and characteristics of the sample

The questionnaire aimed at assessing the level of importance of intergenera-
tional perspective in the opinion of owners of small and medium-sized enterpri-
ses. The research was prepared on sample of Silesian voivodeship SME. Silesian 
SME refer to firms located in the area of Silesian voivodeship, and were chosen 
due to their proximity and the special features of the region, like the number of 
inhabitants and level of competitiveness, that situate Silesian voivodeship among 
regions with high SME activity in Poland10. 

The questionnaire was filled by 67 enterprises. The criterion for selection 
was the number of employees not exceeding 100 persons. In total 150 question-
naires were sent, out of which 67 returned and were subjected to further analysis. 
The survey was conducted in November 2012 and included two parts: socio-eco-
nomic characteristic of the enterprise and the owner and questions concerning in-
tergenerational perspective in SME.

Data has been processed using SPSS IBM Statistics Data Editor and MS 
Excel.

Enterprise characteristics include questions about the kind of business activi-
ty, year of company establishment, number of employees, legal form of business, 
management details. Owner characteristics are described by sex, age, number of 
years of experience in running a company and education background.

Surveyed companies belonged to various business activities. Service compa-
nies prevailed in the sample. The most frequently mentioned activities were: con-
struction (17% of responses), services (16%), IT services (8%) and trade (7%). 
Financial services, production, and service & sales activity declared three respon-
dents.

The enterprises in the sample employed on average about 14 employees. The 
number varied between 1 and 85. Most companies hired one employee, and half 

9 Overview Of Family-Business-Relevant Issues: Research, Networks, Policy Measures And Exi-
sting Studies. Final Report Of The Expert Group. European Commission, Enterprise And Indu-
stry Directorate-General, November 2009, pp. 16-17.

10 Analiza źródeł zróżnicowania regionalnego aktywności inwestycyjnej sektora MSP, ze szczegól-
nym uwzględnieniem działalności innowacyjnej. Departament Analiz i Prognoz, Ministerstwo 
Gospodarki, Warszawa 2010.
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of the companies had fewer than 5 employees. The standard deviation for the 
number of employees reached nearly 20 people. These statistics indicate that the 
majority of businesses were small (75% of them employed up to 15 people). Sta-
tistics for Poland in 2008 indicate that about 95% of enterprises in Poland hired 
up to 9 employees11. 

Predominant part of the sample were companies run by individuals – natural 
persons (58% share in response number). Approximately 25% of companies were 
in the form of civil law or unlimited partnership, 13% – a limited liability compa-
ny, while one respondent indicated a different type of legal form.

Companies were mostly run by owner solely (87% of responses). In one in 
ten cases the management was conducted by both: owner and manager. Two com-
panies (3%) were run by managers only. 

The survey respondents’ socio-economic characteristics indicated that most 
of the surveyed were men (76%). The largest share of the sample was aged up to 
35 years (42%), followed by those in the range of 35-50 years (31%). The least 
represented group were persons exceeding the age of 50 years (27%). More than 
half of the sample (52%) were those with higher education (including BA title). 
The share of secondary school graduates was equal to 38% of respondents, and 
vocational training counted for little over 10%. As far as the type of education is 
considered, technical education was predominant (49% of responses). A large gro-
up of respondents were also of economic education (27%). Respondents with ge-
neral education and other type of education were equally numerous groups repre-
senting nearly a quarter of the sample.

3. Main results of the survey – the perception of the role 
of intergenerational perspective for small and medium 
enterprises in the opinion of the owners

The part of the questionnaire researching the role of intergenerational per-
spective included questions about the time period in which the respondents were 
planning the future of their businesses, type of plans for companies, including suc-
cession, the subjective perception of a long-term perspective in relation to the va-
lue of the company and altruistic behaviour frequency.

When asked about the time frame taken into account when planning the de-
velopment of the business, the answers were distributed evenly (Fig.1). The lar-
11 Analiza źródeł zróżnicowania…, op. cit., p. 6.
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gest share were answers with time horizon of “1-2 years” and “5 years” – both re-
plies indicated 22.4% of respondents. A significant part of the respondents (18%) 
declared that the time frame up to 20 years, and 15% declared that they think bey-
ond contemporary generation. Only 13% of respondents indicated the prospect of 
up to 10 years. The least popular answer was “only for the next few months”.

Fig. 1. Question: “Thinking of my firm I consider the time frame of...”

According to survey results, medium (1-5 years) time horizon was predomi-
nant among owners. However, of great importance was long-term planning (up 
to 20 years and intergenerational) while current perspective is of least importan-
ce. It can be assumed that for the latter the entrepreneurs do not actually plan the-
ir activities but they only keep responding to the current market situation, perfor-
ming operating activities.

What is worth highlighting is the high share of owners declaring thinking in 
time frame breaking the generational frontier. The result seems to support the need 
for including long term horizon into SME valuation process.

Next question investigated the activities aimed at development of the com-
pany (Fig. 2). The respondents indicated up to three most important answers. The 
activities pointed most frequently were: improving owner’s qualifications (19%), 
increasing the company health (18%). Less popular answers were: “I look for new 
products that I can sell” (16%), “I plan development considering long time fra-
me” (15%) and “I improve employees’ qualifications” (15%). Almost 12% of the 
owners indicated activities aimed at heirs (children) to take over the company (be-
quest motive footprint) and 6% indicated that they look for credits and other so-
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urces of financing development. Only 0,6% respondents stated that they do no-
thing.

Worth emphasizing is substantial proportion of answers connected to the 
owner himself (improving qualifications) or the assets of the company (almost 
40% of answers). The questions where long perspective was taken into considera-
tion seems important as well (a sum of 26% for two answers). There is also some 
consistency observable with the last question results, where 1/3 of respondents in-
dicated that they are interested in long perspective (compare Fig. 1).

The next question applied to the plans for the company (Fig. 3). Two respon-
ses counted for more than 80% of the results: “the company will remain my sole 
property/joint ownership” and “giving business to the children or other heirs” re-
ached 40.3% of all answers each.

Fig. 2. Question: “Main actions that I take for behalf my company development...”
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Fig. 3. Question: “My plans for the company...”

Less than 7% intended to expand the circle of owners and 6% planned to sell 
or transfer their shares to the existing co-owners or end the investment through its 
sale. The consistency in the responses of intertemporal perspective should also be 
noted here, as the prospects of leaving the company as bequest to the next genera-
tion seemed to be quite important for the owners.

Fig. 4. Question: “In my opinion, the perspective of transferring the company/my shares to my 
children (heirs) is…”
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Next question concerned the significance of the transfer of the company/
shares to successors (Fig. 4). 1/3 of the respondents declared that the prospect of 
transferring the company is very important. Further 24% said that it is quite im-
portant for them. At the same time 24% declared that the transfer to the heirs is 
not very important, and 8% considered it completely unimportant. 10% of respon-
dents could not indicate the importance of transfer. However, worth highlighting 
is the fact that more than half of the owners declared that the issue of inheritance 
is at least moderately important for them.

Fig. 5. Question: “If in my development decisions I take into consideration very long perspective 
(longer than one generation), my decision will...”

Then, the respondents were asked about whether their decisions would chan-
ge if they took into account the inter-temporal horizon in the development deci-
sions (Fig. 5). Here, the majority of respondents (64%) declared that the extension 
of time frame does not change their decision. On the opposite, 36% answered that 
their decisions will change. Worth noticing is the fact that the adoption of interge-
nerational perspective seems to influence business decisions in higher degree in 
case of women, younger people and people with technical education – those gro-
ups were more eager to change their decisions than men, over 35 year-olds and re-
spondents with economic, general and other types of education.

A significant proportion of respondents (43%) indicated also that the inclu-
sion of a long-term perspective in their development decisions should have a po-
sitive impact on the value of their business (Fig. 6). Worth emphasizing is that ne-
arly the same proportion (40%) were not able to determine the impact on the value 
of the company. The reason for the last result is – on one hand – a rather abstract 
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concept of intergenerational perspective itself in terms of business planning. And 
- on the other hand – it can be associated with a poor knowledge of business valu-
ation methods, especially when long time frame is involved. What seems impor-
tant, at the same time 15% of respondents felt that the enlarged horizon of deci-
sion-making would not change the value of the company, and only 1.5% thought 
that its impact would be negative.

Fig. 6. Question: “If in my development decisions I take into consideration very long perspective 
(longer than one generation), the value of my company will change...”

Respondents were also asked to identify how important for them future gene-
rations are (their well-being, quality of life) in comparison to the generation they 
belong (Fig. 7). More than 60% declared that future generations are as important 
as their generation. Over 13% indicated that future generations are more impor-
tant than their own, and 9% of respondents said that future people are extremely 
important (the present generation did not matter). Only 11% of respondents dec-
lared that more important was generation to which they belong (8% answered that 
future generations were less important, and further 3% that they were complete-
ly unimportant).
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Fig. 7. Question: “In my opinion, future generations are (their well-being, quality of life) are...”

At the end of the questionnaire respondents were asked about their willin-
gness to perform altruistic actions (Fig. 8). With respect to altruistic behaviour 
the question “Do I or my company helps others (strangers)?” (donations, chari-
ty funds, etc.) was asked. 47% of the interviewees answered “very rarely (1 time 
per year or less)”, then 35% of respondent said that they provided assistance seve-
ral times a year, and only 6% of them said they supported others once a month or 
more frequently. At the same time 12% of the sample answered that their compa-
ny never helped the others.

Fig. 8. Question: “Do I or my company help others (strangers)?”
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conclusions

Taking into account the results of the survey, the conclusions can be drawn 
that small enterprise owners recognize the importance of intergenerational per-
spective, particularly in terms of the transfer to their heirs. A significant part of 
the declarations in survey questions concerned the issues related to succession of 
the company, i.e. the owners taking actions to transfer their business (12% of re-
spondents), planning the transfer (40%) or stating the substantial importance of 
the intergenerational transfers (more than half of the respondents). In addition, re-
spondents attach great importance to the well-being and quality of life for future 
generation itself. In total, 82% of respondents said that future generations are at 
least as important as their own (Fig. 7). 

However if these responses are to be compared with declarations of imple-
menting long perspective to business decisions in small enterprises, the results 
are ambiguous. On one hand, the owners state that their decisions will not change 
if they take into account intergenerational perspective (two thirds of the respon-
dents), on the other, only 15% of respondents declare that think about the future 
generations when they make development plans for their business. A significant 
proportion of respondents (43%) indicate that the inclusion of a long-term per-
spective in their development decisions should have a positive impact on the va-
lue of their business, however they probably do not know what method they sho-
uld apply to make the calculation properly.

Drawing conclusions out of these responses indicate a discrepancy – if an 
owner declares that the extension of the planning horizon possesses a positive im-
pact on the value of her company, he should also be more willing to change his 
mind and take into account the intergenerational perspective in his plans. 

In the light of the research results it seems justified to conclude that the in-
tergenerational time frame can be taken into account in the valuation of small 
enterprises. The owners perceive long perspective as a factor positively influen-
cing their company worth. The bequest motive, referred here as the willingness to 
transfer the company to the owner’s heirs, was considered to be at least modera-
tely important for large proportion of respondents. Similar results were recorded 
in relation to the importance of future generations. Therefore the working hypo-
thesis of the importance of intergenerational perspective for SME owners can be 
confirmed.
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poStrZeGanie perSpektyWy MiędZypokoLenioWeJ 
prZeZ WłaścicieLi MałycH prZedSięBiorStW 

W WoJeWódZtWie śLąSkiM – Wyniki Badań

Streszczenie

Celem artykułu jest analiza postrzegania perspektywy międzypokoleniowej w ma-
łych przedsiębiorstwach w odniesieniu do decyzji ekonomicznych oraz subiektywnego 
stosunku właścicieli. Przedstawione zostały wybrane rezultaty ankiety przeprowadzonej 
wśród śląskich małych przedsiębiorstw, co pozwoliło na określenie perspektywy między-
pokoleniowej oraz motywu dziedziczenia jako dość istotnych w opinii właścicieli małych 
przedsiębiorstw. Ponadto zauważyć należy, że właściciele postrzegają długą perspektywę 
jako czynnik pozytywnie wpływający na wartość ich przedsiębiorstwa.


