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PROFESSIONALISM AND BUSINESS ATTIRE: THE 
IMPACT OF GENERATIONAL PREFERENCES, 

CULTURAL TRENDS, AND WORKPLACE 
EXPECTATIONS 

 
Allie Guinn, Tennessee Tech University 

M. Meral Anitsal, Tennessee Tech University 
Ismet Anitsal, Missouri State University 

 
ABSTRACT 

 
Business attire is an essential aspect of personal branding as well as corporate branding 

activities. Fashion, cultural trends, and workplace expectations play critical roles in determining 
acceptable work attire. Corporations even use their definitions of work attire in their advertising 
activities as a part of identity development. Examples include State Farm Insurance, 
Progressive, and Enterprise Rent a Car. Observations during career development activities at 
multiple universities revealed that Millennials might have a different interpretation of 
professional attire. 

The literature review indicated a gap regarding how perceptions change from generation 
to generation related to this topic. This paper used the Grounded Theory methodology to 
investigate the factors that may influence the definition of professional attire among three 
generational groups, including early career, mid-career, and retired professionals. Further 
research implications are presented in this paper. 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Fashion is continuously changing. Whether because of the change of the seasons, a 

cultural shift, or various contexts of daily life, the clothes people choose to wear may vary 
widely and often change (Cain, 2018). While this is quite evident by observing passersby or 
glancing around the office, this is even more noticeable when considering how dramatically 
some trends in fashion and dressing habits have changed. It is almost comical to look back at old 
photos, historical accounts, and other photographic evidence revealing some of the more 
questionable fashion choices made over the years (Woolf, 2015). Almost every aspect of life is 
in some way influenced by fashion, for better or for worse. 

The workplace is a location this change in cultural preferences is observed. Because of 
the ever-changing nature of the fashion industry, professional attire, too, has seen countless 
redefinitions regarding what is considered acceptable for office wear (Woolf, 2015). A changing 
definition of professionalism implies that the well-intended advice to "dress for success" can be 
difficult to measure over time (Ruetzler et al., 2012). Questions of what can be considered 
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"professional” and by whom have increasingly arisen as overall trends continue to shift away 
from a uniform and towards casualness. 

This blurred line is further clouded by the varying views of different generational groups. 
The current workforce consists of more generations and more significant age differences than 
any in history. This age difference is evident in different skill sets, psychological traits, and 
attitudes (Twenge & Campbell, 2008). The distinct experiences of each generation are in many 
ways reflected in their choices while on the job, specifically concerning clothing expectations 
and dress codes. While generation is a major factor to consider in this respect, when combined 
with other environmental and personal factors that affect these decisions, it poses a problem for 
managers across industries. They are facing difficulties in knowing what should be expected of 
employees, how to communicate those expectations, and how to balance the conflicting 
emphases between conservatism and trendiness at hand (Ruetzler et al., 2012).  

This study evaluated how the definition of professionalism and overall expectations of 
workplace fashion have changed as new generations are entering the workforce. Furthermore, 
this study was intended to better understand the best practices for management professionals 
trying to balance or shift their outlook on office dress code. However, before dissecting how 
various industry groups and generational segments perceive professional attire trends based on 
qualitative research, it is vital to study the history of these trends as well as the different social 
theories that pertain to them. Also necessary is the extent to which they may or may not affect 
how these perceptions have formed. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
Historical Development 
Since the 1950s, the style has become progressively less conservative and formal, and the 

world of business and professionalism has experienced the same shift (Cain, 2018). Recent 
trends in fashion and workplace expectations reveal that the definition of "formality" and 
"professional" have changed due to multiple factors. Men in the professional world have seen 
shifts from loose-fitted suits to skinnier and slimmer fits year after year. As women have entered 
the workforce, they too have seen not only an increase in their power and responsibility but also 
a decrease in the necessity for their attire to consist of stockings and ensembles (Woolf, 2015). 
Women, in particular, have at length juggled fitting femininity with a male-dominated industry, 
from sporting tall heels to make up for height differences to wearing pantsuits to blend into the 
crowd. However, women have seen their fashion standards progress with the rise of the feminist 
movement. As straight seams became less of a priority, statement pieces became the goal. 

Decades passed as "groovy" styles and long hair became acceptable, and then not 
acceptable, and then acceptable again. Collars loosened at the influence of cultural icons, and 
workplace fashion shifted toward the "every day." It is inevitable that the definition of "business 
professional" will constantly change with the culture and times. Because of the ever-changing 
nature of this definition, different generations have opposing interpretations of professional 
clothing. These differences in interpretation are causing issues in managing a diverse workforce 
(Twenge & Campbell, 2008). This is particularly true when looking at the changes associated 
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with one of the younger segments, Generation Y, more commonly known as Millennials. They 
have brought about the need to address how managers should not only discern what specific 
factors are affecting their workforce but also how to create and enforce dress codes that balance 
the trendy with the professional based on the beliefs of the younger generations. 

 
Millennials 
While "professional dress" has been identified as necessary to many individuals in stages 

of employment and career (Ruetzler et al., 2012), the definition of what classifies as 
"professional" not only varies throughout history but also between current generations in the 
workforce. Values, particularly among Millennials and Generation Z who are entering the 
workforce and just beginning their careers, are not only significantly different from the 
generations before them, but are also increasingly important in terms of making effective 
management decisions (Twenge & Campbell, 2008). Previous research reports that trendiness 
and its effects on nonconformity are generational (Ruetzler et al., 2012). Managers can expect 
Millennials and subsequent generations to challenge the norms, normalize more casual dress 
expectations, and push the limits on creativity (Twenge & Campbell, 2008). 

It is important to note that culture often influences the preferences of Millennials and 
Generation Z (Johansson & Winroth, 2017). Growing trends in sustainability, growing gaps 
between intentions and behaviors, and overall sporadic responses to cultural shifts make the 
exact demands of these generations complicated to assess (Johansson & Winroth, 2017). 
Additionally, generational differences have caused a stigma around Millennials and Gen Z, 
stereotyping these individuals to have lesser respect for authority and therefore less dedication to 
the seriousness of their work. Few research studies directly address whether or not this attitude 
has a significant effect on productivity or overall professional output. 

Professional dress codes are in place to serve as standards in a company, both for 
guidelines on what is appropriate and for internal identity and cohesiveness. As trends and 
perspectives look different across generations, widespread disagreement on those dress codes 
creates a lack of identity and collective mindset across companies. The current research 
comparing older generations with the younger is limited but necessary to better understand an era 
with such strong characteristics of authenticity, fulfillment, high expectations, and narcissism 
(Twenge & Campbell, 2008). Therefore, the best place to start is to look at different theories that 
may explain how these differences form. 

 
Fashion and Business Attire 
One prominent theory is status signaling based on materialism and appearance (Wang & 

Wallendorf, 2006). Since it is fairly well established that materialism is a consumer value present 
in Western culture, this value affects how many consumers evaluate a product purchased. It "is 
negatively related to product satisfaction in product categories with high potential for status 
signaling" (Wang & Wallendorf, 2006, p. 503). Signaling, particularly in marketing, refers to the 
concept that more factors are communicating beyond an initial message (Herbig, 1996). Status 
signaling is the idea that the clothing people wear in the workplace affects how that person is 
received, particularly in terms of authority or respectability. This phenomenon occurs in all 
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aspects of marketing. It is just as prevalent in social circles and workplace dynamics, both 
between employee and employer as well as employee and customer or client (Furnham et al., 
2013).  

Signaling often leads to status assumptions and judgments. In a world where signaling 
plays a significant role in consumers' preferences, factors such as brand equity can affect certain 
styles and the "unobservable quality" of specific brand names (Rao et al., 1999). For example, in 
the market for athletic attire, brands like Nike may give an athlete more credibility than a lesser-
known brand. Similarly, certain brands in professional attire give that same status signal. Thus, 
this study aimed to discern how each generation determines what brands are signaling 
professionalism and why. 

Additionally, this same effect occurs when celebrities use their status to influence the 
definition of style (Rao et al., 1999). As early as the 1960s, status icons such as the Kennedy 
administration greatly affected what men and women would wear at the office (Cain, 2018). 
Today, industries beyond politics influence professional attire as well, as social media 
"influencers" and pop culture celebrities venture into this sector of fashion (Cain, 2018). 

Another theory to consider is external conformity - the idea that humans are influenced 
by the choices and actions of those around them (Price & Feick, 1984). Interpersonal sources are 
often used when consumers are making purchasing decisions. Although there is little precision in 
knowing to what extent these interpersonal sources affect the decision process, it is also true that 
this phenomenon is present when making any judgment of a product (Price & Feick, 1984). This 
means that the perception of attire in the workplace is partly based on how individuals predict 
others will respond to a specific style or trend (Reutzler et al., 2012). While consumer 
susceptibility to this outside pressure to conform can vary across individuals, it is generally 
found in all organizations. Bearden et al. (1989) defined this theory as: 

 
the need to identify with or enhance one's image in the opinion of significant 
others through the acquisition and use of products and brands, the willingness to 
conform to the expectations of others regarding purchase decisions, and the 
tendency to learn about products and services by observing others or seeking 
information from others (p. 474). 
 
In the workplace, expectations of others, particularly those of superiors, peers, and 

subordinates, play a significant role in everyday actions. By observing the behavior of other 
employees, new hires determine the attitudes and routines, and approval of others affects 
confidence in one's working ability Bearden et al. (1989). In terms of fashion and 
professionalism, one can then assume that these are directly affected by workgroup influencing 
too. 

This study aimed to advance the body of knowledge on factors that influence professional 
attire preferences across generations and how those factors affect the workplace. Additionally, 
through qualitative research, this study revealed some practical ways for managers to understand 
each generation better, and how to best respond to the differing generational perspectives within 
organizations. 
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METHOD 

 
Grounded Theory 
Qualitative research is deemed the most appropriate method for the question at hand. 

Grounded theory methodology encourages researchers to collect critically analyze data, 
recognize any potential tendencies for bias, and consider the findings as a whole (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008). By conducting interviews with three distinct groups of subjects that represent the 
various generations that the researchers are hoping to analyze, the findings use comparative 
thinking to evaluate the different traits of the responses and discern any similarities and 
differences. Three groups are separated based on ranges of work experience reflecting 
generational differences between them: (near retirement, representing the Baby Boomers, mid-
career, representing Generation X, and early career, representing both some Generation X and 
Generation Y). These three groups simplified the much more complex distinctions between 
generational workers for this study. Since this research aimed to determine the perceptions across 
generational groups, as shown through previous research formatted and conducted similarly, a 
qualitative research method is most applicable (Johansson & Winroth, 2017). 

As previously mentioned, the primary data collection method was an electronically 
conducted interview. Collecting data in this manner assisted both in overcoming geographic 
barriers to best reach the demographic groups being targeted and in gathering information in a 
way that is convenient and accessible to those in the professional environment that this research 
question addresses. A discussion guide was used to control the flow of interviews and explore 
various dimensions of the research question. The descriptions used in this interview were 
selectively chosen to allow respondents to use words and phrases that may align with their 
generational group's expectations that led to the interpretation of the abstract ideas at the basis of 
their responses (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  

This investigation structure also included conceptual ordering, as Corbin & Strauss 
(2008) described. The data was organized into discrete categories based on specific properties, 
and  the relationships among those categories were explained. As noted in the discussion of the 
findings, this ordering was used in the interviews to reveal perspectives, stages of thinking, and 
specific actions amongst the respondents (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Upon completed evaluation 
of the interview data, potential theorizing and suggestions for continued research can take place 
in a substantive way (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

The interview questions were crafted partially to address initial theories and ideas about 
how each generation would respond and left ample room for new perspectives to arise. The 
format was made to reflect best a well-rounded collection of questions, including sensitizing, 
theoretical, practical, structural, and guiding questions (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Looking past 
the structure, the evaluation of this qualitative research process as a whole is grounded in the 
necessary criteria for research conducted in this way (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  
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Recruitment of Participants 
The research required participants from multiple generational groups. The career 

readiness program of a public university in Tennessee was used to recruit individuals that fit the 
criteria of each group. Participants were reached through email communications and connections 
sustained through LinkedIn, and preliminary groups of five to six members each were organized 
into one of three categories: (1) Millennials and Gen Z who are starting their career with some 
work experience, (2) Gen X who are currently mid-career, and (3) Baby Boomers who are 
nearing retirement or recently retired. Participants consisted of differing ages, genders, and 
industries, with the main differences being years of work experience reflecting these generational 
differences. This population is justifiable due to the scope of the research and the necessity of 
compiling information from various generations. The insight gained from each group illustrates 
overall perceptions of professionalism. 

The only selection criteria for the study was the willingness to participate and the 
availability of experience. None were excluded from this study unless work experience was 
deemed inappropriate or availability did not coordinate with the project's timeline. The primary 
researcher decided to include or exclude participants, justified by the research objective of 
finding an accurate definition for a generational and work-related phenomenon.  

Non-random selection was used to ensure proper representation for each generation 
needed; participants were chosen randomly. The study was entirely voluntary, communicated 
across multiple mediums to participants. Using Blind Carbon Copy via email communication to 
ask participants to sign up on a Doodle Poll scheduler with anonymity settings ensured this, 
allowing individuals not to be identified should they have chosen not to participate.  

Initially, five to six respondents were recruited at the beginning of the study. 
Unfortunately, some preferred not to contribute due to personal restrictions stemming from 
Covid-19. As a result, the study had three retired, three mid-career, and two early-career 
respondents. The researchers started the data analysis as suggested by Corbin & Strauss (2008). 
Once eight interviews were conducted, researchers realized that each category was saturated. So, 
search for new respondents halted as the theoretical saturation reached where no new properties, 
dimensions, or relationships emerged during the analysis. All respondents were given 
pseudonyms to ensure their anonymity. Characteristics of each individual are revealed in the 
findings section in detail. 

 
FINDINGS 

 
The following findings were organized based on how closely participant responses 

aligned with the abovementioned theories and new theories that were not initially outlined in the 
planning period. Additionally, insights were drawn based on the discussion guide that organized 
each interview. Many trends and observations have overlapping themes and are best when 
viewed together. Following this outline of findings is a further discussion on what theories 
researchers predict may affect professional dress choices. 
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Fashion and Business Attire Trends 
One of the first points used to determine participants' perspectives on fashion in the 

business setting was understanding the qualities of fashion trends that resonate most with each 
group. Each interview began with a prompt for participants to provide personal accounts of 
fashion preferences. Figure 1.1 notes how each individual expressed openness to these trends 
compared to how closely their industry is typically exposed to these trends. 
 
 
 

 
 
There was a distinct difference in responses from each generational group regarding the 

trends liked most. The retired professionals often reported that their preferences fall on the 
conservative side of fashion. Although they did not always claim that newer, less-conservative 
trends affected one's ability to be professional, they quickly pointed out aspects of the trends they 
disliked more than what they did like. More often than not, these individuals compared their 
style preferences to what many of them referred to as "church attire." This frame of reference 
reflects on a common stereotype within the "Bible Belt" region where many participants reside. 
One retired female respondent gave the following testament: 

 
"I don't agree in going to church and seeing people in warm-up suits. You know, 
if you're in God's house, you should dress appropriately. You know, and you only 
have one time to make a first impression. So you might as well, you know, make 
that impression in, you know, nice clothes." 
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A male retiree also had a similar response to the idea of church attire being its own 
category. However, he made a point that even his conservative tendencies have slacked off a bit 
in that regard: 

  
"Well, being in my mid-eighties, I'm really not plugged into some of the new 
fashions that I'm still kind of a conservative dresser. Although I've thrown away 
my ties. I don't wear them to church anymore much and to funerals, well, when we 
were able to have them." 

 
It seems that many Baby Boomers were more likely to note trends they did not like rather 

than elaborate on the trends they enjoyed or saw as appropriate. One respondent told a story on a 
particular experience when he changed his job location. He said: 

 
"One of the problems I had with the contact people, who were 100% casual with 
another company I was with, they were already there when I started. Salespeople, 
I went down to Tampa, and we lived down there a while, and some of the contact 
people wore their shirts outside, and it wasn't one of those designed for it. It had a 
scalloped bottom or whatever instead of a flat one. And I just couldn't handle 
that." 
 
In addition to being asked about their general preferences, individuals were asked about 

what factors they believe influence daily choices for choosing their work attire in the hopes of 
obtaining a more accurate depiction of what the actual behaviors were in terms of professional 
dress. "Well, it was pretty much dictated what we could wear and what we could not wear," 
claimed one respondent in the retired classification. It seems for this generation, fashion was and 
remains less about choice and more about what is expected or asked of you. Another respondent 
noted that men like himself who saw themselves as a "breadwinner" of the family needed to 
dress in a way that reflected that and showed people around him that he was fulfilling this role. 
These responses can be aggregated to imply those dress choices were made out of an equal 
influence of respect to societal norms and the impression one wanted to have on those around 
them. 

Sam, another retiree, gave this insight to her opinion on some trends: 
 
Interviewer: What are some recent trends in fashion that you as an individual like 

the most? 
Sam:  Oh my gosh. I think the more conservative trend; I do like the big 

tops and the, I'm going to say, trim pants. I'm not gonna say 
leggings, because not everyone, I think should wear those kinds of 
clothes. But I do like the oversized tops with the slim bottoms. 

 
Individuals interviewed in the middle or peak of their career actually had similar 

perspectives on dress choices reflecting one's ability to work hard and respect others. However, 
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this experienced Generation X seemed more willing to dive deeper into specific trends and new 
styles that they did enjoy. Of particular interest was that even when individuals noted different 
trends they liked or changes in the overall world of professional fashion, most individuals 
claimed that their styles did not change. Mary, who noted that conservative styles and trends 
were what she consistently chose throughout her career, also had this to say about her individual 
choices: 

 
Interviewer:  Would you say there's a lot of color in your outfits? Or do you keep 

it pretty navy, white, blacks? 
Mary:  No, there's still, there's still a fair amount of color. My staples are 

black slacks, and I have a couple of black blazers. But almost 
always, I have, even with the grays and the whites that you know, 
for my tops. I love scarves. And so I'll throw some color in with 
that.  

Interviewer:  I like that. Do you think that your choices like that and just your 
style at the workplace, in general, have changed a lot over the years 
compared to when you first entered the workforce? 

Mary:  Um, no, not a lot. Not a lot. Pretty stable. 
 

Another participant in this group, Carly, leans more on the more experienced end of this 
demographic group but works alongside many early-career professionals. She also had a 
fascinating insight into this "difficult question." She shared: 

 
"You know your belt, your shoes, your earring, your necklace, your purse all 
matched through the 70s and 80s and didn't start to change really until maybe the 
late 80s early 90s. Women started wearing pants, and men started wearing sports 
coats with blue jeans. So when I go shopping now, asking about trends now, it is 
very difficult to find tailored blouses with collars and long sleeves that you can 
either cuff up over your sweater your blazer, you know, because I'm stuck with a 
look, not only from my upbringing, that's my professional life as well. And so for 
me, tailored, decent, not form-fitting, not holes. I hate blue jeans with holes, and 
I, how do I, you know, I'm being phased out. I'm not relevant to current trends. 
But I also think that the current trends kind of speak to a lot of values that I grew 
up with that are being lost. And so my stores would be the tailored stores like Ann 
Taylor or Loft or, you know, higher-end, Macy's, Dillards. I can't; I cannot 
usually find anything at trendy stores if I can't find clothing that still fits that 
model. I don't buy trendy clothing." 

 
Based on both of these perspectives, it appears that, to a certain extent, this middle group 

feels trapped quite literally in the middle of the current fashion trends. They are holding on to 
their values. Yet, their individual preferences are limited by their professional environment or the 
fashion industry's shift in standards. Suppose fashion stores are moving more toward targeting 
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the younger demographic than this generation. In that case, they must choose between 
conforming to the standards set above them or by the new changes inspired below them. 

Finally, in terms of business and fashion attire, the younger segment of the workforce, a 
mix of Millennials and Gen Z, provided fascinating responses when asked about fashion trends 
in professional clothing. It was clear from the responses received that this generation takes the 
most creative approach to attire. When asked what trends they like, this group elaborated on 
specific pieces more than any other, emphasizing how they keep track of trends and experiment 
with them. For example: 

 
Interviewer:  So, just in general, what are some recent trends in fashion that 

you, as an individual, like the most? 
Rebekah:  Trends in fashion regarding professional dress, or just?  
Interviewer:  Either way 
Rebekah:  I love animal print. The blazers, This is professional dress related, 

but the blazers that are kind of like longer they don't have they're 
not the ones with the buttons. I like the simple. Yeah, I love those. 
And then I'm trying to think I really tend to go towards more 
dresses than I do like pants and tops for professional dress. And 
then I always love patterns, especially floral.  

 
Another respondent in this generation took this elaboration one step further, making sure 

they are following trends without losing one's individuality. This theme was evident throughout 
her interview. For example: 

 
Interviewer:  So, just in general, what are some recent fashion trends that you 

like the most or that stand out to you?  
Leah:  So, one trend that I've seen is like the booties, you know big chunky 

heels or heels like having more out there styles with it. So like, you 
know, like snakeskin, polka dots, white, like completely white 
boots. I love things like that. With like, flowy skirts too like, I think 
that's really cute. I think right now, it's starting to get into more 
because I feel like for a while, I've kind of gone down from like 
crazy like you know, fun colors, patterns to like basics. And now 
it's like getting back to more like you know, have fun with your 
wardrobe have that statement color. I really like that. 

Interviewer:  Do you have that kind of stuff? Like, do you have booties and flowy 
skirts?  

Leah:  Yes. Yeah, I do. And I think I wouldn't say I'm like a trendy person, 
but I feel like whenever things are trendy, I like to have a couple of 
them in my wardrobe, but not be like that every time something 
goes, you know, viral or something. Everyone has it; then 
immediately, I have to have it. I'm not like that. It's just the more I 
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see something, the more I kind of well; it depends on what it is. 
[For] example, so white tennis shoes. For years, I'd always seen 
people with those like white Converse tennis shoes, like you know 
the high tops like shorts. Whatever those styles, I love them. But I 
was thinking I was like, Well, everyone has those, that's one thing. 
I feel like at this point if I get them, I'm just going with the trend 
like I'm not I'm not really wanting them because they're cute. I 
want them because everyone else has them because I see them 
everywhere.  

 
The above script provides exciting insight into this group's value of being trendy but not 

so mainstream that an individual looks utterly identical to others in their age group. This presents 
a possibility of "hipster" culture, following trends outside of the cultural mainstream, into the 
business realm. 

As a whole, the findings address fashion and business trends in terms of how much 
attention each generational group pays to the messages from the fashion industry. Younger 
generations undoubtedly reveal a much greater emphasis on fashion culture, while the older 
generations are worried less about their individuality and more about their consistency. 
Additionally, this group also seemed less concerned with their own choices and more concerned 
about whether those around them, including the fashion retailers themselves, were meeting the 
same standards as them. The other segment, made up of middle-career individuals, is torn 
between the two mindsets, enjoying the change to a certain extent but recognizing the 
importance of respect and awareness. 

 
External Conformity 
The most significant indicator of fashion choice found throughout each interview 

conducted was external conformity. To a certain degree, each individual made dress choices or 
observations based on the opinions or decisions of those around them, particularly an 
organization's client base. Those retired or near retirement recalled examples of interactions with 
clients that were greatly influenced by the anticipated reactions professional attire would invoke. 
Jack, a member of this generation who spent part of his career working as a contractor, made 
comments that showed he identified with the feelings associated with this theory. He said: 

 
"If I'm dealing with a client, I wanted that client to be comfortable, in the way 
they were looking at me, and to believe that I was professional because I was 
asking them to treat me as a professional, not as a contractor. And I wanted them 
to treat me with the same deferential treatment as they would an architect. 
Architects, for some reason, are given a much more professional reputation than 
contractors are. Because most of the architects you know dress differently than 
most contractors you know, and so owners tend to treat them different, bankers 
tend to treat them differently. They have an expanded higher education; they've 
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got an advanced degree beyond just a bachelor's. And so, I think they garner 
more or more respect." 
 
This theme was indirectly apparent throughout each age group. However, it was mildly 

experienced in the mid-career group, as they feel external conformity in meeting expectations 
and keeping standards. As Carly noted: 

 
"It was part of the era; it was part of the professional world. It was the corporate 
expectation. I mean, you know, IBM kind of set that standard back in the 70s 
when you worked for a company that had any kind of business presence, that 
business presence was reflected in business attire. And business attire was pretty 
much set by the IBM's of that time." 

 
Additionally, Perry, another gentleman in this group, made a similar note on dressing to 

the client's expectation, saying, "I have always tried to dress to the level of my customer, 
occasion, and purpose of the interaction." 

Perhaps the most fascinating comparison in this category was between the responses of 
retired individuals and the early-career professionals. Both mentioned "unspoken" expectations, 
in which clothing decisions were made with the thoughts of others in mind. At the same time, the 
retired individuals noted the necessity of looking like those in authority and dressing in a way 
that showed team unity and cohesion. Jack noted: 

 
"But if you are all matching, if y'all are dressed the same way, you look more like 
a team. A team has all the same jerseys on, all the same helmets, all the same 
pants. Why is that? Because it is a team atmosphere, and they're all one of many." 

 
In contrast, the Gen Z and Millennial groups made choices more to be noticed and 

expressed desire to stand out professionally. In a way, this group feels the need not to simply 
blend in but to "prove themselves."  Leah shared her thought process: 

 
"Do I want to be more impressive, especially with like me being the younger 
person in the office for the most part? I feel like I can be taken more seriously if I 
do dress up a little bit. And that way, it's not me coming in, you know, like, this 
23-year-old girl in jeans and a sweater talking to like my HR VP. Because I feel 
like you get as you get older and you progress in your career, you kind of get the 
luxury of being able to relax a little bit more because people stop taking the 
outside things and start really looking at your personality and know that they can 
trust you, you've been there forever, you know, you've been your career for 30 
years, whatever. And that you don't really have to prove to them that you know 
what you're talking about. And I think the outfit, it kind of is the first impression." 
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Figure 1.2 depicts each participant in terms of how much they practice external 
conformity in relation to how much of their influence stems from inner industry forces (i.e., 
coworkers) compared to outer industry forces (i.e., clients, mentors). 

 
 

 
 
 
Status Signaling 
The theory of status signaling, as predicted, was also an underlying theme throughout the 

interview process. As previously mentioned, while retired, Jack confessed to dressing in his 
career so a client would feel comfortable working with him and perceive him as professional and 
as worthy of their business as someone with a higher degree.  

Status signaling can occur in a client-agent relationship and amongst teams and 
workplaces themselves. Jack also experienced this with intentional status signaling in attire on 
the job, and he shared this particularly illustrative example: 

 
"So, we get our men to think about their families differently, to think about their 
customers differently, to think about themselves differently, and then generated a 
change in the way they dress. And then we put stickers on their helmets on the 
hard hats. And we put stickers on those when they did something really good, or 
when they pass a course of certification, we put that on there. So, what would 
happen is new guys would come to the company, see these guys wearing the white 
shirts, not the blue shirt, but the white shirts, with the helmets that had all those 
recognitions on them, and they would say "Who is that? What are all those 
awards he's got on his helmet?" "He's the field manager, and if you will do what 
he says, you'll one day have those on your helmet." I'd tell them to stay there, 
work hard, and maybe their crew will get some recognition for safety, and we put 
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that on everybody's helmet. And then it got to be a pride thing for them. That's not 
dressing specifically in the way you're talking about. But my point is if you ever 
heard "dress for success," what people are saying is dress the way you should in 
a given job. And it will help you to work your way to success; you will begin to 
think like a successful person, go through the motions of a successful person. And 
so, the one thing I've said over and over that I learned early in my life was, if you 
will do the things successful people do, you'll be successful. It's one of those 
things." 

 
Signaling status to clients was a significant motivator for this group. Peter also noted, "If 

I had an installer or a cable splicer or something like that, they could wear jeans. Contact people 
cannot. But I'm talking about the people that met with the customers. They ought to look a little 
sharper." Jeans, to this group, were undoubtedly unprofessional for people who made contact 
with clients and customers. 

Likewise, status signaling appeared in Carly's stories. However, her experience was 
primarily rooted in the theory of external conformity and the need to dress that reflected and 
respected the authority of those she was working with.  

 
"And so depending on where I'm taking those adults - if I'm taking them into, like 
economic development of industry, I will not wear my finer suit. Okay. But if I'm 
taking them to the state capitol to meet Governor Lee, I will wear my finer suit...I 
always tended to be more administrative, more leadership in professional 
companies or professional career paths. So, I reflected that as well. But certainly, 
there were counterparts here, secretaries that were not necessarily held to those 
same standards." 
 
Of the early-career segment, Leah made one interesting note on status signaling. The 

idea, as she explained, of "settling in" to a level of status is prevalent at her company. Touching 
on themes of both external conformity and status signaling, she said: 

 
"Okay, if I have a meeting, do I need to wear like something a little bit more 
business casual? Do I want to be more impressive, especially with like me being 
the younger person in the office for the most part? I feel like I can be taken more 
seriously if I do dress up a little bit. And that way, it's not me coming in, you 
know, like, this 23-year-old girl in jeans and a sweater talking to like my HR VP. 
Because I feel like you get as you get older and you progress in your career, you 
kind of get the luxury of being able to relax a little bit more because people stop 
taking the outside things and start really looking at your personality and know 
that they can trust you, you've been there forever, you know, you've been your 
career for 30 years, whatever. And that you don't really have to prove to them 
that you know what you're talking about. And I think if like the outfit, it kind of is 
the first impression. So if you're wearing a blazer, it kind of shows that like, you 
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know, in a way, this is kind of like a joke, but like you mean business because 
you're wearing a blazer." 

 
But, the early career professionals were not the only ones who made this observation. 

Peter, who is retired, told a similar story from when he first began his career: 
 
"Last year, we had a meeting scheduled with a banker. And he was going to come 
to our office. I'm in Murfreesboro; this was in Huntsville, Alabama. I was trying 
to decide how to dress. You know, this guy's president of the bank. He's not some 
rookie teller; this is the president. And so, I decided that I would just make sure 
my pants were pressed and my shoes were shined and that sort of thing. And I 
wore a polo shirt, a golf shirt. Well, I go to the meeting, and he comes out with the 
son of the mayor who was working at the bank. And they were dressed like I was. 
No shirt. I mean, no dress shirt, no tie, loafers, that sort of thing. Which, I guess, 
still kind of surprises me just a little bit. I would just kind of, you know. He 
dressed a little bit like his customers, I guess. And not many people wore ties 
anymore, though I'm not sure what that has to do with it all, but maybe there's 
something to that. It was the first time I'd ever met with the president of the bank 
to borrow money. I'd met with him for other reasons. But you don't want to make 
an unfavorable impression, you know. He was dressed like the rest of us." 

 
From this, it can be deduced that two similar yet conflicting forces are at play: proving 

your status by dressing more "professional" and the privilege of slacking in "professionalism" 
based on your position. All ages can likely be exposed to and aware of this. Further research on 
this phenomenon is suggested. 

Rather than signaling only status, Rebekah, early in her career, wants her professional 
attire to signal confidence in her role. If she can express herself, she feels freer to act 
professionally and own her role. She states: 

 
"It felt so ugly. I was like, I don't know what I'm doing. I don't know what I'm 
shopping for. I remember the first blazer I found; it was navy, and I just hated the 
way I looked in it. I just didn't like it at all. And so, but through the years, like 
through the jobs that I've been in, I'm thinking back to in high school, at Merle 
Norman, we had to wear all black all the time. So like, I started to, you know, get 
more used to looking for that stuff. And then, of course, with being the GA at 
Student to Career, I really started to find my style, and like, I learned that it 
doesn't have to be just plain cut black all the time. Like you can still be yourself 
and have your own style and still dress professionally as well." 

 
Work Environment 
In terms of industry and responsibilities, the work environment was also a significant 

factor for dress decisions for all generations. This aspect seemed to be the most directly 
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addressed for all participants of all the factors at play in influencing what is deemed 
"professional." The retired generation seemed to have quite the grasp on this, as Jack implied:  

 
"But also playing the role is important; we're all professionals, and that's what 
you look like, and you can't play that role if you don't look that role. That's why 
it's important. If you are going to go to an interview at a bank, you won't go 
looking like I do right now with just a shirt and vest and a pair of slacks." 

 
Jeans came back into the conversation with Peter, who noted that one's work environment 

could deem them appropriate. "The last few years...they were having the consideration of 
wearing jeans. Otherwise, they wore khakis or some kind of work clothes unless they're digging 
in the mud. Which did happen occasionally." 

The statement above from Carly encompasses this theme for her leadership development 
group: 

 
"And so depending on where I'm taking those adults - if I'm taking them into, like 
economic development of industry, I will not wear my finer suit. Okay. But if I'm 
taking them to the state capitol to meet Governor Lee, I will wear my finer suit." 

 
When asked what factors they deemed essential when picking out their daily work outfits, 

the other mid-career individuals, Perry and Mary, touched on the influence of their industries' 
physical demands and infrastructure. Perry, who, while in banking, interacted with professionals 
across sectors, similar to our retired Jack, said, "Touring a customer's manufacturing plant 
dressed in a full suit and dress shoes does not work and is dangerous." Mary elaborated: 

 
"Number one is comfort. Because I'm in a manufacturing environment again, I'm 
often on the floor. And so I'm in the manufacturing arena. And so I want to be 
able to be comfortable. Shoes are important there. We don't wear heels, and so 
comfort again is important. Also, select pieces that are easily matched with lots of 
things." 

 
Early career individuals noted a similar theme; however, they were more open to finding 

jeans "professional" in settings other than just "digging in the mud." Leah mentioned how 
different groups themselves and the purposes of their gatherings affect what is deemed 
appropriate: 

 
"I kind of look and say, okay, you know, am I going to have any meetings with my 
HR VP's in person, or am I going to be going to any employee engagement group 
events? We have a couple of different ones. So we have like millennial ones. We 
have like, Pan-Asian network we have like all across the board. There are all 
kinds of different groups that have tried to support as many groups as there are. 
So if there is, I'm going to those like, you know, maybe I might want to dress up 
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more because at work our dress code is the dress for your day. And that means 
that we can wear jeans. And so my typical outfit would be like jeans and a 
sweater, but then it kind of goes into Okay, if I have a meeting, do I need to wear 
something a little bit more business casual?" 

 
Rebekah, a self-employed business owner, confirmed this mindset: 
 
"I guess it really depends on what type of meeting it is. It's just like, once a month, 
getting together for the client to ask me questions. I'll usually just wear like a 
simple top and jeans or a top like khaki pants. But if it's like my first consultation 
with someone or if it's a meeting to review their like financial statements, it's 
more like important I guess. I tend to dress up more for those." 

 
 
Figure 1.3 reflects how the work environment expectations and demands of specific 

industries are related to the degree individuals found their definition of professionalism in the 
workplace to be more or less strict. 

 
 

 
 
Political Climate  
During the interviews with early-career professionals, little was said about the current 

political and social climate affecting their definition of "professionalism"; however, the retired 
and mid-career individuals almost all in some way saw this as a significant influence on their 
choices of professional attire. Figure 1.4 depicts how these influences are correlated with each 
individual's openness to trends. 
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When asked what triggers she saw that affected professional attire expectations, Sam 

stated, "Well, I would say maybe the industry, the social climate at the time. Everything else was 
changing." Changes to the structure of society coincided with changes in fashion, even in the 
workplace. Peter, who is currently in his mid-eighties, noted: 

 
"Nobody had to tell you to wear a shirt and tie or coat and tie. All management 
people, if you will, they did that. It was accepted. That wasn't too far out of World 
War Two and Korea. I think we had a little bit of the military in it." 

 
The mid-career individuals agreed, though they saw these changes from a slightly 

different angle. Moving from the wartime mindset, this group noted its climate upon entering the 
workforce. Carly shared some personal ideals that she saw as correlated with the shift in attire: 

 
"I think Ben Franklin has a, carried this on for 40 years; it was called the Ben 
Franklin virtues. And out of those virtues, he and his group of guys met at the pub 
every week, but the post office came out of it, the library came out of it, you know, 
very, but if you look up those 13 virtues, I would say that, that they were pivotal in 
earlier generations, from Ben Franklin until the 60s when revolting against 
everything became the way so, in those revolts. We recognize that homosexuality 
should not be a target for hate. Religion should not be. So the revolution of the 
60s was wonderful for expanding our humanity. Not necessarily so wonderful to 
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let the pendulum swing so far to the other side that now we're still trying to 
recover my network still trying to find a middle ground." 

 
According to these two observations, although more of an underlying theme, political 

effect on workplace attire is important.  Carly also observed that the increasingly "melting pot" 
environment of business in the United States in particular affects what can be considered 
professional: 

 
"I think another contributing factor to makeup and dress and accessories has 
been a lot of the Muslim influence in what women are allowed, and I am very 
familiar with having lived in Egypt during the late 80s for a month, just a month. 
It was kind of a joke that among American women that they Muslim women 
always looked like they were in mourning with their black. The color was black. 
Their hijab, whatever that thing is called, and long sleeves, and it didn't matter if 
it was 120 degrees. And men did not like waiting or talking to American women 
because they believed our dress was very indecent, very indecent." 
  
Gender Differences and Expectations 
Expectedly, gender was also a characteristic mentioned commonly throughout these 

interviews, especially among the older generations. The current cultural climate that encourages 
individualization and freedom even in gender roles may also impact this theme. Although clearly 
aware of "glass ceilings" and other gender barriers and issues in the workplace, early-career 
respondents spoke less about being restricted by them and more so being liberated by them. 
Gender expectations by different generations were still fairly consistent and instrumental in what 
they chose to wear and what norms they expected peers to cohere. Figure 1.5 shows how 
individuals industry's proximity to trends played a role in how wide the gap in gender 
expectations was perceived.  
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The following are perspectives shared by the retired group: 
 
"The only rule I had for women was, I don't want your dress to be the kind dress 
that would call attention to you say, in a negative way. So if they came in with a 
lot of cleavage showing, I'd have another woman in the company tell them to stop 
that if they dress too short in the office, we did; we had a few in the field, but not 
very many because it is hard work. And most women just couldn't bear it, but 
occasionally we'd have some there, and we required them to wear slacks just like 
the guys did, had to wear the same shirts the guys did. And that way, they will. 
They won't call attention to themselves. If they started tying their shirt up, you and 
showing midriff, or skin, naturally, we just didn't do that. Because we didn't want 
it to be about them, we wanted it to be about the client. And in the office, I just 
wanted them to dress professionally. I didn't have a set standard. So one of the 
women started coming in and blue jeans, you know you can't do that. If they 
started coming in t-shirts, no, you can't do that." 

 
"I don't know; it was kind of slow happening somewhere in the 80's maybe early 
90's. It started to drift a little more to the casual, but if you got too far out of line, 
somebody would let you know. That's as well as too revealing dress for the 
women. That became an issue at one time too. A very delicate issue. But I think if 
you have standards, you've got to adhere to them, or else people will drift into not 
following them anymore." 
 
"Well, it was pretty much dictated what we could wear and what we could not 
wear. Now I was hired into General Motors in 1977. And we were women, and 
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now I'm talking women. Women were not allowed to wear pants. Every day we 
wore a suit with stockings and heels and usually three-inch heels that were the 
norm. Your jacket had to cover your bottom, and you could take your jacket off at 
your desk, but if you left your desk you had to put your jacket on." 

 
Clearly, standards, though slightly different depending on the industry, were set that 

varied based on gender. However, even mid-career individuals do not always see those as 
restricting. Instead, their industry experience has molded how accepting they have become of 
those standards as necessary. For example, Mary noted: 

 
"I don't necessarily like to see women in dresses because I work in 
manufacturing, and so I'm, you know, I've gone away from that completely. If I 
were in public accounting or things like that, I might be more open to that. But my 
preference for women is that they wear business suits just like men, you know, 
obviously, there's a lot of room for individualism in that within that scope." 

 
Carly shared her understanding of why this occurs and why it is necessary to a certain 

extent. Based on her exposure to the values of both her generation and those of younger 
generations, she even cited a study that revealed the following: 

 
"In fact, there was a study at Harvard that I thought was I'll come back to your 
question, but a woman studied men's brains. You should look it up. I think she 
developed a swimsuit line. But she said, you can show a picture of a woman, as a 
mother teaching a kid how to ride a bike, you can show a picture of a woman with 
a computer and a business suit on you can show a picture of a woman in many 
modes of operation, but in a string bikini. So how men translate in their brain is 
they think of a woman relationally with children, they think of a woman, maybe 
relationally in a team doing professional work. But then, when they see a picture 
of a woman in a bikini, they think of them like a hammer. It's an object, and it gets 
objectified. And so Harvard did some studies on how men's brains categorize 
women in different settings. I think that's relevant to trying to be professional. It's 
relevant how we, men and women, present themselves to not be suggestive, 
indecent, or objectifying. So, the reason I'm a little bit more open-minded is 
because everybody I deal with in a leadership training session is typically under 
45." 

 
This open-mindedness, Carly claims, comes from her interaction with the younger 

generations. A similar sentiment is apparent in what Leah shared in her interview: 
 
"But now it's literally like you can do whatever you want. And it's starting to be. 
There's a less like, there's still a level of like what is professional, but at the same 
time, there's a lot of variations of it, which is really awesome because everyone's 



Global Journal of Management and Marketing   Volume 6, Number 2, 2022 

22 
 

different. And it's not a standard that you can just cross a Like do across the line 
and make everyone follow. And that's like, okay, you're not, you know, you're 
wearing red like bright red. That's not professional. That's not a thing anymore. 
It's, oh, you're wearing a cheetah skirt. Like that's awesome. You go girl, and like, 
you have like this bold personality that's going to shine through, and I really love 
that." 

 
POTENTIAL THEORIZING 

 
Before discussing drawing conclusions and potential for theorizing, the measures of 

establishing credibility must be addressed. Researchers for this study used multiple methods of 
data collection and analysis. Multiple researchers with different backgrounds analyzed the data. 
This triangulation helped establish the credibility of the research. Emic validity was achieved 
when researchers shared their interpretation with the participants and received feedback that 
resonated with the respondents. 

Interpretations of the above findings can best be outlined in the various themes found 
throughout the interviews and the theories they imply. In this discussion section, each theme is 
analyzed and further research avenues are suggested. The researchers recognized these concepts 
appearing to be essential for the participants. The objective was to produce guidelines for action, 
as this research cannot explain how these themes are systematically related to each other. 

 
Building Trust 
A major theme emerging among all individuals, whether from personal experience or 

through the observation of others, is the need to build trust. It seems those trying to prove their 
trustworthiness as a professional use their consistent attire to communicate that trust, mainly to 
superiors and clients. Using dress to show clients that one is to be respected in their profession 
was common among individuals who either worked in service-providing industries or had some 
reason for needing an upper hand in their field. Additionally, superiors tend to expect those 
younger or less experienced than them to prove themselves worthy of being trusted to convey the 
company's image or to carry more responsibility. Therefore, the professional dress can be 
attributed to an indirect way of communicating and building trust in an organization. As Leah 
mentioned, part of the need for external conformity comes from eliciting trust, especially from 
clients when the employee looks very young and inexperienced.   

 
Blending in and Standing Out 
Another consistent message apparent in these findings is that there are specific scenarios 

when individuals may need a professional dress to help them blend in and others when it is 
required to stand out. In more client-based roles, such as the contracting example from one of the 
participants, specific attire is needed to blend in with one's team and the environment in which 
one is working. If an individual's clothing is misplaced with their workplace or their team does 
not have a visual consistency, they may be seen as unprofessional. Additionally, in roles that 
may seem less credible than others, such as contractors compared to architects or even less 
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educated compared to higher educated, consistently communicating a particular message through 
dress can make up for the lack of other competitive advantages. The same can be said for 
needing professional clothing to stand out. In more competitive environments, both internal and 
external relationships, individuals may need to employ more eye-catching or individualized style 
options to appear more credible than competition, or even co-workers. Although this is more 
effective in creative or relationship-based roles, people can stand out while giving a professional 
impression by using the same theory of consistently communicating a message of 
individualization. Indeed, Furnham et al. (2013) reported a similar finding on how formal dentist 
attire elicited trust, among other sentiments. 

 
Belonging 
It was also apparent that each generation wants to feel a certain sense of belonging within 

their professional role. That is often done with messages communicated through attire. While 
this is true, there appears to be a subtle shift in this thinking as the younger generations enter the 
workforce. For mid-career Millennials and older, belonging is found when their attire reflects 
their similarities with others in their industry or company. However, belonging is found for 
younger Millennials and Gen Z when they are accepted and integrated into a group while still 
showcasing their differences. This younger group wants to assimilate into the workforce, just 
like the older generations who expressed a desire for team-based image and dressing to your role 
but not at the expense of their individuality. The belonging concept in the existing research has 
been similar to the theory of blending in. Still, it is moving more towards allowing individuals to 
stand out and be identified as valued team members. Belonging is no longer defined by 
uniformity in the dress code. 

  
Attitudes 
Decision-making for professional clothing is not always positive, and participants 

revealed just how variable attitudes could be towards the professional dress. Many individuals, 
particularly males, expressed indifference towards picking out their outfits. One even admitted to 
his wife still taking more interest and precision in picking out his outfits than he does. Older 
women in a professional role varied on whether or not they dreaded choosing an outfit for a day 
or found it refreshing to experiment with accessories and new trends. Younger women had more 
positive attitudes toward putting together professional outfit pieces and ensembles. Age and 
gender are likely significant determinants of whether or not an individual has a positive outlook 
on professional attire; however, this is only true due to that demographic's perception of the 
fashion industry and their personal experience when shopping for and trying on professional 
outfits. Further research could reveal other forces at work in developing these attitudes. 

 
Recognition 
Most of the participants' stories regarding professional attire in their career were about 

incidences in which they were recognized for what they were wearing. Recognition, therefore, is 
a primary underlying motivation for why professionals in most industries dress in certain styles. 
However, the type of recognition sought out does seem to vary by industry. Those in banking 
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noted situations in which their attire recognized their status and company. At the same time, 
those in other clients-and-service-based roles valued the recognition of being welcoming and 
comforting to the people they were serving.   

Additionally, those who spent most of their days in office spaces and staff meetings 
valued the recognition by upper-level management and co-workers for their style and 
individuality. Recognition can, according to these findings, play a significant role in both how 
decisions are made initially as well as how individuals feel others receive their fashion choices. 
More research is suggested to develop other theories on how different industries reveal this 
phenomenon. 

 
Signaling Expertise 
Like the motivation found in recognition, signaling expertise is a goal many individuals 

express when explaining their professional attire decisions. It seems that individuals not only 
want to be recognized for their presence and identity in their company alone but also want their 
attire to signal what they know and separate them from those with differing expertise. The 
contractor wanted to appear different, yet just as respectable, as the architect. The human 
resource specialist tried to distinguish themselves from those with other specializations and 
recognized that her VP signaled her expertise through her attire. However, perhaps the strangest 
aspect of this theory is that sometimes expertise is signaled not through a more professional 
outfit but a less professional one. Once an individual has become comfortable in their role and 
has been recognized for their top-level expertise, they can reflect this expert status by dressing 
down according to the younger members of the workforce. Dressing slightly down could be 
interpreted as a signal that the individual has genuinely "settled in" to their role and does not 
need to prove their expertise through dressing their best. In this scenario, the definition of 
professionalism shifts, as most professional experts are no longer held to a standard of 
professional dress. The idea that an individual can in some ways prove themselves more 
remarkable than any dress codes or standards is another area in which further research is 
suggested. 

 
Social Class Expectations 
An underlying theme to consider is the implication of social class expectations on this 

sample and further research. Many of these participants are upper-middle class and upper class 
working individuals whose perspectives of what is deemed professional are significantly based 
on their personal experiences with individuals in the same or similar social class rankings. 
Therefore, many of the expectations expressed have to be evaluated considering the roles 
individuals aspire to play and the means to dress according to their desired level of 
professionalism. Rarely in these interviews was the consideration of financial ability considered 
in determining if a specific outfit was deemed professional due to the unspoken truth that those 
in these positions should be able to dress up to the expectations associated with their social class. 
A further study that seeks out individual cases known to come from lower social classes or who 
work more closely with individuals from various social statuses would perhaps give an even 
deeper explanation of how professionalism can and should be defined. 
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Success 
The phrase "dress to success" came up commonly amongst participants of this study. This 

phrase is used in multiple scenarios in the fashion industry and the business world. In this study, 
seeking to define the term "professionalism" created the need to define "success." Regardless of 
generation, individuals varied on what they seemed to believe warranted their professional career 
as a success. Some seemed to measure their success on their overall job fulfillment and to what 
level they felt their roles positively impacted those they worked with and made a difference. 
Others based their success on the recognition and acknowledgment of others. Few explicitly 
mentioned salary as their measurement for success, but promotions and titles were hinted at for 
indicators of whether someone was successful. There is ambiguity on how one would then "dress 
for success” with different interpretations for success. Further questions comparing what each 
individual, perhaps dependent on industry, felt determined their success and how they dressed to 
meet that standard would further reveal any direct relationship between success, professional 
dress, and other contributing factors. 

 
Work Ethic 
One of the more shocking developments from these interviews was how many 

individuals expressed that professional dress is not always related to an individual's work ethic. 
This view was reflected in the aforementioned angle on status signaling. The more distinguished 
experts who are held to having a high level of work ethic are not obligated to dress in a way that 
reflects that aspect of their professionalism. The responses of the retired and mid-career 
individuals reflect this sentiment. They agreed that work ethic itself is not always related to 
attire. In some scenarios, they reported that work ethic increased when professionals were given 
the freedom to "dress for their day" or wear attire that is comfortable for them and their 
responsibilities the day ahead. While one individual claimed choices in clothing reflected work 
ethic, their explanation hinted that it was less about their work ethic diminishing and more about 
their respect for those they were working with not being conveyed through their outfits of choice. 
Work ethic, therefore, seems not to be affected by attire and is its independent aspect of one's 
definition of professional. 

In conclusion, the central interpretation of these findings is the overarching theme that the 
definition of professionalism is more complex than the influence of only a few factors. Each 
factor, as discussed, can open up new research avenues to investigate professionalism and 
motivating factors. Integration of forces from past and present workplace elements is creating a 
non-static environment, arguably as dynamic and influential on the workforce as technological 
advancement. Generation alone is not the determining factor, but it adds to the differing 
perceptions of the overall trends.  

 
Summary of Each Generation 

 
Based on these interviews, the following consistencies were observed amongst each 

generational group concerning how they define professionalism: 
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Baby Boomers  
This generation's dominating factors when determining something as professional are 

levels of conservatism and conformity to clients' values, showing they take their role and 
profession seriously. This seriousness largely stems from growing up in a climate of immense 
patriotism and wartime order and respect. They acknowledge trends but see the workplace as 
more of a place of consistency rather than fashion mirroring. They are well aware that 
"professionals" look different across industries and work environments, and they believe it is 
crucial for the people you work with to feel comfortable and valued. For the most part, they still 
respect and adhere to traditional gender roles and stereotypes; however, they attribute younger 
generations' tendencies to challenge those less about their lack of work ethic or professionalism 
and more about their growing individualization and willingness to challenge authority. Perhaps 
their view is best summarized by one individual's perspective: 

 
"Most of the world's daily young, like my grandchildren, don't know what an iron 
is; however, it comes out, a few wrinkles that's the way they wear it. Now that 
wouldn't be true if they were going for a job interview, but that's the way they 
dress in college. I seriously doubt if some of them have an ironing board and an 
iron." 

 
Gen X 
The mid-career individuals were revealed to be more flexible than initially predicted. 

Although adhering to many of the standards and expectations set by the prior generation, they 
generally observed more fashion trends. They considered their occasional occurrence in the 
workplace as permissible primarily due to their consistent interaction with the younger 
generations who spearhead these trends. Growing up amid significant shifts in social climates, 
they are more familiar with change and have proved just as flexible in professional attire. They, 
too, revealed traces of external conformity, but less in terms of with whom they work and more 
about for whom they are working. Surprisingly, though, this group responded with more 
criticism of gender differences, identifying some specific attributes of men's and women's attire 
that they found appropriate or preferred. Regardless of this, their overall openness to changes 
proved that trends such as bright colors do not negatively influence what they consider 
professional. To summarize: 

 
"And so, what I see there is very professional; the brighter colors don't bother me 
at all. Like I said, you know, I kind of like those bright colors too, even though my 
staples are multipurpose. And I, I'm just trying to think back. I don't think I've 
ever seen anything that I thought was unprofessional." 
 
Gen Y and Z 
The most glaring difference between this group and the others is their lack of reference to 

political climate or societal norms determining what is considered professional. Although they 
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dress to prove themselves, they do not compromise individuality in favor of traditional 
conformity. Instead, they are more susceptible to external unity from the fashion industry. They 
mirror outfits for specific work environments, employing "dress for your day" attitudes; 
however, when given the opportunity, they are more likely to show their personality and test the 
waters than other generations. They do not view professionalism in terms of outfit pieces in color 
schemes; instead, highlighting how their performance and outfits help them stand out and make a 
name for themselves in a professional setting. More than others, this generation embraces, as 
Leah would say, the "You go girl" attitude. 

Overall, it seems the definition of "professional" has not changed, as each generation 
recognizes the traditional style choices as professional in their way. However, changes in where 
and how work is performed have brought about whether or not dressing "professionally" is 
required for being professional. While each generation, to a certain degree, thought dress codes 
were good, most agreed that it was easy for written codes to go too far in restrictiveness when 
different work responsibilities could be called for more relaxed attire. It was clear that unspoken 
expectations and external conformity guided most individuals in limitations. Instead, verbal 
affirmation was the preferred way of determining what dress code works and what does not. 

By this logic, it is the responsibility of the manager to employ an organizational culture 
of understanding and transparency. Many of the perspectives revealed in this study could easily 
be perceived as prejudices and judgments when only seen on the surface through workplace 
interactions. In reality, the generations may hold different values and have different expectations 
for workplace professionalism. Still, as a whole, each generation simply wants to contribute to 
the success of their company, perform their jobs productively and efficiently, and build upon the 
image the company wants to convey to its customers or clients. Managers should encourage each 
individual on their team to communicate their perspectives and affirm to each generation that 
their viewpoints (and how they were formed) are valid. There are many factors at play in this 
situation, so managers should also bring those to light, addressing the change drivers themselves 
and telling employees to be aware of how their response to those drivers may be affecting their 
workplace relationships. All generations want to be professional. While that may be reflected 
differently amongst dress choices, the motivation is still the same. That is why, even when those 
reflections conflict, multigenerational workforce teams can still be productive and successful. 

 
Further Research Implications 

 
To further explore some of the theories revealed in this study, further research should be 

conducted on quantifying how often different generations dress in outfits deemed business 
professional compared to business casual. This latter term often appeared in the interviews and 
could benefit from a more refined definition and appropriate usage. 

Additionally, findings may be more conclusive when confined to a specific industry. 
Many of our participants brought fascinating insight from their personal experiences, covering a 
wide range of industries and indicating a detailed description of the phenomena. A similar study 
conducted in a select industry or a company can provide more practical managerial implications. 
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Follow-up studies could also be conducted looking at each of these factors mentioned in 
isolation. To uncover a more definitive view of how, for example, political and social climate 
affects professional dress, the correlation between those two alone could determine the structures 
of the interviews. 

One of the more interesting theories that arose across these conversations was that of a 
status signaling shift as an employee climbs the levels of management. While the original theory 
states that the clothes people wear in the workplace affect how that person is received, many 
individuals noted that more esteemed individuals of authority could "earn" the right to dress 
down rather than up. Follow-up studies on that theory and how often it appears could provide 
another exciting factor contributing to the varying definitions of professionalism in terms of 
attire. 

 
LIMITATIONS AND CONCLUDING COMMENTS 

 
The objective of this research was to understand the phenomena and identify the 

underlying themes or concepts of the impact of generational preferences, cultural trends, and 
workplace expectations on professionalism and business attire. The intent was not to generalize 
any groups or industries. The sample was limited in size and to the individuals coming from the 
Bible Belt geography. As the grounded theory methodology suggested, the researchers did not 
begin this project with a preconceived theory in mind. Instead, they let the data reveal the 
concepts critical to the three different groups of respondents. This research was an attempt to 
build the theory, not test it. Further research may show how the emerging concepts fit the 
existing knowledge body. Such research may use larger representative samples for testing these 
concepts and investigating their fit to existing research on professionalism expectations and dress 
codes. 

While generational values play a partial role in differences in perceptions of 
professionalism, there are more factors at play in terms of how this is conveyed through 
professional attire. Influences from trends in the fashion industry, workplace expectations, and 
environment, political and social climate, as well as implications of status signaling, external 
conformity, and lack of intergenerational understanding, play a role in how individuals not only 
make professional outfit choices themselves but how they perceive the professional outfit 
choices of others. This research revealed that the definition of professionalism has not changed 
over time. However, the areas where it is deemed applicable have shifted in light of the 
aforementioned factors. Based on these findings and discussion, managers should consider the 
multifaceted nature of professionalism when leading multigenerational teams, fostering a culture 
of transparency and communication, and allowing individuals to openly discuss whether specific 
attire is or is not appropriate. Managers set the standard, but a manager who considers all of the 
perspectives uncovered by this study can better understand where each generation is coming 
from and develop their company's definition of "professional."   

 
 
 



Global Journal of Management and Marketing   Volume 6, Number 2, 2022 

29 
 

 
REFERENCES 

 
Bearden, W. O., Netemeyer, R. G., & Teel, J. E. (1989). Measurement of consumer susceptibility to interpersonal 

influence. Journal of Consumer Research, 15(4), 473–48. 
Cain, Á. (2018, August 3). THEN AND NOW: The progression of work fashion from the 1950s to today. Retrieved 

from https://www.businessinsider.com/work-clothes-history-2018-6#and-dont-forget-hats-hats-were-a-
must-for-men-on-the-go-regardless-of-what-he-wore-a-properly-dressed-man-in-the-1950s-still-had-to-
don-a-hat-william-h-young-and-nancy-k-young-wrote-in-the-book-the-1950s-8. 

Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2008). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques to developing grounded theory 
(3rd Ed.). Los Angeles, CA: Sage. 

Furnham, A., Chan, P. S., & Wilson, E. (2013). What to wear? The influence of attire on the perceived 
professionalism of dentists and lawyers. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 43(9), 1838-1850.  

Herbig, P. (1996) Market signaling: a review, Semantic Scholar, 34(1), 35-45. 
Johansson, E., J., V., & Winroth, L. (2017). Sustainable Chic: A cross-cultural study on Millennials' perception of 

sustainability and intended buying behavior in the fast fashion industry (Course code:2FE51E) [Bachelor 
Thesis, Linnaeus University Sweden].  

Price, L. L., & Feick, L. F. (1984), The Role of Interpersonal Sources in External Search: An Informational 
Perspective, in NA - Advances in Consumer Research, 11, eds. Thomas C. Kinnear, Provo, UT: 
Association for Consumer Research, 250-255. 

Rao, A. R., Qu, L., & Ruekert, R. W. (1999). Signaling unobservable product quality through a brand ally. Journal 
of Marketing Research, 36(2), 258-268. 

Ruetzler, T., Taylor, J., Reynolds, D., Baker, W., & Killen, C. (2012). What is professional attire today? A conjoint 
analysis of personal presentation attributes. International Journal of Hospitality Management, 31(3), 937-
943. 

Twenge, J.M. and Campbell, S.M. (2008), Generational differences in psychological traits and their impact on the 
workplace, Journal of Managerial Psychology, 23(8), 862-877. 

Wang, J., Wallendorf, M. (2006). Materialism, status signaling, and product satisfaction. Journal of The Academy of 
Marketing Science 34, 494–505. 

Woolf, J. (2015, August 24). The History of the Suit by Decade. Retrieved from https://www.gq.com/gallery/the-gq-
history-of-the-suit-by-decade. 

 
 

https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Stacy%20M.%20Campbell
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/0268-3946


Global Journal of Management and Marketing   Volume 6, Number 2, 2022 

30 
 

 

A STRUCTURAL EQUATIONS MODEL OF 
EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE AND RESPONSES TO 

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 
 

M. Afzalur Rahim, Western Kentucky University 
Mariah Yates, Western Kentucky University 
Jeffrey Katz, Western Kentucky University 

Ismail Civelek, Western Kentucky University 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

This study investigates the relationship between an ability-based measure of emotional 
intelligence (EI) and responses to the COVID-19 virus (RCV) of employed students at a 
university in the United States. We test our model with questionnaire data from 143 participants. 
Data analysis including confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling using 
LISREL suggests that EI is positively associated with RCV. Implications for management, 
directions for future research, and limitations of the study are discussed. 

Keywords:  Intelligence, Emotional intelligence, Non-cognitive intelligence, Responses 
to COVID-19 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
The coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) is a contagious disease initially discovered in Wuhan, 

China in December 2019 (CDC, 2021).  Due to the highly contagious nature of COVID-19, the 
World Health Organization (WHO) issued recommendations for how individuals could best 
protect themselves and others from contracting the virus.  Those recommendations included 
maintaining a social distance of approximately 6 feet from others, wearing a face mask, avoiding 
crowds, washing hands with soap and water frequently, and self-isolating, followed by getting 
tested for COVID-19, upon becoming symptomatic or becoming aware of possible COVID-19 
exposure (WHO, 2020).   

A number of studies are now being published that examine the effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic has had on individuals, societies, and economies worldwide. Organizational behavior 
and psychology scholars have been particularly interested in how individuals have been impacted 
at home and at work.  The pandemic itself, as well as the preventative measures for slowing the 
spread of the virus, created upheaval in the rhythm of everyday life for individuals worldwide.  
While it is vital for researchers to ask and understand how COVID-19 has impacted variables 
such as job performance (Alonazi, 2020; Sadovyy, Sanchez-Gomez, & Breso, 2021), stress 
(Sadovy et al., 2021), coping strategies (Chandra, 2021), and career development (Guan, Deng, 
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& Zhou, 2020), this study seeks to understand why individuals may have varied their adoption of 
recommended preventative practices outlined by the WHO and other health organizations.   

Within the United States, citizens engaged in a spectrum of adherence to the 
recommended health guidelines.  Some citizens strongly adhered by engaging in strict social 
distancing, staying at home as much possible, and when leaving the house, wearing a facial 
covering.  Other citizens did not adhere to the guidelines at all, or when they did, it was out of 
force (e.g., the store would not allow them to enter unless wearing a mask).  Between these two 
polar opposites, a whole host of behaviors and varying levels of adherence were observed.  
Clearly, there are a number of different factors that could contribute to an individual’s level of 
adherence, with one of them likely being an individual’s level of emotional intelligence (EI). 

Emotional intelligence is described as, “the ability to monitor one’s own and other’s 
feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them and to use this information to guide one’s 
thinking and actions” (Salovey & Mayer, 1990, p. 189).  Davies, Stankov, and Roberts (1998) go 
on to further describe four dimensions of emotional intelligence that include: appraisal and 
recognition of emotion in oneself, appraisal and recognition of emotion in others, regulation of 
emotion in oneself and others, and using emotion to facilitate performance.  As individuals 
navigated their way through the COVID-19 crisis, each person’s emotional intelligence capacity 
likely impacted the degree to which he or she felt a responsibility to follow public health 
guidelines.     

In the present study, we review the EI literature as well as the relevant literature on 
COVID-19.  We outline our hypotheses and the methodology used to test these hypotheses. We 
discuss how each of the four dimensions of emotional intelligence likely impact individuals’ 
level of adherence to public health protocols. We collected data on EI and the extent of 
respondents’ adherence to public health protocols relating to COVID. The hypotheses were 
tested with the LISREL statistical package. Lastly, we discuss implications of the study for 
organizations, limitations of the study, and directions for future research. 

 
THE EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE CONSTRUCT 

 
Salovey and Mayer (1990) were the first to identify the term emotional intelligence (EI).  

The authors drew on research findings from the areas of emotion, intelligence, psychotherapy, 
and cognition in order to suggest that some individuals may be more intelligent about emotions 
than others (Salovey & Mayer, 1990; Mayer, Caurso, & Salovey, 2016).   Coining the term EI 
directed people’s attention to individuals’ problem-solving skills as it relates to emotion.  It was 
argued that skills such as recognizing emotions in others, understanding meanings of emotion 
words, and managing the feelings of others, collectively, indicated the existence of a broader 
competence to reason about emotions, i.e. emotional intelligence (Cacioppo, Semin, & Bernston, 
2004).  

Some organizational leaders believe that employees’ emotions are not directly relevant to 
organizational outcomes. However, research has shown that emotions, whether positive, 
negative, or indifferent, accompany employees to their workplace (Nelton, 1996). The ability of 
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supervisors to manage those emotions astutely can help to improve individual, group, and 
organizational outcomes. 

 
 
 
 
 

THE MODEL OF EI 
 
We adopted Rahim’s (2019) conceptualization of EI which are composed of four 

components ‒ self-awareness, awareness of other’s emotions, regulation of emotions in self and 
others, and using emotions for productive purposes. Figure 1 shows how the components are 
linked with each other and how they are linked with responses to COVID-19 (RCV). 

 
 

Figure 1 
A Process Model of Emotional Intelligence and Responses to COVID-19 

 

 
 
Note:  Others’ awareness = Awareness of others’ emotions, Emotional regulation = 

Regulation of emotions in self and others, Using emotions = Using emotions for productive 
purposes 

 

Self-awareness. The self-awareness component of EI refers to the ability to recognize 
and understand one’s own emotions and express emotions genuinely (Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 
2008).  Goleman (1996) identifies self-awareness as the keystone of emotional intelligence.  This 
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awareness gives individuals the capacity for understanding which emotions and feelings they are 
experiencing and why (Rahim, 2019).  In addition, this allows for said individuals to have a 
greater understanding of their own strengths, weaknesses, and motivations, enabling them to be 
able to hone their strengths and develop the areas in which they are weak (Rahim, 2019).  
Individuals who are self-aware are better skilled at incorporating information that they receive 
from others into their own self-appraisals, which in turn, impacts their behavior (Moshavi, 
Brown, & Dodd, 2003).  

Awareness of Others’ Emotions. The ability to perceive and understand the emotions of 
others is an important and integral component to EI.  In fact, foundational EI scholars concluded 
that, “appraisal of one’s own feelings and appraisal of the feelings of others may be inseparable.  
Thus, empathy may involve both one’s ability to identify with the feelings of others and general 
access to one’s own feelings state” (Davies et al., 1998, p. 991; see also Rahim and Ismail, 2020 
for further discussion of this component).  Empathy allows individuals to view the world, 
including their own personal behavior, from the vantage point of another (Hollin, 1994).  This 
ability allows individuals to have an affective response that is catered more towards someone 
else’s situation rather than one’s own (Hoffman, 1987). 

Emotional Regulation in Self and Others. This EI component refers to an individual’s 
ability to control their own emotions and impulses, remain calm in potentially unstable 
situations, and keep their composure regardless of what they may be feeling internally (Rahim et 
al., 2002).  Individuals who are effective at emotional regulation typically rate higher in aspects 
of physical and mental health (Gross & Munoz, 1995), as they are less likely to lose their temper 
and thereby can return to a normal psychological state after experiencing an emotional 
encounter.   

Individuals who have the ability to regulate their own emotions are also equipped to 
regulate emotions in those around them.  This skill is vital, especially as it relates to being 
effective in stressful situations.  When one can remain calm and help to relieve the negative 
emotions of others, successful goal attainment becomes more likely (Salovey & Mayer, 1990).  
This skillset also equips individuals to better handle interpersonal conflict by incorporating 
collaborative, win-win approaches with both internal and external stakeholders (Rahim, 2019).   

It is important to consider how the various components of EI interact with and impact one 
another.  For example, self-awareness not only allows the individual to perceive emotions within 
themselves, but it also relates to that person’s ability to assess emotions in others (Barbuto & 
Burbach, 2006).  Therefore, we predict self-awareness will positively relate to an individual’s 
ability to regulate their own emotions, as well as positively relate to their ability to be aware of 
others’ emotions. In addition, the ability to recognize and empathize with emotions of others 
should better equip individuals to maintain composure in stressful situations and handle 
interpersonal conflict effectively.  Therefore, we predict that an individual’s awareness of others’ 
emotions will positively impact their ability to regulate emotions within themselves and others. 

Using Emotions for Productive Purposes. The final component of EI refers to an 
individual’s capacity to focus and employ emotions in order to achieve effective outcomes in 
their personal and professional lives (Rahim, 2019).  Deploying emotions in the process of goal 
attainment is essential for selective attention and self-motivation (Davies et al., 1998).  Goleman 
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(1996) asserts that emotional self-control and the ability to delay gratification serve as an 
underlying factor to all human accomplishments.  Individuals who are effective at using 
emotions for productive purposes are not only efficient at motivating themselves, but they also 
serve as compelling role models for others in terms of improving performance (Davies et al., 
1998).   

Previous research has shown that the three components of self-awareness, emotional 
regulation in self and others, and awareness of others’ emotions are antecedents to one’s ability 
to use emotions for productive purposes (Rahim, 2019; Rahim et al, 2015a, 2015b).  As 
previously discussed, awareness of emotions in oneself and others typically contributes to an 
individual’s capacity for overall emotional regulation.  Emotional regulation often leads to more 
collaborative approaches.  Collaboration involves cognitive abilities of forming goals and 
creative solutions (Thomas, 1977), as well as emotional abilities to identify the emotional 
requirements of others and control one’s own emotions in an attempt to reach shared goals 
(Jordan & Troth, 2002).   We can expect these approaches to lead to positive outcomes and better 
chances of goal attainment.  Therefore, we predict that an individual’s ability to regulate 
emotions within themselves and others will positively contribute to their likelihood of using 
emotions for productive purposes. 

 
The Proposed Model and Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1: Self-awareness is positively associated with regulation of emotions.  

Hypothesis 2: Self-awareness is positively associated with awareness of others’ emotions.  

Hypothesis 3: Awareness of others’ emotions is positively associated with regulation of emotions.  

Hypothesis 4: Regulation of emotions is positively associated with using emotions for productive purposes. 

Hypothesis 5: Using emotions for productive purposes is positively associated with one’s responses to 

COVID-19. 

 

COVID RESEARCH AND EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE 
 
Not surprisingly, we are seeing a surge in studies examining the various effects of the 

recent global pandemic.  No individual, group, organization, or society was not impacted in one 
way or another.  There are a number of metrics or factors that scholars can examine, but the 
construct of interest in this study is EI and its impact on individual behavior as it relates to 
COVID.  Before discussing our fifth and final hypothesis, it is important that we briefly review 
some of the emerging literature surrounding EI and the pandemic. 

Certain populations were dramatically impacted on a daily basis by the COVID-19 crisis, 
the greatest of which were healthcare workers.  Alonzai (2020) performed a cross-sectional study 
surveying 340 nurses in Saudi Arabia during the peak months the pandemic (March & April, 
2020).  Alonzai (2020) examined the relationship between EI and job performance among nurses 
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who had direct contact with COVID-19 patients.  The study revealed that even with slightly 
elevated levels of EI, there were still minor decreases in performance reported.  The author 
attributes this counter-intuitive phenomenon as a likely product of the catastrophic nature that 
was the height of the pandemic.  Essentially, coping with change and responding to others’ needs 
(i.e. patients in this case) may work to increase EI, but there comes a point where individuals (i.e. 
nurses) can no longer adhere to their emotions effectively (Moghdam, Tehrani, & Amin, 2011).   

Higher education is another industry that was heavily impacted during the height of the 
pandemic.  Face-to-face class meetings were substituted for online formats almost overnight, 
creating great strain on faculty and students alike.  In Pakistan, 305 undergraduate students were 
surveyed in order to better understand EI’s direct and indirect influence on academic 
performance.  (Iqbal, Qureshi, Ashraf, Rasool, & Asghar, 2021).  The dimensions of self-
awareness and self-regulation showed significant positive direct effects on academic 
performance, as well as significant positive indirect effects via academic social networking sites 
(Iqbal et al., 2021).   

In Poland, Moroń, and Biolik-Moroń (2021) conducted a daily diary study during the first 
full week of lockdown (March 16 ‒ 22).  The authors examined trait EI as a predictor of 
emotional reactions during the initial lockdown phase.  One hundred-thirty individuals 
participated in a baseline measurement of trait EI, positive and negative affect, and affect 
intensity, as well as a one-week daily dairy.  The study showed multifaceted, dynamic emotional 
experiences within the first week of the COVID-19 outbreak. Most notably, trait EI served to 
protect individuals from experiencing negative emotions (fear, anxiety, and sadness) as intensely, 
but not less frequently (Moroń & Biolik-Moroń, 2021).  The authors explain that EI may 
moderate reactions to stressful events.  Individuals with high EI typically assess stressful events 
less negatively (Mikolajczak & Luminet, 2008; Ruiz-Aranda, Extremera, & Pineda-Galan, 2014) 
and utilize more effective, adaptive coping and emotion regulation strategies (Mikolajczak, 
Nelis, Hansenne, & Quoidbach, 2008).   

While these early studies provide helpful information, there is still much to be explored 
as to how EI impacts individuals’ reactions and behaviors within the context of a global crisis 
like the pandemic.  It is also important to note that these studies have been conducted across the 
globe, yet little has been published as of yet from within the context of the United States.  Given 
that our sample population consisted of U.S. undergraduate students, this may provide some 
nuance and insight into how global and organizational cultureS potentially played a role in our 
participants’ behaviors.     

Given the high stakes involved with COVID-19 and the importance that individuals’ 
behaviors played in the well-being of the overall collective, we wanted to better understand why 
some individuals strongly adhered to COVID safety recommendations, while others seemingly 
disregarded such guidelines.  We believe that the components of EI served as antecedents for 
individuals to recognize the implications of their actions and thereby regulate their behaviors to 
more closely follow COVID safety guidelines.  It takes a high level of EI in order to work 
towards effective outcomes while trying to navigate one’s own complex emotions and still being 
aware of others during a time of crisis.  Therefore, we expect individuals who are able to use 
emotions for productive purposes to be more likely to follow COVID-related safety guidelines. 
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METHOD 

Sample 

Data for this study came from a collegiate sample of 143 employed management students 
in an American university. The data for this study was collected through the Qualtrics 
technology and the response rate was about 65%. 

Average age and job experience of the respondents were 24.15 (SD = 21.64) and 1.43 
(SD = .50), respectively. About 39.2% of the respondents were female. The student respondents 
in our sample had working experience in various industries: manufacturing, banking, retailing, 
service, and healthcare. They were mainly in lower-level management and some were in the non-
management positions. 

Measurement 

Emotional Intelligence.  This was measured with the 28 items (7 items for each of the 
four components) of the EQ Index (EQI) developed by Rahim (2002) and revised and improved 
by Rahim (2019). The EQI was designed on the basis of repeated feedback from respondents and 
faculty and an iterative process of exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses of various sets of 
items in multiple samples. Considerable attention was devoted to the study of published 
instruments on EQ. The final revision of the instrument was made on the basis of a confirmatory 
factor analysis of the observed variables (items). 

The instrument uses a 5–point Likert scale (5 = Strongly Agree . . . 1 = Strongly 
Disagree) for ranking each of the items and a higher score indicates a greater EI component of an 
employee. The subscales were created by averaging responses to their respective items. Sample 
items are: “I am aware of my impulses” (self-awareness); “I have good sense of the emotions of 
others” (awareness of others’ emotions); “I am able to calm distressing emotions of others” 
(regulation of others’ emotions); “I am able to maintain my composure irrespective of my 
emotions” (self-regulation); and “Sometimes I hesitate to make sacrifices to achieve 
organizational goals” (using emotions for productive purposes, reverse coded). Rahim (2019) 
provided evidence of internal consistency and indicator reliabilities and convergent and 
discriminant validities of the instrument and that it was free from social desirability response 
bias. The present study also provides evidence of psychometric properties of the revised 
instrument.  

Responses to COVID-19 (RCV).  This was measured with a 10-item scale prepared for 
the present study. The scale measures a person’s responses to the COVID-19. The items are cast 
on a Yes = 1 and No = 0 scale. Sample items are “Do you use a face mask when you are 
outside.”  “Do you generally maintain social distance of about 6 feet with others.” The scale was 
created by adding the responses to the 10 items and a higher score indicates greater positive 
response to COVID-19. The two scales were completed at the beginning of the 2021 Fall 
semester. 
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Analysis and Results 

The first part of the analysis was designed to test the psychometric properties of the EI 
and RCV. Next analysis was designed to test the five hypotheses of the study. The statistical 
packages, SPSS-16 and LISREL 10.23 Jöreskog & Sörbom (1996a, 1996b) were used for data 
analysis.  

Measurement Model. A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) of the EI and RCV 
observed variables (items) were computed. First, the observed variables were allowed to load on 
a single factor. Second, the 5-factor solution was computed, i.e. the observed variables were 
allowed to load on their specified factors. Table 1 shows that the 5-factor solution has a better fit 
than the single-factor solution. The result from the single-factor analysis indicates that common 
method variance is absent in the five factors. 

 
Table 1 

LISREL CFA Summary Statistics 
______________________________________________________________________ 
  Measurement Model        Structural   

  Statistic                                              1−Factor     5−Factors   Equations Model 
_______________________________________________________________

___________________________ 
    χ2/df                                                         7.56            1.98             1.70    
  RMSEA                                                    .11              .03               .07     
  MSR                                                         .07              .02                .03  
  Normed Fit Index                                     .95              .97                .95  
  Comparative Fit Index                             .87              .99                .98   
  Incremental Fit Index                               .87              .99                .98  
  Relative Fit Index                                     .82              .95                .92  

            Goodness-of-fit Index                              .90              .98                .97  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________     

        
                   Note: N = 143 respondents,. RMSEA = Root mean square error of Approximation 

 
 

 
We also computed additional CFAs. A 2-factor analysis for EI and RCV items showed 

poor fit indexes  ( χ2/df  = 3.61, RMSEA = 14, RMSR = .08, NFI = .77, CFI = .82, IFI = 832 RFI 
= .70, GFI = .85).  A 3-factor analysis for self-awareness and awareness of others’ emotions; 
regulation in self and others; and RCV also showed poor fit indexes  (χ2/df   = 2.91, RMSEA = 
.11, RMSR = .08, NFI = .83,  CFI =.88, IFI = .88, RFI = .76, GFI = .88.   Another CFA was 
computed with the four components of the EQ Index and the fit indexes were satisfactory  (χ2/df  
= 1.51, RMSEA = .06, RMSR = .03, NFI = .95, CFI = .98, IFI = .98, RFI = .96, GFI = .95). 
These and the findings from three other studies (Rahim et al., 2002; Rahim, 2019; Rahim & 
Ismail, 2020) indicate that the EQ Index has construct validity. These CFAs showed no existence 
of common method variance among the five latent variables. 
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Univariate Normality. For all the factors, skewness and kurtosis statistics were within the 
acceptable levels of 1 and 7. Therefore, the samples exhibited a high degree of univariate 
normality for the five factors. Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics and internal consistency 
and indicator reliabilities. Overall, these coefficients are satisfactory. The internal consistency 
reliability, as measured by Cronbach α, for the five latent variables, ranged between .63 and .84. 
These reliability coefficients were judged adequate. Multicollinearity was not a problem as the 
variance inflation factors (VIFs) (ranged between 1.61 and 2.91) were lower than 10.00. 
                             

Table 2 

Means, Standard Deviations, Cronbach α and Indicator 
Reliabilities, Pearson Correlations, and Variance Inflation Factor  

 
 

 
 

Variable M SD α 1 2 3 4 VIF 
_________________________________________________________________ 
1. Self-awareness       2.11 .50 .72     1.55 
2. Awareness of others    2.05 .55 .77 .44    1.43 
3. Regulation      2.25 .66 .78 .52 .51   1.76 
4. Using emotions          2.13 .53 .63 .46 .33 .51  1.45 
5. RCV    2.40 .53 .84 -.03   -15 .10 .04 
______________________________________________________________ 

Note: N = 143. IR = Indicator reliability, VIF = Variance inflation factor. 
Correlations ≥ .10 are significant at p < .01 (two-tailed). Awareness of others = Awareness 
of others’ emotions, Regulation = Regulation of emotions of self and others, Using 
emotions = Using emotions for productive purposes,   

 
                                              

Structural Equations Model. To test the five study hypotheses a LISREL model was 
computed. Table 2 shows that fit indexes for the full structural equations model were 
satisfactory. The relationships in Figure 1, represented by the six links, their estimates were all 
positive and significant. Results provide full support for the five study hypotheses. 
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                                                Table 3 
       Parameter Estimates for Structural Equations 

_______________________________________________________      
 Parameter path                                                   Statistic    z–value 
________________________________________________________ 
  Self-awareness  → Regulation of emotions            .89         9.25***     
  Self-awareness  → Awareness of others                .89        10.31*** 
  Awareness of others’ → Regulation of emotions   .90         4.77***     
  Regulation of emotions → Using emotions            .82       13.13***     
  Using emotions → RCV                                         .99         7.78***      

 
 
Note: These values are based on the causal model run on the covariance 

matrix. Regulation of emotions = Regulation of emotions in self and others, Awareness 
of others’ = Awareness of others’ emotions, Using emotions = Using emotions for 
productive purposes, RCV = Response to CORONA virus 

  
** p < .01.  *** p < .001. 

 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
For this study, we were interested in examining whether one’s emotional intelligence 

influences how employees respond to significant and unexpected external events affecting their 
safety, the safety of others, and their collective responses to the changes that result from those 
external events.  Specifically, we were interested in understanding the causes of an individual’s 
responses to a significant external event, such as the COVID-19 pandemic.  As reported in the 
popular press, some people voluntarily follow the governmental and organizational guidelines to 
deal with the external risks related to COVID-19 (face masking, maintaining physical distance 
from others, washing hands with soap and water, avoiding a crowd and so on) while others have 
not (Sadovy et al., 2021).   

The present study investigated the relationship between the four components of EI (self-
awareness, awareness of others’ emotions, regulating emotions in self and others, and using 
emotions for productive purposes) and the dependent variable, one’s responses to COVID-19.  
The first phase of our analysis tested the psychometric properties of the measures used.  Related 
analysis techniques included confirmatory factor analysis of items, internal consistency and 
indicator reliabilities, and convergent and discriminant validities (as reported in Tables 1-3, 
respectively). 

We learned through this study that the intra- and inter-relationships between the 
component factors of emotional intelligence and the behavioral responses of individuals to 
external changes in their lives is clearly an area worthy of further investigation.  Specifically, 
self-awareness and awareness of others’ emotions are important aspects influencing the 
regulation of one’s emotions.  Using one’s emotions to evaluate and respond to an immediate 
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situation has direct and indirect effects on actions that will properly address an external change 
in the individual’s world.  

The dynamic and ever-changing environment that the COVID-19 pandemic has created is 
calling on individuals to utilize and strengthen their levels of emotional intelligence.  While 
people may maintain differing beliefs about how to navigate daily life in the midst of a 
pandemic, scientists around the world have shown the efficacy of practices such as masking, 
social distancing, and diligent hand-washing in slowing and managing the spread of COVID-19. 

 
Implications for Organizations 

This study underscores that while emotional intelligence is a prior condition within each 
worker, their behaviors in the workplace are strengthened by the planned use of organizational 
factors such as selection, training, and cultural awareness, serving to heighten an individual’s 
responses to external threats (Goleman, 1996).  In particular, awareness of others’ emotions is an 
important area for researchers and management practitioners to investigate. For those having 
lower scores on this factor, providing additional education and cultural sensitivity resources 
regarding why certain responses and behaviors to external threats are important can have a 
significant positive impact (Milolajczak et al., 2008; Salovey & Mayer, 1990).  

While we all hope that world-wide pandemics do not become regular occurrences that 
organizations and society as a whole need to prepare for directly, organizational and individual 
responses to the current pandemic speak to our capabilities when it comes to change and crisis 
management.  The COVID-19 pandemic has shed light on the significance of “expecting the 
unexpected” and how important it is for organizations to hire and train employees in areas of 
emotional intelligence and adaptability.  

Modern organizations are constantly seeking change adaptability in order to improve 
and/or maintain a competitive advantage (Druskat & Wolff, 2001; Huy, 1999).  The stresses and 
strains induced by the pandemic put organizations to the test and revealed their true capacity (or 
lack thereof) to adapt rapidly to an ever-changing climate.  According to the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2020), the COVID-19 pandemic is 
considered one of the largest simultaneous public health and economic crises of the modern era.    

Given this unprecedented environment, organizations need a workforce that is prepared 
for change more than ever before.  Employees who rank high in emotional intelligence are 
uniquely equipped to take on this task.  Firstly, these individuals understand their own emotions 
and thereby can more accurately recognize those emotions and change their responses if so 
needed (Scott-Ladd & Chan, 2004).  Second, through their intellectual use of emotions, these 
individuals are better able to integrate information, make judgement calls, or adapt creative 
problem solving when needed (Scott-Ladd & Chan, 2004).  These skills suggest that people who 
are emotionally intelligent are more self-aware of their strengths and limitations, and as a result, 
they have shown to display more confidence, optimism, flexibility, innovativeness, and 
comfortability with new ideas (e.g. Goleman, 1995; Mayer & Salovey, 1997).  Emotionally 
intelligent employees clearly offer advantages to organizations who seek to meet the demands of 
a rapidly changing economic environment. 
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Limitations 

As with all studies, there are limitations that should be noted.  Data were collected via 
self-report, and while self-report data is appropriate for studying individuals’ perceptions, 
attitudes, and subsequent behaviors, it can be subject to potential common method variance bias. 
Conway and Lance (2010) discuss that while self-reports can be subject to potential method 
variance effects, literature reviews have shown that “suspected biasing factors including social 
desirability (Ones et al., 1996) and negative affect and acquiescence (Spector 2006) do not 
display strong, consistent effects (e.g., Williams & Anderson, 1994).  The results were not 
influenced by common method variance, which takes place when data are collected at the same 
time, from the same subjects, and with same measures. The five-factor confirmatory factor 
analysis provided better fit indexes than the single-factor analysis of the observed variables. The 
limitation of this field study should be noted. Data were collected from two collegiate samples 
might limit generalizability of the results. 

 

Directions for Future Research 

Our study employed a convenience sample of college students from one university, but 
we believe this opens up conversations for future research.  Given our study was exploratory in 
nature, we recognize that the results may not be generalizable to other populations and that 
additional research is needed in order to gain a more holistic understanding of the role that EI 
plays in individuals’ response behaviors to the COVID-19 pandemic.  Our sample consisted of 
relatively young adults, who by in large did not appear to be as negatively impacted from the 
effects of COVID-19 when compared to older populations.  The study was conducted at a 
university within the United States, which is known to have a highly-individualistic culture.  We 
recommend that future research efforts include populations with larger variations in age range, as 
well as those from both individualistic and collectivistic cultures.  Early research has already 
indicated collectivism as a significant and positive predictor of mask usage (Lu, Jin, & English, 
2021). 

While our study points to EI as an apparent key factor in whether or not individuals adopt 
RCV behaviors, we certainly do not claim that it is the only indicator.  A recent paper published 
in the U.S. discussed the key role that political ideology has played in RCV.  Cavillo, Ross, 
Garcia, Smelter, and Rutchick (2020) found that conservatism was associated with perceiving 
less personal vulnerability to the virus and that the virus’ severity was lower.  Given that 
conservatives appear to perceive COVID-19 as less threatening, we can assume that these beliefs 
would also impact RCV, making them less likely to adopt preventative or precautionary 
measures.   While many U.S. residents witnessed and experienced the role that politics played in 
individual responses to COVID-19, it would be interesting to compare and contrast how political 
ideology played a role in RCV throughout various countries and differing political landscapes.   

While one might assume that personality is an important factor in understanding RCV, 
global research has indicated that situational factors are explaining more variance than 
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dispositional factors (Zajenkowski, Jonason, Leniarska, & Kozakiewicz, 2020).  By situational 
factors, the authors were examining how individuals perceived and evaluated a current and 
immediate situation (in this case, the COVID-19 pandemic) and used those perceptions to predict 
whether one would comply with preventative measures or not.  Future research could expand on 
this work by exploring what shaped the differing interpretations of the same global pandemic.  
Knowing what these factors are could help us in predicting and understanding future individual 
and employee behaviors when faced with crisis situations. 
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ABSTRACT 
 
The family-owned and controlled businesses represent a significant portion of the United 

States economy and have a massive impact on economic prosperity. Family businesses also 
contribute to societal stability. While their economic roles are significant, the Achilles' heel of 
the family business is succession. Family business succession is a complex interaction between 
competing individuals with unique and distinct goals. Logistical considerations on the business 
side and emotional tension from the family side complicate the process of succession. Business 
owners must ensure that the company is ready for the transition, a successor has been chosen, 
and the successor is prepared to assume their role. This paper first develops a novel survey-
based succession readiness index (n=310). Then, using path analysis, it explores the relationship 
between succession readiness and other latent indicators such as characteristics of a potential 
successor, the firms, the business owners, and the level of communication among family 
members. The study findings provide a fresh perspective into the relationships between 
succession readiness and business characteristics. 

Keywords: family business, succession readiness, path analysis 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
According to a seminal study conducted by Astrachan and Shanker (2003), family 

businesses comprise roughly 29 to 64 percent of US GDP (Gross Domestic Product), 
approximately 5.9 trillion US dollars, and employ 27 to 62 percent of the US workforce. This 
range is based on three definitions with various assumptions. The broad definition assumes that 
family businesses informally utilize family labor without reporting income. The middle 
definition includes an assumption that the family business must be the “principal occupation” of 
the sole proprietor even if the sole proprietor earns income elsewhere (p. 215). In contrast to the 
broad definition, the narrow definition requires that family businesses have family members 
explicitly reported on the payroll. Studies have also indicated that family businesses are 
ubiquitous, as family businesses range from 90 to 98 percent of all businesses in the United 
States (Beckhard & Dyer, 1983; Hershon, 1975; Stern, 1986). A recent update to this study 
suggests that the broadest definition of family business accounts for 87 percent of the business 
units, 59 percent of the workforce, and 54 percent of the GDP (Pieper et al., 2021). 

In their 2021 Trust Barometer report, Edelman noted that business is the sole institution 
seen as being both ethical and competent in the public's eye, compared to NGOs, the 
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government, and the media. Given the prevalence and importance of family businesses, their 
longevity is of serious concern, focused in this study on the factors that affect succession 
readiness. 

This paper is a result of the survey conducted in 2020 as part of empirical investigations 
of succession-related matters in the family business. This paper uses path analysis to understand 
the relationship between succession readiness and family business dynamics. This empirical 
work contributes to the scholarly conversation on family business dynamics by identifying 
factors accounting for succession readiness.   

 
BACKGROUND 

 
Before creating the index, business succession should be defined, and the importance of 

business succession in the literature should be addressed. Beckhard and Dyer (1983a) view 
succession through a relatively straightforward lens of two stages. The first stage requires a 
triggering event that creates a shock to the family business system, which results in turbulence in 
the family business unit. The passage of the triggering event requires a time of adaptation to the 
desires of the individuals within that family unit until either succession has been declared or 
dissolution of the family business unit has occurred (Beckhard & Dyer, 1983b). 

Murray (2003) defines business succession as a transitional cycle that includes six phases 
that can take years to complete. The phases are defined as 1) "Readiness of the whole family 
enterprise system for change," 2) "The trigger-in initiating the transition," 3) "The resting 
period," 4) "Exploration period," 5) "The trigger-out to end exploration and initiate closure," and 
6) choice and commitment (p. 23). This paper focuses on phase one to determine what creates a 
readiness for the family enterprise robust enough to successfully survive phase two of the 
Murray framework or the first state of the Beckhard and Dyer framework of family business 
succession.  

 
LITERATURE SUPPORT 

 
Succession is fraught with logistical complications from the business side and emotional 

tension from the family side. A successor must be chosen and prepared to assume the role to lay 
the foundation for this transition. Many elements prepare businesses for succession, including 
buy-sell agreements, liquidity plans, clear roles for the family, and more. Literature focusing on 
the succession readiness and succession planning process in family businesses explains the 
importance of these various factors. This paper explores ten critical variables that will be used to 
identify the family business succession readiness index and other covariates we wish to compare 
with that index to determine if a relationship exists.  

For an effective succession, the incumbent business owner must be ready and 
psychologically prepared for the process of letting go of the business (de Pontet et al., 2007; 
Gagné et al., 2011). Marler et al. (2017) define a "succession ready" business owner as someone 
willing and mentally ready to relinquish their role and transfer authority and decision-making 
authority to a successor. A proactive and succession-ready incumbent will likely feel the need to 
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assimilate the successor into the firm's network structures—both internal and external (Marler et 
al., 2017). This assimilation lends credibility to the upcoming successor. The process of 
assimilation is an essential component of succession planning in general.  

Due to the number of decisions that need to be made well before a transition, succession 
planning is vital for an effective succession (Ward, 1987). An incumbent intending to pursue 
succession is more likely to plan for succession (Sharma et al., 2003). A review of the related 
literature suggests that the succession-planning process consists of several activities: selecting 
and training a successor, communicating that decision to stakeholders, and developing a vision 
or strategic plan for the company post-succession (Sharma et al., 2003). Communication of the 
decision to stakeholders can be likened to the process of assimilation mentioned previously.  

Periods of ownership and leadership transition are expected to be difficult for every 
business. The added complexity of deciding whether to pass leadership to a family member or an 
"outsider" compounds the stress. There are varying perspectives on whether family ownership 
benefits firms. Villalonga and Amit (2020) find that family ownership creates value for the 
business as long as family control over ownership does not outweigh the advantages of family 
ownership and family management). The careful balance among these factors shifts when 
ownership changes hands; it is found that "relative to non-family business, founder-led firms 
outperform, while descendant-led firms underperform" (Villalonga & Amit, 2020, p. 251). Even 
given these potential drawbacks, family business owners, particularly founding owners, tend to 
place higher importance on aspects that create emotional wealth, such as pride in family 
management and wanting to continue a legacy (Villalonga & Amit, 2020). 

In addition to deciding to pass the business to a family member or non-family employee, 
family firm owners must examine a range of factors that influence their decision about the 
successor. Notably, these factors include the successor's willingness to lead in the business, the 
level of preparation, and the intrinsic motivation of both successor and owner (Venter et al., 
2005). Initially, it is essential to know whether the successor has a passionate desire to pursue a 
career in the family business and would be willing to take over the company. Parker (2016) 
found that when owner-managers raise incentives of a potential family successor by increasing 
the stock of tangible and intangible assets, the probability that the successor would be willing to 
run the family business and assume responsibility for its long-term development also rises.  

Another motive of the successor to take on a leadership role in the family business is the 
relationship between owner and successor. A kind of high-quality relationship is distinguished 
by a high level of trust, mutual support, open and earnest communication, and eagerness to 
recognize achievement (Harvey & Evans, 1995). Venter et al. (2005) suggest that the more the 
successor is eager to take over the business, the better the relationship between the successor and 
owner, which leads to a more successful transition. This kind of enthusiastic attitude fosters a 
"harmonious owner-manager-successor relationship" (Venter et al., 2005 p. 299), in which the 
founder and successor support each other to overcome leadership transitions and role 
adjustments, engage in mentorship activities, and share knowledge and experience (Lee et al., 
2019). These actions assist the successor in the transition and lessen the founder's fear of losing 
control in the family business (Lee et al., 2019).  
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Although the relationship between the business owner and successor is an influential 
factor, the experience and expertise of the potential successor are likely even more so. An 
internal successor is preferred when family-business-specific experiential knowledge is 
considered predominant (Royer et al., 2008). In contrast, when industry-specific general and 
technical knowledge are needed, family firm owners are prone to consider external successors 
(Royer et al., 2008). Also, an internal successor is preferred when thought to possess more 
collective knowledge than the external successor (Royer et al., 2008). This information suggests 
that a family business owner will generally prefer a family member when selecting a successor 
unless a suitable candidate cannot be found in the family; if that is the case, a non-family 
successor will be chosen based on merit. Once a successor has been selected, their commitment 
to running the family business and profitability becomes crucial to a smooth generational 
transition.  

Identifying if each of the factors mentioned above has been considered or implemented 
can indicate whether a family business is prepared for succession. Other scholars have 
investigated the readiness of family businesses for succession and created readiness scales (Davis 
& Harveston, 1998; Coffman, 2014). For example, Davis and Harveston (1998) developed a six-
question scale that focused on the successor selection process based on family business survey 
data. The extensiveness of the businesses' succession planning acted as the dependent variable, 
analyzed through questions such as "has a successor been chosen who will assume operating 
control of your business?" and "have you informed others?" (Davis & Harveston, 1998). 
Responses to these questions were assigned a score of either six or one, and those scores were 
summed to generate total scores (Davis & Harveston, 1998). Once these succession preparedness 
scores were captured, four categories were regressed on the readiness scores, including 
owner/manager characteristics, family variables, organizational attributes, and resource effects 
(Davis & Harveston, 1998). Coffman (2014) expanded on this model by adding additional 
questions and then contacting business transition experts to pair the questions down to those 
most important; eight questions were selected, and the collection of survey data from a sample of 
family businesses (Coffman, 2014). Following the procedures of Davis and Harveston (1998), 
Coffman (2014) scored and summed the responses to measure succession preparedness. This 
paper expands further on this field of research by creating a succession readiness scale similar to 
those made by Davis and Harveston (1998) and Coffman (2014).  

 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
A family business survey was conducted in 2020 to explore family business dynamics in 

the US. This paper explores answers to the following major research questions using survey 
results:  

 
RQ1: What percent of the family business is succession ready?  
RQ2: What are the characteristics of family businesses that are succession ready?  
RQ3: Is there a relationship between succession readiness and family business 
characteristics? 
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RQ4: Is there a relationship between succession readiness and the attributes of 
potential successors?  
RQ5: Is there a relationship between succession readiness and the characteristics 
of the business owner?  
RQ6: Is there a relationship between succession readiness and family business 
governance?  
 
We address these research questions by first reviewing the data and methodology. Under 

the method, we will introduce a conceptual framework informed by family business literature. 
We will then introduce the study findings and discuss the implications of the results for the 
family businesses.  

 
METHODOLOGY 

 
Data 
A family business survey was created by the authors and conducted in cooperation with 

Qualtrics. Survey data were collected from February 13, 2020, to May 23, 2020. Qualtrics 
initiated four separate attempts to get as many as 300 responses from family business owners. 
Survey respondents were compensated for their participation through Qualtrics. Responses from 
311 family business owners were received and recorded for analysis.  

Several questions were asked in the survey to filter out irrelevant responses. Those 
questions include:  

 
1. My family owns more than 50% of the business (true/false) 
2. My family has voting control in the company (true/false) 
3. My family has power over strategic decisions in the company (true/false) 
4. Our family's annual revenue is… (multi-select) 

 
Only responses with affirmative answers for the first three questions and more than a 

million dollars in revenue were kept. Additional descriptive statistics for the survey respondents' 
companies are listed in Table 1.  

Descriptive statistics are separated into two parts featuring the company characteristics 
and industry/location. The company statistics include a descriptive summary about the number of 
employees, year founded, and annual sales of participating family businesses. The number of 
employees is divided among the following categories: less than 100, 101 to 200, 201 to 500, and 
501 or more. A large portion of our sample includes family businesses with less than 100 
employees (32%) and 101 to 200 employees (28%). The year founded is categorized in the 
subsequent order: before 2000, 2000-2009, and 2010-2019. Out of 302 respondents, 48% of the 
family businesses were founded in the last nine years, 31% in the previous 19 years, and the 
other 21% more than 19 years. Regarding the company's annual sales, 29% of respondents have 
$11 or $50 million in total annual sales, and 26% have less than $10 million. The remaining 45% 
have over $51 million in annual sales.  
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The industry and location statistics portion contains family businesses' industry 
classification, area of primary operation, and the location of headquarters (the headquarters 
represent the participant companies in our sample, found in table 1). The top three industries that 
family businesses operate in were construction, retail trade, and information. The primary 
operation of family businesses was grouped into four parts, of which 34% operate regionally, 
29% locally, 28% nationally, and 9% internationally. The top three locations were Florida, 
Georgia, and Virginia regarding participating family businesses' headquarters. 
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Dependent Variable 
The dependent variable in this study is the succession readiness index. Family business 

owners were asked these twelve yes/no questions to gauge how prepared they are for succession:  
 
1. Is there an Ownership Transition or Estate Plan in place at your company? 
2. Is there a Buy-Sell Agreement in place at your company?  
3. Is there a formal Redemption or Liquidity Plan in place at your company? 
4. Is there a Valuation Formula in place at your company?  
5. If you were to poll the other family members in your business and your key 

employees, is there an explicitly agreed-upon vision for where your family 
company is headed in the next five years?  

6. Do you and your family business have clearly defined values and goals that 
transcend generations? 

7. If you die tomorrow, is there a transition plan in place to ensure your family is 
taken care of and your business will be able to continue without your leadership?  

8. Is the future ownership of your family company clearly defined?  
9. The following few questions are related to business succession. Do you have a 

successor selected? 
10. Does the person you have chosen know they are the successor?  
11. Does your family know who the successor is? 
12. Does your business team know who the successor is? 

To create the succession readiness index, twelve yes/no questions related to succession 
were pulled from the data set. The succession readiness index is a simple addition of all "yes" 
answers to the 12 questions mentioned above. This conceptualization of the family business 
succession readiness index is broader than the ones seen in the literature. In most cases, the index 
is the composite measure of questions 8-12 above.  
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The first component (factor) is named "Legal," which includes the legal side of 
succession readiness variables. These indicators include estate plan, buy-sell agreement, 
liquidity, and valuation formula. The second component (factor) is named "Family," which 
includes variables such as vision, goals, leadership, and future ownership. The third component 
(factor) is named "Public," which is about selecting a successor and disseminating the 
information about the successor across family and business teams.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Assigned Name
Variable Name Question Format 1 2 3

Transition2 Is there an Ownership Transition or Estate Plan in place at your 
company? 0.661

BuySell2 Is there a Buy-Sell Agreement in place at your company? 0.748

Liquidity2 Is there a formal Redemption or Liquidity plan in place at your 
company? 0.795

Valuation2 Is there a Valuation Formula in place at your company? 0.639

Vision2
If you were to poll the other family members in your business and your 
key employees, is there an explicitly agreed-upon vision for where your 
family company is headed in the next five years?

0.535

Goals2 Do you and your family business have clearly defined values and goals 
that transcend generations? 0.525

TransitionP2
If you die tomorrow, is there a transition plan in place to ensure your 
family is taken care of and your business will be able to continue 
without your leadership?

0.838

FutureOwn2 Is the future ownership of your family company clearly defined? 0.588

Successor2 The following few questions are related to business succession. Do you 
have a successor selected? 0.680

SuccKnw2 Does the person you have chosen know they are the successor? 0.863
SuccFaKnow2 Does your family know who the successor is? 0.898
SuccBusTea2 Does your business team know who the successor is? 0.807
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
 Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.

Family

Public

Factor
Rotated Factor Matrix

Table 2: Succession Readiness Index: Exploratory Factor Analysis

Legal
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Based on Table 3, only 36.7% of family businesses can be defined as succession ready. A 

little over 63% of family businesses have some problems in this area. The data review also 
suggests that about 30% of the family businesses are missing only one or two items from the 
checklist to be succession ready.  

When we look at the components of succession readiness, the problem areas become 
visible: about 54% of the family businesses have all the legal considerations completed for a 
smooth succession. A little over 67% of these businesses created public awareness about the 
successor's identity. The only area in which many of these businesses are doing relatively better 
is the family side of the succession: identifying visions, goals, transition plans, and future 
ownership of the company.  

 
Conceptual Framework 
A review of the literature suggests that succession readiness is associated with the 

following significant variables (Figure 1):  
 
1. Characteristics of the business owner 
2. Characteristics of the firm 
3. Firm governance structure and communications  

In addition to these variables, we also believe that succession readiness is related to  
4. Required characteristics of the potential successor. 

 

Table 3: Succession Readiness by Components

Succession Readiness Component
Succession 
Ready (1) 

Not Succession 
Ready

N (%) N (%)
Overall Succession Readiness 114 (36.7%) 197 (63.34%)

By Component (2)
Succession Readiness (Legal) 168 (54.0%) 143 (56.0%)
Succession Readiness (Family) 261 (83.9%) 50 (16.1%)
Succession Readiness (Public) 209 (67.2%) 102 (32.8%)

(1) A business is defined as succession ready if the business answers "yes"
 to all of 12 questions about succession readiness!
(2) For each succession readiness components, the family businesses should 
answer "yes" to all of four succession readiness questions under each
component.
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Operationalizing the Conceptual Framework 
Figure 2 presents major indicators (latent1) and proxy variables used to identify the 

relationship between these indicators and succession readiness (dependent variable). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 For the purposes of this study, latent is defined econometrically as a variable that is unobserved and 

cannot be directly measured.  

Figure 1: A Conceptual Framework of Factors Affecting Succession Readiness

Source: Authors
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Required Characteristics of Potential Successors 
In succession readiness literature, the focus is primarily on the firm owner. However, 

among other factors, this paper also aims to test if the characteristics of the successor are 
important factors in business succession readiness. We used the following variables for this 
latent factor: 

 
(1) Requirements: What does your company require of family members who want to 

work in the family business?  
(2) Job Level (start): When new family members enter the business, they start at what 

level? 
(3) Compensation: Are the family members employed by the business compensated 

fairly and adequately? 

Figure 2: Operationalizing the Factors Affecting Succession Readiness

Source: Authors
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Lee and Goebel (2003) found that business owners who treated their working children 
fairly would be more likely to have a business succession plan. Here, we aim to test if a business 
owner's self-perception of fair compensation leads to higher levels of business succession 
readiness.  

 
Firm Governance and Communications 
This latent variable includes two major questions:  
(1) Governance: Please select if your company has/holds any of the following. (Select 

all that apply) 
(2) Communications: Please rate the quality of communication within your business 

family on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being perfect and 1 being terrible.  

 
Helin and Jabri (2015) explored the importance of quality in communication in business 

succession. We aim to empirically test Helin and Jabri's hypothesis that quality communication 
leads to better business succession outcomes. This latent variable also incorporates the classic 
Three-Circle Model of Family Business Governance (Davis & Tagiuri, 1989). This model 
emphasizes "Business," "Family," and "Ownership" dynamics and suggests that once companies 
balance these three relationships, they are ready for the future.  

 
Characteristics of Business Owners 
We used the following seven variables for this latent variable: 
 
(1) Generation of CEO: Please select the family generation of your company's 

current CEO. 
(2) Generation of the Owner: Please select the family generation of current owners 

(select all that apply). 
(3) Hours worked: How many hours per week are you working now? (Please enter 

the number below) 
(4) Time management: How well do you manage your time on a scale from 1 to 10, 

with 10 being perfect and 1 being terrible?  
(5) Quality of life: At this stage in your business life, being brutally honest, is your 

business generally adding to the quality of your life, or is it gradually draining 
your energy and quality of life away from you? 

(6) Perceived importance: If you didn't come to work for the next six (6) months, in 
what condition would your business be upon your return? Please rank from 1 to 
10, with 1 being irreversibly damaged and 10 being exactly the same as you left 
it. 

(7) Gender: What is your gender? (Selected choice) 

 
Statistically, most new businesses tend to fail, which is especially true if the businesses are 

small. This paper hypothesizes that there would be an inverse relationship between business 
succession readiness and the generation of the CEO. The literature is sparse when it focuses on 



Global Journal of Management and Marketing   Volume 6, Number 2, 2022 

57 
 

succession through the lens of the business owner, but Venter, Boshoff, and Maas (2005) found 
that businesses that succeeded tended to have successors that found a higher quality of life when 
working for the family business. If the owner finds a lower quality of life in their work, if they 
work excessive hours, or if the business owner has poor time management, then their successor 
will likely not wish to inherit the business. In other words, there could be a lagged effect. We 
intend to investigate the impact of "hours worked" negatively on business succession readiness 
and the positive relationship between time management and quality of life working at the 
business.  

 
Characteristics of the Firm 
This latent variable is measured using the following six proxy variables: 

 
(1) Age of the business: What year was your company founded? (Type answer below) 
(2) Size of the business: What is your current number of employees? (Type number 

below) 
(3) Corporate structure: What is your organization type? (Select all that apply) 
(4) # of family in the firm: Please fill in the number of shareholders in your company 

by category—Family  
(5) # of family in upper management: How many family members are active in upper 

management (VP or higher)? (Type number below) 
(6) # of independent advisors: How many board members are independent 

directors/advisers? (Type number below) 

 
Beckhard and Dyer (1983) explained the critical role that the family council and other 

advisory roles play in the robustness of the family business unit against triggering events. This 
paper also includes "number of family in the firm" and "number of family in upper management" 
to see how the analysis of Beckhard and Dyer (1983) relates to the family succession readiness 
index. Beckhard and Dyer (1983) stated that when family members move to upper management 
roles, it signals a trigger event that could destabilize the family business unit. This would 
logically follow that the businesses with more families in upper management would either be 
succession ready or are currently going through their trigger event. Beckhard and Dyer (1983) 
indicated that the conflict created by some families moving to management while others do not 
could cause conflict within the business, so we additionally intend to test if the number of 
families in the business could create more opportunities for conflict. Inversely, more individuals 
in an advisory or independent role on the board of directors would create a stabilizing effect and 
make the business more succession ready.  

 
Methods 
Confirmatory Factor Analysis and Structural Equation Modeling with Missing Data 
The next stage of analysis involves setting up the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and 

measurement model based on detailed hypothesized relationships. Amos 26 allows us to set up 
the path diagrams and hypothesized relationships on the screen. Single-headed arrows indicate 
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correlations, and double-headed arrows covariance among indicators. Based on the literature 
review, we hypothesized the relationships on the path diagram in Figure 3.  

Since our data involves several missing data, we need to estimate intercepts and means in 
the analysis. Furthermore, to correctly calculate regression coefficients in the model, we need to 
impose fixed regression weights across the equations. These regression weights appear as "1" 
across the path diagrams.  

As previously mentioned, Amos 26 allows us to obtain maximum likelihood estimates of 
model parameters with missing data. Furthermore, one can simultaneously run the same 
structural model for several groups to test whether path coefficients change by a group.  
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Confirmatory Factor Analysis Model Summary 
Before presenting the results, we would like to discuss the model summary for the path 

analysis. The structural equation models can be "overidentified," "just identified," or 
"underidentified." A structural equation model should be either "just identified" or 
"overidentified" to move forward with the analysis (Byrne, 2010). In this paper, we have 209 
distinct sample moments and 70 distinct parameters to be estimated, with 139 degrees of 
freedom. In this case, our model is "overidentified," which allows us to move forward with 
model estimates. According to Byrne (2010), "specification of an overidentified is necessary, but 
not sufficient, condition to resolve the identification problem" (p. 34). 

 
Binary Logit Model with Missing Data Summary 
We also utilize a binary logit model that allows us to supplement the previous CFA 

model and focus on the relationship between the characteristics of the firm and the likelihood of 
the firm's business succession readiness regressed against the components of our major 
indicators. To find the log odds of the explanatory variables, the dependent variable is binary 
rather than the previous index, which extends from 0 to 12. Firms with a business succession 
readiness value of less than 12 are coded as 0, and those that are business succession ready with 
a fully 12 index value are coded as 1.  

The approach of making the outcome variable binary limits the model in that it cannot 
explain the relationship of the independent variable on the jump from one index value to another 
index value (i.e., how gender or time management will cause a firm to increase or decrease by 1 
unit in the business succession readiness index in a general way). This approach only tells us the 
likelihood that the chosen independent variables have on the change from an index value of 11 to 
12 or 12 to 11. Though this limits the scope of interpretation for the independent variables, it 
does allow a strict limit on the model and provides a way to find only the most critical 
explanatory variables in business succession readiness from the survey sample.  

 
Discussion and Research Questions Regarding Succession Readiness Level 
In this section, we will use explanatory factor analysis to discuss the study findings to 

answer the following four research questions: 
 
RQ3: Is there a relationship between succession readiness level and family 
business characteristics?  
RQ4: Is there a relationship between succession readiness level and attributes of 
potential successors? 
RQ5: Is there a relationship between succession readiness level and 
characteristics of the business owner? 
RQ6: Is there a relationship between succession readiness level and family 
business governance? 
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Succession Readiness Levels in the context of these research questions involve changing 
from any business succession readiness index value to the next. We do not apply any restrictions 
to the index, which will be seen later in the paper where we incorporate a binary logit model. In 
that section, we explore the relationship between our explanatory regressors within the 
conceptual framework with a binary outcome of the business achieving succession readiness or 
not. This creates a strict restriction where the observations in our dataset are either succession 
ready with an index score of 12 or not ready with an index score of 0 to 11. This stricter 
interpretation of business succession readiness will be referred to as business readiness status.  

 
STUDY FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION: CONFIRMATORY FACTOR ANALYSIS 

 
Descriptive Statistics 
Summary Data 
Table 4 below summarizes the indicators used in this analysis. The table includes the 

number of responses, mean, standard deviation, minimum, and maximum values for each of the 
19 indicators used in this analysis.  

 
 

 
 
Correlation Matrix 
Table 5 presents the correlation matrix for the indicators used in this paper. The 

correlations with bold fonts are statistically significant. Some of the indicators with high 
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correlations with other indicators were dropped from the model before estimating the path 
coefficients. The table shows that the succession readiness index is significantly correlated with: 
the employment size of the company, generation of the current CEOs, family business 
governance, presence of the independent directors or advisors, the required skill of potential 
successors, the beginning job of the family members at the company, the quality of 
communications, time management skill, quality of life, and the perceived central role of the 
current owner.  
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(RQ1) What percent of family businesses are succession ready? (RQ2) What are the 

characteristics of those businesses that are succession ready? To answer these research questions, 
we summarized the survey data in Table 6: 

 

 
 

According to Table 6, about 37% of family businesses scored a succession index value of 
12 out of 12, indicating that they are fully ready for the future transition of their businesses. We 
believe that achieving a 12 out of 12 is a high bar for businesses. However, any missing item 
from the list in the succession readiness index may create hiccups and delays in business 
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succession, which can be avoided. Table 6 also suggests that 52% of family businesses are 
somewhat ready, while 11% are not ready for succession.  

Table 6 provides frequency tables for age, employment size, generation of owners, 
generations of CEOs, and type of company. In terms of the age of family business, more than 
52% of the succession-ready family businesses were established in the last decade. We do not 
see any difference across the groups in terms of the employment size. However, one-third of the 
succession-ready companies has an employment range from 100 to 200. 

We also look at the generation of owners and current CEOs. Nearly 37% of the 
succession-ready family businesses have first-generation owners. Unsurprisingly, 52% of the 
succession-ready businesses are headed by first-generation CEOs. Concerning the type of 
company and succession-readiness relationship, two types of family businesses stand out clearly 
from Table 6: nearly two-thirds of succession-ready family businesses are either limited liability 
companies or C-corporations. These companies are formally organized business entities, unlike 
sole proprietorships or general partnerships.  

Table 7 shows the standardized coefficients for each component of the succession 
readiness index. Table 7 includes only coefficients that are higher than 0.10. We will discuss the 
findings in Table 7 within the context of the research questions below.  

 
Discussion and Research Questions Regarding Succession Readiness Status 
In this section, we will use a binary logit model to discuss the study findings to answer 

the following four research questions: 
 
RQ7: Is there a relationship between succession readiness status and family 
business characteristics? 
RQ8: Is there a relationship between succession readiness status and attributes of 
potential successors? 
RQ9: Is there a relationship between succession readiness status and 
characteristics of the business owner? 
RQ10: Is there a relationship between succession readiness status and family 
business governance? 
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Table 7: Standardized Total Effects (Path Analysis) 
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Is There a Relationship Between Succession Readiness and Family Business 
Characteristics?  

The first row in Table 7 presents the standardized total effects of latent indicators on 
succession readiness. We use standardized effects to make the interpretation easy. According to 
the findings, firm characteristics (a latent indicator) have a moderate impact on succession 
readiness. A one standard deviation increase in firm characteristics will increase succession 
readiness by 0.238 standard deviations. Firm characteristics latent indicator has also positively 
related to "Successor" latent indicator. One standard deviation increase in firm characteristics 
will increase the Successor latent indicator, associated with the required quality of potential 
successors, by 0.368 standard deviations.  

 
Is There a Relationship Between Succession Readiness and Characteristics of 

Potential Successors? 
Table 7 (first row) in the original model suggests no significant relationship between the 

requirements for potential successors and succession readiness. One standard deviation increase 
in the requirements for a potential successor will increase succession readiness by only 0.032 
standard deviations.  

However, each component of the succession readiness index shows that the requirements 
for potential successors have an outsized negative impact on each of the succession index 
components. For example, a one standard deviation increase in Successor latent variable will 
decrease the family component of the succession readiness index by 4.782 standard deviations. 
Similarly, the legal and public component rations are 1 to -1.590 and 1 to -2.243, respectively.  

 
Is There a Relationship Between Succession Readiness and the Characteristics of the 

Business Owner?  
This is the original model's most important latent indicator in Table 7. Business owner 

characteristics and succession readiness have significant relationships: one standard deviation 
increase in the business owner characteristics latent indicator will increase succession readiness 
by 0.338 standard deviations. The latent business owner characteristics are strongly related to 
two other latent indicators: family business governance (govern) and requirements for a potential 
successor (successor). For example, a one standard deviation increase in the business owner 
characteristics will increase 2.297 standard deviations in the family business governance latent 
indicator.  

 
Is There a Relationship Between Succession Readiness and Family Business 

Governance?  
Table 7 shows that the relationship between succession readiness and family governance 

structure is negative but insignificant in the original model. A one standard deviation increase in 
the latent family business governance indicator will decrease succession readiness by a -0.070 
standard deviation.  
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STUDY FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION: BINARY LOGIT MODEL 
 
The following section of this research splits the variables into each component category 

and individually compares them against business succession readiness. The first section looks at 
the relationship between business owner characteristics and business succession readiness, while 
the second, third, and fourth sections analyze the relationship between business succession 
readiness and firm characteristics, business successor characteristics, and firm governance 
characteristics, respectively. The fifth and final binary logit model will incorporate the totality of 
characteristics in the model rather than individual components of the theoretical framework. 

 
Is There a Relationship Between Succession Readiness and Family Business 

Characteristics? 
 
 
 

Table 8: Succession Readiness Status and Family Business Characteristics 

 
 
"Age" and "size" were found to have an effect statistically distinct from zero (Table 8). 

The age of the firm was unexpectedly found to have a negative correlation with business 
succession readiness in this model. "Age" was found to have a 2.2% decrease on the odds of a 
business achieving business succession readiness for every year added to the business age. The 
findings are confounding, as one would expect to see older firms survive longer periods of time 
because of their business succession readiness in a previous period. It seems unlikely that once a 
business has gone through one successful change in firm leadership, the firm will not be ready 
for another change in leadership. This may be explained by the complexity and individual nature 
of business succession to each firm owner. A firm's plans of business succession in an initial 
time period may not be a one-size plan for the firm in a later time period once the firm leadership 
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has changed. These confounding results could be evidence that each individual component of the 
latent variable framework is not the best fit for business succession readiness status as there 
could be omitting variable bias or some other bias in the error term.  

Business size measured by the logged number of employees was more intuitively 
consistent with theory as business size is positively associated with business succession 
readiness. For every one unit increase in a firm's logged size, we can expect a 38.4% increase in 
the odds of business succession readiness. As firms grow, they earn higher profits from increased 
economies of scale that can be reinvested into better management which is associated with 
"ImportancePer" and "Timemana" from the business owner characteristics. Better management 
could afford firm owners more time to plan for the future of the business and allows the firm 
owner to divert less time to non-critical tasks that management could handle. If this is true, then 
the need for the business owner diminishes over time, creating that "ImportancePer" relationship 
with business succession readiness. Higher profits can also be reinvested into better avenues of 
firm governance like attorneys for the firm, board of directors, and accountants, which will be 
addressed later in the paper.  

 
Is There a Relationship Between Succession Readiness and Characteristics of 

Potential Successors? 
 

Table 9: Succession Readiness Status and Characteristics of Potential Successors 

 
 
Surprisingly, none of the characteristics associated with the firm's successor are 

correlated with business succession readiness status with or without robust standard errors (Table 
9). The Chi-Squared test also found that the model was statistically insignificant from a null 
model. This model indicates that regardless of the merit or skills of the successor, the successor 
plays little part in the firm's business succession readiness status. This could be because, 
ultimately, the decision of business succession comes down to the firm owner, who may be 
indifferent to the past work or educational experience their family may have if the family 
member expresses interest in continuing the family business. One addition to the research that 
could account for this hypothesis would be to ask the firm owner if there is an initial time frame 
that they expect their family to work at the firm before the firm owner is comfortable with 
business succession.  
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Is There a Relationship Between Succession Readiness and the Characteristics of 
the Business Owner?  

 
 
 

Table 10: Succession Readiness Status and Characteristics of the Business Owner 

 
 
Only "ImportancePer," "QofLife," and "TimeMana" were able to pass statistical 

significance in the above model (Table 10). The self-perceived importance that the owner has in 
their role over the firm shows the smallest effect despite having the largest z-value. For every 
unit change where the business owner feels that their involvement in the day-to-day operations is 
unnecessary for the firm's survival, we expect an 18.3% increase in the odds of a firm being 
classified as succession ready within this model. "QofLife" and "TimeMana" have the same 
statistical significance, but "TimeMana" has a larger effect on the odds of the firm's classification 
as business succession ready. For every one unit increase where working at the firm increases the 
quality of life for the owner, the model predicts a 28.6% increase in the odds of the firm attaining 
business succession readiness. "TimeMana" found a 35.9% increase in the odds of a firm 
attaining business succession readiness for every one unit increase of the business owner's self-
perceived time management skills.  

Intuitively, these findings make sense as business succession readiness requires 
meticulous planning over a long period of time. If a firm's owner is miserable running their 
business, they may put off taking care of the necessary requirements needed for business 
succession readiness. Alternatively, if the firm owner is not equipped with robust time 
management skills, they may simply be unable to tackle the requirements necessary for business 
succession readiness. Suppose a firm owner is capable of robust time management skills, and 
they find that the firm adds to their quality of life. In that case, they will be more likely to put in 
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the work required to enable their firm to run more efficiently without their input which would 
increase their "ImportancePer" score. 

 
Is There a Relationship Between Succession Readiness and Family Business 

Governance?  
 
 

Table 11: Succession Readiness Status and Family Business Governance 

 
 
All components were statistically significant for this model (Table 11). A one unit 

increase in "Governance" was found to have a 21.78% increase on the odds of business 
succession readiness, while a one unit increase in "COM" was found to have a considerable 
83.11% increase on the odds of business succession readiness. The model predicts that as a firm 
owner increases their access to semi-independent review from board members or family council, 
a firm will increase its likelihood of becoming business succession ready. One possible answer 
for this finding may lie in the tendency for humans to procrastinate. Economist Richard Thaler 
(2016) argues that individuals have a "present bias" that creates time-inconsistent decisions. A 
firm owner may want to get their firm business succession ready, but it requires work today for a 
future reward that the business owner never technically receives themselves. Having semi-
independent governance could alleviate that present bias and force the firm owner to engage in 
preparations for business succession readiness.  

The findings for "COM" are likely straightforward. If a business owner is not engaged in 
healthy, robust communication with the family management of the firm, then no one will know 
their future role if the current firm owner departs from the firm.  

 
Is There a Relationship Between the Latent Variable Components and Business 

Succession Readiness Status? 
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Table 11: Succession Readiness Status and Family Business Characteristics 

 
 
The full model incorporates all 18 variables from the four latent categories discussed 

above (Table 12). The full model will show any changes in the effect of the variables and 
ameliorate omitted variable bias from the previous four models. The full model found that only 
four variables of the 18 were statistically significant. The four variables found to be statistically 
significant in the full model are from the previous individual latent variable model. These 
variables are "ImportancePer," "Size," "COM," and "Governance." Assuming that the average 
effect that the unseen error term is equal to zero, it can be concluded that the four statistically 
significant variables can be viewed as critical components to the business succession readiness 
status of a firm.  

Each of the four critical components is found to have a positive impact on business 
succession readiness status. Under the full model, a one unit increase in "ImportancePer" has a 
14.6% increase on the odds of a firm becoming business succession ready. "Governance" has the 
second smallest impact on business succession readiness status, with a one-unit increase 
producing a 29.6% increase in the odds of business succession readiness. Firm size had the 
second largest effect, with a one-unit increase in the logged number of employees hired, 
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indicating a 38.7% increase in the odds of a firm becoming business succession ready. "COM" 
held the largest impact again within the full model, with one increase in interfamily 
communication leading to a 60.2% odds of business succession readiness.  

Unsurprisingly, communication is the strongest predictor of business succession 
readiness within the context of the last four models. Communication is likely a foundation for 
other statistically significant variables as good communication is likely linked to 
"ImportancePer," "QofLife," and "TimeMana." 

Firms control of their number of employees only to the extent that market forces are 
favorable to the firm, so "Size" in this model is likely endogenous and a function of the other 
three critical components and is likely to be a result of the factors that influence "ImportancePer" 
and "Governance," which are likely in turn related to "COM." The firm owner must have strong 
communication with their family management to create known expectations of the firm, and the 
firm owner must surround themselves with semi-independent advisors that can push the firm 
owner to produce and execute a plan of business succession when needed. Once the firm owner 
has produced this plan and created a robust communication line with their family management, 
the firm owner should expect that their participation in the day-to-day activity of the firm is less 
critical over time, leading to a self-sustaining firm.  

 
LIMITATIONS 

 
This study is an attempt to uncover underlying factors that are related to succession 

readiness. One of the limitations of this study is that further analysis of the relationship between 
succession readiness and family business governance is needed. The study does not find a 
relationship between succession readiness and family governance latent indicators. As the 
literature suggests, when family businesses successfully organize their efforts along the line 
suggested by the Three-Circle Model of Family Business Governance: Business, Family, and 
Ownership, many of these companies are ready for the future. However, once we explored, using 
a logit model, the relationship between succession readiness status and characteristics of the 
family business, family governance was highly statistically significant, suggesting further 
investigation is needed to explore this topic.  

Another limitation is that this study does not initiate an exploratory factor modeling 
process to identify missing components from the analysis. We used literature to identify key 
factors for the path analysis modeling.  

 
CONCLUSION 

 
Study findings suggest that less than 40% of family businesses are fully succession ready. 

At the variable-level correlations, succession readiness is correlated with the size of the 
company, generation of the current CEOs, family business governance structure, presence of 
independent advisors and directors, skill requirement for a potential successor, beginning job of 
the new family members, quality of communications, time management skill of owners, quality 
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of life of owners, and perceived central role of owners. However, we do not know from these 
correlations about the direction of causality. 

To shed light on some of these indicators from the literature, for example, if firm owners 
have meaningful gains in their quality of life, it increases the likelihood that the business will 
have a candidate to succeed. The findings of Venter, Boshoff, and Maas (2005) intuitively 
predict that if the business owner is miserable in their firm, they likely will not draw family to 
succeed.  

Similarly, when a firm adopts the model for firm governance derived from Davis and 
Tagiuri (1989), they are more likely to become business succession ready. As firms bring family 
into employee roles, ownership roles bolster communication and incentives that drive the firms 
to adopt a business succession readiness plan. This finding also goes in tandem with the role of 
meaningful communication between inter-firm families, shareholders, and attorneys in business 
readiness. The results indicate that the business will become more ready for the future as 
communication becomes richer between those who make decisions.  

The path analysis suggests two implications: business owners and characteristics of firms 
do matter in succession readiness. Business owners' characteristics include the generation of 
owners and current CEOs, how owners manage time, quality of life derived from the business, 
gender of the owner, and perceived central role played by the owner in the business. Firms' 
characteristics include the number of family members in business and upper management, 
independent advisors, business structure, business size, and age.  

To conclude, the study found that a significant percentage of family businesses are 
missing several items from the succession readiness checklist. Even a single missing item from 
the succession readiness checklist may substantially impact the family business's future. Several 
factors are correlated with the succession readiness index. This study identifies the business 
owner and firm characteristics as two significant latent indicators that affect the succession 
readiness of the family businesses, which implies that communication appears to be the strongest 
indicator of whether a firm will reach full succession readiness. Firm owners should take note 
that the results of the logit model indicate that they have the power to increase the likelihood of 
successful business succession by strengthening their communication between themselves, their 
management, and family members working in the firm. 

 
REFERENCES 

 
Astrachan, J. H., & Shanker, M. C. (2003). Family businesses' contribution to the US economy: A closer look. 

Family business review, 16(3), 211-219. 
Ayres, G. R. (1998). Rough corporate justice. Family Business Review, 11(2), 91-106. 
Azria, S. M. (2021). Business Succession Planning and Transfers. Salem Press Encyclopedia. 
Beckhard, R, Dyer, G. (1983). Managing continuity in the family-owned business. Organizational Dynamics, 

12(1) 5-12 
Beckhard, R., Dyer, G. (1983) SMR Forum: Managing Change in the Family Firm-Issues and Strategies. Sloan 

Management Review Cambridge 24(3), 59-61.   
Villalonga, B. Amit, R. (2020) Family ownership, Oxford Review of Economic Policy, 36 (2), 241–257, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/graa007 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/graa007


Global Journal of Management and Marketing   Volume 6, Number 2, 2022 

74 
 

Boozer, G., Levin, L., & Santora, J. C. (2017). Succession in family business: Multi-source perspectives. Journal of 
Small Business and Enterprise Development, 24(4), 753-774. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/JSBED-10-
2016-0163.  

Bradley, D. Short, J. (2008) FAMILY BUSINESS SUCCESSION PLANNING Small Business Institute® Research 
Review, 35, 215 

Byrne, Barbara M. (2010). Structural Equation Modeling with AMOS: Basic Concepts, Applications, and 
Programming (2nd edition.). Routledge. 

Carlock, R., & Ward, J. (2001). Strategic planning for the family business: Parallel planning to unify the family and 
business. Springer. 

Chanchotiyan, N., & Asavanant, K. (2020). The factors of family business successor readiness and how their impact 
on the business transition from successors' perspectives. Journal of Administrative and Business Studies, 
6(5). 

Coffman, B. A. (2014). The family business succession model: An exploratory analysis of factors impacting family 
business succession preparedness (Doctoral dissertation, Kansas State  University). 54 

Daspit, J.J., Holt, D.T., Chrisman, J.J. & Long, R.G. (2016), Examining family firm succession from a social 
exchange perspective: a multiphase, multistakeholder review. Family Business Review, 29(1), 44-64. 

Davis, J., Tagiuri, R. (1989) The Influence of Life Stage on Father-Son Work Relationships in  Family Companies. 
Family Business Review, 2(1),47-74. 

Davis, P. S., & Harveston, P. D. (1998). The influence of family on the family business succession process: a multi-
generational perspective. Entrepreneurship: Theory and Practice, 22(3), 6-7. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A54237640/AONE?u=tel_middleten&sid=AONE&xid=085588f2 

Decker, C., Heinrichs, K., Jaskiewicz, P. & Rau, S.B. (2017), "What do we know about succession in family 
businesses? Mapping current knowledge and unexplored territory", in Edelman. (2021). 2021 Edelman 
Trust Barometer. Edelman. https://www.edelman.com/trust/2021-trust-barometer. 

Fang, H.C., Randolph, RVDG, Memili, E. & Chrisman, J.J. (2015), "Does size matter? The moderating effects of 
firm size on the employment of non-family managers in privately held family SMEs". Entrepreneurship 
Theory and Practice, 40(5), 1017-1039. 

File, K. M., & Prince, R. A. (1996). Attributions for family business failure: the heir's perspective. Family Business 
Review, 9(2), 171-184.  

Frank, H., Kessler, A., Rusch, T., Suess, J. & Weismeier-Sammer, D. (2017), Capturing the familiness of family 
businesses: Development of the Family Influence Familiness Scale (FIFS). Entrepreneurship Theory and 
Practice. 41(5), 709-742 

Handler, W. C. (1994). Succession in family business: A review of the research. Family Business  Review, 7(2), 133-
157. 

Handler, W. (1992) The Succession Experience of the Next Generation. Family Business Review, 5(3), 283-307 
Harvey, M., & Evans, R. (1995). Life after succession in the family business: Is it really the end  of problems? 

Family Business Review, 8(1), 3-16. 
Hauck, J., & Prügl, R. (2015). Innovation activities during intra-family leadership succession in family firms: An 

empirical study from a socioemotional wealth perspective. Journal of Family Business Strategy, 6(2), 104–
118. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfbs.2014.11.002 

Hayes, G. Marshall, M. Lee, Y. Zuiker, V. Jasper, C. Sydnor, S. Valdivia, C. Masuo, D. Niehm, L. Wiatt, R. (2020) 
Family business research: Reviewing the past, contemplating the future. Journal of Family and Economic 
Issues, 42(1), 70–83 

Helin J., Jabri M. (2015) Family business succession in dialogue: The case of differing backgrounds and views. 
International Small Business Journal: Researching Entrepreneurship. 34(4). 502 

Joreskog, K. G. (1969). A General Approach to Confirmatory Maximum Likelihood Factor  Analysis. 
Psychometrika, 34: 183-202. 

Kellermanns, F.W. & Hoy, F. (Eds), The Routledge Companion to Family Business, Routledge, New York, NY, 15-
44. 

Lee, J. S., Zhao, G., & Lu, F. (2019). The effect of value congruence between founder and successor on successor's 
willingness: The mediating role of the founder–successor relationship. Family Business Review, 32(3), 259-
276. 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A54237640/AONE?u=tel_middleten&sid=AONE&xid=0
https://www.edelman.com/trust/2021-trust-barometer
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.jfbs.2014.11.002


Global Journal of Management and Marketing   Volume 6, Number 2, 2022 

75 
 

Lee, Y. Jasper, C. & Goebel, K. (2013) A Profile of Succession Planning Among Family Business Owners. Journal 
of Financial Counseling and Planning, 14(2), 31-41 

Marler, L. E., Botero, I. C., & De Massis, A. (2017). Succession-related role transitions in family firms: The impact 
of proactive personality. Journal of Managerial Issues, 29(1), 57-81. 

Morris, M. Williams, R. Nel, D. (1996) Factors Influencing Family Succession. International Journal of 
Entrepreneurial Behaviour & Research; Bradford 2(3), 68-81. 

Murray, B. (2003) The Succession Transition Process: A Longitudinal Perspective. Family Business Review; San 
Francisco, 16(1), 17 

Parker, S. C. (2016). Family firms and the "willing successor" problem. Entrepreneurship  Theory and Practice, 
40(6), 1241-1259. 

PwC. (2021). 10th Global Family Business Survey: From trust to impact: Why family businesses need to act now to 
ensure their legacy tomorrow. PwC. https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/family-business-services/family-
business-survey-2021/pwc -family-business-survey-2021.pdf. 

Royer, S., Simons, R., Boyd, B., & Rafferty, A. (2008). Promoting family: A contingency model of family business 
succession. Family Business Review, 21(1), 15-30. 

Santarelli, E. & Lotti, F. (2005), The survival of family firms: the importance of control and family ties. 
International Journal of the Economics of Business, 12(2), 183-192.  

Sharma, P. Chrisman, J. J. & Chua, J. H. (2003). Succession planning as planned behavior: Some empirical results. 
Family Business Review, 16(1), 1-15. http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download? 
doi=10.1.1.471.2201&rep=rep1&type=pdf 

Solomon, A.H. Breunlin, D.C. Panattoni, K.W. Gustafson, M. Ransburg, D. Ryan, C. & Terrien, J. (2011), 'Don't 
lock me out': life-story interviews of family business owners facing succession. Family Process, 50(2), 
149-166. 

Thaler, R. (2016). Behavioral Economics: Past, Present, and Future. American Economic Review, 106(7), 1577-
1600. 

Venter, E; Boshoff, C; Maas, G. (2005) The Influence of Successor-Related Factors on the Succession Process in 
Small and Medium-Sized Family Businesses. Family Business Review; San Francisco 18(4), 283-303.  
 
 

https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/family-business-services/family-business-survey-2021/pwc
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/family-business-services/family-business-survey-2021/pwc
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download

	PROFESSIONALISM AND BUSINESS ATTIRE: THE IMPACT OF GENERATIONAL PREFERENCES, CULTURAL TRENDS, AND WORKPLACE EXPECTATIONS
	Allie Guinn, Tennessee Tech University
	M. Meral Anitsal, Tennessee Tech University
	Ismet Anitsal, Missouri State University
	ABSTRACT
	INTRODUCTION
	LITERATURE REVIEW
	METHOD
	FINDINGS
	POTENTIAL THEORIZING
	Summary of Each Generation
	Further Research Implications

	LIMITATIONS AND CONCLUDING COMMENTS
	REFERENCES


	A STRUCTURAL EQUATIONS MODEL OF EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE AND RESPONSES TO THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
	M. Afzalur Rahim, Western Kentucky University
	Mariah Yates, Western Kentucky University
	Jeffrey Katz, Western Kentucky University
	Ismail Civelek, Western Kentucky University
	Abstract
	Introduction
	The Emotional Intelligence Construct
	The Model of EI
	COVID Research and Emotional Intelligence
	Method
	Table 3

	Discussion
	References


	FAMILY BUSINESS SUCCESSION:  A SURVEY-BASED ANALYSIS OF SUCCESSION READINESS
	Murat Arik, Middle Tennessee State University
	Corey Pendleton, Middle Tennessee State University
	ABSTRACT
	INTRODUCTION
	BACKGROUND
	LITERATURE SUPPORT
	RESEARCH QUESTIONS
	METHODOLOGY
	STUDY FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION: CONFIRMATORY FACTOR ANALYSIS
	STUDY FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION: BINARY LOGIT MODEL
	LIMITATIONS
	CONCLUSION
	REFERENCES



