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Introduction and Methodology 
	  

Family owners’ and managers’ goals influence the vision, strategies, and direction of family 
firms. In other words, family owners’ and managers’ goals affect the way firms are owned, 
governed, and managed. However, family firms are organizations that exist with the 
intention to succeed across generations. Therefore, the meaning that new generations of 
family members assign to the firm is also important as they have their own goals.   

The upcoming generation in family businesses comprises millennials1. Millennials will soon 
be heading into the workforce as leader owners and managers and will influence their family 
businesses with whatever goals they pursue. Therefore, understanding their goals is 
imperative to determine firm success and foresee firms’ future direction.  

Hence, the purpose of our study is to observe and document the goals that this new 
generation of family business members—millennials—are interested in pursuing. In order to 
conduct our study, we asked 50 students from the American University of Sharjah2 (AUS) 
who belong to family businesses to answer a survey regarding their family firm goal 
preferences. In this report, we focus on gender distribution and child birth order in relation to 
family firm goal preferences. 

Our results show that for the new millennial generation of family business members, 
business-oriented economic goals are important, while family-oriented economic goals 
are valued the least. We find that goals are different based on gender and birth order: 
namely, women and eldest children place more importance on non-economic goals than 
their counterparts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 Millennials are defined as “the generation that follows Generation X, with birth years ranging from the early 1980s to the early 
1990s,” and Generation X is described as “A label attributed to people born during the 1960s and 1970s.” Most current family 
business owners and managers belong to Generation X, and the next leaders of family businesses belong to the Millennial 
Generation. 

2 The collection process was defined and organized in the “Fundamentals of Family Business” course at AUS during the fall 
semester of 2017. All enrolled students participated in the data collection.  
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Family Business Goals 
 

Family business goals can be defined as the aims and objectives that family owners and 
managers consider to be important and attempt to achieve in the process of running their 
firms. In family businesses, traditional economic (financial performance) and non-economic 
(social performance) goals are combined with specific orientations, such as family-oriented 
goals and business-oriented goals.  

Family business goals can be divided into four groups based on whether they are business 
oriented or family oriented and the extent to which they are economic or non-economic in 
their intrinsic nature. Figure 1 shows a graphic representation of this classification. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Family Business Goals 
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+
Business-Oriented Economic goals 

These goals are related to the financial aspects of 
the business, such as meeting or enhancing profit in 
terms of financial ratios and growing the business 
by capturing new markets or increasing market 
share. 

+
  Business-Oriented Non-Economic goals 

These goals are related to the intangible side of the 
business in terms of its roots, ethics, and culture as 
well as its social responsibilities to its employees, 
customers, the local community, etc. 

+
Family-Oriented Economic goals 

These goals are primarily related to ensuring the 
family’s monetary and cash requirements as well as 
to retaining firm management and ownership control 
in family members’ hands. 

+
Family-Oriented Non-Economic goals 

These goals are mainly focused on ensuring 
harmony between the business and the family in 
terms of their image, reputation, and 
communication. Entrepreneurial spirit and interest in 
the company are also transmitted across 
generations while preparing future generations for 
succession.   
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For millennials, business performance 
(business-oriented economic goals) and 
family image and continuity across 
generations (family-oriented non-economic 
goals) are important.  

Men and women differ in the importance they ascribe to family business 
goals. While men focus on business-oriented economic goals, women 
consider business-oriented non-economic goals to be the most 
important. 

Eldest and youngest children differ in the importance they ascribe to 
family business goals. While eldest children attempt to balance different 
kinds of goals, youngest children focus on business-oriented 
economic goals and family-oriented non-economic goals.  
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Business-Oriented Economic Goals  
 
According to our results, the new generation of family business members—millennials—are 
driven by business-oriented economic goals.  

When comparing the data across genders, we found that male participants consider 
business-oriented economic goals to be most important. Men seem to value business-
oriented economic goals because of the cultural social pressures to provide economic family 
support, be the main breadwinners, and assume future leadership positions in their family 
firms as successors.  

Interestingly, though, when looking at this data from a birth order perspective, the 
participants who identified as being the youngest or second youngest in their family valued 
business-oriented economic goals the most, whereas those who identified as the eldest or 
second eldest valued these goals the least.  

It may be surprising that eldest children do not prioritize business-oriented economic goals. 
However, eldest children, who are generally responsible for taking over business leadership, 
have a broader perspective (i.e., meaning) of their family firm, generally attempting to 
balance different goals: economic and non-economic, family oriented and business oriented. 
On the other hand, because of the low chance of being a family business successor, 
youngest children do not have to worry about being responsible for the remaining family 
members and other stakeholders. Thus, they tend to value business-oriented economic 
goals more than their elder siblings. 

 

 

 

 

 

Family-Oriented Economic Goals  
 
The least important goal category for millennials is family-oriented economic goals. One 
reason for this could just be these millennials’ current life stage. Given that the majority of 
our participants are in their early twenties, it is unlikely that many of them are married or 
have children and families of their own. This could explain why they are not yet concerned 
about family-oriented economic goals and responsibilities.  

Even though both eldest/second eldest and youngest/second youngest participants 
considered family-oriented economic goals the least essential, eldest-child participants 
valued these goals more than younger-child participants. This result makes sense since 
older siblings generally feel more responsible for family issues than younger siblings. 
Additionally, it could be that younger participants, because of their birth order, feel they have 
a lower chance of being the next successor affecting family-oriented economic goals.  

 



9	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

 

 

Family-Oriented Non-Economic Goals  
 
Based on our results, the second most important goal for the millennials is family-oriented 
non-economic goals. This result was fairly consistent when compared across genders and 
participant birth order.  

The importance of family-oriented non-economic goals can be explained by the cultural 
context of Arab countries. The Arab context is a collectivistic and honor-based culture in 
which families play an important role as the institution responsible for nurturing emotional, 
social, and psychological individual aspects. This is consistent with our millennial 
participants’ responses ranking preserving the business and family image along with 
maintaining the family reputation as the most important aspects of this overall category. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Business-Oriented Non-Economic Goals 

 
The third most important category of goals for our millennial participants is business-
oriented non-economic goals.  

Female participants appear to value these goals the most, whereas male participants 
consider these goals the least valuable. A possible reason for this finding could be that 
women might be more socialized, as per local cultural expectations, toward being the main 
homemaker and source of well-being for the family, thus making them generally more 
nurturing in terms of the social aspects of the firm compared to their male counterparts. This 
behaviour could then transfer to the business and its community as well, taking precedence 
over economic goals.  

Similar results can be seen for our eldest and second eldest participants, who value 
business-oriented non-economic goals the most, tied with family-oriented non-economic 
goals. Because the possibility of being the potential successor is high for our eldest-child 
participants, it is crucial for them to have a more long-term perspective and embrace 
different stakeholder expectations, which forces them to focus on intangible factors, such as 
the firm’s culture and social impact. 
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Conclusion 
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Conclusion 

Our results suggest that millennials consider business-oriented economic goals to be 
very important followed by family-oriented non-economic goals. The least importance is 
placed on family-oriented economic goals. Being aware of the importance millennials 
ascribe to certain business goals can better equip family business owners in terms of their 
expectations regarding the upcoming generation. Knowing what motivates the upcoming 
generation may help family owner-managers find alternatives ways to plan their succession, 
integrate future generations in their business, and reduce conflict because of goal 
discrepancy.  

Another important result is the goal discrepancy between male and female family business 
members. Understanding the meaning that future family owners and managers give to their 
family firms can help parents personalize their strategies to build a cohesive family around 
the firm by pursuing actions to align future goals. This planning could reduce conflict across 
generations and between members from the same generation.     

It is important to recognize family members who give preference to business-oriented non-
economic and family-oriented non-economic goals in their vision to develop the intangible 
side of the business -that is, the soft aspects that frame the culture of family firms to create 
a pro-organizational culture, thereby reducing egoism and selfish positions. This perspective 
should complement other family members' goals of pursuing the monetary growth of the 
firm. The upcoming generation's ability to balance different goals embracing family and non-
family stakeholders' needs and expectations may be the source of family firm competitive 
advantages. 

The aforementioned results generate specific dilemmas for owner-managers who have to 
decide about the future successor. Who is going to the next successor? How can one select 
the best candidate among the family member pool? Do we prefer successor that is able to 
consolidate and embrace different goals at the expense of growth and profit or a successor 
who focuses on the financial and economic aspects of the firm?  Should owner-managers 
consider choosing their younger child for successorship to allow for a better match in goals 
against the primogeniture culture?  

This goal-ranking exercise also indicates areas where millennials might need to be 
groomed. A harmony between the predecessor’s and successor’s goal preference is crucial 
for a stable succession across generations. Hence, by knowing what the upcoming 
generation values, current family owner-managers can start to formulate their succession 
plan while taking into account the future generation’s weaknesses and assigning them to 
suitable positions that are both appropriate for their skill level and necessary for the family 
firm. 
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