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SUCCESSION PLANNING AS A CRITICAL
MANAGEMENT IMPERATIVE:
A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW

This paper conducted a systematic review of succession planning (SP) articles published over
the last decade. The Systematic Quantitative Assessment Technique was used to identify
174 SP articles. The review covered five key issues: 1) Time distribution, 2) Geographic
distribution, 3) Article type, 4) Data collection methods, and 5) Themes explored. The
findings revealed that interest in SP fluctuated over the last decade, and that South America
and Oceania were the least represented by SP scholarship. The spread between conceptual
and empirical SP articles were skewed towards the former, and survey was the most popular
data collection method. Five themes were identified, with the most striking finding being that
that if the ‘going concern’ principle of organizations is to be achieved, management must
make deliberate efforts to formalize the SP process with the clear understanding that it is
a continuous, transparent and participatory process, and thus a crucial management
imperative.

Keywords: Succession planning, Systematic review, Management imperative, Going
concern.

1. INTRODUCTION

According to the ‘going concern’ principle of accounting, once an organization is
established it is expected to continue to operate indefinitely unless there is evidence to the
contrary (Savova, 2021). The reality of course is that these organizations are run by human
beings who are anything but indefinite. As the saying goes, the only constants are death and
taxes, and all human beings are destined to die at some point in time. The fragility and
vulnerability of the lives of human beings has been brought into sharp focus by the ongoing
COVID-19 global pandemic that has led to the death of over three million people in only
a year and a half (World Health Organisation, 2021). Santora (2020, p.4) explains this
phenomena eloquently as follows: “COVID-19 is an equal-opportunity, non-discriminating
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killer. It knows no boundaries, ages, genders, races, creeds, or religions”. From an
organizational sustainability point of view, the deaths caused by the COVID-19 pandemic
has elevated the concept of succession planning up to the top of the list of global
management consciousness (Firfiray, Gomez-Mejia, 2021). This is because the sudden
demise of key personnel in organizations leads to a loss of invaluable corporate knowledge
that can have devastating effects on the long-term survival of any organization particularly
given how competitive and turbulent the global business landscape is (Arslan, 2021).

Succession planning refers to a deliberate and systematic process of ensuring the storage
of valuable corporate knowledge needed for business continuity by identifying and
grooming future leaders who can replace current leaders when they die, retire or leave the
organization (Soares et al., 2021). This process, which is also known as ‘replacement
planning’, typically begins through a thorough evaluation of the skill-sets of all senior
members of management (Bano et al., 2021). This is followed by identifying members of
middle management that have the potential of replacing senior management in the future
(Bano et al., 2021). These potential replacements are then trained to develop and hone the
skills necessary for them to step into leadership positions when the situation calls for it
(Bano et al., 2021). The succession planning process is thus a continuous one rather than
a one-time activity; it requires annual updating and re-evaluating in response to the current
happenings in the organization’s internal and external environment (Hayden et al., 2021).

A well-executed and formalized succession planning process is expected to provide
several benefits to an organization. Firstly, when succession is based on transparent and
merit-based criteria, it can serve as a great motivational tool among employees who can see
a clear path to advancement within the organization; this in turn empowers them to work
harder and can lead to increased job satisfaction (El Badawy et al., 2016). Secondly, a clear
succession plan also encourages senior members of management to become mentors and
teachers to their younger counterparts as a deliberate strategy of transferring knowledge and
expertise which contributes greatly to business continuity (Weisblat, 2018). Thirdly,
a formalized succession plan enables the organization to properly measure the value each
employee provides, and this makes internal promotions much easier (Best, 2016). Fourthly,
as the current leadership crop of baby boomers begin to retire, a new generation of leaders
will be needed in the very near future, and having a formal succession plan means that an
organization is ready to deal with this inevitable reality (Martin, O’Shea, 2021). Finally,
from the point of view of shareholder-owned organizations, having a formal succession plan
gives sharcholders confidence that experienced people are being groomed to ensure the
smooth running of the business if and when something happens to the current leadership
(Sain, Koul, 2020).

Given the critical importance of succession planning (SP) for the long-term
sustainability of an organization, this paper conducted a systematic review of the last decade
of scholarship on this important management imperative so as to answer five research
questions: 1) Has scholarly interest in SP increased or decreased over the last decade,
2012-2021? 2) What has been the geographical distribution of SP scholarship over the last
decade? 3) Has the focus of SP scholarship being conceptual or empirical? 4) What data
collection methods have been used in SP scholarship in the last decade? 5) What themes
have extant SP scholarship explored in the last decade? These questions were answered via
a thorough review of 174 succession planning articles published by reputable academic
journals in the last ten years.
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The rest of the paper proceeds as follows: First the method adopted by this paper in
conducting its systematic review of SP scholarship is presented. This is followed by
a presentation and discussion of the results and of the output of the systematic review as it
relates to this paper’s five research question. Discussions of identified research gaps are
also included in this section. The paper ends with a concluding section which summarizes
the key findings of the review, the paper’s limitations and recommendations for future SP
systematic reviews.

2. METHOD

This paper utilized the systematic quantitative assessment technique (SQAT) developed
by Pickering and Byrne (2014) to conduct a systematic review of SP scholarship over the
last ten years, 2012-2021. The SQAT recommends a five-step process for conducting an
effective systematic review: 1) Define your topic, 2) Formulate your research questions,
3) Identify key words, 4) Identify and search databases and 5) Read and assess publications.

For this study, the topic was simply “success planning articles published in the last ten
years”, while five research questions were formulated as follows: 1) Has scholarly interest
in SP increased or decreased over the last decade, 2012-2021? 2) What has been the
geographical distribution of SP scholarship over the last decade? 3) Has the focus of SP
scholarship being conceptual or empirical? 4) What data collection methods have been used
in SP scholarship in the last decade? 5) What themes have extant SP scholarship explored
in the last decade?

Table 1. SP articles reviewed categorized by academic database

S/N Database Number of SP articles
1. African Journals Online 1
2. Citeseer 6
3. Elsevier 15
4. Emerald 27
5. Harvard 1
6. HeinOnline 18
7. 1GI-Global 8
8. Inderscience 6
9. JSTOR 2
10. Kluwer 2
11. Oxford 3
12. Sage 16
13. Springer 30
14. SSRN 2
15. Taylor and Francis 17
16. Wiley 20
TOTAL 174

Source: own study.
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In order to search for relevant articles, “succession planning” served as the key phrase
to guide the search process on Google Scholar. Sixteen reputable academic databases were
selected from which relevant articles on SP were selected. In total, 174 SP articles published
in the last decade were selected for review in this study and Table 1 presents the breakdown
of these articles based on academic database; the search for articles concluded on April 30,
2021 and thus SP papers published after that data were not captured by the review.

The next section of the paper presents the findings of the systematic review as it relates
to each of the five research questions formulated in this paper.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1. Has scholarly interest in SP increased or decreased
over the last decade, 2012-2021?

Figure 1 presents the number of SP articles published in the 16 databases utilized for
this review. In order to answer this paper’s first research question, the number of papers
published in 2021 are not considered as only articles published in the first quarter were
considered.
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Figure 1. Time distribution of SP articles published over the period, 2012-2021

Source: own study

It can be observed that scholarly interest in SP has waxed and waned over the ten-year
period covered by this systematic review. Discounting 2021 which is incomplete, the peak
of scholarly interest in SP was attained in 2018 with 29 articles published while the lowest
output was in 2014 with only 11 articles published in the whole of that year. The year 2020
was the last complete year considered in this review, and 21 SP articles were published in
the 16 databases considered in this paper.
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3.2. What has been the geographical distribution of SP scholarship
over the last decade?

In this section, the geographical distribution of SP scholarship is presented in two
categories, continent by continent distribution and then a country by country distribution.
Figure 2 presents the continent by continent distribution of the SP articles reviewed in this

paper.
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Figure 2. Distribution of articles by continent

Source: own study.

It can be observed from Figure 2 that North America had by far the largest number of
SP articles reviewed in this paper with 110. Asia was a distant second with 31, followed by
Europe with 19 and Africa with 17. Oceania had 9 articles while South America had no
representation. There are 13 countries in South America and it is surprising that no SP article
reviewed in this paper emanated from any of these countries. One might argue that it is
because the languages spoken and written in these countries are typically Spanish or
Portuguese and this paper only concentrated on SP articles written in English. However,
this argument does not hold water as Asia had the second most SP articles and countries in
this continent do not have English as their mother tongues. The obvious recommendation
for future research based on the findings shown in Figure 2 is that more SP research has to
be done in South America so as to provide perspective as to how SP occurs in the countries
that make up the continent. This research gap is particularly pertinent considering the fact
that since the beginning of the global COVID-19 pandemic, there has been an increase in
the number of South American businesses seeking professional support in the establishment
of formal succession plans (Wealthadviser, 2021).

From a country perspective, 39 different countries had at least one SP article, and Figure
3 presents the five countries with the most SP articles in this review. The United States of
America was by far the most represented country in this review with 101 SP articles. India
had less than a tenth of the number of American-based SP articles with 10, followed by
Australia with 9 and the United Kingdom with 6 articles. Canada rounded up the top 5 SP
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countries with 5 articles. Table 2 presents the remaining 34 countries arranged in
descending order based on the number of SP articles from each country.
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Figure 3. Five countries with the most SP articles
Source: own study.
Table 2. Remaining 34 countries with at least one SP article
S/N Country Number of SP S/N Country Number of SP
articles articles
1. | Nigeria 4 18. Israel 1
2. | Pakistan 4 19. Italy 1
3. | South Africa 4 20. Kenya 1
4. China 3 21. Kosovo 1
5. | Egypt 3 22. Lebanon 1
6. | Belgium 2 23. Mexico 1
7. | Germany 2 24. Morocco 1
8. | Iran 2 25. Portugal 1
9. Jamaica 2 26. Scotland 1
10. | Kuwait 2 27. Spain 1
11. | Malaysia 2 28. Sudan 1
12. | Tanzania 2 29. Sudan 1
13. | Vietnam 2 30. Sweden 1
14. | Croatia 1 32. Switzerland 1
15. | Cuba 1 33. Thailand 1
16. | France 1 34, United Arab Emirates 1
17. | Ghana 1

Source: own study.
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According to Worldometer, there are 195 independent countries that constitute Planet
Earth. In this SP review, only 39 of these 195 countries were represented which indicates
that over the last ten years covered by this review, English-based SP scholarship has only
proliferated 20% of countries in the world. The remaining 80% provide fertile ground for
future SP scholars to explore as all these countries have businesses that practice succession
planning in some form or another.

3.3. Has the focus of SP scholarship been conceptual or empirical?

For this paper, conceptual papers referred to those SP papers that provide view points
or recommendations on how SP could be developed or improved upon in different kinds of
organization; these articles did not collect any form of data but rather relied on the opinions
of the authors. On the other hand, all SP articles that involved any form of data collection
were categorized as empirical articles. Based on this classification, Figure 4 presents the
classification of the 174 SP articles reviewed in this paper based on whether they were
conceptual or empirical.

m Conceptual
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Figure 4. SP articles by type (conceptual vs. empirical)

Source: own study.

Figure 4 shows that the majority of the SP articles revealed (110 out of 174; 63%) were
conceptual in nature with the authors providing different explanations as to why SP was
important for the long-term sustainability of organizations (e.g., Spina, Spina, 2020;
Tietjen-Smith et al., 2020; Bakare, 2021). These articles also provided recommendations
on how to formalize, improve and enhance the SP process (e.g., Creta et al., 2020;
LeCounte, 2020; Opute, 2020). On other hand, 37% of the articles reviewed (64 out of 174)
sought to assert the efficacy of some of these recommendations in organizations via the
collection and analyses of different kinds of data (Arslan, 2021; Lu et al., 2021; Phillips,
2021).

Figure 4 indicates an obvious imbalance in extant SP scholarship in the last decade with
suggested SP ideas far surpassing the actual empirical testing of these ideas. Future SP
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researchers should thus focus more on validating the many scholarly SP suggestions and
recommendations that have been put forward by current scholars.

3.4. What data collection methods have been used in SP scholarship
in the last decade?

In answering this research question, only the 64 empirical SP articles identified in the
previous subsection were considered as they are the ones that actually collected any form
of data. Figure 5 presents the nine different data collection strategies adopted by these 64
articles.
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Figure 5. Data collection strategies used by 64 SP articles

Source: own study.

Figure 5 indicates that six distinct data collection methods were utilized by the 64
empirical SP articles reviewed in this paper: i) Survey, ii) Interview, iii) Secondary Data,
iv) Focus Group, v) Observation and vi) Document Analysis. It also indicates that a majority
of the 64 articles (44 out of 64) relied on a single data collection method while the rest of
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the articles (20 out of 64) relied on a mixed methods approach utilizing some combination
of the six distinct data collection methods.

Surveys alone were the most popular data collection method utilized with 26 of the 64
articles reviewed using this strategy (e.g., Kiwia, 2019; Umans et al., 2020; Urban
& Nonkwelo, 2020). Interviews alone were the next most common method, with 15 of the
64 articles adopting this strategy (Goldman, 2020; Okoro & ITheanachor, 2020; Arslan,
2021). Nine of the articles combined both surveys and interviews (e.g., Ntshangase et al.,
2016; Huynh et al., 2017; Lu et al., 2021) while four articles relied only on secondary data
(von Drathen, 2014; McConnell & Qi, 2018; Peter-Hawkins et al., 2018; Tao & Zhao, 2019
). Three articles combined interviews, observations and document analysis (Loomis, 2018;
Barton, 2019; Matias & Franco, 2020) while another three articles adopted focus groups to
collect relevant SP data (Collins, 2015; Chang & Besel, 2020; Perrenoud, 2020). Two of
the articles reviewed combined interviews with document analysis (Cole & Harbour, 2015;
Tucker, 2020) while one article combined a survey with document analysis (Carter et al.,
2019. Vito (2018) had the most robust data collection strategy combining four different
methods (interviews, focus groups, observation and document analysis) whilst conducting
a multiple case study of SP with the data collection objective being to achieve data
triangulation.

As mentioned earlier, Figure 5 shows that 69% (44 out of 64) empirical SP articles relied
on only one method of data collection, either qualitative or quantitative. Each broad method
of data collection has its strength and weaknesses, and the more robust approach is to
combine both qualitative and quantitative data collection methods so that the strengths of
both approaches can help to mitigate the weaknesses of the other (Christofi et al., 2021).
Future SP scholarship should thus adopt a mixed methods approach so that data
triangulation can be achieved, following the example of Vito (2018).

3.5. What themes have extant SP scholarship explored in the last decade?

Five distinct themes were explored by the 174 SP articles reviewed in this study:
1) Assessing the level of SP in different contexts, 2) Challenges to SP implementation,
3) SP and organizational performance, 4) SP and corporate knowledge and 5) SP and
management/employee outcomes. Figure 6 provides information regarding the number of
articles that focused on each of these five themes.

Figure 6 indicates that more than half (93 out of 174, 53%) of the articles reviewed
sought to determine the level of SP being practiced in different organizational contexts.
Specifically these articles explored seven different contexts (family businesses [34],
education [27], healthcare [22], not-for-profit organizations [4], law firms [4], an
accounting firm and a public sector organization).

Theme 1: Assessing the level of SP in different contexts

SP in family businesses was found to be very unique relative to its occurrence in non-
family businesses particularly because the potential successor was more often than not
a relative who was decades younger than the incumbent (Sharma et al., 2015; Ntshangase
et al., 2016; LeCounte, 2020). Family business owners had different motivations for
engaging in SP (family harmony and business continuity) (Gilding et al., 2013; Grable et
al., 2015; Okoro, ITheanachor, 2020). However, most of these businesses did not have formal
or written succession plans (Seaman et al., 2013; Jain, Jain, 2014; Alrubaishi, 2017). Due
to this deficiency, a vast majority of family businesses do not even reach the second
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generation of continuity; only about 10% get to the third generation (Giuliani, 2016;

Vincent, 2017; Umans et al., 2020).
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Figure 6. SP themes explored by 174 articles reviewed

Source: own study.

Continuing with the discussion of SP in family businesses, country differences existed
in the level of SP in family businesses (Lussier, Sonfield, 2012; Gowthami, 2015). Varying
succession laws were found to be an important cause of these differences (Harrison, 2012;
Mulder, 2012; Richman, 2012). Cultural practices could also explained country differences
in SP practice (Nicholson, Lashley, 2016; Menezes et al., 2019); for example Arab-owned
family businesses were found to practice more formal SP practices than their US
counterparts (Sonfield et al., 2015). Another example was the fact that some cultures tend
to favour males over females as potential successors (Ramadani et al., 2017; Urban,
Nonkwelo, 2020). Family dynamics was also identified as a third determinant of the level
of SP practiced by family businesses in different countries (Arslan, 2021; Lu et al., 2021).
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In order to overcome the challenges of SP in family businesses, several recommen-
dations were made. Ackerman (2013) found that employee stock ownership plans were
effective in overcoming taxation issues when implementing a succession plan for family
businesses. Seeking the opinion of trusted advisors were also found to play a critical role in
the establishment and success of SP in family businesses (Michel, Kammerlander, 2015;
Graham, Mischel, 2019; Umans et al., 2019). A third recommendation was the appointment
of external planning consultants can help create effective SP for family businesses (Staehr,
2015; Lillico, 2016; Hall, 2017; Moja, 2019; Mihaylov, Zurbruegg, 2020). Ultimately,
a bottom-up participatory approach to SP was proposed as the optimum strategy for family
businesses (Hibbler-Britt & Wheatley, 2018; Matias, Franco, 2020).

The second most explored context in this theme was the educational sector. Similar to
the case of family businesses, it was found that SP was not well established in educational
institutions (Klein, Salk, 2013; Huynh et al., 2017; Peter-Hawkins et al., 2018). The shared
governance system practiced by these institutions where a board of trustees were tasked
with running the institutions were found to be a major obstacle to SP as such boards were
often resistant to change (Klein, Salk, 2013; Goldman, 2020). It was recommended that
these educational institutions (EI) make SP a priority in order to develop a pool of potential
successors in key positions (Russell, Sabina, 2014; Simpson, West, 2014; Knapp et al.,
2017; Siewert, Louderack, 2019). In other words, SP must become an important of an EI’s
organizational culture (Hall-Ellis, 2015; Huynh, 2016; Rayburn et al., 2016; Ritchie, 2020).
The yearly performance appraisal system can be co-opted as a SP strategy to identify
candidates with leadership potential (McLean et al., 2016). Once these potential leaders are
identified, extensive mentoring and training programmes can be utilized to hone and
enhance their leadership competencies (Tietjen-Smith et al., 2020; Tucker, 2020; Phillips,
2021).

The importance of SP for long-term sustainability must be doubly emphasized in the
educational administration curriculum (Charbonneau, Freeman, 2016; Fusarelli et al., 2018;
Green, 2018; Melton, 2018; Phillips, 2020). Ensuring ethnic diversity in the pool of
potential successors can also enrich the SP process in EI (Kumaran, 2015). Additionally,
technology can be a useful tool to store important knowledge as a part of the SP process
(Sobel, Drewry, 2015; Yucedag-Ozcan, Metcalfe, 2018). Contrary to the majority support
for SP in Els, Weare (2015) argued that it is not the right approach for academic libraries
as it leads to the risk of perpetuating obsolete ideas of the incumbents. He argues that each
vacant role should be filled with the most skilled applicant on a case by case basis (Weare,
2015).

The healthcare sector represented the third most explored organizational context in this
first theme. Like the family business and educational sectors, scholars also found that SP
was not well established in the healthcare sector (Titzer et al., 2013; Cole, Harbour, 2015;
Richins, 2018; Vito, 2018). In fact, a 2016 national survey of local health departments in
America revealed that only 39.5% of these departments had a formal succession plan
(Darnell, Campbell, 2016). It was strongly recommended that healthcare institutions be
proactive in developing formal SP strategies so as to reduce employee turnover in the health
sector, particularly when recruiting numbers have been declining over the years (Trepanier,
Crenshaw, 2013; Ellinger et al., 2014; Acree-Hamann, 2016; Donner et al., 2017; Phillips
et al., 2018; Sierra, Calabrese, 2019).

With the millennial generation set to replace the baby boomer generation as the largest
proportion of the workforce, healthcare institutions must ensure that the SP process is
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transparent and collaborative; two characteristics that matter a lot to the millennial
generation (Kosterlitz, Lewis, 2017; Payne et al., 2018; Chang, Besel, 2020). These
Millennials also have a duty to educate their managers on the importance of incorporating
SP as crucial part of the long-term sustainability of the health sector (Raftery, 2015; Reeves,
2018; Ruffin, 2018). An effective SP strategy could be simulation which could equip nurses
with the leadership qualities needed to succeed current leaders (Waxman, 2014). Internships
can also provide professionals with leadership potential with hands-on experience for the
future (Selig, 2020).

Healthcare institutions need to transition from succession planning to succession
management; the latter concept envisions SP as an ongoing process rather than a one-time
or ‘as-needed’ organizational process (Turner, 2018; Creta et al., 2020). Similar to Weare
(2015) in the educational sector, Anderson (2018) was the sole dissenting voice against SP
in the health sector. She argued that SP in this sector tended to favour men over women as
the male-dominant leadership tended to identify males like themselves as the best
candidates for succession. She concluded that looking for successors outside the
organization would provide a more level playing field for women in the health sector.

Four of the 93 articles in this first theme explored the level of SP among not-for-profit
organizations (Gothard, Austin, 2013; Bozer et al., 2015; McKee & Froelich, 2016;
Varhegyi, Jepsen, 2017). Gothard and Austin (2013) opined that there was no single best
approach to SP in non-profit organizations. However, top management’s proactive
involvement in the SP process is crucial for its success (Bozer et al., 2015). A major obstacle
to successful SP in this sector is its inclination to continuity (McKee, Froelich, 2016).
Another obstacle is that boards of non-profit organization lack the expertise, time and
resources to implement a comprehensive SP strategy (Varhegyi, Jepsen, 2017).

Another four articles focused on the level of SP among law firms (Best, 2016; Griggs,
2016; Gallagher, 2017; Mitchell, 2017). Like other organizational context discussed in
earlier paragraphs, SP was also not prevalent in law firms, with a 2015 survey revealing
that only 31% of law firms in the US had formal succession plans (Griggs, 2016). This was
considered worrisome when one considered that most senior partners in law firms were part
of the baby boomer generation who have already retired or are set to do so in a few years
time (Griggs, 2016; Gallagher, 2017). An important component of successful SP in law
firms was the integration of technology that allowed firms to track the productivity of their
senior partners so that the most important partner’s succession can be prioritized (Best,
2016). The process of transferring clients from one attorney to another was identified as
crucial component of SP in the law firm (Gallagher, 2017). Unfortunately many senior
partners in law firms were unwilling to discuss their own mortality and the consequent need
for a formal succession plan (Mitchell, 2017).

Wadeson and Ciccotosto (2013) focused on determining the level of SP among
accounting firms while Al-Suwaidi et al. (2020) focused on public sector organizations. The
former study found that formal SP strategies were considered not feasible by owners of the
firms due to changing work expectations of accountants and differences in thinking between
the baby boomers and the younger generation of accountants; the latter study discovered
that the organizational culture of a public sector organization was one of the most important
determinants of the presence of a formal succession plan in such an organization. Relative
to the private sector, SP in the public sector is grossly under-researched and thus provides
an interesting area for future scholarship to concentrate on.
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Theme 2: Challenges to SP implementation

27 of the 174 SP articles (16%) all sought to identify the challenges or obstacles that
were hampering organizations from successfully establishing and implementing a formal
and comprehensive SP strategy. The first major obstacle was an inability of managers to
translate their perception of SP as important into effective SP practice (Galbraith et al.,
2012; Garg, Van Weele, 2012; Brooks, 2014; Cook, 2014; Wright, 2015). This inability
dubbed by Heitner (2012, p. 53) as “planning paralysis” was caused by managers seeing
retirement as too far into the future (Koltin, 2012; Church, 2014; Kjellander, 2018). This
paralysis was further exacerbated by the fact that many managers failed to understand that
SP is not only for retirement; it is useful for guarding against employee turnover or even
sudden death of key personnel (Goodwin, Graebe, 2017; Schaeffer & Akhavan, 2017,
Bratcher. 2018; Wilson, 2018). Another cause of the planning paralysis was the fact that
managers simply did not consider SP as critically important in the context of operating their
businesses successfully on a daily basis (Muhoho, 2014; Bottomley, 2018; Loomis, 2018).

Besides the planning paralysis, conflict between the incumbent and potential successor
was identified as a huge impediment to effective SP; the case of Ratan Tata (the incumbent)
and Cyrus Mistry (the successor) of Tata Group in India was a case in point (Yadav,
Shankar, 2017; Budhiraja, Pathak, 2018). To overcome these impediments, SP must be
considered as an important part of a broader talent management strategy meant to ensure
that the organization continues to run smoothly regardless of what happens to key personnel
(Nyberg et al., 2019; Page, Gerstberger, 2019; Perrenoud, 2020).

Theme 3: SP and organizational performance

24 of the 174 SP articles reviewed (14%) investigated the impact of SP on the
performance of organizations. They discovered that SP impacts business survival if the
successor is capable, possesses entreprencurial orientation and has been mentored and
trained properly (Gumbo et al., 2012; Zepeda et al., 2012; Capuano, 2013; Farthing, 2013).
In addition, SP positively impacts organizational outcomes if the following antecedents are
present, visionary leadership and a formal leadership development process (Titzer, Shirley,
2013; Kundanis, 2014; Muslim et al., 2015; Sherrer, Rezania, 2020).

The business case for SP was further strengthened with the finding that businesses with
formal succession plans outperformed those without formal succession plans (Tan-Atichat,
Aiyeku, 2013; Harrell, 2016; Sharma, Sengupta, 2018; Tao, Zhao, 2019). Similarly, SP had
a positive effect on a company’s adaptability and dynamic capability thus providing it with
an important competitive advantage over its rivals (Akani, 2015). This translated into
positive impact on its financial performance and non-financial performance (Mokhber et
al., 2017; Hosseini et al., 2018; McConnell, Qi, 2018; Wendee et al., 2018). Finally, firms
successors selected by the founder outperformed firms where the successors were selected
by other family members indicating that SP was an important strategic decision that should
be carried out by the CEO rather than being delegated (Kiwia et al., 2019).

Theme 4: SP and corporate knowledge

22 of the 174 SP articles reviewed (13%) evaluated the effective of SP in preventing the
loss of valuable corporate knowledge among organizations. “Corporate knowledge is the
combined tacit, tribal, documented and undocumented knowledge that has been gained
within a corporation. This knowledge goes to provide the information and knowledge
by which an organization runs” (Carey, 2015). Apparently dealing with current issues has
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prevented management from investing in SP as a strategy to stop corporate knowledge
loss (Schiuma et al., 2012; Pandey, Sharma, 2014; Opute, 2020). However, the global
COVID-19 pandemic has brought CEO mortality into sharp focus which has heightened the
importance of protecting corporate knowledge through formal SP strategies (Santora,
2020). In order to ensure the long term sustainability of their organizations, senior
employees are willing to share and transfer knowledge with younger employees as long as
there is transparency in the SP process (Applebaum et al.,, 2012; Winship, 2012;
Fitsimmons, 2013; Chithambo, 2018; Weisblat, 2018).

An important question to ask is what strategy should firms utilize in effectively ensuring
that corporate knowledge is not lost? Ethnography has been identified as an effective SP
strategy whereby corporate knowledge is stored by observing, recording and analyzing the
actions of older, high performing individuals (Gentry, 2013; Bakare, 2021). The
ethnography approach can be strengthened through the use of technology-enabled
knowledge repositories (Durst & Aggestam, 2017).

Another strategy that has been proposed is the conducting of a skills-gap assessment of
the current workforce so as to identify competencies that need to be enhanced for future
leadership positions (Clark, 2015; Hildebrand, 2015; Newhall, 2015; Johnson, 2018; Keller,
2018). This skills-assessment gap should be carried out at least ten years before the
incumbent is due to retire as this allows time for a smooth and easy transition of leadership
and assets (Koeberle-Schmid, Escher, 2018; Spina, Spina, 2020). A third strategy to secure
valuable corporate knowledge is the adoption of an employee rotation system where
employees are trained on different aspects of the job thus developing a multi-talented
workforce (Sprague, 2019).

Theme 5: SP and management/employee outcomes

Only eight of the 174 SP articles reviewed investigated the influence of SP on various
management and employee outcomes. All eight articles found that SP had a significant and
positive impact on various management and employee outcomes. For example, SP was
found to have a significant positive effect on CEO turnover (von Drathen, 2014; Carter et
al., 2019). In the same vein, the more comprehensive the succession plan in an organization,
the more satisfied executives were with the leadership transition process (Perrenoud,
Sullivan, 2017).

Regarding employee outcomes, a clearly defined SP (clear selection criteria, clear
rewards and clear organizational structure) had a positive impact on employee satisfaction
(Farashah, 2015). Similarly, SP was found to have a positive correlation with employee job
satisfaction and engagement (El Badawy et al., 2016; Ali, Mehreen, 2019). SP also led to
an enhanced feeling of job security and positive employee attitudes while reducing
employee turnover intentions (Ali, Mehreen, 2019). Finally, SP also had a positive impact
on employee performance (Ali et al., 2019).

As mentioned previously, Hibbler-Britt and Wheatly (2018) as well as Matias and
Franco (2020) all identified a bottom-up participatory approach as the most effective
strategy for holistic SP in organizations. It is thus surprising that only 5% of the SP articles
investigated the impact of SP on the most important stakeholders in the entire process, the
incumbent managers and their potential successors. This lack of attention given to these
stakeholders by extant SP scholarship reviewed in this paper presents an important research
gap which future SP researchers should investigate more thoroughly. The need to address
this important research gap is further accentuated by the fact that the world is currently in
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the Knowledge Worker Age where human capital is considered the most important resource
for the long term sustainability of all businesses (Laallam et al., 2020; Zeidan, Itani, 2020;
Iliescu, 2021).

4. CONCLUSION

This paper provided an extensive review of the 174 SP articles published in the last
decade in order to answer five research questions, each one dealing with the time
distribution of these articles, their geographical distribution, the type of articles published,
the data collection methods utilized and the major themes explored. The review revealed
that interest in SP has ebbed and flowed over the last ten years and that North America has
been the most fruitful continent in terms of SP research. The review also revealed that
a majority of the SP articles reviewed were conceptual in nature, with survey being the most
commonly used data collection method for the relatively few empirical studies conducted
in this area. Six themes were explored by the 174 SP articles reviewed with the assessment
ofthe level of SP in different organizations being the most commonly explored theme, while
the impact of SP on management and employment outcomes was the least explored theme.

Although this review tried to accommodate as many SP articles as possible by utilizing
articles published by 16 reputable publishers, it is still limited by the fact that it does not
contain all SP articles published in the last decade. Future reviews can adopt a more robust
approach by widening the search horizon for SP articles and also by including the number
of years covered by the review in order to provide a more comprehensive picture of the
research journey undertaken by SP scholarship over the years.

This review of SP scholarship has revealed that if the ‘going concern’ principle of
organizations is to be achieved, management must make deliberate efforts to formalize the
SP process with the clear understanding that it is a continuous, transparent and participatory
process, and thus a crucial management imperative.
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