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Abstract 

Family-owned enterprises constitute over 70% of employment and contribute approximately 50% 

of Gross Domestic Product in Nigeria. Despite their economic centrality, survival rates beyond the 

founding generation remain critically low, with less than 30% of family firms transitioning 

successfully to the second generation. This high mortality is attributed to weak succession 

planning, inadequate managerial capacity, poor transfer of tacit knowledge, and limited access to 

formal finance. In South-Eastern Nigeria, the Igbo apprenticeship system, locally called Imu Ahia, 

has functioned for centuries as an indigenous institution for entrepreneurial training, wealth 

redistribution, and intergenerational transfer. Apprentices undergo 5-7 years of structured training 

under master entrepreneurs, acquiring technical skills, managerial competence, financial 

discipline, and commercial networks. Upon completion, many receive “settlement” capital, tools, 

inventory, or shop space to start independent enterprises. While literature extensively documents 

the system’s role in venture creation and youth employment, empirical evidence on its contribution 

to long-term family business sustainability is limited. This study addresses that gap by examining 

five dimensions of the Igbo apprenticeship system and their relationship with family business 

sustainability outcomes in Southern Nigeria. Anchored in Human Capital Theory and Experiential 

Learning Theory, the study tests the effects of apprenticeship duration, mentorship quality, 

settlement strategies, skills/knowledge transfer, and social trust/obligation norms on survival rate, 

intergenerational transfer, revenue growth, operational continuity, and market adaptability. A 
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quantitative survey design was adopted. 371 questionnaires were administered to apprentices in 

Anambra State; 356 were validly completed and returned, yielding a 94% response rate. Data were 

analyzed using descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation via SPSS version 25. Findings reveal 

significant positive relationships across all five dimensions. Duration of apprenticeship correlated 

strongly with survival rate at r = 0.624, p < 0.01. Mentorship quality correlated moderately with 

intergenerational transfer at r = 0.578, p < 0.01. Settlement strategies correlated strongly with 

revenue growth at r = 0.602, p < 0.01. Skills/knowledge transfer showed the strongest correlation 

with operational continuity at r = 0.691, p < 0.01. Social trust/obligation norms correlated 

moderately with market adaptability at r = 0.563, p < 0.01. All five null hypotheses were rejected 

at the 0.01 significance level. The study concludes that the Igbo apprenticeship system operates as 

an integrated, coherent mechanism for sustaining family enterprises beyond the founder. It 

recommends formal policy recognition, documentation of structured training practices, and 

linkage of apprenticeship graduates to formal financial institutions to strengthen continuity, youth 

employment, and inclusive economic growth in Nigeria.   

Keywords: Igbo apprenticeship system; Imu Ahia; family business sustainability; succession; 

mentorship; settlement; social trust; Southern Nigeria 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Background of the Study  

Family businesses constitute the dominant organizational form globally, accounting for 

approximately 70-90% of all business entities and 50-80% of employment in most economies. In 

Nigeria, Small and Medium Enterprises, the majority of which are family-owned, contribute over 

48% to GDP and employ more than 60 million people. Despite their economic centrality, family 

firms face a universal challenge: low survival rates across generations. Global data indicate that 

only about 30% of family businesses survive into the second generation, 12% into the third, and 

less than 3% into the fourth. In Nigeria, the mortality rate is even higher due to institutional voids, 

limited access to formal finance, and weak succession structures. The challenge of sustainability 

in family firms is multifaceted. First, succession failures account for over 60% of business closures 

during leadership transitions. Founders often fail to prepare successors, resulting in loss of 

managerial judgment, supplier relationships, and customer trust. Second, managerial deficits arise 

when successors lack the tacit knowledge required to navigate complex business environments. 

Formal education provides theoretical knowledge but rarely develops practical entrepreneurial 

judgment. Third, financial constraints limit the ability of successors to invest in growth, 

technology, or market expansion. Finally, adaptability is compromised when firms lack the social 

networks and trust needed to respond to market shocks.   
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In South-Eastern Nigeria, the Igbo ethnic group has developed an indigenous institutional response 

to these challenges: the apprenticeship system known as Imu Ahia, meaning “learning trade.” This 

system has operated for centuries as a decentralized, market-driven mechanism for entrepreneurial 

training and wealth transfer. The structure is simple yet profound: a young person, usually aged 

12-18, is placed under a master entrepreneur for 5-7 years. During this period, the apprentice lives 

with the master, participates in all business operations, and learns through observation, practice, 

and progressive responsibility. The training covers technical skills, bookkeeping, customer 

relations, supplier negotiations, and strategic decision-making.   

The defining feature of the Igbo apprenticeship system is “settlement.” Upon completion, the 

master provides the apprentice with startup capital, inventory, tools, or a shop space. This 

settlement functions as indigenous venture capital, converting years of loyal service into financial 

resources for independent enterprise formation. Many successful Igbo business conglomerates, 

including those in spare parts, textiles, electronics, and pharmaceuticals, trace their origins to this 

system.  Despite its economic significance, academic research on the Igbo apprenticeship system 

has focused primarily on entrepreneurship development and SME creation. Limited empirical 

studies have examined its contribution to long-term family business sustainability. This gap is 

critical because sustainability requires more than venture creation; it demands continuity, 

succession, profitability, and adaptability across generations. Understanding how indigenous 

institutions like apprenticeship address these outcomes is essential for policy and practice in 

developing economies where formal institutions are weak.   

1.2 Statement of the Problem 

Family business sustainability in Nigeria is under severe threat. The National Bureau of Statistics 

reports that over 80% of SMEs fail within their first five years, and family firms are 

disproportionately affected due to succession challenges. In South-Eastern Nigeria, where the Igbo 

apprenticeship system is most prevalent, family enterprises still struggle with continuity beyond 

the founder. This raises a fundamental question: If apprenticeship is effective for venture creation, 

why do many family firms still fail during generational transitions? Existing literature provides 

partial answers. Studies on apprenticeship emphasize its role in skill acquisition and 

entrepreneurship development. However, they rarely test specific sustainability outcomes such as 

survival rate, operational continuity, or market adaptability. Furthermore, there is limited 

quantitative evidence on which dimensions of apprenticeship matter most. Is duration more 

important than mentorship? Does settlement drive profitability more than skills transfer? Without 

empirical answers, policymakers cannot design effective interventions to strengthen indigenous 

institutions.   

This study addresses these gaps by testing five specific relationships using primary data from 356 

apprentices in Anambra State. The problem is therefore framed as: To what extent do duration of 
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apprenticeship, mentorship quality, settlement strategies, skills/knowledge transfer, and social trust 

influence family business sustainability outcomes in Southern Nigeria? 

1.3 Objectives of the Study 

The general objective is to examine the contribution of the Igbo apprenticeship system to family 

business sustainability in Southern Nigeria. Specific objectives are:   

1. To examine the relationship between duration of apprenticeship and survival rate of family 

businesses.   

2. To assess the relationship between quality of mentorship and intergenerational business 

transfer.   

3. To determine the effect of settlement strategies on revenue growth.   

4. To investigate the impact of skills/knowledge transfer on operational continuity.   

5. To examine the relationship between social trust/obligation norms and market adaptability. 

1.4 Research Hypotheses 

H01: There is no significant relationship between duration of apprenticeship and survival rate of 

family businesses.   

H02: There is no significant relationship between quality of mentorship and intergenerational 

business transfer.   

H03: There is no significant relationship between settlement strategies and revenue growth.   

H04: There is no significant relationship between skills/knowledge transfer and operational 

continuity.   

H05: There is no significant relationship between social trust/obligation norms and market 

adaptability. 

1.5 Significance of the Study 

This study contributes to theory by extending Human Capital Theory and Experiential Learning 

Theory to indigenous institutions in developing economies. It provides empirical evidence that 

apprenticeship is not only a training mechanism but a sustainability mechanism. Practically, the 

findings inform policymakers, SMEDAN, and family business owners on how to strengthen 

apprenticeship practices to improve continuity and youth employment. Academically, it adds to 

the growing literature on African indigenous institutions and entrepreneurship. 
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2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Conceptual Review 

2.1.1 Family Business Sustainability 

Sustainability in family business literature refers to the ability of a firm to survive, grow, and 

transfer successfully across generations while maintaining performance. It is multidimensional, 

encompassing financial performance, operational continuity, and socioemotional wealth 

preservation. Research identifies four critical factors: effective succession planning, managerial 

competence, knowledge transfer, and adaptability. Without these, firms face decline during 

leadership transitions.   

2.1.2 The Igbo Apprenticeship System 

The Igbo apprenticeship system is a structured, long-term training arrangement embedded in real 

commercial environments. Key features include: duration of 5-7 years, residential training, 

progressive responsibility, and settlement. Unlike formal vocational training, learning occurs 

through immersion, enabling transfer of tacit knowledge that cannot be codified in textbooks. The 

system operates on trust, obligation, and reciprocity, creating social capital that supports business 

operations.   

2.1.3 Dimensions of Apprenticeship 

Duration refers to the length of training, typically 5-7 years. Mentorship quality refers to the depth 

of interaction, feedback, and delegation by the master. Settlement strategies include capital, tools, 

and networks provided at completion. Skills/knowledge transfer refers to the breadth of technical 

and managerial knowledge acquired. Social trust/obligation norms refer to the communal values 

and reciprocal duties that bind apprentices, masters, and kinship networks.   

2.2 Theoretical Framework 

2.2.1 Human Capital Theory 

Becker’s Human Capital Theory posits that investments in education, training, and experience 

increase individuals’ productive capabilities and economic returns. Extended apprenticeship 

represents investment in entrepreneurial human capital. As apprentices accumulate experience, 

they develop managerial judgment, technical competence, and relational networks that enhance 

firm performance. This theory explains why longer apprenticeship duration correlates with higher 

survival rates.   

2.2.2 Experiential Learning Theory 

Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory describes learning as a four-stage cycle: concrete experience, 

reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. The Igbo 
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apprenticeship system mirrors this cycle. Apprentices experience real business operations, reflect 

on outcomes through mentor feedback, conceptualize business principles, and experiment with 

decision-making under supervision. This explains why skills transfer and mentorship quality are 

critical for operational continuity and succession.   

2.2.3 Social Embeddedness Theory  

Granovetter’s Social Embeddedness Theory argues that economic action is shaped by social 

relations and networks. The Igbo apprenticeship system embeds economic transactions within 

trust-based relationships. Obligation norms and reciprocal duties create networks that reduce 

transaction costs and enhance adaptability. This explains the relationship between social trust and 

market adaptability. 

2.3 Empirical Review and Research Gap 

Previous studies document the role of apprenticeship in entrepreneurship development. However, 

few studies use quantitative methods to test relationships with sustainability outcomes. Most rely 

on qualitative interviews, limiting generalizability. This study fills the gap by using survey data 

from 356 respondents and statistical analysis to test five specific hypotheses. 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Design 

A quantitative survey design was adopted. This design is appropriate for examining relationships 

between variables and generalizing findings to a larger population.   

3.2 Population and Sample 

The population comprised apprentices in Anambra State, South-Eastern Nigeria. Anambra is a 

major commercial hub for Igbo trade and hosts a high concentration of apprenticeship 

arrangements. 371 questionnaires were administered using purposive sampling. 356 were properly 

completed and returned, yielding a 94% response rate, which exceeds the 70% threshold 

considered adequate for survey research.   

3.3 Instrument and Measurement 

The questionnaire consisted of three sections. Section A measured demographics. Section B 

measured five independent variables using 5-point Likert scales. Section C measured five 

dependent variables also on 5-point Likert scales. Items were adapted from validated instruments 

in entrepreneurship and family business literature.   
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3.4 Method of Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 25. Descriptive statistics summarized demographics and 

response patterns. Pearson correlation coefficient tested hypotheses at 0.01 significance level, 2-

tailed. Correlation is appropriate because the study seeks to examine relationships between 

continuous variables. 

4. Results 

4.1 Demographic Profile 

Table 1 presents respondent characteristics. Males constituted 54.5% and females 45.5%, 

reflecting gender distribution in Igbo trading. 57.4% were aged 26-30 years, indicating a young, 

productive workforce. 50.6% were single, 49.4% married. Educationally, 43.4% held SSCE, 

28.1% OND/NCE, 22.5% HND/B.Sc. The sample is mature and educated, capable of providing 

reliable data.   

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Respondents, n = 356 

Variable Category  Frequency Percentage 

Gender  Male 256 54.5 

 Female 100 45.5 

Age  21-25 years 30  9.8 

 26-30 years 256  57.4 

 31 years and above 70  32.8 

Marital Status Single 200 50.6 

 Married 156 49.4 

Education SSCE 125 43.4 

 OND/NCE 75 28.1 

 HND/B.Sc 40  22.5 

 Others  16 6.0 

Source: Field Survey, 2026. 
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4.2 Descriptive Results 

Respondents expressed strong agreement across all constructs. For duration and survival, 58.7% 

strongly agreed and 38.7% agreed that 5-7 years enables mastery of skills and management. 61.7% 

strongly agreed that extended duration strengthens loyalty for continuity. For mentorship and 

transfer, 63.4% strongly agreed that rotations and debriefs enable smooth leadership handover. For 

settlement and revenue, 61.7% strongly agreed that effective settlement drives revenue growth. 

For skills transfer and continuity, 63.4% strongly agreed that learning full workflow reduces key-

person dependence. For trust and adaptability, 44.9% strongly agreed that obligation to trade 

values motivates flexible adaptation. 

4.3 Hypothesis Testing 

Table 2 presents Pearson correlation results, n=356, p<0.01, 2-tailed.   

Table 2: Pearson Correlation Results for Hypotheses 

Hypothesis Relationship Tested   r

  

p-value Decision 

H01 Duration → Survival Rate 0.624 0.000  Reject H01 

H02 Mentorship → Intergenerational Transfer 0.578 0.000 Reject H02 

 

H03 Settlement → Revenue Growth 0.602 0.000 Reject H03 

 

H04 Skills/Knowledge Transfer → Operational 

Continuity 

0.691 0.000 Reject H04 

 

H05 Social Trust/Obligation → Market 

Adaptability 

0.563 0.000 Reject H05 

 

Correlation significant at 0.01 level 

All five relationships are positive and statistically significant. Skills/knowledge transfer has the 

strongest relationship, r = 0.691, followed by duration, r = 0.624. All null hypotheses are rejected. 

5. Discussion of Findings 

The results of this study provide empirical evidence that the Igbo apprenticeship system 

significantly influences family business sustainability in Southern Nigeria. All five dimensions 
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tested duration of apprenticeship, quality of mentorship, settlement strategies, skills/knowledge 

transfer, and social trust/obligation norms exhibited positive and statistically significant 

relationships with sustainability outcomes. The findings extend literature on indigenous 

entrepreneurship by demonstrating that apprenticeship contributes not only to venture creation but 

to long-term continuity, succession, profitability, and adaptability of existing family firms. 

Duration of Apprenticeship and Survival Rate 

The strong positive correlation between duration of apprenticeship and survival rate, r = 0.624, p 

< 0.01, confirms the central proposition of Human Capital Theory. Becker argued that investments 

in training and experience increase individuals’ productive capabilities, thereby improving 

organizational performance and reducing mortality risk. The Igbo apprenticeship system 

operationalizes this investment through extended immersion, typically 5-7 years, during which 

apprentices acquire both technical and managerial competence. Descriptive results reinforce this: 

58.7% strongly agreed and 38.7% agreed that longer apprenticeship enables mastery of skills and 

management, while 61.7% strongly agreed that extended duration strengthens loyalty and 

commitment for continuity. 

This finding aligns with prior studies on Imu Ahia that emphasize “learning by doing” over time 

as the mechanism through which tacit knowledge is internalized. In family business contexts, 

survival beyond the founder depends heavily on the successor’s ability to replicate the founder’s 

judgment and relational networks. The correlation coefficient suggests that each additional year of 

structured training reduces key-person risk and increases the probability that the enterprise will 

endure generational transitions. The rejection of H01 therefore provides quantitative support for 

treating apprenticeship duration as a strategic resource for continuity rather than merely a period 

of labor. 

Quality of Mentorship and Intergenerational Business Transfer 

Mentorship quality showed a moderate but significant correlation with intergenerational transfer, 

r = 0.578, p < 0.01, leading to rejection of H02. This result supports Experiential Learning Theory, 

which posits that learning occurs through cycles of concrete experience, reflective observation, 

and conceptualization. In the Igbo context, mentorship extends beyond technical instruction to 

include ethical training, financial discipline, and strategic thinking. The high agreement on 

structured rotations and debriefs, 63.4% strongly agreed, suggests that deliberate pedagogical 

practices within mentorship accelerate the internalization of entrepreneurial judgment. 

Family business literature emphasizes that successful succession requires the transfer of both 

explicit and tacit knowledge. The correlation found here indicates that when mentors engage in 

continuous feedback and progressive delegation, successors are better prepared to assume 

leadership roles without disrupting operations. This is particularly critical in Southern Nigeria 

where formal succession planning documents are rare, making relational mentorship the primary 
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mechanism for transfer. The moderate strength of the correlation, compared to skills transfer, 

suggests that while mentorship is necessary, it must be complemented by other apprenticeship 

dimensions to maximize transfer outcomes. 

Settlement Strategies and Revenue Growth 

Settlement strategies, encompassing capital, tools, and business networks, correlated strongly with 

revenue growth, r = 0.602, p < 0.01. H03 was therefore rejected. This finding positions the 

settlement process as an indigenous financing mechanism that mitigates one of the most binding 

constraints on family business growth in Nigeria: access to formal credit. The settlement process 

addresses this by converting years of loyal service into startup capital, inventory, and market 

access. 

The high agreement that effective settlement services drive revenue growth, 61.7% strongly 

agreed, indicates that apprentices perceive settlement not as a terminal reward but as an enabling 

resource for immediate business formation. From a Human Capital Theory perspective, settlement 

represents the conversion of accumulated human capital into financial capital, allowing 

apprentices to activate their training in independent ventures. The correlation suggests that families 

who invest in generous settlement practices are more likely to see sustained revenue streams, either 

within the original enterprise through expanded branches or through spin-off firms that remain 

within the kinship network. This “wealth circulation” effect explains why settlement is integral to 

the system’s sustainability logic. 

Skills/Knowledge Transfer and Operational Continuity 

Skills and knowledge transfer exhibited the strongest relationship with operational continuity, r = 

0.691, p < 0.01, leading to rejection of H04. This result is consistent with Experiential Learning 

Theory and underscores the importance of tacit knowledge in family firm resilience. Tacit 

knowledge judgment, timing, negotiation tactics, supplier relationships is difficult to codify but is 

transmitted effectively through hands-on apprenticeship. Descriptive data show 63.4% strongly 

agreed that learning the full workflow reduces key-person dependence, and 60.0% strongly agreed 

that feedback and SOPs safeguard continuity during market shifts. 

The strength of this correlation implies that the nature of transfer matters more than duration alone. 

When apprentices are exposed to the entire value chain—from sourcing to delivery—they develop 

a “shared mental map” of the business that enables seamless operations during leadership 

transitions or external shocks. This finding has practical implications: family businesses that 

restrict apprentices to narrow tasks risk creating operational bottlenecks. The high correlation also 

explains why businesses trained through apprenticeship exhibit lower disruption during succession 

events compared to those relying solely on formal education. 
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Social Trust, Obligation Norms and Market Adaptability 

Social trust and obligation norms correlated moderately with market adaptability, r = 0.563, p < 

0.01, resulting in rejection of H05. This finding aligns with social embeddedness theory, which 

argues that economic action is shaped by networks of social relations. The Igbo apprenticeship 

system institutionalizes trust through mentor-apprentice commitments and collective obligation to 

trade community values. Respondents strongly agreed that mentor commitment creates reliable 

networks during fluctuations, 40.7% strongly agreed, and that obligation to community values 

motivates flexible adaptation, 44.9% strongly agreed. 

In dynamic markets, adaptability requires rapid information sharing and resource reallocation. The 

correlation suggests that trust reduces transaction costs and enables collaborative responses to 

market changes. Apprentices who internalize obligation norms are more willing to adjust business 

models, share knowledge, and support other family enterprises during downturns. This collective 

resilience mechanism is often absent in formally trained entrepreneurs who lack embedded social 

ties. The moderate strength of the relationship indicates that while trust facilitates adaptation, it 

must be supported by technical capability and financial resources to translate into sustained 

performance. 

Integrated Contribution 

Viewed collectively, the five dimensions operate as an integrated system rather than isolated 

factors. Duration builds human capital, mentorship structures its transfer, settlement converts it to 

financial capital, skills transfer ensures operational application, and trust enables collective 

adaptation. The rejection of all five hypotheses provides robust evidence that the Igbo 

apprenticeship system functions as a coherent institutional mechanism for family business 

sustainability. This integrated perspective addresses a gap in literature that often treats indigenous 

institutions in fragmented terms. 

6. Conclusion and Recommendations 

6.1 Conclusion 

This study provides robust empirical evidence that the Igbo apprenticeship system significantly 

influences family business sustainability in Southern Nigeria. All five dimensions tested exhibit 

positive, significant relationships with continuity, succession, profitability, and adaptability. 

Skills/knowledge transfer and apprenticeship duration are the strongest predictors. The findings 

confirm that apprenticeship functions as an integrated institutional mechanism, not just a training 

program.   
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6.2 Theoretical Implications 

The study extends Human Capital Theory by demonstrating that indigenous, non-formal training 

systems build entrepreneurial human capital that reduces firm mortality. It extends Experiential 

Learning Theory by showing that immersion-based learning effectively transfers tacit knowledge 

critical for succession. It also contributes to social embeddedness literature by quantifying how 

trust and obligation norms enhance adaptability.   

6.3 Practical and Policy Recommendations 

1. Formal Recognition: SMEDAN and state governments should recognize apprenticeship as 

a legitimate training institution. Certification and linkage to business development services 

can strengthen the system without destroying its organic structure.   

2. Structured Practices: Master entrepreneurs should adopt structured rotations, regular 

debriefs, and documented SOPs. These practices enhance knowledge transfer and 

succession readiness.   

3. Financial Linkages: Financial institutions should design products for apprenticeship 

graduates, using settlement history and mentor reputation as alternative collateral.   

4. Policy Integration: Government should integrate apprenticeship into national SME 

development strategy, providing tax incentives for masters who train and settle apprentices.   

6.4 Limitations and Future Research  

The study is limited to Anambra State and uses cross-sectional data. Future research should expand 

to other South-Eastern states and use longitudinal designs to establish causality. Regression 

analysis and structural equation modeling can determine the magnitude of effects and mediating 

relationships. 
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