


As the owner of a 
fourth-generation family 
business, I understand - 
perhaps better than most 
- the challenges faced by 
business families during 
periods of transition or 
conflict. While our family 
business has stood the 
test of time, it’s not been 
without its challenges.
 
And it breaks my heart 
when I see business fami-
lies struggle, which is why 
I founded Family Legacies 
in 2020, after a 30-year 
career with our 110-year-
old family business. I have 
developed a passion for 
helping family businesses, 
so that they can resolve the 
critical issues of keeping 
the family and the business 
successful and leaving 
a legacy for future 
generations.
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Despite the value-laden assumptions that we reinforce every time we use the words
succeed; survive; and fail; no one has calculated how many that “made it” through a 
transition trapped their successors in misery. Our family business would be deemed 
to be one of those that “made it”.

“The loss of sense of purpose can result in the end of family ownership or in a major 
shift in the way a business-owning family perceives its role.” - JOHN WARD  
(Perpetuating the Family Business)

In our family business, after a rather unsuccessful transition, I experienced a loss of 
sense of purpose, together with a major shift in the way I perceived my role. This 
resulted in me being less inclined to perpetuate our business to future generations. 

Kenneth Kaye’s seminal article When the Family Business is a Sickness, resonated 
with me as I experienced many parallels in our family business. Says Kenneth: [and 
I would like to reference the following:]

“In many cases the family business is not the patient, but an illness afflicting the 
family. There are cases in which keeping it going means keeping the family sick. 
These owners use their business to retard the normal development of their children 
and themselves. Their health as a family business cannot be “restored” because it 
isn’t healthy to them to be a family business.”

“A family-owned business can enable a dysfunctional family to maintain its 
dysfunction over decades, for generations; resisting individuals’ effor ts to achieve 
healthier roles and relationships.” In much the same way, our family business 
maintained its dysfunction over decades, for generations.
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The mantra of the family business industry is that 

“…only about one third of family firms survive 
to the second generation; at least two thirds fail to make it 

that far to pass on the business to the third generation.”
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“Family businesses are most often formed by people trying to resolve a problem 
in their relationship with a particular relative, or to fix a dysfunction in their whole 
family. Tragically, it doesn’t work. It only perpetuates the problem, and sometimes 
makes it worse.”

“Dependency is a central issue in many family firms. Inability to leave is the surest 
sign that a business is an addiction rather than a healthy shared enterprise. Just as a 
person is an alcoholic when drinking is no longer a pleasure, but a necessity, some-
one is addicted to the family business when, without joy or fulfilment, they persist 
in spite of pain. 

The way out seems more terrifying than the dependency is crippling. Some entre-
preneurs’ children can be described as “prisoners of the family business”, but also 
in truth their parents, siblings, or spouses are equally trapped.”  

“Most of these people want to do something else. When we challenge them to 
explore other opportunities, they respond that they cannot afford it. Not missing 
the message real message here, in that anyone in this position cannot afford the 
risk of being fully alive.” I could have been described as one of those children of an 
entrepreneur, feeling a “prisoner of the family business” (refer to Michael Klein’s 
book, Trapped in the Family Business).

In 2008 (I was 43 and my father was 70), I came to the realisation that my father had 
no intentions of retiring any time soon. For various reasons, the conflict between my 
father and I reached an impasse, resulting in me deciding to resign from our family 
business. To understand father-son work relationships, I read Davis and Tagiuri’s 
seminal article “Life Stages of Father-Son Work Relationships” and would like to 
quote the following:

“The social norm is for retirement to occur during a man’s sixties. Although many 
owner-managers claim to retire around age 65, involvement with their firms often 
continues for several years afterwards. The son, in his late thirties, say between 
35 and 40, when men strive to attain competence, recognition, advancement, and 
security. Approaching 40, these tasks become very pressing, he urgently seeks 
independence and recognition. He must become “his own man”. It seems likely that 
the father-son work relationship in this coincidence of life stages will be difficult 
since the son’s renewed struggle with authority would overlap with the father’s
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desire to demonstrate the continuing value of his own authority, skills, ideas, and 
leadership. The son’s emotional state can lead to distorted communication between 
the two men.” The son’s emotional state can lead to distorted communication 
between the two men.” 

After my father finally deciding to retire in his seventies, for reasons I can’t really 
explain, I decided to acquire our family business. I guess I kept the underlying desire 
to perpetuate our family business for future generations, after all. After the transition, 
I led our business for more than ten years and recently appointed a non-family CEO. 
This afforded me the opportunity to finally pursue my passion to help other family 
businesses.  

I have also come to understand that no matter however powerful the business issues 
may be, the most significant dilemmas, in terms of reaching for long-lasting success, 
are seated with the family. The most critical issues facing business-owning families 
are family-based issues more than they are business-based issues. 

Long-lasting, successful family businesses understand two fundamental certainties: 
1. They recognize that nearly all family businesses share the same problems and
 issues.
2. They realize that while most of the issues they face are common to all family 
 businesses, they also understand that different people within the same family 
 business system – that is, a family and its business will see the same issues in 
 predictably different ways. 

Such understanding enables a family to realize that (a) “We’re not alone”; (b) “We’re 
not strange”;and (c) “We can learn from others”. 

When a family knows that it is not alone in its concerns and is therefore not so odd after 
all, it gains the confidence it needs to go out into the world to secure the knowledge 
necessary to perpetuate its business for the long-term benefit of generations to come. 

Because of my desire to help family businesses, and my eagerness to learn what 
types of challenge other families deal with, I decided to conduct research and gain 
insight. I have the pleasure to share my findings and commentary in this little e-book, 
and I sincerely hope you’ll find it useful.







The most common and one of the most important factors of 
generative family enterprises, is the family’s shared values and 
core purpose. When applied to the family’s business; its conduct 
as a family; and its conduct toward its community, the family’s 
legacy from earlier generations serves as a framework of values 
that are taught; shared; and applied in all of the family’s dealings.  C
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As you’ll appreciate, I was more than pleased to learn that the majority of family 
businesses do have a shared values and core purpose statement. 

Despite all the rhetoric about values these days, few people truly appreciate how 
values shape our lives: they are the cornerstone of human achievement and commit-
ment, and they are the bedrock of culture - in business and families alike. As such, 
a business leader must be keenly aware that the financial success of any company 
ultimately rests upon its culture and the underlying values. 

The most successful families have strong values, rooted in members’ emotional 
bonds, blood-ties and shared history. Values underpin decision-making in every core 
family function, from child-rearing to estate planning. 

Ideally, shared values enable family members to derive pleasure and meaning from 
sustaining cross-generational relationships and striving toward mutual goals. 

When an owning family’s values form the heart of a business’s culture, some vital 
synergies can arise. In fact, an enduring commitment to shared values is the greatest 
strength a family can bring to bring business ownership. 

Shared values can also help overcome the conflicts inherent in family business own-
ership. When family and business pull apart over time, as they invariably tend to do, 
families need a compelling rationale to stick together. Values are the glue that bonds 
family and business, and they enable family members to overcome challenges. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 1

HAS THE FAMILY ARTICULATED HOW THEIR 
SHARED VALUES ARE IMPORTANT TO THE 

FAMILY’S BUSINESS?
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Values also provide satisfying answers to such questions as: Why do we work so 
hard? Why bother passing on the business? Why should we make the sacrifices 
involved in owning and operating a family business? 

The earlier a business leader begins tapping the power and potential strength of 
shared values in the family and the business, the greater the chances of harmony 
and long-term success. 

Perhaps most important: a dynamic, resilient value system is the most enduring living 
legacy one generation can leave the next. 

As it pertains to your family business, consider the following: 

• What are your family’s values, and what values do you want the business to 
promote? 

• Does your family business have a vision? 
• What does your business stand for? 

These questions can be - and ought to be - answered in a clearly defined Family 
Business Values, Mission & Vision Statement.

Understanding a family’s values, clarifying a family’s mission, and articulating a 
clear vision are the major differentiators among those family businesses which prosper 
and exist longer than the tenure of one generation of owners, and those that do not. 

The power of a well-developed Values Statement plays out in the family business in 
a number of important ways. 

For example:

• Laying the bedrock for corporate culture
• Providing a template for decision making
• Inspiring top performance
• Supporting a patent, long-term view
• Developing a stewardship mind-set 
• Reducing the cost of capital
• Challenging conventional thinking



• Adapting to change 
• Improving strategic planning
• Forging strategic alliances
• Recruiting and retaining employees
• Providing meaning to work
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