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Beating the odds:
Strategies for successful family
business successions

By Anna Stuart, Partner

As a family business owner, you know the stats. Only 30% survive to the second generation,
and as few as 10% continue to the third. So the succession plan you develop for your
business is crucial to beating these odds.

Even though you know you need a succession plan for your business, you probably have
avoided discussing it, much like the proverbial elephant in the room. You're not alone, based
on the many family business entrepreneurs I've worked with over the years. Why is this? In
my experience, there are three common ‘soft’ barriers to succession planning, one or all of
which you may recognize:

- Conflict between family and business values - The values that guide your family decisions are

based more on emotions, such as unconditional love, than your business decisions, which are
based more on hard, discerning facts. For instance, you look at family membership as being
for life, but base employee retention decisions on who will help your business reach its
goals.

It is often hard to reconcile these values in making business succession decisions, creating
problems in both your business and family. For example, deciding that your daughter will
serve as company President while your son works as Vice President can strain relations
between the three of you, impacting the productivity and direction of your company, and
making for uncomfortable family social gatherings.

- Fear of losing identity - Like many business owners and founders, you strongly identify with

your business. So much so, you find it hard to talk about one without the other. You say
things like, “The business is my life,” or “I can’t imagine myself not running the business.”
So succession planning feels a little like planning your own funeral, a situation that few of
us are comfortable facing.
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