Transitions in Established Family Businesses

Most family business founders dream of passing their business down to the next generation, but
few achieve that. According to Anne Francis, who runs the Family Business Resource Center in
Topeka, Kansas, less than one-third of family-owned businesses survive the first generation, and
only half of those make it into the third generation.
Although the traditional pattern used to be that a father brought his sons into the family
business, today it’s just as likely to be a daughter. A 2003 Raymond Institute/MassMutual survey
of American family businesses revealed that 34 percent of family firms expect the next CEO to
be a woman, and that 52 percent of survey participants employ at least one female full-time.
Stacy O’Reilly says that she and her father both always knew that she would be the one to take
over the family business, because she had the right skill set and the desire to do so. It’s not that
her father was exceptionally modern when it came to gender roles, but “he was a very pragmatic
businessman.”
Robin Abber’s parents, who in 1973 started a retail wallpaper and interior design
business in Newton, Massachusetts, called The Four Walls, also came to the conclusion that their
best chance for leaving the family business in good hands was to groom their daughter for the
job. Robin did not set out to run the family business, but when her mother, Sheila, asked her to
fill in for an employee who’d had a skiing accident, she signed on and didn’t look back; now she
owns the company. Sheila recently passed away, and today, Robin feels an even keener passion
for the family company as well as an obligation to continue running it. Her father, who is still
alive, retired several years ago.

Ann Francis points out in her book, The Daughter Also Rises: How Women Overcome
Obstacles and Advance in the Family-Owned Business, that adult daughters have certain
advantages when working with their fathers in the family business, in part because of their
socialization. She notes that “Women have been socialized to accept authority from men,
especially their fathers,” and states plainly: “Daughters seem to have less need than sons to force
their father out of the business.” While over compliance with authority is a negative trend, she
says that some compliance is not a bad thing.
An excellent working relationship between father and daughter can develop when
she is willing to cooperate with and learn from her father rather than compete with him,
to his concern about losing his power and position to the next generation, and to have
patience and wait for the business rather than grab for it.
Daughter’s talent for relating to older family members probably extends to mothers and other
relatives n the family business, too.

