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Pre-publication

REVIEWS,

COMMENTARIES,

EVALUATIONS …

“Reconciling Relationships and Preserving the Family Business is a practical survival guide that should be required reading for anyone thinking of creating or currently involved in a family business, whether they be family members, professional advisors, or nonfamily member managers. Ruth McClendon and Les Kadis, a licensed clinical social worker and a psychiatrist, have applied their internationally recognized expertise in couple and family therapy to help families cope successfully with the myriad challenges encountered in running their own businesses. These prominent clinicians and educators have developed a unique intervention called the Reconciliation Model. This approach can assist families in sustaining healthy relationships during both good and bad economic times. This outstanding book, written for non-mental health professionals, introduces basic psychotherapeutic concepts and assessment tools frequently used by therapists in a jargon-free style that should prove informative and refreshing to the general reader. McClendon and Kadis, who operate their own family-run business, the Carmel Institute for Family Business, draw on their own experience as well as expertise to provide insights into the psychological sequelae of business decisions. I highly recommend this excellent book, written by well-respected mental health professionals, for anyone involved in family businesses anywhere in the world.”

Robert E. Hales, MD, MBA

Joe P. Tupin Professor and Chair,

Department of Psychiatry

and Behavioral Sciences,

Davis School of Medicine,

University of California,

Sacramento





More pre-publication

REVIEWS, COMMENTARIES, EVALUATIONS …

“When you enter the world of secrets, hidden agendas, power plays, and revenge, you have entered the realm of family business You will need trusty guides and effective tools. This book is it. The authors thoroughly understand the complexities, joys, and struggles of melding family and business concerns. Your clients will be grateful you took the effort to read this book.”

Peter Pearson, PhD

Co-Director, The Couples Institute,

Menlo Park, California
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“Open your mind and your heart and allow Ruth McClendon and Les Kadis to courageously guide you along the previously uncharted path of reconciliation in family business. With wisdom, clarity, and enlightenment, they tackle the daunting task of bringing about lasting change and reconciliation in damaged or traumatized relationships in family businesses. After reading this book, you will understand the complexity of the obligations, loyalties, and responsibilities each family business member faces; how to define the necessary characteristics of future leaders for business rather than selecting favored children; and how to tackle thorny boundary issues of who is in and who is out (inlaws/stepchildren). You will never look at a family business the same way after reading this extraordinary book!”

Ellyn Bader, PhD

Co-Director, The Couples Institute,

Menlo Park, California

“This book is an in-depth exploration of relationships in family businesses. It comes at a critical moment due to the enormous pressures to succeed in a rapidly changing world. As experienced practitioners, the authors bring profound insights into the intricacies of one of the most rewarding of human enterprises—the family business. Through the application of powerful tools, this book will help families in business together understand and master the complexity of their relationships. Families working together constantly face the potential for hidden as well as explosive conflict. Within the framework of the Reconciliation Model, the authors offer a highly effective method for resolving the wounds of the past and rebuilding trust for the future. The reader will discover how separation and broken bonds can be handled successfully, and how this is at the heart of success in personal and business relationships. This is a must-read book for anyone operating in a family-run business, or for any organizational leader wishing to understand the role of reconciliation in keeping people motivated and inspired. It is rare that a book can translate so directly into practical application with a direct and immediate result on the botton line.”

George A. Kohlrieser, PhD

Professor of Leadership

and Organizational Behavior,

International Institute

for Management Development,

Lausanne, Switzerland
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This book is dedicated to our three daughters, Lee Beer and Cheryl Kadis, who after years in Silicon Valley have just started their own family business, and Julie McClendon-Kadis, a recent graduate in business, whose financial and marketing skills have already helped her sisters.
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Foreword

In the past two decades myriad books have been published on assorted topics revolving around family businesses and family business consultation/advising. Yet none fill the same niche that McClendon and Kadis so candidly and compassionately address in Reconciling Relationships and Preserving the Family Business: Tools for Success. Their writing is lucid and succinct, yet descriptive and analytic. The book is refreshingly free of professional jargon, yet it is clear that they are deeply steeped in the lure, drama, and day-to-day functioning of a multiplicity of kinds and sizes of family firms.

Most remarkable is the outstanding ability of these two clinicians, both of whom have vast experience as individual, family, and group therapists as well as family-business consultants, separately and as a team, to transform the concepts and techniques of what they developed and designated Redecision Relationship Therapy (RRT) from the therapeutic arena to the family business consultation arena. What emerges is the Reconciliation Model, a superb model for helping families who are in business together to deal with the real and imagined hurts, insults, schisms, and disagreements that have transpired and existed between them so that they are able to heal the wounds and resolve the deep-seated hostilities that plague their personal and business relationships. As a family business consultant who shares their background as an individual, family, and group psychologist/therapist, I have found their model absolutely brilliant and compelling since I was first introduced to it several years ago. Their careful, precise yet still flexible delineation of the Reconciliation Model is presented in such a way that it is understandable to the diverse audience to whom it should have appeal and applicability: family business owners and their relatives, nonfamily-member managers and supervisors, shareholders interested in knowing more about the company in which they have invested, and consultants ranging from novices to sophisticated, longtime family business advisors. Particularly noteworthy is how they balance their sensitivity to individual feelings and needs, the relational dynamics, and the reality of business demands and pressures. The authors know the heartbreak of rifts and cutoffs in family systems and how costly and devastating this can be to everyone who falls within the purview of what they call the “family community,” a wonderfully useful conceptualization of the gestalt. They also know and convey the exhilaration that occurs and the momentum that can be achieved when apologies are made, forgiveness bestowed, and reconciliation achieved. This is essential for the business to thrive to the mutual benefit of all.

The authors’ concepts and strategies are related descriptively and also clearly exemplified in the four “interludes” in which they chronicle an in-depth study of the conflicted multigenerational Sampson family and their company, Sampson Seeds. Obviously, their underlying philosophic stance is a highly ethical one, with great care given to protecting privacy and confidentiality and to not engaging in unnecessary dual relationships. They respect and honor the people they consult with in complex family businesses and their tremendous knowledge, skill, diagnostic acumen, and sensitivity to their clients and colleagues radiates in every page. In this book, McClendon and Kadis have achieved a thorough tour de force that is enlightening, informative, and a pleasure to read.

Florence W. Kaslow, PhD

Director, Florida Couples and Family Institute

Visiting Professor of Medical Psychology in Psychiatry at Duke University Medical Center
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Introduction

As longtime consultants to family-owned businesses, we always keep in mind a useful maxim:


Good relationships are the foundation for the survival and ultimate success of all business enterprises undertaken by families. When a family maintains mutual respect and repairs the inevitable rifts among its members, it will flourish—and the family business itself will prosper. When family members are unwilling or unable to reconcile and reestablish trust, their enterprise is highly vulnerable and may even fail—unless or until changes are made to ameliorate relationship ruptures.


Reconciling Relationships and Preserving the Family Business: Tools for Success will serve as a practical and concise guide to relationship success of the family community within the diverse world of family business. What distinguishes family business from the rest of all other business-organization forms? It is the community of family and the interdependence of goal-sharing people who have lifetimes of knowing one another and working together. The relationships within the family community therefore can make or break the family firm because they provide the foundation for either its survival and success or its destruction and death.

Because we have worked with many family businesses of all sizes and types, we can say with confidence that relationship problems are more often than not at the root of failure within a family business, since its very success depends on shared goals and harmonious action. Just as some relationships within families inevitably falter, so do some family workplace relationships. Thus, with families who work together, personal issues, along with financial interdependencies and work grievances, tend to get ensnarled, amplify, and never let up. If allowed to persist, if never properly addressed and resolved, in time they can deal deadly blows to a family enterprise.

What Makes Family Businesses Desirable?

Families who are in business together are special people who have made, and continue to make, important and sometimes extraordinary contributions in our rapidly changing world. They offer a strong and stable link to our human past, to the long tradition of doing business in ways that are personal, meaningful, ethical—and pleasing to both provider and customer. Family-owned businesses are a wonderful natural resource within today’s complex modern society. In this uncertain and perilous period of time, these beginning years of a new century marred by rampant terrorist acts and mounting warfare among nations and between ethnic or religious groups, the family community can function as a safety zone, a haven. It can also offer a satisfying way to make a good living. A family-owned business is a challenging alternative to working for someone else.

In a family-owned business, putting energy, effort, imagination, and dedication into doing a job well will benefit oneself, one’s loved ones, one’s community, and even the wider world. People can choose to work with clear consciences and also bring their family’s values with them as they grow and compete in the world of global business.

Why This Book?

The need for Reconciling Relationships and Preserving the Family Business is clear. A surprising number—about 90 percent—of the United States’ and the world’s business establishments are essentially owned and often run by families. Though we may be unaware of it, each of us, daily, probably has contact with the products and services of numerous family businesses.

Statistics also show that a large percentage of family-owned businesses will not survive the transition from the first to the second generation and even fewer survive into the third generation. This is both alarming and disheartening. Because these failures often occur independently of market segment and market conditions, it is hard to attribute them solely to business circumstances. Roy Menninger of the Menninger Clinic was reportedly fond of saying to high-powered CEOs: “You don’t have business problems; you have people problems.” In family business we amplify that to include: “You don’t have business problems; you have relationship problems.”

If the issues leading to failure are not business-connected ones, they must then be personal and this leads directly to the need for our book. We believe in making every effort to protect the family-owned business from the form of self-destruction inherent in failing to safeguard the relationships that nurture both the family and the nonfamily employees.

Family businesses come in many different sizes and kinds, from small, couple-owned ones (sometimes of the “Mom and Pop” variety) to large multinational corporations. They are of widely varying ages, from a recently founded restaurant to a large clothing design and manufacturing firm in its fifth generation. Family businesses vary, too, in the nature of their enterprises and the numbers of people they employ. Some create or obtain raw materials, while others transport or transform them, or sell the finished goods. Some provide services while others provide products. Some deal in real estate properties; others function only with paper or electronic communication devices. Some are storage facilities; others supply security systems. Some have many hundreds of employees (few of whom are family-connected), whereas others consist of only several unsalaried family members who perform a variety of as-needed jobs.

Family businesses also differ greatly in their experience, outlook, and energy level. Some very new firms are filled with entrepreneurial zeal but may be inept at handling problems that arise among recruited family members. Others—middle-aged, with reduced stamina and possibly getting hidebound—can be reluctant to grant important decision-making roles to a successor generation that offers new energy, ideas, and flexibility. Still other businesses are approaching the mortal end of the evolutionary cycle—which sooner or later all must do if they cannot adapt to the new environments surrounding them as culture and technology continuously change in the ever-accelerating pace of the modern world.

The families themselves who operate businesses together are greatly varied, too: in their structures and beliefs; in their processes and rules; in their values and goals. Individual family members, moreover. can be quite different from one another in innate abilities and acquired skills and knowledge, in dreams and values, in memories and perceptions, and in enthusiasm and energy. Some family members participate daily in conducting their family’s business, while others take an interest from the sidelines.

A successful family business, whatever its size, age, or focus, has many aspects to it. It is about relationships and community: about developing, honoring, and respecting the different people of the same family. Family business is about security: providing material, economic, and psychological resources for loved ones. Family business is about generosity in both the sanctuary of home and the greater community, and about highly functioning teams of parents and children, siblings, and cousins. Family business is about excellence and caring … and about the past, the present, and the future.

This book presents information on how relationships work within a business-owning family and why they may not be working well. If a family business is to endure, family relationships will always need care and attention. Therefore, we suggest in detail various methods for addressing and resolving difficult or ruptured family relationships. Above all, we give explicit guidance in ways to help people alter patterns of interaction so as to achieve success in the close relationships so important in family life—and especially crucial in families who work together. Our perspective comes from understanding that achieving success in family business takes patience, persistence, and a commitment to the ones you love.

Who Will Benefit

This book focuses on the relationships and family community within an operating business that contains at least several family members. Reconciling Relationships and Preserving the Family Business is a survival guide for people involved in family businesses, for both family members and those serving as their advisors. The information and guidance provided is based on many years of experience and will be helpful to family members who are current or prospective shareholders, owner-managers, or otherwise have a stake in the business. People in any of these family groups will gain valuable insights into ways to avoid or heal relationship problems that undermine the success of a family business.

Many professional advisors, such as lawyers, accountants, and business consultants, lack expertise in handling interpersonal problems in family businesses they deal with on a regular or occasional basis, though they may be keenly aware of entrenched troubled situations. In contrast, most marital and family therapists, whose training and practice focus on resolving relationship issues, have no background in counseling family members within a business setting. Both groups of professionals will find specific guidelines in this book.

Another group who will find this book useful are managers in a family-owned business who are not family members themselves yet have become enmeshed in difficult family conflicts that adversely affect the operation of the business. It is unlikely that most have been trained or positioned to resolve personal disputes or tension. However, by using this book’s information, they may persuade family principals to seek help from those who specialize in this field.

This book, therefore, is written for different readerships. It is written for our colleagues—the field of excellent advisors to family businesses around the world. It is written as well for the owners and members of family businesses everywhere: for the present but also for the benefit of the upcoming generations—family members who are children and students now. It is written for all who are ready to learn about relationships in the family business setting—healthy relationships that determine success and ruptured relationships in dire need of repair. It will be useful to everyone who wants to learn about achieving reconciliation to assure a more productive present and the best possible future in a family enterprise.

Because we know that many readers will not be mental health professionals, we introduce and explain some basic concepts that are well-known to other psychotherapists. Likewise, we mention certain assessment tools already familiar to therapists. These terms and tools are useful only as they can ultimately help people understand and empower themselves so as to contribute, perhaps significantly, to the happiness and well-being of the family and to the success of the family’s business.

Who We Are

The difficult dynamics of relationships within family-owned businesses are well-know to us. So are their innumerable ramifications and complications in the workplace, on the family business’s board of directors, and around the holiday table.

For many years we have practiced psychotherapy with individuals, couples, and families—one of us as a licensed clinical social worker, the other as a psychiatrist. Initially, both of us helped to resolve conflicted relationships in individuals’ personal lives: with family members, with spouses and significant others, with friends, with strangers, with fellow workers and supervisors, and within individuals.

Separately and together, when working with clients we developed and then successfully applied the concept and techniques of Re-decision Relationship Therapy (RRT), which empowers clients to build mutual empathy, respect, and caring while growing in self-understanding and self-esteem. We have presented this therapeutic approach in-depth in many articles and in our previous books, Chocolate Pudding and Other Approaches to Intensive Multiple Family Therapy (McClendon and Kadis, 1983) and Concise Guide to Marital and Family Therapy (Kadis and McClendon, 1998).

While conducting our private practice and intensive workshops for family groups over weekends, sometimes even over a week’s time, we often found ourselves dealing with a special complex of problems experienced by family members who were in business together. We then adapted, to excellent effect, the theories of RRT to work with members of family enterprises and to reconcile relationship difficulties that endangered business viability and success. From this base we created the Reconciliation Model, which occupies the central place in this book because it has proven to be highly successful in its application to resolving relationship problems in family businesses.

Eventually, we became a family business ourselves, as founders and codirectors of the Carmel Institute for Family Business. It was started in 1983 (formerly as the Institute for Family Business) when we realized that a near void existed in developing and applying a coherent approach to resolving relationship problems in family businesses. Likewise, few programs were available anywhere at the time to train therapists and other professionals in working as advisors and counselors to family businesses. Today, of course, that situation has changed. There are several large membership organizations, notably the Family Firm Institute (of which Ruth was a founding member) for advisors and educators, and the Family Business Network for families themselves. In addition, many university-based programs and private endeavors focus on family business issues.

Because we have frequently taught our methods in both theory and practice to family business consultants in seminars, workshops, and internships, we are well equipped to prepare a guidebook that will help many more people than we could possibly assist as individual practitioners.

In addition, because of our long experience in treating families with a wide variety of relationship problems, either within a therapeutic context in our private offices or in business consultations, we are qualified to write a book that addresses the many relationship concerns of business-involved families. We empathize with their often elusive dream of mutuality in interests and accomplishments, which goes on even while they are dealing on a daily basis with difficult relationship realities. Among daily realities are overt or covert conflicts between family members: deep-seated and long-standing rivalries, resentments, frustrations, and disappointments. Many of these enduring feelings originated in childhood; others are embedded in stressful marriages, unrealistic or overbearing parental expectations, mismatched personality styles and values, and business roles and responsibilities.

Topics

This book has two main parts and a concluding chapter for advisors and families utilizing advisors. Part I focuses on the basic principles underlying relationships in business-owning families. Chapter 1 first introduces the ideology which frames the Reconciliation Model for relationship repair, presented in Part II, and then presents in detail our understanding of the individual dynamics underlying the human dilemmas in family business. We provide a virtual “road map” to the complex forces that fashion the individual actors in a family business—some with distinctive roles and personalities, and even hidden agendas or unfilled emotional needs that work counter to the family’s best business interests.

The theoretical underpinnings of family relationship systems are outlined in Chapter 2: what they are, how they originate, and how they often interfere with both family accord and with successful business operations. Following this discussion, clear steps and practical tools are provided to aid advisors and families in moving the multiple relationships of family business toward healing, health, and hope.

Chapters 3 and 4 address the two key relationship problems most often seen in family business: “power over” or oppression, and family disengagement and fragmentation. The multiple and complex issues and psychic wounds created by oppression and fragmentation are considered, including the tendency to pass them along through the family tree. This section offers readers various case examples of prevalent, interrelated relationship problems involving oppression and fragmentation that we have encountered in our practice, leading the reader to clear definitions and definite strategies for resolution.

Part II, the heart of the book, describes our Reconciliation Model. Chapter 5 provides an overview of our comprehensive method for attaining reconciliation when family relationships in business are ruptured and probably in urgent need of repair. When a family’s livelihood and well-being are threatened, it becomes crucial for its members to acknowledge that what unites them is far more important to heed and honor than any grievances that divide them. The specific steps in the model are individually highlighted in Chapters 6, 7, and 8. These chapters show how to intervene effectively in troubled relationships that are harming the family business’s operation. These chapters also help families understand how the healing of rifts within their ranks can take place so that members are more willing to participate in open dialogue and make changes in their attitudes and behaviors.

The model emphasizes the importance of assessing family relationship patterns in the present, designing ways to reconsider feelings and attitudes of the past that inevitably have invaded the workplace, and rebuilding trust for the future. Thus, family members learn how to apply, in an ongoing way, new relating skills to achieve the desired mutuality of interests crucial to the synergy that attracts people to founding family businesses to begin with.

In the epilogue, we take a practical, experience-based look at the roles, responsibilities, and ethics of advisors who work with relationship-based businesses, which sometimes have controversial aspects and are always challenging.

A glance at the table of contents shows the presence of four special units that are called “Interludes.” These are inserted in appropriate places within the text to serve as segments in an in-depth study of the Sampson family and their company, Sampson Seeds. In these interludes we detail our intensive relationship-repair efforts, which took place over many months, within this conflict-ridden three-generation family and the business it owns. This story is intended to show how our Reconciliation Model works, stage by stage, in an actual (though disguised) family business situation.

Finally, a note about the various vignettes and stories in this book. Confidentiality is central to building and maintaining trust while the need to tell stories is essential to showing others what we do so they can judge its validity for themselves. Reconciling the two, confidentiality and telling stories, is a challenge for all who write about their work. Although the stories in this book are mostly drawn from our own experiences in advising family-owned businesses we have worked with over the years, they have all been disguised in both names and types of business to retain confidentiality. Some of the stories are a composite of several families. When we have used this latter approach we have tried to remain as true to the facts and spirit of the people and situations as we could. If some stories seem familiar, it is because the range of human dilemmas is actually quite small and common themes abound. The uniqueness of family businesses comes from the family itself and from the uniqueness of the individuals involved.

Working with Families in Business

Just as patience, persistence, and commitment are required to successfully run a family business, these qualities are also needed when advising a family business. We hold fast to the belief that the solution to most family business problems involves repairing relationship problems in the family community.

When family members work consciously and conscientiously together to resolve their conflicts, they will be able to figure out whatever is needed to “fix” the problems in the business. Moreover, this process may be speeded up or indeed may only be made possible by bringing in an experienced advisor to guide the reconciliation process. An objective outsider can assist in identifying the real sources of perceived problems, and in enabling family members to feel safe enough to communicate openly and honestly with one another, especially those with whom there are deep conflicts. Such a consultant also helps bring about important decisions and changes in attitudes and behaviors.

We have written Reconciling Relationships and Preserving the Family Business because we admire and care deeply about the existence of family businesses. By working directly with family businesses themselves, and indirectly by training other professionals to work in a similar mode, we know we have already helped many family people stay in business together by empowering them to navigate safely through the natural perils of their world. We trust that our book will now amplify this assistance, so that many family members, now and in the future, will weave the tapestry of continuation and continuity in the mutual business occupying so much of their time, devotion, and lives.

We hope that this book, as well as our work with clients and advisors over the years, contributes to the continued or ultimate success of many firms in the wide world of family business—including those waiting in the wings, or yet to be born.

Each time we begin our work with a new family business we start with the following message. It is delivered to the entire family community and to every individual family member present, regardless of age, education, gender, or role in the family, or of the nature of the business itself:


You hold in your hands a family and a company of great importance and potential. Will they become just another part of the archives of a dying world, or will they weave real magic for all? The choice and the power belong to you.



Part I: Relationships in Business-Owning Families


Family life is too intimate to be preserved by the spirit of justice. It can be sustained by the spirit of love which goes beyond justice.

Reinhold Niebuhr




Chapter 1

The Past and the Present Merge


As a member of the fifth generation, I often wonder how my family has made it through the challenges of family business. I believe it is because everybody’s voice counted. My great-grandfather and his father before him always said that the key to success was to talk, talk, talk … and keep it positive.

A client



All relationships need repair at some time or another—especially in the complex family business relational environment where there can be a strong pull toward regression, emotionality, and internecine warfare. Both individual problems and interpersonal conflicts easily find breeding places within family businesses, which are extremely fertile fields for inhibiting individual freedom and developing hostile-dependent systems.

In a nutshell, we maintain that positive and enduring change will occur when the relational difficulties in the present—the observable here and now—are reconciled. The focus of the reconciliation effort is to take what is, to consider rather than forget what has been, and to use the family’s resources to seek out internal strengths that can be highlighted and developed for what will be: the future good of both the family and its business. Thus, an improved understanding of the past when combined with both acceptance and a willingness to change, promises a beneficent and collaborative future among discordant family members.

Our Reconciliation Model offers an additional way of thinking about the individuals and relationships in business-owning families. The model is firmly grounded in established theory regarding both individual development and systems operations. It acknowledges and respects reciprocity: how each individual impacts and shapes the family and how the family impacts and shapes each individual. Our emphasis is on providing a clear, coherent theory along with practical application techniques that are particularly suited to the unique circumstance of families in family business together.

The Past: Individual Development

Understanding the particularities of relationships is the key to comprehending the dynamics of any family in business. Life is begun and lived in relationships, and in family businesses that condition is more intensified and complicated than in any other circumstance. The quality of family business relationships has a great deal to do with how life for the family and the health of its joint enterprise turn out. Disputes, especially among key family members in a business, inevitably create and sustain stress, and can even trigger depression and self-destructive maneuvers in individuals, while for the business itself disputes can cause failure if allowed to go on without resolution.

The road to reconciling troubled or ruptured relationships within a family-owned business often involves a long and arduous journey. Many families have struggled to come to terms with their past, and have then proceeded with their current and future agendas. Many others, however, have chosen to avoid, ignore, or even deny this shared past. All have found that, in the long run, it is not possible simply to discount or forget whatever happened that has caused deeply held resentment, hurts, and anger among family members—people who ideally love, trust, and support one another throughout their lifetimes, come what may.

The extraordinary work of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC, 1998) has helped us learn this lesson. It is necessary to turn the page of history and move on, but first we need to read that page and learn from it. The reform process in South Africa stressed that the past could not be ignored, and that accountability was a prerequisite for establishing trust. The questions then became what form that accountability should take, and whether the elusive search for reconciliation could ever be ended. Of course, if a country is to be whole and healthy rather than divided against itself, the process that seeks truth and reconciliation must be ongoing; it can never really stop being vigilant.

The situation in a family-owned business in turmoil can be strikingly similar to a nation wracked by internal strife. In family business the past, present, and future intersect and are mutually interdependent. Both a nation and a business-owning family have a primary commitment to the welfare of the upcoming generations, so that great attention is usually given to offspring—to the children and grandchildren who embody great hope for biological, cultural, and economic continuance over time.

Similar to a nation consisting of diverse groups of people, the family enterprise may be extremely and perpetually vulnerable to divisions among its participants. As with a beleaguered nation, families can and will become split into warring factions. Ultimately, only a rational approach and a patient, conciliatory attitude cultivated consciously and carefully among family members can resolve intense interpersonal problems that have invaded and infected both home and workplace.

In working with troubled relationships in family business, our focus is on meeting the challenges of the present by finding ways whereby relationships can heal. We strive to discover how family members came to be the way they are in the present. We then work with people to alert them to their prescribed roles in the family discord, roles which usually have roots in past traumas and misunderstandings. Through understanding the past, the present and future can be changed.

In past years, when considering the psychology of the family and its individual members, the field of family business has largely relied on the family-of-origin approach of Murray Bowen (Bowen, 1978; Friedman, 1991). This approach, which focuses on the developmental processes of separation and individuation and the nature of trans-generational patterns and bonds, has proven extremely useful. Yet it still leaves some seeking additional ways of understanding current relationship problems and interventions, additional ways that will lead more directly to effective and concrete change in the present.

In this section we briefly describe the theoretical underpinnings which support the reconciliation approach. We want to point out, however, that the particular choice of a theory is not as important to successful change as is a solid grounding and belief in some coherent theory. A theory both prescribes and proscribes the way advisors see things, say things, and structure interventions. It therefore can offer both advisors and clients a stable and dependable framework for positive change.

Back in the early 1960s, Eric Berne (1964) developed a theory of human personality and social behavior called Transactional Analysis. In the following years Bob and Mary Goulding developed redecision therapy as an outgrowth of Transactional Analysis (Goulding and Goulding, 1995). Underlying both Berne’s theory and the Gouldings’ work is the concept that individuals start off in an autonomous state. In this view, each child has the power to make unique choices about himself or herself, and about how to think, feel, and be in the world. Over time and through the constant repetition of the parent-child-family interaction, these choices become what are called early decisions. This concept of early decisions has profound implications for those of us who work with family business relationships.

To be more specific, various key factors create the environment to which the child must adapt: the young child’s inner needs and the intensity with which they are experienced; the availability of the parents and family to respond to the child, along with the quality and consistency (or unpredictability) of this response; and the time period over which the responses are made. Parents, the world in which a child grows up, and his or her own inner processes deliver messages to that child about how to think, feel, and behave. Many of these messages, hopefully, are caring and nurturing, instructive, and supportive. Inevitably, of course, constricting or negative messages are also given.

At the most basic level, the child must adapt to the family environment in order to survive; at the next level, to feel the least pain; and at the highest level, to feel actual pleasure. Through this process of adapting, individuals build an internal model of the self that is based on relationships with parents or parenting persons, and later with people in the outside world. The early established model is then carried by each person throughout life—into every room, every experience, and every relationship, unless, of course, some intervention occurs and there is a need to alter one’s way of thinking of self and others, and therefore one’s behavior.

Furthermore, when parents are raising a family, the messages given to their children about how to think, feel, and behave are both congruent with their own early decisions—and therefore, aimed toward continuing to make life predictable for them—and also related to their current circumstances and emotional well-being. The negative messages that constrain children, and sometimes result in their need to confine or hide who they really are, arise when a seemingly well-functioning and caring but susceptible adult is plummeted emotionally back into a distant past by some shock or stressful period in the here and now.

To understand the power of negative messages it is essential to understand something about “shame affect.” As used by Nathanson (1992), shame affect is a primitive reflex that makes us feel as if the floor is falling out from under us. When the negative messages are paired with a child’s naturally wired shame affect, the child’s attentions are so focused on the parent and the particular “don’t” message that he or she is driven to decide to change themselves. In other words, the young child has two tasks: he or she must learn to minimize the impact of the shame affect in order to continue functioning, yet at the same time learn to avoid or minimize the painful parental or environmental consequences of the “don’t” prohibitions. With time and repetition, the child’s defensive maneuvers against both the shame affect and parental injunctions become ingrained and reified as early decisions.

For a moment now, let’s turn to a brief example. Jenny and Connie are co-owners and comanagers of a local market and deli founded some years earlier by their parents. They were recently thrust into these positions when their widowed mother was diagnosed with cancer and decided to turn everything over to her girls. Jenny saw herself as “just like her mother”; she was highly visible within the store and aggressive about getting things done her way. As the oldest daughter she had always believed herself responsible for taking care of her family’s domestic needs and that she would never receive any help because her parents always seemed to be away, working at their store. Connie, in contrast, was someone who accommodates—always willing to adjust her views; so whenever she tried to assert herself, Jenny argued her down. Now, more than ever, Connie felt like an outsider and thought there was no place or use for her in the business. This relationship pattern—assert and accommodate—between the two sisters had been playing out for years, almost since Connie was born. However, the quiet conflict had escalated now with the stress of their mother’s illness and taking over the business.

Our job as advisors was to help both Jenny and Connie identify their own particular parts in the relationship problem; recognize their early decisions; and understand that their beliefs and behaviors, important in childhood, were no longer necessary for their present adult family and business situations, and in fact were impediments. Through choosing to change their early decisions, which were driving their current relationship patterns, Jenny and Connie were able to mutually support each other in both their grief and the new challenge of running the family business.

Two more important points should be made about early decisions as the basis for the plan of how adults manage both their internal and external environments:


	All early decisions are made as a result of the child’s perception of the best way to manage or survive in the here and now.


	All early decisions are individual and unique productions of the person making them.




We can reasonably conclude that current behavior observed in patterns of interaction and personal history in the form of early decisions operate in a reciprocal relationship. Problems are apt to occur whenever two discordant behavior styles, based on early decisions, collide. They are apt to worsen if there is already an unhappy relational history involved. This information has an enormous implication for our work with families who manage and own businesses together. It gives advisors a direction for change, and it gives family members the power to change.

The theory of early decisions and early decision making, grounded in self-preservation and manifested in self-presentation, is closely akin to many other current psychological theories based on the idea of the creation of core beliefs about the self and others. An individual’s core beliefs act as a template for the perception of the rest of life’s decisions and interactions. Early decisions serve as templates, too.

Since in this conceptual framework people are considered to be actually in charge of making their own early decisions in life, they are also perceived as capable of making redecisions for themselves in the present. Redecisions are revised beliefs about the self. They occur with the here-and-now incorporation of updated and current information about one’s self and circumstances. Jenny redecided that she did not always have to go it alone, while her sister Connie redecided that there was a place for her in the business and she could speak up for herself. Through redeciding Jenny and Connie took steps to free themselves to think, feel, and behave differently in their current lives: in other words, to make free choices in the present rather than to react with the resounding echoes of the past.

Since people can redecide and change certain entrenched attitudes and behaviors, they are positioned to reconcile conflicted relationships. The implications and applications of this redecision capability to family business environments are profound, because daily family interactions often replicate negative situations and scenarios of the past.

Relationships: Making the Past Present

Definitions are important. Webster’s Dictionary records seventeen uses for the word “relationship.” Most commonly, it refers to a connection between people. However, even “connection” doesn’t fully express why the relationship concept is so important to thinking about family business dynamics. To understand the heart of the matter, we need only to observe the interactions between a mother and her newborn child. As infant and mother focus on each other, their facial expressions change to match each other’s. The close interplay does not allow an observer to know for certain where one identity begins and the other leaves off.

This attachment/bonding cycle is a chief element in human development. This experience of bonding with another person is a primary motivation in all human relationships, regardless of the context, because this bond affirms one’s very existence. It begins with the mother-child bond, which serves as an experiential model for all future bonding. That does not mean we all are still looking for our mother. What it does mean is that we all seek the recognition and security implicit in that first secure relationship.

Many theorists have suggested that this primal bonding of mother and baby is the essential transaction in human interaction: the recognition of the self by the other. Martin Buber (1974) speaks of the space between two intimately connected persons, calling it the “I-Thou.” Eric Berne (1964) addresses the need for “strokes” and the efforts humans will make to be acknowledged, to be recognized as worthy, by a fellow being. These relationship factors that foster bonding and self-acceptance are as follows:


	Each person is recognized as an individual.


	Their unique contributions are acknowledged and valued, even when there may be some disagreement about them.


	Each person accepts the obligation to listen to the others, to be patient, attentive, and sensitive to gradual revelations of whatever deep feelings and hidden truths may lie beneath the surface of others’ words and actions, in both the present and the past.




This ideal bonding state, however, is just that: ideal. This earliest of bonds will inevitably be broken and mothers are never perfect. Though useful as a goal, ideal bonding is never, of course, always achieved. Later, mentors may fail us in many ways, management is not primarily concerned about our well-being, and the business-owning parent who must choose and anoint a successor may pass over us.

In many circumstances, obviously, it is neither necessary nor appropriate to take the time and energy to listen that intently to persons with whom one is connected in some way. One should be aware, though, that the failure to pay respectful attention may create a small rupture in the relationship, which sooner or later will need repair, particularly when an ignoring response is a regular occurrence.

When two or more people come together for any length of time, they form a relationship unit. Depending on how long they are together, the commonality of their interests, and the strength of their bond, each unit develops a specific character of its own, or a system. Each family is a unique system unto itself, and a basic understanding of how the relationship system works is shared, though not usually articulated, by each of the family’s members.

When the family environment is primarily affirming in nature, this shared understanding can provide comfort and security, a sense of inclusion and belonging.
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