
What could be better than working with the ones you love the 
most? Or so you would think. A family business can be rewarding 
and trying. Coaching can help alleviate hiccups along the way.
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A family 
business: When 
it’s bad, it’s 
spectacularly 
bad; when it’s 
good, it’s really 
good.

The connection between 
family and finances, 
a holistic, community 
approach to business, and 
participation in a familial 
legacy are all compelling 
reasons to consider 
aligning your career with  a 
family business, but these 
arrangements can also be 
high-stakes, complex, and 
personal. When conflict or 
confusion arises, a coach 
can help clarify, mediate, 
and strategize for an 
appropriate path forward.
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The net positives

When looking at 
the rewards 
of family 
enterprises, 

it’s useful to begin with 
the business case. 
“There’s a lot of research 
out there that points out 
the advantages,” says 
Barbara Dartt, DVM, 
MS, a consultant with 
the Family Business 
Consulting Group who 
holds an Advanced 
Certificate in Family 
Business Advising from 
the Family Firm Institute. 
According to The Harvard 
Business Review, family 
businesses usually 
generate better returns 
over time. The earnings 
aren’t as big or the rates 
of return as high when 

the economy is booming, 
but in recessions or 
depressions they tend 
to be a lot more steady. 
Additionally, the research 
suggests that family 
businesses are willing 
to take a longer view of 
investments.

Trudy Pelletier concurs. She’s a 
Family Enterprise Advisor and 
Certified Executive Coach, and 
president of Simply More, Inc., which 
offers services including family 
business consulting, succession 
planning, and facilitation. “Business 
families provide several advantages, 
one being patient capital,” Pelletier 
notes, referring to the idea that a 
family business can usually wait 
longer for a return on investment 
than a public company. The power 
of community is another advantage. 
Pelletier cites the “family bank,” 
pooled resources that can “make 
capital available enabling family 
members to pursue additional and 
complementary entrepreneurial 
opportunities while fulfilling on 
personal passions.”
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The first step in untangling these 
issues is education. “Fundamentally, 
there are three systems at work,” 
Dartt says. “There’s the family system, 
there’s the business system that 
includes management, and there’s 
the ownership system. It’s a Venn 
diagram, with each system impacting 
the others.” Clients can expect a family 
business coach to help clarify these 
spheres. “The implications of the 
permeable boundaries are that when 
key decisions are made in one system, 
they impact the other systems and 
therefore the whole system,” Pelletier 
explains. “Identifying in which system 
an issue belongs, ensuring the right 
stakeholders are in the conversation 
and the right hat or lens is on, is 
critical to family businesses being 
effective.” 

Pelletier offers an example of a 
common issue, one that might fall 
under the category of sibling rivalry 
and takes place in the business and 
management system: A second-
generation daughter works in the 
business for eight years during which 
time her younger brother is at school. 
When he joins the family business, he 
declares he is going to be president. 
The daughter wants to explore a 
co-presidency from a values, 
meritocracy, and strengths-based 
approach, but the brother isn’t 
interested in sharing the leadership 
role. It’s easy to see how this creates 
consequences in all systems. Indeed, 
according to Pelletier, in the Venn 
diagram of systems “conflict is 
inevitable with ongoing competing 
tensions which in and of itself 
demands a higher capacity and 
competency for leadership and 
communication.” 

Making all systems go

Dartt notes that decision-
making might be simpler 
because of shared family 

values, and that the 
satisfaction of working with 

your family can be profound, 
but she adds a note of 

caution that with shared 
responsibilities come shared 

stressors.
 “When it’s bad, it’s 
spectacularly bad. 
When it doesn’t go 

well, the stakes are 
so high. It can impact 

your professional 
career, your 

relationship with your 
immediate family, 

your extended family—
and it impacts your 

financial health.”

Business Coaching



Best practices

T These potential pitfalls 
raise the question of best 
practices in setting up a 
family business. This can 
be tricky, as Dartt points 
out, because very often 
these enterprises are 
formed spontaneously 
from an idea that grows 
into a business, or 
inherited with its systems 
already in place. In any 
case, Dartt says, the key 
is to foster alignment 
and respect. Pelletier 
agrees, adding that 
the research identifies 
three success factors 
critical to continuity and 
succession planning: 
family organization, 
consensus on business 
strategy and direction, 
and an independent 
advisory board in place.  

Succession planning—the 
process of identifying and 
developing new leaders to 
replace old leaders when they 
leave—is absolutely critical 
in a family enterprise. The 
interconnectedness of the 

ownership, business, and family 
spheres suggests that any 
change or upheaval will have 
far-reaching consequences, so 
engaging a coach to mediate, 
cheerlead, and support is a 
sound business decision. 

Dartt identifies two types of 
succession planning: ownership 
transition and management 
transition. The first, she says, is 
the more straightforward of the 
two. “It comes down to these 
questions: How do we mitigate 
taxes? Who’s earned the right 
to be an owner? And [is there] 
estate planning for the future 
generations?” Because there are 
differences in generations and 
management styles, Dartt says, 
management transition is more 
complex. “I’ve got a set of three 
siblings who run a business. Dad 
was an entrepreneur, visionary. 
He had more ideas than you 
could shake a stick at, and these 
three—this is very typical of the 
next generation—tend to be very 
much more stewardship owners. 
They are the big idea people. 
They are the ones to steward 
what Dad built, but at some 
point, somebody’s got to come 
up with the next idea. There’s 
the whole impact of generational 
differences on management and 
company leadership that you’ve 
got to grapple with.”
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T
he consequence of failing 
to plan properly can be 
devastating, as Pelletier 
explains. “When family 

business members and non-
family leaders don’t have an 
idea about what the future looks 
like, they make up their own 
plans. This fosters unspoken 
expectations which never line 
up,” she says. “The only way 
to secure the business and/or 
care for the assets and have a 
healthy and harmonious family 
is to talk through the tough 
issues in the planning, and create 
understanding, clarity, agreement 
and support for a future.”

Of course, not all family businesses are 
multigenerational. Spousal teams can also benefit 
from coaching. “I don’t know if I’d say there are 
inherently more or less conflicts there, they just 
look a little different,” says Dartt. “In some ways, 
it’s not as big and complex, and in some ways it’s 
more intense because you live and work together. 
It’s certainly not for everybody,” she notes, 

adding that the “intensity can be an advantage 
because you have two people that are able to 
really put their shoulder to it, and they’re on the 
same page. It’s very efficient.” Pelletier agrees. 
“Have a common goal, sharing in a purpose 
and vision, and building something together is 
incredibly rewarding. It can be the foundation 
for the strongest and closest relationships. That 
said, it’s critical to prepare for breakdowns and 
disagreements on a personal level as well as a 
team. This means developing personal mastery in 
leadership and communication coupled with the 
governance structures that create process for the 
challenges. “

Overall, the challenges particular to family 
businesses involve maintaining respect, 
communication, and healthy relationships. 
Conversely, it’s these very factors that make a 
family enterprise so appealing. Enlisting the help 
of a coach with a specialty in family business 
can make the difference between a well-oiled or 
creaky enterprise, and one that operates smoothly 
and works for all involved—for this generation, 
and the ones to follow.

Business Coaching

Keph Senett is a Canadian freelance 
writer whose passions for travel 
and soccer have led her to play the 
beautiful game on four continents. 
When not writing, she spends her 
free time trying to figure out how 
to qualify for a soccer squad in Asia, 
Australia, or Antarctica.
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