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Want to know a secret?

It can stunt your firm’s grow th

ByAron Pervin, CMC

any family firms believe that
I\/I privacy and secrecy lead to a com-

petitive advantage. And in some

instances they do, when directed
outwardly. But they usually cause tension —
and, ultimately, a dangerous silence — when
directed toward others in the family, firm
and shareholder group.

Let’s make clear the difference between
secrecy and privacy. Secrecy is intentionally
concealing information owed to others,
while privacy restricts unwanted access
from others.

When secrecy rather than privacy shapes
relationships, it becomes awkward to talk
openly. You can’t let anything out without
letting everything out.

Business families that respect private
boundaries but share information within the
group develop a better informed next gener-
ation and a more productive work force.

The tension between secrecy and privacy,
and who gets to decide for whom, is a direct
indicator of power within the family and the
business. What kind of secrets do family
businesses keep?

High on the list are secrets that define the
hierarchy. Secrets about money and how it
was made are fairly common. Thus, finan-
cial statements remain a secret. "I know
what’s best for you," is the common mes-
sage, along with "you wouldn't under-
stand," and "only I can work this magic."

Compensation and how it’s determined
are also on this list because it’s the ultimate
status symbol. In one second-generation
family firm, the three siblings — all in their
late forties — are divisional operators and
shareholders, but they never know their
final bonus and dividend until they receive
it.

Their father controls the consolidated
finances with his long-standing advisers. It
would seem rude and greedy to ask for
some participation in this process, so the
three "children" wait and at times lobby for
their needs.

Strangely, some of the most troublesome

"secrets" in the family business are not
secrets at all. They are "open secrets" — sub-
stance abuse and sexual activity, for in-
stance. Then there’s the competency ques-
tion. Often, it’s clear to everyone except the
parents that the heir apparent is a dud, but
still the succession plan continues.

Shared secrets force the family dialogue
to become increasingly narrow, lest they
emerge. The only practical resolution is to
seek outside help.

Secrecy stunts the growth of a family
business. It distorts communication. Family
members act as though they see and hear
nothing when it comes to secrets. They don’t
respond to serious questions and problems.

Privacy, on the other hand, is mandatory
in any relationship. Without it, the family
offers no sanctity to its members. Some peo-
ple need more, some less, but everyone
needs to hold back a certain amount of per-
sonal information, influence or territory that
is closed to all but an intimate few.

Ignoring family privacy shows a failure
in the relationship. A father who discusses
his children’s inadequacies or idiosyncrasies
with key staff may be intentionally building
the impression they are inept or un-
dermining their authority. A family member
who abuses confidences in order to gain
approval from outside managers probably
doesn't believe he is a secure member of the
family’s inner sanctum.

Challenges to family privacy most often
occur when planning for continuity. The
older generation often feels that too much is
being revealed too quickly; the incoming
generation usually believes the opposite.

It s always best to explicitly list in a tran-
sition plan those areas that are open for dis-
cussion and those that are private. Nothing
should be secret. For instance, parts of the
parents’ will that affect the business should
be shared, while other aspects remain sepa-
rate and private. It’s crucial that everything
relating to ownership, management and the
family’s relationship to the business and to
each other be shared.

Aron Pervin, cMc

If you disagree with more than three of
the following statements, your management
style may be leaning more toward that of J.
Edgar Hoover than a family leader:

e Clear, documented and measurable tar-
gets are set for everyone in the firm at the
onset of the year.

= Financial statements are seen by all.

= Remuneration is based on performance -
it’s not an arbitrary decision.

= Key staff participate in long-range plan-
ning.

= Outsiders outnumber insiders on the
board of directors.

= Professional advisers are regularly
informed of company goals and decisions.
= Regular and substantive discussion takes
place prior to major decisions.

= Everyone has access to a documented
organizational chart.

If your need for secrecy is based on want-
ing your needs to be met above those of oth-
ers, you cannot work well within a family
firm and a participative shareholder group.
You must be willing to redirect your per-
sonal needs to the organization and to those
who will contribute to its success.
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s See where you fit!

Mini-Survey on Family Meetings and Boards Results to date

The overall results appear to confirm our
1998 Trends in the Family Business
Environment survey result - Trend # 7 -
which can be viewed on the website in the
Features Section.

If you have not filled in the survey, please
visit the website (www.pervinfamilybusi-
ness.com) and share your thoughts; if you
have already filled it in, please check it out
again as it has been modified and expanded
to include more data on ownership matters.

2001 Mini Survey Respondent Results

Boards

= 60% have a Board; 10% have an Advisory
Board; 30% have none.

= Average total # Directors = 3.5 and the
rangeis2to 7.

= Average # outsiders on Board = 0.75 and the
range is 0 to 3.

« 30% meet monthly;
rest meet as needed.
= Typical topics were: business planning and
strategy, goals setting, budgets, performance,
sign resolutions, finances, succession.

60% annually and the

Family Meetings/Council

* 70% hold family meetings (of which there
was one identified Family Council).

< Families with Boards were more likely to
have family meetings.

= Greater than 70% only involved those fam-
ily members who were active in the business.
20% involved all family members.

= There was a range of meeting frequencies:
from twice a month, once or twice a year to as
needed.

= The range of topics identified were busi-
ness, operations, estate, cottage, finances, and
ongoing projects, everything to not enough.
Business and/or operations were chosen by
90%.

General

= Shareholders ranged from two to eighteen,
with only 20% active in the firm.

e 30% had a Founder who was actively
involved; 50% were 2nd generation firms and
50% were 3rd generation firms.

= 100% plan to keep the business in the family.
= Sales: 20% to $10 million; 30% to $25 mil-
lion; 20% to $100 million and 30% greater
than $100 million.

Other Results, Interpretation and Needed
Research

It appears that business family members are
still confused over the value of an outside
Board, as well as the difference between a
Board meeting and a Family meeting and a
Family meeting and an Owners meeting.
Business topics continue to contaminate fam-
ily meetings. This appears to be reinforced by
only inviting those family members active in
the business to participate. Few business
families appear to understand the value of
separating their meetings as to personal,
business, family. and owners topics. Few
business families indicate that they meet to
deal specifically with relationship concerns.
Few business families choose an Owners
Forum as an arena to meet separately to dis-
cuss owner concerns; these topics appear on
Board and family meeting agendas. Finally,
the difference between an Advisory Board
and a Board of Directors does not appear to
be clear and the terms Family Meeting and
Family Council appear to be interchangeable.

More research and education regarding how
business family members can successfully
separate their personal, family, business and
owner concerns and issues in order to better
understand how to make effective decisions
and find a balance that helps preserve their
family and business is needed.
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“Your mother called to remind you to diversify”
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Relationships & Interpersonal Conflict

Ron Sparow
MSW,RSW

ecent business surveys sug-

gest that the main source of

stress in the workplace, at

every level of the organiza-

tion, is interpersonal relation-
ships. Businesses are now spending
money to create wellness programs,
which include counselling and consulta-
tion services, to help employees cope with
this negative organizational issue. These
studies further indicate that the two most
important factors that make staff feel pos-
itive about their work environment are
the respect they are given and the recogni-
tion of their contribution in the work-
place. Organizations are beginning to
understand that respect is a core value
that cannot be overlooked.

Interpersonal work problems can be
exacerbated when the other person in the
conflict is a family member. Conflicts are
often intensified in the family workplace
since the individual must not only work
with the family member, but often has to
interact with that same person outside the
business milieu in a family or extended
family situation. The question to be asked
then is: Are family conflict problems and
their solutions different from other work-
related interpersonal relationship prob-
lems? The simple answer is no; they are
not different. Family conflicts can poten-
tially be more intense, have more levels of
complexity, and have a longer history, but
like all interpersonal relationship prob-
lems, they are about people struggling to
communicate and to relate to one another.

Recently the Canadian Policy
Research Networks Inc. - an Ottawa think
tank - released the findings from their
national survey. The results showed that
what the 2500 employed Canadians sur-
veyed considered "very important” in a
job was to be treated with respect. One of
the lead investigators said there are clear
links between low morale, increased

absenteeism and high turnover.

Before going any further, let us con-
sider for a moment the concept of conflict.
In western culture, conflict carries a nega-
tive connotation, whereas in some eastern
cultures; it is seen as an opportunity for
change. At its core, conflict is really a dif-
ference of opinion concerning a particular
issue. Some people would argue that no
real learning or creative thinking could
take place without differences of opinion
and information.

Conflict changes from positive to neg-
ative when differences of opinion are
expressed in a disrespectful way. Once
one has been verbally or physically
accosted or humiliated they may choose
to retaliate and defend themselves howev-
er they judge best. This leads to a nega-
tive, destructive spiral. All too often, the
actual content of the disagreement gets
lost in the negative interpersonal conflict
and the emotional injuries are all that are

themselves, each other and the organiza-
tion itself accountable for all actions and
for respectful communication. Remember,
talking the talk is different from actually
walking the walk.

The above commitment and process-
es will assist organizations in creating
respectful workplaces, which in turn pos-
itively change the corporate cultures.
Reinforcement of corporate culture
change is important for all people in the
organization to understand that the stan-
dard has been raised for good. The litera-
ture states that change happens more
quickly and lasts longer when it is
endorsed and supported by the executive
of the organization. The shift to respectful
communication and positive relationships
at the family business level will spill over
from the executive and permeate every
part of the organization.

Interpersonal workplace changes are
all part of larger societal value changes.

In western culture,

conflict carries a negative connotation;
whereas in some eastern cultures
it is seen as an opportunity for change.

remembered. When the conflict turns neg-
ative and emotional, logic and reason are
among the first casualties. Many of us
have ended up defending an irrational
position simply because we have felt
under attack or were trying to redress an
affront to our pride.

So, what are some solutions? The
business needs to start by identifying
what significant values the family mem-
bers and their organizational members
hold regarding respectful communication
and interpersonal relationships. A survey
should be conducted to establish what
these values are for all members of the
organization. The similarities in the
results will undoubtedly outweigh the
differences by a large margin. Then, with
everyone's agreement and support, the
organization can co-create with their
employees a respectful workplace model
based on these mutually held values.
Everyone in the organization, family
members as well, must agree to hold

Many types of behaviours that were
acceptable twenty years ago are no longer
acceptable today. What people can do and
say at work has changed dramatically
over the years. In general, expectations
within family life about the treatment of
extended family, spouses and children
have changed as well. Why should
respectful communication and relation-
ships be any different for family members
and their employees?

In today's changing world, the long-
term success of organizations and their
personnel is tied to the establishment of
respect as a cornerstone of relationships.
Mutual trust, open communications and
fair treatment seems like rather sound val-
ues to help organizations and their
employees face the new global economic
realities.

Ron Sparrow is vice president of Source Line
Corporate Wellness Services Inc. in Toronto. He
may be reached at

reachus@sourceline.net
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The many faces of control freaks

By Apn P ewin, CMC

n one business family, every member
I had a technique to control the others.
The oldest son, who began leading
the firm after his father’s sudden death,
frequently suffered stress-related fatigue
that caused him to miss work. This
allowed the mother to do many tasks to
help out, which she held over the others
heads.

The youngest son was an alcoholic. The
daughter constantly excelled in all areas,
but continually complained about her sib-
lings to earn her mother’s attention.

In this family, as in others, control is the
art of getting one’s own way. Everyone
likes to be in control, and few people
enjoy being controlled.

There lies the fundamental conflict in
every business and every family. In fami-
ly businesses, control is twice as con-
tentious — and it’s in family businesses
where you often find the true virtuosos in
the delicate art.

Let’s debunk a popular misconception
about control — it’s really not about a
thirst for power. Instead, it’s usually moti-
vated by a drive for predictability and
safety Beneath all the manipulation,
you’ll usually find a frightened individual
fighting the forces of change.

That’s why controllers are usually
manipulators rather than dictators. And
that’'s why control-mongers rarely see
themselves as responsible for the havoc
they cause. After all, they are trying to
suppress change — and therefore it is pre-
cisely because they are not in control of
others that bad things happen.

So with this understanding that the
need for control arises from fear, not
power madness, let me introduce you to
the four leading control artists who most
frequently enter my office.

Keep in mind that it’s often difficult to
separate these characters—they often
come in as amalgams—but I’'m sure you’ll
recognize them:

The Blamer: Everyone knows The
Blamer. Whatever decisions are made in
the family business, The Blamer knew
better all along and is happy to share how
everything should have been done. The
Blamer typically focuses on the person
and not the problem. He or she aggres-
sively seeks to find fault and offer

condemnation.

When The Blamer is in top form, you
feel inferior, incompetent and unappreci-
ated. But - surprise - The Blamer typically
considers the exchange to be constructive
criticism and is baffled by the declining
performance that follows.

The Pleaser: Underneath The Pleaser's
kind exterior is a tough character. You’ll
have a hard time nailing this operator.
When someone is so considerate, “doing
good” and peacemaking, how do you tell
him or her to back off? But it’s a helping
hand that slowly, relentlessly places a pil-
low over your head and presses down.

You will hear phrases such as, “I
thought you needed some help,” but for

and centre and make no bones about it.
Their needs must be met at the expense of
all others. Frequently capricious, evasive
and thoughtless, Schemers are often
“holics” — alcoholics or workaholics
who can be emotionally seductive but sel-
dom emotionally available. But despite
being self-righteous, rigid, secretive or
volatile, The Schemer avoids taking direct
responsibility — the earmark of a true
control artisan.

The Schemer will assure you that he or
she wants to share power, cultivate other
leaders and so on. But when decision time
comes, the phrase you hear most often is,
“yes, but . ..” The Schemer is the owner
who constantly withholds full authority,
moves the goal line, and then does part of

It’s not about a quest for power;
it’s about a fear of change.
Whether it’s overt or sneaky,
here are the types to beware.

some reason you find yourself feeling an
obligation to your rescuer. As your guilt
grows, The Pleaser gets increasingly
intrusive. Finally, you’re in a double
bind—either you capitulate to this per-
son’s way of doing things or you set your-
self up as ungrateful and unwilling to
accept help. The Pleaser wants family
partners for whom—not about whom—
they can care.

The Whiner: No one dares confront
The Whiner. You will upset someone who
is under stress and needs rest. Their entire
being resonates with, “Poor mel!”
Through helplessness and sickness, The
Whiner displays victimization. Decisions
don’t get made because he or she is
unavailable. Work doesn’t get completed,
but it’s not The Whiner’s fault that no one
else picked up the ball. “I wanted to do it
but . . .” is the mantra of the character
who doesn’t want to take responsibility;
but wants others to feel duty and obliga-
tion.

The Schemer: These types are front

everyone else’s work while berating
them.

I have met many other controllers—
avoiders who control through constant
subject changes, seducers who control
through cuteness, superheroes who con-
trol through high achievement, and in-
tellectuals who control through micro-
analysis of all experience. The variations
are countless. But it’s the unifying charac-
teristic of all controllers that is fascinating.
They are never accountable. Their tech-
nigues of control are so deft that they stay
out of accountability’s reach. Who can
take someone to task for being sick? How
can you challenge someone who is only
trying to be helpful? If no one ever does
anything right, how can it be wrong to
seize control?

It’s really a tremendous waste of ener-
gy, of course, because you can never fully
control someone else — at least, not forev-
er. Letting go of the control urge frees up
energy and makes the family-business-
ownership world much more
comfortable and enjoyable for all.



