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Do your family business clients devote more time to fixing problems than to

preventing them? That has been the experience of this week's contributor,
Matthew Erskine. In this article, Matthew explores this tendency and shares his
process to efficiently identify and resolve the source of a client's recurring
problems.

Seven Steps for Solving
Problems in Family Enterprises

BY MATTHEW ERSKINE

I volunteer to mentor members of a business owners’ group on Facebook and one
of the newest members asked for help.

| spoke with her for more than an hour and had several email conversations that ended with this:

‘I know | need to do some planning, but | am so busy running my business right now, and coping with
chaos, that | can’t. When things settle down, | will do some strategic planning that | can share with you.”

So far, radio silence.

Does this sound familiar? It does to me. As a fourth-generation estate planning attorney, | have all too often heard

the same sentiment expressed by clients over the years. ALl the time in the world to fix problems — no time to spend
preventing them.

Sidebar

Family Business Sanity Check

FFI Practitioner Article
by Matthew Erskine

In today's world, family business owners have a lot to worry about — from rising taxes to developing
future leadership. This week's contributor, Matthew Erskine, provides a “sanity checklist” that
advisors can use with their clients to help identify and evaluate the potential systemic risks within
their family enterprises.
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It would be nice to say that there is one quick fix that business owners, or anyone for that matter, can do that will
solve their core driver that is the source of their recurring problems. Alas, there is not. Your clients and their
businesses each have unique strengths and weaknesses. The core driver is the combination of those unique strengths
and weaknesses, and so is different from what drives problems for others. This means that not only is there no one
solution, but employees, family members, business partners, vendors, and customers will all try to pull in the direction
of the solution to their immediate problems, even if that direction is not the best action for the business in the long
run.

"AS A FOURTH-GENERATION ESTATE PLANNING ATTORNEY, | HAVE ALL TOO
OFTEN HEARD THE SAME SENTIMENT EXPRESSED BY CLIENTS OVER THE

YEARS.ALL THE TIME IN THE WORLD TO FIX PROBLEMS — NO TIME TO
SPEND PREVENTING THEM!

Even if there is no quick fix, there is a relatively quick process, no more than half a day, to identify your client’s core
driver, outline the change needed to prevent problems, communicate that change to the stakeholders in the family
business, and get buy-in on how an action plan will improve the business:

Determine the scope of the process.

List 5-10 problems you are having.

Examine what strengths and weaknesses cause these problems.
Review, clarify,and check whether these causes are complete.
Ask “So what?”

Identify the Core Driver, and what needs to change to solve the family business’ problems.
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Communicate why this change is necessary, sufficient, and possible.



-

With the commitment of half a day, you can likely pinpoint the core driver of problems in your client’s family
enterprise, focus on what your clients are willing and able to do to change the situation, validate that change and
communicate to others why this change is the necessary, sufficient and possible solution to the problems.

| think this approach represents a more effective way to spend your time than dealing with the chaos generated by
your clients’ recurring problems and their efforts — as well as yours -to deal with the symptoms.
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Related Articles

If you enjoyed reading today’s article, view these related editions that present additional approaches to
problem-solving in family businesses.

"Solution-Focused Brief Therapy: A “Solution-Focused Brief Therapy: A
communication model for family business communication model for family business
interventions (Part 1) by Brett Coffman interventions (Part 2)” by Brett Coffman
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