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Personal Life Crisis: How it
can affect leadership in the
Family Enterprise
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There has been growing recognition of the importance
= of addressing family dynamics when advising family
FFI | Pr@. ttlg.[ler businesses or families of wealth regarding
management of assets.

However, the recognition of the specific effects of major life crises or illness
are often neglected by family and consultant alike. Here are two examples
and some reflections for family enterprise consultants to consider.
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can affecteadership inthe

Family Enterprise—— Two branches of a family-owned manufacturing company were at the point
B of break-up over whether future strategy should focus on improving
efficiencies in current markets or expansion into new markets. The family
From FFI Practitioner conflict crystallized around a yearly prize. Should it go to a sponsor of a new
business initiative, or to someone who improved current operations? The
conflict intensified over several years, having a major impact on the prestige

of the prize, the family, the business, and its reputation in the community.

The family business consultant was initially confused as to why this issue
had generated so much discord in the family, considering all the other
pressing needs of the business. As much as they tried, Uncle Bob and Uncle
Ron, cousins who represented these feuding branches of this company could
not make progress bringing the families together.

It was later revealed Uncle Bob’s older brother, Ryan, had preceded Bob in his leadership role in the company. Shortly
after Ryan assumed his leadership position, which he had welcomed and had anticipated for many years, he was
forced to leave after becoming seriously ill. He remained in the business, disillusioned, resentful, and unable to come
to terms with the tragedy that had befallen him. He resented his loss of influence on the direction of the company,
and he turned one branch of the family against the other. No one had fully realized how this had happened, and Ryan
himself was not fully cognizant that his personal tragedy had such a dramatic effect on the course of the company.

As a result of the family’s eventual recognition of the effect of Ryan’s behavior, tensions eased considerably,
threatened lawsuits were avoided, and governance processes were put in place and used to effectively and
meaningfully guide the firm’s future.



Another example of this dynamic occurred in a wholesale food business, where after founding and running the
business for fifteen years, John Fluentes asked his much younger sister Andrea to leave her home country and join
him in running the business. Several years after Andrea had joined him, John had a serious skiing accident, resulting
in long-term physical and cognitive rehabilitation. Andrea was forced to step in and run the business while assisting
significantly in John's care. After three years, John resumed his previous position as CEO with majority shareholder
rights, and Andrea was expected to resume her old duties as if nothing had transpired. Andrea was furious that no
attention was paid to how she had saved the business in John's absence and how the business had changed under
her direction. It took many months of struggle with the two siblings, the board, and other shareholders to create an
agreement and working relationship that was satisfactory to both Andrea and John. The consultation was
complicated by the fact that although John was able to return to the company, his continued cognitive limitations
were affecting business decisions in ways that only Andrea understood and that the board (consisting of family
members who supported John's return to leadership) was slow to appreciate.

STRATEGIC PLANNING, GOVERNANCE, AND
BUSINESS PROCESSES TAKE A BACK SEATTO
THE IMMEDIACY OF THE LEADER'S LIFE CRISIS
AND HOW THE CRISIS WILL BE MANAGED,
IGNORED, OR DENIED BY THE LEADER AND THE
STAKEHOLDERS IN THE ORGANIZATION.

Reflections on These Examples

These examples illustrate how the personal life crises of a family business leader figure critically in the future of the
business, Strategic planning, governance, and business processes take a back seat to the immediacy of the leader’s
life crisis and how the crisis will be managed, ignored, or denied by the leader and the stakeholders in the
organization. Response to the crisis largely determines the future and well-being of the business and the family.

The popularity of shows like Billions and Succession point to a well-known truism: despite finely-crafted business
plans, structures, and processes, many business decisions in the family enterprise are highly influenced by the
personality and personal wishes of the founder and family leadership team. These in turn are often affected by
personal life crises or trauma in a CEQ, family, member or leadership team member.

Ideally, leaders will think carefully about how a personal life crisis impacts all aspects of their leadership, as well as
their relationship with colleagues, clients, and family members. This includes the challenge of whether and how to
disclose the nature of the life crisis to the family, ownership, and employees.

Though founders are often capable of managing organizational crisis, they may not be accustomed to facing their
own vulnerability. Many leaders and entrepreneurs abhor asking for help. They are accustomed to being in charge,
solving other’s problems. Most critically, they often deny the reality if not the impact, of a personal crisis or trauma.

Depending on the nature of the crisis as well as individual personality factors, they may bury themselves in work in
an attempt to avoid or deny the significance of their condition. Founders may feel the crisis is no one else’s business;
they may minimize the effect of the crisis on their performance. Difficulties may be manifest as withdrawal,
preoccupation, anxiety, or overly controlling behavior. Decision making may appear impulsive and erratic. Frustration
tolerance may be reduced and emotional outbursts more frequent.



While a family business may be in an ideal position to make accommodations for a leader in crisis, the family may
also react negatively or unsympathetically to problematic behavior that may be caused—unbeknownst to them—by a
serious illness or life crisis. The family leadership group may also confuse business and family needs and may
overlook troubling behavior that is a manifestation of personal crisis, compromising the workings of the family and
the company.

At times the life crisis may relate more directly to family members working together in the business. Circumstances
such as a divorce with spouses in the business, a parent having to deal with the psychological crisis of a child
working in the business, or a succession plan affected by the illness of a child in the business present their own
complex challenges.

In his work on “the succession conspiracy” Ivan Lansberg (1988) discusses how everyone in the family company plays
a role, often unconscious, in how and why succession planning is avoided. Lansberg describes how each component
of the family business organization contributes to a reluctance to plan for succession. He describes the anxiety that
each stakeholder often experiences that contributes to the aversion to plan for the future.

Though sometimes a major life crisis may serve as a wake-up call for the founder and stakeholders to constructively
plan for the future, frequently similar dynamics to those Lansberg describes are at play when illness or personal
crisis strikes the leader.

When the CEO of the company controls the trusts of the second- and third-generation family members on the board,
there can be an incentive to keep silent about any observed physical or mental change in the CEO, even if judgment,
decision-making, or treatment of employees are affected.

A consulting impasse may be due to a failure to attend to the psychological dimensions of personal crisis and its
effect on the leader and leadership team.

Conclusion

The consultant needs to have the ability to navigate the complexity of family dynamics, business needs, and goals,
and needs to appreciate the effect of a personal crisis which may influence both systems. Consultants need to know
when it is beyond their comfort or expertise to deal with the intensity of emotions and interpersonal conflict at play
in these circumstances.

As consultants are better able to take into account the personal crises facing family enterprise leaders, they increase
their chances of effectively addressing family leadership challenges, family dynamics, governance plans, and
succession planning in the family enterprise.
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Related Article

If you enjoyed today’s article, check out this related article about the importance of understanding the
emotional family dynamics that exist within a family enterprise system.

“The Value of Learning About Families as
Emotional Systems” by Kathy Wiseman
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