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Bernard Kliska, Ph.D.

Good Communication and the 
Complexities of the Family Business

The complexities inherent to family businesses can lead 
either to creative energy and generations of profitability, 
or into a maelstrom of troubles and premature dissolu-
tion. Issues that emerge around ownership, personal rela-
tionships, squabbling siblings, intergenerational clashes 
and remuneration for family members actively working in 
the company can be resolved smoothly or acrimoniously. 
It is in the interest of both the family and the business 
that these issues are handled well and with no bitter re-
criminations. That is often easier said than done but well 
worth the effort. Research consistently shows that suc-
cessful family businesses minimize their inherent weak-
nesses, leverage their strengths and prepare proactively 
for challenges. Family businesses that can recognize, 
prepare for, and harness their inherent complexities can, 
and do, outperform publicly- held companies.

Complexity can often lead to conflict. While few people 
enjoy conflict, a certain amount of conflict is natural and 
even desirable. Conflict can promote respectful dialog 
that breeds creative solutions. Yet many families are un-
comfortable addressing their differences. Their inclina-
tion is to ignore differences and hope they will go away. 
Unfortunately, that kind of denial leads to a precarious, 
short-lived peace and simmering underground resent-
ments that eventually burst into the open.

Poor communication, or what I sometimes call false com-
munication, is at the root of most family business conflicts. 
Open, honest communication is particularly important 
when it comes to third or fourth generations where there 
are that many more people involved. Over time, the web of 

family connections often extends far beyond the original 
tight-knit, small group of family members who once ran 
things. Cousins at this stage are less likely to know each 
other well and have grown up in different households, 
at times different cities, perhaps with different values. 
Communication becomes looser, more infrequent, and at 
times more dismissive of the relative outliers. As the web 
of family shareholders expands, those active in running the 
business may begin to take other shareholders for granted. 

This puts continuity of the family enterprise at risk. In 
our experience, when a family member begins to feel 
left out of communication about the family business, a 
complex, intense resentment may build. Not only might 
they believe that their income and status are endan-
gered, but part of their identity feels threatened, and 
that is not good for anyone. Hurt, disgruntled people can 
cause a lot of trouble for everyone else. The intimacy of 
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the underlying family bonds can ratchet up the situation 
to a very intense level of conflict because while close, 
intimate bonds are a wonderful thing, intimate people 
also know each other’s vulnerabilities and how to strike 
at them. So, it is to everyone’s advantage to promote 
good communication.

Remember, a family business provides family members 
with a lot more than income. It creates a strong heritage 
and an identity for the family—both among the family 
and within the community. As our culture moves 
towards ever-loosening social ties and uncertain identity, 

individuals may derive especially strong benefits from 
their affiliation with the family business. This entity can 
serve as glue for the family, binding them into a common 
set of activities, interests, challenges and opportunities. It 
may provide career options and a financial safety network 
for future generations. Above all, however, it provides an 
opportunity for establishing, maintaining and practicing 
what sometimes seems to be a disappearing art, and 
the thing that ultimately nourishes every human being:  
honest communication.

Tips to Promote Good Communication

1 |  Remember that differences of opinion are 
not a bad thing. Differences that are faced, 
not avoided, can open up opportunities and 
solutions that no one has thought of.

2 | Differences should be addressed proactively. 
Try to spot troubles ahead of time. Issues such 
as family succession, births, deaths, marriages, 
divorce, changes in company structure and 
compensation are best dealt with openly and 
before they create difficulties.

3 | The details and ramifications of family consti-
tutions, shareholder agreements, dividend 
policies and other legal and moral policies and 
agreements should be discussed ahead of time, 
not suddenly presented as fait accompli. Engage 
all relevant stakeholders in the process of devel-
oping the rules that will affect everyone.

4 | Hold regularly scheduled company meetings 
and family communications or get-togethers. 
Make use of modern communications, such as 
e-mail, a family business Facebook page (with 
clearly stated rules governing content, norms 
of confidentiality and how open or closed it is 
to non-family members), Skype and teleconfer-
encing. These tools can all help keep everyone 
feeling they’re a valued part of the family web.
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