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Born into Competition:

Negotiating Succession in the Family Firm

In arecent Newsweek article, five leading competencies were identified as indicators that
family businesses were positioned to beat their competition in the market. These included a
guarantee of loyal employees, an ability to make quick decisions and the fact that childrenin the
family were born to lead, learning the basics of the business at the same time they learned table
manners and their ABCs. Whether or not Newsweek accurately captured what makes family
busi nesses compete in the market, on thing that isfor sure is that succession of family businesses
across multiple generations is the most challenging and competitive moment in the life of that
business — and often in the life of the family aswell. Primal feelings of sibling rivalry come back
to the foreground, fights for independence of the younger generation get rekindled and
relationships that have had historically been both deeply loyal and deeply ambivalent get stirred
up in the negotiation over ownership, leadership and stewardship for the future of the family
business.

This paper explores what it means to be “born into competition” in afamily business,
where the lines between primary, formative relationships and career identity get blurred.
Specifically, it will look at the moment of “succession” — the passing of afamily firm from one
generation to another — as an important interaction between the psychodynamics of afamily and
abusiness or firm created both to strengthen the family and to be profitable in its own right. This
moment of transition shows up as competition in several palpable ways that students of business

and psychodynamics can learn from:



e Competition between and within the generations of afamily firm for the key |eadership
role in acompany and ultimately for standing and power in ones family of origin;

e The projection of acharismatic founder’svision and desire for legacy onto a successor’s
ability or inability to successfully lead what the founder has created;

e Thetransference of hopes and fears cultivated in family roles onto a business that creates
both a container and incubator for the continued battle for apharolesin the family;

e Regression to deeply held psychodynamic fantasies about “killing off the family leader”
just at the moment when the business |eader (often the same person as the family leader)

is naturally departing to make way for the next generation.

Finally, this paper will explore aresponse to this competition and offer aframework and
approach to join with the natural competition that accompanies succession and harnessits
creative forces rather than its destructive powers. Four specific cases of succession will be
explored where conflict and potentially destructive competition threatened to unravel needed
transitions, but where alternative tools and methods were able to focus family members on two
aspects that are equally critical to succession: substantive and strategic outcomes needed for the
business to successfully continue into another generation and preservation of deeply embedded

family relationships that have created the context for the business to begin with.
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