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A DEATH IN THE ENTERPRISE
FA M I LY
Losing a member of the family to death need not spell endless turmoil for a family
business, says F redda Herz Bro w n, but rather a way for a family to clarify its
raison d’etre

It is a time of gre at transition in the

w o r l d ’s wealth. While we tend to think

of the transition in terms of mov i n g

m o n ey from one generation to the nex t

and the most efficient and wealth pre s e rv-

ing ways to do so, we may tend to fo rg e t

t h at such a transition of wealth means the

d e ath of a generation of wealth generat o r s

who were often ce n t ral to their fa m i l i e s.

Families who share assets are unique

entities in a number of ways which affe c t

the manner they deal with each other and

with life’s transitions such as marriage,

d i vo rce and of course deat h . For ex a m p l e,

families who share assets have more

m e m bership decisions – who is co n s i d e re d

family and how are in-laws or spo u s e s

going to be included in the family and its

assets? 

MORE THAN JUST A FAMILY LOSS
The sharing of assets means there is some-

thing – money, a business, real estate or a

combination of these – which keeps the

family organised together and their rela-

tionships open to public view. When other

family members may go their individual

ways into adulthood, families who share

assets are usually in closer co n ta c t

because they are managing their joint

assets or their relationships around it. So

why should it surprise any of us that fam-

ily enterprises generally face greater chal-

lenges than those families who do not

share assets when confronted with the

loss of a family member?

Family who share assets are affected in

a much more broad manner than other

fa m i l i e s. So they not only ex p e r i e n ce a

disruption to the ebb and flow of the

fa m i l y ’s life, sense of balance and the co n t i-

nuity of interaction but also to the web of

roles and relationships that make up their

lives. Recovery is a slow process of realign-

ment of the intricate re l ationships and

roles. Families must often reorganise their

family enterprise lives rapidly while they

are still experiencing diminishing loss. It is

often impo rtant to go slowly and not to

fo rce quick action but allow for more

thought to situations where planning was

not done.

MORE PUBLIC, LESS OPPORTUNITY TO
GRIEVE
Grieving is private. In fact, in some ways

grieving is even more individual than fam-

ily-oriented.However, the more public the

family, the greater the eyes watching and

the greater the responsibility of the fami-

ly to a greater public – from employees to

customers and media. This often means

greater expectations on the family mem-

bers to deal ‘appropriately with the loss’,

which may not be in keeping with the way

they are experiencing it. Permitting them-

selves some quiet private time for their

g r i eving as well as acknowledging the

individual differences in grieving is impor-

tant for the family.

GUEST EDITORIAL: DEATH IN THE FAMILY



32 Jan/Feb 2005 · Families in Business

GUEST EDITORIAL: DEATH IN THE FAMILY

The more ce n t ral the individual who

died was to the family enterprise, the more

l i kely he or she ‘held things tog e t h e r ’, t h e

g re ater like l i h ood of things feeling like

they are falling apart. Most families worry

t h at the loss of the wealth generator will

lead to massive chaos in the family and its

h o l d i n g s, especially if plans are not in

p l a ce. This is clearly a realistic co n ce r n

be cause we know that families who have

not made adequate estate plans often put

their enterprises at risk.However, it is also

true that families must also plan for the

human aspects of transition challenges

such as gove r n a n ce, l e a d e r s h i p, d e c i s i o n -

making and conflict resolution strategies.

While it may be true that the siblings

often feel like they are free from answ e r-

ing to pare n tal demands, when the wealth

g e n e rator dies, we have often found that

if the other parent is still alive, the siblings

still seem to hold things tog e t h e r. It is

only with the death of the last of that

g e n e ration that the sibling system re a l i g n s

i t s e l f, questioning whether or how they

want to co n t i n u e. This is pre d i c table and

p reparing how to deal with the inev i ta b l e

is impo rta n t.

OUT OF SYNC
The more out of sync the death is with the

individual and family lifecycle, the greater

the dysfunction can be. When someone

dies unexpectedly, the greater the impact

to the fa m i l y ’s life. G e n e rally such a

death, more than those which are antici-

pated, require some derailment of the

usual tasks in their lifecycle so the addi-

tional tasks surrounding death can be

dealt with. Thus when a young successor

dies in an accident the family must deal

with the tasks associated with grieving

and loss including taking back their

hopes, dreams and expectations for the

young person’s future. I call this process

‘taking back the future’ – an often ignored

part of the grieving process which if left

undone, will not permit the family to

move ahead to a new future, investing

again in each other.

So how can a family and its advisers

a d d ress the issue of death within the fa m i l y

enterprise system?

DISCUSS DEATH DIRECTLY
With death there is no ‘if’ only a ‘when’

and one of the critical challenges for the

family is to be come co m fo rtable dis-

cussing death. While different cultures

approach death in unique ways, I have

found that the older generation must give

the younger generation permission to talk

about their eventual deaths. It is near to

impossible for a younger generation to

address the death of the older one with-

out feeling unco m fo rta b l e, e s p e c i a l l y

when one aspect of the subject usually

co n cerns pro p e rty / i n h e r i ta n ce. V i ew i n g

death as a normative phase of the lifecy-

cle which can be anticipated gives every-

one the chance to express how they feel

about each other and to be able to be

more complete in their planning.

Often families need someone to fa c i l i-

tate this co n ve r s at i o n . And in order to

assist a fa m i l y, the adviser must have

examined his or her own views and fe e l-

ings re g a rding deat h . I have found that

the fa i l u re of clients to complete their

e s tate planning often has to do with their

i n a b i l i ty to deal openly with this topic. I f

the adviser feels co m fo rtable or can make

a re fe r ral to a fa c i l i tator who doe s, t h e

family will generally be more able to

m ove along in the proce s s.

DEATH AND TAXES
There are two things which are certain –

we will pay taxes and we will die. For fam-

ilies who share assets, the co n n e c t i o n

between taxes, especially estate taxes and

d e ath are inex t r i cably interco n n e c t e d .

Thus for any family who begins or wants

to address their estate planning, t h ey

must also be willing to address the issues

of family transition and family business

transition. Addressing these areas means

that family members participate in defin-

ing their plan for how decisions will be

made in the future, how the family will

govern itself and how leadership will be

chosen and conflicts handled. Without

addressing these topics fully, estate plan-

ning is incomplete.

It is impo rtant to keep a 100-ye a r

p e r s p e c t i ve. O n e - w ay to keep fa m i l i e s

thinking of death in a more normat i ve

manner is to think about their fa m i l i e s

beyond one or two generat i o n s. H aving a

v i ew of where one would like to see the

family in four to five generations v i s - à -v i s

its financial and emotional wealth enco u r-

ages the family to be less emotional about

the loss of one generation and to think

m o re about the future that each genera-

tion will part i c i p ate in. It also focuses more

on the po s i t i ves of the lifecycle rather than

d i rectly on the negat i ves of loss. Using such

a fra m ew o r k , each generation sees its place

in terms of the others and there can be

a c t i ve and intentional in planning in terms

of the family’s governance and leadership

development over time.

DEVELOP AN ETHICAL WILL
It is impo rtant for eve ryone to be l i eve

t h at they have made a mark on the world

and that it is not defined in terms of how

much money was generated and is cur-

rently ava i l a b l e. Defining for oneself and

eventually for others, the values and

principles by which one tried to lead life

is a po w e rful legacy for any family to

begin to deve l o p. H aving the family eld-

ers of each succeeding generation deve l-

op a video or written summation of this

i n fo r m ation leads to the development of

the family arc h i ves and to a deepened

sense of co n t i n u i ty.

Families who share assets often ex p e-

r i e n ce the normat i ve and situat i o n a l

events of life in a unique manner. B e i n g

connected to one another in a va r i e ty of

w ays cre ates a unique set of challenges

and oppo rtunities when it comes to loss

and co n t i n u i ty. Families that observe

some form of guidelines, which permit

them to focus on the future as well as to

feel and co m m u n i cate with significa n t

people in their family enterprise struc-

t u re, tend to fa re much be tter in their

a d j u s t m e n t. ■
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MOST FAMILIES WORRY THAT THE LOSS OF THE WEALTH GENERAT O R

WILL LEAD TO MASSIVE CHAOS


