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Why did you want to write this book?  
 
Rob Lachenauer: We are privileged to work with some 
of the best family businesses in the world. Many of our 
clients are the big ones that have succeeded across 
generations and have really large businesses and 
successful families. We want to share lessons we learned 
from our clients about what it takes to succeed with 
family businesses, and we also want to fill a gap in how 
we talk about family businesses. There’s a lot of focus 
on the family part of family business, but there's very 
little talk about what ownership means for the family 
business.  
 
Josh Baron: Yes – business schools spend a lot of time 
teaching people how to manage or how to do specific 
parts of the business, but we don’t spend nearly enough 
time on what it means to be the owner of a business. 

You can’t outsource ownership and if there’s one thing 
the book does extremely well it is to explain the real  
work and rights of ownership. One thing I'd add is that 
we wrote this book to be a very practical guide.  
 
Everything that we cover are things that we've tried and 
actually test-driven with families, and I think the ideas 
and the wealth and variety of different experiences that 
we bring to the table are striking and informative.  
 
You’ve written that “the 21st century will belong to 
family businesses.” What did you mean by this and 
has your view changed in light of the coronavirus 
pandemic?  
 
Josh: In this book (and in our work) we’ve focused on 
the importance of ownership in how businesses succeed 
or fail in the long run. That topic – ownership – has long 
been under studied, but the way in which a company is 
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owned affects its ability to compete against its peers. 
Family businesses are typically privately owned and that 
creates some disadvantages, but it also creates some 
real advantages, too, compared to public companies. 
The last century was largely focused on scale, 
industrialization, and companies getting as big as 
possible, as fast as possible. A premium was placed on 
outside capital to help them achieve that. That put 
family businesses behind the eight ball. But as the 
nature of competition has changed in this century, there 
is less focus on getting to scale and more on how to 
attract great talent, make decisions for the long term, 
build and affect reputation, and make fast decisions. 
Family businesses have always been good at that. And 
as a result, we can see that family businesses are 
becoming more and more successful in this economy. 
 
That has not changed during the coronavirus pandemic. 
The things that have made family businesses successful 
– conservative balance sheets, 
lower debt levels, the ability to 
make decisions for the long term, 
and so on are of incredible value 
in helping a business survive a 
pandemic. In some ways the 
pandemic has highlighted the 
value of how family businesses 
run their companies. 
 

Can you summarize the findings of your recent 
survey of family businesses and their pandemic 
response? Are family businesses feeling anxious or 
optimistic about the future? 
 
Josh: Most family businesses we surveyed (meaning 
80+% of those who responded and certainly the vast 
majority of those we work with) have suffered as a result 
of the pandemic, which is not a surprise, but what’s 
notable is how optimistic they are feeling about the 
future. That’s in part because family businesses are 
highly entrepreneurial in nature. They have typically 
been built through a succession of entrepreneurial 
leaders.  And entrepreneurs are good at creating order 
out of chaos. The environment is super chaotic now for 
all businesses, but family businesses tend to see that as 
an opportunity. Because they’ve run their business with 
low debt levels and they can make decisions for the 

long-term, they’re in a position to actually set 
themselves up for growth during and after the 
pandemic. So many are, indeed, feeling optimistic.  
 

There are a lot of thinking about family businesses 
out there. What do you think is the biggest 
misconception about family businesses? 
 
Josh: The “three-generation rule” is the idea that family 
businesses fall apart by the time you get to the third 
generation. While lots of businesses don’t make it for 
three, four, five generations, this rule implies that family 
businesses are somehow more prone to failure. The 
truth is that lasting 60, 90, 120 years is really hard for all 
businesses – family or otherwise. And in fact, if you look 
at the data around the world, you'll find that of the 
longest lasting businesses are almost all family 
companies. It’s become too much of a self-fulfilling 

prophecy, when people will walk in and 
say “I'm the third generation. I'm the one 
that's going to mess this up” instead of 
focusing on all the great things about a 
family business.  
 
Rob: It’s amazing how many times I'll tell 
someone. Hey, I advise family firms and 

they say, “Oh my goodness. I have a friend with a family 
business—what a disaster.” They say that they wouldn't 
want to get anywhere near a family business. Family 
businesses are portrayed in the press and TV shows as 
the worst form of capitalism, but they are also the best 
form of capitalism. Negative stories make for great 
drama, but there are so many wonderful things that can 
happen inside of a family business, and when it goes 
well, you have this amazing combination of a successful 
business and successful family 
 
Josh: It is true that when it goes wrong, it goes very 
wrong because not only does the business go off on a 
bad turn, but also family relationships suffer. It's part of 
the integrated nature of family business. But I think you 
have to look at the other side of it, which is when it all 
goes well, you have this amazing combination of a 
successful business and successful family. You see third-
generation or fourth-generation cousins who would 
otherwise barely know each other's names really 
forming in-depth relationships with one another. Or the 



joy of working with your father or mother or sister or 
brother. There's something magical when it all goes 
well.  I think the negative stories make for great press 
and drama, but there's so many wonderful things that 
can happen inside of a family business.  
 

How can families become more responsible with 
the wealth of their family business? 
 
Rob: In the book we go into details about protecting 
the golden goose of your business and diversifying your 
portfolio, but an underappreciated part of managing 
your wealth is preparing your family for the 
responsibility of dealing with it, probably for many 
decades. This starts by helping your children appreciate 
your business instead of your wealth. The story of how 
the family enterprise was built, grown, and maintained, 
even through hard times, should be a source of pride 
and identity. Youthful exposures—such as working in 
the company gift shop, stocking shelves, and walking 
your orchards—create a lasting appreciation for the craft 
of a family business. And share with them how the 
wealth embedded in the business is used: to create 
things of value for customers, to create jobs, to clarify 
and express what you value, to give back to the 
community. With these experiences, your next 
generation will better understand the responsibility of 
their family’s wealth. 
 

Aren’t family businesses cauldrons of conflict? 
 
Josh: Perhaps surprisingly, that’s not true. At least not in 
the way most people would think. I think most of us are 
programmed to avoid conflict in our families. Often our 
clients are so afraid of conflict, they avoid it at all costs.  
But the reality is that disagreements are inevitable. 
They're normal. You're going to have two different 
points of view, and that’s a good thing. Why? Because 
research tells us that having too little conflict actually 
has almost exactly the same negative impacts as too 
much conflict. Instead, families should aim for a middle 
ground, the “Goldilocks zone.” Not too much. Not too 
little.  It’s unrealistic to try to make everything perfect 
and harmonious all the time. Because that leads to 
being unable to make decisions and that, in turn, can 
lead the business and the family to a bad place.  

 

What would outsiders not understand about family 
businesses? 

 
Rob: Family businesses define “success” differently 
than, say, public companies. They don’t have to define 
it by what the market wants, but what they want. When I 
first started working in this industry, I assumed that the 
most important goal for a family business I was working 
with was growth. But a client set me straight right away: 
“I just want to be clear. It's not about growth. Our 
number one priority is to survive. Number two, profits. 
And then, finally, number three, growth. If we don’t get 
that right, we might not have a business. This is my 
family. This is my legacy. We're going to make the right 
decisions so that were around for the next generation, 
and the one after that.” It’s a totally different way of 
playing the game and I fell in love with it. I think it's so 
cool that that owners can set their own goals. Outsiders 
don’t get to define success for them. 
 

What are the biggest mistakes you see family 
businesses making?  
 
Josh: I think the single biggest mistake is this idea of 
looking for a silver bullet for all their problems, 
expecting that “if we just do this one thing, then our 
family business will be successful.”  But the reality is that 
this is a this is a team sport. It requires collaboration and 
discussion. You need to put in the work to find your 
points of alignment and work through any 
disagreements. The reality is that family businesses are 
wonderfully complicated. To make them endure over 
generations, you've really got to understand the full 
range of ideas and options for working together and 
figure out what’s best for your family. 
 
Rob: I think the single most powerful word we have in 
the book that we repeat often is together. Josh’s 
analogy of family business as a team sport is 100% 
accurate, whether you like it or not. Yes, a family 
business is a collection of individuals with different 
personalities, strengths, weaknesses, and interests. But 
what makes family businesses so challenging – and also 
exciting – is the fact that families have to find ways to 
decide what they most value and make decisions, 
together.   
 




