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PREVENTING FAMILY BUSINESS
HORROR STORIES

For many years, we have witnessed through the
media the sad, sometimes dramatic stories of family
businesses whose strife or greed has torn apart the
family and the business. These stories seem to lend
support to those who believe that family businesses can
only be successful if you remove the family from the
business! In this article, based upon a talk | gave at a
Young Presidents’ Organization gathering this summer,
we review some of the infamous family businesses and
discuss how to prevent the “family business horror
stories " without removing the families!

Witnessing the Heartbreaks:
Hafts, Leonards and Binghams

The Haft family of Washington D.C. gained fame
several years ago as the father battled first one of his
sons and soon thereafter his wife in a control battle over
the Dart Companies and Crown Bookstore chain. The
family’s assets also included huge real estate holdings,
auto parts stores, a grocery chain, a discount beverage
outlet, all contributing to over $I billion in annual sales.
The battle apparently began when father, Herbert Haft,
saw an article in the Wall Street Journal about his son
(and heir apparent) Robert’s plans in the business. He
became incensed with his son’s assertiveness and
threw him out of the businesses. When his wife, Gloria,
tried to defend their son and add some reason to the
situation, he kicked her off the board and denied her
access to the business which she had helped to build.
Leonard then installed his younger son, Ronald (who
had no operational experience), as President of the
business and soon thereafter disenfranchised his
daughter, Linda, who worked in the business as well.
Soon, the couple were involved in a very nasty divorce
and law suits erupted between parents and kids,
between spouses and among siblings. The battles
continue, now for over seven years.

The Leonard Family also achieved fame in good
times and bad. Tom Peters of “In Search of Excellence”
and other management books considered Stew
Leonard to be a hero whom he heralded in books and
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COMMUNICATING IN FAMILY
BUSINESS: TALKING ABOUT THE
DIFFICULT THINGS

With the intricate web of relationships in family
owned businesses, communication s particularly
challenging and especially necessary in the family
business. In this article, | address why it is so difficult and
discuss three strategies for assuring that communication
happens with greater ease and effectiveness.

Barriers to Communication

As an advisor to family businesses, members of family
businesses typically share their concerns with me and often
these concerns include communication:

“l don’t want the kids to know how much we really
have or they’'ll lose their initiative”

“l can't talk to them about who | think the successor
should be...the others will hate me. Letthem read it in the
will”

“If | tell them what they want to hear, | won't have a
fight on my hands. I'll give the others something too and
then they won't care..”

“l try to tell my son what | know about making the

Continued on page 7




