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There is little in the family business literature that 
focuses on the greatest impediment to the succession 
process: actual, anticipated, or denied losses. In order 
to successfully handle the issues related to continuity, 
the consultant must understand and be able to help the 
family deal with the issues related to loss—particularly 
the ultimate loss, death. This article examines factors 
that determine how losses affect family business systems 
and offers suggestions for consultants about assessment 
and intervention in these situations.

While much of the family business literature focuses 
on the process of continuity, little attention is given to 
the greatest impediment to the succession process: actual, 
anticipated, or denied loss in the business family. In this 
article, I discuss the impact of loss, especially death, on the 
family business system. I also present methods that can help 
consultants effectively assess family firms and intervene in 
situations involving loss.

My own interest in the area of loss began with my first 
career as a mental health nurse. I learned to focus on the 
processes of health and wellness, illness and death. It seemed 
natural when I became a family therapist that one of my 
interests would be families who were dealing with the impact 
of loss on their family systems. Over the years, I have worked 
with families who have experienced loss in a variety of ways, 
such as terminal illness and sudden death either by accident, 
suicide, or murder. I also worked for two years with the 
families of second-generation Holocaust survivors to study 
the long-term impact of multiple losses on intergenerational 
relationships. All of these losses have different effects on the 
ways in which families move through time and deal with the 
life tasks that confront them.

When I began to work with business families, I was 
struck again by the often profound and varied impact of the 
losses. I concluded that the resistance to dealing proactively 
with succession was often an avoidance of the aspects of 
continuity that concern loss. Life and death, continuity 
and discontinuity, are circular processes. Just as beginnings 
always entail consideration of endings, consideration of 
succession and continuity issues must include reflection on 
termination and loss.

Business Family’s Reaction to Loss
No family can keep the family and work arenas 

completely separate, but the business family is presented 
with greater challenges because its work and family lives 
are so interconnected. Anything that happens in one arena 

reverberates in the other. Therefore, when it comes to major 
family crises or disruptions, these families are faced with 
multiple challenges to their coping skills. The implications 
of loss seem more complex to them, and the dilemmas of 
dealing with loss have consequences in lives other than their 
own.

It is useful to think of the business family structurally as 
consisting of three circles (Davis and Tagiuri, 1989), each 
representing a set of constituencies or subsystems with its 
own particular needs, expectations, and responsibilities (see 
Figure 1). This kind of model permits the consultant and 
the business family to think about the important issues for 
each constituent group (family, owners, and business) when 
any actual or anticipated event is introduced into the system. 
Generally, the more significant and sudden the change, the 
more intense the reaction. Such is the case with most losses 
in the business family. A death or disability is often a sudden 
occurrence and is experienced in particularly adverse ways if 
plans have not been made to deal with it. Depending on the 
individual’s position in the three constituencies, the event 
may demand changes in the family, the firm, the ownership 
subsystems, or some combination thereof. For the family, the 
loss will have emotional and functional consequences. For 
the firm’s management, there may be leadership disruption, 
heightened anxiety, loss of skills, and changes in strategy or 
operations. For the ownership subsystem, the impact of loss 
relates to estate and wealth transfer.

The three-circle model helps us to understand the impact 
of loss on the business family system because it predicts 
where to look in the system for likely consequences and 
which issues and needs require attention. A complete model, 
however, must also attend to the process dynamics of the 
system.

Family Reactions to Loss: Issues and 
Central Tasks

Over time, families have certain tasks to accomplish 
(Carter and McGoldrick, 1989). Emotional baggage picked 
up along the way in the form of unresolved stress from 
previous life stages tends to complicate the process of 
accomplishing current tasks. In addition, new stressors such 
as losses can disrupt the family’s life cycle, creating new tasks 
for the family to deal with Losses take a family “off course” for 
a period of time; they create at least three particular tasks for 
the business family: acknowledging and sharing the reality 
of death, reorganizing the family and the family business 
system (Walsh and McGoldrick, 1991), and reinvesting in 
life and other relationships (McGoldrick, 1991).

Acknowledging and Sharing the Loss. The natural human 
response to any major disruption is to minimize the damage 
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in order to decrease the tension. One way people do this in 
response to loss is by not talking about it. Thus, the most 
common reaction to loss is an apparent nonreaction. Bowen 
(1976) and Paul and Grosser (1965) called attention to 
the importance of contact with the reality of death. For 
Bowen, the more that individuals, including children, 
participate in the details around a death, the more they are 
able to acknowledge and share their experience of the loss. 
Protection of children or others isolates them and prevents a 
shared reality of the loss.

Paul (1980) argued strongly that unresolved mourning 
hinges on the lack of shared experience of the event. People 
remain stuck in time emotionally when they are unable 
to acknowledge or share their loss with significant family 
members. For instance, a young client of mine had been 
complaining that he was feeling uninvolved in life. He said, 
“I’m living at 50 percent, so I miss the real highs and lows.” 
After much discussion, he was able to pinpoint the onset 
of this feeling of general “numbness” to the time of his 
mother’s death when he was fourteen years old. The details 
of the death, his reaction, and his life for several years after 
the death were a blur in his memory. He did not attend the 
funeral and had never gone to the grave.

Specific actions such as participating in funeral rituals 
and later visiting the grave help family members and others 
confront death. They provide a shared context for the loss 
and socially acceptable ways to mourn. Sharing the loss, 
in whatever way family members are capable, is vitally 
important to their adjustment over time.

It is also important to all families all of the time to keep 
the lines of communication open. However, when a loss 
occurs, it is as if every cell in one’s body becomes protective 
of self and one’s emotional energy. Even when shared, loss is 

a private experience. The natural tendency is to want to keep 
the emotional disruption at a low level, and family members 
may think that by not communicating with one another, 
they can control the level of disruption. This is a shortsighted 
solution, however, with long-term consequences.

Clear, direct communication facilitates family adjustment 
over the long term and encourages the development of sup-
port among members (Walsh, 1982), even when we consider 
individual differences in emotional expressiveness. Often, 
family members hesitate to communicate their thoughts and 
feelings with one another because they think that the others 
will not understand their own responses to the loss, that they 
are each alone in their experiences. And these are in fact the 
self-fulfilling outcomes of not communicating: isolation and 
feelings of being different from the others. At the same time, 
it is important to note that not everyone grieves in the same 
way. A climate of trust and tolerance for diverse reactions is 
crucial.

Reorganizing the Family and the Family Business 
System. A loss is a disruption not only to the family’s life 
cycle but also to its sense of balance and the continuity of 
interaction. Recovery involves a slow process of realignment 
of relationships and redistribution of roles. For this process 
to be successful, there must be both cohesion and flexibility 
in the system. As discussed later, the length of the recovery 
process for each family business member is affected by 
factors such as his or her position and the stage of the family 
business life cycle.

The fact that mourning often lasts longer than family 
members expect can also complicate their recovery process. 
While they are trying to reorganize their family and business 
lives, they are dealing with an ongoing (yet diminishing) 
sense of loss. Anniversaries and the decedent’s birth and 
death dates all serve to renew the feeling of loss and to 
remind the family members about the irreplaceability of 
the one who died. It is important to clarify for the family 
that while a role or function is replaceable, a family member 
is not. For example, I worked with the family of a young 
entrepreneur, the father of three young adult children, who 
died suddenly of a heart attack at age forty-seven. The three 
children kept reacting to the mother’s suitors as if they were 
taking their father’s place. Helping their mother to hear and 
understand their concerns and yet assure them of the place 
of their father’s memory was important in helping them to 
move forward.

Sometimes after losses family firms move rapidly to 
rebalance the businesses without the benefit of adequate 
prior plans. If the loss is sudden, the impetus to rapidly 
reorganize may be great. It is important in these situations, 
as it is with most families undergoing a crisis, to help them 
slow the recovery process and allow time for thinking.

Reinvesting in Life and Other Relationships. One of 
the major aspects of dealing emotionally with loss, often 
overlooked, is the process by which family members pull 
back on their wishes, dreams, and fantasies of life with the 
ill, dying, or dead family member (McGoldrick, 1991). They 

Figure 1. Family Business Three-Circle Model
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must grieve the loss of a future with this individual. I call 
this process “taking back the future.” It seems to take longer 
than the initial grieving because it requires grieving the loss 
of things that were yet to come. If the family members are 
unable to repossess a future that does not include the other 
individual in the same way as before, they are often unable 
to invest in a future with others outside the family or with 
one another.

The longer people have lived and worked together, 
the more they have invested a future in one another and 
therefore the greater the need to deal with this dynamic 
of reinvesting in life. Examination of the position of the 
ill, dying, or dead family member and his or her relative 
importance to the others in the system often reveals how 
vital it is for the surviving family members to begin to deal 
with the construction of future plans without the individual 
in question.

Factors Affecting the Family’s Reaction to 
Loss

There are a number of factors that affect the way in which 
a business family will respond to a loss, including the context 
of the family, the type of loss, the legacies of loss in the family, 
the timing of the loss in the life cycle, and the position of the 
dying or deceased individual in the family business system.

Context of the Family. We are all part of a social context 
formed by the particulars of our past and current lives. 
The context has an impact on different levels of the family 
business system: the individual, the family, the workplace, 
and the community. Since context can be so internally 
diverse, I consider here only a few of the variables that make 
up the family context.

On an individual level, there are many differences in 
the ways in which people respond to loss. Gender affects 
the degree to which individuals express their emotions 
concerning the loss. A frequent dilemma for couples is their 
lack of understanding of the different societal expectations 
for men and women about appropriate grieving. Thus, they 
expect that each will deal with the impact of a loss in the 
same manner as the other. While the differences between 
mothering and fathering may be waning, an individual’s 
gender-based socialization may affect how they experience 
the loss of one parent versus the other.

In addition to gender differences in coping styles, how an 
individual responds to loss may also be affected by his or her 
temperament, personal style, and belief system. There are 
some individuals who are voluble in their style and express 
their emotions accordingly; others have a quieter style and 
express their emotions in writing or music. Recently, I had a 
client whose best friend of twenty-five years died suddenly. 
This client had always been a quiet person, who in part earned 
his living by writing music. While his wife continued to ask 
him to talk about his loss, he chose instead to express his 
feelings by writing a song for his friend’s children. However, 
his wife was having difficulty accepting the individual 
difference in style. She was attempting to impose her beliefs 

and assumptions regarding loss and “appropriate” grieving 
on her husband.

On a family level, the ethnic and geographical culture 
in which we grow up tends to influence the way we view 
health and illness (McGoldrick, 1982; Schwartzman, 1982) 
and, by extension, life and death (Walsh and McGoldrick, 
1991). Each ethnic group has its own way of dealing with 
death, dying, and serious illness. There are cultures in which 
expressiveness and a strong sense of family and community 
are highly valued. In these ethnic groups, there is a strong 
cultural expectation that family members will participate 
together in mourning rituals to deal with loss. In cultures 
with a greater focus on the individual and autonomy and 
less value on expressiveness, there may be fewer expectations 
regarding joint mourning and mourning rituals. Grieving 
tends to be done in solitude in these less expressive cultures.

When taken to an extreme, without balance, any cultural 
style can hinder adequate coping. The central characters in 
the film Ordinary People depict the inadequate coping of an 
Anglo American family who has lost its oldest teenage boy, 
the son most favored by his mother. There is no discussion 
among family members about the death, and they attempt 
to conduct life as usual until the younger brother tries to kill 
himself. This action, prompted by his sense of responsibility 
for his brother’s death and survivor’s guilt, challenges the 
family to develop a different model for coping with the loss. 
In the final scene, the mother, who has been unable to cry 
and has kept up the family appearances, struggles silently to 
hold back sobs of loss.

Diversity within a community’s culture may also increase 
a family’s ethnic repertoire for dealing with loss. Families who 
are in culturally homogeneous communities tend to have 
only one type of experience in dealing with loss. Knowledge 
about this aspect of a family’s sense of self is important for 
anyone dealing with the impact of loss. In addition, families 
have different ideas regarding the privacy of loss and how to 
deal with it in the community. Depending on their size, some 
communities view the loss of a member as a community loss 
rather than just a family loss.

When community is viewed in the larger sense, the 
political context of loss is important for the family firm. 
Walsh and McGoldrick (1991) have discussed the impact 
of various wars on the social acceptability of a loss for the 
family. Certainly, the grieving process in a family dealing 
with less socially acceptable forms of loss is affected by that 
context. For instance, families dealing with the death of a 
loved one by AIDS are affected by the community’s and the 
larger society’s views of the disease. The legitimacy of the 
mourning may also be affected by the social legitimacy of 
the relationships between the survivors and the dead family 
member. For example, a companion of someone who dies 
of AIDS may not be viewed by the family as a “legitimate” 
griever.

Types of Loss. A family’s experience of loss depends 
to some degree on the type of loss. Death is a fairly 
unambiguous loss; it is an absence in both the physical and 
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the psychological relationship. Boss (1975, 1977, 1980) has 
examined ambiguous losses in families, where individuals 
are either physically present and psychologically absent or 
physically absent but psychologically present. Alzheimer’s 
patients are good examples of the first type of loss, as are 
individuals who are addicted to drugs and alcohol. They 
are frequently present physically but cannot be counted on 
psychologically. Following military conflicts, those who are 
missing in action are examples of the second type of loss. 
These families have to deal with ambiguous expectations 
and boundaries; the lack of clarity leads to more difficulty in 
dealing with these losses. One aspect of Rolland’s (1987, 1989, 
1991) work supports Boss’s contention that a reduction in 
ambiguity increases the ability of the family to function. He 
found that illnesses that have less impact on an individual’s 
functioning also create a less intense and more manageable 
sense of loss in the family.

A loss can be expected or unexpected and may or may 
not involve periods of debilitation and caretaking for the 
family. For instance, a sudden death for which there is little 
or no warning, such as in an automobile accident, leaves 
the family in a state of shock. Family members often have 
a difficult time accepting the loss; it is easier to hope for 
and fantasize about the person’s return if his or her loss is 
unanticipated. There is no time for farewells or relationship 
resolutions, and no anticipatory mourning. Homicides and 
accidental deaths often create the most intense sudden-death 
reactions in families since they are not only unexpected but 
violent. Losses such as these tend to be covered over soon 
after the initial reactions (Solomon and Hersch, 1979), 
creating a greater tendency for emotional shock waves. In 
these instances, there is a greater likelihood of the individual 
remaining psychologically present in the family.

For family firms, these sudden-death situations create 
special difficulties in the ownership and business arenas. 
If the death occurs at a crisis point or at a time of intense 
external pressure, the shock may be enhanced. For example, 
the sudden death of a family member in the middle of 
a difficult life transition, such as succession, can leave a 
lot of unresolved tension and unfinished business. Since 
entrepreneurs tend to be doers and not planners, there may 
also be a lack of preparation for the realities of death, such as 
a will, insurance, or other financial arrangements.

Sudden deaths compose only a small proportion of the 
total among the fifteen leading causes of death. Prolonged 
illnesses are more common. The extended period of stress 
is the major difficulty associated with prolonged illnesses 
and anticipated and progressive losses. A long-term illness 
such as cancer presents family members with a state of 
continuous uncertainty. They are never really sure which 
course the illness will take. Remission brings the hope of life; 
reoccurrence exacerbates the fear of death.

According to Rolland (1991), overemphasis on 
anticipated losses can disable families. He suggests that 
mastery of the uncertainty of chronic or relapsing illnesses 
is difficult but can be accomplished when the family receives 

help in acknowledging the possibility of the loss, figuring 
out ways to sustain hope, and building flexibility into the 
members’ personal and professional lives with respect to the 
maintenance and adjustment of goals. A balance between 
the realities of the anticipated loss and the continued life-
sustaining nature of hope and faith is difficult to achieve and 
requires the family to participate in open discussions and 
shared decision making to minimize later guilt and blame. 
For example, a young adult who is in college and learns of 
his or her father’s diagnosis of cancer must be assisted in 
balancing the desire to be home with the parent with the 
need to finish his or her education. On the other hand, 
respite from the daily traumas of a terminal illness is also 
necessary. Involving the ill person in conversations regarding 
the family’s and business’s future helps to sustain hope, 
gives the individual a sense of the continuity of time, and 
invites participation in the future. As Rolland (1991, p. 161) 
has observed, “A healthy use of minimization or selective 
focus on the positive, as well as a timely dose of humor, 
should be distinguished from denial which is regarded as 
pathological.”

The anticipated loss of a family member also puts other 
members in touch with the priorities of their own lives. Just 
as a brush with death results in a clearer appreciation of and 
perspective on one’s own life, the loss of a family member, 
friend, or co-worker can have the same effect. The more 
significant the person who has died, the more profound the 
experience of those who grieve the loss. An awareness of his 
enhanced self-reflection can help a consultant understand 
the impact of the loss as he or she guides the individuals 
involved toward recognition of the positive aspects of 
increased self-understanding. Of course, in order to offer 
this guidance, the consultant must feel comfortable with this 
kind of self-examination.

Most losses are viewed as the results of events beyond the 
individual’s or family’s control. Some losses, however, are 
viewed as self-inflicted, a perspective that raises the issue of 
blame. Loss due to suicide, drug and alcohol addiction, and 
other reckless behavior may be viewed as tragic, but there 
is often also a great deal more anger directed toward the 
individual who self-destructs. In addition, the other family 
members often look to themselves to figure out “the why” 
of the loss. There may be self-blame: “If only we had done 
something about his drinking” or “If only we had known 
that she was so depressed.” Families often feel ashamed in 
these cases; silence is the major way in which families deal 
with losses that they view as embarrassing. The task of 
sorting out the emotional impact of such losses is difficult 
for all involved, and each individual must examine his or her 
own sense of responsibility. This process can take years and 
require much professional assistance.

A special subcategory of these “victim-contribution” 
losses is AIDS, which may be seen as either an unpreventable 
or a self-inflicted disaster depending on the situation and the 
observer. While AIDS may be becoming less stigmatized as a 
cause of death, its association with sexuality and intravenous 
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drug use often complicates the family’s ability to acknowledge 
the illness or death. If drugs or homosexuality are implicated 
in a particular case and the family learns about the disease 
at the same time that it learns about the individual’s sexual 
preference or drug use, the family may react initially with 
greater shock and silence. It is difficult enough for the family 
to deal with the loss within the context of the extended 
family, but decisions on how to deal with the loss in the work 
and community setting are even more difficult. Frequently, 
family members do not even have the opportunity to plan, 
since others may learn of the loss before family members 
would have chosen to tell them. They are left little choice but 
to deal with the situation as best as they can.

Business families must decide how to deal with the impact 
of these losses within their firms. For example, if the firm has 
a policy about employee drug addiction, how should it be 
applied? When an actual physical loss has resulted from an 
addiction or a suicide, the family, the board of directors, and 
management must decide how to deal with the loss among 
employees who are generally aware of such difficulties but 
often keep silent about them.

Recently, I had a first meeting with a family firm where 
the successor was a twenty-seven-year-old man. The 
founder and his wife had asked me to help them create a 
smooth transition. When I asked about their worries, they 
expressed their concern that their son was drinking too 
much. I discovered that although the son did not appear 
to drink during the work week, his weekend parties and 
activities were well known in the community. The parents 
had always treated his activities as just the recreation of 
a young man. However, they were becoming concerned 
because his behavior did not seem to be changing since he 
had finished school and started to work. They had not spoken 
to him about their concern because they were worried that 
he would deny any problem and they felt powerless. Yet, the 
son was continuously complaining that his father did not 
seem to trust him with the business. Most of the workers 
knew about the difficulty because they lived and worked in 
the same small community; one of them had even brought 
the son home from a local bar two weeks earlier. Everyone 
was responding to the alcohol difficulty with silence and 
denial. The son was increasingly being treated as if he were 
not present psychologically, and he was not being given the 
opportunity to work on the difficulty. The parents were 
afraid to retire and leave their hard-earned company in his 
care. Everything was at a standstill in the family and the firm. 
Breaking the silence in the family and dealing openly with 
the son was the first order of business. The task of dealing 
with this impending loss and the legacy of loss in the family’s 
history became part of our ongoing efforts to resolve the 
problem.

Legacies of Loss. Losses, like other situational crises in 
a family’s life, can be viewed as markers along the circular 
dimension of time. Past deaths and other losses and the 
family’s reactions to them are always relevant to the current 
and future motion of the system; as such, they form a context 

for understanding the impact of the current loss. Failure to 
mourn a loved one, to a greater or lesser extent, keeps a family 
stuck in time, unable to retrieve the previous relationship but 
unable to go on to live life fully with others. If a family has 
been unable to mourn one or more past deaths adequately, 
they remain at risk for dealing with a current loss.

An overload of losses and a history of difficulty in dealing 
with the losses prevent family members from learning from 
past experience, from understanding the similarities and 
differences among various losses. Families do not often 
volunteer information regarding past deaths since they do 
not tend to view these events as relevant to the problems 
at hand. When asked to elaborate on past deaths, families 
frequently do not remember the details of the events but 
demonstrate an emotional over- or underreaction to the 
memories. Situations in which the family members show 
the most discrepancies of memory often involve the most 
problematic losses.

At times, families must address the past losses in order to 
deal with the current losses. At other times, it is possible to 
indirectly deal with past losses by linking the present and past 
loss together. For example, I was recently consulting with a 
medium-size family-owned sportswear store. The three 
siblings who ran the store took over after the sudden death of 
their father from a heart attack four years earlier. Their focus 
on the business has been unrelenting in these very difficult 
economic times. It has allowed them little time to talk about 
or mourn the loss of their father. Instead, they focused on 
how to reorganize themselves and their work to keep the store 
alive. They had done well; all three of them, as well as one of 
their spouses and their mother, were able to earn a living 
from the business. In the middle of my work with them, the 
oldest brother became seriously ill with an illness that was 
difficult to diagnose. The family went into an uproar, unable 
to focus on much else but the illness and how to deal with it. 
Without diminishing the importance of this family member 
or his impact on the business, I was aware that part of the 
intensity of the reaction to the illness may have been related 
to the family’s inability to mourn the loss of the father. I used 
some of my time with each family member in a management 
meeting to talk about how it would have been different if 
the father had died in a less sudden manner. We discussed 
how his death had affected each of them and how it might 
be influencing the experience of the brother’s illness. There 
were lots of tears and much reminiscing about “Dad,” and a 
plan was hatched to memorialize him in the community. As 
a result of the discussion of the father’s death, the tension 
around the brother’s illness was markedly reduced. We 
talked directly about how to deal with the brother’s illness in 
terms of the temporary loss to the business and the potential 
long-term impact if he remained chronically ill.

Family wills and estate plans can initiate unexpected 
legacies in the family that last for generations. Wills often 
embody unresolved relationship issues in the family. Even 
if the relationship issues are not explicit in the will, they 
often become the focus of conflicts over the will (Walsh and 
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McGoldrick, 1991). Frequently, conflicts arise among family 
members at the time of the second parent’s or the last of 
a generation’s death, as the siblings must then restructure 
the family around themselves. It is my experience that this 
restructuring involves dealing with the old issues of sibling 
rivalry or parental favoritism. While a parent is alive, siblings 
organize their family time around him or her. In addition, 
old issues among siblings are kept “under wraps” for the sake 
of the elderly parent. In one family firm with which I worked, 
the death of the last of three brothers who had founded the 
business led to a series of lawsuits among cousins and siblings. 
The fights, which were growing into large and acrimonious 
lawsuits, evolved from the choice of the successor. All of the 
family members had “supported” the choice ten years before 
but had not dealt with their true feelings at that time. The 
uncle’s will, which left other property to the nonsuccessor 
son, was the focus of the family upset.

The degree of openly expressed disruption over the will is 
affected by the importance of the dead family member, the 
culture of the family (Walsh and McGoldrick, 1991), and the 
degree to which a family member feels excluded from the 
process. In certain cultures, such as the Irish, cutoffs among 
family members are common but frequently unspoken 
consequences of a death in the family.

No matter the details, money and other assets are viewed 
by family members as tangible evidence of the deceased’s 
love, affection, interest, or respect. So who got more or less 
than another becomes a focus for the family. It is no wonder 
that family firm founders hesitate to work on their estate 
plans, perhaps hoping that others will resolve the issues when 
they are dead and therefore out of the ruckus. In fact, I often 
think that this set of relationship dilemmas, rather than the 
fear of death, prevents the founders from preparing for their 
deaths. Fairness becomes a central issue for the founder and 
his or her spouse. When estate plans are open for discussion, 
the family and the business benefit. When the senior member 
makes his or her intentions clear, it frequently provides an 
avenue for discussion of unspoken family issues.

In a family with whom I consulted, the father had made 
clear his intent to exclude one of his children from the will. 
This daughter had been troublesome for the father, and 
an emotional distance had developed between them for 
a number of years. During a meeting with the father, the 
other siblings made clear to him that they did not want 
to be left responsible for carrying on this conflict with his 
daughter; they said that they would not honor such a will 
and would seek to equalize the father’s bequests. The father 
then decided to go back and reevaluate what he was doing 
and to seek assistance in dealing with his relationship with 
his daughter.

Timing of the Loss in the Business Family’s Life Cycle. The 
timing of a loss in the life span of a key individual and in the 
life cycle of the family affects the meaning of the loss for all 
survivors. Generally speaking, the older the family member 
who dies or becomes functionally absent, the lower the 
degree of family stress associated with it. Losses in old age 

are viewed as a normal part of the life cycle. In fact, part of 
growing older is the process of accepting increasing amounts 
of physical and mental losses. By the time an elderly person 
dies, his or her importance to the everyday operations of the 
business system is generally diminished and demands little 
shifting in terms of role and functions. However, there are 
certain people, no matter their ages, who will be perceived 
as significant losses. Founders often fall into this category, 
partly because they often fail to decrease their involvement in 
their businesses with age and partly because of the “bigger-
than-life” status that they typically have in their families.

The timing of loss in the family’s life cycle involves issues 
and dilemmas that affect the family’s risk for difficulties 
(Herz Brown, 1989; McGoldrick and Gerson, 1985; Walsh 
and McGoldrick, 1991). Early widowhood, early parental 
loss, and the death of a child are all examples of losses that 
are experienced as out of synchrony with normal family 
development. Family members seem to struggle more with 
the question “Why?” in these instances. The loss of a child 
upsets generational expectations and is among the most 
egregiously out-of-place and the most painful experiences 
that a family can endure.

In particular, the loss of a young person when he or 
she is ready to be launched into the adult world can be 
especially painful to the family. It is often at this phase that 
the family has the most expectations and hopes for the 
child. It is also a time when family membership is the most 
stable. The remaining children must deal with survivor guilt, 
along with suddenly increased expectations for their own 
success. The Kennedy family is an example; the oldest son 
of Joseph and Rose Kennedy died as he was being launched 
from the family. The second son, John, became the focus 
of increased expectations; when he was then assassinated, 
the next brother, Bobby, took on that role, and so on. The 
expectations cascaded down the line to Teddy, who seemed 
to find the expectations all too much to bear.

For a family firm, the loss of child who is viewed as the 
successor to the business intensifies the experience of loss. 
This loss is most intense when the family and the business 
have made a clear statement on succession, and the heir has 
been anointed and accepted into the role. It is at these times 
that expectations are highest for everyone.

A loss that occurs when the rising generation is still 
young can allow the family time to deal with the loss and to 
plan accordingly. However, the family may still not be able 
to adjust and find a satisfactory resolution. The Bingham 
family of Kentucky is a good example; the death of the son 
who was heir apparent to the newspaper fortune upset the 
family’s expectations regarding the succession process. They 
were unable to create an alternate plan for continuity of 
the business (and, eventually, of the family). In general, the 
child who becomes the successor in the place of the intended 
experiences a large dose of survival guilt and often questions 
his or her own ability to succeed in the firm.

The occurrence of losses with other major stressful events 
may overload a family and pose incompatible tasks and 
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demands. Such incompatibility makes the family particularly 
prone to unresolved mourning and symptom development. 
For instance, the loss of a parent when a wedding is scheduled 
makes it difficult for the family to mourn when they are 
trying to celebrate. The birth of a child at the same time as a 
death in the family creates the same type of special problem 
in the family’s grieving process. It also can present additional 
difficulty when the child is viewed as a replacement for the 
family member who recently died. The concurrence of loss 
with other normative life-cycle transitions, such as the death 
of a grandparent when a grandchild is just beginning school, 
makes it difficult for the family to attend fully to the events. 
The tasks related to each event frequently remain undone. 
Some life-cycle transitions, such as when the children in 
a family move into the phase of adolescence or young 
adulthood, demand that the younger generation begin to 
move away from the family. A loss or anticipated loss during 
these phases of the family life cycle requires the family to 
pull together at a time when they also need to separate. If the 
family is unable to do both, one task will be left incomplete, 
and someone in the family may become symptomatic.

In family firms, the concurrence of loss or anticipated 
loss of a family member with a major business transition 
often takes on special significance. For instance, the death 
of the founder at the point when a new family member is 
taking charge in the business may make it difficult for the 
family to celebrate the advent of the successor to the role of 
president or chief executive officer. Without the founder to 
pass the baton to the successor, the process may also appear 
incomplete and some other type of ritual may be needed to 
signify the transition. In addition to the incompatibility of 
the tasks at hand, the successor will undoubtedly feel greater 
pressure to succeed.

When a family member dies in a traumatic or untimely 
fashion, anniversary reactions to the loss are common, 
especially among the next generation of the family. For 
instance, a father whose own father died at age forty-
two from a sudden heart attack spends his forty-second 
year worrying about the possibility of his own death. It is 
common for children to believe that they will not live past 
their own same-sex parents’ death dates; the child may even 
have the same trauma that the parent experienced at that 
age. There are many clinical anecdotes but little research in 
this area. I would hypothesize that these incidents are more 
likely to occur with traumatic losses because families deal 
less effectively with them.

Position of the Dying or Deceased Family Member. Not 
all deaths are of equal significance to the family system. In 
general, the more emotionally and functionally important 
the family member is to the system, the greater the impact up 
and down the generations. At least two factors explain this 
effect: the degree of disruption to the family’s equilibrium 
and the tendency of the family to deny overdependence on a 
particular family member.

Emotional dependence has to do with the degree to which 
one person derives a sense of self from another person. The 

more that one defines oneself in terms of the relationship 
to the other, the greater the emotional dependence on 
that person. A family member who functions in an overly 
responsible position vis-à-vis others in the family is likely 
to incur the emotional dependence of family members. 
For example, family business consultants frequently 
underestimate the importance of the death of the wife or 
mother in a business family that has traditional gender 
roles because she was not directly involved in the everyday 
functioning of the business. However, her husband and her 
children may have depended on her for counsel and advice. 
This kind of emotional connection among people accounts 
for the fact that in couples married a long time, the death of 
one is frequently followed within a year by the death of the 
other (Osterweiss, Solomon, and Green, 1984).

The impact of a functional or emotional loss can be 
expressed as an emotional shock wave (Bowen, 1976). 
Shock waves are most likely to occur in families where the 
dependence is not dealt with directly. The symptoms of a 
shock wave include emotional, physical, or social problems 
of one or more of the family members. When I ask a family 
member to list important positive and negative life events, 
I often find a series of illnesses or emotional upheavals 
surrounding the death of an important family member. 
There may also be a series of underground aftershocks. 
Family members often view these events as unrelated and 
deny the significance of the death that preceded them. For 
example, in the family described earlier, where the siblings 
took over the family firm after their father’s death, a series 
of family mishaps occurred in the year or two following 
his death. The second son had a serious car accident in the 
month following his father’s death, the widow was admitted 
to a psychiatric hospital for a serious depression, and the 
father’s older brother lost his business and was treated for 
alcohol abuse. The family reported these events but did not 
immediately connect them to the father’s loss.

Relationships that are especially conflictual or estranged 
at the time of a loss create a special set of circumstances. The 
power of the emotional connection in these relationships 
may be denied by the surviving individual, who will only 
present the negative valence or charge of the relationship. 
But the emotional charge of a relationship is not the same 
as the degree of connection. In fact, relationships that are 
very close always have a great potential for ambivalence 
and negativity. If someone in this kind of relationship dies 
during a period of hostility or estrangement, the impact 
of the loss on the survivor may be denied and will only be 
discovered in counseling through questions about the nature 
of the relationship. For example, two brothers who owned 
a hardware store together had been fighting on and off for 
years. They had not talked with each other for several months 
prior to the time that the older brother died. Their families 
frequently were involved in the fights, with cousins unable to 
talk to cousins and aunts unable to meet with their families 
for holidays. When I met the granddaughter of one of the two 
men, she had never met the other family and only knew that 
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some fight had occurred between the families. My work with 
the family members involved helping them to acknowledge 
the long history and intensity of the relationship with the 
deceased brother, and to engage in true mourning. We also 
focused for the future on the importance of keeping good, 
but not necessarily conflict-free relationships with people 
we care about.

Intervening with Family Firms Around 
Loss

Family business consultants deal with the issue of loss 
in almost all of their cases. Some cases involve loss more 
directly than do others, but, as discussed above, even 
succession cases in which death is not an immediate concern 
involve the issue of loss. Succession cases that are “stuck” 
in the transition process often involve some unspoken or 
unresolved issue pertaining to loss. In order to help business 
families deal with issues of loss, the impact of many factors 
must be examined. The following five guidelines represent 
a model of therapeutic intervention with business families, 
based on the themes presented in this article.

Identify Loss as an Issue. Like most consultants, I do an 
initial assessment of the issues whenever I meet with a family 
firm. In the assessment, I construct a family genogram, a 
family business chronology or history, and an organizational 
chart (if possible) of the firm. I use these three tools as 
maps of the family’s personal and business life. While I am 
collecting this information, I usually record birth and death 
dates and ask the family to note any significant life events 
that have occurred along the way. When constructing the 
chronology with the family, I list the deaths of important 
family members on the chart and note when transitions 
and changes occurred in relation to these deaths. I use this 
charting task as an opportunity to ask about how the family 
has handled previous successions and losses.

During this assessment period, it is also productive for a 
consultant to ask the family about the ages of key managers 
in the firm. The family’s difficulty in planning for loss will 
be evident if all key managers are near retirement age and 
no successors have been groomed or chosen. The board of 
directors also should be examined; the ages of all members 
and plans for their succession should be noted. It is important 
to remember that a founder’s retirement is usually not just 
one succession. Since most of the key managers started with 
the founder, they too will be at or near retirement. That is 
why a broad systems perspective is important in dealing 
with these firms. Typically, a focus on a narrow problem, as 
defined by the family, translates to a focus on the surface of 
broader systems issues.

Another aspect of the assessment phase that is important 
in helping a family deal with loss is the consultant’s 
consideration of the family’s ethnic, religious, and 
community identities. These connections may affect how 
they deal with loss and the support systems available to 
them. The family’s reaction to the consultant, or consulting 
team, as an outsider to their system is often instructive in 

determining their ability to accept assistance. Willingness 
to share information, to examine their own behavior, and 
to avoid polarization are all good indications of the family’s 
willingness to work openly. These qualities are important 
for effective intervention on any issue, but especially so for 
issues related to loss.

Educate and Normalize the Recovery Process. Families 
who are dealing directly with loss often move rapidly to 
reduce the tension and discomfort that they are feeling. It is 
thus important for the consultant to ensure that every family 
member has sufficient time to think about and plan for any 
changes that need to be instituted. This is generally a good 
policy for any consultation in which the family is pushing 
to make rapid decisions. As many families discover too late, 
decisions based on anxiety are almost always regretted. 
Changes take time, and it is important to institute only those 
changes that give the family members a sense of stability 
and security, especially after the loss of a key member of the 
family.

Family members also must be advised that grieving takes 
longer than they might initially expect and that it will take 
time to accomplish the tasks associated with their loss. This 
advice helps to normalize the process for the family. It is also 
important to educate them about loss and how their loss can 
affect the family firm. Readings and films on loss are helpful 
in normalizing the family’s expectations.

If family members need additional assistance in dealing 
with the impact of loss, the consultant can refer them to a 
counselor or consultant versed in emotional issues. A better 
strategy is to include such a team member in the ongoing 
work with the family since this keeps the family’s recovery 
efforts focused and integrated.

Keep Lines of Communication Open. As noted above, 
families have different styles of and levels of comfort with 
expressiveness. It is important to help them keep the lines of 
communication open within and among the subsystems of 
the family and the business. The amount of expressiveness 
and the degree of openness in dealing with a particular loss 
may depend on the primary locations of the now-missing 
individual within those subsystems and how safe the 
remaining members of each feel with one another.

The consultant can model and influence an open 
communication style. Various subgroupings of family and 
business members need to have the opportunity to meet 
with the family business consultant. I tell family firms that I 
work with the total family firm system and need the freedom 
to decide whom to include and how to include them. For 
instance, I might meet with the spouses of three siblings who 
are in business together. They will have the opportunity to 
discuss how their in-law status affects their ability to deal 
with issues related to the loss in the family firm. I might also 
include them in a meeting with their spouses so that the 
three sibling couples can discuss their plans for dealing with 
the loss. Group meetings create an open forum to answer 
questions, establish the family wishes, and prevent any 
secrets or suspicions from developing.

Fredda Herz Brown
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The family council is an appropriate official structure for 
the business family to discuss its values and plans for dealing 
with the death or anticipated loss of a family member. A 
family business consultant functioning as a facilitator can 
help the family keep the system open to discussion and 
establish a means for treating the issues calmly and in a 
dignified manner. The family council can then communicate 
the plans for dealing with loss to the board of directors.

The board of directors is responsible for developing a 
policy that is consistent with the family views and that deals 
with the impact of the loss, or the anticipated loss, on social 
and business community relations. The presentation of this 
policy to the management of the business is also the board’s 
responsibility.

Management personnel, while following the general 
policy guidelines set down by the board, are responsible for 
developing methods and procedures for dealing with the 
loss in the everyday functioning of the business. For this 
task, they may need the assistance of the family business 
consultant to facilitate meetings and to develop guidelines.

Develop Plans for the Loss of Key Players. Family firms 
need to identify their key leaders and establish plans for 
dealing with their loss. For the key people in the ownership 
group, there needs to be clear estate and wealth transfer 
plans. A viable buy-sell agreement need to be in place so that 
at the time of death, disability, or other incapacitation the 
owners of the firm all know what to do next. The details of 
this shareholders’ agreement must be evaluated periodically 
by the ownership group.

For the board of directors and the key managers of 
the firm, contingency plans must be in place in case any 
one of them were to die suddenly. Part of the planning 
process includes a management development plan whereby 
individuals within the firm in strategic or operational areas 
are prepared to move up the line in the event of a loss. A 
substitution plan is always useful, with a specific designate 
named and trained for replacement of a strategic player.

In addition to a plan for dealing with these key players, 
there must also be a method or process for notification of 
essential people in the system when a tragedy occurs. It is 
important to include this method as a written part of the 
policy and procedures of the firm.

Know Oneself. Family business consulting is a profession 
that is oriented toward changing people’s lives and that has 
the potential for significant impact on family and business 
relationships and interaction. Family business consultants 
deal with very intense and complex issues, and the 
responsibility is great. Part of the consultant’s preparation 
for this role is professional training; another significant piece 
of it involves an understanding of human processes. One 
way of learning about human processes and the difficulties 
of getting people to change is through self-reflection.

A family business consultant who feels comfortable in 
openly dealing with loss or anticipated loss can help others 
deal with the issues involved and openly confront their fears 
about death. In order to feel comfortable handling loss and 

anticipated loss with clients, consultants must examine 
factors such as their own transgenerational histories of loss 
and their own beliefs and practices about health and illness. 
Their own life stages and the quality of their lives at the 
time of consultation will influence their ability to work with 
family firms experiencing or anticipating loss. If consultants 
cannot face their own retirements and have not developed 
other activities in their own lives, how can they help founders 
and successors deal with the transitions?

As consultants, how many of us have looked at our 
own estate and financial plans or written wills? While it is 
possible for us to help clients do what we have not done, we 
can better understand the tasks that we want our clients to 
accomplish, and how hard it is to accomplish them, when 
we have faced similar tasks ourselves. Sometimes, no matter 
how well we think we know ourselves or how clear we are 
about our boundaries and the boundaries of the family 
firms with which we are dealing, a situation arises in which 
our hearts take over.

One of my clients was an entrepreneur who sought 
my assistance in planning for a move out of his original 
profession, accounting, into a new business. After I had been 
working with him for about a year, including meetings with 
his wife and four children, he went for an annual physical 
examination. During that examination, a tumor was 
discovered on his pancreas; upon further testing, the tumor 
was determined to be cancerous. He was told that he only had 
a short time to live and that he should get his life in order. I 
had a very warm relationship with him and his family and 
felt myself reeling from the impending loss. Like the family, I 
had become caught up in the dreams and fantasies regarding 
the new business venture and felt my vision dashed by the 
harsh reality of my client’s terminal illness.

What can a consultant do when he or she is working 
with a family firm and experiences feelings such as these? 
If the feelings interfere with one’s ability to help the family 
deal with its loss, then it is time to seek assistance in the 
work. This does not mean that consultants cannot cry or 
feel angry, but only that feelings cannot prevent them from 
openly dealing with the situations and making plans for 
the future. Acknowledging their feelings to themselves and 
to the families involved is the first step in moving everyone 
forward, including the consultants.

Conclusion
Helping a family firm deal with loss and anticipated loss 

is among the most challenging and rewarding experiences 
of family business consultants. It is a natural extension of 
the planning necessary for the succession process to occur. It 
demands the skill and ease that comes with direct experience 
and with supervision of ongoing consultations. The work 
demands a gentleness of spirit and a firm connection to 
emotions that are difficult for many consultants to achieve. 
It also requires a thoughtful approach based on careful 
consideration of the situation.
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