
IN M Y WO R KA S A re s e a rcher and as a co n s u l-
ta n t, I have had the oppo rt u n i ty to speak to
young heirs and successors and to mainta i n
a co n tact with them over many ye a r s,
w atching their lives unfo l d . The focus of
our co n tact has been around the issues they
fa ce re g a rding their decision on whether or
not to Enter the Business (ETB). Later in
their ca re e r s, it has been about the personal
and ca reer challenges they fa ced when
deciding whether to Re commit to the Busi-
ness (RT B ) .

I have found that for many next genera-
tion people, Entering The Business in their
early 20s was a re l at i vely stra i g h tfo rw a rd
decision to make. He or she needed a job,
an opening existed or was cre at e d , a wel-
coming family and business enviro n m e n t
was evident leading to a smooth entry into
the family business. Many young people
E n t e red The Business smoothly in re s po n s e
to a family or business crisis, most often fo l-

lowing a health sca re or sudden death of
the leader of the business or someone in
the top team.After this,h o w eve r, the ca re e r

p aths that emerged were many and va r i e d .
For some, the ETB decision turned out to
be a decision well made: they had a height-
ened sense of self esteem stemming fro m
the co n f i d e n ce they felt in their ca re e r
d evelopment plan and the prospect of
p rog ress to be made up the co r po rate lad-

d e r. For others, h o w eve r, the decision
turned out not so well, and a gre at personal
struggle ensued in which individuals fa ce d
some soul-s e a rching be fo re they were able,
if eve r, to decide whether to re commit their
ca reer choice to the family business, o r
a l t e r n at i vely to try to make a new sta rt in a
d i f fe rent business – effe c t i vely embarking
on a new sta rt, at a re l at i vely later stage in
l i fe, often in someone else’s business.

W h at can we learn from these ex p e r i-
e n ces that will foster a decision making
p rocess that is good for one’s self and good
for the business? Are there some criteria
t h at people who find themselves Entering
the Business or Re co m m i tting to the Busi-
ness can use to help them ove rcome the
blind spots that can lead to making a deci-
sion that turns out badly, often at a high
personal co s t?

At a pre s e n tation on this topic at the
Family Business Netw o r k ’s 13th World co n-
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Many next generation people face the tough decision of whether
to join or stay in the family business – and the FBN confere n c e
a d d ressed ways of approaching this dilemma

Making good life changing 
decisions 
By Barbara Murray
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fe re n ce in Helsinki, two next generat i o n
m e m bers of business owning families pre-
sented their own ex p e r i e n ce of working
t o w a rds these decisions, and the co n t exts in
which they were either making or had
made ETB and RTB decisions.

Case 1
Johanna Jouhki, 32 year old next genera-
tion member of Finland-based Thominve s t
O y, d e s c r i bed her personal journey toward s
the decision to Enter the Family Business.
Her story raised impo rtant questions fo r
her to deal with re g a rding her own sense of
re s po n s i b i l i ty and of duty to herself, to her
own new nuclear family members and
especially how to integrate this with her
sense of duty to her family of origin and of
course to the fa m i l y ’s business – in what-
ever shape or form it goes fo rw a rd . In her
fa m i l y, the definition of “ d u ty ” was shown
to be changing over the generat i o n s. W h e n
her father took ove r, his sense of duty aro s e
f rom the unquestioning ex p e c tat i o n s
p l a ced upon him that he would enter and
commit his ca reer to the business.

Her father did not want to perpetuat e
this definition of “ d u ty ”, and has clearly
shown Johanna’s generation that they have
m o re fl ex i b i l i ty and less pre s s u re aro u n d
their choice. But iro n i ca l l y, the sense of
d u ty prevails in its pure sense, l e av i n g
Johanna and her siblings the dilemma of
going fo rw a rd with the business or be i n g
re s ponsible for what ever changes happen
with their generat i o n .

Johanna gave herself a period of 18
months in which to ex p l o re her options,
during which time she will have her seco n d
c h i l d . After this, she expects to be ready to
m a ke her choice, one way or another, a n d
deal with the co n s e q u e n ces each option
ra i s e s. She was definitive that a choice, o n e
w ay or another, would ce rtainly be made.

Case 2
Adele Lev i n g e, 42 year old second genera-
tion co-owner and bo a rd member of the
Dennis Co r po ration in Au s t ralia had
w o r ked in the family business prev i o u s l y
after schoo l , and re cently returned after
exploring the pros and cons of her Re co m-
m i tting to the Business decision. Ad e l e’s
s t o ry ce n t red on how she re cognised her
tendency of her putting others’ n e e d s,
be fo re her own needs in life. She had
e n t e red the business at a young age at the
behest of her fat h e r, then left to suppo rt
her husband’s international ex e c u t i ve
ca re e r, and have a fa m i l y. When this finally
b rought her back again to the home town

w h e re the family business was based, s h e
was nat u rally asked to re -join the business.

This time, she gave ve ry, ve ry ca re f u l
co n s i d e ration to her options. Her life’s
d ream was to be come a nurse, and she is
n at u rally a helping person. H o w eve r, as an
eldest child she had in the past dire c t e d
these skills to helping the family in the fa m-
ily business: but now it was time to put her-
self first.

Adele conducted re s e a rch into a nurs-
ing ca re e r, but was disappointed to learn
t h at few places existed for mat u re entry to
the pro fe s s i o n , and it would cause co n s i d e r-
able disruption in her nuclear family to

pursue this option. Giving herself time, s h e
came round to the decision to enter the
b u s i n e s s, but on a diffe rent footing: as a
d i re c t o r. During the next six ye a r s, s h e
struggled to be re cognised as a mat u re,
independent person in her own right, a n d
w o r ked hard to shake off the shackles of
being seen as “the daughter” and “ t h e
e l d e s t”. H aving be come her own woman,
she now enjoys her role in the family busi-
ness and is immensely proud her co n t r i b u-
tion to the business and its role in the
co m m u n i ty.

A framework for decision making
Following their pre s e n tat i o n s, I offe red a
f ra m ework for next generation people fa c-
ing decisions like these to use in order to
work in a decision making enviro n m e n t
t h at is both good for the individual making
the choice, and good for the business in the
long run. The fra m ework guides the deci-
s i o n - m a ker into two distinct areas for co n-
s i d e ration: the first is to do with what is
s u i table and feasible for the self; and the
s e cond is to do with what is suitable and
feasible for the system – meaning the fa m-
ily business system which inco r po rates the
fa m i l y, the owners and the business.

The fra m ework draws heavily upon the
work of the pioneering deve l o p m e n tal psy-
c h o l og i s t, Daniel Lev i n s o n , and his mod e l
outlining the distinct tasks that must be
attended to during each era in the adult
l i ves of men and women. Lev i n s o n’s mod e l
for adult development would lead us to pre-
dict that people making ETB decisions as
t h ey enter young adulthood in their 20s
would re g a rd the decision to join as simply
a means to a particular end that is ty p i cal of
their needs in the 20s: to gain ex p e r i e n ce of
the working world, rather than making a
commitment for life to a particular ca re e r
co u r s e.
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The Entering the Business 
d e c i s i o n
If the family business is seen through the
eyes of the next generation to be the place
simply to gain in initial work ex p e r i e n ce,
the decision to join is, as I have seen, a
s t ra i g h tfo rw a rd process: it suits both the
self and the system for the young person to
join the business; it is a feasible choice fo r
the self to sta rt on the ca reer ladder and it is
feasible for the system to cre ate openings
or offer existing openings to young fa m i l y
m e m be r s. From a Levinsonian perspective,
people in the young adulthood stage have
the task of gathering ex p e r i e n ce, g a i n i n g
co m p e t e n ces and experimenting with
c h o i ces that build a “ l i fe structure”: who
you choose to spend you life with, yo u r
ca reer choice and your social co n n e c t i o n s.

The Recommitting to the Business
d e c i s i o n
O ver time, o n ce the life structure has be e n
c h o s e n , the process of ageing moves people
f rom young adulthood into middle adult-
h ood .At this sta g e,c h o i ces have been made
(who to marry, w h e re to live, how to ra i s e
the children) and lessons learned about the
d e g ree of sat i s faction with the choice s
selected at the earlier stage of young adult-
h ood . If it turns out that one has chosen
w i s e l y, eva l u ating the life structure is a
s t ra i g h tfo rw a rd process: one is co n t e n t
with the spouse re l at i o n s h i p, with the
s ocial life and with the ca reer path chosen.
Minor mod i f i cations may be desired and
the task when approaching middle adult-
h ood is to attend to these.

For others who, it turns out, h ave not
chosen one or more elements of their life
s t r u c t u re wisely, this period of eva l u ation at
m i d - l i fe can be at worst ve ry distre s s i n g,
and at be s t, personally tro u b l e s o m e. It is

not easy at the age of 35-45 to make major
changes in one’s life, as there are co n s e-
q u e n ces to co n s i d e r: what will be the co n-
s e q u e n ces of my decision for my wife /
h u s b a n d / c h i l d / h o m e / s a l a ry / family busi-
n e s s / s ocial standing/friends? 

Lev i n s o n’s deve l o p m e n tal model helps
us to understand why it is that the Re co m-
mitment to the Business decision is such a
tough one to make for those who Entere d
the Business and then found that things did

not go as well as ex p e c t e d .Some people ca n
feel that they are running out of time, a n d
now is the last chance to either enter into a
n e g o t i ation with their parents or siblings
and cousins for the type of ca reer they want
to have in the family business. O r, if this is
not fe a s i b l e, now is the time to work out
how to leave the family business while min-
imising feelings of guilt, disruption and ta k-
ing ownership of the co n s e q u e n ce s. Is it
possible to leave the family business and
s ta rt again, at this age, whilst mainta i n i n g
g ood re l ations with your fa m i l y, t h e
extended family and your ex -colleagues in
the business?

Use your next generation network 
Many people approaching middle adult-
h ood have struggled over a lengthy period
with their decision to Re commit to the
B u s i n e s s. These case studies show that
those in the earlier stage of young adult-
h ood can learn from those at the later sta g e

re g a rdless of how well the Entering the
Business decision turned out. N ext genera-
tion people should there fo re make the
most of their networking oppo rtunities to
ask their peers how these decisions ca m e
a bout in the first place and how they were
turning out. The ETB and RTB decisions
t h at were good for the self (what ever the
decision was, which may not be the choice
t h at parents were hoping for) are likely to
be good decisions for the business in the
long run.

On a final note, although the two ca s e
studies not selected on for the pre s e n tat i o n
on the basis of gender, it is of gre at signifi-
ca n ce that the two case studies are women.
In Lev i n s o n’s study of women at mid-life,h e
found that although the adult deve l o p-
ment process is the same for women as in
m e n , things unfold in ve ry diffe rent way s
for women be cause their lives – and there-
fo re the tasks they fa ce in their adult deve l-
opment process – are punctuated (mostly
held back) by marriage (especially an early
m a r r i a g e ) ,h aving children and by the re a l-
i ty of gender bias in the workplace. The tw o
case studies present elegant illustrations of
this phenomenon at work. Both women are
building their life structures around hav i n g
a fa m i l y, and dealing with the impact this
has on their ca reer options at diffe re n t
t i m e s. Both women were most emphat i c
t h at being part of a family business had
g i ven them the fl ex i b i l i ty they needed to
ex p l o re their choices in pra c t i cal terms.
Time was given to work fl exibly and be
with the fa m i l y. Each had learned fro m
working with other employers that this
fl ex i b i l i ty was not on offe r. ■

B a r b a r a M u rray  is Consultant Editor of Fa m i l i e s
in Business m a g a z i n e.
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