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Surprisingly, most family businesses do not see the value in communicating about their history, their
values and their long-term vision as owners of a company. Of course, it is easier not to put the
family’s reputation on the line. But that also means missing out on the advantages that come with it.
In today’s increasing uncertain business environment, more and more corporations have become
faceless entities with few authentic role models, inadequate societal and ethical benchmarks, and
shorter CEO tenures. Family businesses are in a unique position to differentiate themselves by
building their own brands. When owners publicly declare their commitment to support a family
business in the long run, the brand gains the credibility and trust that is necessary to build loyalty
among both internal and external stakeholders.
Getting the family involved – the powerful double benefit
Owners looking to avoid the mistake of staying in the background often have questions about how
to do it effectively. To find answers to these questions we conducted a multi-year, global research
project on family owned and controlled businesses, where the family identity is closely connected to
their business.
The objective of our research was to explore when and how positioning the business strategically as
family-controlled has a positive impact and helps strengthen the family as well as the business
identity. Specifically, we examined the winners of the IMD-Lombard Odier Global Family Business
Award, an annual prize for distinguished family businesses around the world from a variety of
sectors, and compared those award winners with family businesses that were less successful.
We uncovered numerous examples of how new-generation family business leaders got it right: The
German industry giant Henkel strengthened support for the company through a massive companywide dialog with its different stakeholders about the company values; the Filipino conglomerate
Ayala successfully widened its business model based on the family values and goals; and the Dutch
brewer Bavaria created a new product in the 7th generation for the first time carrying the family
name that beer drinkers have come to love.
While these examples are taken from widely different companies, there are common approaches in
how these companies used their family brand to enhance their company’s strategic position:
•
•
•

•

Align the family: Involve the whole family to review the mission and big picture strategies
Confirm common values: Explore how core family business values – integrity, long-term
vision and trust – can be infused into the company’s business model
Leverage the family background: Integrate the family name and history across the business
as it can signal quality and trust, attract capital and bring unique new opportunities to the
company
Communicate the family’s involvement: Proactively manage the owner’s visibility and
communicate their values and ideas, champion cohesion and nurture a sense of belonging
– inside the business, the family and to the public at large

Overall, we found that combining a clear sense of shared values with open and honest
communication by family members has the power to create an authentic and emotional relationship
to stakeholders and at the same time unite the family behind the business.
A call to action
Our research shows that family businesses face a high systemic risk of an identity loss over the
three main stages of generational change: the founder's or dominant owner’s stage, where one
person controls and leads the company; the siblings' stage, where the heirs and their families take
over; and the cousins' stage, where the third generation inherits the business and the identity of the
family tends to break up. The longer you wait, the more likely you won't be able to build a strong
family business brand that can empower and engage a growing family of owners over generations.
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When succession happens, the change in the family system and governance often leads to a
reassessment of the status quo. However, waiting for the next generation is not a necessity.
Families should know that flying under the radar in today’s times of social media is not an option
anymore. It is critical to steer the family business name, reputation and brand so that others cannot
fill a vacuum of information. These activities counteract the forces that over time separate family,
ownership and business interests while securing the long-term commitment of responsible future
owners.

Joachim Schwass is Professor Emeritus of Family Business at the Swiss business school IMD in
Lausanne.
Anne-Catrin Glemser is Associate Director at IMD and formerly Research and Program
Development Manager at IMD’s Global Family Business Center.
This article is based on their new book "Wise Family Business – Family Identity Steering Brand
Success", Palgrave, September 2016.
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Related Programs

LEADING THE FAMILY BUSINESS - http://www.imd.org/lfb
Assuring the continuity of family-owned enterprises
Program Director Denise Kenyon-Rouvinez
•
•
•
•

Navigate specific challenges and critical issues in your family business
Probe key issues facing family businesses: growth, governance, succession and culture
Benchmark best practices to broaden your understanding of successful family businesses
Get concrete take-home value to drive overall performance

THE NEXT GENERATION - http://www.imd.org/tng
Developing young leaders in family business and governance
Program Directors Denise Kenyon-Rouvinez and Benoit Leleux
•
•
•
•
•
•

Get ready to move into an active role in your family business, family office, or in any of their
governance functions
Develop your leadership skills
Explore best practices in the world of management
Understand how global businesses operate
Relate what you learn to your own business context
Feel confident of your contribution to your own family business
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