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Christmas Eve at GrandmaÕs 
house the family was prepar-
ing to reenact the Nativity.   

Little girls fought over who got to be 
Mary, and in-laws drew straws for the 
role of the donkey. My then two-year-
old son walked into the room with a 
white apron tied on backwards and a 
ruffl ed lace bonnet. He obviously had 
been dressed by one of his aunts to 
be a sheep.  The only problem was he 
wasnÕt buying the idea.

As I commented on what a nice-
looking sheep he was, he quickly 
turned to me with a scowl and in his 
little gruff voice shouted, ÒI am not a 
sheep!  IÕm a superhero!Ó

At that moment I realized that 
while the family had an idea of how 
my son should fi t into the story, he 
was not interested. He went along 
with it long enough to get a costume, 
but that was it.  

How many times does this same 
scenario play out within a family busi-
ness?  Parents constantly tell their 
kids, ÒSomeday you will own this busi-
ness.Ó  And their children thinking, ÒI 
am not a sheep!  I am a superhero!ÓÑ
or something along those lines.

Do business owners ever consider 
that their dreams might not be the 
hopes and wishes of their children?  
Are parents listening closely enough 

to understand their childrenÕs dreams 
and what they really should be encour-
aging them to pursue? 

A family can have the most lucra-
tive hot dog factory in the state, the 
most profi table bank in the region, or 
the most successful car dealership in 
the country, but does the next genera-
tion have enough of a passion for hot 
dogs or banking or automobiles to 
carry the torch? Multi-generational 
success in business happens when 
multiple generations are passionate 
about the same business. Cash fl ow 
and profitability aside, a genuine 
interest and love for the business is 
essential for successful family busi-
ness continuity.

How do you develop and encour-
age your children to discover their 
passion?

Here are five tips followed by a 
deeper explanation of each:
1. Always speak positively about 

the business.
Speaking positively about the 

business is one of the easiest things 
a parent can do to create goodwill in 
the mind of a child. Frequent com-
plaining about the business and how 
tough things are will surely discour-
age potential future business owners 
from wanting to carry on the family 
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enterprise. The old saying, ÒIf you 
donÕt have anything nice to say, donÕt 
say anything at all,Ó has real applica-
tion if your intent is to attract your 
child or children to someday join the 
family business.

2. Bring the children to your 
workplace as much as possible 
when they are young.
Including children at an early age 

is usually a very positive experience 
for them and will create memories 
that link them to the business.  Angie 
Muhleisen, president of Union Bank 
& Trust Co. in Lincoln, Neb., agrees.  
ÒI grew up hearing my father talk 
about banking around the family din-
ner table,Ó she said.  ÒEven though 
I didnÕt realize it at the time, these 
conversations taught me a lot about 
banking and were the catalyst for 
my lifelong interest in the profes-
sion.Ó  Being proud of the business 
and allowing children to be around 
as much as possible builds ties to 
the business that someday might be 
strong enough to make them want to 
come back and join the business, or 
even lead it.

3. Have other trusted employees 
work with your children as 
they are developing.
As children have their first ex-

periences in the industry, allowing 
them to experience the business and 
what goes on there, while not always 
under the watchful eye of Mom or 
Dad is important.  Family business 
thought leader and Brigham Young 
University Professor Gibb Dyer 
explained, ÒI have found that find-
ing a nonfamily mentor for family 
members is extremely valuable in 
helping them develop their talents 
and get the feedback they need to 
grow and improve.Ó  Choosing a 
trusted employee to mentor and 
befriend them may be the difference 
between pushing children away from 
the family business and encouraging 
them to gravitate toward it.

4. Expose children to different 
aspects of the business and see 
how they respond.
Exposing the next generation to 

many aspects of the business is impor-
tant for a couple of reasons.  First, it 
gives children an opportunity to learn 
what they like most about the business 
and what they enjoy least.  It also gives 
the senior generation a chance to see 
the next generationÕs natural talent 
or inclinations to certain areas of the 
business.  Finding the right fi t in the 
company is key to retaining and inspir-
ing the next generation to stay with 
the organization and grow in their 
leadership abilities.

5. Talk about what owning a 
business allows you to do for 
the community and the family.
Lastly, it is important not only 

to talk about the business itself, but 
also to talk about the benefits and op-
portunities that business ownership 
provides for you individually and for 
the family.  Speak of the importance 
of the business in the community 
and express the charitable and civic 
opportunities you have had as a busi-
ness owner.  Sometimes the benefits 
of owning a business are not always 
clear to the next generation, and it 
is worth taking time to talk about it.

Remember, when you are growing 
your business and introducing the 
next generation to it, donÕt assume 
that just because youÕve got them in 
the apron and bonnet they wish to be 
a sheep.  The last thing you want is 
for your child to join the business and 
then have them tell you, ÒI am not a 
sheep!  I am a superhero!Ó  Encourage, 
train, and mentor them if that is their 
inclination, but let it be their passion.  
Then the family business will have a 
good chance of surviving and thriving 
for generations to come.  
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