
LEADERS

BEATING THE

FAMILY
BUSINESS ODDS
These five strategies can help your company to stay on track through
a generational leadership transition. BY C.J. PRINCE

You see a lot of

people get trapped

in family businesses
where they felt like

it was something

they had to do."

-Kevin Hancock,

Chair, Hancock

Lumber

WHEN KEVIN HANCOCK graduated

from college, the family business wasn't

even on his radar. A sixth-generation mem-

ber of Hancock Lumber-one of America's

oldest family businesses-he hadn't ruled

it out; he just never considered it. "I was

interested in teaching and coach-

ing, and that's what I pursued

right out of college," he says.

But life had other plans. His

father, then CEO of the compа-

ny, was diagnosed with cancer,

and Hancock found himself

making a sharp pivot. "I came

to work at the company, spent

quite a few early years not really

sure that I liked it or that it was

a good move. But it all turned out to be just

right for me."

Hancock Lumber's longevity is not the

norm. While family businesses are the

backbone of the economy, accounting for
64 percent of U.S. GDP, their survival rate

through generations is shockingly low:

fewer than 30 percent make it to the second

generation, and only 12 percent endure to

the third. With $83 trillion in generation-

al wealth expected to change hands over

the next 20 years, today's family business

CEOs face a critical question: How do you

transition leadership without derailing the

business-or your children?

To answer that, we spoke with leaders

who have successfully navigated the chal-

lenges of succession. They offered these

five lessons.

1. Don't assume your kids will-or

should-take over.

One of the biggest mistakes a family

business CEO can make is assuming that

their children will automatically want

to take over the business, or that they're

right for the role.

Matt Powell never expected to run the

family business. Growing up in Virginia,

far from the Midwest headquarters of Cen-

tury Companies, he had no plans to follow

in his grandfather's footsteps, instead

building a career in investment banking

on Wall Street, helping other families sell

their businesses.

But the more deals he worked on, the

more jaded he became. "I got tired pretty

fast of the 90-day sprints and five-year

flips," Powell recalls. "I started to have an
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