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Fit and Family-Owned Business

When I'm helping family-owned businesses find new executive leadership,
I often hear the following: “We want to find someone who is the right

fit” This word—fit—is difficult to define, yet is always key to a successful
hire. When assessing candidates for fit, it's helpful to use the following
questions as guiding principles:

1. Does the candidate’s leadership style align with company’s value
systems?

Fit really means linking the value systems and leadership style of the
executive candidate with those of the hiring company. In fact, “value
systems linkage” is the best predictor of happiness, in all its dimensions,
for any hire. Therefore, for a family-owned business, where hiring a non-
family CEO can often feel like arranging a marriage, fit is particularly
important.
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clients that range from start-ups to Fortune 100 global enterprises,
always keeping ahead of the market and always providing a

diverse and inclusive slate of candidates for every search.



Naturally, the starting point for the hiring
process is understanding the Core Family
Values that drive the business. Businesses that
have survived across multiple generations have
invested much thought in the development

of family values. They are typically recorded
somewhere, either in a corporate handbook,
website, or other core material. If this is not the
case, formalizing and recording corporate values
is an important exercise to complete before
starting a CEO or COO search. Since the family
can never be separated from the business, these
core values will drive decisions that otherwise
would be hard for an outsider to understand.

2. Does the candidate possess the most important
competencies for the position?

When a candidate clearly aligns with the family’s
value system, it can be tempting to conclude
that the candidate is automatically a great fit.
However, it's important to move the decision
beyond “I like them.” This is why a position
competency model, designed to measure

the candidate’s specific skill set against the
company’s business goals, is critical. The key is
to build a competency model that helps separate
and prioritize the must-haves from the nice-to-
haves. Nobody will be a perfect match on every
competency, but the best candidate will have
successfully demonstrated the top three to five
competencies in the recent past.

3. Will the candidate be a steward of the family’s
success?

When I try to consolidate all of the aspects of

fit for family businesses, the single word that
comes to mind is “stewardship.” Good candidates
understand and appreciate what the family has
already built. The new CEO becomes a steward
of that success, even when the mandate is to
transform the company. Family members in the
business, ownership or governance have their
own self-images (both within the family and in
the community or industry) so tightly connected
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to the business that outside leadership needs to
account for it and factor it into the leadership
process.

To be a successful steward for the company, the
candidate must be a confident adult who is prepared
to handle sensitive situations that will arise within
family businesses. For example, a mature non-
family CEO will be able to react appropriately when
ownership wants to drill down into the details of

the business, as they always do at some point. The
mature steward will not be threatened by this, while
an insecure autocrat will not react well.

Investor Relations (IR) also deserves some thought.
Every CEO spends a significant amount of time
caring for the company’s owners. In public or
private equity owned companies, this is pretty
clear. In a family-owned business IR involves multi-
generational dynamics and strong emotions. It may
involve dealing with a Family Council or helping
educate a new generation to be successful future
owners. So IR does not go away; it is just very
different.

In summary, the “best fit” candidates will embrace
the core family values and have the capacity and
patience to deal with family dynamics without
becoming embroiled in them. At the same time
the non-family leader will have the right core
competencies to lead the business to success,
however it may be defined.
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