Circles of Commitment
by Ronald C. Reece, Ph.D.
In any business, there is an inner circle of people who have the power to decide, have ownership, have knowledge and have depth of experience.  If there is an inner circle, there is surely an outer circle of people who have less power, little if any ownership and less knowledge and experience.

In a family business, the inner and outer circles are related.  Usually, these circles are occupied by parents and children respectively and as the dance moves along there is the implied or often direct message, “Someday this will all be yours”. 

Through out my years of consulting to family owned and managed businesses, I have repeatedly observed the dance, tug of war, or at times the fight between the senior and junior generations.  Over time hopefully the result is a successful generational handoff of the business/golden goose and undamaged family relationships.  
Rarely does the dance occur without bumps and bruises or even cuts and slashes.  I watched and listened to my father and brother in the family construction business go through this for years.  Then one day when I was meeting with them, my brother looked my dad in the eyes and very directly, respectfully, but firmly said, “Dad, it’s my turn.”  This was a moment of truth in the dance.  It could decide who the inner circle leader would be or result in more bumps, bruises and slashes or worse.

As it is with so much of human interaction communication is the key.  Demonstrating respect and understanding or empathy for each other’s points of view is critical.  With that in mind at a recent family business leadership study group meeting, which I helped facilitate, we set up inner and outer circles.  We then asked the respective participants to respond privately in writing to a few statements/questions and then have a dialogue about their answers.  It was enlightening.  Here are the some of the items and responses.  Look for the common themes.  You might be surprised.
Inner Circle

List 3 observations of what it is like being in the inner circle.

· Lonely; scary; rewarding

· Lonely; pressure to know the answers; pride when things go well, responsible if they don’t.
· Challenging; exhilarating/satisfying.

List 3 necessary personal traits for being in the inner circle.

· Strong; patient; consistent.

· Confidence; perseverance; people skills.

· Caring; understanding; passionate.

· Courage, trustworthiness; ability to take responsibility.
List 3 necessary business skills for being in the inner circle.

· Intuition; read a lot; understand financials; listening.

· Finance – accounting; HR – how to relate to people well; Sales – how to work with customers.

· Business knowledge/sense; financial management; motivation to grow/control sales.

What 2 - 3 things do you, in the inner circle, have to do in order to bring the next generation inside the circle?

· Mentor; support; be patient.

· Insist they follow their life’s 1st passion and work somewhere else; let them follow you around when they are very young.

· Understand that the next generation will run it differently; let them make mistakes.

What 2 – 3 things do you, in the inner circle, have to not do or stop doing in order to bring the next generation inside the inner circle?

· Undermine direction from next generation to other staff.

· Push so much, or they will resist. 
· Keep them from failing at all; keep total control; micromanage. 

· Block creative thinking; too much criticism.

Outer Circle

What personal traits will it take to be fully accepted into the inner circle? List 3-5.

· Accountability; determination; work ethic.

· Commitment & dedication; leadership skills; proven ability.

· Entrepreneurial nature; commitment to business; willingness to learn; acceptance of unspoken expectations/ability to lead.

· Trustworthiness; self-motivation; honesty.

What business skills will it take to be fully accepted into the inner circle? List 3-5.

· Competence; employee relations; dedication; honesty.

· Financial astuteness; strong communication skills; results driven

· Management skills; financial planning skills; understanding of markets.

· Sales; finance; buying/hedging/costs/fix forward/caps.

Why do you want to be inside the inner circle?

· Respect; opportunity; responsibility.

· Love for the business/passion/interest; provide a lifestyle I want to pass down to my own family. 
· Give dad time to enjoy him self; accomplishment; respect; control.

· That’s where the money is; personal & family wealth.

· I’m not sure if I want to. If I do, it is because of the good that can be done. 
List 3 observations of what it is like being in the outer circle, looking in.

· Pressure; motivation to succeed; want to learn from inner circle.

· Intimidating; overwhelming; blissful (don’t know, don’t need to worry).

· Wondering if I am viewed by current staff as a capable.
· Stressful (watching them worry); helpless.

· Somewhat intimidating, big shoes to fill. As an outer circle member, I’m thankful to the inner circle’s willingness to share and be open.

Growing up, I remember my father often referring to popular radio programs before television came along.  He would talk about Laurel & Hardy, Jack Benny, Bob & Ray or the Green Hornet.  But, the one he mentioned more often than others was “The Inner Sanctum.”  The show opened with spooky, melodramatic organ music, a ghoulish flare and its signature eerie creaking door sound.  Is this similar to your inner circle?  Is your inner circle a dark secretive sanctum?  I hope not.
I have a current client with a first generation inner circle – dad age 68, second generation outer circle daughter 45 and son 41 – that have really struggled in the dance.  As recently as 2 months ago dad said to me, “They haven’t sacrificed enough,” despite the years of effort, business knowledge and good results his daughter and son have achieved.  Translation – “if they want to be in the inner circle they need to work seven days a week like I did”.  Well, maybe.  But then he will tell them, “be with your children, work is not all there is”; Confusing for sure.
If the goal is successful transition with few bumps and bruises the inner circle needs to be a semi-permeable membrane with light not an inner sanctum with darkness mystery and a heavy creaking door.  The outer circle must erase entitlement attitudes, demonstrate a superior work ethic, ask lots of questions and show up diligently.
Dialogue between the circle members is imperative.  Listen, listen then speak!
Oh, by the way, my dad stepped aside and into the outer circle. 
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