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Insight  3 – Family Meetings 
 

Jim had to miss the next day of running due to an event organized by one of his largest 

customers.  As life happens in the running group,  the next day it was just Dave and Jim.   

 
Dave didn’t mention anything specific until he and Jim set off running side-by-side along their 

normal route.  

“So, Jim, thoughts on our conversation with Alan?” he asked. 

“Lots of them,” Jim replied. “It is actually a bit overwhelming when I think of it. There is so 

much to consider around a Family Constitution — what to include, how to frame things, how to 

negotiate with everyone who needs to be involved. As anxious as I am to get something on 

paper, I am not sure where to start.” 

“I understand completely,” Dave agreed. “That’s why I offered to work through the 

development with you and to use some sample documents that others have put together to 

give us some ideas. I also know from experience that it is easy to be intimidated by the 

potential scope of what should be considered; however, because I have been through this 

before with other clients, I am less concerned about what to do than you are.   

“I have also learned that it is important to keep in mind that this is a process, not an event. You 

can’t possibly expect to get it all done in one shot. It will take multiple conversations among 

you and the other family members; different views to consider and perhaps some 

disagreements to be settled along the way.  

“You are the “resident big thinker”, patriarch of the family and the head of your family’s 

business. Your role is to inspire and lead the others to the best combination of what is good for 

the family and what is good for the business. Think about how well your family dinner meeting 

worked out in creating a Family Mission Statement. You are good at this!” 

Dave continued. “I think Yogi Berra said it best when he said if you don’t know where your 

going, you might not get there.  Family Meetings can help you and the family figure out where 

you’re going.”  
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“Thanks for the vote of confidence but sitting around the dining room table after a great meal 

and a family celebration is quite different than the formal job of putting together a Family 

Constitution.” 

“It doesn’t have to be,” Dave offered. 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean, why can’t you draft your Family Constitution through a series of family meetings, 

rather than a strict, structured procedure?” 

“Is that how others have done it?” Jim asked. 

“Definitely!” Dave responded. “In fact, Family Meetings are at the core of governance in many 

family enterprises. They provide a forum for all kinds of discussions and inter-actions among 

family members — everything from sharing information on the company’s progress; to creating 

policies; to educating younger family members; to planning eventual leadership succession. 

There really is no limit to what can be discussed. The important thing is to provide a safe 

environment where everyone can express themselves and contribute to the family dialogue.” 

“And I would add that Family Meetings shouldn’t always be solemn and serious. It’s OK to have 

fun too. In fact, many families organize their meetings around an event or celebration — just as 

you did at the time of your son’s birthday. I know families who schedule them around holidays 

such as Christmas, Hanukah or Thanksgiving when most of the family will be gathered. Or, how 

about this — one family I work with plans a ski vacation each winter to bring everyone 

together; for another, it’s a different beach destination each year. Family and fun mixed with 

frank conversation seems to work.”  

“So, Family Meetings are typically once a year?” 

“Again, whatever works for you. Once a year is common and I wouldn’t recommend anything 

less frequent than that. Family meetings are typically for periodic review of high-level strategy, 

not operational scrutiny. However, if there are important decisions to be made, a Family 

Meeting can be called at any time.” 
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“And I guess it is my role to organize and lead these meetings?” Jim suggested. 

“It could be, but doesn’t have to be.” Dave responded. “Some family members can get very 

excited and motivated by planning and arranging these meetings – the timing, location, fun 

activities and so on. Handing off responsibility for the practical aspects of a meeting is often a 

great way to engage family members who don’t work in the business, for example, spouses of 

family employees. 

“As far as setting the agenda, as the leader, I assume you would want to have a hand in that; 

however, if the objective is to be inclusive, you’ll also want a process for others to contribute 

topics and perhaps even to vote on what gets put on the agenda. To the extent possible, you’ll 

probably want to avoid giving too much airtime to someone’s pet peeve that isn’t relevant to 

anyone else.  

“That said, the objective of a Family Meeting is to communicate and foster trust and 

understanding — the values you described in your Family Mission Statement, so balance is 

required. That’s one of the reasons some families use an independent facilitator to lead the 

discussions — to be objective and unemotional, to keep conversations on track, to maintain a 

productive dialogue and, potentially, to find common ground when opinions vary.  

“I have led several Family Meetings for clients in the past and have always been satisfied with 

the outcome.” 

“I can see the value of an unbiased moderator. Ever have any problems you couldn’t handle – 

personal conflict between family members, for example?” Jim asked, obviously with someone 

in mind. 

“Not really. I always saw my role as making the conversation among family members 

meaningful and productive, not refereeing or settling family disputes. Of course, there have 

been occasions when some pre-existing tensions became obvious, but I have always found 

support from the other family members. The very fact that the Family Meeting provided a 

forum for discussion seemed to help ease the friction. 
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“Oh, and another way some families handle leadership at the meeting is to ‘rotate the chair’, so 

to speak, by having different family members lead the discussion at each successive meeting. 

Nothing teaches you how to contribute to a fruitful meeting like having to lead one.” 

“And am I correct in assuming all family members attend, not just those who work in the 

business?” Jim asked. 

“Yes, by definition, it is a family meeting, so everyone in the family should be encouraged to 

attend – even younger members. This does not mean that all aspects of the family meeting 

should be attended by all family members.  Family members should feel free to opt out of 

sections of the meeting that they don’t feel then need to be there for. For instance, it probably 

makes sense that non-family minority owners and children under a certain age skip certain 

parts of the meeting that may not apply to them.  On the other hand, having  members attend 

the family business review may help them better understand and appreciate what the family 

business does and what it doesn’t do for them. And certainly, if any of them are destined for 

future leadership roles in the company, family meetings can be a great way for them to learn 

some of what they will need to know down the road. 

“Another very important group to include are the spouses of family members working in the 

business.” First, they often have good ideas to contribute and, second, the conversations will 

help them better understand how decisions that affect their spouse are made. Privately held 

concerns or criticisms can often be mitigated with just a little better insight and context. 

“In keeping with your Family Mission Statement, everyone’s opinion is important to them, and 

of course, debate and straight talk are invaluable in family meetings. However, the best results 

seem to occur when conversations are kept a high level, that is, strategic, rather than 

operational minutia.”  

By now, Jim and Dave had turned the corner halfway on their route that would take them along 

the lakefront and back to their starting point. Jim went silent for a while and Dave knew not to 

interrupt his thoughts. 
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“So, part of our Family Constitution could be a requirement that we hold Family Meetings on 

some regular basis; and on an as needed basis.” Jim finally said, half as a question and half as a 

statement of fact. 

“Of course,” Dave confirmed. 

“And we should outline in our Family Constitution what we expect our Family Meetings to 

accomplish and how they are to be run.” 

“Yes, again,” Dave said, “because in many ways, your Family Meetings help to confirm your 

Family Mission Statement and operationalize your Family Constitution.  

 “Can you give me an idea of how that is done?” Jim asked. 

“Sure. For example, I recently saw a Family Meeting Agenda that was divided into four large 

categories: Family Business, Family Relations, Family Development and Family Fun. In the first 

category, Family Business, they addressed things that applied directly to the management of 

their company by further segmenting them into four more sections: Progress & Profitability, 

Products & Services, People & Performance, Plans & Projections. I guess they like alliteration! 

“In the Family Relations section, as I recall, they included celebrations, life changes and such, as 

well as a very interesting one that stood out for me – that being ‘will planning’. I was intrigued 

by that, so I asked the family head what it meant. She told me that every year at their Family 

Meeting, each family member stood up and presented the high level terms of their personal 

wills — basically, who was going to get what in the event of their death, which charities were 

going to going to receive bequests, etc. The purpose was to avoid any surprises over 

inheritances when someone died.   

She said she had read about the idea in a book a few years earlier and brought it up at a Family 

Meeting. While there was some initial reluctance, which she suspected was because several 

family members didn’t have up-to-date wills, they agreed, as a family, to make it part of every 

annual Family Meeting going forward. Even young children participated. She got emotional 

describing how her grandson announced that if something happened to him, he wanted his 

baby brother to have all his Lego. 
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“She went on to say that it was one of the best things they could have done. It not only 

prevented potential family squabbles; it also brought the family closer together as everyone 

gained an understanding of why people had made certain decisions regarding the distribution 

of their estate. There was no more fighting over the family china or ‘Why did Johnny get that?’ 

questions.  

“I love the concept,” Jim reacted, “but I’m not sure I could get everyone to buy in to sharing.” 

“I think I can help you there,” Dave offered. “It turns out the book she referred to was written 

by a friend of mine, Tom Deans. The title is Willing Wisdom – 7 Questions Successful Families 

Ask1 and it will give you lots of ideas on how to create open and candid conversations among 

your family regarding their wills. “When I get back to the office, I am going to send you a copy. 

Tom speaks on the subject all over the world and his book has been read by tens of thousands 

of people. I know you will enjoy it.”  

“Thanks,” Jim said before falling into a brief moment of silence. “I’m going to talk to my wife 

about this. We have had several conversations around how we can help our kids understand 

and appreciate what the family and the family business mean to them. Even though they work 

in the company, I am not sure they fully grasp the great opportunity they have to be part of a 

legacy. It would be good for them to hear how others feel.” 

“And to participate,” Dave suggested. 

“Yes, it would.” 

 “And just to finish describing the four categories I saw in that Family Meeting Agenda, the third 

one was Family Development which would fit in perfectly with your Family Missions Statement 

where it talks about ongoing personal learning.  

“It would also be a good place to start some dialogue about preparing the next generation of 

leadership in your firm. Who should be considered; what qualifications are needed; how do 

they gain the required experience — things like that. 

 
1 Tom Deans, Willing Wisdom Index – 7 Questions Successful Families Ask. 

https://willingwisdom.com/book/
https://willingwisdom.com/book/
https://willingwisdom.com/book/
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“Finally, the last section on Family Fun was dedicated to exactly that. What can we do to have 

fun as a family? Where and when will our next Family Meeting be held? What activities do we 

have planned? Who is going to organize everything? 

“Wow, sounds like that family really has their act together!” Jim exclaimed. 

“Yes, they do,” Dave responded, “but they didn’t do it overnight or even necessarily get it right 

the first time. Their Family Meetings have evolved over several years as the family and their 

business evolved. It seems to me that you are in about the same place they were before they 

made it a priority to add some structure to the family dialogue. 

“Again, I have some sample agendas, etc. for Family Meetings that I will share with you, but you 

had such a good start on improving family communications with your recent, informal, family 

meeting, why not continue with that format? Creating your Family Constitution is a significant 

project and it needs input from others in the family. How about scheduling another family get-

together where you introduce both ideas — the Family Constitution and the Family Meeting as 

a forum for discussing what should go into it? You don’t have to go crazy on the Family Meeting 

part in terms of structure, activities and so on, right away. Let that emerge through the process 

over time. 

“Does that make sense to you?” 

The timing was perfect to end the conversation as both Dave and Jim were a bit surprised to 

find themselves back at the club from which they started their run. Their conversation had 

obviously made the time pass quickly. Although being able to run and chat at the same time 

was a measure of good conditioning and pace, Dave wasn’t sure if he was more out of breath 

than Jim due to his physical condition or because he had done most of the talking. 

“Thanks, Dave,” Jim said. “These lunchtime runs have always energized me physically; and now 

you have done the same thing for me emotionally with respect to my family’s business. Healthy 

body, healthy mind – I like it!” 
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