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Predictable paradoxes 
across generations 

 

Family businesses will often face paradoxes at certain points in their 

development, according to Professor John Ward. A number of them are 

brought to life in a case study which appears in ‘Family Business as 

Paradox’, co-authored by John Ward, Amy Schuman and Stacy Stutz. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



The case study begins with George Sample who opened a car repair shop in the 1940s. Like many 

founders, George gave all his attention and energy to expanding the business. Also like many 

founders, he failed to recognize ‘paradoxes’. 

Paradoxes are a special kind of problem. They are made up of two sides that appear to be opposing, 

but in fact support each other. 

 

Control versus trust 

George liked to be in control and did not easily trust others. Even as the business grew quite large, he 

found it difficult to share decision making with employees. This left him feeling exhausted and 

burdened, and left his employees unable or unwilling to take initiative. There was never a move from 

‘control versus trust’ to ‘control and trust’. 

George was also a man of action who disliked structures that might slow him down. He refused to 

write down policies on how to do things. His approach to the paradox of action and planning was 

entirely one-sided. 

“We’ll have our heads buried so far inside our desks that we won’t be looking around at what’s really 

happening in the world,” he was known to say. The downside was that sometimes there was limited 

information to support decisions, and there was a lack of “what if?” plans for when things didn’t turn 

out quite as expected. 

 

Roots versus wings 

Meanwhile there was a predictable paradox in the area of the family. Healthy families give their 

children a sense of a solid home and background (‘roots’); they also encourage them to explore the 

world on their own (‘wings’). But George was too busy with the business to invest in such 

encouragement. 

His four children tended to stay close to home, playing together in the large garden. The main 

external activity was helping at the office. There were lots of roots but not many wings. 

By the time he was 50, George’s energy and drive had led to a very successful business. His eldest 

two children, George Junior and Geri, had already taken up roles under their father. The younger two, 

Suzi and Louis, were happier to follow different careers. To people outside the family, everything 

seemed wonderful. 

 

Paradoxes are a special kind of problem. They are 

made up of two sides that appear to be opposing, but in 

fact support each other.  



Hand-over 

Then George had a heart attack and was forced to give up day-to-day control of the business. 

Suddenly Junior and Geri found themselves thrust into leadership. They inherited some of the 

consequences of their father’s approach to paradoxes. And discovered new ones of their own. 

To begin with, Junior and Geri tried to do everything “just like Dad”. Unfortunately they lacked his 

experience. Their attempt to keep total control contributed to worsening business results within 12 

months of taking over. 

So they then went to the opposite side and placed great trust in others. “You’re the expert on the 

business,” they told senior employees. “Do what you think makes sense. We won’t get in your way.” 

Unfortunately, none of the staff were used to this empowerment approach and they lacked skills and 

experience. Meetings went on for hours without decisions and no one had clear accountability for a 

given project. When failure came, no one took responsibility. 

At last Junior and Geri developed an approach that allowed both control and trust. They identified the 

three areas with greatest opportunity for improving the business. They carefully controlled these areas 

through a senior team that had clear roles, responsibilities, decision- making processes and 

accountability. In other non-core areas, they allowed employees to take more initiative. 

 

Equality versus merit 

As the business improved, the question was whether the top position in the company should go to 

Junior or Geri. But selecting either one of them would likely cause conflict in the family. The paradox 

was between a single leader (based on merit) or shared leadership (based on equality). 

As often happens in the second generation, they preferred the opposite side of the paradox compared 

to the first generation. George Senior had been the single all-powerful CEO but Junior and Geri 

decided to become co-CEOs. In their particular case it worked out well (though it can sometimes be 

disastrous). They had complementary skills: Junior was good at the product and customer sides of the 

business, while Geri was skilful in managing large groups of people. 

Junior and Geri also took the opposite side to George Senior in the work versus home paradox. This 

was partly a response to their father’s absence during their childhood. Junior made a point of eating 

breakfast with his children and he also coached their soccer and basketball teams. Geri had no 

children but was active in the community and enjoyed ocean cruises every year. Invest versus harvest 

As the business continued to grow, Junior’s and Geri’s rising salaries allowed them to live in some 

luxury. Meanwhile Suzi and Louis, their other siblings, earned much smaller incomes from their 

careers in a distant city. At family gatherings for holidays and birthdays it was inevitable that lifestyles 

would be compared. Tensions began to rise. 

In the short term, Junior and Geri handled the tensions by offering Suzi and Louis the opportunity to 

apply to be employees. Neither of them chose to do so, and the issue was parked for the time being. 



But the issue returned as the third generation of nine cousins grew towards adulthood. Suzi and Louis 

wanted their children to have some benefit from the value that had been built over generations. They 

asked what purpose was served by the business taking all the returns, with none for the family 

owners. 

 

Privacy versus transparency 

The desire for a harvest spilled over into a desire to open up sensitive financial information. Suzi and 

Louis wanted to be able to gain a clearer understanding of the business’ profits. Junior and Geri, 

however, wished to keep the details of their salaries and benefits private. They also worried that their 

siblings, who had less business experience, might misunderstand or misinterpret the financial 

numbers. 

With greater complexity in the family, there was a need for more structures. In the past, the approach 

to decision making had been informal: Junior and Geri made the decisions and Suzi and Louis simply 

agreed. But now, with Suzi’s and Louis’ concern for involving the third generation, there was pressure 

for a more formal approach. 

The question of structures also raised the paradox of a single unified family versus four separate 

family branches. Suzi and Louis had loyally supported Junior and Geri for many years, for the sake of 

unity. Going forward, they wanted their children to be more assertive about their ownership 

responsibilities. This meant more emphasis on family branches having the ability to express different 

views — even though this could complicate the running of the business for Junior and Geri. 

 

What happened next? 

The authors write that the Sample family can lay the groundwork for long-term continuity “if they 

continue their open dialogue and seek to understand and value all dimensions of the paradoxes they 

face”. They add that the Sample family story is not meant to be an endpoint, but rather an entry point 

and “an inspiration to explore the paradoxes that have affected your own family’s past, present and 

future.” 

 

 
 


