
Family owned businesses 

Increasingly there are more and more family owned and run businesses in South Africa and for 

obvious reasons. When an entrepreneur starts a business and consequently succeeds, she is inclined 

to bring in family members as share holders or employees in order to create opportunities for them 

and secondly, either to share or keep the wealth in the family. Which in itself is a great achievement; 

the ability to start and grow a business then hand it down to the next generation. And I guess that is 

the underlining idea to family businesses, the desire to leave something meaningful and financially 

viable to one’s children and or spouse. But to accomplish this is not as picture perfect as the idea of 

it. Therefore what does it take to build a successful sustainable family business? 

First and foremost, a family business is still a business; and the principles of business apply the same, 

be it a small family business, a large privately held business or a publically traded corporate.  But we 

find that family owners approach the management of their businesses in a different manner. For one 

thing, the culture is different, there is a relaxed atmosphere, a lack of urgency and ambition to grow 

and expand the business and probably because some family owned businesses can be likened to 

subsistence farmers. As we know, subsistence farmers are farmers that grow food for their own 

consumption and not for commercial purposes.  

Regardless of the fact that it is a family run business, owners must approach it with the same 

manner and intend as any other business. The methods in which they choose to manage the 

business must be of a competent nature otherwise the business will not succeed let alone be there 

after 30 years to leave to their children. In the business world there are principles that if followed 

can cause a business to succeed, such as hiring competent people. And I understand the idea of 

hiring family members to assist them financially but to what detriment to the business?   

Many a time entrepreneurs are pressured into doing business with and or employing family 

members and unless the family members are competent, it usually affects the business in a negative 

way. One might argue that anyone can be trained, coached and given the necessary skills; true, but 

the greater challenges faced by entrepreneurs in a family business are the relationships. How does 

one put her foot down to give instructions to her employee husband at work and thereafter go 

home to be his wife? And unless people are professional enough to understand that now they are at 

work and she’s the boss; it is a challenging situation which an entrepreneur must diligently think 

over before embarking on. 

Nonetheless, if such situations are your cup of tea, we will discuss more in our next issue. 
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