
 
 
Overcoming Conflict and Challenge 
A measured, open approach can keep tensions from flaring at your family business 
 
 
This article and its quotes are based on the Family Business Forum “Learn from the Best: Challenges and Successes of the 3Gs 
(Generations)” hosted by the Institute for Family-Owned Business on June 17, 2015.  For more information see 
www.fambusiness.org/services. 
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Some level of conflict can 
be expected in a family-
owned business. But some 
conflicts among family 
owners can pose significant 
challenges to the 
company’s future. That’s 
especially true if the conflict 
involves spouses or other 
relatives who aren’t directly 
involved with the company 
but still exert a strong 
influence on its operations 
or management. 
Fortunately, there are ways 
to keep these conflicts at 
bay as you work on a 
resolution that moves the 
family and business 
forward. 

A company’s leadership plays a 
crucial role in managing and even 
preventing conflict. Leaders can 
work individually and as part of a 
broader group to handle these 
types of issues. By reviewing your 
leadership approach, and by 
working with others to adjust 
how conflict is addressed at an 
organizational level, you can lay 
the groundwork for a more 
productive work environment. 
 
Individual leadership 
 
When disagreements arise, it’s all 
too easy to respond by assigning 
blame to others. Instead, try the 
approach of Kevin Hancock, 
president of Hancock Lumber Co. 
“I spent quite a few years in 
conflict situations thinking about 
what everybody else in the 
conflict was doing to cause the 
problem,” he says. “What has 
been more helpful is to not worry 
so much about what other 
people are doing, and be more 
introspective about the things I 
can do that would lessen the 
conflict.” 
 
You can work to ease tensions by 
keeping your discussion with 
others grounded in reality. 
Gather information from all sides 
before forming an opinion on a 
dispute. Then when you share 
that opinion, back it up with 
facts and statistics that will 
support your case and prevent 

the tone of the discussion from 
getting too personal or 
emotional.  

 
Perhaps most important, 
however, is to always strive for a 
cordial, professional tone when 
working through conflict. Civility 
helps to not only preserve your 
family and work relationships, 
but also advance your point of 
view. 
 
Organization-wide leadership   
 
Ambiguity about an 
organization’s goals or the 
responsibilities of individuals can 
lead to conflict. You can help 
avoid that particular challenge by 
working with your colleagues to 
set clear guidelines and to define 

 

“What has been 
helpful is to not worry 
so much what other 
people are doing, and 
be more introspective 
about the things I can 
do that would lessen 
conflict.”  
 
–  Kevin Hancock, Hancock 
Lumber Co. 



how your board, or other 
decision-making body, will 
operate. Include in those 
guidelines how meetings will give 
stakeholders equal opportunity to 
express their concerns, so that an 
issue is clearly understood by all 
parties before decisions are 
made.  
 
A clear mission statement for 
your company is another useful 
tool in avoiding potential conflict. 
When forced to choose between 
differing agendas, find the one 
that most closely honors the 
values your team has already 
agreed upon.  
 
When necessary, update your 
mission statement with input 

from your team. The process can 
help keep your employees’ and 
your organization’s goals aligned. 
Central Distributors President 
Michael Barriault recalls how he 
set about revising his company’s 
mission statement after 15 years. 
“We made sure that everyone 
had an opportunity to get their 
feedback in there so they’d have 
some ownership over the 
company’s vision going 
forward,” he says.  
 
Conflict may also have external 
sources, namely from competing 
views of spouses and other 
relatives who are indirectly tied to 
the company. Your team can 
address this issue by appointing a 
board member to relay internal 

decisions to these individuals and 
keep everyone on the same page. 
If you encounter a conflict that 
seems impossible to resolve 
internally, consider hiring an 
independent adviser. They can 
help ease tensions through a 
fresh, more objective perspective.  
 
While it’s nearly impossible to 
prevent all conflict, you can avoid 
many disagreements by setting 
the right tone at the outset. By 
promoting open discussion, 
organizational unity and facts 
over emotions, you can help 
minimize conflict and set both 
your business and your family on 
a better path forward.

 
 
 
Steven Tenney and his team, Family Wealth Management Partners at UBS, use wealth management and advanced planning to help 
bridge the gap from business owners' current reality to their intended legacy. With offices in Portland, Maine, Steve can be 
reached at (207) 791-5559 or steven.tenney@ubs.com. 
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