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May 17, 2009 – Moving Up in Family Owned Business
Q: I work for a family owned business with 40 employees, about 5 of whom are related. I am one of the 35 or so who are not family.  Opportunities for advancement are few.  Several of us waited for a much anticipated management job opening as this was our once-in-a-blue moon chance to move up.  Unfortunately, they hired the owner’s nephew, who didn’t even work here and has little related experience, but supposedly has potential.  To add insult to injury, we’ll have to train him.  What’s your advice to employees who have aspirations yet work for family owned businesses?

A:  Although it’s not fair to make generalities, let me go ahead and make a few: If you are an ambitious person and have aspirations of moving up in your field, a family owned business is probably not the most fertile ground for growth and advancement.

Generally, these businesses give preference to family members when filling managerial and other desirable positions. 
This actually makes sense on many levels as they may believe that family will work harder, be more loyal and trustworthy and have the business’ best interest in mind. Another plus, is already knowing the relative’s personality and background in a way not possible with a regular employee.

Having said that, opportunities do exist.  Some family businesses recognize that they don’t have the required expertise in their own ranks to grow the business or move it to the next level.  They may have already tried giving the reigns over to a relative only to see them drive it into the ground. Or, they may have capable family members who have no interest working in the business, or for that matter, with relatives. (That would be me; I could not work with my siblings!)   These businesses could offer a great opportunity to the right person outside the family. So don’t make assumptions. Your best bet is to openly discuss your aspirations and expectations with the owners; try to determine your real chances for advancement.  Then don’t waste too much time, if your gut is telling you it’s time to move on, it probably is. 
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