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When co n vening a fa m i l y

m e e t i n g, plans prog re s s

s m oothly until a fa m i l y

m e m ber announces that he or she

plans to include their spo u s e. T h e re

is a hush, and the pat r i a rch usually

s t u tters something to the effe c t

t h at we don’t consider them to be

‘ re a l ’ m e m bers of the fa m i l y. T h e

m atter may rest there, ex cept that

other family heirs are not so easily

co n v i n ce d , and then the questions arise. How do we define mem-

bership in the family? What is the proper role for the in-law ?

Many families follow the route of roya l ty and tradition – that

b l ood defines the fa m i l y. A spouse is a visitor to the family – nece s-

s a ry to the process of cre ating a new generation of the family – but

not really part of it. Other cultures specify that the bride of a fa m i-

ly member leaves her family of origin and enters the new fa m i l y.

D i vo rce was ra rely an option, so family members might have love r s,

and occasional illegitimate childre n , all outside the sphere of ‘ fa m i-

l y ’ . These co n ventions are easy to follow in a soc i e ty where culture

is unified by a shared tra d i t i o n . Marriages are entered in at the

d i re c t i o n , or at least with the acq u i e s ce n ce of the pat r i a rc h , and per-

sonal choice is limited.

Tod ay, such traditions are harder to mainta i n . The authority of

p a rents to choose their in-laws is breaking down, and it is the pre-

rog at i ve of the individual to choose a marriage part n e r. The incre a s-

ing incidence of divo rce, and there fo re families with children fro m

m o re than one marriage, f u rther co m p l i cates the determination of

who is in and who is out. A family with a former spouse who ra i s e d

s eve ral children – a member of the family for many years – can co n-

tend with a new younger spo u s e, and a new set of heirs. Pe r s o n a l

re l ationships and allegiances may co n flict with formal ones.

In many culture s, the parents had a utilitarian agenda in select-

ing in-law s. Royal families would marry to cement alliance s. In busi-

ness dynasties, the marriage of cousins helped limit the number of

h e i r s, and unified ownership of large estates across family bra n c h e s.

Pa rents selected spouses for their childre n , n e g o t i ating with each

other for dowries and other inducements offe red and re ce i ve d . A

n ew spouse would result from a good business deal be tween fa m i-

l i e s. A family might select a son-in-law who could add value to a

family business, or re ce i ve ve n t u re ca p i tal from the dowry of a new

d a u g h t e r. By seeking spouses within a limited co m m u n i ty, the cul-

t u ral and class co m m o n a l i ty be tween spouses was virtually assure d .

The future spouse was a known quantity, their families known to

each other and co m fo rta b l e.

Today’s global world promotes free choice and cultural mix-

ing. Young people meet people from many cultures and social

classes at school.A wealthy heir may appear similar to a poor stu-

dent, and they might fall in love in a community where they both

fit very well. They feel they have a lot in common and, within

their world, they do.

Young couples today may decide to marry without consulting

their parents. At the wedding, they may barely know the new

e n t ra n t. U n fa m i l i a r i ty breeds distrust, especially when the

fiancée represents a different culture, religion or social class. If

the new family member comes from a poorer background, this

can lead to tensions not just with the family, but for the new cou-

ple. They face issues of how they draw on the family’s wealth to

support their lifestyle, and the feelings that this can produce in

the new family member. The family may fear an agenda other

than love, and their suspicion doesn’t breed trust in the new rela-

tionship. While the couple may see their union as just love, there

may be an element of rebellion as the young person seems

attracted to one who embodies the opposite qualities and values

of his or her parents. The endings are rarely as happy as those
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of films like Meet the Parents or Guess

Who’s Coming to Dinner, where suspicion

transforms into trust, respect and caring.

More often, the suspicion lingers with

politeness, distance or simply toleration.

The new spouse in fact has to enter tw o

systems of re l at i o n s h i p. In addition to their

n ew tiny fa m i l y, t h ey also enter the larg e r

family of wealth, which may have an intim-

i d ating and even arrogant ex t e r i o r. This sec-

ond entry – into the new business family –

should be done thoughtfully and intention-

a l l y. While there is no substitute for the rit-

ual of meeting the pare n t s, the business

family should also arrange a way to intro-

d u ce the new spouse into the

business/financial world of the fa m i l y.

Why is this any of the new spouse’s

business at all? The new family may

express its distrust by keeping the new

member permanently on the outside. In

my experience this deepens the suspicion

and misreading of

i n t e n t i o n s. Ad d e d

to this, the family

m e m ber who is

m a r rying has an

inheritance and role in the family, which

they want to share with their spouse. This

leads to situations where misunderstand-

ings and hurts are amplified by the new

couple, and grow into full-bore rifts. A

young bride may not understand fully the

business affairs of her brother, and her

h u s b a n d , a young and ove r-co n f i d e n t

business person himself, may begin to feel

that the family is not treating them fairly.

If the two sides are somewhat distant, the

suspicion can deepen,as the young couple

talks to a friend who is a lawyer, who fuels

their concerns further. The family may

have been less than candid with their

daughter, but when they hear about this,

they may get even more angry, leading to

threats and a breakdown in communica-

tion. Each side thinks the other is the

source of evil,and a family feud is born.

Co n t rast this to a prominent business

fa m i l y, which has a formal entry process to

the fa m i l y. Young family members and

f i a n cées are invited into a yearly briefing

t h at introd u ces the fa m i l y ’s wealth, g ove r-

n a n ce and business structure. The yo u n g

family members are told about the need fo r

strict co n f i d e n t i a l i ty, and they sign a co n f i-

d e n t i a l i ty agre e m e n t. While the briefing is

ve ry deta i l e d , the exact size of trusts, a n d

financial statements are not specified. At

the end, each new family member knows

w h at his or her new family can ex p e c t, a n d

w h at is expected of them. T h ey can ask

q u e s t i o n s, and they get to know the fa m i l y

financial and business leaders in a personal

and re s p e c tful fo r u m . The young fa m i l y

m e m ber also learns about why the fa m i l y

asks new family members to sign a pre n u p-

tial agre e m e n t, although sometimes this is

done privat e l y.

The po s i t i ve message is clear – that the

n ew member is welcomed into the fa m i l y,

but the family is a long-s tanding entity with

many people who make it work for eve ry-

o n e. The rules and traditions have evo l ve d

over the generat i o n s, and the new membe r

is asked to respect them, even if in their

n ew fa m i l y, some of these may be diffe re n t.

T h e re are be n e f i t s, but also obligations that

come with the legacy.

If a family has regular family meetings,

the in-law should be welcome into many of

t h e m . The pre s e n ce of fresh views can be a

healthy challenge to the fa m i l y ’s

e n t renched ways of doing things. If they are

f rom another culture or class, t h ey bring

d i ve r s i ty to the fa m i l y. But some fa m i l i e s

only include blood family in their annual

m e e t i n g s, leading the in-law to fe e l

e s t ra n g e d . A family might exclude them

be cause they are co n cerned about one par-

ticular in-law, who they see as ex ce s s i ve l y

d i s r u p t i ve or disloya l . On the other hand,

some families include in-laws tota l l y. Fo r

i n s ta n ce, one prominent multi-generat i o n a l

family has an ex t reme policy that a new

family member be comes part of the fa m i l y

a n d , even if they divo rce their spo u s e, t h ey

can remain part of the family org a n i s at i o n .

The pre s e n ce of an operating business,

or various family enterprises, is another ele-

ment of the fa m i l y ’s pre s e n ce to the new

co u p l e. The in-law can add to what may be

a narrow skill and personality set in the

family heirs, and may see oppo rt u n i ty

working for the fa m i l y. T h ey offer new skills

and a fresh perspective to the fa m i l y, a n d

m ay be trusted in a way that non-fa m i l y

ex e c u t i ves cannot be.

Working alongside other family mem-

be r s,who may be bro t h e r s, sisters or co u s i n s

of one’s spo u s e, raises family riva l r i e s. T h e

Kennedys fa m i l y ’s prominent in-law,

S a rgent Shrive r, was seen as a loyal fa m i l y

m e m ber who worked to adva n ce the po l i t i-

cal fo rtunes of his bro t h e r s - i n - l aw, until he

was asked to run for Vice - p re s i d e n t, p a s s i n g

over a full-blooded Kennedy in the proce s s.

In another family business, a bro t h e r- i n - l aw

was acco rded gre at respect as an operat i o n s

p e r s o n , but he had to accept that a fa m i l y

m e m ber would be CEO. He always felt that

he had to work hard e r, and that his bro t h e r-

i n - l aws had a less vigorous work ethic. I f

one accepts that their role will always be

s e co n d a ry, e m p l oyment can work well.

But what of the family where the fat h e r

sees in his in-law a person with a work ethic

and ca p a b i l i ty far beyond that of his sons,

who see themselves as the rightful heirs?

Family co n flict can overshadow the busi-

ness re a l i t i e s. T h at

is why many fa m i-

lies decide that the

potential for co n-

flict ove r s h a d o w s

any benefit the in-law might bring to the

b u s i n e s s, and prohibit in-law employ m e n t.

A clear employment policy that sets out

the criteria for family members working,

a d vancing and being co m p e n s ated aids the

e n t ry of an in-law into the family business.

If these exist prior to the person’s entry, t h e

p rocess can be much smoo t h e r. The inher-

ent structure of riva l ry be tween old and

n ew family members can at least be bal-

a n ced by clear po l i c i e s. T h ey help but they

cannot ove rcome entirely the feeling of

entitlement by nat u ral family membe r s

over new co m e r s. These feelings can be dif-

ficult to ove rcome and hence, ve ry few in-

l aws be come family enterprise leaders. T h e

most prominent cases are those where the

daughter in a traditional family does not

enter the business, and has no bro t h e r s, a n d

the son-in-law is then welcomed as the suc-

ce s s o r. E ven in the most harmonious fa m i-

l i e s, the entry of an in-law is fraught with

challenge and the benefits of their fre s h

ideas are all too often lost in the struggle. ■
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