


Overview of different types of ownership roles: operational owner, governing 
owner, active owner, passive owner, investing owner and proud owner.

Understanding why it is important to have clearly defined roles and responsibility 
for operational owners.

A set of models and frameworks to apply to your family business to increase your 
awareness of roles and responsibilities. 

Throughout the learning module there are reflection questions and exercises to use 
alone or in an ownership team. These activities are marked with this icon:
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Questions for reflection:
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OF THE FAMILY BUSINESS SYSTEM

Ownership

BusinessFamily

Tangiuri &Davis, 1978

https://www.sufabu.eu/learning-hub/case-studies/unnplaned-succession/
https://www.sufabu.eu/learning-hub/case-studies/sibling-succession/
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Sole ownership

The founder stage (G1) 
sees management, 
ownership and 
governance as one thing. 
From the decision to 
execution is a short route. 
Founders can be more 
than one (siblings, 
couples, friends). Also 
proceeding generations 
after the founder can be 
sole owners.  

Sibling partnership

If two or several siblings 
take over the ownership 
together, they own in a 
sibling partnership. This 
can be G2, but also later 
generation if the 
company are owned by 
one person in several 
generations. As the 
business grow and 
become more complex, 
ownership, management 
and governance roles 
tend to be separated. 

Cousin 
collaboration

At this stage the direct 
involvement of family 
members in the business 
is often limited to a few 
resources. Formalization 
of ownership / governing 
documents are important 
as well as family cohesion. 
In addition, to focus on 
the business, it is 
important to have a focus 
on the family to ensure 
emotional ownership, 
engagement and 
informed family owners. 

The family 
enterprise stage

From G4 and beyond we 
often see that families 
own a group of businesses 
and have become an 
enterprising family. An 
owner democracy is 
important with 
transparency around 
ownership strategy, 
decision-making 
processes and the 
selection process to 
various roles. Business 
owning families that 
reach this stage often 
have several types of 
“glue” to keep them 
united in addition to the 
legacy business, as 
philanthropic activities or 
a family office.    

Once there is more than one owner, the discussion of various roles becomes relevant.
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Operating owner
An employed 
owner who is 

involved in day-to-
day operations or 
management of 

the business. 

Governing owner
Actively involved 
in governing the 
business or the 

family as 
chairperson, 

director of the 
board or head of 

family council

Active owner
Takes a genuine 
interest and is 

attentive to the 
business. Not 

employed in the 
business or elected 

to any governing 
roles. 

Passive owner
Merely collect 

dividends. Makes 
no conscious 

decision to stay an 
owner. 

Investor-owner
Like a passive owner, 

but if unsatisfied 
with returns, makes 
a conscious decision 

to maintain 

ownership. 

Proud owner
No in-depth 

knowledge about 
the business or 

engaged in it, but 
still proud to be an 

owner

Level of involvement

high low
Aronoff & Ward, 2011

Craig E. Aronoff and John L. Ward listed the six type of owners in their publication from 2011. As an owner or a next-generation owner, you have
many alternatives of how to fulfil your ownership role. Some roles might require specific knowledge, experience or a level of involvement that you
do not have, but you can develop into. What type of owner you are will most likely change or develop over time.

Question for reflection:
❖ What type of owner are you today?
❖ Do you have any rules in your family regulating who can become an operating owner or a governing owner?
❖ What type of owner would you like to be in 5 years?
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“A family business to the moon” is a practical book with 24
activities to plan your family’s and business’ future. The book also
defines six different roles (as on the previous slide). As you see
these overlap but are not identical. On the previous slide, they are
defined by level of involvement, while in this book it is divided by
ownership, leadership and governance with the top three roles
focused on the business and the bottom three roles focused on
the family.

See next slide for the model.
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Carlock & Loh, 2018

Ownership Leadership Governance

Owners are family members who should 
have a working knowledge of their family 
business. They may participate in family 
activities, but their focus is on the 
business, board and ownership concerns. 

Family leaders collaborate with family 
members and the business using social 
and interpersonal skills. They require a 
deep knowledge of the family system 
and how it interacts with the business 
and other stakeholders. 

Family council members are appointed 
or elected by the family to represent 
them in developing and executing 
family strategies and governance 
activities. The family council reports to 
the family and requires their approval on 
major decisions.

Family board members are elected by 
the owners to protect the firm and 
ensure its sustainability. The board 
reports to the owners and requires their 
approval on major decisions. 

Family executives have responsivities 
for business operations and executing 
the company’s strategic plan. The 
executive role is highly technical and is 
measured by financial results. 

Family members support the family’s 
activities and are emotionally connected 
to the family. They recognize that family 
relationships are a struggle and 
participate in family-wide activities like 
family meetings and educational 
activities. 
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RESPONSIBLE OWNERS
General  annual meeting / owners’ 

meeting

Family council

Corporate governanceFamily governance

Board of Directors

Chief Executive Officer

Control instruments and control 
systems

Chief Family Officer

Family philanthropic 
foundation

Family Office

Family constitution

Koeberle-Schmid, Kenyon-Rouvinez & Poza, 2014
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Koeberle-Schmid, Kenyon-Rouvinez & Poza, 2014
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meeting

Family council

Corporate governanceFamily governance

Board of Directors

Chief Executive Officer

Control instruments and control 
systems

Chief Family Officer

Family philanthropic 
foundation

Family Office

Family constitution
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The family

The family council

Owners

Owners council

General assembly

Board of 
directors

Chair of 

the 

board

CEO

Management

G
O
V
E
R
N
I
N
G

MANAGEMENT

Karlsson, 2013

https://www.sufabu.eu/learning-hub/case-studies/sticky-baton/
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Karlsson, 2013)

Operating owner
Employed in the 

company

Governing owner
Actively involved 
in governing the 
business or the 

family

Active ownerPassive owner Investor-owner Proud owner

The family

The family council

Owners

Owners council

General assembly

Board of 
directors

Chair of 

the 

board

CEO

Management

G
O
V
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N
A
N
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E

MANAGEMENT
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Chain of governance

Shareholder Board of 
Directors

Management
Team

Employees

Elect Hire Manage

How is this chain for your family?
- Enter your family members in the boxes where they have a role 

Shareholder Board of 
Directors

Management
team

Employees

Elect Hire Manage

❖ Some family members could be placed in several
boxes as they fulfil multiple roles, it requires an
awareness of which role one is fulfilling at the
given time.

❖ One often describes roles with the hat you are
wearing.

❖ Owners of family businesses often wear many
hats and can experience wearing too many hats
with conflicting interests in some situations.

❖ …………….
❖ …………….
❖ …………….
❖ …………….

❖ …………….
❖ …………….
❖ …………….
❖ …………….

❖ …………….
❖ …………….
❖ …………….
❖ …………….

❖ …………….
❖ …………….
❖ …………….
❖ …………….
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Role transition

Role entry

Role exit
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Role entry
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Role entry

Governing owner
Actively involved 
in governing the 
business or the 

family as 
chairperson, 

director of the 
board or head of 

family council

The role description 
from slide 7
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Role entry

The full self assessment 
on slide 21
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Role entry

The full self assessment 
on slide 21



Qualifying criteria Yes No

Is there a good fit between what I have studied and the position in the family business?

Have I worked outside the family business and shown that I can succeed?

Have I taken on jobs and projects whose resulta can be objectively measured?

Am I aware of the deficiencies in my training and have a plan for further competence  and personal development?

Self-imposed standards

Are the expectations I’m setting achievable?

Have I taken personal responsibility for the gap between what I promised and delivered?

Have I treated family members and friends impartially?

Am I a good collogue (and leader if applicable), who contribute to high quality team deliveries?

Circumstantial measures

Am I willing to take on difficult challenges and crises to demonstrate my ability?

Have I thought through my strategy for success? Do I have the resources? Can I deliver results in the achievable time?

Do I know how to motivate others to collaborate with me?

Am I willing to take responsibility for what goes badly and share the glory for what goes well?

Am I wiling to invest the extra effort necessary to succeed?

Political parameters

Can I identify everyone who is threatened by my appointment and affected by my position? 

Am I aware of what my rivals for the job say and do to undermine me?

Do I ensure that information flowing to stakeholders is not distorted?

Would stakeholders regard the way I allocate rewards and punishments as fair?

Am I willing to place the company’s interests above everything else, even if that means disappointing my family?
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Lansberg, 2007

Role entry
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Role exit

System 
readiness 

BUSINESS

Enterprise itself, 
owners, 

successor

System 
readiness

FAMILY

Spouse, 
children, 

extended family
Context

COMMUNITY AND 
CULTURAL NORMS

Personal 
readiness

Identity, change 
capacity, 

temperament, 
health

Brun de Pontet, 2018 

https://www.sufabu.eu/learning-hub/case-studies/sticky-baton/
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Nordqvist, 2005

Formal

Informal

Informal family decision-
making

❖ An informal day-to-day activity
❖ Dominated by family actors
❖ Taking place mainly in the family 

context

Formal family decision-
making

❖ A formal periodical activity
❖ Dominated by family actors
❖ Taking place mainly in the family 

context, but also in business 
context

Formal non-family 
decision-making

❖ A formal periodical activity
❖ Dominated by non-family actors
❖ Taking place mainly in the 

business context

Informal business decision-
making

❖ An informal day-to-day activity
❖ Dominated by non-family actors
❖ Taking place mainly in the 

business context

Informal arena Formal arena
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Nordqvist, 2005
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De Bono Characteristics

The white hat calls for the information know or needed. 
Focus in the facts, just the facts. 

The yellow hat symbolizes brightness and optimism. Under 
this hat you explore the positive and look for opportunities 
and benefits. 

The black hat represent judgement. Look for the problem, 
where thing will go wrong or threats. 

The red hat represents feelings and intuition. With this hat 
you express emotions, feelings and hunches. 

The green hat represent creativity. You look for new ideas, 
possibilities, concepts and perceptions. 

The blue hat represents the process for organizing the 
thinking and plan for actions

De Bono, 1985
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Ownership Perspective

Business hat – what is best for the business? With this 
hat you assess with the business interest in mind, 
including vision, strategy, employees, customers, 
reputation and market outlook. 

Ownership hat – is this in line with my vision as an 
owner? Is this in accordance with our ownership 
strategy? 

Family hat – is this in the interest of the family? With 
this hat you take the view of not only family owners, but 
also spouses, children and former owners. 

Legacy hat – what would the found think? Is this in line 
with the founders' vision and values? 

Future hat – what would the next generation think? 
Family businesses are recognized for long-term 
perspective, and with the hat you take the perspective 
of your children and grand children. 

Inspired by De Bono  six thinking hats. Each hat have been assigned an ownership  
perspective. 



Succession in Family Businesses | Training Model for Sustainable Succession Process in Family Businesses 28

https://johndavis.com/three-circle-model-family-business-system/
https://hbr.org/2007/09/the-tests-of-a-prince
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https://www.familybusinesslearning.com/
https://www.thefbcg.com/resource/the-roles-and-responsibilities-of-family-ownership/
https://www.tharawat-magazine.com/podcast/katerina-andreou-podcast/
https://www.debonogroup.com/services/core-programs/six-thinking-hats/
https://fambizpodcast.com/episode57/
https://issuu.com/perheyritys/docs/bestpracticesofownerfamilies.web
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https://www.debonogroup.com/services/core-programs/six-thinking-hats/
https://hbr.org/2007/09/the-tests-of-a-prince
https://johndavis.com/three-circle-model-family-business-system/
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