
HOW TO OVERCOME CONFLICT TO 
RUN A LASTING FAMILY BUSINESS



A family business comes with the 
added perk of working with employees 
you know well and understanding 

the strengths they can offer.

You and your family members  
likely also share trust and similar 

long-term goals and values.



However, close relationships can 
also cause business challenges — 

typical personality conflicts can 
get more complicated when 

relationships have more history 
(and sensitivity) to them.

Read on for five tips on overcoming 
various pain points of working with 
family so you can create a healthy, 

long-lasting business together.



1 Leave no grey area when it 
comes to who is doing what, 
and for what amount.

MAKE JOB  
TITLES (AND 
COMPENSATION) 
CLEAR



In a family business, people 
tend to wear many hats, which 

can lead to an overlap in 
responsibilities. But remember 

that unclear job descriptions can 
lead to conflict and chaos.



Establish professionalism at 
the beginning of the hiring 
process — even if that “process” 
is a discussion around the 
dinner table. 

Outline an explicit contract summarizing 
all duties and responsibilities associated 
with the role. Clarify the title exactly as 
you would a typical new hire, so the 
position is crystal clear.



Lack of bias is also important when it 
comes to compensation. Whenever a 

new relative joins the team, do a salary 
comparison on Glassdoor or Salary.com 

to match the average pay for a similar 
job title. This will give both of you a fair 

starting point at the outset.

https://www.glassdoor.com/Salaries/index.htm
https://www.salary.com/


2 See your familial coworker in 
a new light.

GET TO 
KNOW YOUR 
FAMILY ON A 
PROFESSIONAL 
LEVEL  



You may think you know everything 
about your younger sister — but 
you might not know her at work.

Maybe she has all-star Excel skills 
or an uncanny ability to engage with 

customers. Put aside your preconceived 
notions and give her freedom to 
express herself professionally, 

so you know exactly what talents 
and skills to tap into.



REMEMBER:  
Family members may struggle to be 

objective when it comes to each others’ 
strengths and weaknesses. Be open to 

seeing relatives in a different light.

One way to shake up preconceptions  
is to allow each other to try new things.  
If your sister wants to test an innovative 

marketing strategy, let her map out 
her plan of execution and enact it. If it 

doesn’t work out, leave it and move on 
to the next idea.



3 Hire a trusted, impartial 
party to help your family 
resolve disputes, craft 
conflict resolutions and 
make decisions that impact 
the company as a whole.

EMPLOY AN 
OUTSIDE 
MEDIATOR 



Although family members 
have deep ties, they may struggle 
to overcome personality clashes 
and opposing business styles. 

That’s where the trusted 
mediator comes in.



Some mediators focus specifically 
on family business mediation; ask 
a trusted friend, peer or mentor for 
a recommendation in your area. 

Allow all parties involved to interview the 
candidates, then take a vote. Employ  
the mediator’s services to help resolve 
conflicts or when making big decisions, 
like hiring personnel or expanding 
the business.



4 Capitalize on the business  
insights of several generations.

WORK TO 
CLOSE THE 
GENERATIONAL 
GAP



If the business is generational, 
the founder’s point of view may 
be quite different than a younger 

relative’s vision. Explore new 
ways to incorporate fresh ideas 

while continuing to honor 
tried-and-true methods.



FOR EXAMPLE:  
If a younger employee wants to use a new  
social media platform to reach customers, 

they might formally present their case to 
the business’s leadership. They should 

supply research showing that this platform 
can truly help the business and detail how 

they’ll execute their plans. 

The business’s leaders then can ask questions 
and provide input. This way, younger staff 

can pursue new ideas while being guided by 
the older leaders’ experience.



5 Serious shop talk doesn’t 
belong at the Sunday barbeque.

SEPARATE 
WORK FROM 
PERSONAL 
SITUATIONS



Although it’s tempting to 
mention one quick work dilemma 

outside the office, resist. This  
habit can slowly pervade dinners 
and birthday parties and steal the 

peace during off-hours.



MAKE THE RULE UP FRONT:

No matter how large or small the topic, 
it’s only appropriate to discuss during 
working hours.



Here’s how to overcome potential conflicts:

1.	 Be clear about job titles and compensation upfront, so there’s no confusion
2.	 Learn about your family’s professional strengths
3.	 Rely on an impartial mediator to help with big decisions
4.	 Work to close the generational gap while honoring the business’s past
5.	 Keep work talk within working hours

Clear communication and compassion are the basis for finding success with
the ones you love — and for making your business that much stronger as a result.

FAMILY-RUN BUSINESSES HAVE THE ADVANTAGE OF 
DEEPER TIES, LOYALTY AND COMMON INTERESTS. 

BUT THAT DOESN’T MEAN IT’S EASY.



To see more tips for the small business savvy,
visit the Staples Small Business Hub.

https://www.staples.com/content-hub/



