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type of controller is usually
brought on board during a
stage of significant growth,
when a well-intentioned
owner sets out to “profession-
alize” the business. This situa-
tion can sour if the controller
has difficulty making the tran-
sition to the family company,
typically a smaller organiza-
tion with significantly fewer
resources.

Tag team. This structure is
often an outgrowth of the “big

‘The controller
gives me
all these reports.
What good
are they?’

league” scenario. When the
controller from the big corpo-
ration is promoted to vice
president of finance at the
family business, a new con-
troller is hired. This may seem
logical, but if this new struc-
ture is implemented prema-
turely, the family business
may be unable to carry the
added financial burden.
Jumping ship. “How can
my controller wind up with
such a great job at another
company when we have so
much to offer?” a genuinely
bewildered owner may ask.
What this family business
owner fails to understand are
the consequences of with-
holding information from the
controller or pushing him
into questionable accounting
practices. Faced with such a
situation, a good controller

will look for employment else-
where, and often lands a bet-
ter job. The owner often
blames the company’s prob-
lems on the inability of the
departing controller. Consul-
tants digging into the root
cause would be wise to inter-
view former employees.

Taking action

Successful family businesses
may encounter similar sce-
narios, but they work through
them. They succeed because
they recognized the problem
and corrected it to emerge
from a crisis or to avoid the
predicament altogether.

All family business owners
must ask themselves whether
their company’s controller is
qualified for the position.
Good communication and
people skills, along with a high
degree of technical skill, are
crucial to the financial man-
agement of a family business.

Other important questions,
regardless of the scenario, are:
Who is really in control? Who
has all the facts and knows
how to use them to develop a
detailed plan of action for the
future? Are family and busi-
ness issues kept separate?

To help resolve these issues,
family councils or advisory
boards can be used as forums
to educate the family about
the power of shared informa-
tion and proper financial
control.
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