
Planning for succes-
sion is an extensive
process; it isn’t a once-
and-done event. The
initial plan may be
completed in six to
eight months, but the
execution and subse-
quent refinement may
go on indefinitely. The
critical point is to es-
tablish a realistic time
frame, implement as
you go and adjust as
circumstances change.

■ What expectations
of active family mem-
bers will be consid-
ered in the planning?

Active family mem-
bers are the life blood
of the operation, so
their wants and needs must be consid-
ered in the succession planning
process. For a grown child, continued
success of the family operation is crit-
ical to their immediate family’s finan-
cial security. The entire process is
predicated on the long-term sustain-
ability of the operation. The benefit of
succession is a lasting legacy that en-
dows active families for generations.

■ Is continuation of the family op-
eration important? 

The preservation of the family op-
eration is the foundation on which
succession planning is built. If main-
taining the future integrity of the op-
eration is not important, an owner can
suffice with a retirement plan and a
simple estate design.

■ Describe the likely roadblocks,
hurdles or walls to success.

Any worthwhile endeavor will pres-
ent unique challenges; identifying and
detailing the most prevalent stum-
bling blocks will help prepare the en-
tire family to persevere through the
strenuous process. The miracle of suc-
cession planning is found in the re-
sults, the maturing roles, business
development and the financial security
of the entire family.

■ Define the role for each of the
active family members in the succes-
sion planning process.

Active family members have a vested
interest in designing a workable suc-

cession solution. The process requires
a fair amount of diligence, some study
and several plausible succession solu-
tions to devise the right scenario for
each farm family.

■ How will differences and dis-
putes be resolved?

Mixing the emotional waves of a
family endeavor, the demands of busi-
ness and the social expectations of
ownership with the desire to create a
workable succession plan will cause
some stress, frustration and anxiety.
Creating, in advance, a method for
dispute resolution will help everyone
through early stage discussions.

■ What’s next, what’s expected?   
Each meeting and every conversa-

tion should conclude with a follow-up
date and, if applicable, an agreement
for specific action. Procrastination is
the enemy of good planning. Once the
succession planning process is under-
way, be diligent to keep the momen-
tum going; hesitation is a threat to
your succession aspirations.

Q I’ve tried to talk about succession
issues with my kids, but every time

the subject is brought up the conver-
sation ends in frustration. It goes
downhill fast when one of the kids
says, “I want a chance to (blank).”

Another will counter: “You’ve had
a turn; now it’s my turn!”

A third will stress: “That was then,
this is now. Can’t we just get along?”

Then, mom gets upset, leaves the
room and the discussion ends in fin-
ger pointing and discontent.

I know you encourage open commu-
nication. I realize that families don’t
talk about succession as they should,
but how can we if the outcome is al-
ways displeasure? Shouldn’t I [as the
parent] feel a sense of satisfaction and
the kids show gratitude?

AIn succession planning, taking ac-
tion to accomplish the defined ob-

jectives reaps rewards. The process,
however, is not easy, and some steps
will be more difficult and less reward-
ing than others. Most business owners
don’t plan for succession because ini-
tiating the process is uncomfortable,
and the process will test your resolve
and try your patience. It requires a
different set of skills and abilities than
most owners possess, and often there
is not immediate gratification.

As a call to action, please consider
asking the following questions during
initial family meetings.

■ What is succession, and how will
success be measured? 

Succession is the act of transition-
ing the family operation to the next
generation. The measure of success, in
the discussion stage, is a clear vision
of what you want to accomplish. It
may include naming a management
successor, specifying the years until
retirement and identifying a method
for transitioning ownership.

■ Who will be involved in the suc-
cession planning process, and why? 

Only active family members should
be included in discussions regarding
ownership, transition plans, financial
arrangements, etc. The concerns of in-
active family members often cloud
the issues and distract attention.

■ How long will the succession
planning process take? 
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