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Abstract Establishing a family council can be beneficial for business families. However, de-
termining the optimal circumstances to do so can be challenging. While some experts argue 
that a family council always provides long-term benefits, recent research on family councils 
suggests that there are certain prerequisites for successful family council implementation. 
This paper explores the nature of these prerequisites by examining communication dynam-
ics within business families. Olson’s Circumplex Model is transferred from family therapy 
to the context of the family council by applying Habermas’s criteria for an ideal speech 
situation. Within this framework, a communication continuum on which to position business 
families is developed. This continuum is then applied to three Spanish business families. 
The findings suggest that a family council is functional only when minimum communication 
standards are met within the business family. Otherwise, the family council may have a 
minimal or even a negative impact. Families with an active family council should prioritise 
its use as a space for dialogue to enhance the business family’s functionality before tackling 
any other tasks or functions. 

¿Se necesita «otra cosa» antes de un consejo de familia? El papel de la comunicación en 
las familias empresarias

Resumen Establecer un consejo de familia puede ser beneficioso para las familias empre-
sarias. Sin embargo, determinar las circunstancias óptimas para hacerlo puede ser todo un 
reto. Aunque algunos expertos sostienen que un consejo de familia siempre aporta benefi-
cios a largo plazo, investigaciones recientes sobre consejos de familia sugieren que existen 
ciertos requisitos previos para que la implantación de un consejo de familia tenga éxito. 
Este artículo explora la naturaleza de estos prerrequisitos examinando la dinámica de co-
municación dentro de las familias empresarias. El Modelo Circumflejo de Olson se traslada 
de la terapia familiar al contexto del consejo de familia aplicando los criterios de Habermas 
para una situación ideal de diálogo. Dentro de este marco, se desarrolla un continuo de 
comunicación para situar a las familias empresarias. Este continuo se aplica a tres familias 
empresarias españolas. Los resultados sugieren que un consejo de familia sólo es funcional 
cuando se cumplen unas normas mínimas de comunicación dentro de la familia empresaria. 
De lo contrario, el consejo de familia puede tener un impacto mínimo o incluso negativo. 
Las familias con un consejo de familia activo deberían priorizar su uso como espacio de 
diálogo para mejorar la funcionalidad de la familia empresaria antes de abordar cualquier 
otra tarea o función.
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1. Introduction

In the mainstream family business literature, it is 
assumed that the family council provides benefits 
for the business family such as family harmony, 
adherence to a common purpose (Carlock & 
Ward, 2001), conflict management (Berent-Braun 
& Uhlaner, 2012) and commitment (Gnan et al., 
2015; Scholes et al., 2021). A family council is 
also supposed to facilitate complex processes 
such as succession (Jaffe & Lane, 2004) and en-
able next-generation involvement, while protect-
ing intangible assets such as trust and values that 
are crucial for the family–business relationship 
(Scholes et al., 2021). As a governance structure, 
the family council reportedly has significant po-
tential to produce positive outcomes when family 
complexity is high (Gersick et al., 1997; Matias 
& Franco, 2021; Suárez & Santana-Martín, 2004). 
Accordingly, business families establish a family 
council when the family reaches a “critical size” 
(Nordqvist et al., 2014, p. 195).
In addition to size, the literature cites other 
factors that drive the establishment of a family 
council, such as professionalisation. Professional-
ising the business family involves regulating fam-
ily relationships and defining organisational struc-
tures (Stewart & Hitt, 2012). In relation to the 
origins of professionalisation (Wilensky, 1964), a 
business family becomes professionalised when 
it includes a fair set of rules and standards. 
The family council enshrines this set of rules 
to formalise family relationships and establish 
clear roles (Polat & Benligiray, 2022). According 
to Poza (2013), in a family business, the family 
council performs the same function for the fam-
ily as the board of directors does for the com-
pany. This dual professionalisation separates cor-
porate governance functions from family council 
roles (Gnan et al., 2015).
Given these multiple professionalisation benefits 
of family councils, practitioners seem to accept 
the assumption that the time is always right to 
implement a family council (Beltrán, 2021). How-
ever, in the only handbook on family councils 
published to date, Eckrich and McClure (2012) 
explain that not all business families need a fam-
ily council. According to the handbook’s authors, 
some business families might need “something 
else” first (Eckrich & McClure, 2012, p. 13). This 
statement refutes previous thinking by implying 
that the family council does not necessarily bring 
positive outcomes. But what do these authors re-
fer to by “something else”? Are there situations 
where it is inappropriate to establish a family 
council?
This research question is relevant for at least two 
reasons. First, family business scholars need the-
oretical frameworks to understand family group 

dynamics and their effects on family council im-
plementation. Second, the absence of theoreti-
cal advancements means that practitioners lack 
a clear framework when consulting with business 
families about developing, starting or renewing 
family councils.
Because the literature pays scant attention to the 
vaguely defined concept of this “something else” 
that is needed to implement a family council, 
further exploration is required to discern when 
the family council capitalises on inherent family 
strengths or when it arouses underlying threats. 
This paper explores the factors contributing to 
the complex phenomenon of “something else”, 
recognising that, to comprehend a family busi-
ness, it is crucial to examine the dynamics of the 
business family (Taylor & Norris, 2000) and the 
ways in which family members interact with each 
other (Paskewitz & Beck, 2017). These interac-
tions can be captured to some extent through 
family communication patterns. Therefore, the 
research question addressed by this paper is as 
follows: What are the communication prerequi-
sites to establish a functional family council?
This study is built on a solid framework consisting 
of ideas from family therapy and the sociology 
literature to explore the level of communication 
within the business family and understand what 
circumstances prevent the family council from 
being functional. This paper starts with Olson’s 
Circumplex model (Olson, 2011) as a template to 
provide a structured yet flexible framework for 
data interpretation (Langley, 1999). However, the 
proponents of this model did not develop a com-
munication dimension. Therefore, such a dimen-
sion is developed using the five criteria defined 
by Habermas (1982) for an ideal speech situation. 
The developed communication dimension emu-
lates Olson’s continuums for cohesion and flex-
ibility. Accordingly, the communication dimension 
is proposed as a continuum with two extremes 
(silence and noise), with any given business fami-
ly positioned at some point along this continuum.
Based on analysis of three real-life cases of busi-
ness families, the findings confirm the expected 
results based on the theory developed in this pa-
per. Namely, the family council generates desir-
able outcomes only when the business family is 
balanced on the communication continuum (i.e. 
when certain conditions are met for the fam-
ily council to ensure communication interaction 
among family members). The paper thus shows 
that effective communication is a requirement 
for the optimal functioning of the family council. 
Meeting communication prerequisites is essential 
for business families. Failure to do so can ne-
gate positive effects and lead to counterproduc-
tive outcomes. The paper also reveals that when 
communication prerequisites are not met, the 
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family council must be used as a forum to seek 
effective dialogue.
The rest of the paper is structured as follows. 
Section 2 describes the development of the com-
munication dimension. Section 3 specifies the 
method, including the empirical setting, case de-
scription, measures and case analysis. Section 4 
presents the findings. Section 5 elaborates on the 
propositions and main outcomes of the research. 
Section 6 addresses limitations and opens new 
avenues of research.

2. Theoretical Framework

Communication plays a crucial role in business 
families, especially in terms of family dynamics. 
According to Afifi and Nussbaum (2006), effec-
tive communication is the foundation of family 
dynamics because it helps maintain strong bonds 
between family members. Likewise, business 
family communication is crucial to the continuity 
of family businesses (Paskewitz & Beck, 2017). 
In particular, intergenerational communication 
throughout the succession process is important 
for ensuring a smooth transition (Leiß & Zehrer, 
2018). Otherwise, communication traps can dis-
rupt family harmony during transition (Michael-
Tsabari & Weiss, 2015).

Regarding the family council, Poza (2013) has 
argued that having open and safe communica-
tion processes among family members in family 
council meetings is a prerequisite for the fam-
ily council to act as a mediating and conciliating 
mechanism. Building on Olson’s Circumplex mod-
el (Olson, 2011) and Habermas’s theory of com-
municative action (Habermas, 1982), this paper 
explores situations where business families do or 
do not meet those communication prerequisites 
and investigates how doing so affects the out-
comes of family councils.

2.1. Olson’s Circumplex model in family busi-
ness research
Olson and collaborators proposed the Circumplex 
Model of Family and Couple Systems to assess 
family functionality based on the dimensions of 
cohesion and flexibility (Olson, 2011; Olson et al., 
2019). Each dimension is conceived as a continu-
um. Any extreme of either dimension represents 
an unbalanced position of the family system, 
while the centre represents a balanced position 
(Figure 1). The model consists of the curvilinear 
dimensions of family cohesion and flexibility (Ol-
son et al., 2019), as well as a third facilitating di-
mension: communication. The facilitating role of
this third dimension means that communication 
is conceived as helping business families move 
from one position to another in the model.

Figure 1. Olson’s Circumplex model
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The Circumplex model has three main assump-
tions (Olson, 2011; Olson et al., 2019). First, bal-
anced family systems are more functional than 
unbalanced systems. Second, balanced families 
are more likely to manage stress and change. 
Third, unbalanced families must seek balanced 
positions through communication-based therapy 
(Olson, 2011).
This paper builds on this model because of its 
use in previous family business research. For ex-
ample, Daspit et al. (2018) acknowledged the 
application of the Circumplex model to family 
firms in 13 articles. In some papers, it is used to 
characterise the first generation (Michael-Tsabari 
& Lavee, 2012) and to build a family’s emotional 
archetypes (Labaki et al., 2013). However, al-
though these studies advance the understanding 
of family dynamics, the Circumplex model has 
never been used to assess the functionality of 
family governance mechanisms such as the family 
council. The current study addresses this gap by 
focusing on the communication prerequisites for 
a functional family council. For this purpose, the 
communication dimension of Olson’s Circumplex 
model is considered.
The cohesion and flexibility dimensions of Olson’s 
Circumplex model offer insights into the busi-
ness family’s operational patterns. In this model, 
communication is considered part of the therapy 
process, so the authors did not develop a com-
munication continuum. To diagnose the business 

family’s underlying communication patterns, this 
paper extends the model by developing the com-
munication dimension. The following sections de-
scribe the criteria for an ideal speech situation 
and develop the communication continuum.

2.2. Communication dimension: Criteria for an 
ideal speech situation
To develop a continuum to diagnose a family’s 
communication situation, Olson’s Circumplex 
model (Olson, 2011) is complemented with the 
postulates of Habermas’s theory of communi-
cative action (Habermas, 1982). In this theory, 
Habermas provides a series of conditions for an 
ideal speech situation. Speech (also referred to 
more broadly in this paper as dialogue) is a pro-
cess of active listening and the search for agree-
ment. For Habermas, dialogue consists of putting 
forward arguments and ensuring understanding 
on the other side, thus reaching intersubjective 
agreements. These agreements are only valid 
when all those affected by the agreed norm are 
represented in dialogue and consensus. In addi-
tion, there is a public forum to review and mod-
ify agreed norms.
For a speech situation to drive mutual under-
standing, it must meet five criteria. Despite of-
ten differing from honest family communication, 
these five criteria offer a guiding reference for 
ideal communication. Table 1 details the five cri-
teria.

Table 1. Conditions for an ideal speech situation

Validity

Cooperative search for truth

All affected by the norm must commit to truth-seeking through mutual trust, prioritising truth 
over individual desires. For example, lying prevents the establishment of valid relationships 
with others because it entails information asymmetries between speakers.

Intelligibility

Disposition to understanding

The purpose of communicative action is understanding in a double sense, to reach an intersub-
jectively recognised agreement. All speakers must grasp each other’s arguments. Language is 
the tool for presenting ideas and facilitating understanding. For example, if technical terms are 
used in a family council meeting, the younger generation may get lost in the discourse.

Symmetry

Equality of speakers

All participants in speech must be equally represented and recognised as equals, ensuring bal-
anced representation and consensus. All arguments have the same validity, and the argumenta-
tion’s strength comes from the weight of reasons. For example, when the arguments of some 
members in a family council meeting are ignored, the equity of speakers is threatened.

Seriousness

Communication responsibility

All involved should aim for collective consensus, eliminating any attempts to boycott dialogue. 
All members are aware of their communicative responsibility and are open to sincerity. For ex-
ample, when specific topics are avoided at a family council meeting (unresolved conflicts, non-
validity of other’s experiences, etc.), the seriousness of communication is threatened.
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Freedom of 
expression

Recognition of freedom of expression for all subjects

All speakers recognise each other as free subjects. In the action of communication, there is no 
coercive or manipulative behaviour on the part of any of the speakers. The only criterion deter-
mining the agreement reached through communication is the weight of reasons. If the arguments 
of any member are not validated, freedom of expression is threatened.

Source: Authors based on Habermas (1982).

Development of the communication continuum
This paper presents a continuum for the com-
munication dimension by analogy to the cohesion 
and flexibility dimensions of Olson’s Circumplex 
model (Olson, 2011). This continuum enables as-

sessment of business families’ level of commu-
nication. As shown in Table 2, the ideal speech 
situation is represented by a balanced position 
(i.e. equilibrium), whereas the two extremes 
represent unbalanced positions.

Table 2. Communication dimension: Conditions for silence, an ideal speech situation and noise

Conditions

Validity

There is a lack of trust to ex-
press individual interests and 
pursue collective interests.

• Is there a lack of trust 
in family members to ex-
press your interests and 
concerns?

•	 When there is a conflict, 
is there rarely collabora-
tion to find a joint solu-
tion?

Cooperative search for 
truth

•	 How important is it in 
your family to tell the 
truth?

• Is there a willingness to
seek the truth coopera-
tively in your family?

•	 In your family, are the
arguments of other mem-
bers generally recog-
nised?

The cooperative search for truth 
reaches such levels that individual 
needs are not considered.

•	 When there are differences of
opinion, are individual interests 
overridden and the collective ben-
efits put first?

• In a debate situation in your fam-
ily, is there no room for everyone 
to express their point of view?

Intelligi-
bility

There is a lack of expressive-
ness, arguments and common 
thread to facilitate dialogue. 
There is a lack of willingness 
to reach an understanding to 
find intersubjective agree-
ments. Logical arguments 
are lacking.

• When there is a diversity
of opinions, do you usu-
ally find it challenging to
understand the arguments
of the other side?

• When discussing an impor-
tant issue, are there few
ideas and no clear argu-
ments?

Disposition to under-
standing

• When there is a diver-
sity of opinions, is there 
usually a willingness to 
understand the opposing 
side?

• In a discussion, does each
side use rational and fea-
sible arguments to ex-
plain its position and try
to convince the other?

• When discussing an im-
portant issue, are ideas
presented clearly so that
all family members can
understand what has
been said?

The number of communicative stim-
uli is so high that it is difficult to put 
together a clear, concise and direct 
argument that all parties can under-
stand.

• When talking about an important
topic, are many ideas presented in
a disorderly way, preventing the
understanding of the message?

• In conversations in your family, is
there usually too much noise so as
to prevent you from understanding
the messages?

9 

Table 2. Communica on dimension: Condi ons for silence, an ideal speech situa on and noise

Conditions

Validity There is a lack of trust to express individual
interests and pursue collective interests.

Is there a lack of trust in family members
to express your interests and concerns?
When there is a conflict, is there rarely 
collaboration to find a joint solution?

Cooperative search for truth 

How important is it in your family to tell the 
truth?
Is there a willingness to seek the truth
cooperatively in your family?
In your family, are the arguments of other 
members generally recognised? 

The cooperative search for truth reaches
such levels that individual needs are not
considered.

When there are differences of opinion, are
individual interests overridden and the
collective benefits put first? 
In a debate situation in your family, is
there no room for everyone to express 
their point of view? 

Intelligibility There is a lack of expressiveness, 
arguments and common thread to
facilitate dialogue. There is a lack of 
willingness to reach an understanding to 
find intersubjective agreements. Logical 
arguments are lacking.

When there is a diversity of opinions, do
you usually find it challenging to
understand the arguments of the other 
side? 
When discussing an important issue, are 
there few ideas and no clear 
arguments? 

Disposition to understanding

When there is a diversity of opinions, is there 
usually a willingness to understand the 
opposing side?
In a discussion, does each side use rational 
and feasible arguments to explain its position
and try to convince the other?
When discussing an important issue, are
ideas presented clearly so that all family 
members can understand what has been
said? 

The number of communicative stimuli is so 
high that it is difficult to put together a clear,
concise and direct argument that all parties
can understand.

When talking about an important topic, 
are many ideas presented in a disorderly 
way, preventing the understanding of the 
message? 
In conversations in your family, is there 
usually too much noise so as to prevent 
you from understanding the messages? 

(-) 

COMMUNICATION 

Ideal speech situa on Silence (+) Noise 
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Conditions

Symmetry

There is unbalanced repre-
sentation. Some people have 
greater responsibility, and 
their arguments are more 
valuable than those of oth-
ers. Some people affected by 
the rules are not represent-
ed in the dialogue.

•	 When there is a dispar-
ity of opinions, are there 
family members whose 
arguments carry more 
weight?

• Are there any family 
members who have more 
authority than others?

• Do the arguments of any 
family members outweigh 
others?

Equality of speakers

• In a family conversation,
do all arguments carry
the same weight, regard-
less of who they come 
from?

• When making a decision, 
do all voices carry the 
same weight?

There are people who are not af-
fected by the rule. The absence of 
certain limits (age of majority, fam-
ily status, etc.) hinders dialogue and 
consensus among stakeholders.

• When you must make a decision,
are there any members who par-
ticipate in the decision, even if it 
does not affect them?

• In critical situations, are there
people not affected by the situa-
tion who take part in the discus-
sion?

Serious-
ness

Dialogue, arguments and 
communicative action are 
undervalued. There is a lack 
of communicative responsi-
bility and a lack of interest 
in consensus building.

• When you must decide,
do some family members
shirk their responsibility?

• When there is an impor-
tant issue, do some family
members adopt a passive
attitude towards the mat-
ter?

• In your family, are dia-
logue and the search for
consensus usually under-
valued?

Responsibility in commu-
nication

• Are you normally open
and honest when express-
ing your concerns and in-
terests?

• Are you usually aware
of how your words can
influence other family
members (communicative
responsibility)?

All communicative action is meas-
ured, analysed and counter-argued 
at such high levels that it hinders 
dialogue and makes it difficult to 
reach a consensus. There is a lack 
of accountability and communicative 
engagement.

• When a situation requires action,
are there too many arguments and
analyses to the point of hindering
communication?

• In family group dialogues, is there
too much noise so as to prevent
reaching clear conclusions?

Freedom 
of expres-
sion

There is no common space 
where speakers can com-
municate their concerns, in-
terests and desires. They do 
not recognise each other as 
equals.

• When there are different
points of view, are there
any family members who
feel shy about expressing
their opinions?

Recognition of freedom 
of expression for all 

subjects

• When there are differ-
ent points of view, do all
family members feel free
to express themselves
openly?

There is a common space where any 
idea is communicated without re-
gard to the reasons. Coercive behav-
iour is often used to influence the 
other parties.

• When there are different points
of view, is there a family member
who influences the opinions of the
rest?

Source: Authors based on Habermas’s Theory of Communicative Action (Harbermas, 1982).
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opposing side?
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and try to convince the other?
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members can understand what has been
said? 
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high that it is difficult to put together a clear,
concise and direct argument that all parties
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3. Method

The current study uses a qualitative approach to 
gain insight into the intimate details of commu-
nication patterns in business families following a 
case study structure. According to De Massis and 
Kotlar (2014), most qualitative studies of family 

business use the case study format because it can 
shed light on the intricacies of the company–fam-
ily system. In addition, the case study method 
effectively explores hitherto unknown, complex 
and difficult-to-observe phenomena, as is the 
case of the family communication logic. Given 
the lack of consolidated theory on family coun-
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cils and communication patterns, the exploratory 
case study method offers a way to understand 
family dynamics (De Massis & Kotlar, 2014; Yin, 
1993). Building on a model from family therapy, 
this paper explores communication patterns in 
business families. In line with this approach, the 
alternate templates strategy (Langley, 1999) ac-
knowledges that using a priori theoretical lenses 
can coexist with inductive analysis, providing a 
structured yet flexible framework for data inter-
pretation.
Given the exploratory nature of the analysis, 
the interviews had a semi-structured format. 
While an interview protocol was used, questions 
were flexible and open ended to allow findings to 
emerge organically from the data. The interview 
protocol was refined as the data collection pro-
cess advanced.

3.1. Empirical setting
The study examines three business families. To 
ensure the validity and reliability of the research, 

a case-selection, data-gathering and analysis pro-
tocol was designed. Specific business family char-
acteristics were sought to seek contrasting com-
munication patterns in the selected cases. The 
protocol defines both homogeneity and heteroge-
neity in the characteristics of the cases.
The research focused on business families that 
had family councils that had been active for 
at least five years, that were active in a Span-
ish cultural context and that provided access to 
at least three family informants. The study also 
considered different communication patterns, 
family council dynamics and family life cycles 
to ensure maximum heterogeneity. The degree 
of professionalisation, defined by clarity of the 
organisational structure, varied across the three 
cases. Two families (Bennu and Philia, described 
later) had a high level of professionalisation. The 
third (Nenia, described later) had a low level of 
professionalisation, often mixing the business 
and family spheres. Table 3 gives more informa-
tion on the protocol.

Table 3. Research and interview protocol

Case selec-
tion

Maximum homogeneity
Spanish cultural context

Perceived family complexity business family 2.0 (Kleve et al., 2023)1

Maximum heterogeneity

Different business family profiles (Olson’s Circumplex Model)

Different family council functions, structure and content

Different family life cycle and generations
Access to business 

families
Family Business Advisors Association (Club de Asesores de Empresa Familiar, CAEF)

Unit of analysis Business family

Construct 
validity

Triangulation Access to a minimum of three family informans in each business family

Methodological tools

FACES IV scales (Olson, 2011)

Communication continuum with two extremes (noise and silence)

Reliability

Moving from individual 
to group level

Coorientation criteria from social cognitive theory: agreement, accuracy and congru-
ence (Koerner & Fitzpatrick, 2006)

Codification Textual quotations, themes and aggregate dimensions

Research protocol
Non-verbal communication and interview protocol; delimitation and definition of 

constructs

Interview panel Research team (two authors and one collaborator with a PhD in Business Management)

Recording and transcrip-
tion 

Authors with the support of Transkriptor software

Analysis of discourse and 
codification

Authors

Research protocol valida-
tion

Meeting of authors after each interview to discuss main findings and refine the inter-
view protocol for future iterations

Source: Authors.

1. Family 2.0 refers to the business family, which is distinct from the nuclear family, in part because not all family members are
involved or active in the business.
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Data collection took place from February to April 
2023 and consisted of 18 interviews providing 
1,255 minutes of interview data. The research 
team took care to maintain the confidentiality of 

the business families, using fictitious names for 
all informants to ensure anonymity. The interview 
protocol was the same for each informant. Table 
4 provides the characteristics of all informants.

Table 4. Interviews with family members

No. Interviewee Generation
Interview
duration

Interview 
format

Official role in 
family council

No. interviews

BENNU 
FAMILY

1 Osiris 6G

2 h 52 min

(1st interview)
In person

Active support 
to chair

2
1 h 45 min

(2nd interview)
Online

2 Isis 6G 1 h 05 min In person Chair 1
3 Maat 7G 55 min In person Attendant 1
4 Horus 7G 1 h 15 min In person Attendant 1

PHILIA 
FAMILY

5 Poseidon 2G 26 min In person Attendant 1
6 Hermes 2G 41 min In person Attendant 1
7 Heracles 3G 1 h 16 min In person Chair 1

8 Athena 3G

1 h

(1st interview)
In person

Active support 
to chair

2
42 min

(2nd interview)
Online

9 Hera 3G 49 min In person Secretary 1
10 Hefesto 4G 43 min In person Attendant 1
11 Apollo 4G 55 min In person Attendant 1

12 Artemis 4G 47 min Online
Non- attendant 
(younger than 

25 years)
1

13 Cronos
External 

consultant
1 h 18 min Online

Facilitator if 
applicable

1

NENIA 
FAMILY

14 Jupiter 3G 1 h 02 min Online
Active support 

to chair
1

15 Juno 3G 2 h 5 min In person Chair 1
16 Minerva 3G 1 h 19 min In person Attendant 1

Source: Authors.

3.2. Case description

3.2.1	 Bennu
Bennu family business was founded in 2004 by 
siblings Osiris and Isis (6G) to manage the fam-
ily’s wealth. Currently, the 6G is active in the 
management and ownership of the business, and 
the 7G is active on the family council (currently 

without ownership or management). Eight fam-
ily members attend the family council meetings. 
Bennu is the third family business of the family 
group. Its business strategy is diversified across 
liquid assets, real estate and corporate assets. 
Figure 2 shows the family tree of the current 
business family, considering its two previous sep-
arations.
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Figure 2. The Bennu family tree

Source: Authors.

The first family business was started in 1867 by 
the founder (1G), the founder’s child (2G) and 
the founder’s grandchild (3G). In the 4G, a sin-
gle family member (Atum) led the company. The 
strategy of this first company was focused on be-
ing a single business. When the 4G passed away, 
the company was led by the two brothers of the 
5G. In 1989, the company was dissolved and sold. 
At that time, the two family branches opted for 
different corporate strategies.
As the strategies differed, separate companies 
were created. In 1991, Amon (5G) set up a new 

company with four children. Based on the corpo-
rate priorities, the strategy of this new company 
was based on company diversification.
After a few years operating in various industries, 
the company was sold in 2004. This time, the 
second family business was dissolved. Osiris and 
Isis (6G) sold their shares to start a new project 
together, with a different strategy from the pre-
vious one. At that point, the two siblings formed 
a new company based on an asset diversification 
strategy. Figure 3 shows the family business his-
tory.

Figure 3. The Bennu family business history
First family business

• It was founded in 1867
• Single business strategy
• It was dissolved in 1989

Third family business

• It was founded in 2004
Effective until today

• Asset diversification strategy

Second family business

• It was founded in 1991
• Company diversification

strategy
• It was dissolved in 2004

Source: Authors.
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3.2.2.	 Nenia
Nenia, with the 3G at the helm, has over 80 
years of experience in the food industry. 1G and 
2G were also involved in corporate governance. 
The company markets its products in almost 50 
countries and has production sites all aorund Eu-
rope. and has 13 production sites in Spain, Italy, 
Poland, Turkey and the United Kingdom. By 2022, 
the group had a turnover of over 700 million eu-
ros. The group’s international workforce compris-
es 2,300 professionals.
The family business was founded in 1930 when 
the founder (1G) started buying and selling prod-
ucts in the food sector. In 1961, the siblings Nep-
tune and Mars joined the business during the 
generational transition from 1G to 2G. The as-
signment of tasks was aligned with the tempera-

ment and character of each sibling. Mars oversaw 
purchasing and executive duties, drawing on an 
analytical profile. In contrast, Neptune managed 
commercial activities and production, exploiting 
a sociable nature.
The 3G gradually joined the business until, even-
tually, all members became involved in manage-
ment. Two members (Juno and Apollo) have left 
the management. However, the rest remain in 
management positions. They are currently defin-
ing the company management model and draw-
ing clear lines between the family, ownership and 
management spheres. Figure 4 shows the Nenia 
family tree and their involvement in the busi-
ness. Currently, eight family members attend the 
family council meetings.

Figure 4. The Nenia family tree

Source: Authors.

3.2.3.	 Philia
Philia is in the 4G of active ownership. Three 
generations have been involved in the business 
governance system. They have been in the fam-
ily business for 100 years and have provided tex-
tile processing solutions for 60 years. At present, 
all its activities focus on textile treatment solu-

tions. The company is expanding internationally 
and provides services in more than 130 coun-
tries. Around 85% of turnover is generated out-
side Spain. Philia has production centres in Spain, 
France and China and employs 800 people. Esti-
mated turnover in 2022 was 180 million euros, 
and 4.5% of turnover is allocated to research and 
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development (R&D).
The family business was founded in 1920 by the 
grandfather (1G) of the current managers (3G). 
Years later, the children (2G) started what is the 
main activity today. The shift from 1G to 2G fol-
lowed a functional approach, where each child 
took responsibility for a different business area. 
Hermes (2G) took over production, Poseidon (2G) 
took over commercial duties, and Eleos (2G) was 
responsible for human resources.
During the transition to 3G, the siblings Poseidon 
and Hermes decided to divide positions between 
the two branches, ensuring the balance of power. 
Finally, in 2008, Heracles and Athena were ap-

pointed managing directors. The rest of the 3G 
members developed their professional careers in 
other fields. The 4G members are all in the pro-
cess of defining their professional paths. The 4G 
has a broad artistic identity and a keen interest 
in music, painting and sculpture. Figure 5 illus-
trates the Philia family tree. All 2G, 3G and 4G 
members are business owners. The 2G gave 10 
shares to each member of the 4G at birth. There-
fore, each member of the 4G has 0.1% ownership. 
The Poseidon family branch owns 36.6%, and the 
Hermes branch owns 36.1% of the business. There 
is therefore a balance of ownership between the 
branches. In total, 16 family members attend the 
family council meetings.

Figure 5. The Philia family tree

Source: Authors.

3.3. Case analysis
Communication patterns differ across the three 
business families, as reflected by Table 5. The 

table highlights key quotations corresponding to 
the five conditions of an ideal speech situation.
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Table 5. Key quotations reflecting communication conditions in Bennu, Nenia and Philia

Bennu Nenia Philia

Validity

Balanced position (tending towards 
noise)
“Having different points of view in 
decision making is inevitable, and 
even a good thing, because it enrich-
es the outcome of the decision. This 
only happens if the goal is consensus” 
(Osiris, 2nd interview, h 1 min 37)

Unbalanced position (silence)

“There was quite a lot of friction 
between the two branches when my 
uncle passed away and we matured 
a little bit. Perhaps each branch was 
dragged by two or three people more 
than by all the cousins of each branch 
. . . because although we have many 
things in common, we’re different in 
each branch” (Juno, min 37)

Balanced position (ideal speech sit-
uation)
“When there is an argument, I explain 
it more delicately to find a balance. I 
keep educational minutes of the fam-
ily council meetings. If it is very dif-
ficult for someone to speak and say 
something, then I make a record in 
the minutes that this person has said 
this. I do this to help and take care 
of all the people who are part of the 
family council” (Hera, min 24)

Intelligibility

Balanced position (ideal speech 
situation)
“For us, it is important to talk the 
same language. So, my sister and my 
cousin took more business-oriented 
courses to catch up with everyone 
else” (Maat, min 27)
“We invited the 7G to listen in on the 
stakeholder meetings so that they 
could learn about the strategic plan 
of the business” (Osiris, 2nd inter-
view, min 5)

Unbalanced position (noise)
“When developing the protocol, we 
had a hard time because everything 
was debated, even leading to some 
ridiculous situations” (Juno, min 26)

Balanced position (ideal speech sit-
uation)
“Our family council is a place where 
there is very open communication, 
with no boundaries. It is like a spiral 
of communication in every sense be-
cause if you ask something, it is ex-
plained perfectly, with attentiveness 
and respect. Our family council is a 
lot of wheels [representing the spiral 
of communication] going up and up” 
(Hefesto, min 12)

Symmetry

Balanced position (tending towards 
noise)
“In a family council, I said 
that I did not agree with that 
[a clause of the family consti-
tution] because I thought it 
was not equitable for all fam-
ily members” (Horus, h 1 min 
2) They seek symmetry among
family council participants,
even though the 6G members
lead the meetings

Unbalanced position (silence)
“I only talk to a family member if 
they see me as an equal. That is, I 
respect you as a person because each 
one of us has some bad things, but 
also some good things. Neither my 
opinion nor yours is best” (Minerva, 
h 1 min 11)

Balanced position (tending towards 
silence)
“The 3G asked us [4G] to what extent 
we see ourselves connected to the 
family and the business and in what 
way. Then they could see what our 
interests are” (Artemis, min 4)
“Sometimes the 4G have little to say 
because our grandparents are still 
very active and make most of the de-
cisions” (Hefesto, min 47)

Seriousness

Balanced position (ideal speech 
situation)
“In our case, the six of us (7G) 
have a perfect mix. I believe 
we can achieve great things if 
we organise ourselves and learn 
to reach a consensus” (Horus, 
min 43)
“When you get together and 
talk constructively, you come to 
meaningful conclusions” (Isis, 
min 42)

Unbalanced position (silence)
“The potential of sincerity is huge, 
but we don’t currently have the ca-
pacity to be sincere on the family 
council, which would be the point 
where there would be real changes . 
. . I mean, when we’re honest, we 
get to a point where the relationship 
breaks down” (Minerva, min 36)

Balanced position (tending towards 
silence)
“We respect each other a lot, their 
time to talk, their silences . . . Some-
times when I want to say something, 
I feel like I’m on the road waiting 
to overtake and cars are overtaking 
while I need a bigger gap to get in. 
Then I feel like I’m stepping on some-
one’s toes, and I feel uncomfortable 
with that” (Apollo, min 12)

Freedom of 
expression

Balanced position (ideal speech 
situation)
“The fact that we (7G) are involved, 
ask questions and make comments 
helps give them (6G) an idea of our 
weaknesses, where they have to push 
the hardest, what is clearest to us . . 
. ” (Horus, h 1 min 4)

Unbalanced position (silence)
In practice, there are no spaces for 
family members to express them-
selves
“We don’t have any informal forums. 
Within the organisation, we don’t 
have enough of a relationship to build 
the relationship back up. So, it can 
only be through the family council 
because it is formal” (Minerva, min 
29)

Balanced position (ideal speech sit-
uation)
“I suppose because we have a good 
relationship, but sometimes if some-
one disagrees, they are given time to 
express their opinion” (Hefesto, min 
36)

Source: Authors.
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3.3.1.	 Communication in Bennu
The Bennu family is very aware of transmitting 
family values and traditions to successive genera-
tions through informal and formal means. So far, 
the members of the 6G, as leaders of the family 
group, have been in charge of the running and 
content of the family council meetings. However, 
the situation has changed. The members of the 
7G have already internalised the family values 
and have more emotional maturity and judge-
ment to raise issues, concerns and expectations 
about their connection to the business. The 7G 

members are beginning to express their con-
cerns, interests and expectations in family coun-
cil meetings. Therefore, the 6G is also learning 
to make space to discuss these issues. At Bennu, 
they underscore the importance of “speaking the 
same language” to ensure that they are aligned 
with each other. This alignment makes communi-
cation between all parties more direct and trans-
parent. Considering these arguments and the key 
quotations in Table 5, the Bennu family is in a 
balanced situation. Specifically, it is in the upper 
balanced position, towards noise (Figure 6).

Figure 6. Position of the Bennu family in the communication dimension

Source: Authors based on Olson’s Circumplex model (Olson, 2011) and Habermas (1982).

3.3.2.	 Communication in Nenia
Consistent evidence indicates that the Ne-
nia family is in an unbalanced position. First, 
speaker representation is unequal. For instance, 
2G women typically do not attend family coun-
cil meetings. However, the outcomes of these 
meetings still apply to them. This fact highlights 
asymmetries in communication and suggests that 
there may be a non-resolved conflict.
One of the main reasons for this unbalance is 
the rigid mental framework of the family group, 
which prevents the establishment of an ideal 
speech situation. Fixed, socially constructed la-
bels from childhood hinder the assessment of 

other speakers’ arguments based on the weight 
of reasons. This situation prevents collective con-
sensus. Sincerity is scarce in family gatherings. 
When members are sincere, conflict arises. As a 
result, family members avoid key issues for the 
family and its relationship with the company (e.g. 
next-generation involvement). Informal commu-
nicative interactions are minimal. Accordingly, 
the family council serves as a space to conduct 
these critical conversations. However, the family 
members do not legitimise what is discussed on 
the family council nor take the outcomes seri-
ously. Considering this evidence, the Nenia family 
is at the unbalanced extreme of silence (Figure 
7).

Figure 7. Position of the Nenia family in the communication dimension

Source: Authors based on Olson’s Circumplex model (Olson, 2011) and Habermas (1982).
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3.3.3.	 Communication in Philia
In Philia, communicative acts fully meet the five 
criteria of an ideal speech situation. The level of 
trust between all family members is high, which 
is a prerequisite for the search for validity in dis-
course and freedom of expression. Respect per-
meates all communicative acts in Philia. There is 
so much respect in interactions that family mem-
bers sometimes fail to express their feelings to 
avoid the potential discomfort of other members. 
This situation shows that although there is free-
dom of expression, some contributions remain 
in the background. Usually, the younger genera-

tion’s opinions are the ones that are overlooked. 
In practice, despite symmetry between speakers, 
decisions are primarily made by the 2G.
Philia is in a balanced position in all condi-
tions, towards the lower end of the continuum 
(Figure 8). The interviews reveal some nuances 
of family communication patterns. For example, 
some issues that everyone is aware of have not 
yet been addressed. These issues include the ad-
dition of stepfamilies to the family council.
“We have an element to work on: my wife has 
a daughter, and this daughter is not a blood de-
scendant. She feels excluded, but for me, she is 
my family” (Heracles, min 18).

Figure 8. Position of the Philia family in the communication dimension

Source: Authors based on Olson’s Circumplex model (Olson, 2011) and Habermas (1982).

4. Findings

The right moment to establish a family council 
remains unclear. While some practitioners argue 
that the business family will always benefit from 
the family council, the literature suggests that 
business families usually start to think about the 
family council when family complexity increases. 
To bridge the gap between academia and prac-
tice, Eckrich and McClure (2012) explain that a 
family council must be built on solid family foun-
dations.
Thus, as a family governance mechanism, the 
family council is not organically functional. In-
stead, the business family must first meet some 
minimum requirements. This paper explains that 
these necessary conditions are tied to the dy-
namics of the business family. Specifically, this 
paper advances the understanding of business 
family communication dynamics by answering 
the following question: What are the communica-
tion prerequisites to establish a functional family 
council?
This research advances the understanding of 
communication patterns in business families by 
identifying the necessary conditions for a func-
tional family council. Specifically, if communica-
tion within business families is not well balanced, 

the family council may be counterproductive. 
Propositions 1 and 2 suggest the requirements for 
establishing a family council. Propositions 3, 4 
and 5 suggest the requirements for ensuring the 
functionality of an existing family council.

4.1. When should a business family establish a 
family council?
Poza (2013) listed some prerequisites for the 
family council to be an effective decision-making 
governance structure. These prerequisites are de-
fined as open and clear communication processes. 
This paper expands on that research, defining and 
evaluating the conditions for effective communi-
cation. It explains that the communicative acts 
of business families must meet minimum criteria 
of validity, intelligibility, symmetry, seriousness 
and freedom of expression. If these prerequisites 
hold and the criteria of an ideal speech situation 
are met, the family members will be more likely 
to understand each other. Understanding is the 
basis for consensus. It is therefore necessary for 
decision-making on family issues and involvement 
with the company (Pereira-Otero & Gallo, 2023). 
Unless these minimum communication standards 
are met, the business family will struggle to ad-
dress complicated issues or make decisions on 
complex matters (e.g. succession and inclusion 
of in-laws and next-generation members).
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Proposition 1. Effective communication within 
the business family is contingent on meeting 
the five criteria for an ideal speech situation.

Practice-oriented guides on family councils state 
that it is always a good time to establish a fam-
ily council (Beltrán, 2021). In this paper, it is ar-
gued that families should incorporate governance 
structures when desired. According to Franken-
berg (1999), the family council provides an ef-
fective platform for facilitating discussions in the 
business family and reaching a consensus. How-
ever, building on Proposition 1, this study offers 
a cautionary message that it is only advisable to 
establish a family council when the family meets 
certain requirements. Otherwise, the results may 
be counterproductive.
If the family is unbalanced in terms of commu-
nication, the family council will be unlikely to 
have a positive outcome. For example, if com-
municative acts are not sincere or the opinions 
of other family members are not respected, the 
decision-making process of the family council will 
lack validity. As reflected by the case of Nenia, 
when families are at the extreme of silence, 
family members avoid interactions with other 
members, there are destructive communication 
patterns and individual interest is prioritised over 
family interest. In contrast, families that are at 
the noise end of the spectrum engage in end-
less conversations with no apparent purpose. In 
these two scenarios, although the family council 
provides a forum for family discussion, it fails in 
its purpose of providing a mechanism to reach 
a practical consensus. In both cases, the focus 
should be on what is not said. Inconsequential 
talk (or not talking at all) is a strategy for devi-
ating from what matters, such as addressing un-
resolved conflicts deriving from previous genera-
tions or involving the next generation. The family 
must ensure that certain conditions regarding 
communication are met so that the family coun-
cil effectively addresses relevant issues.

Proposition 2. A family council must only be 
established when the business family meets 
certain communication requirements.

4.2. Does the family council improve commu-
nication?
Numerous family-controlled companies have es-
tablished a family council to dismantle the cul-
ture of secrecy instilled by preceding generations 
(Poza, 2013). The family council is believed to 
improve family communication (Labaki, 2011). 
However, the evidence supporting Propositions 1 
and 2 refutes the idea that the family council 
always improves communication.

A family’s logic and communication patterns are 
often invisible and are shaped by different ex-
pectations and structures within the family and 
business contexts. In families with a family coun-
cil, the family council unveils the interactions 
and communication patterns within the family. 
For example, some topics may not naturally be 
addressed by the family council if there is avoid-
ant behaviour in the family. Such avoidance is ex-
posed when members share space on the family 
council because it is where communication pat-
terns become explicit. In contrast, when infor-
mal communication is fluid, it becomes explicitly 
fluid within the formal family council. Thus, the 
family council simply reveals communication pat-
terns that had otherwise remained hidden. Ac-
cordingly, the research suggests that the family 
council improves communication in business fam-
ilies when the family group already starts from a 
balanced position in the communication dimen-
sion. This starting position means that the family 
is ready to leverage its communication dynamics. 
If a family is in an unbalanced position, the fam-
ily council will simply make existing negative hid-
den communication patterns more explicit. This 
situation is described in Propositions 3, 4 and 5.

Proposition 3. The family council does not 
naturally improve communication. Instead, it 
reveals hitherto invisible communication pat-
terns within the family.

4.3. What should a business family do when an 
active family council is not working?
When the family council does not work, it may 
be a symptom of the family’s lack of balance in 
the communication dimension (or cohesion and 
flexibility in the Extended Olson Circumplex Mod-
el). In such situations, the business family should 
identify its weaknesses by conducting a diagnosis 
based on three dimensions: cohesion, flexibility 
and communication. By identifying and labelling 
any unbalances, the family can effectively ad-
dress the key issues it faces. This process is typi-
cally supported by an external consultant who 
provides advice and guidance to help the fam-
ily achieve a balanced position. Returning to the 
original motivation of the current research, this 
family diagnosis can be regarded as the concept 
of “something else” that Eckrich and McClure 
(2012) identify as essential for a family council 
to function.
The theory suggests that the communication di-
mension can facilitate family stability and help 
with the transition from unbalanced to balanced 
positions. For this purpose, consultants can lead 
family members to work on self-awareness, emo-
tion regulation, active listening and assertive 
communication. In fact, Ward (2016) suggests 
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that developing these skills individually and to-
gether as a family is essential for family govern-
ance success.

Proposition 4. Families should undergo diag-
nosis to understand their cohesion, flexibility 
and communication, under the supervision of 
a consultant.

According to the family governance literature, a 
public space is needed for family members to in-
teract and communicate effectively (Suess, 2014). 
If informal communicative acts are dysfunctional 
or non-existent, the family council provides such 
a public space, offering a formal solution to re-
direct communicative acts. For example, in a 
fragmented family where informal meetings have 
disappeared, a consolidated family council is the 
primary place for rebuilding family bonds. In an 
unbalanced business family, the presence of a 
consolidated family council can foster dialogue 
and enable the exploration of potential scenarios 
for reconciliation within the family. The family 
council becomes the public space for dialogue 
and a mechanism for starting to restructure 
the business family.
As explained by Olson et al. (2019), dialogue is 
crucial in therapy sessions to help families transi-
tion towards balanced positions in terms of co-
hesion and flexibility. In a consolidated family 
council, the therapy sessions that Olson refers to 
essentially equate to council meetings. Through 
proper training, the family council can poten-
tially restore balance within the business family 
by making dialogue skills more effective. Doing 
so can in turn lead to increased comfort among 
members during family council meetings, result-
ing in greater satisfaction with the family coun-
cil. Moreover, discussions within the group are 
likely to become more constructive and produc-
tive as a result.
To foster dialogue within the family council and 
ultimately rebuild family relationships, the fami-
ly must legitimise the family council’s role. Mem-
bers must have faith in its potential and recognise 
its long-term benefits, even if they may not be 
immediately visible (Suess, 2014). This long-term 
focus poses a challenge, particularly in a business 
environment where the emphasis is frequently on 
immediate results and where reward systems of-
ten lead to overstimulation. Nonetheless, legiti-
mising the family council is the primary way of 
ensuring the functionality of the business family.

Proposition 5. The family council offers a 
space for dialogue to rebuild family bonds. 
Through dialogue, unbalanced families can 
transition towards a balanced position.

5. Conclusions

This article explores the dynamics of business 
families and family governance, with a focus on 
communication. The literature does not explain 
when a business family is prepared to establish 
a family council and whether a consolidated 
council is functional. While some studies sug-
gest that family size (Nordqvist et al., 2014) and 
complexity (Suárez & Santana-Martín, 2004) are 
key drivers of family council implementation, the 
situations that make it unadvisable to establish 
a family council remain unexplored. By extend-
ing Olson’s Circumplex model (Olson, 2011), this 
paper reports the study of three business fami-
lies, identifying the communication requirements 
under which a family council can have positive 
outcomes. The Circumplex model has been used 
in the family business literature to show that 
unbalanced family systems are associated with 
dysfunctional practices in terms of commitment, 
performance and survival (Daspit et al., 2018). 
However, no study has explored the effect of un-
balanced family systems on family governance. 
To fill this gap, this paper explores family com-
munication dynamics (Michael-Tsabari & Weiss, 
2015), revealing several key findings, captured in 
this paper as propositions. First, when business 
families think about establishing a family council, 
they must initially meet the five criteria for an 
ideal speech situation (Propositions 1 and 2). Sec-
ond, when families are unbalanced and already 
have an active family council, they are urged to 
use the family council as a space for dialogue 
(Propositions 3, 4 and 5).
This study makes a dual contribution. First, it 
provides a conceptual framework to identify and 
categorise business family communication. This 
framework can help academics and consultants 
perform diagnoses of business families. Second, 
the study offers strategies to enhance communi-
cation conditions to meet the requirements for a 
functional family council.
The insights gained from this research are not 
limited to the academic literature. They are also 
relevant for practitioners and consultants work-
ing with business families. For instance, the find-
ings highlight effective communication as a nec-
essary condition for establishing a family council. 
Thus, communication diagnosis helps determine 
the family’s readiness for establishing a family 
council or identify the functionality of an existing 
family council. If the family is balanced on the 
communication continuum, establishing a fam-
ily council makes sense. However, if the family 
is unbalanced on the communication continuum, 
then “something else” is needed. The consultant 
should thus identify the unbalanced dimension 
(cohesion, flexibility or communication) and work 
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on the family members’ listening and communi-
cation skills so that they feel prepared for effec-
tive discussions on the family council. Otherwise, 
poor communication can disrupt family harmony 
(Michael-Tsabari & Weiss, 2015), preventing the 
family from reaching a balanced position.
This study has some limitations. For instance, 
the sample only included families rooted in the 
Spanish culture. Therefore, additional research 
should test these propositions in other contexts 
to determine their validity. Also, conducting ret-
rospective research introduces potential biases 
such as post hoc rationalisation. To counteract 
such forms of bias, interview data were cross-
referenced with other sources (Eisenhardt, 1989) 
such as archival documents, direct observations 
and testimonies from practitioners who knew the 
business family. Including informants from the 
same family provided a comprehensive and bal-
anced view, reducing individual bias. Also, non-
verbal communication was evaluated following a 
linguistics and psychological template to consider 
“possible emotional attachment” (Golden, 1992, 
p. 855) to the topics discussed.
Advancing the understanding of communication
on the family council opens new avenues for fu-
ture research. Considering the business family
profile, we encourage authors to investigate how
the level of heterogeneity among family mem-
bers attending the family council influences the
overall position of the business family. With fam-
ily diversity being the norm, viewing the family
council as a space for dialogue is imperative, as
reflected by this journal’s conversation on co-
habitating couples (Dyer et al., 2023). Crucially,
different communication logics between fam-
ily members can result in conflicts. Researchers
should focus on the type of conflict (i.e. task,
relational, process or status) in unbalanced fami-
lies (Frank et al., 2011), while exploring how
dialogue on the family council can help address
each type of conflict.
Overall, this study offers a valuable resource for
academics, consultants and practitioners working
with business families. Its value lies in the in-
sight it provides by highlighting the importance
of communication prerequisites for family coun-
cils and by offering strategies to enhance family
balance for positive outcomes.
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