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Continuity: an ongoing challenge
Studies show that companies with a long-term continuity strategy 
perform better. But only a few invest proactively in continuity. A 
private family office can ensure and enable the continuity of the 
two spheres in which families are always involved: the first sphere 
refers to the private level, the second to the assets, including both 
the business assets and the investments.

Three gear model
In order to understand the complexity of family business, 
the three-circle model developed by Tagiuri and Davis, which 
emphasises family, business and ownership, is often used1.  
Grasping the systemic complexity of the family business, and 
emphasising the crucial role of continuity as a process of growth 
towards sustainable shareholdership, we refer to the thee gear 
model developed by Verbeke and colleagues2.

  

In this model, the family functions as the starting point and overall 
umbrella of the model (and not the family business, as in the model 
by Tagiuri and Davis). The family always has two spheres. The first 
one is the private sphere of all private matters and how the family 
interacts. The second is the assets, with a distinction between 
business assets and investment assets. Continuity is required in all 
these spheres in order to ensure overall continuity. 

Business continuity refers to the following questions: How can 
we ensure our business by offering telework? Is our technology 
prepared for that? Do we have access to special types of funding? 
What do we see as possible risks in the business? Are we 
futureproof? And what measures are taken to make sure there is a 
back-up and/or some transition when people fall out? 

Continuity in investment assets is at least as important as business 
continuity. If there is a death, who inherits the assets and what are 
the inheritance taxes? Are all relevant documents and safes easily 
accessible? Are we able to continue our payment of private loans? 
Do we have investments with high or low risks? Do we have enough 
diversification within our investments?

Finally, a family needs continuity on a private level. How will the 
family make decisions when confronted with a crisis (e.g. the  
sudden severe illness of a key member)? Who will make decisions 
in these cases and how will they be made? Who will take the lead in 
family matters, and who will take the role as family representative? 

As you can see, all these questions are connected to each other. 
Inheritance taxes may have an impact on the business. Just as 
decreased business revenues may put the private loans at risk. 
A son or daughter is not allowed to start a professional career in 
the family business, or a son decides to invest in an artistic career 
and art. Or, an ‘offer one can’t refuse’ from a possible buyer and 
thoughts of selling the business will have an impact on the asset 
portfolio, as it will switch from business assets to investments. 
The three gears are therefore interlocked: what happens in one 
component has an (in)direct effect on what happens in the other. 
So, if one gear does not move smoothly, the others struggle as well. 
For example, when it is unclear how to make decisions as a family, 
this negative energy may be transferred to the business.

The family office as a guardian of continuity
Who is able to ensure  continuity in all these spheres? The founder 
may be too involved and conflicts of interest may arise for other 
family members and/or the business leader. And only in rare cases 
do these people hold an overarching view on both the family and 
the business. 

This is exactly why a family office could be the right solution to 
ensure continuity. Families may have several reasons to found a 
family office. Continuity and perpetuity of the family business is a 
major one. When well designed and organised, the family office 
has an overarching view on the private sphere and asset sphere 
(investments and family business). Applied to the three gear model 
the relationship between the family and family office and the two 
spheres is the following:
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1.  R. Tagiuri & J. Davis (1982). Bivalent attributes of the family firm, Family Business review, 1196, June. 
2.  A.L. Verbeke, M. Euwema, K. Bollen (2020). Familiale grammatica.
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The family office is, as the name says, the private office of the 
family. Therefore, it can balance the conflicts of interests, with an 
holistic view on the two spheres or three gears. A well-established 
family office can monitor and fuel the three gears in a balanced and 
smooth way, making sure that every gear spins at the right speed. 
Hence these families are able to ensure overall continuity.

Needless to say, the role of the family office should be clear. 
Everyone involved, including the business, should empower it to be 
the guardian of continuity. The business will benefit from a strong 
family shareholdership, and the family will have a strong business. 

The importance of continuity plans
The family office must create a continuity plan for every gear or 
require every gear to draft one. It checks plans from a holistic 
point of view and plays a crucial role in facilitating the interaction 
between the three gears. Topics for the continuity plan: 

 • What are the basic values of the family? 
 • Is there a clear vision on the future for every sphere/gear? 
 • Is that vision aligned with the purpose of the family wealth?
 • Do business continuity plans include a variety of possible 

scenarios?
 • Are liquidity mechanisms in place? Is there buffer for 

unexpected situations?
 • What does the governance look like? Who is able to decide 

over what and when (in terms of private matters, business and 
investment wealth)? 

 • Is the next gen trained to deal with the family wealth?
 • Do the plans contain flows of information and/or 

communication platforms when confronted with unforeseen 
circumstances? 

Continuity plans require a lot of work in their set-up when matters 
need to be discussed for a first time. From then on, plans can and 
must be updated efficiently on a regular basis.

Developing these plans involves a dialogue about how the family 
works in the three gears of private matters, family assets, or 
business and investments. The mere fact that different people 
involved in the (family) business learn how to communicate and 
collaborate constructively, contributes to continuity. 
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