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We like the metaphor of the relay race for family business succession.  One leader has run his 
portion of the race and hands off the baton to the next runner, who must now run her part of the 
race.  The baton is passed.  A part of what the baton represents is power.  But what exactly is 
power?  What kinds of power can be handed off, or conferred, and what kinds must be earned?  
Understanding and using power wisely determines both the speed and effectiveness of family 
leadership transition. 

FIRST CATEGORY OF POWER 

 REWARD power (the carrot) 

 COERCIVE power (the stick) 

 LEGITIMATE power— 
recognized by law, society, or contract.  
Parents can set rules for their children.  
A manager can delegate and evaluate the 
work of a subordinate.  

These three are positional (a part of the role 
you occupy), conferred (given or taken away by 
superiors), and tangible (can be seen as a part 
of the organization chart or job description).  
These, like the 
baton, are passed 
off in the relay 
handoff of 
succession.  But 
these three kinds 
of power, used 
alone, can only 
elicit compliance 
behavior, what one has to do, not 
commitment behavior, doing fully what one 
is capable of doing.  The new family business 
leader who has only this kind of power is off 
to a very poor start.   

 

SECOND CATEGORY OF POWER 

 EXPERT power — 
recognized as knowledgeable in a specific 
area, the ―go to‖ person for information. 

 REFERENT power — 
regarded as a sounding board, advisor, 
wise counsel or role model by others; 
respected, admired, viewed as a standard 
of conduct or a valued source of approval. 

 NETWORK power — 
connected in terms of: 

a. Communication –has access  
to others. 

b. Knowledge -- knows and can get  
to the experts. 

c. Trust -- can get others to be open  
and vulnerable about the real state  
of affairs. 

 PERSUASIVE power— 
has the communication skills, the 
character, and the emotional intelligence 
to influence the attitudes and actions  
of others. 
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These four are personal (a part of the 
individual), earned (one’s boss can’t give or 
take these away) and intangible (they can’t be 
seen on the organization chart or job 
description). These are not and cannot be 
handed off from one leader to the successor.  
They must be earned by the successor and 
the earlier the better.   

Two kinds of problems often occur in the 
family business handoff.  Both pose dangers 
to the new leader’s success but both can be 
prevented. 

The Halting Handoff 

Imagine a relay race where the handing off 
runner continued to hold on to the baton 
well after the taking hold runner had a firm 
grasp on it.  This alone would ensure loss of 
the race, and that’s why it never happens on 
the track. But it does happen in family 
succession, and if the handing off is not clear 
and decisive it reduces the legitimacy of the 
successor.  The retiring leader, board 
members, other advisors can provide 
mentoring and coaching for the new leader, 
long after the handoff.  But they need to do 
it behind the scenes so as not to undercut the 
sometimes fragile legitimacy of newly 
acquired power, and of the new successor. 

The flat footed runner 

Imagine a relay race in which the taking hold 
runner stood dead still, flat footed, until he 
or she got the baton.  This too would doom 
the race, and is why all receiving runners get 
a running start.  In family succession getting 
a running start means acquiring the personal, 
earned and intangible kinds of power, well in 
advance of succession.  This takes a long 
time.  The handing off successor, others in 
the family business and in the family itself 
can help the successor.  They can do so by 
creating mentoring and development 
opportunities for the successor to acquire the 
personal, earned and intangible parts of 
power, well in advance of formal succession.  

Mentoring, family councils, internships, jobs 
in companies other than the family business 
can all be helpful mechanisms. Thus will the 
new leader be able to elicit the full 
commitment and the just consent of the 
governed.  If your family business is facing 
succession, help the successor get a running 
start—the sooner the better. 
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