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Introduction

I

Introduction

A recurring question when we analyze lasting family companies is: How have they man-
aged to be successful and get to where they are? The answer, of course, must take 

several factors into account, considering the particulars of each business, but the factor that 
usually comes before all others is the actual image of the family. Much more than being 
a partner or shareholder, the family is a stakeholder in the company and can be a decisive 
element for business success. 

However, the simple presence of the family isn’t enough for the business to actually be 
a success case. Strictly speaking, the family can be responsible both for the continuity and the 
possible disappearance of the company. For this partnership between family and company to 
be positive, there needs to be a constructive connection between the two parties/entities, in 
such a way that the family sees that the company’s continuity makes sense, and the company, 
in turn, is an element that inspires the family to stay together around a common goal.

Lasting family companies tend to be the reflection of business families united by 
an identity that expresses the group’s personality and aspirations. The construction of this 
identity usually occurs organically, stemming from the principles and values of the found-
ing family nucleus. Though very intuitively, the people in this nucleus set the tone for how 
the company acts. They are like seeds for the construction of the business’ own identity. 
Over time, the identity of the family and that of the business develop autonomously, but 
their symbiosis is crucial to ensure the alignment of principles and values, as well as a 
transgenerational perspective for the business to stay under family leadership. 

A great challenge for business families is to be able to consciously think about this pro-
cess, so that the family identity can constantly shape the business identity, even with changes 
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in the context of both family and company. 
Conversely, it is also crucial to know how to 
establish mechanisms so that the company’s 
identity becomes a factor of strengthening 
and agglutination of the family members 
around common goals. This synergy offers a 
virtuous cycle that contributes to the fami-
ly’s longevity as a business entity.

With this publication, IBGC intends 
to help all those that are part of the deci-
sions about families and business families 
to understand the importance of the family 
identity, which can become a valuable ele-
ment for the family as well as the company 
when it is perceived and assimilated in a 
conscious way.
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1

E very identity, being unique and exclusive, is related to the recognition that each indi-
vidual (or groups of individuals) has of their own self. The identity of a business family 

usually starts being built from the identity of the company’s founder and is influenced by sev-
eral factors, such as cultural and regional characteristics, spirituality, functioning of the local 
community and emotional trauma.

In the beginning, the founder’s identity often gets confused with both the company’s—
since the business is built from his vision—and the family’s—since the business family identity 
is created based on ideas and beliefs shaped according to the experience of the members in 
the founding family nucleus.

This overlap works until the moment the family and the company grow, and the 
continuity of both can no longer rely only on the founder’s direct role. If, in the beginning, 
competence, vision, and power were concentrated on the founder’s hands, over time these 
three elements tend to spread out. Not all those in the business family will share the found-
er’s characteristics.

With this natural dispersion, the family identity becomes an important element to 
provide the organization with a sense of continuity and distinction. Based on principles and 
values, it helps guide the behaviors of those in the family and the company. It also describes 
how the members of the organization develop a shared understanding of internal processes 
and culture, that is, how they conduct the organization’s day-to-day. Through a unique set 
of beliefs, values, and practices, the identity differentiates one company from others in the 
eyes of both the members of the company and other shareholders. In family companies, 
identity is unique and results from the harmonizing of principles and values in the family 
and the business.

Family and Business Identity

1
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As the business family grows with new 
generations, family identity also transforms. 
Thinking about this process is very important 
in a conscious search for business longevity, 
which will only happen if the business family 
stays cohesive.

This cohesion has a strong support in 
the family identity and is updated through a 
narrative transmitted from one generation to 
the next which involves, at the same time, an 

appreciation of the past, transformations of 
the present, and expectations for the future. 
This cohesion’s strength tends to outweigh 
the divergent conflicts and interests, and val-
ues the possibility of  conciliation and realign-
ment of values. The group’s cohesion is key 
to the continuity of the business family and 
its businesses, and thus the identity of both 
family and company must be harmonious, 
though distinct.  

The relationship between family and business identities

EVOLUTION OVER TIME

Family identity

Business 
identity

Family identity Business 
identity

cohesion

An important moment to think about 
this harmony between family and compa-
ny identity is when the family members of 
different generations from the founder ac-
cept key positions in the company or when 
external managers are hired. It is essential 
for family and managers (family members 
or not) to initiate a debate about the family’s 

“An organization’s identity is a combination of its purpose (reason for 
existing), its mission, its vision (where it wants to go), its values and its 
principles – what is important to it and the way decisions are taken.”

(IBGC, Compliance from a Corporate Governance Perspective, 2017, pp. 17-18).

identity and its connections to the company. 
This requires formally structuring the orga-
nization’s principles and values and identi-
fying how centered they are in the family’s 
principles and values.

This process, whenever possible, must 
be done with the participation of the found-
ing family nucleus, guardian of the values 



1111THE BUSINESS FAMILY IDENTITY: AN ELEMENT OF COHESION FOR THE BUSINESS CONTINUITY

Family and Business Identity

1

that made up the family 
and the company. This, the 
sooner this debate happens, 
the better. This can make 
the operation more fluid 
and efficient, favoring ev-
eryone’s understanding of 
the business identity. In this 
sense, family governance 
structures, such as a family 
council && (even an informal 
one), are important tools of 
integration to awaken the in-

terest of future generations 
in the business, promoting 
a sense of belonging among 
all members, amalgama-
tions of generations and 
distinct origins connected by 
the family company.

It is  natural, however, 
for conflict and adversity to 
arise in these interactions. 
However, the process of 
debating and overcoming 
these situations can make 
the family reinforce its bonds 

with the business as well as the values and 
principles that guide the company, that is, 
stay united for the business.

 

&& For more information on family council, see IBGC, 
Governança da Família Empresária, 2020. See also 
Chapter 4 of this publication.

Both the family 
and company 

identities  
are dynamic  
and develop 

along with the  
growth of the 
family itself.

Key aspects of harmonizing family and business identities
• 	 The process starts with a decision by the family and depends on their interest 

in staying united as a business family, conducting the business. 
• 	 You need to identify the cultural characteristics for success and unsuccess of 

the family identity, which, over time, have helped structure the business and 
map what the family and the company must reinforce or change in their cul-
ture. This checking allows you to identify and reinforce timeless values, evalu-
ate whether certain cultural aspects of the family are still valid in the present 
and future contexts from a social, environmental, and technological point of 
view, and improve what has become obsolete.

• 	 Identifying the perception of stakeholders (employees, clients, suppliers, 
partners, community, the family itself, among others) about the company 
might help direct the business.

• 	 In the relationship between family and company, the family influences 
business decisions. It is a dynamic, sometimes difficult process, especially 
when there is no convergence in the interests of heirs, family members, and 
managers. It is a relationship based on trust, thus the importance of having 
well-established mechanisms of conflict resolution.

!
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Family Identity as a Strength  
in Business

2

A family company’s strength comes, initially, from the founder’s vision, values, and 
technical knowledge, as well as his or hers capacity of seeing what others can’t see 

to create a successful business. It also comes from a willingness to take risks. Overall, the 
founder has a strong survival instinct, sense of opportunity, resilience, and ability to learn 
from others.

The founder’s characteristics make up an important moral legacy, and passing this 
legacy forward throughout generations is of the utmost relevance for a family business 
to succeed. When this process is done consciously, the founder’s values help shape and 
strengthen the business family identity, also promoting the basis for the conduction of busi-
ness and resulting consolidation of the company’s own identity. However, there is nothing 
stopping any member from separating from the group and starting different business, each 
with its own identity.

The sense of collectiveness, which shouldn’t compromise each member’s identity, is an im-
portant characteristic of prosperous business families, for it fosters the group’s commitment in the 
search for common goals. This sense of collectiveness is one of the elements which promotes each 
business family’s singularity, since the way it gets involved and promotes exchange between its 
values and the business’s is unique for each family. For this to happen constructively and harmo-
niously, however, it is important for the family to be aware of its identity.

The consequences of the family identity being well-structured and harmonious with the 
business are usually positive. The process fosters the desire for a continuity of the family legacy, 
of which the company is a part, and the appreciation of entrepreneurship in following gener-
ations. They can more clearly understand the bonds that unite the business family and their 
importance for the organization. Besides, it is important that new generations have their world 
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view accepted into the constant updating of 
family values, which must be reflected in the 
company’s values. It is through constantly 
updating and renewing the family that the 
company will be ready to act in the market of 
its time.

Beyond that, when interested parties 
recognize business decisions are made on 
principle and values, a trusting relationship 
is built, which puts the company at a market 

advantage. And this identity can be so strong 
and decisive that, even if the family owns dis-
tinct businesses, the perception of them will 
often be the same, precisely because of the 
incorporation of values.

This can all have positive impact in 
brand reputation, products and services 
images, relationships with investors and 
community, and attraction and retention 
of talents. 

The family’s role in becoming aware of how its identity can 
strengthen business

• 	 It is a two-way street. At the same time the family brings its identity into the 
business, it’s essential that it assimilates the value of preserving the company.

• 	 Usually, the founder isn’t aware of the process of forming an identity, since 
they are too busy managing the business. The second generation, overall, 
must be in charge of maintaining what the first generation built. With gen-
erational transference, the challenge is to identity, formalize, and welcome 
what the next generation brings of difference.

• 	 It is essential to promote an alignment of company managers with the val-
ues of the family’s identity, defining the profile of future managers based on 
these values.

• 	 It is important for future generations to be in touch with the attributes 
that make up the family’s identity. The sooner this happens, the better, 
since, as generations advance, the contact with the founding family nu-
cleus tends to diminish.

!
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I dentity can be complex and multifaceted. It can be interpreted differently by different 
sources and be influenced by the perception of others about it. Its aspects and particulari-

ties depend on the diverse ways it is perceived by the interested parties.
In a few words, these multiple identities reflect:
1.	 What the family actually is and how it sees its businesses—this is real identity.
2.	 What the family leaders would like the family (and the organization) to be—this is 

perceived identity.
3.	 How the community perceives and considers the business family and the organi-

zation, something generally tied to how both present before society—this the per-
ceived identity.

It is up to the family and the family governance organisms to manage these various iden-
tities harmoniously, regularly making the necessary adjustments. The misalignment between 
them can result in conflicting information for the interested parties and bring negative impacts 
to the family and the organization, affecting the relationship between family members as well 
as the way business is conducted.

The Multiple Identities  
of Business Families and  
Its Importance in Business

3
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AC2ID Model of the five identities present in every company
Like business families, companies of any nature also have distinct identities. There are 
several studies and models presenting the multiplicity of identities in businesses. One 
of the best known examples was developed by British professor of business market-
ing John M. T. Balmer and by Stephen A. Greyser, based on researches in the United 
States and the UK. His AC2ID model, reproduced below, includes give types of corpo-
rate identities, identified by the letters of the acronym: A (actual), C (communicated), 
C (conceived), I (ideal), and D (desired). According to Balmer, the multiple identities 
coexist inside organizations, and significant divergences among them tend to bring 
problems to the business.

Source: J. M. T. Balmer, S. A. Greyser, “Managing the Multiple Identities of the Corpo-
ration”, 2002.

!

A
real

C
communicated

C
conceived

I
ideal

D
desired

A
actual

The business family may or may not 
see itself as a group united by a company; 
its leaders within the family, the ownership, 
and the management may or may not want 
to keep the business as something, in fact, 
familiar; these same leaders may or may not 

want the business family to be understood 
as the external audience as the owner of a 
family business (which can impact the per-
ception that employees, clients, suppliers, 
users, and consumers, for instance, have of 
the business).
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3

3.2 Intended Identity

I t reflects the ideal position that the fam-
ily leaders would like the family and the 

organization to occupy, starting with compre-
hending current and, eventually, future de-

The goal of this publication is not to 
indicate which paths are more or less correct 
or efficient. They depend on the reality of 
each business family, as well as the strate-
gic vision of the business. Our intention is 
to help the family become aware of these 
multiple identities, so they can be worked, 
reflected upon, and directed harmoniously 
for the group’s best interests. For this, the 
following items suggest a few reflections 
based on the three aspects presented in the 
beginning of this chapter (real, intended, 

and perceived identities µ). 
It is worth noting that there 
is no right time for this re-
flection about family iden-
tity (and family company) to be formalized. 
However, the sooner this debate starts, the 
better. This helps avoid the dissonance and 
distancing between the multiple identi-
ties. Besides, the founder’s involvement 
can be very productive, since the business 
identity started being shaped under their 
direct actions.

3.1 Real Identity

I t reflects the actual attributes of the family 
and the company. It is shaped based on 

various elements, like ownership structure, 
leadership style of the family and the com-
pany, family governance structure, organiza-
tional structure, business activity and market, 

scope and quality of services and products 
offered, and general performance of the busi-
ness. It also encompasses the set of values in 
the family and the relationship of those val-
ues with those of the management and the 
employees.

Suggested questions:
1)	 Who are we as a family?
2)	 How did our business start?
3)	 What are the family values? Do we see these values in our business? Do these 

values make sense in the current moment of our businesses?
4)	 Are our attitudes as businesspeople coherent with our family’s values?
5)	 Are we a business family, a family business or both?
6) 	 How much is each family member aware of the business?

!

mands (from the family and the company’s 
context/conjuncture).

Starting with the understanding of 
the family’s values, we can realize which as-

µ To make the text more objective 
and directed to family businesses, 
we opted for a simplified adapted 
from the AC2ID model.
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pects of the family’s identity must be kept 
and which must be adapted. Historical and 
moral particularities can, for instance, lead 
to new interpretations of values, and the 
business family must be prepared to adjust 
to new, emerging sociocultural premises, al-
ways keeping in mind the importance of the 
group’s tradition. Such adjustments have to 
be in harmony with what is happening inside 
the family company, which must also adapt 
often to survive the market.

Also, the family must think whether it 
intends to keep investing conjointly, keeping in 
mind the alignment of the various family nuclei 
with established principles and values. Over 
time, with the arrival of new generations, it is 
natural for there to be divergent interests, and 
some members may feel like investing in new 
businesses. The family should be open to that, 
creating mechanisms for exiting the partnership 
and looking for the commitment of those who 
wish to remain together as a business family.

Suggested questions:
1) 	 Is there any incoherence between who we are and who we would like to be?
2) 	 Are we prepared to face the distance between what we are and what we want 

to be?
3) 	 Do we intend to stay together as a business family?
4) 	 Is our continuity as a business family dependent on our current business and 

our sector? Are we willing to work on business in other segments?
5) 	 What is each member’s interest in the business? Dividends, generating value 

for society?
6) 	 Given the position of our businesses in the market, where can we go?
7) 	 Are we willing to have non-family partners in our group? How will this affect the 

current business identity, directly associated to the family?

!

3.3 Perceived Identity

T his refers to the concepts of per-
ception—image and reputation. It is 

about how the family and the organization, 
based on its work, are perceived by relevant 
interested parties, such as the community 
around the business, consumers, suppliers, 
clients, and employees. This identity must 
be in consonance with the corporate com-
munication, which includes advertisement, 
endorsements, public relations, and brand-
ing, and must also consider non-controlled 

communications (press and social media, 
for instance).

It is common for the family image to 
be constructed based on the community’s 
perception of the business, which can be pos-
itive if that image is associated to values such 
as trust, dedication, and focus on people’s 
well-being and quality of the products. The 
family must evaluate which perceptions from 
which groups are the most important in order 
to prioritize them in its strategy..
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identity, when consciously understood and 
worked within the company, can become 
an important factor for business longevity. 
The association between family and com-
pany usually convey to interested parties 
the commitment to values such as respect, 
trust, loyalty, and justice. This attracts cus-
tomers and suppliers and builds their loy-
alty, as well as creates strong empathy and 
a sense of belonging to the community 
with which the company relates.

Inside the family, the awareness 
about family identity becomes the link of 
cohesion among its members, which pro-
vides conditions for the family to stay to-
gether as a business group, regardless of 
their ventures.

Suggested questions:
1) 	 Who do we say we are? Do we present ourselves as a business family? Do we 

present our business as a family company?
2) 	 Do the interested parties see our businesses as family businesses?
3) 	 Do the family’s values inspire, motivate, and direct the actions of our compa-

ny’s employees? 
4) 	 Is our family identity appropriate for our business and our segment?
5) 	 Are we prepared to understand, accept, and work on others’ perception of our 

company?
6) 	 Does the company have channels/means of listening to the interested par-

ties’ perceptions?
7) 	 What would be the impacts for the businesses of us being perceived (or not) 

as a business family?
8) 	 What is our responsibility toward the image the community has of our busi-

nesses? How much do we contribute to improving that image?

!

3.4 	 Benefits Generated in the Family Company from the 
Family Identity

T he conscious incorporation of family 
identity in the business brings bene-

fits and is an important strategy for the family 
legacy to give meaning to the existence and 
operation of the family company.

Inside the organization, family manag-
ers who understand the interaction between 
the company’s and the family’s identity are 
naturally engaged with the continuity of the 
family’s legacy. This stimulus is often larger 
than merely financial incentives. Non-fam-
ily managers, in turn, stay in the company 
more easily when they identify with the val-
ues brought into the business by the family, 
and try to contribute even more effectively 
and authentically with the organization. Be-
sides, because of its singularity, the family’s 



2121THE BUSINESS FAMILY IDENTITY: AN ELEMENT OF COHESION FOR THE BUSINESS CONTINUITY

Becoming Aware of the Family Identity: First Steps

4

Becoming Aware of the  
Family Identity: First Steps

4  

T hroughout this publication, we stressed how important it is for the business family to be 
aware of its identity and keep it aligned with the company’s. It is a way of facilitating the 

family group’s union and more effectively searching business longevity based on principles 
and values that represent the family tradition. This all implies, among other factors, under-
standing the origins of the family’s identity, the values on which it lies, the way it has been 
re-signified over time, and its method of diffusion throughout generations. Some practices can 
help this process of awareness.

The first step is identifying the common memories in order to form a narrative that 
wins over the family member’s hearts and minds. A way of materializing this narrative is 
to retell the family’s story, which will help identify elements of cohesion and agglutina-
tion, as well as disseminate the founder’s entrepreneurial behavior to future generations. 
Even some of the problems the family has been through deserve to be told, since they help 
understand how it became what it is today. This recovery of family memories through illus-
trations and narratives, both formal and informal, of the older leaderships helps convey 
aspects which contributed to the family’s union around the business, reclaiming the way 
they acted and interacted in the face of failures, challenges, and victories. .

Dates such as anniversaries allow for a reflection exercise on this memory. Stipulating 
an annual agenda of family events is another way of reinforcing this identity, since commem-
orative dates usually become opportunities to remember the trajectory of the business family 
precursors and the following generations who helped the business progress.

Another way of structuring the family narrative is through institutional publications 
about the group’s businesses. It is common to publish books telling the venture’s story 
based on the family’s history. This process may include interviewing family members and 
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gathering old documents and images. The 
survey of historical heritage can go beyond, 
with the formation of corporate memory col-
lections including movies, trophies, articles, 
and other items. The search for symbols of 
this memorial is important in keeping the 
subjective, emotional aspect among family 
members, as well as its relationship with the 
company, giving meaning to the family’s 
and the company’s memory. The promotion 
of these memories awakens a recognition of 
efforts, pride, loyalty, and gratitude, feelings 
that are essential for the sense of belonging 
of the family group around the company. 
In Brazil, many companies have structured 
their historical heritage to safeguard and 
preserve documentation, disseminate 
knowledge, and use it as a strategic man-
agement instrument.

By the end of this process, the family 
will have the necessary conditions to initiate 
debates about its family governance. The 
meetings among family members during the 
group’s history structuring can, for instance, 
become the seeds of a future family coun-
cil. At this time, this informal governance 
contributes to strengthen family cohesion, 
create a communication channel between 
family and company, and debate the family’s 
involvement in the company.

Since you are dealing with identifying 
abstract, subjective aspects, it can be useful 
to have impartial third parties helping. The 
presence of mediators and dialogue facilita-
tors at a first stage allows you to format con-
vergent interests and diminish the emotional 
charge of possible conflicts. Facilitators will 
contribute especially in balancing the weight 
of innovative aspects and the importance of 
maintaining traditions from one generation 
to another. The result of these dialogues can 
mean an identity that incorporates the new 
generation’s visions and aspirations. All these 
aspects debated in family meetings contrib-
ute to update and review values and beliefs, 
which will prevail as essential for the busi-
ness family’s identity.

At a more advanced stage, formal family 
governance structure, such as the family as-
sembly, the family council, and the family office 
can be valuable instruments to strengthen the 
business family identity. They help consolidate 
cohesion among family members, stimulating 
the relationship and clear communications be-
tween family, owners, company, and stakehold-
ers, guiding its priorities toward a long-term 
vision. A well-structured family governance 
helps family members understand and respect 
their rights and responsibilities, promoting the 
family’s union around the business.

Family governance “is the system according to which the family 
develops its relationships and business activities, based on its 

identity (family values, purpose, principles, and mission) and on 
the establishment of rules, agreements, and roles. … Its goal is to 
obtain safer, more quality information for decision-making, help 
mitigate or eliminate conflicts of interest, overcome challenges 

and foster business longevity.” 
(IBGC, The Business Family Governance, 2016, p.12)
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Becoming Aware of the Family Identity: First Steps

4

Family governance structures, be them 
formal or informal, allow family members to 
regularly communicate and exchange infor-
mation, which increases the probability that 
they will develop converging perspectives in 
regards to family and business. Open com-
munication about business-related matters 

and reflections about family create provide 
a commitment of the family members with 
the business.

Figure 3 represents how awareness of 
the family’s identity can contribute to family 
governance, which, when more advanced, 
strengthens the business family’s identity.

Family governance is an important 
factor for family businesses to achieve lon-
gevity and be able to have successful suc-
cession processes. It is also a journey each 
family must strive to build, based on struc-
tures that can be more or less formal. In this 
trajectory, an essential step is for the family 
to be aware of its identity. As the family gets 

Identity and Family Governance

AWARENESS AND STRENGTHENING OF THE FAMILY’S IDENTITY

Identifying 
memories and 

retelling the family’s 
history

Informal meetings 
among family 

members

Formalizing family 
governance

Family governance 
with consolidated 

structures

structured and works its identity, the better 
the conditions are for it to structure its family 
governance. Much in the same way, as fam-
ily governance is structured, the more solid 
are the communication channels among 
family members and the larger the chanc-
es that they will know and strengthen the 
family’s identity.
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Final Considerations

CF

Final Considerations

F amily-controlled companies aren’t always seen as family companies, and, in those cases, 
the level of involvement of family members with the business can be merely symbolic. In 

other organizations, the family’s values and principles can blend with those of the organization 
itself and create a competitive differential that will favor the search for longevity.

There is no unique formula on how to deal with this subject, which depends on the busi-
ness family’s goals. The essential thing is for members of the family and the organization to be 
aware of this interaction between family and company and be able to explore it in such a way 
as to strengthen business and convey the family’s legacy to future generations.

Regardless of the paths the business family decides to pursue, it is important for the re-
flection about the family’s identity to take into account the points highlighted in this document.

Besides being enriching for the family environment, this process of reflection allows 
you to better understand the company’s value for the family—and vice-versa—as, well as how 
the family identity can be explored in a positive way in the organizations relationships with 
various stakeholders.

If, at first, the family and business identities overlap, being based on the founder’s prin-
ciples and values, over time each of these identities acquires its own characteristics. Never-
theless, the relationship between them must be harmonious, and the element responsible 
for ensuring this cohesion is the family’s identity, which is constantly changing and adapting, 
assimilating new values, and conveying the importance of its legacy to new generations.
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