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discuss the death or incapacitating illness of family members.
Rather than talk about what would happen after the loss of a
family member, they bury their heads in the sand.

To help her clients have the difficult discussions necessary
when a family member is sick, dies, or no longer able to man-
age the family giving program, Judy Barber, a California
psychologist and consultant to wealthy families and family
businesses offers the following guidelines:

• Address the change: how will the family be different?
• Reflect on what the changes mean to you, the family, and

your giving program.
• Avoid making major decisions when emotions are run-

ning high.
• Assess the emotional effect of the loss:what will you miss?
• Determine the changes that have to be made to replace

the person and whether the family is ready to make
those changes now.

• Question how those changes will affect your family’s
dealings with the outside world.

• Set priorities for making changes and tackle one at a time.

Consequences of Failing to Discuss Family Conflicts

Benign neglect has slowly drained the life out of the Periti
Foundation (a composite snapshot), a third-generation foun-
dation.The executive director, the favored granddaughter of the
donor, is completing her twelfth lackluster year as the founda-
tion’s sole staff person.Her aunts and uncle, board trustees, say
that her work is perfunctory and uninspired.They want the
foundation to hire an outside director, but they are fearful of
confronting the donor, an ex officio board member.“Our hands
are tied,” says one aunt.“There’s nothing we can do as long
as our mother is alive. She won’t even let us hire a program
officer because she says her granddaughter, whose children are
approaching college age, needs the money.”

The board’s feeling of powerlessness, dissatisfaction with the
executive director’s performance, and resentment over the grand-
daughter’s special treatment have been persistent themes in the
foundation for more than a decade.Yet, after all this time, the
board has never broached the topics with the donor and her
granddaughter.With the board’s morale at an all-time low and
the other grandchildren uninterested in serving on the board,
the future of the Periti Foundation is precarious.

Like many family boards, the Periti family has a tacit
agreement to avoid confronting family members about trou-
blesome situations.While it is acceptable to complain behind
family members’ backs, it is unacceptable to talk directly to the
people with whom they have differences. Why do so many
families go to such lengths to avoid confrontations? Among the
most frequently mentioned reasons are the fear of creating
scenes,hurting others’ feelings,putting a family member on the
spot,making the situation worse than it already is, being ostra-

cized or disowned by the family, and causing irreparable rifts
between individuals, generations, or branches. These are, of
course, legitimate concerns. Initiating honest discussions in a
family that has no history of talking openly is likely to upset
the family order, and takes courage.What these families rarely
consider, however, are the consequences of avoiding these dif-
ficult discussions.

The fictional Periti Foundation illustrates how avoiding
difficult discussions undermines the foundation and divides
the family.The board has acted as if it were powerless in the face
of the elderly and controlling donor. In fact, the trustees have
power; they just don’t know how to use it. A healthy family
would have acknowledged the donor’s right to dictate the
terms of service. But, unlike the Periti board, they would have
tried to negotiate more appropriate terms. If the donor were
unyielding, then the family members would decide whether to
accept or reject the terms, and the donor would have to decide
whether she really wanted a family foundation.

Similarly, the Periti board tolerated keeping an unqualified
family member as the foundation’s director for a dozen years.
A healthy family would have written a job description before
hiring an executive director. By outlining the responsibilities
of the executive director, the qualifications for the job, and stan-
dards for performance reviews, the board would have defended
its choice on the basis of objective criteria rather than on per-
sonal grounds.

Furthermore, the Periti family could not see a way out of
their dilemma, short of the donor’s dying. A healthy family
would have recognized that they couldn’t handle the situation
alone.They would have turned to experienced consultants for
guidance and, if necessary, found someone to coach them on
communication and mediation skills. The warning signs of
impending crises were evident in the Periti Foundation. Had
they been alert to them and willing to discuss them, they
could have anticipated the consequences and taken steps to
avoid them.

HOW HEALTHY FAMILIES COMMUNICATE

• Create a safe environment

• Listen without judgment

• Speak respectfully

• Have a sense of play and humor

• Respect one another’s privacy 

• Work through differences when they arise

• Admit to and seek help for problems you cannot resolve


