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We’re planning a family confer-

ence. We’ve invited all of our kids
and our nieces and nephews who are
involved in the farming operation.
Our intention is to discuss succession
planning with the entire family. Our
concerns about the future continue to
grow as the grandkids get older. We
feel like it’s time to get a handle on
the situation.

As we plan the meeting, we’re look-
ing for some ideas. What questions
should we pose to the kids as conver-
sation starters? We know the process
may be challenging and a bit sensi-
tive. But, with the right questions
maybe we can stay on track, learn
about everyone’s expectations and
have a positive outcome. Can you help?

First, congratulations on your fore-

sight. A family meeting is the per-
fect starting point for the succession
planning process.

Please keep in mind that you and
the other participants must have real-
istic expectations for the outcome of
this meeting. Set a specific goal for
the group to accom-
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expectations and pre-
conceived ideas of the
others involved.

m Remember every-
one is entitled to ex-
press their opinion.

®m Don’t allow the
meeting to end with-
out a plan to follow up.

What to ask. So what
questions can you
pose to the kids? The
most difficult aspect
of facilitating the con-
versation is the fact
that you can’t be com-
pletely neutral. The
discussions you have | ;
and the resulting deci- K 'ﬁ 1
sions you make will be || \ﬂm Ul ﬁj
a direct result of your
relationship with others. Your own
bias will skew results. Consider the
following questions:

1. How should we measure your
level of commitment?

2. What level of sacrifice or finan-

cial commitment are you

plish to help maintain
focus as the conversa-
tions unfold.

Setting a goal in ad-
vance forces you to
think through the vari-
ables involved in this
type of gathering. It
makes establishing the
agenda easier, and it
helps you remain fo-
cused on results rather
than methods.

Take time to create

The future of your
operation, the
financial security
of your family and
the legacy of
values you leave
depend on fair
decision making

willing to invest to se-
cure a long-term interest
in the farm?

3. Are you willing to
develop the leadership
and management skills
necessary to build an op-
eration for growth?

4. How will you main-
tain commitment and re-
solve during the varying
economic cycles and stay
in step with the demands
of the market?

an agenda. This will in-
form the rest of the group and pre-
pare them to participate. Some of the
topics you’ll cover may be somewhat
controversial. This is not a time to air
dirty laundry, seek restitution for the
past or point fingers.

Other items to keep in mind as you
set a goal and plan the agenda:

m Not everyone will be happy dur-
ing the process.

® You will likely uncover touchy
issues but you probably won’t be able
to solve them in one meeting.

m Focus on understanding the wants,

5. What do you want,
expect or feel entitled to?

As you facilitate this dialogue, be
prepared to address the concerns of
your children, grandchildren, nieces
and nephews.

How to answer. Though any subject
relating to succession should be fair
game, some issues may be uncomfort-
able for you and others to discuss.
Exercise caution so that hurt feelings
caused by careless comments don’t
become wounds.

You should expect and honestly an-
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swer the following questions from in-
volved family members:

1. What level of development or
improvement are you willing to un-
dergo in order to prepare the opera-
tion for growth?

2. Are you willing to co-manage
(share the decision-making responsi-
bilities) the business?

3. Can you accept a role as mentor
allowing the mistakes of inexperience
to become the lessons of wisdom?

4. What should I expect or be enti-
tled to in wages, ownership interest
and benefits?

5. Will you protect my future own-
ership/control from the interference
of well-meaning yet inactive siblings?

You have a tremendous responsi-
bility. The future of your operation,
the financial security of your family
and the legacy of values you leave de-
pend on fair decision making. I wish
you the best of luck as you engage the
family in this crucial discussion. Please
keep me informed of your progress.

-
Kevin Spafford is the author of Legacy by
Design: Succession Planning for Agribusiness
Owners and is a certified financial planner
whose firm guides farmers and agribusiness
owners through the succession planning
process. E-mail questions to Succession
Solutions@farmjournal.com. Or, mail ques-
tions to Legacy by Design, 901 Bruce Road,
Suite 160, Chico, CA 95928; (877) 523-7411.
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