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ARE FAMILY BUSINESSES AND FINANCE
PROFESSIONALS A GOOD FIT?

ISAAC BOBER

ost of us probably found it tough just sharing

a packet of mixed lollies with our siblings.

And there were always fights about whose

turn it was to sit in the front seat of the car.

So imagine what it might be like to go into

business with one of your siblings, your

parents or even your uncles and aunts. And

then think about what it might be like for someone who's not of your

clan to come in and join that family business. “Intimidating” is the
word that springs to mind.

Blood is thicker than water: the expectations family members
place on one another when in business can be extreme. And that's
because families are tied together emotionally, and place great
emphasis on loyalty, sacrifice and protection.

Your first and last thought is always about work, and that’s
because your very livelihood and the livelihood of your family and
staff depends upon its success. Indeed, the family barbecue can be
transformed, in moments, into an impromptu board meeting.
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But family members can only take you so far in business. A hus-
band and wife team might be great at pitching to new clients, but
when it comes to balancing the books or investing profits, well,
that’s just not their forte. This is why many family-owned businesses
employ a finance manager. But more importantly, rarely are they a
family member. Because of that, things can get tricky.

Employing a non-family member to look after finances is, accord-
ing to Horwath Australia, all part of the transition from being “just”
a family business to becoming an integrated and professional busi-
ness. It’s important, reveals a Horwath Australia report into
family-run businesses, that family businesses look outside of the
family unit to fill certain roles, to avoid emotion-driven decisions.

But according to new research conducted for CPA Australia, some
finance managers feel as if they're being kept at arm’s length by
business owners reluctant to share information vital to business
growth. The survey found most finance managers felt they were
being underutilised and wanted more involvement when strategic
planning decisions were being made.
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Access all areas

Autonomy and access to the boss
attracted Kirsty Summersides to
work for a family-run business

It’s ready access to the boss and the ability to
flex her financial muscle that Kirsty Summersides,
finance manager at Richard Jay Laundry
Equipment (pictured overleaf), finds most
attractive about working for a second-generation
family-owned SME.

“This role allows me to work closely with the
managing director to determine strategic goals
and to implement change,” Summersides says.

And that sort of intimate relationship with the
business owner is something you wouldn’t get in
a larger organisation, she believes. Nor would you
get the same level of trust. “Because of the
autonomy this role provides me with | have the
opportunity to present my skills how | see fit.

And because of that | feel I'm giving the company
my absolute best.

“The best thing about working in a family
environment, though, has been the flexibility.

I've enjoyed great flexibility in working hours,
provision of services to work from home; holiday
and even emergency leave.”

There are professional benefits too, Summersides
says, and that's the sheer breadth of work open to
her. Her role, she says, offers more than just basic
bean counting. “My day-to-day work involves

The findings come from the CPA Australia-commissioned report:  C-Direct's Peter supervision of the finance team, preparation of
Finance Managers in Family-Owned SMEs, which surveyed 103  Cilberto and son ad hoc financial and sales reporting, management
family-owned SMEs. The report was compiled by researchers at the Andrew (seated) with of foreign exchange risk, monitoring compliance
University of South Australia and the University of Adelaide. the company's with statutory and regulatory requirements, and

According to Dr Bruce Gurd, associate professor of management finance managers, a host of other [tasks].”
in the international graduate school of business at the University of ~ William White CPA Summersides has also learnt that a family
South Australia, who co-conducted the research, the problem is and Tonylacono. business, occasionally, can still operate
usually just one of poor communication. “We found, in a lot of cases, emotionally. “There is a tendency for decisions
that finance managers wanted greater responsibility when it came to be made autonomously by the managing director
to making or just being involved in strategic financial decisions,” without consultation. But there are a lot of
Gurd says. competing interests within a family-owned

“At the same time, business owners and CEOs told us they wanted business, and decisions may in some cases be
their finance managers to step up and take a more active role in based on factors which do not have a financial
strategic decision making,” . advantage. | don’t feel frustrated when that

But while opening up the communication path is important, vital happens,” she says.

even, he says, it's not quite as cut-and-dried as that might seem. And
that’s because “You're dealing with a family inheritance and people
can be quite secretive”. >
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