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 A Legacy of Peace or Turmoil – It’s Your Call 

by 

Joan M. Ridley, CFP 

True Story… 

! ŘƛǎǘǊŀǳƎƘǘ плΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŀƴΣ Ŏŀƭƭ ƘŜǊ {ŀǊŀƘΣ ǇƘƻƴŜŘ ƳŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘǿƻ 
ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ŀƎƻ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǎǘƻǊȅΦ  άaȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ 
business last week, told his secretary a joke, and then dropped dead at his desk.   
My parents were divorced and my mother has a serious illness.  We buried Dad 
ȅŜǎǘŜǊŘŀȅΦ  L ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ  ƘƛƳ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ ŀ ǿƛƭƭΣ ōǳǘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 
ƛŦ ƘŜ ŜǾŜǊ ŘƛŘέΦ   

L ǿŀǎ ǎŀŘŘŜƴŜŘ ōȅ {ŀǊŀƘΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŎǳǊƛƻǳǎ ŀǎ ǘƻ ǿƘȅ ǎƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŏŀƭƭ ƳŜΦ   
ά²Ŝ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ǎǇǊŜŀŘ ƻǳǘ ŀƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜǎƪ ǿƘŜƴ 
he died.  We were hoping that maybe you had been helping him with his estate 
ǇƭŀƴΦέ   ¦ƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅΣ ƘŜǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƘŀŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǳǎΦ άaȅ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ-in-law works 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ 
ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴΦ  IŜ ǿƻƴΩǘ ǎƘŀǊŜ ŀƴȅ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜΦ aȅ ǎƻƴέ όŎŀƭƭ ƘƛƳ 
¢ƻƳύΣ άǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻƻ ŀƴŘ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ Ƙƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΦέ      L 
ŀǎƪŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΦ  {ƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘΣ άLŦ ǿŜ ǎŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ 
ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΣ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƭŜ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎŀǊŜΦ  
I also want to be sure that our 50 employees are treated well by the new 
ƻǿƴŜǊΦ  LŦ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜƭƭ ƛǘΣ L ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ 
served our customers for over 35 years, remains healthy and  continues to grow 
ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎΦ  hƴŎŜ ǿŜ ƎŜǘ Ƴȅ ŘŀŘΩǎ 
ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΣ L ŀƭǎƻ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ŜǎǘŀǘŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƳȅǎŜƭŦΦ  L ŘƻƴΩǘ 
ŜǾŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǿƛƭƭέ      

The funeral had just occurred the day before, so Sarah and I agreed to talk 
again soon to see how we could be helpful to Sarah and her family.  She and I 
had several telephone conversations over the next two months.  I suggested 
steps she needed to take to protect her family and the business.    During our 
conversation just before Christmas, she asked if I would call her right after the 
New Year to set a time for us to meet with her and her family.   I was aware 
that other family members probably had their own viewpoint  which I would 
discover at that time. When I called this morning, as planned, I was told by a 
key employee that Sarah was killed last evening in an auto accident.  
(Subsequently, I learned that her mother had been killed in the same accident). 
I was shocked and saddened both for her son, her sister, the rest of the family, 
and for their employees. I composed myself and offered to meet with the  
family members, at an appropriate time, to discuss how we could help them.  
Evidently the company was already in turmoil.   
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Estate Planning is for the Living 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ {ŀǊŀƘΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ Ƙŀǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘǊŀƎŜŘȅ ǘƘŀƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƘƻǊǘ 
period of time, death or disability of a mid-life or aging business owner is not  
uncommon. This often results in  failure of the business.  In fact, 47.7% of family 
ƻǿƴŜŘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀǘŜ ƛƭƭƛǉǳƛŘƛǘȅΣ 
leaving the family and employees to deal with both the emotional turmoil and 
the economic realities.  In this case, two of the decedents, and possibly all 
three, had no estate planning documents that could have reduced the estate 
tax due. Also, an operating agreement for the company would have spelled out 
how the company would be run, whether or not it was to be sold. 

In cases like this, the company often must be sold to raise the funds to pay the 
ŜǎǘŀǘŜ ǘŀȄ ŘǳŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǿƴŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ  ¢Ƙŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
ŘŜŀǘƘ ƻŦ {ŀǊŀƘΩǎ ŘŀŘΦ  ²ƛǘƘ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ŜǎǘŀǘŜ ƭƛǉǳƛŘƛǘȅΣ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ 
insurance,  she and her sister would have inherited the business and the 
ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƭŜ ƛŦ ƛǘ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƻƭŘΦ   !ǘ {ŀǊŀƘΩǎ ǇŀǎǎƛƴƎΣ ŜǎǘŀǘŜ 
tax would be due on her assets, including any interest she has in the business.  
Since there was no estate planning for Sarah or her dad, and possibly her 
mother, the only person or entity that will benefit from this unfortunate 
ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ¦ƴŎƭŜ {ŀƳΦ  {ŀǊŀƘΩǎ ǎƻƴΣ ¢ƻƳΣ ǿƛƭƭ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎ ŀ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ŜǊƻǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
his inheritance through estate and possibly income tax, court costs, and legal 
fees.  In addition, he might be out of a job, even if his late mother has an 
interest in the business that is purchased by her sister and her husband.   
 

This Won’t Happen To Me 

¸ƻǳ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ άLΩƳ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅΦ  L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ŜǎǘŀǘŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΦέ  aȅ 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ƛǎΣ ά¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ  You ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ŜǎǘŀǘŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΦ  .ǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŦƻǊ you.   
LǘΩǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ȅƻǳ ŎŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ έΦ  L Ŏŀƴ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ƴƻ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ȅƻǳǊ 
family and your employees that you love and appreciate them than to prepare 
now to insure that peace will prevail after you are unavailable to run your 
business.  
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 10 Steps You Can Take Now to Insure a Legacy of Peace  
 

1. Make an honest assessment of your contribution to strained family 
and business relationships. Vow to change your behavior, make 
amends, and take the necessary, sometimes painful, steps to heal 
yourself and others.  

2. Bring in a qualified, trained, family business counselor to help resolve 
family / shareholder disputes. 



 

   
 
Peace Begins Right Here, Right Now 

Today would be a good time to take the necessary steps to insure that you 
leave a legacy of peace.  Meet with your trusted advisors to start the process 
and then follow through by properly executing the necessary documents.   If 
you wish to reserve the right to make changes in the future, your estate 
planning attorney can advise you about your options. If strained family 
relationships are the cause of your procrastination, start by retaining a family 
business councilor who can help you, your loved ones, and key people  resolve 
issues that stand in the way of executing a plan. Then move forward with 
drafting and signing the necessary documents that will insure a legacy of peace 
for your family and valued employees.                    
 

January 2007 

3. Execute estate planning documents, both personal and business.  
Have  your financial advisor prepare financial  pro-formas to 
demonstrate the financial results of  your plan, or lack of a plan. 

4.  Share your plan with your loved ones and key people. 

5.  Develop an operating plan and update it as needed. 

6. Test your plan. Take time off to see if the business runs smoothly 
without you. 

7. Insure that all aspects of the business are in peak condition at all 
times. 

8. Obtain a business valuation from a credentialed valuation 
professional. 

9. Select your professional advisors very carefully. 

10. Convene periodic meetings with mandatory participation by all 
advisors. 
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Joan Ridley is a principal of Business Wealth Solutions, a Dallas-based  firm 
that  grows and harvests entrepreneurial wealth.  Call us at 214-692-9192 for a com-
plimentary meeting to learn more about our services. 


