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Eye on Round Table

RB – Let’s go around the table to 
ask for your view on the challenges 
facing family businesses in Northern 
Ireland as things stand?

IW – I’m lucky because I have a fantastic 
team in the business with Peter Johnston 
as well as my three children in key roles. 
They are as committed and enthusiastic as 
I was when I was their age. I have friends 
who run family businesses and they’re very 
envious of the fact that my daughter and 
two sons have the passion that they have.

PV – Family businesses can have 
issues around dedication and square 
pegs in round holes. But I think the big 
problem can be that family businesses 
have a tendency to look inwards 
rather than outwards sometimes.

DM – Any local business is facing big 
challenges what with the ‘B’ word and 
lack of government. But I’m always 
impressed by the commitment in family 
businesses. They have a degree of agility 
to meet challenges as they face them.

IS – I’d single out resilience at times of 
uncertainty, and this is one of those times. 
They might look inward but they have 
a focus on preservation. Management 
of talent, family or non-family, is a real 
challenge for every family business.

ES – We’re working with really innovative 
technology companies who are growing 
and upscaling. It’s those family-led 
companies who I think are surviving, 
growing and seeing success. There 
is a robustness there that doesn’t 
always exist in other companies. 

AB – We are a family business competing 
with multinationals and that brings 
its own challenges. Then there is the 
question of succession planning, always 
an issue in this sector. When I came 
into the business a number of years 
ago, my brother was already MD. Now 
we’re joint MD’s and that has helped to 
redress the gender imbalance at senior 
level. On the wider arena, I understand 
that 85% of MD’s of family businesses 
here are male, and that is something 
that really needs to be addressed.

Ian is right about talent management. We’ve struggled 
a bit to attract senior sales people into our business.

GA – The biggest challenge we’ve had recently is 
being a family business in a corporate world. We’ve 
grown to be a big organisation with 4,500 people on 
our books at any one time. To get to the next level, 
we know that we need a different mindset. We have 
to bring in management talent. But to get them to 
understand family values is tricky at times. There is 
a balance to be struck but it’s working for us. We’ve 
made some great appointments recently and we’re 
seeing the benefit of different ways of thinking.

JM – It can be about letting go. There are three 
children in our family and the business is the fourth 
child. You’ve got to try to take the emotion out of 
the family business scenario, and it is important, as 
others have said, to integrate non-family members 
and to accept that there are different ways to do 
things...without losing the gut feel and passion for the 
business that family members instinctively have.

GA – One maxim that my dad has hammered into me since 
I joined the business is to always have the fear of failure. It 
can be the biggest driver to make sure that you succeed.

RB – How important is effective 
communication in a family business?

IW – It’s crucial. And technology makes it a lot easier. 
Our senior team is based here but also in Dublin and 
Scotland, so we’ve been using a Skype app on our 
mobiles for tele meetings. Being able to see each 
other is vital. That way you can see who’s not agreeing 
with what you’ve just said.... It works really well.

IS – Family business communication, even if it’s around 
the lunch table on a Sunday, can be a real strength. The 
problems come in when the firm grows and the lunch table 
meeting isn’t good enough any more. That requires change.

IW – I always had my doubts about the Sunday 
lunch thing. By its nature it included family 
members who aren’t in the business, and that can 
be awkward and difficult at times. I tended to steer 
away from mixing family meals with business.

JM – That brings in the fact that there is a 
line between family and business and it’s 
hard to know exactly where that line is.

DM – We’ve looked in Family Business Forum sessions 
at the idea of creating a family charter laying down the 
ground rules. Those rules would include communication.

RB – Gavin, you have a very large organisation. 
How do you view communications?

GA – We’ve just been through a communications exercise. 
We found that we were very good at communicating 
with clients in the marketplace but not so good at 
communicating with people across our estate. So we 
turned to the mobile phone and created at Team MC app 
which we use to communicate with all of our staff. It’s 
true that any company is only as good as the systems 
and the people that run them, and we’ve brought in a 
new Head of Technology to lead that from the top.

ES – At Catalyst, our CEO runs ‘Ask Me Anything’ 
sessions and it even extends to questions that can be 
submitted anonymously. Hitting the right level with 
communications is important. A lot of companies feel 
they don’t do enough. Others maybe do too much. 

DM – We have an idea called the HM Huddle each 
month where we get everyone together. But it’s retro. 
It’s not about technology, just getting people together....
literally. Old school, maybe, but it seems to work for us.

IS – It’s a pleasant surprise when family companies 
really embrace technology. The perception 
is a bit more old-fashioned than that.

JM – We have a hundred people at our plant and a 
lot of them are operatives on the floor. So it’s about 
getting the right level of communication, as Elaine 
said. Sometimes if you over communicate, it can come 
across as quite contrived. You’ve also got to decide how 
much you want to tell staff about your business.

PV – I think we tended to keep things close to our 
chest and very private in our early days as a business. 
But, in the past two or three years, we’ve gone the 
other way. We’ve shared a lot and, as a result, we’re 
getting better feedback and making better decisions. 
In fact, we’ve a 30-minute morning meeting every 
morning. If someone told me a few years ago that we 
were going to do that, I wouldn’t have believed them. 
But it’s a very productive and valuable 30 minutes.

IW – What’s important also is not to talk for the 
sake of talking. We have 400 people across our 
sites, plus part timers, so we have to make a call 
on how far to take the consultation process. 

RB – Changing subject, what are the challenges around 
bringing non-family members into senior roles?

IS – From a research standpoint, the cultural fit 
is the most important factor. You want the best 
person for the job but, most importantly, you want 
the best person for the business. Whilst you hope 
they both align, it doesn’t always work like that.

JM – I think that the process can be a lot more 
informal these days. You can learn a whole lot 
more about a person by sitting having a cup of 
coffee with them than you can from a formal 
interview. Experience and expertise is a tick box 
exercise. Getting to know the person is key.

ES – It’s interesting to watch some of the newer 
companies and how they grow. Talent isn’t out off by 
the fact that the business is a family one. It’s all about 
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the culture of the business. We’ve witnessed successful 
growth which has included recruitment at a high level from 
outside the family, non exec directors, and splitting equity.

GA – When you’re adding to your senior management 
team, there are certain things to look for when 
you’re a family business. In our case, most come 
from a multinational background. But there’s a 
corporate pace and there’s a family pace. The 
family pace is a little more reserved and second 
thinking. So we need to do a bit of handholding.

IW – One of the big things we found during a round of 
acquisitions was that people in senior positions needed to 
adapt to our management style, but in a good way. They 
found it a lot more open than they were used to. Family 
businesses can bring an informal way of doing things.

GA – And that helps with retention. If they’re 
allowed to have ideas, to drive ideas forward, to 
take part, then they’re more likely to stay. 

IS – With respect, we’re talking about when family 
businesses do it right. You can have insecure directors who 
don’t want to hire people who might be a bit more capable 
than they are. That’s a mistake but it’s a common one. 

AB – The second or even the third generation is 
more likely to be open to bringing in non-family. It’s 
rare among first generation business owners.

RB – Succession planning has been mentioned 
already and it’s a big challenge for family 
businesses. How can they best prepare?

DM – Others around the table are better 
qualified to answer that than I am. The secret 
lies in the word planning. But it is something 
that needs a lot of thought and preparation. 
We as advisers can come along and help with 
the practicalities but it comes back to the 
people and the strengths of those people. 
Every circumstance we’ve dealt with has been 
different so it is very hard to generalise.

IS – Darren is right. There are no neat models. 
It is very contextual. Start the planning process 
early, I think that’s the best piece of advice. 

ES – Talking to Gavin and Joanne, I know that both 
of you had careers before you went into the family 
business. Do you look upon that as a positive?

JM – I have two teenage boys who are 17 and 18 
and I can’t imagine them coming into the business. 
It wouldn’t be right for them at this stage. If they 
want to come back in time, then that’s up to them.

AB – I’m in the same bracket. I trained as an accountant 
and initially I never really had any intention of coming 
into the family business. You bring a fresh perspective 

when you’ve worked elsewhere. My bother brother 
joined from school as an apprentice engineer so 
the two mindsets combined work well, I think.

GA – I agree with Ian. The sooner it is considered, 
the better. No one in a family business ever 
wants to have that conversation. It will either go 
incredibly well or incredibly badly. Certainly, forcing 
someone into a role is never going to work. 

PV – Young people coming through now have a very 
different attitude when we have and our parents 
had. Gone are the days when young people joined 
the company as a matter of course and learnt the 
business. In our case, the next generation is one and 
two years old....so we’ve a bit of time on our hands.

DM – In some of today’s tech start ups, businesses 
can go from zero to sale in a matter of a few years. For 
family businesses, it’s not as easy as that. Succession 
can be a once in a lifetime situation to confront.

GA – In my case, I have to question myself. I’ve 
the utmost respect for what my father has 
achieved and it’s amazing to be part of the 
legacy. But I have to ask myself if I can do it.

DM – On the negative side, there are plenty of 
cases of family heads hanging on too long in 
control to the detriment of the business. 

IW – However proud you are of your father, 
you’ll never know how proud he is of you. 

GA – I’d love to think that. It’s what I have to aim for. 
But where we are today is because we are family 
owned and because of the passion involved. 

DM – That’s crucial. What you have all done 
with your firms is amazing and you don’t want 
to mess around with a successful formula. But 
sometimes a tweak or a change is needed and, 
if that’s not done, it can lead to problems.

IS – The next generation has to set an even 
higher bar. It can’t be a case for them of 
simply maintaining the legacy. They have to 
respect the legacy but set out to grow it. 

PV – Very true. The first generation builds the business 
but the second generation faces huge pressure. They 
take something over and have to maintain at at the 
minimum but ideally grow it and make it even bigger.

ES – It’s worth remembering that these are very 
different times for you as second generation owners. 
Technology development has been rapid and the 
pace of change in the world of work has been a lot 
faster than your parents ever had to deal with. You 
need to be a different type of owner/manager.

AB – You have to be more agile now than 30 years 
ago. A mentor of mine once said that if you’re not 
growing, you’re dying. That’s something that I always 
think about. But there is a risk in pushing all the time.

GA – I heard a speaker at an event recently talk 
about how he used to fear the phrase ‘everything is 
under control’. If everything is under control, he said, 
you’re not going anywhere. Legacy is a bit like that. 
It’s a little box that comes down from the cupboard 
every now and then but goes back up again. 

RB – Are family businesses faster on 
their feet than other businesses?

GA – On decision making, yes they can. We’re up against 
big multinationals in pitches all the time and we can 
move and make decisions a lot faster than any of them. 

JM – I agree. I think it comes back to gut decisions, to 
instinct. When you’re steeped in a family business, you 
tend to get a feel for what the right decisions are. 

RB – We’ve touched on the business versus home life 
equation. Do those of you who run family businesses 
have firm guidelines on that or do you pretend 
to have and talk about business all the time?

AB – I think you have to put the effort into having 
downtime. It’s even more difficult in these days of 
instant communication. I find that it’s important 
that I have a bit of father and daughter time 
with my dad, often out on the golf course.

GA – We try to have a rule that after 6 or 7 
pm if it’s not mission critical, then there’s no 
need to make the call or send the email. That 
helps. You have to be able to switch off.

RB – At the last Family Business Forum event, we 
had potentially negative business scenarios played 
out by actors. But do the advantages of being a 
family business outweigh the disadvantages?

PV – Yes, they do. I think I would find it very hard to 
do it any other way. People who’ve come from bigger 
industry into our business say that they can’t believe 
how enjoyable it is by comparison and that’s something 
I’ve heard from other family business owners.

AB – The trigger for me to move into the family 
business came when I started my own family. 
There is more flexibility, for starters, there is real 
support and there is a passion for the business.

IS – The simple fact that 75-80% of our economy here 
in Northern Ireland is made up of family firms speaks for 
itself. There are problems, there are challenges, but the 
advantages definitely outweigh the disadvantages.

RB – Why do we have such a high 
proportion of family businesses?

IS – It might be something to do with a history of under 
investment in industry that has led to a concentration on 
SME’s. More often than not, those SME’s are family owned. 

RB – Let’s go for another spin around the table. 
How do we view the prospects for family 
businesses over the next 12 months.

IW – Business gets on with it, whatever our leaders aren’t 
doing. It’s a disgrace and it’s embarrassing that we have 
people who can’t sit down and sort things out. We couldn’t 
run our businesses the way Stormont has been run....or 
not run. As for our businesses, whether it’s a luxury car or 
something else, there’ll always be a demand for people 
to sell their assets, so we are confident for the future. 

PV – The lack of government doesn’t help but I do think 
that politicians are reflective of society. As for Brexit, 
we’re against it but we’re hitched to the big boat with 
everyone else so we’ll have to deal with it. We started in 
recession so we can get through another downturn. 

JM – The only certain thing is uncertainty. Brexit is a big 
concern for us. So we’ll not be bold but we’re confident 
that we can continue grow. People will always want to eat.

GA – We’ve kicked off a new five-year plan that will 
take us to a £100 million turnover. We have to keep 
managing risks and that’s against the background 
of no Assembly in Northern Ireland, Brexit and 
other factors. There’s a Northern Ireland mentality 
which dictates that you keep going, whatever the 
background. And that’s what we’re going to do.

ES – If businesses innovate, embrace new 
technology and manage talent well, there are 
loads of potential and opportunities for them.

AB – I think Northern Ireland businesses are 
very resilient but lack of political leadership 
really doesn’t help. The politicians do need to 
get their act together and show leadership. As 
for us, we’re looking at new markets outside of 
Northern Ireland and we’re aiming to grow.

IS – Uncertainty isn’t great. But opportunities still 
arise. Resilience will help us through but I think we 
need to look a wider challenges such as diversity. 
We need more female leaders in Northern Ireland.

DM – To wrap up, I think it’s a travesty that we’re 
sitting here without a government after such a 
long time. But we do get on with it. It’s fantastic 
to sit here with companies like Mount Charles 
and Wilsons Auctions. I can’t imagine what you 
had to trade through. If you could come through 
what you used to face, this is nothing...


