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Thank you to this week's contributor, Kendall Cotton Bronk, for her article

summarizing the results of a research project exploring the role of family
2 - purpose in well-established family enterprises.
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In recent years, family business advisors have recognized the importance of
purpose for corporations and their employees.

Widely-read sources such as the Harvard Business Review, The Wall Street Journal, and EY have published articles on
topics including “Creating a purpose-driven organization” and “Why business must harness the power of purpose.” The
December 2020 EY article' defined corporate purpose as “an aspirational reason for being that is grounded in
humanity and inspires a call to action.” The article went on to identify several reasons, including the necessity of
long-term thinking and the importance of increased trust, why purpose is essential for all corporations today.

Family firms share the need for corporate purpose, but family firms face particular opportunities and challenges in
cultivating purpose among the family members who participate in the family business. The Family Purpose Project, a
recent multinational study’ led by Kendall Cotton Bronk (Claremont Graduate University), Tarek el Sehity (Sigmund
Freud University), Heinrich Liechtenstein (IESE), and William Damon (Stanford University), examined the nature of
family purpose in well-established family enterprises. The research explored whether a family purpose plays a
consequential role in helping families achieve their business goals and in enabling family enterprises to serve the
public good.

“FAMILY FIRMS SHARE THE NEED FOR CORPORATE PURPOSE, BUT
FAMILY FIRMS FACE PARTICULAR OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES IN

CULTIVATING PURPOSE AMONG THE FAMILY MEMBERS WHO
PARTICIPATE IN THE FAMILY BUSINESS.

Researchers and thought leaders have written in the past about family purpose, but they have defined the term in
inconsistent ways. For instance, in some cases, the phrase has been used to refer to a family’s philanthropic activities,
in other cases, it has been used to refer to pursuits that bring joy to business families, and in still other cases it has
meant certain strategies for preserving a family’s wealth and legacy of values.



In whatever way they have used the concept of family purpose, researchers and family advisors have pointed to its
promise. Advisors have argued that it can help businesses adapt to change, assist in efforts to educate and prepare
younger generations for leadership, and enable business families to contribute to their communities.** Some have
suggested that families should consciously and intentionally reflect on the things that matter most to them so that
they can determine how to use their resources meaningfully’ and can arrive at a consensus regarding why they want
to remain together.® Some have gone so far as to claim that family purpose is the most effective practice for ensuring
long-term family business growth.”

Despite this growing consensus that family purpose can play a key role in enabling business families to achieve their
corporate and public goals, not enough is known about what constitutes a real family purpose or about what one
looks like in action. Empirical research on the topic is limited. The goals of The Family Purpose Project were to create
a clear and consistent definition of family purpose that can enable more effective practice, to identify the forms that
family purpose may take, and to determine how family purpose may be cultivated across generations of business
families.
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"Why business must harnessthe power of purpose”

To read the EY report referenced in the article, click on the link below:

READ HERE

Family Purpose Defined

In consultation with family advisors, business families, and family business researchers, The Family Purpose Project
proposed a definition that guided the researchers’ investigation of the construct: family purpose is a long-term goal
that families share across generations and that becomes meaningful to younger generations of family members as they
form their own plans to accomplish acts of consequence to the world beyond themselves.

There are five key dimensions of this definition:



1. The pursuit of collective, family purpose represents a long-term intention. Although a family’s purpose
is Llikely to evolve over time, it manifests as a thread of consistent focus and vision that extends across
time and generations.

2. A family purpose is meaningful to members of the family. It matters to them. Rather than merely
talking about it, family purpose is so important to family members that they actively engage in making
progress toward it.

3. A family’s purpose is reflected in the family’s history, present activities, and future plans. The family’s
purpose is consistent with the family’s actions over time.

4. A family purpose is oriented toward a cause beyond the family. Families may use their shared
businesses as vehicles for purpose or they may use the proceeds from their businesses to support
causes they value. In both cases, the target of the family’s intention resides beyond the family.

5. A family purpose is shared by members of the extended family. This does not mean that every family
member actively supports the purpose—in large families with more than 100 or even 1,000 members,
this would be unlikely—but it does mean that most family members recognize the aim as a significant
and meaningful vision for the family.

Based on this definition, family owners of a healthcare company may find purpose in providing high-quality medical
care to people in need. A family-run financial services company may find purpose in providing its clients with
opportunities to invest in companies dedicated to preserving the environment, and a family-owned retail company
may find purpose in providing jobs in an economically strapped area.
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Forms of Family Purpose

Over the past three years, the Family Purpose Project has conducted interviews with 91 members of 26 business
families. The researchers tried to interview at least three members of three different generations within each family.
From these interviews, four distinct forms or statuses of family purpose emerged.



Nearly half of the families interviewed demonstrated a clear sense of family purpose, meaning they demonstrated all
five definitional criteria. One such family was a family of real estate developers. In addition to their real estate
business, they also oversaw a large family foundation. According to one of the family members, the family’s shared
purpose centered on “being a force for good,” meaning the family sought to run its business in a highly ethical
manner. Members of the family referenced this objective when making significant business decisions. It also meant
the family consistently and generously engaged in philanthropic activities aligned with their business aims. For
example, they supported “green” building practices. Notably, religious values provided an important foundation for
the family’s shared purpose.

“THE FAMILY PURPOSE PROJECT PROPOSED A DEFINITION THAT GUIDED
THE RESEARCHERS’ INVESTIGATION OF THE CONSTRUCT: FAMILY
PURPOSE IS A LONG-TERM GOAL THAT FAMILIES SHARE ACROSS

GENERATIONS AND THAT BECOMES MEANINGFUL TO YOUNGER
GENERATIONS OF FAMILY MEMBERS AS THEY FORM THEIR OWN PLANS
TO ACCOMPLISH ACTS OF CONSEQUENCE TO THE WORLD BEYOND
THEMSELVES?

A quarter of the sample demonstrated budding family purposes. In these families, members of the younger generation,
but not the older generations, were committed to a shared purpose. In addition, a few families in the sample
demonstrated fading family purposes, meaning signs of purpose were evident among members of the older
generations but not among members of the younger generations. Finally, nearly a quarter of the sample
demonstrated no clear signs of shared purpose. Many individuals in these families were committed to contributing to
the public good, but their commitments did not exhibit a shared focus or a common organizing framework. For
instance, in one family, the father told us he supported local student athletes with scholarships, his wife volunteered
at a school for children with special needs, and his daughter volunteered with the Red Cross. They all had individual
purposes but not shared family ones.

Conclusion

In addition to defining the concept of family purpose in a rigorous way and identifying the various forms that family
purposes may take, the interviews also suggested that families with shared purpose have a strong motivation to stay
together. Families with purpose tend to be particularly close. Although all the families with purpose in our study
were cohesive, not all cohesive families demonstrate purpose. Family cohesion appears to be a necessary but
insufficient prerequisite to family purpose. However, it was not surprising that families with purpose were close.
Cohesive families likely find it easier than disconnected ones to maintain shared commitments, and families whose
members share and engage with a central, meaningful aim are likely to feel closely connected to one another. In
short, developing a family purpose likely provides important benefits to the family, the family business, and the
public that the family business serves.
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