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The demise of Saltus Press is the stuff of 
nightmares for hard-working family business 
owners.

A venerable family-owned printer in 
Worcester, Saltus suddenly closed its doors in 
early August, taking the local business com-
munity by surprise and casting dozens of 
long-time employees out on the streets.

Saltus had embodied the model for both 
family businesses and printers struggling to 
survive in an era where the Internet is in and 
paper is out. Scott Saltus, the fourth genera-
tion to run the 104-year-old printer, enjoyed 
years of success as he took big steps to move 
the firm to the industry’s cutting edge. Then 
the bottom fell out.

A Troubled Transition
As sad as the demise of Saltus has been, it 

highlights one of the common threats facing 
family businesses. Generational transition, 
whether to a family member or a trusted em-
ployee, is often fraught with risk, experts say.

Still, trying to determine the cause of  

Saltus’ demise requires a bit of detective work. 
The company shut down without any official 
announcement and the principals involved 
have declined to comment.

The transition in leadership was one of the 
biggest changes Saltus Press experienced in 
its last few years. And it appears to have been 
a troubled handoff, with Saltus returning to 
the helm of his family’s firm in what looks like 
a desperate attempt to keep it afloat.

“The company has been around for 104 
years and it was time for him [Scott Saltus] 
to step back and enjoy the fruits of his la-
bor, but the economy went bad,” noted Don 
Shortman, a Worcester printing industry 
consultant who did work for Saltus. “As the 
economic downturn has gone on, the use of 
paper goods has gone down everywhere.”

Succession Challenges
If you want to see family businesses grap-

pling with transition issues, you don’t have to 
look far.

Family businesses account for as many as 
90 percent of all firms in the U.S., notes Rob-
ert Nason, an expert on family businesses and 
entrepreneurship at Babson College’s Arthur 
M. Blank Center for Entrepreneurship.

The greater Boston area is no exception. 
Some of the biggest corporate players are 
owned or controlled by individual families, 
including the Krafts sports and paper em-
pire, the Redstones’ National Amusements 
cinema chain, and Boston Properties.

Along with being family owned, these 
three powerful players have also had their 
fair share of succession challenges to face.

So far, the Krafts appear to be the model 
of how to gradually turn power over to the 
next generation. Robert Kraft has increas-
ingly delegated key parts of his empire to 
his sons, each of whom has found a niche in 
the family’s global paper products and sports 
empire. At Boston Properties, Doug Linde 
seamlessly took over the reins after the death 
of his father. But it was not baptism by fire, 
as the younger Linde had steadily taken a 
more high-profile role over the years.

By contrast, the Redstones stand out as an 
example of how not to do things. Instead of 
preparing to turn the family empire over to 
his children, octogenarian Sumner Redstone 
has all but declared war on his daughter, 
Shari, a top executive at the company.

Ideally, the patriarch or matriarch of a 
family enterprise establishes a mentoring 
relationship, steadily bringing along the 
younger generation and then preparing to 
step aside when the time comes to transfer 
power, according to Nason.

The most difficult step comes at that point; 
the exiting CEO must resist the temptation 
to charge back in when the company’s new 
generation of leadership makes a mistake or 
appears to stumble, Nason notes.

Where Saltus falls on this spectrum of 
transitions, from the seamless to downright 
disastrous, is far from clear, but when Scott 
Saltus stepped back and sold the firm to an 
ambitious employee back in June 2007, the 
company was still vibrant. The new owner, 
veteran finance executive Karl Wohler, in-
herited a major printer with $19 million in 
revenue and nearly 160 employees.

The firm’s strength was a testament to 
years of hard work by Saltus, the fourth gen-
eration of a local printing dynasty extending 
all the way back to the early 1900s.

Building From the Ground Up
Saltus grew up putting in long days in the 

family firm’s Worcester offices and plant. 
At 14 he was working in the mailroom; he 
later learned to run the firm’s powerful ar-
ray of printing presses. He followed in the 
footsteps of his father, Loring Saltus, who 

ran the firm for many years, and his great-
grandfather, Freeman Saltus, who launched 
it in 1906 and profited from the then-rapid 
growth in the newspaper industry.

“He is not a silver-spoon kid,” said Ward 
McLaughlin, president of Fitchburg pack-
aging and press company Boutwell, Owens 
and Co., Inc., and chairman of the Printing 
Industries of New England. “He worked on 
the floor as a general laborer. There wasn’t 
anything he didn’t know how to do.”

And when it came his turn to take charge, 
Saltus excelled. Industry colleagues and for-
mer employees note Saltus took an already 
powerful printer and made it stronger, help-
ing it to diversify to meet the challenges of a 
traditional paperbound industry in upheaval 
over the rise of the Internet.

Butch Dion, a long-time Saltus produc-
tion and sales executive, credits Scott Saltus 
with making some shrewd acquisitions, in-
cluding Charles Overly Studios, which pro-
duced everything from stationery to framed 
prints for colleges across the country.

Saltus also bought a pair of compet-
ing printers, a notable achievement, given 
Worcester’s once-vibrant cluster of printers 
had begun to dwindle, as firms either closed 
up shop or sold out to competitors.

“Scott was the best person I ever worked 
for,” said Dion, who is now part-owner of his 
own firm. “Scott realized good employees 
were worth more than equipment. If you had 
good employees, you could do anything.”

An Emergency Move
So it seemed like an opportune time for 

Saltus to step back and sell the family firm 
to Wohler, who, before joining the printer, 
had worked at a number of financial firms 
and at Polaroid Corp.

For his part, Wohler had big ambitions, 
unveiling plans right after he took over in 
the summer of 2007 to hire another 30 to 
40 employees.

But not all that long after Saltus sold the 
business, something went wrong with the 
firm he spent decades helping build up. 
Within 18 months, Saltus had taken back 
control of the firm. Exactly how he did that 
remains unclear – he may have bought it 
back from Wohler for far less than what he 
sold it for. By all accounts, it was an emer-
gency move by Saltus to help stabilize a 
company that had suddenly begun to seri-
ously flounder. However well intentioned, 
it may have spurred controversy as well.

The long-time head of a family business 
who strides back in a bid to rescue the com-
pany after it hits a rough patch is a com-
mon – and often tension-filled – scenario, 
Nason notes.

“A lot of times it is a tremendous source 

of frustration for the next generation of the 
family business,” Nason said.

Sadly for the 104-year-old Worcester 
printer, Saltus’ decision was not enough to 
pull the firm out of its tailspin. By all ac-
counts, though, it was not for lack of effort 
on Saltus’ part.

“People don’t realize how hard he worked 
to keep it going,” McLaughlin said. “I think 
he came back and gave it everything he had. 
Things worked against them.”

Union Blues
A number of theories are now circulat-

ing among former Saltus employees and in-
dustry colleagues about why the firm failed. 
Scott Saltus is said to have pressed hard for 
concessions from the firm’s unionized pro-
duction workers, only to be rebuffed.

Saltus’ union status brought with it its 
own set of pros and cons. On one hand, 
it ensured business from Democratic of-
fice holders and candidates needing all 
sorts of printed materials, but Republi-
can candidates were not impressed by the 
firm’s union status. Having a labor shop 
likely pushed up Saltus’ costs compared to 
its other Worcester competitors, most of 
which did not have unions.

The expansion may have also loaded up 

Saltus with debt at a time when the econo-
my was starting to head downhill.

The recession has hit printers hard, both 
in the Bay State and across the country. 
Direct mail advertising, a major source of 
business for printers, is off by as much as 25 
percent as companies scale back their mar-
keting budgets, industry executives say.

Tougher times in corporate America 
have led to a reduction in demand for pa-
per products of all type, from letterhead to 
business cards.

“In Worcester, there have been three major 
closings in the past year,” noted Shortman. 
“Companies are not doing enough business 
to create enough printing business. They are 
not doing as much direct mail – [it’s all] on-
line advertising and email marketing.”

Along with the downturn, Saltus and 
other printers have also been buffeted by an 
unforgiving tide of technological change. 
The rise of the Internet has also hurt Saltus 
and other printers by knocking hard a key 
client: newspapers. As readers go increas-
ingly online to get their news, newspapers 
have had to cut back on their print runs or 
even go out of business altogether.

Saltus had significant exposure in this 
area; the firm printed a number of local 
weeklies, including the Grafton News. The 

newspaper found itself scrambling after Sal-
tus went under, taking to its website to in-
form readers it was shifting to a new printer 
and would be back out on the streets soon.
Donald Clark, editor of the paper, said he 
would have liked more notice, but noted 
that Saltus had helped transfer the printing 
contract to another firm.

“If you’re talking about commercial 
printing, the web has certainly affected it,” 
Clark said. “A lot of people are going to 
email rather than direct mail.”

In the end, it is unlikely any single factor 
led to the closure of Saltus Press. The econ-
omy, the rise of the Internet, maybe even 
strained management labor relations all 
played a part. But the company’s leadership 
transition also clearly played a role, though 
how large will likely remain a matter of de-
bate for years to come among former Saltus 
employees and industry colleagues.

If nothing else, what happened to Saltus 
highlights the challenges family businesses 
face as they seek to pass on the torch to the 
next generation of leaders. “It’s the diffi-
culty of letting go. You are living and work-
ing and breathing and eating your family 
business from the shop floor to becoming 
CEO,” Nason said. “It really becomes part 
of your identity.” � n

Scott Van Voorhis is a freelance writer.

When you manage a family business you have a lot 
of problems to handle. Don’t let your company’s 
finances be one of them. Trust Gray, Gray & Gray. 
With over 65 years of experience with family-
owned businesses, we can help smooth over the 
rough spots. At least, the financial ones.

Call Richard Hirschen at (781) 407-0300 to see how 
much more you can get from an accounting firm. 
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“I think he came back 
and gave it everything 
he had. Things worked 
against them.”

Ward McLaughlin,  
Boutwell, Owens and Co., Inc.
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Younger Generation Urged  
to Broaden Horizons When  
Committing to Family Business
By Christina P. O’Neill

  Experience     

Wanted
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Joseph Piantedosi Jr. was newly graduated from Boston College in 1983 
and attending a football game at his old high school when a former 
classmate asked him, “Do you still work for your father, or did you 

get a real job?” The question “hit me like a jolt,” he says.
Its implications were that younger-generation members of family busi-

nesses join because they can’t compete in the job world – or that they 
are trying to avoid doing so. That’s unhealthy for the younger genera-
tion and particularly unhealthy for the business. Joe Jr., now executive 
vice president of marketing and business development at the Piantedosi 
Baking Company, a commercial bakery based in Malden, has seen it 
happen at other family-owned companies. He and his third-generation breth-
ren have been determined not to let it happen at the company his grandfather had 
started in 1916.

Piantedosi Baking Company has changed greatly over the last generation. When 
Joe Jr. joined the company fulltime in 1982, it had less than 100 employees, in-
cluding about eight other third-generation family employees, and did about $13 
million in sales. He and the other two owners embarked on a 25-year initiative 
to grow the business and shrink the number of non-active stockholders. “All of 
a sudden, we became a real company,” he says. Today, the company has sales 
of about $40 million, and 250 employees.

When the oldest of the fourth generation was still in his infancy, the third-
generation Piantedosis – Tom, president and CEO,  Joe Jr., and Robert, se-
nior vice president of operations – started developing an entry plan for their 
kids. It was never written down, but it emphasized the importance of outside 
experience as a requirement for those who choose to join the family firm. 
It’s in beta test mode with Joe Jr.’s nephew Adam, now 23 and a manager  
in training.

The plan: Once generation four graduates from college or other 
post-secondary schooling, they are to work somewhere else for two 
years. It’s subject to adjustment as needed but the goals remain the same: 
Broaden your horizons so you can bring something of value to the company. 

“We are working on trying to figure out what direction we want to take the company,” Adam says. 
“As a member of a new generation, I want to try to grow the company in the right direction for the 
future and leave my mark with the rest of the fourth generation.”

Giving People the Option
Adam is the son of CEO Thomas Piantedosi. He graduated from Fairfield University in Connecti-

cut in 2009 with a degree in psychology, and took the summer off. After that, his preferred options 
were to go back to graduate school, get a job, or get a short-term certificate as a personal trainer. 
He got the trainer’s certificate, but decided he wanted to work, not go to grad school – at least not in 
psychology. 

The Piantedosi family is charting a career course for fourth-generation family members for 
the mutual benefit of both the people and the business, which includes outside experience. 
Pictured from left are: Tom Piantedosi, president and CEO; Bob Piantedosi, senior vice 
president of production operations; Adam Piantedosi, manager in training, and Joseph 
Piantedosi Jr., executive vice president of marketing and business development.
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Bickford graduated from college in 2002 and 
joined SmartPak in 2003. That company has 
been named twice to Inc. magazine’s Fastest 
Growing Companies list and operates a retail 
store in Natick. Bickford spent nearly four 
years in customer service, as product manager 
and account manager. 

Customer service is a big part of Zildjian’s 
business, as it was at SmartPack. “I won’t for-
get my first boss at SmartPak,” Bickford says. 
“If someone was unhappy with the service, the 
boss said, to impress people, you never come 
to the boss with a problem – you come with 
a solution.”

One of her cousins is finishing a course of 
study at Babson Business School and will start 
work next summer at an independent brand-

ing consulting firm. “There’s no pressure to 
join the company,” Bickford says. “It’s all on 
us. … It’s a privilege to work here – you’re 
not entitled to it just because you were born 
[a Zildjian].” 

Prior Experience a Prerequisite
Entry programs, however they’re done, 

are of vital importance, says Pat Frischkof. 
She and her husband Paul are family busi-
ness consultants who have helped their clients 
all across the country develop entry plans. “I 
think businesses should hire insiders the same 
way they hire outsiders, but they don’t do that,” 
she says. “They don’t say, ‘we have a need in 
purchasing, accounting or sales’ … and target 
family members who meet those criteria. You 

end up with a lot of mishmash and not really 
well-matching skill sets [to] what positions 
where young people are taught.”

Pat Frischkof says she and Paul do see eco-
nomic pressures as keeping some younger-
generation family members close to home 
in the current economy, but they, like David 
Karofsky, emphasize the need for the younger 
generation to develop portable skills – wheth-
er inside or outside the family business. If the 
family business is a bad fit or they don’t like 
it, “they have something to fall back on. If the 
situation doesn’t work out for them and the 
business fails or is sold, they can be in a real 
tough strait if the only reference they’ve got 
is a relative. It’s extremely difficult to work  
anywhere else.” � n

Experiences working the front desk for a 
summer left him curious about the business. 
Then, in college, he received a carton of fresh 
bread every week (with the company name on 
the box, of course) to distribute on campus. “I 
became the bread guy,” he says – and the con-
cept took on a life of its own. “The popularity 
of the bread and the passion that people had 
for it, whether it was at college or while I was 
working here for that summer made me really 
appreciate the business,” he says. His school 
had an intramural softball team in which the 
players wore Piantedosi Baking Co. T-shirts as 
their uniforms. “This happened from people 
simply trying our bread and loving it and see-
ing me wear some of our T-shirts. … There is 
a social experience around bread.”

So, six months after graduation, Adam 
talked to his father. Options for work were 
limited in the difficult economy, so his father 
invited him in – but the third generation told 
him, in effect, that there would be a quiz. A 
big one.

The plan for Adam was that he would 
come in on a temporary basis to learn. Today, 
he has just come off a six-month rotation in 
production. He was tasked with looking at his 
work environment as a manager would see it. 
That’s not the same as acting like a manag-
er before the time is right. “The rotation is 
important,” Joe Jr. says. “We have long-time 
employees here. Adam needs to gain their re-
spect. He needs to come in and get dirty, to 
do things our generation did when our dads 
were here.”

While both Joe Jr. and Adam say they never 
felt pressured to join the company, Joe Jr. lik-
ens joining a family business to an arranged 
marriage, except that his father had urged him 
not to do it, but to get a law degree instead. 
He demurred, but says, “I think it’s so impor-
tant to give people the option.” Adam says, “I 
think that deciding on my own and coming in 
when I was ready has been a positive for me.”

Adam will do rotations in through all as-
pects of operations, administration and com-
pliance. His plan: He’s currently studying for 
the GMAT and plans to apply to Northeast-
ern University for the start of next fall, after 
having learned most aspects of the business. 
Northeastern’s work co-op program is a draw 
for him. Sales will be his last rotation segment. 
“It’s not going to be a cakewalk, let me tell you 
that,” Joe Jr. says. 

Making it on the Outside
There’s no one way to get outside experi-

ence, says David Karofsky. While some fam-
ily business consultants say getting outside 
experience first is ideal, the economy doesn’t 

always cooperate. That’s what happened with 
Adam. “They brought him in, but didn’t give 
him a leather seat and a nice office,” says 
Karofsky, who is acting as Adam’s executive 
coach, helping him to refine the rotation pro-
gram, which Karofsky says is completely the 
brainchild of the Piantedosi family. 

“Typically, we encourage the younger gen-
eration to go out and get work experience 
prior to joining the family business,” Karof-
sky says. “First, we want the next generation 
to bring focus and expertise, but we also want 
to make sure that the next-generation family 
member has experience they can use inside 
the business or outside experience in case the 
company decides to sell.”

That’s not the case at Piantedosi, says Joe 
Jr. “Bringing the fourth generation in tele-
graphs that we’re not interested in selling the  
company.”

David Karofsky, Adam Piantedosi’s men-
tor, joined his father, Paul Karofsky, in the 
business consulting sphere after 15 years of 
outside experience. “It’s great to learn what 
it’s like to have a boss who’s not your uncle, 
not your father, not your mother,” he says. He 
advises that the outside experience does not 
have to be in the same industry, as long as the 
skills are transferable. 

The next two people are examples of those 
who are using their portable skills, devel-
oped somewhere else, to help their parents’  
businesses.

Not Your Father’s Company
Molly Brodeur didn’t join her father’s busi-

ness until she was 32, in 2006, picking up 14 
years of experience in the financial industry 
and media, working for WBZ radio. Al Bro-
deur opened his eponymous company, Al Bro-
deur’s Auto Body Inc., in Marlboro in 1970, 
and has been at its current location since 
1984. Molly plans to take over the business 
when Al, a fourth-generation small-business 
owner, retires. His father, grandfather and 
great-grandfather were dairy farmers in town. 

“My father saw the writing on the wall and 
knew [the dairy business] was not going to 
last,” she says. 

Now, the auto body business is grappling 
with its own economic challenges. For years, 
Massachusetts auto insurance rules have kept 
the reimbursement rate for labor far below 
the cost to maintain a growing independent 
business. Auto dealers can subsidize their in-
house body shops with other sales and servic-
es, but the independent collision shops don’t 
have that option. The result: Small shops 
often can’t afford or don’t have access to the 
technology needed to fix today’s cars. But Al 
Brodeur was never one to give up, says Molly 
Brodeur. She uses her marketing and commu-
nications experience to advocate for shifting 
the control of where auto body work is done 
from the insurer to the customer. Her trade 
group, the Automotive Alliance of Service 
Providers of Massachusetts, will refile a bill 
to that effect this coming January. Her father, 
she says, has spent the last 25 years trying to 
make the industry better, and his never-give-
up attitude has been an inspiration to her.

Around the time she decided to join her 
father’s business, Molly decided it would be 
in the shop’s best interest for her to get a busi-
ness degree. She chose Becker College’s accel-
erated adult program, earning her bachelors 
in business in three years. “That experience 
was invaluable,” she says. “Most of the pro-
fessors are adjunct faculty; they’re out in the 
business world and bring that experience to 
the classroom, and all my peers were working 
adults. I learned a lot from the professors and 
my classmates.”

Skills You Can Take With You
Cady Zildjian Bickford also took a circu-

itous route to joining the family firm. Yes, 
that Zildjian – the fourteen-generation cym-
bal maker with international recognition, the 
company now based in Norwell, with 150 
employees and about 600 SKUs for cymbals. 
Cady’s aunt is the CEO and her mother heads 
human resources. A long-standing family re-
quirement is that incoming younger-genera-
tion members had to get outside experience 
first. The criteria are broad, she says – three 
to five years’ experience in some field that re-
lates to the business in some way, with man-
agement experience a key component. In her 
case, that was customer service, a portable 
skill that transcends many industries.

Bickford is a horseback rider by avocation. 
Her job choice out of college was a then-
startup company called SmartPak in Plym-
outh, which initially specialized in equine 
nutritional supplements and medications, but 
which has expanded its products and servic-
es to a wider segment of the equine market, 
as well as catering to the show dog market. 

For those who maintain 
that there is no single correct 
way to do an entry plan, let us 
now present the Woodman 
family, proprietors of Wood-
man’s of Essex.

Founded in 1914, Wood-
man’s is a family-owned res-
taurant and catering business, 
now in its fifth generation, 
with two locations – its main 
facility in the North Shore 
town of Essex and an estab-
lishment in Litchfield, NH, 
acquired in 2009. Woodman’s 
has about 80 year-round em-
ployees and up to 200 in the 
16-week summer season. Its 
present management team 
includes third- and fourth-
generation family members. 
Woodman’s has become a 
part of the culture of Essex, 
and has been described by Za-
gat’s Restaurant Guide as “an 
American cult classic.” The 
business is inextricably intertwined with the 
family that created and sustains it. 

There’s a saying: “‘Normal’ is what you 
grew up with.” Woodman family members 
started their work life at the restaurant at a 
young age, learned many skills early in life, 
and worked hard to earn the trust of the 
older generation. “Most of these kids are 
phenomenal multi-taskers, by luck or by en-
vironment,” says Maureen Woodman. “The 

older people were willing to trust our kids. 
We weren’t afraid to put them on the regis-
ter, or anywhere else, because they just knew 
how to do it.”

At the urging of second-generation Vir-
ginia Woodman, all of her seven children 
got their postsecondary education in subjects 
that would be pertinent to the business. Two 
third-generation co-chairs, Stephen Wood-
man and Douglas Woodman, who shoulder 

the fiscal responsibility in addition to sev-
eral other areas of talent and expertise, now 
lead the company. A non-family comptroller, 
Carolyn Gourdeau, who joined the company 
13 years ago through a bout of expansion, 
supports them. Rhonda Woodman, direc-
tor of marketing, says Gourdeau’s outsider’s 
perspective has become a valuable part of the 
company’s continued success.

The fifth generation of the Woodman family, age range 1 year to 26, many of whom are already working at 
the restaurant. 

Five Generations, Many Different Paths

Continued on page 22

Experience Wanted 
Continued from page 17

Cady Zildjian Bickford, New Business 
Development Coordinator
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Why Most Family Businesses Come  
       Through Economic Downturns Successfully

Family Fortune Telling

Family businesses are considered by many econo-
mists to be the backbone of the U.S. economy. 
From Ford Motor Company, with 40 percent 

of the voting stock (virtual control) held by the Ford 
family, to John Bordman, Inc., a father/son contracting 
business in Concord, most family businesses respond 
more positively through economic downturns than 
non-family businesses.

This phenomenon is not a coincidence; it can be 
explained by the innate characteristics of most family 
companies.

Although many family business consultants and 
advisors have thoroughly documented the myriad of 
family business succession problems, they have rarely 
espoused the ability of most family companies to re-
bound successfully after recessions. Here, then, are six 
characteristics which have enabled many family busi-
nesses to snap back from economic downturns:

The Ability to Make Quick Decisions
Most family businesses are either small companies 

(sales under $10 million) or mid-sized companies 
(sales between $10 and $100 million). Larger compa-
nies (sales over $100 million) are usually public, have 
layers of management, include outside investors and 
most likely have outside directors as well. In addition, 
35 percent of the Fortune 500 companies are fam-
ily controlled, according to Bloomberg Business Week 
magazine.

Let us assume for this article that we are discuss-
ing small or mid-size family businesses and that the 
companies’ senior management is largely comprised of 
family members. Through the course of daily, week-

ly and monthly operations, important decisions are 
confronted. When the business climate is suddenly 
impacted negatively, all steps to curtail the overhead 
expenses are open for discussion.

The senior management team and ownership, 
frequently comprised of family members, meets to  
address the above issue. Many of them have worked 
in the business since they were teenagers and through 
their frequent communication have learned to address 
problems as they surface. They also come together 
less formally than non-family businesses would and, 
as though gathering at a family dinner table, pres-
ent the problem and are unafraid to act quickly. Nor 
do they have the burdens of the politics of board of  
directors or extensive layers of management.

A Willingness to Retrench Drastically
Members of most family businesses do not view 

working for the company as just a job, but rather as a 
responsibility to protect the family heritage, which is al-
most always the family’s largest asset and source of live-
lihood. Most family business executives will do what-
ever it takes to ensure that the company survives during 
difficult times. Not only will they lay off employees or 
cut employee salaries, but they will also cut their own 
salaries or forgo their compensation entirely until the 
business is sufficiently improved. This behavior sends 
a very powerful message to their suppliers, customers 
and employees about their commitment to the family 
enterprise. In addition, because of their operating skill, 
family businesses can cut their overhead to the bone and 
still manage to break even at 50 to 60 percent of their  
normal revenue.

Continued on next page

Family businesses believe that if they  
achieve the goal of serving others successfully,  

they will ultimately be serving themselves.
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A number of years ago, Superior Baking 
Company of Brockton, then the largest Ital-
ian bakery in New England, was consider-
ing selling in order to reward five members 
of the second generation family business 
with a “liquidity event.” When the family 
realized that the new owner might fire the 
founder’s two grandsons after acquiring Su-
perior, and might change the company’s cul-
ture, the family members called off the sale 
of the company in order to preserve the fam-
ily heritage. Such a decision is an example 
of a family business retrenching in order to  
preserve its history.

Driven by More than Profits
Perhaps no other economic adversity is as 

conceivable as a business establishment burn-
ing to the ground. A few years ago, Verrill 
Farms, a large retail establishment in Con-
cord, had such an experience. Most propri-
etors would, at age 70, collect the insurance 
settlement and retire. Not Steve Verrill, head 
of this multi-generation family. His family 
felt not only an innate responsibility to the 
business, but also a cultural responsibility 
to preserve the family’s heritage, which also 
served its community and neighborhood.

Memory of History
Because economic downturns happen at 

least once in a decade, multi-generation fam-
ily businesses are served by their memory. 

Family business owners may worry, but they 
do not panic. They understand that they have 
been through economic downturns before 
and that they have the experience, knowledge 
and belief that they can do it again. And so, 
they do!

A Long-Term View
While public companies are forced to fo-

cus on their short term quarterly results to 
satisfy Wall Street, their stockholders, and 
the compensation of their CEOs, family 
businesses, concerned with creating wealth as 
opposed to short term gains, think in terms 
of decades. 

For example, the Ford Motor Co., a pub-
licly traded but family-controlled company, 
started to address its financial problems 
three years earlier than General Motors 
and Chrysler. Consequently, it did not have 
to take any stimulus money and returned 
to profitability much sooner than the other 
major brands. Ford’s stock went down to $1 
when the auto industry tanked. However, 
the stock rebounded to $15 and continues to 
hover in the teens.

Unlike venture-financed companies, which 
place huge incentives on CEOs to double or 
triple their companies’ growth in five years, 
thus putting their company at risk of failing, 
family businesses, which are frequently the 
entire source of the family’s income and the 
source of the family’s eventual wealth, tend 
to pass up short term gains in order to assure 
long-term success.

Family members of family-owned busi-

nesses also have an emotional connection to 
the business. It is a source of their identity 
as well as a way of life. They take great care 
to keep the business stable and frequently 
re-invest their profits. They abhor debt and 
consequently have very conservative balance 
sheets. They do not put the “family jewel” at 
risk by relying on debt or over-leveraging.

Family businesses’ long-term perspec-
tive may result in slower, more methodi-
cal growth, but because they don’t “bet the 
ranch” on a risky acquisition or a risky new 
project, they can withstand economic down-
turns more successfully.

Enduring Values
Family businesses believe that if they 

achieve the goals of serving others success-
fully, they will ultimately be serving them-
selves; or, as the saying goes, “A business has 
to be good for the customer, good for the 
company, and good for the employees.”

A strong commitment to both family 
and business has allowed family businesses 
to survive for generations and has created 
a toughness not found in other businesses 
where commitment and loyalty, when tested 
by tough times, can waver and default to self-
interest, versus the interest of the business or 
its shareholders. In the family business, the 
interest of the employees, the ownership and 
the business are by definition aligned. It is 
that alignment of goals, focus and toughness 
that explains their ability to survive economic 
downturns better than most. � n

As for the fourth generation, “We 
worked our way up from the bottom,” says  
Vanessa Woodman, who oversees the busi-
ness’ social media marketing efforts (includ-
ing 2,800 fans on the restaurant’s Facebook 
page). “We weren’t treated as special just 
because we are Woodmans. There’s more 
responsibility and pressure. Mom would 
say, ‘Be better, set the example; others will 
follow your lead.’”

Vanessa graduated from college in 2006 
and spent three years in Mexico teaching 
English as a second language. The teach-
ing training and the management and 
writing skills she developed there have 
become a valuable contribution to the 
family business. Her current long-range 

plans are to become an immigration law-
yer. Vanessa put the company’s learning 
culture into black and white as she re-
worked an all-company management-
training manual under the mentorship of 
Carolyn Gourdeau. It was implemented  
in the 2010 season.

Eian Woodman is Woodman’s general 
manager. He’s also a volunteer fireman. In 
1998, he went outside the family business to 
work for another restaurant group in Bos-
ton for 14 months, while keeping his hand 
in at Woodman’s. He returned to the family 
business when a position opened up. “We 
have tried to keep on whoever wants to be 
here,” says Maureen Woodman. “That’s 
been a consistent pattern.”

Fourth-generation Stephen Woodman Jr. 
went off to college for sports medicine and 
instead of going to graduate school accepted 

the offer to help with the new venture at Li-
tchfield, because of his knowledge and skills 
acquired at the restaurant over the years. 
Fourth-generation Tracey Carlson worked 
in and out of the Essex restaurant facility for 
many years, including in the catering depart-
ment, as well as in the accounting office, and 
joined her younger cousin Stephen at the  
Litchfield facility to balance the team.

Some businesses struggle to sporadically 
“reinvent themselves,” but for Woodman’s, 
reinvention seems to accompany each new 
family member. The abundance of family 
members willing to work there, the compa-
ny’s fluid approach to placing them, and the 
essentially two-way street of family mem-
bers moving in and out of the business, have 
given those family members valuable skills 
to take out into the world – as well as to 
bring back home.� n

Russ Robb is managing director of Tully & Holland in Wellesley, and Thomas Davidow is a Brookline-based consultant.
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It takes finesse and an appreciation for  
subtle complexities to create a fine wine. 

Shouldn’t the same attention to detail  
go into managing your investments?
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