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TIP OF THE MONTH: 

 
PREVENTING BUSINESS FRAUD 

Small businesses are not immune to em-
ployee theft and fraud. Trusting, family 
situations may make the business even 
more vulnerable than a large business. 

1. Hire the right employees. Preven-
tion is better than cure. Check past 
records and references. 

2. Separate accounting duties.  Avoid 
depending on one person to open 
mail, process payments, make bank 
deposits, pay invoices, handle petty 
cash and reconcile bank statements. 
If small, try rotating the responsibili-
ties every few months. 

3. Have bank statements mailed to 
home or a post office box. Review 
bank statements before your book-
keeper. Watch for missing or third-
party items. 

4. Arrange for surprise audits. Bring 
in a CPA at various times, unan-
nounced. 

5. Create an ethical work environ-
ment and a no-tolerance culture. 
Set the example and expect employ-
ees to follow it. 

6. Insist that all employees take allot-
ted vacation time.  

7. Don’t limit your focus to financial 
fraud. 

8. Consult a CPA. 

What is a Family Business Genogram and  
Why is it Important to a Family Business?  

A good place to gain an understanding of the many influences that form the 
culture in a family business and how these interact is to look at the family from 
a histori-cal, multi-generational perspective. Expressions such as "blood runs 
thicker than water" or "he's kin, after all" allude to the power and influence of 
families. Often family values and tradi-tions are not openly discussed and peo-
ple remain unaware of how influences have been passed down from generation 
to generation. The values and traditions we first encounter as children often 
stay with us throughout our lives. 
 
Family History 
Members of a family who are working in a business can benefit greatly from 
exploring together the history that they share. One way to do this is to develop 
a family history. Family patterns have a strong influence on who we become 
and how we behave. Our family culture is often invisible to us. We may be to-
tally unaware of the power family patterns have in con-trolling us and deter-
mining our future. This is not to say we must remain captive to our family his-
tory. Awareness is an important first step in understanding the influence fam-
ily has and deciding to change.  
 
Consider the following family history:  

My great grandfather left England to come to the United States to farm. 
One of my great grandfather's two sons (my grandfather) left the family 
farm in New York to homestead out the West. My father and uncle tried 
farming together in Wyoming, but one left and went to Africa. Looking 
back, I can see my family has a strong pattern of farming with repeated 
incidents of family members striking out on their own. It makes more 
sense to me now, upon reflection, that I chose not to farm with my 
brother on the family farm but to pursue an independent career instead. 

 
Writing a family history can help people see the patterns which exist in their 
family. It can also reconnect people in the family. If mem-bers in your family 
are not used to talking about themselves with one another, writing a family 
history can be a non-threatening way to begin communicating. The discussions 
might develop an understanding, for the first time, of why Mom and Dad did 
things the way they did. A family history can shed light on both the family and 
the business.  
 
A great starting point for writing a family/business history is to spend an eve-
ning telling family stories. As the events are retold and the feelings that went 
along with those events are recounted, someone should take notes or perhaps 
videotape the telling. Old family photographs can trigger memories and foster 
curiosity, especially in the younger generation.  



Doing a complete family history, sometimes called a genealogy or family tree, may require considerable research 
and time to com-plete. If one family member has a particular interest, he or she may be keen to take on the task. 
Or the project can be undertaken as a family effort. Try contacting members of the older generations or talking to 
long-time friends of the family to gather as much information as possible. Knowing who beget whom and when is 
important, but so are other pivotal life experiences such as weddings, divorces, accidents, prolonged illnesses and 
other significant events.  
 
Making Use of Timelines  
A family history can be depicted in a number of ways. It can be shown as a timeline with events spaced out along a 
horizontal line. Positive happenings can be illustrated as lines going above the horizontal line (the more positive 
the event, the higher the peak of the line). Negative or unhappy events can be drawn as lines going below the neu-
tral line. Start your family's timeline with a significant event as in the example.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Making Use of Genograms  
Another method of diagramming 
your family's history is to con-
struct a genogram. A genogram 
uses symbols and words to depict 
a family's history and significant 
events. A genogram shows the 
names and ages of family mem-
bers; date of birth, marriage, 
separation, divorce, death, etc.; 
residences, illnesses, changes in 
life plans and other major events 
in the family's history. It also 
shows the nature of relation-
ships—whether they were close, 
distant or tumultuous. Ideally, a 
genogram will depict a minimum 
of three generations. You can use 
the symbols included here or de-
vise your own. Use symbols that are applicable to your family. If, for example, your family has a history of cancer 
or alcoholism, you may wish to note this. (Some families choose to develop genograms specifically to describe family 
health histories.) 
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What can a genogram tell you?  
 1. It can show patterns of household structure. Does the family have a history of strong nuclear families? Of 
 divorce and remar-riage? Of multi-generational households?  
 
 2. It can show life cycle patterns. How did family members move through the stages of leaving home, mar-
 rying, having children, etc?  
 
 3. It can show patterns repeated across generations. Is there any indication of family strife between sib
 lings? Alcoholism or other substance abuse? Strong expectations of success? Great emphasis on education 
 or a particular line of work? Of indi-vidual members cutting themselves off from the family?  
 
 4. It can show critical life events that have a profound effect on the family. Have there been prolonged ill
 nesses? Suicide? Un-timely deaths? Lottery winnings?  
 
 5. It can show relational patterns. Has there been a history of close mother-daughter relationships? Of frac-
 tured father-son relationships? Of sibling rivalry? Close relationships with non--family members?  
 
One of the great values of a genogram is that it can bring to light patterns that have repeated themselves 
through several genera-tions. Your family's genogram may reveal an inclination to strike out on one's own. Or 
it may reveal a pattern of family disruptions due to divorce, siblings cutting themselves off from family 
mem-bers, or health problems. Genograms can also reveal positive patterns. Many family histories show a 
pattern of strong, close nuclear families, siblings working well together, and forebears living long and satisfy-
ing retirements.  

The genogram tells a lot about the Hennessey family. Marilyn was married very young, has divorced and remarried. She has a 
daughter from her first marriage and a son from the second. She and her daughter Pam, for whom she had custody, have a 
very close relationship. In contrast, her half-sister, Mary, has a con-flictual relationship with their mother. The genogram tells 
us the conflict is due to Mary's decision to live out-of-wedlock with Bill Hart. On Tom's side of the family, we can see that his 
father died when Tom was only 21, at which time he took over the farm. There has been considerable sorrow in the family. 
One brother died when a young man and another sibling was miscarried. Further examination of the genogram would reveal 
many more details about this family. 
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A genogram can be a valuable tool for reviewing your past and trying to gain understanding of your family as 
it exists now. Both family strengths and weaknesses can be identified. Genograms may or may not predict 
what will happen in the future. Even if a strong familial pattern exists, these patterns do not have to play out 
in the current generation unless family members desire it to happen.  
 
Write Your Own Family History  
Draw your family together and develop a family history. As stories are exchanged and information is collected, 
encourage each family member to reflect on what being a member of this family means. Once the history is well 
in place, answer the following questions: 

What major changes have occurred in your family?  
What impact did these changes have on the family?  
How did individual members react to these changes?  
What are the positive patterns in your family?  
What patterns would you like to change?  

 

 

(Developing a family business genogram to better understand the people involved in a family business is covered in 
greater detail in the Enterprising Rural Families: Making It WorkTM on-line course.) 

 

Edited by: John P. Hewlett, UW Ranch/Farm Management Specialist. 

 

 

Reprinted from Managing the Multi-Generational Family Farm, Canadian Farm Business Management Council, 1997 and A Guide 
for Developing Best Practices For Farming with Family, Canadian Farm Business Management Council, 2003. 
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Writing a family/business history may be taken 
from: 

• Letters, cards, notes and news clippings from family 
collections. 

• Listening to, and recording memories from family 
members. 

• Contacting members of the older generations or long-
time friends of the family. 

• Using a family tree web site to trace generations. 

• Examine family albums and photographs. 

• Examine library news papers, when available, for any 
mention of family names. 
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