
Company J wanted to bring in outside investors for sound business reasons – capital for growth, expertise, 
and risk-sharing. It had set up procedures and human resources to allow for what should have been a sound 
choice. Company A wasn’t thinking of being investor-ready, yet had governance that was put to the test 
with an unexpected leadership transition. 

So, what happened with each family-owned business?

Company J was Jack Nicklaus Companies. Despite being built by one of the greatest golfers in history, and 
despite having legitimate reasons for bringing in outside capital, the decision set in motion a chain of events 
that resulted in four years of litigation and ultimately cost Nicklaus $35.7 million to buy back control of his own 
name and brand. In March 2026, a bankruptcy court approved the purchase through Nicklaus's company, 
20 Majors LLC. Whatever benefit the outside investment originally provided came at an enormous financial 
and emotional cost that likely far exceeded anyone's expectations when the deal was made.

Company A was Ahola Corporation. When the first non-family president decided to pursue another 
opportunity, the company wasn't scrambling to appear professional for outside investors. They simply had 
governance structures in place that worked. Within weeks, then CFO Michael Paull was promoted to CFO and 
President, demonstrating the ability to retain and elevate non-family talent. The founder's granddaughter, 
Sonya, was elevated from Vice President to Executive Vice President, establishing clear family succession 
without forcing immediate transition. The media recognized the seamless executive leadership transition. 
But the real validation came internally: the business continued without disruption, employees felt secure, 
and family governance remained clear.

A Tale of Two Family-Owned Businesses
Here's what these two stories reveal: the businesses best positioned to take on outside investment are often 
the ones that don't desperately need it. And the businesses that rush toward outside capital without proper 
preparation often pay far more than they anticipated — not just in equity, but in control, family harmony, 
and ultimately, the cost of buying back what they gave away.

Typically, businesses are built with an intentional end goal, which can materialize across a broad spectrum 
of outcomes. For many startups, a strategic acquisition from a larger company or interested private equity 
partner might be the goal. A smaller enterprise might position itself to become a powerful regional market 
force. An owner-operated company could want to transition to an employee-owned corporation. In terms of 
family businesses, the ideal outcome usually lies in passing the business onto the next generation, 
continuing a lasting legacy.
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https://www.golfdigest.com/story/jack-nicklaus-got-his-company-back-legacy-family-howard-milstein-litigation
https://northeastohio.smartbusinessemag.com/articles/2025-family-business-achievement-awards


2THE INVESTOR-READY PARADOX: HOW TO BALANCE THE PERSONAL AND PROCEDURAL BY JEFF AHOLA

Research has revealed that 75 percent of family businesses intend to pass ownership to the next 
generation. In reality, only 30 percent will achieve that desire, and nearly 45 percent will enter some level 
of partial sale, management buyout, public trading, or an employee stock ownership plan. 

These statistics point to very real outcomes among family businesses, making the topic of investor readiness 
an essential component not just in annual reviews or strategic planning sessions but as a built-in possibility 
for daily operations and ongoing family dynamics. 

What Investor Readiness Actually Means
The value of investor readiness lies less in the ability to “sell” your family business on a whim, and more in 
its ability to keep yourself and other stakeholders, including involved family members, completely informed 
(and optimized) regarding every aspect of the business. Whether or not you ultimately “pass the baton” to 
the next generation, making your family business investor-ready opens the door to lasting success both in 
the next phase of your business as well as strengthening its day-to-day capacities. 

But investor readiness requires work on two parallel tracks: the procedural and the personal.

The Procedural: Getting Your House in Order
The Nicklaus story is a powerful reminder of what can happen when the procedural side of a business isn’t 
fully protected. On the surface, everything may look ready: growth opportunities, brand strength, even 
outside interest. But without the right structures in place, small gaps can turn into costly consequences.

Before pursuing outside capital, families need more than good intentions. They need clarity, discipline, and 
alignment around a few critical areas.

It starts with understanding the true value of the business. As Michael Paull noted in FamilyBusiness.org, 
if you are even considering outside investment or a sale, you need a third-party valuation grounded in 
market reality — not one influenced by emotion or years of personal sacrifice. Without that objectivity, 
every decision that follows is built on unstable ground.

From there, governance becomes essential. Not just in theory, but in practice. Families must clearly define 
how decisions are made, who has authority, and how that authority is protected, especially when outside 
investors enter the picture. Equity percentages alone don’t determine control. Board composition, voting 
rights, and exit provisions all shape the long-term balance of power, and they must be established early.

Equally important is stepping back and asking a harder question: is outside capital truly necessary? Or does 
it simply feel like the fastest path forward? Exploring alternatives like organic growth, debt financing, or 
strategic partnerships can often reveal options that preserve both control and flexibility.

Underpinning all of this is the business’s legal and financial infrastructure. Clean books, accurate ownership 
records, documented policies, and regulatory compliance are not just operational best practices; they are 
signals. They tell investors, and your own family, that the business is being run with professionalism and 
discipline.

But getting “procedurally ready” isn’t just about preparing for investors. It’s about creating visibility across 
the entire business.

https://familybusiness.org/succession-planning?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://familybusiness.org/content/preparing-for-the-next-generation-starts-with-being-investor-rea
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That process often begins internally, with a full and honest assessment of where the company stands. 
When done well, this becomes more than an audit. It becomes a catalyst for conversation. Families are 
forced to align around what the business actually is today, not what they assume it to be, and what it 
realistically needs to succeed in the future. And that’s where things become more nuanced.

Because before diving into reports, valuations, and governance structures, it’s critical to acknowledge that 
every family member likely has his or her own expectations about the future of the business. Some may 
envision a specific successor. Others may expect ownership changes or different roles. These assumptions 
don’t disappear just because processes are introduced. They need to be surfaced and addressed alongside them.

Transparency becomes key here. Investor readiness should never be framed as a signal that a sale is 
imminent. Instead, it should be positioned as a healthy, ongoing practice — one that strengthens the 
business regardless of whether outside capital ever enters the picture.

At the same time, it’s important to recognize what investors will expect if they do come to the table. They 
will look for clear, accessible, and current information: financial statements, performance metrics, valuation 
data, and long-term plans. A comprehensive reporting package, ideally reviewed by a qualified CPA, creates 
trust and gives investors a clear view into both the current state of the business and its growth potential.

Maintaining that level of readiness requires consistency. Owners and CEOs must work closely with financial 
leaders, including controllers, CFOs, and accounting managers, to ensure systems are in place for ongoing 
reporting and updates. When family members hold these roles, the importance of discipline and accuracy 
becomes even more critical, particularly when tracking key metrics like EBITDA (Earnings Before Interest, 
Taxes, Depreciation, and Amortization). This is often where many family businesses encounter friction.

Over time, families develop their own way of operating with informal systems, shared understandings, and 
unwritten rules. While these can work internally, they don’t always translate well when external 
stakeholders enter the conversation. Speaking the “language of investors” becomes essential, especially as 
discussions move from casual interest to serious negotiation.

Yet this shift isn’t just for the benefit of outsiders. Clear metrics, structured reporting, and defined plans 
also create transparency within the family itself. They highlight areas of strength, expose gaps, and provide 
a shared understanding of the business’s true performance. In many cases, this clarity is just as valuable 
internally as it is externally.

Beyond financials, investor-ready businesses also demonstrate forward thinking. A well-defined business 
plan and budget signal intentionality and direction. In a family business, involving multiple generations in 
these discussions can be particularly powerful, creating alignment around opportunities for growth, 
efficiency, and innovation.

Organizational clarity plays a role as well. Updated organizational charts, defined leadership roles, and 
professional biographies of key executives help illustrate how the business functions day to day. They also 
open the door to important internal conversations about efficiency, role clarity, and whether the current 
structure truly supports the company’s future.

Taken together, these elements form the procedural backbone of investor readiness. They are all within your 
control as an owner, operator, or CEO. But in a family business, they carry added weight because every 
structural decision intersects with personal relationships. And this is where many families struggle.

Because it’s not just “business as usual.” It’s business with history, expectations, and emotion layered in. 
Which is why procedural readiness alone is never enough. Governance can make a family business truly 
investor-ready.

https://corporatefinanceinstitute.com/resources/valuation/what-is-ebitda
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Governance: Structure Protects What Matters Most
Familiarity comes with the territory of operating a family business. It’s often one of its greatest strengths 
— shared history, trust, and an unspoken understanding of how things get done. But that same familiarity 
can quietly become a liability.

When a business leans too heavily on relationships and not enough on structure, it can begin to turn 
inward. Decisions become subjective. Roles blur. Assumptions replace clarity. And over time, the business 
loses the very perspective it needs to grow and to be taken seriously by outside investors.

This is exactly where governance steps in. Not as bureaucracy, but as protection. Because without clear 
governance, even the strongest brands and most successful businesses can find themselves exposed.

That’s what makes the Jack Nicklaus story so instructive. 

Here was a globally recognized name, a business built on decades of excellence, and a decision to bring in 
outside capital that, on paper, made strategic sense. But without the right governance structures fully 
protecting decision-making authority, ownership rights, and long-term control, that decision set off years  
of legal battles and ultimately required a costly effort to regain what had been given up.

The lesson isn’t about avoiding outside investment. It’s about understanding that without strong 
governance, you may not fully control what you think you do.

Governance Is Not Bureaucracy — It’s Sustainability
Some family businesses resist governance because it feels unnecessary, like layering process onto something 
that has “always worked.” Governance isn’t about slowing things down. It’s about ensuring the business can 
stand on its own, independent of any one person or relationship.

At its core, governance creates separation:
•	 Between ownership and management
•	 Between emotion and decision-making
•	 Between what the family wants and what the business needs

It provides a framework where both family and non-family employees can operate with clarity, 
accountability, and consistency. And importantly, it should reflect the culture and values of the business, 
not replace them.

Not all governance is created equally, however. Ahola Corporation had a governance board that was not the 
right mix. So, governance was looked at differently and instead, a board alternative was established. It is 
comprised of peers from the AFHE (Attorneys for Family Held Enterprises). Don’t let the name fool you —  
it is a true multi-disciplinarian council of CPAs, wealth managers, attorneys, and other types of professionals. 

If your chosen board does not fit with your current needs of your family business, you can and should 
review and modify as needed. The important thing is to have an effective governance body assisting the 
growth of your family business. 

When done well, governance becomes a guidepost. It keeps everyone aligned around making decisions that 
support the long-term health of the company, not just short-term preferences or individual agendas.

That’s exactly what was missing in the Nicklaus situation and exactly what investors are quietly evaluating 
in every family business they consider.
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What Strong Governance Looks Like in Practice
You can often recognize strong governance immediately. It’s visible in how decisions are made, how roles 
are defined, and how the business continues to operate, even when key individuals step away.

A well-governed family business doesn’t depend on specific people to function. It depends on its structure. 
And that structure can take many forms.

For some families, it begins with a Family Constitution: a document that outlines values, vision, and rules 
around ownership, employment, and succession. It sets expectations not just for today, but for future 
generations entering the business.

Succession planning and emergency leadership plans create stability during moments of transition. While 
research suggests succession planning alone isn’t the defining factor in long-term success, it remains an 
important piece of the broader governance picture, especially when combined with other practices.

And according to seminal research from Dr. Joe Astrachan, three governance mechanisms consistently 
contribute to long-term strength: regular family meetings, a board of advisors, and strategic planning.

The Rhythm That Keeps Families Aligned
The first is simple, but often overlooked: regular family meetings.

These meetings create a structured space for conversation — one that exists outside the day-to-day pressures 
of running the business. They allow family members, even those not involved operationally, to stay informed, 
raise concerns, and reconnect around shared values.

Over time, these meetings evolve. What may begin as informal discussions can grow into more structured 
forums that include financial updates, strategic priorities, and policy decisions.

But the real value isn’t in the format. It’s in the consistency. Because without a regular rhythm for 
communication, small tensions can build into larger conflicts. These conflicts eventually spill into the 
business itself. And when that happens, both governance and investor confidence begin to erode.

The Power of Outside Perspective
The second key element is a board of advisors or board of directors.

While family meetings provide internal alignment, a board introduces something equally important: 
objectivity. External advisors bring perspectives unclouded by family history or internal dynamics. They ask 
harder questions. They challenge assumptions. They push for decisions that serve the business, even when 
those decisions are uncomfortable.

In many cases, they are the ones who will:
•	 Recommend restructuring outdated roles
•	 Question investments driven more by passion than performance
•	 Identify inefficiencies that have been normalized over time

And because they are not embedded in the family system, their guidance carries a different kind of 
credibility. This is another area where governance protects against the kind of drift that can lead to 
outcomes like those seen in the Nicklaus case, where decisions made without sufficient structural guardrails 
can have long-term consequences.
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Planning Beyond the Present
The final piece is strategic planning, both for the business and the family.

From a business perspective, strategic planning signals that the company understands its market, its 
competition, and its path forward. It demonstrates intentionality and long-term thinking: two qualities 
investors value highly.

But in a family business, strategy cannot stop at the business level. It must extend to the family itself. 
Strategic family planning aligns governance structures like family meetings, policies, and council with the 
long-term vision of the company. It ensures that as the business evolves, the family evolves with it.

Some families bring in outside advisors or consultants to guide these conversations, helping navigate 
complex dynamics and align personal expectations with business realities.

Why This Matters More Than You Think
At a glance, governance can feel like a collection of processes. But in reality, it’s something much more 
foundational. It’s what allows a family business to scale without losing clarity. It’s what allows decisions to 
be made without damaging relationships.

And it’s what ensures that when opportunities or challenges arise, the business is prepared to respond from 
a position of strength. Because as the Nicklaus story shows, success alone doesn’t protect you.

Structure does. And for family businesses looking toward the future, whether that includes outside 
investment or not, governance is what protects not just the business but the legacy behind it. And that 
legacy’s foundation lies in the relationships that built the family business.

The Personal: Where Investor Readiness Begins
Undeniably, the personal side of a family business is where things get complicated. It’s where pride can 
quietly shape decisions. Where unspoken expectations about roles or succession linger beneath the surface. 
Where disagreements don’t just stay in the boardroom. They follow people home.

Left unaddressed, those dynamics don’t just create tension. They erode trust, cloud judgment, and 
ultimately weaken the business itself. And yet, this same personal dimension, when handled well, becomes 
the very thing that sustains a business across generations.

That’s what makes the Ahola story so instructive.

From the outside, their leadership transition looked seamless. There was no disruption, no visible conflict, 
no uncertainty about direction. But that outcome wasn’t accidental. It was the result of years of deliberate, 
and often difficult, personal work.

There was clarity on succession long before it was needed. Non-family leadership was already in place and 
trusted. Family members were positioned in roles that matched their strengths, not their titles or 
expectations. And when the moment came, the family moved forward with alignment.

Even the harder decisions had already been faced. At one point, I had tried to elevate my brother Mark into 
the president role, hoping the position would draw out a more outward leadership style. It didn’t. And 
instead of forcing the fit, the family made a different choice — one grounded in honesty rather than hope. 
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Mark stepped into the COO role, where he could thrive.

That kind of decision is easy to describe, but difficult to make. It requires something many family businesses 
struggle with: separating love from leadership.

This demonstrates something equally important: the ability to build beyond the family itself. A family-
owned business can and should attract, develop, and retain non-family executives who are capable of 
leading alongside, or even independent of, family members. That’s a signal that investors look for 
immediately, because it reduces one of their greatest concerns: overdependence on the family.

Perhaps most telling of all was what didn’t happen. There was no public conflict. No stalled decision-
making. No visible fractures under pressure. The governance worked because the relationships supported it.

Cohesion: The Hidden Driver of Investor Readiness
Family businesses are not just building structure. They are building cohesion.

Cohesion is what allows a family to have hard conversations without breaking alignment. It’s what keeps 
personal dynamics from spilling into business decisions. And it’s what enables a group of individuals, with 
different roles, perspectives, and ambitions, to act as one when it matters most.

At the center of that cohesion is a shared mindset: legacy. A legacy mindset shifts the question from  
“What do I want from this business?” to “What does this business need to endure beyond me?”

That shift changes everything. It reframes succession decisions. It grounds strategic planning in long-term 
thinking. And it creates a sense of responsibility that extends beyond any one individual’s preferences.

You see it in the way families talk about the business, how they document their history, and how they recognize 
contributions not just from family members, but from employees who help carry the business forward.

It also shows up in how they handle tension. Because a legacy mindset doesn’t eliminate difficult 
conversations; it requires them. Whether it’s choosing a non-family leader over a family member, redefining 
roles, or even considering a sale, families with strong cohesion are able to prioritize what’s right for the 
business over what feels right personally.

And that ability, more than any single document or process, is what makes a family business truly  
investor-ready.

Two Paths Forward
This is where the contrast between Company J and Company A becomes so clear.  One pursued outside 
investment and ultimately paid a significant price to regain what had been lost.

The other built a business that could operate, evolve, and transition seamlessly, regardless of whether 
outside capital ever entered the picture. These are not just two different outcomes. They are two 
fundamentally different approaches.

One focused on the transaction. The other focused on readiness. And that distinction matters.

Because the lesson here isn’t that outside investment is inherently good or bad. Nor is it that family 
businesses should avoid it altogether.
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The real lesson is that real investor readiness requires both procedural discipline and personal honesty. It 
requires the structures that create clarity and accountability. And it requires the relationships that allow 
those structures to function under pressure. Without both, something eventually gives.

Personal and Procedural: Balancing These Dimensions
Investor readiness is often treated as a moment — something to prepare for when an opportunity appears. 
But the family businesses that navigate it best don’t treat it as an event. They treat it as a discipline.

It is a way of operating that keeps the business aligned internally while remaining prepared externally.  
Not just for investors, but for transition, for growth, and for the unexpected.

In those businesses, succession is grounded in capability, not assumption. Roles reflect strengths, not 
expectations. Non-family leaders are not just included but empowered. And decisions, especially the difficult 
ones, are made with clarity, not conflict. That’s what creates real readiness.

Because in the end, the companies best positioned for outside investment are often the ones that don’t 
depend on it. They have built something stronger than a transaction. They have options. They have 
alignment. And most importantly, they have control over what matters most.

Where This Leads
At the heart of this conversation is a balance. On one side is the procedural: governance, financial clarity, 
and operational discipline. These structures allow a family business to scale, sustain, and stand 
independently of any one individual.

On the other, the personal: relationships, trust, and a shared commitment to legacy. Cohesion allows those 
structures to function under pressure.

These are not competing forces. They are interconnected, and when they work together, something 
fundamentally changes. The business becomes not just investable but enduring.

Navigating the Balance
Even with this understanding, one question remains: When do you lean into process and when do you lean 
into people?

This is where many family business leaders get stuck. Not because they lack awareness, but because they 
are navigating multiple roles at once.

Dr. John Davis’ three-circle model offers a practical way to think about this. At any given moment, a leader 
is shifting between three perspectives: family member, business owner, and steward of the enterprise.  
Each comes with its own priorities, pressures, and points of view.

The challenge isn’t choosing one over the others. It’s knowing which one is driving your decision and 
whether it should be.

A reluctance to implement governance may not be about the business at all, but about protecting family 
dynamics. An eagerness to accept outside investment may reflect ownership priorities, while overlooking 
the concerns of the family system. Without awareness, these perspectives blur. With awareness, they 
become a tool.
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Leaders who can consciously shift between these roles gain clarity. They reduce conflict. They make more 
grounded decisions — ones that balance immediate needs with long-term impact.

And ultimately, they create alignment where it matters most.

The Final Word
Preparing a family business for its next chapter is not a single decision. It’s not a checklist. And it’s not 
without complexity. It is a continuous balancing act between structure and relationship, between discipline 
and trust, and between what the business needs and what the family wants.

But it doesn’t have to be overwhelming. Because when both dimensions are addressed (when governance  
is strong and relationships are aligned), the path forward becomes clearer.

Opportunities can be evaluated, not chased. Transitions can be executed, not feared. And decisions can be 
made from a position of strength, not uncertainty.

In that position, investor readiness becomes something more than preparation. It becomes optionality.  
And for family businesses, optionality is what protects the family legacy.

 

Contact Jeff Ahola at Ahola Corporation to get your hat-of-many-roles as pictured above.

Email Jeff Ahola: jb@ahola.com

YOU ARE WEARING MANY HATS AT THE SAME TIME. 
COMPLEXITY IS BAKED INTO FAMILY BUSINESS.


