
AS THESE THREE BUSINESS PEOPLE SHOW,  

ENTERING THE FAMILY COMPANY CAN BE A BOOST 

FOR THE FIRM AND THE INDIVIDUAL. BUT THE 

DECISION TO JOIN SHOULDN’T BE TAKEN LIGHTLY
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To have been in business for over 320 years is good going by anyone’s 
standards. That’s exactly what Britain’s oldest wine and spirit merchant Berry 
Bros & Rudd has achieved, with members of the eighth generation now 
working in the company. 
 
Yet like every family business, it faces its own unique challenges. The main 
one, according to creative director Geordie Willis, an eighth-generation Berry 
family member, is having to make quick decisions.
 
‘Being decisive doesn’t necessarily come easily when you have close 
relationships between family members in the business,’ he says. ‘The other 
issue, as owners, is collectively articulating what your vision is.’
 
However, the company’s longevity proves it has managed to overcome most 
problems: after all, it has been a supplier to the English royal family since 
King George III. So, what’s been the secret to its success?
 
Willis, 38, who started working in the company’s cellars in St James’s Street 
almost 20 years ago, says the key advantage is being able to take a long-term 
view, rather than being beholden to shareholders. This, he says, has been 
behind the success of the likes of Volkswagen, Warburtons and Walmart.
 
On the downside, though, Willis believes that there’s always the potential 
for conflict between different family members. To address that, he says his 
company has formed a family council and owners’ board that sits alongside 
the executive, to give members an opportunity to have their say.
 
Running a family business also comes with a greater sense of responsibility, 
he says, because you’re invested in the company. And to ensure no-one’s 
position is taken for granted, there’s a strict policy at Berry Bros & Rudd that 
all family members should have a degree or equivalent qualification – plus at 
least three years’ experience working in a different company and industry.
 
‘The misconception is that family members working in a family business are 
there for the ride,’ he says. ‘Nothing could be further from the truth; in fact, 
the commitment required in terms of your time and mental capacity is even 
greater than if you were working for someone else.’ »
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James Amos, marketing director and sixth-generation family member of 
220-year-old jewellers Boodles, believes that the biggest challenge of running 
a family business is making sure all members are pulling in the same direction. 
‘It’s also about considering all points of view and arriving at a solution that 
works for all parties,’ he says. The 40-year-old works alongside his uncles 
Nicholas and Michael Wainwright, and cousin Jody Wainwright.
 
‘You need to find a middle ground that keeps everyone happy and enables the 
business to move forward,’ says Amos. ‘As family members, we’re very lucky 
in that we rarely disagree, and, in fact, spend just as much time laughing in 
board meetings as we do being serious.’
 
Another potential bone of contention, according to Amos, is the glass ceiling 
for non-family staff who, because of the structure of the business, can’t 
progress to board level. To satisfy their ambition, however, he says the board 
will always do its best to find ways to meet their professional and career needs.

Another key to a successful family business, Amos believes, is working in 
a fun environment with a team of people all dedicated to the same cause.  
‘That way it’s much easier to achieve your goals,’ he says.

Amos also served as chairman of the Institute for Family Business’ next 
generation group for three years. He feels that it’s important to get experience 
outside of the family business before joining, so worked in investment 
management at HSBC for three years. Having been part of a larger 
organisation, where it’s sometimes harder to get recognition for your work, 
he finally moved over to the family business feeling prepared.
 
For Alexandra Pisani, the experience she gained working in her family’s 
luxury hotel business was invaluable in helping her set up her own wedding 
and events planning service, Alexandra Pisani & Co.

Business has been in Alexandra Pisani’s blood from an early age. Her father 
Alfred launched the five-star Corinthia Hotel in London 50 years ago, and 
Alexandra, now 31, would spend most of her time in the family’s chain of 
luxury hotels as a young girl. She then went off to study hospitality at École 
hôtelière de Lausanne in Switzerland as well as working for competitors such 
as Four Seasons, Sheraton and Dorchester Collection. 
 
‘Working for the family business has taught me the value of discipline and 
hard work, and the determination to make anything a success is ingrained 
in me,’ she says. ‘It also taught me a lot about dealing with people – there’s 
a lot of psychology involved – and helped me to develop my intuition, both 
of which are key when you have to wear so many different hats in my line  
of business.’
 
But, above all, Alexandra believes the key to a successful family business is 
unity. ‘It is vital for everyone to work in harmony. Once this is achieved, an 
extremely committed and loyal team is formed, whose members will not 
leave for a better offer elsewhere.’

It’s certainly a strategy that has served all of these companies well and will,  
no doubt, ensure they prosper in the future. 

                                             ‘Working for the family business has taught me the value of discipline 
and hard work, and the determination to make anything a success is ingrained in me’ 


