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More than vision, more than mission, what is it that 
has some businesses last and others die?
At the core of businesses that last, we see organizations that:
• Have an essence of curiosity—an element encouraged across 

generations
• Are grounded in healthy confidence, rooted in identity
• Are emboldened by practical and commercial ideas
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The urgent and the immediate have always created a strong pull 
against the future, where the long-term lives in goals yet unattained
• Changes in business results, unexpected new competition with new products/ 

services, changes in the bigger world, all demand attention and response
• Sudden changes in the family (death of a founder) or change that creeps up (growth 

of the family across branches with ”suddenly” diverse interests) create a perceived 
need to act quickly—with resoluteness

• And yet the long-term rests on short-term decisions—in fact, it is the cumulative 
effect of these decisions that make the long-term possible (or undermine longevity)
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NOW LATER
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Those who live in 
multiple worlds—
past, present, 
future—find ways to 
travel across all 
three.

This skill is invisible 
but present for 
successful founders, 
and because 
invisible, less 
nurtured in later 
generations.

5©CFAR



Fall 2020

©CFAR

Adaptation in action:
Time for some trivia!
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Things we call a pivot in the moment—and that work—
can be seen as adaptation when you look back… 
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When we look back…
… we all try to ascribe a long-term 
view as the thing that enables 
longevity, even in the urgency of 
today.
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Yet, if we dig a little, 
we see that the long-
term view is at least as 
much rear-view mirror 
as it is forward-looking 
thinking.
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How do current leaders (and shareholders) hold 
past/present/future views at the same time?

Let’s look at an example.
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Plaxall*
• Family-owned plastics packaging company 

operating out of a factory in an industrial stretch 
of Long Island City, Queens, for 70 years. 

• Produces medical waste disposal containers, 
dessert trays, and packaging for perfume and 
liquor bottles 

• During the PPE shortage, Plaxall started 
producing medical face shields. 

• Since April, 100,000 shields have been made.

19
*all information is from public sources
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Plaxall
Over the years, we’ve had 
many people ask us why we 
keep manufacturing in New 
York City,” said Matthew 
Quigley, one of the three (G3) 
cousins who help run Plaxall. 
When this public health crisis 
happened, we thought: 
‘Maybe this is the reason we 
held out for so long. This is 
our moment, again.’”

20

Mr. Quigley was referring to the fact that 
his grandfather, an engineer named Louis 
H. Pfohl and Plaxall’s founder, was known 
for applying his skills in unique ways, 
especially during national emergencies, 
some of them more clandestine than 
others.

Source: Laterman, Kaya. 2020. “The Mom and Pop Factory With an Atomic Secret.” The New York Times, August 7, 2020, sec. New York.

“

What are you known for?
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What is a pivot?
What is “just business”?
During WWII, Mr. Pfohl ran an industrial 
design firm in Manhattan (Design Center 
Inc.) The federal government 
approached him to make plastic replicas 
of American, German, Russian, and 
Japanese airplanes so citizens and 
military personnel would have a better 
chance of identifying them during air 
raids. Pfohl would also make plastic 
globes that fighter pilots would use to 
plot out flight courses during training.
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The ability to see the past in the present is the ability 
to have what we call Vision. 
Understand what is essential and flex the rest. (Hint: It’s right in front of you, but not 
obvious!)
For example…

• Qualities of the founder(s): design, architecture, lawyer, commitment to “place”…
• What gets embedded? Was it plastic? Being in NYC? Answering the patriotic call? 

Priority on staying in it together, even as interest and talents diverge?

22

These are choices. They show up in stories that make it across generations.
What seems essential for your business and family? Put it in the chat!
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In a time of urgency, a first instinct 
may be to “temporarily” table the 
long term. Yet we see that family 
companies that last have “time 
travelers” in their ranks. If you 
believe that focusing exclusively on 
today is all that matters—after all 
there is no long term if you don’t 
deal with today’s urgency, and 24/7 
is all the time we have…
This isn’t wrong! It is just short-
sighted.

©CFAR
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What long-term goal may be at risk in light of current 
pressures? 
• Succession?
• Family harmony or alignment?
• Family culture?
• Wealth creation, growth, transfer?
• Other?
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Living in the past, present 
and future at once:
Tips for time traveling
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TIP 1:
Pull next generation leaders “into the 
fire” with you to accelerate learning…
• Both brings more talent to the table and creates accelerated 

learning opportunity. 
• “Shared ownership” takes on new meaning.
• The “black box” thinking of the senior generation (who may 

keep things in their head) moves to understanding in the next,
through a few good questions that annoyingly, often begin with 
“why?”

It is well known that pulling in the next generation is 
necessary for continuity. Learning the thinking of “time 
travel” enables creating a future story together, with 
recognition of the need for history, today’s urgency, and a 
future to be designed until it’s here—all three.

©CFAR
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TIP 2:
“Time travel” with multiple generations
• What are the signs that your products or services are out of 

date? Or could be? (Or that you are tired of them?)
– In your history, what’s been tried when your customers 

moved on, when your competitors did it cheaper, when your 
raw materials dried up? Dig into your stories.

• What have you thought was a bad idea that could now be a good 
idea, and how can you tell? 

• What experiments (which means try something different in a 
contained way) can be designed where trial and error can yield 
new ways to bring people together, share risk, try new roles, and 
have measures for success or failure? 

Mistakes are the crucible for learning to adapt.
©CFAR
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TIP 3:
Overcome the need to be the storywriter, 
and write this chapter together
• What is essential to your identity, really? It may be 

obvious, but probably isn’t. And you have something to say 
about it.

• How are values being tested and applied? 
– If you strip away everything, what would you put back 

to make the business your family—not some other 
family?

• What will you want your grandchildren to look back and 
say about what you did during this time period? What 
stories will they tell? How will they use this chapter to write 
the next?

©CFAR
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TIP 4:
Widen the discussion to enable many to see 
their passions in the family story—past, present, 
future
• Widen participation, reach across branches and 

generations and beyond the usual suspects.
• Family in and out of the business shaped by an “in it 

together” experience: a new/renewed spirit of who we are. 
• Moments of change are crucibles for coalescing or 

dividing.
• How can you coalesce? What new talents can you draw 

on? What is set in stone vs. being a living idea?

©CFAR
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Start now.

Build a group muscle that 
will serve you in whatever 
comes along. 

There is a good chance 
you’ll need to try some 
things and see what works 
because everything won’t.

©CFAR 30
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ABOUT CFAR

CFAR’s Family Business 
Practice traces back to the 
late 1970’s inside the 
Wharton Applied Research 
Center (WARC).

As the successor to WARC 
and as a private firm, CFAR’s 
(Center For Applied 
Research) founders were 
instrumental in the founding 
of FFI. Next gen CFAR 
President Debbie Bing has 
been Chair of FFI’s Board of 
Directors since 2018.

WARC entered both 
systemic study and 
practice focused on family 
businesses in the late 
1970’s and inaugurated 
academic workshops 
beginning in 1982: The 
Next Generation, CEOs, 
and Women in Family 
Business. 

CFAR practices what we 
preach: we have effected 
succession from our 
founders to a next 
generation of owners. For 
us, succession, growth, 
and development are more 
than ideas, they are lived 
experience.
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Contact us
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Nancy Drozdow, Founder and Principal
ndrozdow@cfar.com

610-291-3577

Debbie Bing, President and Principal
dbing@cfar.com

617-610-3677 
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