
From farms and franchises to big box 
retailers, family-owned or -operated 
businesses employ approximately 
half of Canada’s workforce.

Atlantic Canada is no exception. 
Here, these companies dominate 
our business landscape both in terms 
of billion dollar enterprises such as 
Sobeys and Irving and in scope — with 
revenue from family firms compris-
ing an estimated 70 percent of this 
region’s economy.

Yet from sibling squabbles to 
poor succession planning, this type 
of enterprise tends to face a specific 
set of challenges — challenges our 
Faculty’s Centre for Family Business 
and Regional Prosperity is helping to 
manage, moderate and mitigate.

Explains Centre director Leslie 
Crowell: “Many Atlantic Canadian 
entrepreneurs are reaching retire-
ment age. Soon, their businesses 
must be passed to the next gen-
eration — or sold, with the wealth 
passed down.

“Many of these businesses, howev-
er, unfortunately remain unprepared 
for either of these scenarios.”

Three-pronged approach
With this in mind, the centre offers 
education, research and outreach to 
help family firms tackle their com-
mon conundrums.

The centre’s educational efforts 
take the form of undergraduate, 
graduate, continuing and executive-

level learning that enables family 
businesses — along with their advi-
sors — to plug into best practice and 
get better at governance, conflict 
resolution, communication and suc-
cession planning.

In addition, the Centre offers 
outreach opportunities for people 
working in and with family firms to 
socialize, share and celebrate.

“For example,” says Leslie, “our 
family legacy gala dinner — each year 
featuring an intimate discussion 
between the Faculty of Management 
dean and a prominent family such 
as the Braggs or the Fares — show-
cases real-life examples of creativity, 
knowledge and effort successfully 
transferred to the next generation.”

Relatively speaking
Specialist education, research and outreach are helping Atlantic 
Canada’s family firms

Christina Pace, Burger King
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Research, too
Leslie — with faculty members Scott 
Comber and Robert Blunden – 
co-leads Dal’s participation in the 
Successful Transgenerational Entre-
preneurship Practices (STEP) global 
research project.

Founded in 2005, this unique 
project brings together entre-
preneurship and family business 
academics and leading multigenera-
tional family businesses to explore, 
identify and share successful busi-
ness practices.

Explains Scott: “Dal is proud to be 
part of STEP, which is making excel-
lent progress in identifying ideas 
and practices capable of helping 
family business continue to innovate, 
succeed and grow over the short, 
medium and long term.”

Succession situation taught burger 
queen good governance lesson
When the head of Atlantic Canada’s 
largest privately-owned hotel chain 
passed away in 2006, the family busi-
ness behind the brand could have 
been hit hard. The question was: 
which family member would now 
step up and lead?

It’s the kind of uncertainty that 
can cause even a highly successful 
business to stumble and perhaps fall. 
But in the case of Rodd Hotels and 
Resorts, that risk was decisively and 
pre-emptively removed thanks to 
the family having put in place a solid 
advisory board to guide the business 
through the succession process the 
Rodd family now found itself facing.

Halifax-based businesswoman 
Christina Pace — who nowadays runs 
three HRM Burger King restaurants — 
sat on Rodd’s advisory board at the 
time her father, David, died.

“During what was a very difficult 
time for my family, having a solid ad-
visory board already in place proved 
invaluable,” explains Christina. “The 
board provided an essential forum 
for myself and the other family 
members to come together and suc-
cessfully steer the business through 
the succession. From a governance 

perspective, it really did make all the 
difference.”

The experience prompted Chris-
tina to this year take a seat on the 
board of our faculty’s Centre for 
Family Business and Regional Pros-
perity. “I want to help ensure other 
Atlantic Canadian family businesses 
have solid plans in place to help 
move their business from the current 
generation to the next — if and when 
the worst happens and you lose a 
family member who is also heavily 
involved in the family business.”

Best of both worlds
Christina says growing up in the 
hotel business is a world away from 
running franchises. “Franchises 
leave you relatively little room to 
manoeuvre when it comes to policy, 
products, procedures, processes, 
marketing programs and all the 
other operational aspects that are 
controlled from the centre.

“On the other hand, franchising 
has taught me a lot best practice — 
things like health and safety and 
quality assurance — all of which I’ve 
been able to use to improve how we 
run Rodd Resorts and Hotels.”

Three simple rules 
Run by husband and wife team 
Brookes and Fiona Diamond, 
Brookes Diamond Productions 
has during the past four decades 
delivered many of Atlantic Canada’s 
most successful events.

From Rita MacNeil and Jerry 
Seinfeld to the Halifax Comedy 
Festival and a G-7 event for 50,000 
people, the full service entertain-

ment production company — and the 
couple behind it — have plenty to be 
proud of.

Being married to a man who also 
happens to be your business partner 
hasn’t always been easy, says Fiona — 
especially in a pressure cooker indus-
try such as show business.

As such, Fiona and Brookes have 
had to follow three simple rules to 
ensure success both at home and at 
work, she says.

“First, we’ve done our best to keep 
our own areas of responsibility sepa-
rate from each other — and to not 
interfere with each other’s work.

“Secondly, we’ve always done 
our best to leave domestic issues at 
home, rather than taking them into 
meetings and so on.

“Finally, I think you need to try 
once in a while to either get away 
with each other, to give yourselves a 
break from the office and the pres-
sures of the job.

“And, when you can’t do that, do 
your best to get away from each 
other,” jokes Fiona. “Some separate 
interests are a good idea.”

Practicing what she preaches, 
Fiona spends some of her time 
leading the Nova Scotia chapter of 
the Canadian Association of Family 
Enterprises (CAFE) — a national not-
for-profit that offers peer network-
ing, seminars and conferences to 
help family business share expertise 
and best practice.

Explains Fiona: “CAFE has taught 
me that no matter how diverse fam-
ily businesses are, they nevertheless 
share the same problems — issues 
around succession, for example.”

Fiona Diamond, Brookes Diamond Productions
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Corporations can be family 
businesses, too
When someone says the words ‘fam-
ily business,’ EastLink isn’t necessarily 
the first brand that comes to mind.

But the cable television and com-
munications company, with 1,500 
employees and half a million sub-
scribers across nine provinces, is one 
of the Bragg family businesses — an 
entrepreneurial empire that also 
includes farming, forestry, frozen 
food and the largest wild blueberry 
operation on the planet.

While his four children were 
growing up, founder and current 
patriarch John Bragg made sure each 
one had plenty of opportunities to 
move around and between the dif-
ferent businesses, all the while learn-
ing them from the ground up — quite 
literally in the case of eldest son Lee.

Recalls Lee: “As a young man, I 
would often don spurs and a safety 
belt and climb telephone poles to 
repair cable problems.”

Lee’s pole position provided him 
with a high-level view of that sector, 

to gain a return over such a long 
time horizon. But as a family business, 
we base decisions such as that one 
on the fact that we’re still going to 
be with this business in many years. 
We’re not torn apart by the shifting 
interests of multiple stakeholders 
such as analysts, activist shareholders 
or perhaps a chief executive out for 
only short-term gain.

“Our employees enjoy working for 
a company defined by solid family 
ownership that delivers the best 
decision for everyone,” he says.

But what about people who look 
at Lee and see only the boss’s son?

“I don’t care too much about 
it,” he says. “I don’t think I ever did. 
EastLink has had an advisory board 
in place since 1986. Besides family 
members, the board comprises 10 
independent, non-family advisors 
who are there to monitor how well 
I perform, set my salary — and who 
would happily replace me if I failed 
the business in some way or if a bet-
ter CEO came along.”

knowledge that would prove indis-
pensible when he took on the top 
job at EastLink in 1999.

“The sector was very dynamic at 
that time — with a lot of risks and 
opportunities. The year I took over 
EastLink, it became the first cable 
company in Canada to launch a 
home phone service. All the bankers 
thought we were crazy to broaden 
our residential TV offering to land-
lines,” Lee says, “but our competitors 
were soon following us.”

In fact, being nimble enough to 
make the most of changes in the 
market is one of a family business’s 
biggest advantages, says Lee.

“Without shareholders attempt-
ing to second-guess every other 
thing we do, we can make significant, 
longer-term strategic investment 
decisions — then get on with imple-
menting them fast,” he says.

Lee offers a recent example of 
EastLink’s move into the cellular 
market: “That takes a lot of capital — 
and a publicly-traded company just 
wouldn’t deploy that much money 

(L to R) Lee Bragg, CEO EastLink with his father, John Bragg
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