
Recently, as part of a continuing series of workshops, Davis Wright 
Tremaine, Moss Adams, and Seattle University gathered several 
prominent family business owners for a candid discussion about 
governing the family business. Before an invited audience of family 
business owners, the high-caliber panelists discussed one of the 
most important governance challenges facing a family-owned 
company: when, how and why to build a board of directors.

The speakers were: 

Jean Bartell Barber, vice-chairman & treasurer of Bartell 
Drugs, a family owned business serving the Northwest since 
1890 and the nation’s oldest drugstore chain; 

Rick Robinson, chairman of the Spokane-based engine-heating 
manufacturer Hotstart, a third generation company: and 

Barrie Wilcox, president of Wilcox Farms, a 100-year-old egg 
farm in the foothills of Mt. Rainier. 

The panel was moderated by retired DWT partner Jim Judson, 
who serves on the boards, and board committees, of numerous 
Northwest companies; and Andrew Keyt, executive director of 
the Loyola University Chicago Family Business Center and a widely 
recognized expert on issues unique to family-owned business. 

For those who attended, the wide-ranging discussion offered a 
number of insights regarding governance including: 

•	 When considering establishment of a board, a family business 
should ask where the company wants to be in 10 years, and 
then ask: What kind of advice would help us get there?

•	 The primary role of the board in a family-owned business is 
to provide accountability. While the family may establish the 
company’s values and vision, the board’s job is to make sure 
management executes on those values and vision.

•	 Some family-owned companies use an advisory board rather 
than a fidcuciary board. One key distinction of a legal fiduciary 
board is that its decisions are binding and its members have 
legal liability. Some potential board members prefer an advisory 
role because there is less risk; others prefer to serve on a legal 
board because they feel their advice carries more weight.

•	 When looking for people to serve on a board, your 
attorney, banker, and accountant may be good sources of 
suggestions. There are also consultants who specialize in 
recruiting board members.

•	 It is best to avoid having professional advisors serve on a board 
as they may not provide tough oversight for fear of losing the 
client relationship.
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