
An Framework for Sustainability, Trust and Long-Term
Value

Governance, Ethics
and Independence in
SMEs and Family-
Run Businesses

2025 Edition



Page 02www.trevanta.com.au

Table of Contents
Executive Summary

Governance: When Informality Stops Scaling

3

4

Succession Risk: What the Evidence Shows 5

Case Study: Research-Consistent Pattern 6

Ethics: A Distinct Discipline, Not a Policy Set 7

Independence: Where Family SMEs Most Often Fail 8

Cost, Time and Proportionality: The SME Reality 9

Addressing the Counterarguments 10

Digital and Cyber Governance: A Contemporary Imperative 11

Conclusion: Governance, Ethics and Independence as a Single System

Contact Us

12

13

References 14



Executive Summary

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs), particularly family-run and owner-operated businesses,
are built on trust, shared history and long-term commitment. These characteristics frequently
underpin early success. However, decades of research, Australian survey evidence and
practitioner experience demonstrate that as businesses grow, professionalise or transition
between generations, informal structures that once enabled agility increasingly become
sources of material risk.

Across the family business literature, three factors consistently emerge as critical to enterprise
resilience: governance, ethics and independence. Failures in these areas are rarely caused by
poor intent or weak commercial capability. Rather, they arise from insufficient structure to
manage complexity, emotion and concentrated authority, particularly where family
relationships intersect with business decision-making.

This paper draws on foundational theory, peer-reviewed research, Australian family-business
evidence and global governance practice to explain why these three pillars matter for SMEs
today, how common objections can be addressed proportionately, and why governance, ethics
and independence are most effective when treated as a single, integrated system.
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Governance: When
Informality Stops Scaling
In many SMEs, governance evolves organically. Founders or family members retain central
control, decisions are made quickly, and authority is rarely documented. In early stages, this
informality supports speed and adaptability

As businesses scale, complexity increases:
financial exposure grows
contractual and regulatory obligations expand
workforces diversify
external stakeholders (banks, insurers, major customers and acquirers) scrutinise continuity
and key-person risk

International governance bodies consistently observe that many SME failures are structural
rather than strategic: the business outgrows the mechanisms used to run it (OECD, 2015; IFC,
2018).
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In an SME context, governance is not about boards or compliance regimes. It is about:
clarity of decision rights
separation of ownership, oversight and management
accountability for outcomes
structured identification and management of risk

Increasingly, governance must also extend beyond people and processes to include digital,
data and cyber risk, which now represent material operational threats even for modestly sized
family firms.
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Succession Risk: What
the Evidence Shows

Succession is the most consistently identified structural risk in family enterprises.

Foundational research by Ward (1987) and Beckhard & Dyer (1983) identified early patterns of
instability during generational transition. While commonly cited survival rates vary depending
on definitions of “failure” (which may include voluntary sale, merger or restructuring rather
than insolvency), later peer-reviewed studies and contemporary surveys confirm the
underlying conclusion: leadership transition is where governance weaknesses are most
exposed.

Evidence from academic research and Australian surveys shows that unsuccessful succession
is strongly associated with:

absence of formal succession planning
lack of independent oversight
unresolved family conflict
concentration of authority in a single individual

(Bammens et al., 2011; Nordqvist & Melin, 2010; PwC, 2018; Family Business Australia, 2021)
Critically, these outcomes are governance failures rather than market failures. Many family
businesses remain commercially viable but become unstable during leadership transition due
to weak structures rather than weak strategy.
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Case Study: Research-
Consistent Pattern
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This example reflects governance and
succession patterns consistently identified
in Australian and international family-
business research.
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A second-generation Australian family
manufacturing business experienced
increasing tension between sibling
directors, informal related-party
arrangements and difficulty securing
funding due to perceived governance risk.

Rather than restructuring ownership, the
family implemented:

an independent non-executive chair
separation of shareholder, director and
executive roles
formal ethical and conflict-of-interest
frameworks
independent review of financial and
related-party matters

Over approximately 18 months, the
business improved funding terms, reduced
internal conflict and strengthened
management capability. Outcomes were
supported by cooperative family dynamics
and adequate financial capacity; results
would not necessarily replicate in more
adversarial circumstances.

The above case study is presented as an illustrative composite, drawn from recurring patterns and themes identified in published family business research, Australian
survey data, and practitioner experience. It does not describe a single identifiable organisation or individual. Any resemblance to actual businesses or persons is
coincidental.
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Ethics is often treated as a subset of governance because it is expressed through
governance mechanisms such as codes of conduct or conflict-of-interest registers. In
practice, ethics is a distinct discipline concerned with how decisions are made when values,
relationships and commercial pressures collide.
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Ethics: A Distinct
Discipline, Not a Policy
Set

Family-run SMEs face heightened ethical complexity because:
personal and commercial interests overlap
family loyalty can conflict with fairness
reputational consequences extend beyond the business to the family itself

Research into family enterprise governance demonstrates that implicit values alone are
insufficient under stress. Ethical breakdowns most often arise not from deliberate
misconduct, but from silence, informal exceptions or reluctance to challenge family
members (IFC, 2018; Bammens et al., 2011).

Effective ethical discipline in SMEs includes:
explicit articulation of organisational values and non-negotiables
safe mechanisms for raising concerns, including whistleblowing
transparent treatment of related-party transactions
structured decision pathways when family pressure is present

When properly embedded, ethics protects both enterprise integrity and family
relationships.
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Independence is frequently framed as a board-level concept. In family-run SMEs, however, the
most damaging independence failures are operational rather than structural.
Common patterns include:

family members hiring, supervising or remunerating relatives
informal approval of expenses or benefits
concentration of financial control (banking, payroll, accounting) in one individual

procurement decisions influenced by personal relationships
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Independence: Where
Family SMEs Most Often
Fail

Peer-reviewed research shows that even limited independent oversight is associated with
reduced internal conflict, lower agency risk and improved governance outcomes in family
enterprises (Bammens et al., 2011; Nordqvist & Melin, 2010).

Independence should therefore be understood as separation of influence rather than loss of
control. This includes:

separating approval from execution
independent review of financial and remuneration decisions
objective oversight of HR and procurement
external challenge on major strategic or capital decisions

Independent directors or advisors add value only when supported by day-to-day operational
independence mechanisms.
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Cost, Time and
Proportionality: The SME
Reality
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A common and legitimate concern among owner-operators is that governance will be
expensive, slow or bureaucratic.

Practitioner studies conducted by the International Finance Corporation and Australian family-
business bodies indicate that early, proportionate governance interventions are materially less
costly than remediation following disputes, funding failure or succession breakdown (IFC, 2018;
Family Business Australia, 2021).

Effective entry-level governance for SMEs may include:
a single independent advisor meeting quarterly
annual external review of financials and key risks (not a full audit)
documented role clarity between owners, directors and managers
a simple, written succession and contingency plan

When designed proportionately, governance tends to reduce friction and decision rework,
rather than create delay.
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Addressing the Counter-
arguments
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Two counterarguments are commonly raised: that governance slows decision-making, and
that external advisors introduce conflicts of interest.

Both risks are real—but they arise from poor governance design rather than governance itself.
Research on family-firm governance and strategic change shows that clear decision rights
and structured governance arrangements support clearer decision-making and reduced
internal conflict, particularly during periods of change (Nordqvist & Melin, 2010).

Advisor conflicts are mitigated through:
clear scopes of engagement
disclosure of interests
separation of advisory and execution roles
periodic review or rotation

The absence of governance does not eliminate conflicts; it leaves them unmanaged.
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Digital and Cyber
Governance: A
Contemporary Imperative
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Digital and cyber risk is now a mainstream governance issue for SMEs. Australian regulators
and governance bodies emphasise that cyber resilience is a leadership responsibility
regardless of business size.

AFor a typical 40–50-person SME, proportionate cyber governance includes:
role-based access controls to financial and operational systems
separation of IT administration from finance and payroll authority
regular off-site and immutable data backups
clear accountability for cyber oversight and incident response

These measures materially reduce business interruption risk and align digital oversight with
broader governance principles (ASIC, 2022; AICD, 2023).
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Conclusion: Governance,
Ethics and Independence
as a Single System
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Governance, ethics and independence are most effective when treated as one integrated
system.

Governance provides structure and clarity.

Ethics provides judgement under pressure.

Independence provides objectivity where proximity and emotion dominate.

For family-run SMEs, this system also protects relationships by shifting difficult decisions into
structured, less personal forums.

The commercial benefits extend beyond banks to insurers, acquirers, regulators and major
contract counterparties, all of whom increasingly assess governance maturity when evaluating
continuity and risk.

Across decades of research, Australian survey evidence and practitioner experience, the
conclusion is consistent: businesses that professionalise decision-making early are more
resilient, more credible and more likely to endure.

For SMEs, the question is not whether governance is affordable—but whether growth,
succession and risk are sustainable without it.
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