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Companies often use the term “family-owned business” to denote trustworthiness, a down-to-earth 

mentality, and customer service grounded in genuine care. When customers read that a business is 

family-owned, they automatically tend to place a certain level of trust in that business. The 

unspoken expectation is that if you support a family-owned company, the company will treat you as 

if you are part of the family. Such an assumption is comforting and places a lot of power behind the 

“family-owned” tag.  

Family-owned businesses come in all shapes and sizes and exist in virtually every sector of the 

business world. In this white paper, we will look at what America’s family-owned businesses have 

in common, from structure to mission to background check policies and hiring practices. These 

commonalities will help your business to identify strategies and best practices that you can 

implement to grow and succeed. 

What Makes a Business “Family-Owned”? 
On the surface, defining the term “family-owned business” seems like it should be incredibly simple. A family-

owned business is a business owned and operated within a family, isn’t it?  

The truth is that many businesses start out as entrepreneurial ventures owned and run by friends and families. Many 

entrepreneurs launch by going into business with friends, close colleagues, siblings, parents, or extended family 

members. In venture capital circles, the expectation is that entrepreneurs will seek funding for their companies from 

friends and family members before proceeding to secure angel investing or venture capital funding. At least in the 

early stages, a large percentage of businesses are family affairs. 

As such, it is more instructive to define the term “family-owned business” based on companies that have already 

been operating for several years, if not decades. The family-owned ethos tends to creep in and become more 

central to a company’s vision as it grows and stabilizes. This ethos is typically characterized by the following 

qualities: 

1. The business is actively owned and managed by more than one member of the same family. 

The Best Family-Owned Businesses and 
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2. The business is committed to keeping family members in ownership or leadership positions for the long 

term 

3. The business is structured in a way that hands down the leadership of the business from one generation 

to the next. 

4. The business is dedicated to surviving and thriving to ensure a stable and successful future for the next 

generation of the family. 

Family-owned businesses often do have leaders, stockholders, executives, or employees who are not related to the 

business owners. In fact, for a family-owned business to grow and be sustainable, it often must open its doors to 

non-family members. However, what keeps a family business a family business is that the members of the founding 

family remain at the heart or inner circle of the company. 

Examples: A Few Top Family-Owned Businesses 
Family-owned businesses take many different forms in the United States economy. Even companies like Walmart 

and Ford are technically family businesses, though we often don’t consider them because they are so massive. 

What does a more typical family-owned business look like? Here are a few of the many, many examples.Great 

Places to Work: What Top-Ranked Employers Have to Offer 

The Fortune and Built In NYC lists cover a wide variety of businesses; both lists feature high-ranking companies in 

almost every industry. Below, we look at several industries and the businesses within each that have been 

recognized for operating idyllic workplaces. What makes these companies attractive places to work, and how did 

each business score such a high ranking on a high-profile list of top workplaces? 

The Avedis Zildjian Company 

Founded in 1623, the Avedis Zildjian Company—more frequently referred to as just “Zildjian”—is perhaps the 

oldest family-owned business in the United States. The company was started by an Armenian alchemist who worked 

at the royal palace in Constantinople. The alchemist, Avedis I, discovered a metal alloy that was ideal for musical 

purposes. The sultan was pleased with the discovery, ultimately dubbing Avedis “Zildjian,” which means “son of 

cymbal maker” in Armenian. Avedis eventually left the palace and started producing his cymbals as a business 

enterprise.  

Ever since, the word Zildjian has been synonymous with cymbals and prized among drummers worldwide. Centuries 

later in 1929, Avedis III moved the company to the United States. Today, the company is based in Norwell, 

Massachusetts, where it continues to be run by descendants of Avedis I. The CEO is Craigie Zildjian, granddaughter 

of Avedis III. Her sister, Debbie Zildjian, is part of the management of the business as well. 

Abbyson 

Abbyson, a trusted furniture brand, was founded by Abby Rafieha in 1989. Inspired by his travels around the 

world—and even by his interactions with the Dalai Lama—Rafieha sought to incorporate elements of worldwide 

art and culture into his company’s designs. The company was named in honor of Rafieha’s three sons: Yavar, 

Doddy, and Rodd.  
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Those three sons eventually took over the company that is their namesake and now serve as CEO, executive vice 

president, and senior VP of sales respectively. The business has repeatedly been recognized as one of the fastest 

growing companies in America by publications such as Inc. and the Los Angeles Business Journal. 

Stew Leonard’s 

Stew Leonard’s is a small chain of grocery stores founded in 1969 by Stew Leonard, Sr. The first store in Norwalk, 

Connecticut began with just seven employees. Today, the chain has six stores total—three in Connecticut and three 

in New York. A seventh store in New Jersey is reportedly in the plans for the near future.  

The stores are known for their innovative layout and almost theme-park-like atmosphere. Attractions include petting 

zoos, song-and-dance numbers, animatronic characters, and outdoor café spaces. The New York Times has gone so 

far as to call Stew Leonard’s the “Disneyland of Dairy Stores,” and the company has been ranked as one of the 

best businesses to work for in the United States. The current CEO is Stew Leonard, Jr, the son of the founder. 

Hagerty Insurance 

Based in northern Michigan, Hagerty Insurance is the world’s premier insurance agency for classic cars, vintage 

boats, and collector vehicles. The company was started as a basement operation in 1984. Founders Frank and 

Louise Hagerty were personal lines insurance agents with a passion for vintage boats and cars. They launched 

Hagerty Insurance to focus on niche coverage for specialty boats, which at the time was incredibly difficult to find.  

Rapidly, the Hagertys conquered half the marketplace. In 1991, they expanded, adding insurance policies for 

classic cars. Today, Frank and Louise’s son McKeel leads the business, which is regularly recognized by Great 

Places to Work as one of the country’s top workplaces. 

Half Price Books, Records, Magazines, Incorporated 

Launched in 1972 as a partnership between Ken Gjemre and Pat Anderson, the Texas-based Half Price Books, 

Records, Magazines, Incorporated has grown into “America’s largest family-owned retailer for new and used 

books.” The company’s motto is "We buy anything printed or recorded except yesterday's newspaper.” Today, the 

business has more than 120 locations in 17 states. Pat Anderson’s daughter, Sharon Anderson Wright, is the 

company’s current CEO and her sister, Ellen O’Neal, is Chairman of the Board. 

Family-Owned Businesses, Background Checks, and Hiring Practices 

Family-owned businesses are ultimately not much different than any other businesses when it comes to vetting and 

hiring workers. Screening for criminal history, the accuracy of information presented on a candidate’s resume, drug 

use, and driving records may be called for depending on the job. Family businesses must retain high standards for 

their employees and focus on drawing in quality talent and cultivating attractive company cultures, just like any 

other business. Competitive employee benefits and strong workplace word-of-mouth are parts of the equation. 

Hagerty Insurance doesn’t just screen its employees but also requires background checks, reference checks, and 

other vetting methods for mechanics and shops that wish to join its “Expert Repair Network.” The repair shops that 

join the Expert Repair Network are authorized by Hagerty to perform repair or restoration work for the 

company’s insurance clients. To join the network, shops must meet an extensive list of criteria—they must be 

dedicated specifically to collector vehicle work, for instance—and complete an in-depth screening process. This 

process includes a detailed application, criminal background checks, reference checks, proof of liability insurance, 
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bankruptcy checks, and searches for pending litigation. These thorough checks help Hagerty ensure a quality repair 

and restoration experience for its clients. 

Stew Leonard’s conducts thorough, conversational interviews that set candidates at ease and encourage open and 

honest sharing about their backgrounds and work style. The company has been named one of the best places to 

work in the U.S. in part because members of the Leonard family are not given preferential treatment.  

In 2011, when CNN dubbed Stew Leonard’s the 18th best company to work for in America, it singled out the 

business’s policies for handling employees who were part of the Leonard family. At the time, there were 13 third-

generation members of the Leonard family working within the Stew Leonard’s corporation. As CNN noted, these 

employees receive no special treatment and don’t automatically get high-ranking jobs with the company. Instead, 

Leonard family members who wish to work for the company are expected to graduate college and work for a 

different business for three years before returning to Stew Leonard’s.  

When family members do work for Stew Leonard’s, they start out working cashier jobs. These factors help create a 

balanced work environment and company culture at Stew Leonard’s in which every employee has an equal chance 

of progressing to leadership positions. 

Half Price Books has structured its employee hiring and management policies to foster a community environment at 

every store. The business requires background checks for every employee to ensure a safe workplace. Employees 

are encouraged to take pride in their jobs through supportive and friendly management styles. The benefits 

packages at Half Price Books have also helped the company earn a reputation for being “family-oriented.” In 

particular, the company’s generous policies for maternity and paternity leave are a point of praise for many 

employees. 

Establishing a Smart Background Check Policy for Your Family Business 

One of the challenges of establishing effective background check and hiring policies at a family business is that 

you are typically not developing and implementing them during the earliest days of your company. Early on in 

your business, you might keep things entirely within your family or friend group for employment—and as a result, 

you may not even make a formal hire or perform a background check until your business has been operating for 

several years. At this stage, transitioning into a more traditional hiring model, under which you need to seek and 

screen candidates from outside of your personal network, can lead to some growing pains. 

The first step is to think about the responsibilities that you are handing over to someone from outside your family. 

How will you make sure that the person you hire upholds the business values that your family has established? 

Recognizing the importance of the background check step is a crucial piece of the puzzle. Screen for criminal 

history to look for red flags like violent crimes, sexual offenses, or embezzlement. Verify employment, education, 

and professional licenses to make sure that your candidates are representing themselves truthfully. Demand a drug 

test to maintain a family-friendly, drug-free workplace. Use job-specific checks like driving history searches or 

credit history checks if the positions you are filling involve operating vehicles or controlling finances. Your goal 

should be to establish a thorough background check policy that you can utilize consistently for all or most jobs. 

There are other important hiring considerations to think about, including the following. 
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• The salaries you willing to pay to attract top talent: At the moment, unemployment rates are 

low, which means it’s a job seekers market. If you want to attract top industry talent to your business, 

you are going to need to pay accordingly. 

• What benefits you will offer: Benefits can be balanced with salary to create an attractive work 

opportunity for terrific applicants. Factors such as thorough family health insurance coverage, 

competitive retirement contributions, ample vacation or personal time, and generous maternity and 

paternity leave (taking a leaf out of Half Price Books) are essential here. You can also get creative with 

your benefits if you want to stand apart from the crowd. For instance, Hagerty Insurance offers a robust 

wellness program and even reimburses employees for any races they wish to participate in—from fun 

runs to bike races to marathons and triathlons.  

• How much opportunity for advancement you offer: One of the concerns some job seekers have 

about family-owned businesses is that there isn’t as much room for advancement as there would be in 

other companies. If things are structured for family members to hold every important position in your 

business, that doesn’t give ambitious job seekers much room to grow. Like Stew Leonard’s, your 

business needs to find a way to balance your company’s family roots with opportunities for all. 

• Your training and onboarding processes: Another thing your business might not be used to is 

onboarding new employees. Figuring out how to introduce employees to your company when they 

aren’t a part of the family is as crucial to the success of your hires as anything else. Take stock of each 

job and the responsibilities involved and design a supportive training structure accordingly. 

• How you will establish a strong company culture: Family businesses are known for stronger 

values and cultures than other businesses, according to SCORE. How will you build these concepts into 

your business? It starts with hiring and finding people whose work styles and personalities mesh with 

your company vision. It continues with management, including leaders who know how to foster 

enthusiasm, creativity, collaboration, and general job satisfaction. 

It is important to think about succession planning for your business. You may be focused on hiring from outside the 

family right now, but if you are serious about keeping the business in the family for generations to come, you need 

to plan. There must be a basic blueprint in place for when the older generation steps back to let the new 

generation run the show. Ensuring consistent expectations for when and how this changeover will occur will help you 

to avoid any confusion about the future of the business. 

Conclusion 

Family businesses might come in all shapes and sizes, but they still have a few things in common. Beyond their 

family roots, all family-owned businesses that find success and longevity—including the businesses repeatedly 

recognized as great places to work—have found ways to institute smart policies for hiring, onboarding, and 

employee management. These same practices, including robust background checks, attractive employee benefits, 

and strong company culture, can help your business, too. If you are looking for a way to establish an effective 

hiring policy for your family-owned company, call on backgroundchecks.com for dependable vetting products and 

resources.The Employer: UiPath 
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The Explanation: The top pick on the Built In NYC list is UiPath, an IT company that delivers “the most advanced 

Enterprise RPA (robotic process automation) platform.” RPA is useful for automating repetitive digital tasks for 

automation to improve productivity and efficiency. The company promises fast growth opportunities for its 

employees and, true to the service it provides, jobs that are fun, engaging, and free of menial tasks. Perks include 

the standard spread (comprehensive healthcare coverage, 401(k) matching, paid holidays, etc.) plus tuition 

reimbursement, remote work opportunities, unlimited vacation time, commuter benefits, company equity options, 

free meals, and even beer on tap at the office. 

The Takeaway: The most ingenious thing about UiPath’s company culture is that it ties its company mission 

(eliminating menial tasks from jobs) into the commitment it makes to its own employees. The days of workers 

accepting the “daily grind” are over. Today’s job seekers, millennials especially, are looking at jobs not just as a 

means to make money, but also as a source of purpose and meaning in life. Employers that can offer enjoyable 

work—or at least an enjoyable culture—are far more likely to attract and retain employees.  

UiPath’s strategies establish it as a prototype of a modern employer, willing to embrace both the millennial 

demand for fun at work and the ways that technology has changed jobs forever. Try taking a leaf out of their 

progressive playbook. 


