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By “ghosts,” we mean something different: an unintegrated influence from the past that still shapes the present indirectly." A
ghost may arise from a denied or forgotten ancestor, an excluded living family member, an ungrieved loss, a family secret, an
unresolved conflict, a trauma, ora moment when someone’s dignity was diminished. In this reflection, “ghost” is a metaphor fora
felt patternin the family system, not a universal spiritual claim. Not every ancestor is a ghost, and not every ghost is an ancestor.
Ghosts are what the family has not yet found a truthful, respectful, and generative way to acknowledge.’

Families unfold like plays, with each generation representing a sequence of acts:

Actl Actll Actlll &IV
The Founding generation creates The Receiving generation, often the The Rising generations of
capital: financial, human, children of founders, interprets and grandchildren and great-
intellectual, social and spiritual — stewards what has been created. grandchildren, adapt the story fora
also called legacy. future the founders could not fully
see.

Each generation plays adistinct role in the larger play, strengthening the family through unity and conflict resilience® or
weakening it through unproductive conflict and neglect. The play metaphor helps families imagine their future. Will their story
unfold as a comedy, with everyone still on stage and equipped to navigate the future, or as a tragedy, with key players lyingin
defeat or disappearing from the stage?

Like Shakespeare’s Hamlet, which is set in motion by the visitation of his father’s ghost calling on Hamlet to “Remember me,”
families can be shaped by voices from the past. In more than 100 years of combined practice, we have yet to see a family without
ghosts influencing its story. We have learned to begin by naming the players—past, present, and future—including the ghosts. It
is often a mistake to assume only the living matter.
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This reflection is part of a series by the authors of

Family Flourishing: The True Meaning of Family Wealth

by Jay Hughes, Mary Duke, and Stacy Allred -

Do the Work to Strengthen the System

Whoever seeks to be the playwright for a family must recognize both ancestors and ghosts. A strong family play tapsinto
ancestor wisdom and also includes its ghosts, because only by acknowledging them can the family resolve what they represent
and write the story it most desires.

When a family works through the unseen but felt dynamics and energies that come from past traumas and experiences, it
strengthens the system. To flourish, families must give these ghosts their place on stage. From there, the play can unfold with
honesty and hope. The past is always with us. The question is whether it will remain a haunting influence, operating through
silence andrepetition, or become part of a conscious, dignified, and generative family story.

Create Balance

As with most thingsin life, balance is key. FYI: For Your Improvement—Competencies Development Guide® uses a deceptively simple
but powerful idea: every capability lives on a spectrum, and effectiveness depends on calibration, not maximization. A strength
becomes aliability wheniitis underused or overused. The same is true for ancestor wisdom. Families can lose access to it through

disconnection—or become trapped by it when reverence becomes rigidity.

Let's apply this framework to explore how families can tap into the wisdom of deceased elders without becoming trapped.

Underused Ancestor Wisdom
(Deficit)

Balanced Access to Ancestor Wisdom
(Adaptive)

Overused Ancestor Authority
(Excess)

Core Pattern

Amnesia ordisconnection: Elders are re-
membered sentimentally — ornot atall —
butrarely consulted as sources of context.

Consulting, not commanding: Elders are
treated as advisors, witnesses, and
teachers, not judges.

Haunting or fossilization: Deceased el-
ders become static rules, mythicau-
thorities, orimagined veto-holders.

What it Looks Like

The family loses continuity of meaning.
Heirs may know what they inherited, but
not why. Speed s prioritized over
discernment.

Principles are translated, not trans-
planted. The familydraws on moral
groundingwhile preserving creative
freedom and agency.

Decisions are justified by imagined ap-
proval of the dead. Dissentfeels like dis-
loyalty. Innovation slows or stops.

Consequence

The family repeats mistakes prior gen-
erations already paid for, while losing
earned wisdom about risk, patience,
failure, and resilience.

Balanced influence supports identity,
humility, long-view thinking, and re-
sponsible evolution of the legacy.

Living leaders defer to departed leaders
rather than exercising present judg-
ment. Next-generation identity may be
foreclosed.

Healthy Move

Reconnect: recover stories, name ances-
tors, ask what their choices reveal about
context, values, and courage.

Calibrate: ask what still serves, what
needs adapting, and what the present
generation must decide foritself.

Release: honor the ancestor without
freezing the ancestor. Distinguish en-
during principles from outdated
instructions.

Useful Questions

What wisdom have we lost access to?

What stories explain why our family val-
ues what it values?

What would our elders want us to under-
stand — not simply repeat?

What question would they ask us now?

Where are we using legacy as a shield
against necessary change?

What are we afraid would happen if we
adapted?
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Ghosts appear in many forms Ghosts can carry the pain of lost Ghosts can point to unfinished
dignity work

Ghosts Appear in Many Forms

Ghosts often represent unresolved issues that must find expression before the family can flourish. They may appear as silence
around a loss, tension around an excluded person, repeated conflict no one understands, unexplained loyalty to an old rule, or the
uneasy feeling that some story is missing from the family’s account of itself.

When families avoid naming or addressing these ghosts, they risk falling into a pattern of waiting and inertia—much like the
characters in Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, who spend their days anticipating an event that never arrives. Inaction and
avoidance can become their own haunting influence, leaving families stuck in cycles of uncertainty and missed opportunity.
Moving from passive waiting to intentional engagement with the past can help families break free and move their stories forward.

Ghosts Can Carry the Pain of Lost Dignity

Afamily can create a haunting influence when a person is publicly diminished, excluded, or spoken about as though their gifts do
not matter. In some cultures, this is described as the “taking of another’s face,” a wound so deep it creates a living ghost within
the family system. Whatever the family names it—a loss of standing or a wound to dignity—the repair requires more than private
regret. Public diminishment often needs a visible path back into recognition.

Consider a hypothetical example involving succession in a family foundation:* At the anniversary dinner, a parent raises a glass:
“Let’s be honest—Emma’s the only one responsible enough to lead the foundation.” The compliment lands like a cut. Emma looks
uneasy, and her brother, Alex—who has been doing committee work for years—goes quiet. Alex feels publicly diminished.

Helping a family work to restore a member’s lost face is delicate yet profoundly healing work. Nursing the humiliation, Alex begins
to disengage from the family. Emma finds the right time to pull her brother aside privately and says, “That comment put you in an
unfair spot—I'msorry.” They agree on a reset. While a generative repair might begin privately, it should not end there. At the next
family foundation meeting, Emma recognizes Alex’s years of service and invites him to co-lead the next committee review. The
family goes on to establish a more transparent leadership transition process. In this way, the family does not merely soothe hurt
feelings; it restores standing, repairs trust, and creates a dignified path back into belonging. They prevent the wound from
becominga ghostin their system.

Ghosts Can Point to Unfinished Work

The journey of courageously exploring unresolved human emotions can open the way to healthier relationships. When an
ancestor, aloss, or a story has been denied, ignored, dishonored, or forgotten, the family may experience that absence as a
haunting influence. When the past is given a truthful and dignified place, the family can begin to draw on ancestor wisdom
without beingruled by it.

Some cultural and spiritual traditions maintain formal practices of remembrance and intergenerational accountability. One
example, offered with respect and attribution, is the Haudenosaunee emphasis on considering the effects of present decisions on
the seventh generation to come.” This offers families a reflection: What are our own respectful ways of remembering those who
came before us and considering those who will come after us?

We encourage families to develop their own respectful practices for naming and remembering the departed at important
gatherings. Naming keeps ancestors alive in memory, affirms their contribution to the family’s well-being, and integrates them
into the ongoing story. When ancestors are remembered and acknowledged, they can bring vitality. They remind us that time is
notonly present and future, but also the past, woven into every act of the play.
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Elder Council — A Symbolic Family Exercise: 090 0
rﬁ(‘\q
e Asafamily, identify 1-3 deceased elders who shaped the family’s financial wealth, values, relationships, O

or sense of purpose.
¢ Foreach, ask three questions:
» What problem were they solving in their time?
o What principle guided their choices?
» Where would that principle need updating today?

¢ Describe how the family can honor elder wisdom by adapting it responsibly rather than repeating it automatically.

Key Questions for Families to Consider

1. Who are the ghosts in our family story—named or unnamed, remembered or forgotten?

2. Which ancestors are honored and integrated into the family story, and which ancestors or experiences have
been denied, ignored, dishonored, or forgotten?

3. What unresolved issues, losses, exclusions, or unspoken stories might be shaping our family’s present
dynamics?

4. Are there family members, past or present, whose dignity or contributions have not been fully honored?

5. In what ways might avoidance or silence be holding our family back from growth or healing?

6. Where might our loyalty to ancestral wisdom be limiting our ability to adapt wisely to important change?

7. How can we create generative practices that name, honor, learn from, and responsibly integrate the wisdom
of our elders and previous generations?

These questions invite families to look beyond the surface and consider the deeper influences shaping their shared journey. By
courageously exploring the presence of “ghosts” —whether unresolved conflicts, forgotten ancestors, excluded members, or
unspoken wounds—families can move from cycles of avoidance to cycles of healing and connection. In giving voice to the past,
families not only honor those who came before but also empower themselves to write a more honest, resilient, and hopeful story
for generations to come.
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