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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 taps into 

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 and repetition, or become part of a conscious, dignified, and generative family story. 

Create Balance 
As with most things in life, balance is key. FYI: For Your Improvement-Competencies Development Guide6 uses a deceptively simple 

but powerful idea: every capability lives on a spectrum, and effectiveness depends on calibration, not maximization. A strength 

becomes a liability when it is 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. 

Balanced Access to Ancestor Wisdom Overused Ancestor Authority  
(Excess) (Adaptive) 

Core Pattern 

Consulting, not commanding: Elders are Haunting or fossilization: Deceased el-

treated as advisors, witnesses, and ders become static rules, mythic au-

teachers, not judges. thorities, or imagined veto-holders. 

What it Looks Like 

Principles are translated, not trans- Decisions are justified by imagined ap-

planted. The family draws on moral proval of the dead. Dissent feels like dis-

grounding while preserving creative loyalty. Innovation slows or stops. 

freedom and agency. 

Consequence 

Balanced influence supports identity, Living leaders defer to departed leaders 

humility, long-view thinking, and re- rather than exercising present judg-

sponsible evolution of the legacy. ment. Next-generation identity may be 

foreclosed. 

Healthy Move 

Calibrate: ask what still serves, what Release: honor the ancestor without 

needs adapting, and what the present freezing the ancestor. Distinguish en-

generation must decide for itself. during principles from outdated 

instructions. 

Useful Questions 

What would our elders want us to under- Where are we using legacy as a shield 

stand - not simply repeat? against necessary change? 

Underused Ancestor Wisdom        
(Deficit) 

Amnesia or disconnection: Elders are re- 

membered sentimentally- or not at all - 

but rarely consulted as sources of context.

The family loses continuity of meaning. 

Heirs may know what they inherited, but 

not why. Speed is prioritized over 

discernment. 

The family repeats mistakes prior gen- 

erations already paid for, while losing 

earned wisdom about risk, patience, 

failure, and resilience. 

Reconnect: recover stories, name ances- 

tors, ask what their choices reveal about 

context, values, and courage. 

What wisdom have we lost access to? 

What stories explain why our family val- 

ues what it values? What question would they ask us now? What are we afraid would happen if we 

adapted? 



© 2026 Family Firm Institute 



© 2026 Family Firm Institute 



© 2026 Family Firm Institute 




