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ABSTRACT

Succession is the single largest risk to a Gulf family’s wealth, and it is underwritten less well than any deal the
family will ever do. The wealth of a first- or second-generation family in the Gulf Cooperation Council is
typically concentrated in an operating business and in real estate, held directly or through a thin holding company,
and exposed at the point of transition to a default Sharia distribution that fragments shareholdings, to a liquidity
claim that can force the sale of good assets to settle heirs, and to the disputes that follow when ownership, control
and management are never separated. This paper supplies a framework for reading and structuring the whole
family balance sheet before that transition arrives. It treats the family as an entity with assets and with claims that
must balance, separates the three transitions of ownership, control and management, and sets out a ladder of
structures, from a will and a holding company to a foundation, a trust and a multi-vehicle estate, with the
governance, the family charter and the liquidity plan that make any of them work. The paper is written for the
GCC family office and the family-business owner, and for the advisers around them. It is an orientation
framework, not legal, tax or investment advice; the structures described carry consequences that require qualified
counsel in each relevant jurisdiction. The figures are illustrative and are used to make the structure legible rather
than to forecast or to report sourced data. The paper makes three contributions: it reframes succession as a
balance-sheet and governance problem rather than a document-drafting one; it offers a decision framework for
matching a structure to a family’s assets, control needs and jurisdiction; and it distils the analysis into a
governance roadmap and a readiness assessment that a family can act on.
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1. INTRODUCTION

A family that has spent thirty or forty years building a business and a property portfolio in the Gulf faces, at the
point of succession, a problem it has never had to solve before. Every other decision the family has made, the
acquisition, the development, the financing, the expansion, has been a decision about a single asset or a single
transaction, made by a principal who held all the information and all the authority. Succession is different. It is a
decision about the whole of the family’s wealth at once, made under conditions the principal will not be present to
manage, and it touches not only the assets but the people who will inherit them and the relationships among them.
It is, in the most precise sense, the largest and least reversible transaction the family will ever undertake, and it is
almost always the one that is underwritten least well.

The reason it is underwritten badly is not a shortage of advisers or of products. It is that succession is usually
approached as a document, a will to be drafted, a trust to be settled, a holding company to be incorporated, rather
than as a problem to be understood. The document is treated as the answer when it is only an instrument, and the



instrument is chosen before the family has read its own position. The result is a structure that addresses one risk,
the transfer of legal title, while leaving the risks that actually destroy family wealth, the liquidity claim at
transition, the fragmentation of control, the dispute that no mechanism was built to resolve, entirely unaddressed.

This paper supplies the framework that should come before the document. It treats the family as an entity with a
balance sheet: assets on one side, claims on the other, and a requirement that the two balance not only today but at
and after the moment of transition. It separates the three things that succession transfers, which are routinely
conflated, and it sets out the ladder of structures available to a Gulf family, from the simplest will to the most
elaborate multi-vehicle estate, with the governance and the liquidity planning that make any of them function. The
aim is to let a family, and the office and advisers around it, reason about its own succession before committing to
an instrument.

Three caveats frame the analysis and recur throughout. First, this is an orientation framework and nothing in it is
legal, tax or investment advice; the structures described, foundations, trusts, holding companies and the interaction
of each with Sharia inheritance and with the laws of every jurisdiction in which a family holds assets, carry
consequences that must be tested with qualified counsel in each relevant place before anything is done. Second,
the figures and tables are illustrative. They are stylised to make a structure or a relationship legible, and they are
neither forecasts nor sourced data; the assumptions behind them are set out in Section 3 and Appendix A. Third,
the paper is general. Every family’s position is particular, in the mix of its assets, the shape of its family tree, the
jurisdictions it touches and the intentions of its principal, and the framework is a way of organising that
particularity, not a substitute for it.

The remainder of the paper is organised as follows. Section 2 reviews the relevant literature, on family firms and
their succession, on the governance of family enterprises, and on the law and economics of the structures
involved, and draws from it five propositions. Section 3 sets out the data and the method, which are analytical and
illustrative rather than empirical. Section 4 develops the framework in the order of the propositions: the family
balance sheet, the three transitions, the structure ladder, the risk map, the governance roadmap and the readiness
of the next generation. Section 5 discusses implementation, sequencing and the common failure modes. Section 6
concludes. Three appendices record the stylised assumptions, a succession-readiness checklist and a glossary.
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Figure 1. The Family Balance Sheet

Hllustrative schematic. The family is treated as an entity whose assets must balance against the claims on them, the debt, the
entitlements of the next generation, the obligations to spouses, in-laws and charity, and the equity the family retains. Governance sits
across the whole sheet.

2. LITERATURE AND PROPOSITIONS

The framework draws on three bodies of work that are rarely brought together: the literature on the family firm
and the problem of its succession; the literature on the governance of family enterprises and family offices; and
the law and economics of the structures, holding companies, foundations and trusts, through which family wealth
is held and transferred. Each is summarised below, and the section closes with the five propositions the rest of the
paper develops.

2.1 The Family Firm and the Succession Problem

A long literature treats the family firm as a distinct organisational form, one whose strengths and weaknesses both
flow from the overlap of family, ownership and management. The classic statement of this overlap is the three-
circle model of Tagiuri and Davis, which observes that in a family enterprise a single person may simultaneously
be an owner, a manager and a family member, and that the conflicts which beset such firms arise where the circles
overlap and the roles are confused. The model’s enduring value is that it makes visible a distinction the rest of this
paper relies on: that ownership, management and family membership are different things, and that a sound
succession separates them rather than treating them as one.

The literature is also clear, and consistent across decades and across countries, on the fragility of the family firm at
succession. The often-cited pattern, that a minority of family businesses survive into the second generation and a
much smaller minority into the third, is a stylised fact rather than a precise statistic, but the direction it points in is
well established. The causes the literature identifies are rarely commercial. They are the absence of a prepared
successor, the failure to plan the transition while the founder is able to manage it, the conflict among heirs that no



structure was built to contain, and the liquidity demands that the transition itself creates. Succession fails, in other
words, for reasons that are structural and governance-related rather than operational, which is precisely why a
framework aimed at structure and governance is the right response.

A further strand examines the founder’s own role in the difficulty. The literature on founder-succession describes
the reluctance of a successful principal to plan a transition that confronts mortality and cedes control, and the way
that reluctance compresses a process that needs years into a crisis that gets weeks. It also describes the opposite
error, the premature or poorly prepared handover that installs an unready successor. Both errors point to the same
remedy: a transition planned early, sequenced over time and separated from the emotional moment of the
founder’s departure.

2.2 Governance of Family Enterprises and Family Offices

A second body of work concerns how a family governs its enterprise and its wealth once these have grown beyond
what a single principal can hold in their head. The literature on family governance distinguishes the governance of
the business, exercised through a board, from the governance of the family, exercised through institutions such as
a family council, a family assembly and a written family constitution or charter. Its central finding is that the two
must be kept distinct and connected: a family that runs its business through family argument, or its family through
the company board, governs both badly.

The same literature establishes the function of the family charter. A charter is not a legally binding instrument in
the way a shareholders’ agreement is, and the literature is careful on this point; its force is moral and procedural
rather than contractual. But it performs work that no contract can. It records the family’s shared principles, its
policy on who may work in the business and on what terms, its policy on dividends and on the sale of shares, and,
above all, the mechanism by which disagreements are to be resolved before they become disputes. The charter is
the document that turns a collection of heirs into a governed group.

A third strand concerns the family office itself as a governance instrument. The literature on single- and multi-
family offices describes the office as the institution that professionalises the management of family wealth,
separating it from the operating business and giving it its own staff, its own oversight and its own investment
discipline. For the purposes of succession, the office matters as the place where continuity of management can be
built that does not depend on any one family member, and as the body that can administer a structure once the
principal who designed it is gone.

2.3 The Law and Economics of Holding Structures

The third body of work is the law and economics of the vehicles through which family wealth is held: the holding
company and its shareholders’ agreement, the trust, and the foundation. The economic literature frames each as a
response to a problem of control and of agency. A holding company concentrates dispersed ownership into a
single block that can be controlled and governed coherently, and the shareholders’ agreement that sits over it
allocates control rights, restricts the transfer of shares and binds the owners to a common policy. The trust, in the
common-law tradition, separates legal ownership from beneficial enjoyment, allowing assets to be managed by a
trustee for beneficiaries who do not control them, which is both its protective strength and the source of the
agency problem, the trustee’s discretion, that the literature on trust governance examines.

The foundation, historically a civil-law instrument and now available in the Gulf through the Abu Dhabi Global
Market and the Dubai International Financial Centre, occupies a middle ground that the comparative literature has
only recently begun to map. A foundation is a separate legal person that owns assets in its own right, like a
company, but has no shareholders and exists to carry out the purposes set down by its founder, like a trust. For a
Gulf family the foundation has acquired particular significance, because it offers perpetual, consolidated control of



a business and an estate within a familiar, civil-law and Sharia-compatible framework, without the separation of
legal and beneficial ownership that makes the trust unfamiliar to many regional principals.

Running through all three is the question that dominates succession in the Gulf specifically: the interaction of
these structures with the rules of forced heirship under Sharia. The legal literature on Islamic inheritance describes
a system of fixed shares that allocates a deceased person’s estate among defined heirs in defined proportions,
leaving only a limited portion free to be disposed of by bequest. The point for the present framework is not to
adjudicate that system, which is a matter for qualified scholars and counsel, but to record what the literature makes
plain: that holding assets through a lifetime structure, a company, a foundation or a trust established while the
principal is living, changes the character of what passes on death, and that this interaction is the single most
important and most jurisdiction-specific question a Gulf family’s succession plan must address.

2.4 Synthesis and Propositions
Taken together, these literatures yield five propositions that the rest of the paper develops and illustrates.

Proposition 1. Succession is a balance-sheet problem. A family’s wealth should be read as an entity with assets
and with claims that must balance at and after transition, and the binding constraint is usually liquidity, the cash
needed to settle the claims, rather than the value of the assets.

Proposition 2. Ownership, control and management are three distinct transitions, and a sound succession separates
them. The most damaging errors come from conflating them: treating a transfer of title as a transfer of control, or a
role in the business as a stake in it.

Proposition 3. The right structure follows from the family’s assets, its control needs and its jurisdictions, not the
other way round. There is a ladder of structures of increasing control, protection, cost and complexity, and the task
is to climb only as far as the family’s position requires.

Proposition 4. A structure without governance fails. The vehicle allocates ownership and control on paper; the
family charter, the council and the board are what make those allocations hold once the principal who designed
them is gone.

Proposition 5. The readiness of the next generation is part of the structure, not separate from it. A plan that
transfers assets to heirs who are not prepared to own or to govern them transfers the problem rather than solving it,
and readiness must be built over the same horizon as the structure.

3. DATA AND METHODOLOGY

This study is analytical and descriptive rather than empirical. It does not estimate a model or report a dataset. It
builds a framework, a way of reading a family’s balance sheet and choosing a structure, and it illustrates that
framework with stylised figures and tables. The method and its limits are set out here so that the reader can weigh
the analysis for what it is.

3.1 The Framework and Its Components

The framework has six components, presented in Section 4 in the order of the propositions. The first is the family
balance sheet itself, which reads the family’s wealth as assets matched against claims and locates the liquidity
constraint. The second is the separation of the three transitions, ownership, control and management. The third is
the structure ladder, which arranges the available vehicles by increasing control and complexity and gives a
decision rule for choosing among them. The fourth is the risk map, which arranges the failure modes of succession
by likelihood and impact. The fifth is the governance roadmap, which phases the work over a realistic horizon.
The sixth is the readiness assessment, which evaluates the next generation against the demands the structure will
place on it.



3.1a What the Framework Does and Does Not Do

It is important to be clear about scope. The framework is a tool for reasoning about a family’s succession, for
ordering the questions, seeing the trade-offs and avoiding the common errors. It is not a legal opinion, a tax plan
or a recommendation of any particular structure for any particular family. The choice between a foundation and a
trust, the drafting of a charter or a shareholders’ agreement, the interaction of any structure with Sharia inheritance
and with the tax and succession laws of every jurisdiction a family touches, all of these require qualified,
jurisdiction-specific advice that this paper neither provides nor replaces. The framework tells a family what to ask;
it does not tell it what the answer is.

The choice of an analytical and illustrative method rather than an empirical one is deliberate. The questions that
matter in succession, how a family’s assets and claims balance, how control should be allocated, how a structure
interacts with inheritance law, are structural and particular, and they are not illuminated by averages across
families that differ in every relevant respect. A framework that a family can apply to its own position is more
useful than a statistic about families in general, and it is honest about being a way of thinking rather than a
measurement.

3.2 Assumptions and Their Justification

The stylised inputs used in the figures, the composition of the illustrative balance sheet, the size of the liquidity
gap at transition, the scoring on the risk map and the readiness radar, are calibrations chosen to make the structure
of the problem legible. They are plausible for a mid-sized first- or second-generation Gulf family with a
concentrated operating business and a property portfolio, which is the modal case the framework addresses, but
they are illustrative and not empirical. A real family would replace each with its own figures. The full set of
assumptions is recorded in Appendix A, and every figure and table is labelled as illustrative at the point of use.
Table 1 records the principal base-case assumptions.

Table 1. Base-Case Assumptions for the Succession Framework

Operating business, share of assets ~46% Modal Gulf family: wealth concentrated in
the operating company

Real estate and land, share of assets ~31% Second concentration typical of regional
families

Liquid and financial assets ~14% Thin liquid sleeve relative to the illiquid base

Cash claims due at transition ~18% of sheet Heir settlements, charity, debt service and

transition costs

Generations at the table 2to3 First-generation founder with second and
emerging third

Planning horizon 3 to 7 years Realistic period to structure, govern and
transition

Jurisdictions touched 2to4 Home GCC state plus financial centre and
offshore holdings

Indicative, illustrative calibrations used to make the framework legible; not forecasts, benchmarks or sourced data. See Appendix A.

4. THE FRAMEWORK

This section develops the framework in the order of the propositions. It reads the family balance sheet and locates
the liquidity constraint; separates the three transitions; sets out the structure ladder and a rule for choosing among
its rungs; maps the risks; phases the governance; and assesses the readiness of the next generation.



4.1 Reading the Family Balance Sheet

The first move, and the one most families skip, is to draw up the balance sheet of the family as a whole. This is
harder than it sounds, because a family’s wealth is rarely held in one place or recorded in one document. It sits in
an operating company and its subsidiaries, in real estate held in various names, in land, in bank accounts and
investment portfolios across several institutions and countries, in private holdings and co-investments, and
sometimes in assets whose ownership is a matter of family understanding rather than written title. The first task of
succession is simply to find it all and to write it down, asset by asset, with its ownership and its value, on one side
of a single sheet.

On the other side of the sheet go the claims. These are not only the debts the family owes to banks and
counterparties, though those come first in any settlement. They are the entitlements of the next generation,
whatever the family intends and whatever the law requires; the obligations to spouses and to in-laws, which the
law of several jurisdictions will enforce whatever the family’s wishes; the obligations of charity, including zakat
and any waqf the family maintains; and, last in priority but first in importance, the equity the family means to
retain and pass on intact. A claim that is not written down is not thereby extinguished; it simply appears,
unplanned, at the worst possible moment.

Reading the two sides together produces the insight that organises everything else. The assets of a Gulf family are
overwhelmingly illiquid, concentrated in an operating business and in property that cannot be divided or sold
quickly without destroying value. The claims at transition, by contrast, are substantially claims for cash: heirs who
want their share in money rather than in an undivided fraction of a company, charity that must be paid, debt that
must be serviced or refinanced when the guarantor dies, and the costs of the transition itself. The gap between an
illiquid asset base and a cash claim is the central financial problem of succession, and it is the reason that good
families lose good assets, sold in haste to settle a claim that a little planning would have pre-funded.
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Figure 2. The Liquidity Gap at Transition (Illustrative)

Lllustrative composition. Most of the family balance sheet is illiquid, while the claims that fall due in cash at transition exceed the
liquid sleeve. The gap is what a structure must pre-fund, through reserves, insurance or a planned financing.

The liquidity gap can be closed, but only if it is seen in advance. The instruments are familiar, a liquidity reserve
built up over years, a life-insurance policy sized to the settlement and held outside the estate, a pre-agreed
financing facility against the operating company or the property, a staged buy-out of exiting heirs funded from
cash flow rather than from a sale, but each of them takes time to put in place and is unavailable in the crisis it is
meant to prevent. Reading the balance sheet early is what converts a forced sale into a managed one.

There is a second discipline in reading the balance sheet, which is to value the assets honestly and to record their
concentration. A family that carries its operating business on its own sheet at the optimistic multiple it hopes to
achieve, and its property at the peak valuation of a strong year, is not reading its position but flattering it, and the
flattery is expensive when the assets must actually be sold or borrowed against to settle a claim. The concentration
matters as much as the value: a sheet on which a single operating business or a single development is half of the
family’s wealth carries a risk that no amount of structuring removes, and the reading of the balance sheet is the
moment to see that concentration plainly and to ask whether the succession is also the occasion to begin
diversifying it. The family balance sheet, in other words, is not only an inventory for the lawyers; it is a strategic
document that tells the family what its wealth actually consists of and where it is fragile.

4.2 The Three Transitions: Ownership, Control and Management

The second move is to separate the three things that succession transfers, because conflating them is the most
common and most damaging error in family structuring. Ownership is the holding of title and of economic value:
the right to the dividends and to the proceeds of sale. Control is the right to decide: to direct the assets, appoint the
managers and set the policy. Management is the day-to-day running of the operating business. These are three
different things, they can be held by three different people, and a sound succession transfers each deliberately and
separately rather than bundling them into a single act.

Three transitions that succession must separate

OWNERSHIP CONTROL MANAGEMENT
‘Who holds title and Who decides and Who runs the
economic value directs the assets operating business
Conflating the three is the most common structuring ervor: a transfer of title is treated as a transfer of control, or a child's role is confused with a child's stake.

Figure 3. The Three Transitions of Succession

1llustrative schematic. Ownership, control and management are distinct and can pass to different people on different timetables.
Treating them as one is the most common Structuring error.

The value of the separation is easiest to see in the cases it dissolves. A founder who wants to give all of the
children an equal economic share but wants only one of them to run the company is not facing a dilemma; he is
facing two separate transfers, of ownership to all and of management to one, that a structure can deliver cleanly. A
family that wants the business held together under a single controlling will while its economic value is shared



among many branches is describing exactly the separation of control from ownership that a foundation or a well-
drafted holding structure exists to provide. And a child who is given a senior role in the business as a token of
inclusion, when the intention was to share ownership rather than to confer management, is the result of failing to
separate the two, with consequences that fall on the company.

The separation also clarifies the timetable. There is no reason the three transitions should happen at the same
moment, and good reason they should not. Management can and should pass first, and gradually, while the
founder is present to mentor the successor. Control can pass later, or be held in a structure that survives the
founder. Ownership, in economic terms, may pass last of all, or be staged over years. A succession that insists on
doing all three at once, typically on death, forgoes the single greatest advantage a family has, which is time.

4.3 The Structure Ladder

The third move is to choose a structure, and the framework presents the choice as a ladder of increasing control,
protection, cost and complexity. The discipline the ladder imposes is to climb only as high as the family’s position
requires, because every rung adds cost, administration and rigidity as well as protection, and a structure that is
more elaborate than the family needs is a liability rather than an asset.

THE STRUCTURE LADDER

Multi-vehicle: foundation + trust + SPVs

Trust (DIFC / offshore)

Foundation (ADGM / DIFC)

Shareholders' agreement & family charter

cost and complexity

Holding company / family LL.C

increasing control, protection,

Figure 4. The Structure Ladder

Hllustrative schematic. Structures arranged by increasing control, protection, cost and complexity. The task is to climb only as far as
the family’s assets, control needs and jurisdictions require.

At the bottom of the ladder is direct personal ownership governed by a will, with the estate passing on death under
the applicable rules, which in much of the Gulf means the fixed shares of Sharia inheritance. For a family with
simple, liquid and easily divisible assets this may be sufficient, but for a family whose wealth is a concentrated
operating business it is the source of the fragmentation problem: the company’s shares are divided among heirs in
fixed proportions, and a business that needs a single controlling will is left with a cap table of many small holders
with divergent interests.
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The next rung is the holding company. Consolidating the family’s operating and real-estate assets under a single
holding company, owned by the family, converts a scattered collection of direct holdings into one block of shares
that can be governed coherently. Over that holding company sits a shareholders’ agreement, the instrument that
does the real work: it allocates control rights, which need not follow economic shares; it restricts the transfer of
shares so that they cannot pass out of the family or to an unwanted holder; it sets the policy on dividends and on
the employment of family members; and it provides the mechanism for resolving disputes. For many families the
holding company with a strong shareholders’ agreement and a family charter is the right answer, and the rungs
above it are unnecessary.

Above the holding company sit the two instruments that hold the family’s wealth in a structure separate from the
individual members: the foundation and the trust. The foundation, now available in the Abu Dhabi Global Market
and the Dubai International Financial Centre, is a separate legal person that owns the assets in its own right and is
bound to carry out the purposes its founder sets down. It offers perpetual, consolidated control without
shareholders, which makes it well suited to holding a family business together across generations, and it does so
within a civil-law framework that many regional families find more familiar and more compatible with their
intentions than the trust. The trust, by contrast, separates legal ownership, which passes to a trustee, from
beneficial enjoyment, which remains with the beneficiaries, and its strengths are asset protection and flexibility in
providing for beneficiaries whose needs differ and change.

At the top of the ladder is the multi-vehicle estate, in which a foundation holds and controls the core operating
business while trusts or special-purpose vehicles hold particular assets, provide for particular branches of the
family or ring-fence particular risks. This is the right structure only for the largest and most complex estates, those
spanning many jurisdictions, asset classes and family branches, and it carries a cost and an administrative burden
that smaller families should not assume. The error the ladder is designed to prevent is the family that reaches for
the top rung because it sounds sophisticated, when a holding company and a charter would have served it better.

Table 2. The Structure Ladder at a Glance

Will / Sharia default Simple; low cost; familiar Fragments a concentrated business; no
control separation

Holding company + SHA Consolidates control; restricts transfers; sets Still owned by individuals; depends on
policy heirs honouring the agreement
Foundation (ADGM/DIFC) Perpetual, consolidated control; no shareholders; Set-up and administration cost;
civil-law fit founder must cede formal ownership
Trust (DIFC/offshore) Asset protection; beneficiary flexibility Separation of legal and beneficial
ownership unfamiliar to some; trustee
discretion
Multi-vehicle estate Tailors control, protection and provision across Cost, complexity and administration;
branches over-engineering risk

Hllustrative comparison for orientation only. The suitability and the legal and tax consequences of each structure are jurisdiction-
specific and require qualified counsel.

Choosing among the rungs is not a matter of taste but of the family’s position, and Figure 5 sets out the decision
as a tree. The first question is whether consolidated control must be retained, which points towards a single-line
structure rather than a distribution of value. The second is whether the family wants a perpetual entity with no
separate legal owner, which points towards a foundation, or is content with a holding company governed by
agreement. Where the priority is the flexible provision for beneficiaries and the protection of assets rather than the
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holding-together of a business, the tree points towards a trust. Every route, it should be stressed, sits on a family
charter and a governance layer; the vehicle is necessary but never sufficient.

CHOOSING A HOLDING STRUCTURE

Is consolidated control to be retained?

Single-line control needed Distribute economic value

Perpetual entity, no Asset protection &
separate legal owner? beneficiary flexibility?

FOUNDATION HOLDCO + TRUST
(ADGM / DIFC) shareholders' agt (DIFC / offshore)

All routes sit on a family charter and a governance layer, complex estates combine a foundation for control with trusts or SPVs for branches and assets.

Figure 5. Choosing a Holding Structure

Hllustrative decision schematic. A simplified path from the family’s control and provision needs to a candidate structure. It orders the
questions, it does not replace the jurisdiction-specific legal and tax advice on which any choice must rest.

4.4 Mapping the Risks

The fourth move is to map the risks that succession runs if it is left unaddressed, because naming them and
ranking them by likelihood and impact is what directs a family’s limited attention to the things that matter most.
Figure 6 arranges the principal failure modes on the familiar two axes. The risks in the upper-right quadrant, both
likely and severe, are the ones a structure must be built to prevent; the others are managed rather than designed
against.
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Figure 6. The Succession Risk Map (Illustrative)

1llustrative positioning. Failure modes arranged by likelihood if unaddressed and by impact on family wealth. The upper-right
quadrant, forced sales, disputes, fragmentation and liquidity shortfalls, is where structuring effort earns its return.

The risks in the priority quadrant are related, and a single well-designed structure addresses several at once. The
forced sale of a good asset to settle heirs in cash is prevented by reading the liquidity gap early and pre-funding it.
The fragmentation of a controlling shareholding under fixed inheritance shares is prevented by holding the
business in a structure, a holding company, a foundation, that does not pass to heirs as divisible shares. The intra-
family dispute and the deadlock it produces are prevented, or at least contained, by the charter and the dispute
mechanism that good governance supplies. The liquidity shortfall at transition is the financial expression of the
first risk and is addressed by the same planning. The point of the map is that these are not separate problems
requiring separate solutions; they are facets of a single failure to structure, and they are solved together.

The lower-impact and lower-likelihood risks, cross-border tax leakage, a covenant breach triggered by a change of
control, a delay in transferring a regulated licence, reputational erosion, are real and must be managed, but they
are matters for careful execution and professional advice rather than for the core architecture of the succession.
Distinguishing the two, the risks that drive the structure from the risks that are handled within it, is itself a
contribution of the map.

4.5 The Governance Roadmap

The fifth move turns the framework into a sequence of work over time, because a succession plan is not built in a
single act and the order in which its parts are done matters. Figure 7 sets out a phased roadmap over a horizon of
several years, which is the realistic period in which a family can map its position, put a structure in place, build the
governance to operate it and begin the transition itself.
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A GOVERNANCE ROADMAP FOR SUCCESSION

PHASE 2 PHASE 3
Years 1-3 Years 2-4

PHASE 4
Years 3-7+

Transition & renew

Structure Govern

Phased control transfer;
next-gen development;
periodic review

Holding company; charter; Family council & board;
foundation or trust; ividend & employment policy
wills & Sharia interaction conflict mechanism

Figure 7. A Governance Roadmap for Succession

Lllustrative phasing. The work of succession sequenced over several years, from mapping and alignment, through structuring and
governance, to the phased transition and its periodic renewal. Timelines overlap and are family-specific.

The first phase is to map and to align. Before any structure is chosen the family must assemble its balance sheet,
as described above, and reach agreement on the principles that will govern the succession: whether the business is
to be held together or divided, whether control is to be consolidated or shared, how the family defines fairness
among heirs whose circumstances differ. This is the phase families are most tempted to skip and least able to
afford skipping, because a structure built before the principles are agreed will encode the wrong intentions in a
form that is expensive to change.

The second phase is to structure. With the position mapped and the principles agreed, the family chooses its rung
on the ladder and puts the vehicle in place: the holding company, the shareholders’ agreement, the foundation or
trust, the wills that interact with them and the treatment of Sharia inheritance, all drafted by qualified counsel in
each relevant jurisdiction. The third phase is to govern: to stand up the family council and the board, to write the
family charter, to set the policies on dividends, employment and the transfer of shares, and to install the
mechanism by which disagreements will be resolved. Structure without governance, as Proposition 4 holds, does
not survive the principal who built it.

The fourth phase is to transition and to renew. The transfer of management, control and ownership is staged over
time, as Section 4.2 argued, with the next generation developed into their roles rather than dropped into them. And
because no plan survives unchanged contact with a growing family and a changing world, the structure and the
governance are reviewed periodically, on a defined cadence, so that the plan that was right at fifty remains right at
seventy. Succession, properly understood, is not an event the family prepares for but a process it conducts.

4.6 The Readiness of the Next Generation

The sixth and final move is to assess and to build the readiness of the people to whom the wealth and the control
will pass, because the most elegant structure transfers the problem rather than solving it if it hands assets to heirs
who are not prepared to own or to govern them. Proposition 5 holds that readiness is part of the structure, and the
framework treats it as a dimension to be assessed honestly and developed deliberately over the same horizon as
the vehicle and the governance.
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Figure 8. Next-Generation Readiness (Illustrative)

Hllustrative assessment. The next generation evaluated against the competences a structured succession demands, with the gap

between the current position and the target marking where development effort is needed.

Readiness has several dimensions, and a family does well to assess them separately rather than to form a single,
sentimental judgement. Operating competence is the ability to run or to oversee the business, which matters most
for the heir who will manage. Financial literacy, the ability to read the balance sheet the family has assembled and
to make sense of its assets and its claims, matters for every heir who will own. Governance understanding, the
grasp of how a board, a council and a charter work and why they exist, matters for those who will control. Family
alignment, the shared commitment to hold together rather than to pull apart, matters for all of them, and is the

dimension least amenable to training and most dependent on the governance the family builds.

The honest assessment of readiness has a structural consequence, which is that it informs the choice and the
timing on the rest of the ladder. A next generation that is ready argues for an earlier and fuller transfer of control
and for a structure that gives them room to lead. A next generation that is not yet ready argues for a structure that
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holds control in stable hands, a foundation, a strong board, an experienced family office, while readiness is built,
and for a transition staged over a longer horizon. Readiness is not a soft adjunct to the hard work of structuring; it
is one of the inputs that determines what the structure should be.

Building readiness is itself a programme rather than a hope, and the families that do it well treat it as deliberately
as they treat the structuring. The heir who will manage is given real responsibility early, in the business or outside
it, and is allowed to succeed and to fail on a scale that teaches without endangering the whole. The heirs who will
own are taught to read the balance sheet, to understand the assets and the claims, and to sit on the family council
before they sit on the board. Those who will control are exposed to the governance, to the charter and the policies
and the discipline of resolving a disagreement through a mechanism rather than through a quarrel. None of this
happens by itself, and none of it happens quickly; it is the reason the readiness programme and the structuring
programme share a horizon, and the reason a family that begins both late will find that the structure is ready
before the people are.

5. DISCUSSION: IMPLEMENTATION AND FAILURE MODES

The framework is only useful if it survives contact with implementation, and this section addresses how a family
puts it to work, in what order, and the errors that most often defeat it. The argument throughout is that succession
rewards the family that starts early, sequences deliberately and resists the temptation to mistake an instrument for
a plan.

5.1 Sequencing and the Value of Time

The single most valuable resource in succession is time, and the single most common mistake is to squander it. A
transition planned over five or seven years can separate the three transfers, build the liquidity to settle claims
without a forced sale, develop the next generation into their roles and test the governance before it is needed. The
same transition compressed into the weeks after an unexpected death does none of these things and is left to the
default rules and the disputes they generate. The implication for a family is uncomfortable but plain: the work
should begin while the founder is healthy, engaged and able to lead it, which is precisely when the founder is least
inclined to confront it.

Sequencing also means doing the cheap, reversible things first and the expensive, irreversible things last.
Assembling the balance sheet and agreeing the family’s principles cost little and commit the family to nothing;
they should be done at the outset. Standing up a family council and beginning to draft a charter are low-cost and
build the alignment on which everything else depends. Incorporating a foundation, settling a trust or restructuring
the ownership of the operating business are expensive and hard to unwind, and they should follow the mapping
and the alignment rather than precede them.

5.2 The Role of the Family Office and the Adviser

A family of any size will not implement this framework alone, and the institutions around it, the family office, the
legal and tax advisers, the bankers and the trustees, are part of the structure rather than external to it. The family
office, in particular, is the body that gives the plan continuity: it administers the structure, maintains the balance
sheet, services the governance and provides the professional management that does not depend on any one family
member. For families without an office of their own, the multi-family office and the private bank perform parts of
this function, and the choice of those partners is itself a succession decision.

The role of the adviser deserves a specific caution. The advisers who structure succession, the law firms, the trust
companies, the corporate-services providers, are paid to create and administer structures, and the more elaborate
the structure the larger and the more durable the fee. This is not an accusation of bad faith; it is an observation
about incentives that a family should hold in mind. The discipline of the structure ladder, to climb only as high as
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the family’s position requires, is partly a defence against the natural tendency of the advisory market to
recommend the higher rung. A family is well served by advice, and well advised to ask, of any proposed structure,
what problem on its own balance sheet that structure solves.

5.3 Common Failure Modes

Several failure modes recur often enough to be named. The first is the structure built before the principles are
agreed, which encodes an intention the family has not actually settled and must later and expensively unwind. The
second is the instrument mistaken for the plan, the foundation incorporated and then left without the charter, the
council and the liquidity planning that were supposed to operate around it, so that the family owns an empty
vehicle and believes itself protected. The third is the secret plan, the structure the principal puts in place without
telling the heirs who will live inside it, which surprises a family at the worst moment with arrangements it neither
understands nor accepts.

The fourth failure mode is the conflation of the three transitions, examined in Section 4.2, which bundles
ownership, control and management into a single act and produces the heir who is given a role he cannot perform
or denied a stake he was meant to have. The fifth is the liquidity surprise, the family that reads its balance sheet
for the first time at transition and discovers that the claims are cash and the assets are not. The sixth, and the most
human, is the unready next generation, the heirs who inherit a structure they were never prepared to operate and
dismantle it within a generation. Each of these is prevented by the framework, and each is the predictable result of
skipping a part of it.

5.4 Limitations

The framework has limits that should be stated plainly. It is general, and every family’s position is particular; the
framework organises that particularity but does not remove the need to work through it case by case. It is
analytical and illustrative, and its figures are stylised rather than empirical; a family must replace them with its
own. It is jurisdiction-neutral in its description of structures, while the consequences of every structure, its tax
treatment, its enforceability, its interaction with Sharia inheritance and with the laws of each place a family
touches, are jurisdiction-specific and the proper domain of qualified counsel. And it addresses the structuring and
governance of succession, which is necessary but not sufficient: the human work of preparing a family to hold
together across generations is larger than any framework, and the framework supports that work rather than
replacing it.

6. CONCLUSION

Succession is the largest transaction a Gulf family will ever undertake and the one it prepares for least well, not
for want of advisers or of instruments but because it approaches the problem as a document to be drafted rather
than a position to be understood. This paper has argued for the reverse order. Before the will, the trust or the
foundation comes the reading of the family balance sheet, the matching of illiquid assets against cash claims and
the location of the liquidity gap that, unseen, forces the sale of good assets to settle heirs. Before the choice of
vehicle comes the separation of the three transitions, ownership, control and management, that a sound succession
transfers deliberately and apart rather than bundling into a single act on death.

The structure, when its turn comes, is a choice on a ladder of increasing control and complexity, and the discipline
is to climb only as high as the family’s assets, control needs and jurisdictions require, from the will and the
holding company at the bottom, through the foundation and the trust, to the multi-vehicle estate that only the
largest families need. Whatever the rung, the vehicle is necessary but never sufficient: it is the governance around
it, the family charter, the council, the board and the mechanism for resolving disputes, that makes the structure
hold once the principal who designed it is gone, and it is the readiness of the next generation, assessed honestly
and built deliberately, that determines whether the wealth passes intact or merely passes.
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None of this is the work of a single act, and all of it rewards time. A family that begins while its founder is
engaged and able can sequence the work over years, map its position, structure carefully, govern well, develop its
successors and stage a transition that the default rules would otherwise impose in a crisis. That, in the end, is the
argument of the paper: that succession is not an event to be survived but a process to be conducted, and that the
family which reads its own balance sheet early holds the one advantage, time, that no structure can supply after
the fact. Matchpoint Partners works with families and their offices on exactly this work, the reading of the balance
sheet, the choice of structure and the governance that surrounds it, alongside the qualified legal and tax counsel on
which any structuring must rest.
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APPENDIX A. STYLISED ASSUMPTIONS

The table below records the stylised assumptions used in the figures and the framework. They are illustrative
calibrations chosen to make the structure of the problem legible for a mid-sized first- or second-generation Gulf
family with a concentrated operating business and a property portfolio. They are not forecasts, benchmarks or
sourced data, and a real family would replace each with its own figures. See Section 3.

Table Al. Full stylised assumptions.
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Operating business, share of assets ~46% Figures 1,2

Real estate and land, share of assets ~31% Figures 1, 2

Liquid and financial assets, share ~14% Figures 1,2

Private and co-investments, share ~9% Figures 1, 2

Cash claims due at transition ~18% of sheet Figure 2

Risk-map likelihood and impact scores 0-10 each Figure 6

Readiness current vs target scores 1-5 scale Figure 8

Planning horizon, phases 0 to 7+ years Figure 7

Generations at the table 2t03 Framework
Jurisdictions touched 2to4 Framework, Section 5.4

Hllustrative; see Section 3. Not sourced data, forecasts or benchmarks.

APPENDIX B. SUCCESSION-READINESS CHECKLIST

The following checklist distils the framework into the questions a family and its office should be able to answer

before it commits to a structure. It is an orientation aid, not a substitute for qualified legal, tax and governance
advice.

Have we assembled the whole family balance sheet, every asset with its ownership and value, and every claim
against it, on a single page?

Have we identified the liquidity gap, the cash claims due at transition against the liquid assets available to
meet them, and decided how to pre-fund it?

Have we separated the three transitions, ownership, control and management, and decided who receives each
and on what timetable?

Have we chosen our rung on the structure ladder by reference to our assets, control needs and jurisdictions,
rather than to the elaborateness of the structure?

Have we taken qualified, jurisdiction-specific advice on how the chosen structure interacts with Sharia
inheritance and with the tax and succession laws of every place we hold assets?

Have we built the governance, a family charter, a council and a board, and not merely the vehicle, and is the
dispute mechanism in place before it is needed?

Have we set explicit policies on dividends, on the employment of family members and on the transfer of
shares?

Have we assessed the readiness of the next generation honestly, across operating competence, financial
literacy, governance understanding and family alignment, and built a plan to develop it?

Have we shared the plan with the heirs who will live inside it, rather than leaving it as a surprise?

Have we set a cadence to review the structure and the governance as the family and the world change?

APPENDIX C. GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS

The following glossary defines the principal terms used in this paper for readers less familiar with the language of
family structuring.

Family balance sheet. A single statement of all the family’s assets set against all the claims on them, used to read
the family’s wealth as one entity rather than as scattered holdings.
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The three transitions. The three distinct things succession transfers: ownership (title and economic value),
control (the right to decide and direct), and management (the day-to-day running of the business).

Liquidity gap. The shortfall between the cash claims that fall due at transition, principally heir settlements,
charity and debt, and the liquid assets available to meet them.

Holding company. A company that owns the family’s operating and real-estate assets, consolidating scattered
holdings into a single block of shares that can be governed coherently.

Shareholders’ agreement. A contract among the owners of a company that allocates control rights, restricts the
transfer of shares and sets policy; the instrument that does the real governance work over a holding company.

Foundation. A separate legal person that owns assets in its own right and is bound to carry out the purposes set by
its founder; available in ADGM and DIFC and well suited to perpetual, consolidated control of a family business.

Trust. An arrangement in which legal ownership of assets passes to a trustee who holds and manages them for the
benefit of beneficiaries; valued for asset protection and beneficiary flexibility.

Family charter. A written statement of the family’s shared principles and policies, including the mechanism for
resolving disputes; morally and procedurally binding rather than contractual.

Family council. The body through which a family governs itself, as distinct from the board through which it
governs the business.

Forced heirship. A rule of law that allocates a fixed portion of an estate among defined heirs in defined shares;
under Sharia inheritance it is the source of the fragmentation risk that lifetime structures are often designed to
address.

Disclaimer: This paper is for general information and orientation only. It is not investment, legal, tax or financial advice, and it is
not a recommendation of any structure, instrument or course of action. Succession structures, including foundations, trusts and
holding companies, and their interaction with Sharia inheritance and with the laws of each relevant jurisdiction, carry consequences
that must be assessed with qualified counsel before any action is taken. The figures and tables are illustrative, stylised to make the
framework legible, and are neither forecasts nor sourced data. The views are the author’s own.
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