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Family Business Disputes and Mediation 

Family run businesses are an important part of the Indian economy.  According to a report by Credit 

Suisse, India has the third largest number of family run businesses in the world after US and China.1 

Family run businesses have a presence across the spectrum – from the biggest conglomerate in 

steel, energy, power, to the kirana shops down the road. The members of the family in some cases 

perform multiple roles. Some members of the family may just have an ownership and are not 

involved in the day to day business. The reporting relationships get complicated, because members 

of the family are reporting either to a father or uncle or sister, spouse etc, who is also the CEO or 

MD. In this intertwining of family and business relationships, conflicts are inevitable. Conflict in 

either the family or the business definitely affects the other. Many of the family business disputes 

may have an origin in the family relationships and not related to real business disputes. The root 

cause of such family dispute may be related to sibling rivalry or disputes between earlier generations 

which has been simmering for some time and finally pans out when there is a succession or 

leadership issue. Such disputes have a bearing not only on the businesses but also on the social and 

family ties. 

There have been quite a number of family business feuds which made news such as the Ambani 

bothers dispute, the law firm Amarchand Mangaldas firm, the Dabur group, the Singhanias, the 

Singh brothers (Shivinder Mohan Singh and Malvinder Mohan Singh former promoters of the 

Ranbaxy group) and recently the Godrej group, to name a few.  

The Ambani Dispute and the Amarchand Mangaldas diputes are examples of disputes which were 

mediated, and the settlements agreed to by the parties have helped them resolve their dispute 

amicably both in their business as well as the family. 

Mediation is not only for the big family businesses but is suitable even for the small family 

businesses, such as a kirana shop.  

An illustration – A family run provisions store run by 

the parents and their three sons ran into dispute. The 

cause of the dispute was that the eldest son was not 

regular with his contribution to the business.  The 

younger brothers were actually running the show from 

sourcing to distribution and the elder son would not 

even come to the shop regularly and attend to the 

customer’s needs.  The delivery of provisions were not 

honoured half the time and the business started going 

down. The brothers were fighting all the time in the shop itself in the presence of the customers. 

They thought of separating and starting three different shops in the neighbourhood, with each 

shop’s ownership with one of the brothers. They thought of a non-compete agreement such that 

each of the shops would deal with a specific kind of commodity. However, to their dismay, they 

                                                           
1https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/economy/india-has-third-highest-number-of-family-

firms/article24949621.ece# 
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found that the cost of renting new shops was prohibitive and they would not be able to make much 

profit. They had no option but to stay together, but it was becoming very stressful and had strained 

their family relationship completely. The brothers were united not only in business but also living in 

a joint family home. On the advice of some family elders their grandfather intervened and mediated. 

He listened to all their grievances and after a lot of deliberation, the brothers decided that they 

would have a clear roster of their duties. The roster stated that the three brothers would take turns 

at procuring, distribution and delivery. The brothers honoured it and followed it religiously as they 

had themselves decided the solution to their problem. Slowly the brothers were more at peace and 

the business started making good profit. It helped parties restore their family relationship too. 

Mediation is a process where a neutral third party called the Mediator whom the parties trust, 

assists the parties to amicably resolve their disputes through structured negotiation.   

In the illustrated case, the mediator was their own grandfather whom the parties reposed trust and 

considered a neutral. 

Recap of the important critical aspects of the mediation process - 

Mediator communicates rationally - Generally, parties come 

to mediation with conflicting positions, claiming that they 

are right and the other party is wrong, supported by law and 

evidence and a lot of emotions. The main role of the 

Mediator is to break this barrier in communication between 

the parties and enable parties to communicate rationally 

with each other, identify underlying issues, interests and 

help them explore and create long lasting solutions.  

Mediator builds Trust & Neutrality - For the parties to be candid and forthcoming in sharing 

relevant and important issues, interests, perspectives, the parties need to Trust the Mediator. 

Neutrality helps Mediators build trust and credibility and confidence in the mediation process. A 

non-judgemental environment helps maintain neutrality during mediation. Any perceived lack of 

Neutrality acts as a barrier to the communication process, resulting in parties feeling threatened, not 

communicating with each other or the Mediator, affecting the constructive negotiation process. 

Mediation is flexible & confidential - Mediation is a flexible process which engages the parties in a 

meaningful dialogue to explore various out of the box solutions to their dispute in a safe and secure 

environment. By ensuring confidentiality the parties are assured that whatever is disclosed in 

mediation is confidential and even if mediation fails, anything that is said in mediation cannot be 

used / divulged by the parties in court or compromise their case in court and should not be in the 

public domain. This helps parties to move from their positions and help them make settlement 

offers, concessions, enabling parties to understand central issues, perceptions, fears and finding 

common interests / grounds for settlement. The terms of the settlement agreement as well as the 

engagement for mediation should clearly re-iterate confidentiality. 

Mediation is voluntary & cost effective - Mediation being a party centric dispute resolution 

mechanism, is a voluntary process where the outcome is in the hands of the parties, whereas the 

Mediator only controls the process. Mediation is cost effective and saves time. 
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Mediation is the way forward for any dispute big or small. In family business disputes it has the 

double benefit of not only enhancing and preserving business relationship, but also the family 

relationship. 
 

 
 The above article is the 20th part of a series of knowledge sharing initiative on Mediation 

contributed by Ms. Saradha Kumar, Advocate on behalf of CAMP (http://campmediation.in). 
She is currently attached with CAMP ARBITRATION AND MEDIATION PRACTICE Pvt. Ltd. in 
practising and propagating mediation as an effective mechanism for dispute resolution.   
 

 CAMP is a pioneering institution providing private mediation services so that disputing parties 
can settle their disputes amicably. Envisioned by Laila T Ollapally, it is run by a group of legal 
professionals including retired judges, senior mediators from the Bangalore Mediation Centre 
and senior partners of law firms who are committed to resolving disputes efficiently and 
successfully.  
 

 CAMP is recognized by the Union Ministry of Law and Justice as a qualified mediation service 

provider for government disputes as well as by the International Mediation Institute (IMI) as a 

Qualifying Assessment Program (QAP). IMI is the leading international institution for setting 

professional standards for mediators and collaborative dispute resolution processes. 

 

 

 

 


