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It doesn't take a major disaster to realize that in today's business world, something 
unexpected can happen that prevents a person from returning to the job. When the 
inevitable happens, businesses must react and go on. But how does a business go on 
when most, if not all, of the things that must be known are in the head of the individual 
who is not returning? There are ways to plan ahead for business continuity and to 
facilitate transition.  

Planning for the loss of life is not new. For centuries people have been writing wills to 
instruct others about what to do after they die. Still, when it comes to preparing for our 
own demise, most of us are reluctant or downright squeamish about documenting the 
follow-up.  

In your business, if something happens to you, who else knows your methods or 
organizational structure? In the case of a sole-proprietor business, the answer usually is 
no one. Even in large companies, workers often are lone wolves who do things their own 
way and without much, if any, documentation. The repercussions of a critical team 
member's loss can lead to corporate disorganization, loss of customers and exposure to 
legal claims.  

Over the past few years, I've heard the same concern from many sole proprietors and 
small-business owners: "If I were gone, my business might not survive."  

I hear similar remarks from CEOs and directors of large organizations who worry about 
the consequences of losing key individuals. These individuals are the keepers of 
knowledge that is not known by others. Even when there is a succession plan in place, 
which is surprisingly rare in the business world, the facts that are stored only in one's 
head make business continuity a challenge.  

While no one can foresee a terrorist attack, an accident or a natural disaster, it is readily 
foreseeable that employees will be lost to death, serious illness, defection, promotion, 
accident and criminal acts. Business survival and continuity goes far beyond backup of 
electronic data and facility safety. It hinges on saving corporate information, some of 
which resides only in the memory banks of key employees' heads.  



A "professional will" can be a bridge to the next person in line. It identifies roles, goals, 
strategies and logistics to continue the viability of business functions. Done properly, it 
specifies the formal and informal links for accomplishing the objectives of the business.  

Formal links are the known and regular interaction patterns between people in an 
organization. Informal links pertain to the idiosyncratic patterns that develop due to the 
unique style, creativity or networking ability of the specific person.  

For example, a vice president who has been swamped with work takes a job with a 
competitor. If not ushered out the door immediately due to the conflict of interest, there 
may be a two-week "wrapping up" period intended to brief others. Seldom is there an 
immediate replacement and, when someone is found, at best he or she will only have the 
formal links explicit to the position. What the newcomer won't know is how to best 
organize time or resources, all the people with whom to interface or how to get things 
done.  

Not unlike the situation of hiring a lawyer to draft a conventional will, an effective and 
comprehensive professional will requires the guidance of an expert familiar with the 
process and who is external to the business to ensure individual privacy. Ongoing 
maintenance is also critical since change is never ending and the viability of the 
professional will depends on it being kept current.  

The repercussion of a critical team member's loss, while not easy, can be mitigated by the 
use of the professional will, which reduces response time significantly.  
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