
Mixing Friends and Businesses 

Research shows that 40 percent of founding teams include people who were friends socially 

before building their start-ups (Grant, 2014).  There is a natural tendency for people of the same gender 

or race and people of similar geographic origins, educational backgrounds, and functional experience 

are disproportionately likely to found companies together.  This includes gender and work experience, 

for example a decade of difference in prior experience teams resist adding people who are much more 

or much less experienced than they are (Wasserman, 2012).  There are advantages and disadvantages to 

forming your business team with like-minded people or people who look and talk like you.  

Communication is one of the biggest synergies that is advantageous when dealing with people of your 

ilk.  In addition, a greater trust factor cannot be ignored when working with family and friends.  When 

founders share a background, they share a common familiarity, language, understanding, and sense of 

place.  Access to finance with people of similar backgrounds is also easier. 

Despite the positives with starting up a business with friends or family there is a reason behind 

the saying “friends/family and business don’t mix.”  There are potential long-term pitfalls associated 

with homogeneity teams.  One main concern that can arise with homogeneity teams is that they can 

have cofounders with similar skills which tend to have overlapping roles which can led to greater conflict 

than when there is a clear division of labor between them.  When there is no diversity in skill sets, which 

tend to happen in homogeneity teams, there is a strength and focus in one area of the company (e.g. 

production) however, there is rigidity, lack of knowledge, and disaster in other parts of the company 

(e.g. marketing).   

Diversity in your startup is not always the clear-cut answer either.  The greater the 

heterogeneity among executive team members, the greater the risk of interpersonal and affective 

conflict and the lower of group-level integration (Wasserman, 2012).  Yet, think about a business 

decision that your company has to make but that decision will affect your cofounder who is also your 

spouse.  Business decisions that make business sense but might damage the social relationship, 

founders naturally try to avoid making the business decision.  Turnover is not always a bad thing 

however prior type of relationship has a significant impact of team turnover, for each additional social 

relationship (i.e., a preexisting relationship not involving shared work experience) within the team 

increased the likelihood of cofounders departure by 28.6 percent (Wasserman, 2012).   

So what is the right mix of people and relationships when dealing with team members for your 

startup?  Most stable teams tend to be previous coworkers, research on high-tech startups 

demonstrated that when funding team members have collaborated in the past, their venture have 

faster growth rates (Wasserman, 2012).  If you were to incorporate family or friends in you start up than 

having clear defined roles is a most.  Planning on having difficult decisions to make and having a plan to 

resolve any potential strife is important.  Discussing the known unknowns and potential relationship 

ramifications can help elevate stressful moments and save relationships in the future. 
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