
Three family 
businesses overcome 

distance, tech 
challenges and 

tension to build a 
solid foundation for 
the next generation.

By Mary 
Westbrook
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Here’s the dream of many small business owners: You start a 
business — or take it over from your own parents — and build 
something great. Beautiful, even. The business becomes a place 
people respect and trust — an institution in your town or city, its 
very name shorthand for excellent service and high quality. Then, 
in some distant, foggy future, you lovingly turn over your keys to 
your children, who embrace the role gratefully and spend the next 
30 years adding to the solid foundation you created (while turning 
to you occasionally for sage advice while you sail your new boat 
through the Bahamas).

Here’s the reality many small business owners face: You build 
a business you’re proud of, through ups and downs, crises and 
sweet times. But when you’re finally ready to retire (not quite to the 
Bahamas but someplace a little warmer), you realize how challeng-
ing the transition will be. Your children are happily invested in their 
own careers, which have nothing to do with your family business … 
or rather than the dreamy handing off of keys, you’re locked in end-
less battles with your daughter about the direction of the business, 
the best way to move forward … or you find yourself ready to move 
on when your most obvious heir apparent is just 18 and far from 
ready to take over, maybe even far away from the business itself. 

You poured your heart and your life into the business; what if, 
when you leave, no one else wants it?

For family business owners, the worry of having no obvious 
successor is a real and troubling concern. According to the Family 
Business Institute, only about 30 percent of family businesses sur-
vive into the second generation. Twelve percent are viable into the 
third generation, and just 3 percent operate into the fourth genera-
tion or beyond. In the floral industry, where the days are long, the 
pay is often low and the room for professional growth can some-
times be (or, at least, appear) limited, the challenges are even more 
acute: the industry is aging and young people — family members or 
not — are not exactly lining up for jobs in it.

This month, we talked to three successful floral industry family 
businesses that have overcome distance, intergenerational tension 
and technological trouble to find meaningful and lasting space for 
the next generation — putting themselves, their families and their 
businesses on firmer ground for the future. 
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family time Martin and 
Helene Meskers (center) didn’t 
start their business with the 
expectation that their children 
would join it ... but they’re 
glad they did. Pictured, left to 
right, are son-in-law, Landon 
Reese; daughter, Jacinth 
Reese; grandson Kason; 
granddaughter, Kamari; son, 
Tyler Meskers; and daughter-
in-law Megan Meskers.
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The Longevity Hurdle: The next gen-
eration isn’t interested in joining the 
business.

The Long View Solution: Give them 
space, keep planning on your own —  
and don’t be surprised by the occasional 
change of heart.

> Because Martin and Helene Meskers 
set out on their own in the late 1970s, 
leaving Holland for the United States, 
they didn’t expect their children to auto-
matically pick up the banner for Oregon 
Flowers, the business the pair started 
together in Aurora, Ore. 

“We both come from a long line of 
entrepreneurs, so I don’t think that when 
we started out we necessarily assumed we 
were starting a ‘family business,’ meaning 
something our children would want to be 
part of,” said Martin, SAF’s president-elect. 
“We just saw an opportunity to try some-
thing new ourselves, and we went for it.”

Indeed, of their three children — 
Jacinth Reese, 29, Tyler, 26, and Claire, 
23 — only Tyler displayed an early in-
terest in growing flowers, and, like his 
parents, he seemed intent on forging 

his own way: In high school, he worked 
for a local vineyard supply company and 
briefly traveled to Chile to help with a lily 
bulb harvest. 

For her part, Jacinth, 29, “deliberately” 
put a continent between herself and the 
family business. After she graduated from 
Santa Clara University, she moved to New 
York and worked for a high-end florist and 
event company. “I wanted to get away for 
a little while, and my thinking was, if I put 
this much space between us, I can’t go 
back,” she said with a laugh.

With Jacinth and Tyler on their own 
and Claire, the baby, on track to study 
history in college, Martin and Helene 
were faced with an all-too-common real-
ity: no definite next-generation for their 
business. Instead of trying to pull, beg 
or bribe their kids to come back home, 
however, the pair focused on growing 
their business (from three team mem-
bers in 1985 to 25 today) and keeping it 
healthy. They recruited new talent, pro-
moted longtime employees to key posi-
tions and sought outside expertise on 
growing techniques and technologies.

Then, about four years ago, a funny 
thing happened. The kids — two of them, 
at least —came home, bringing with 
them a wealth of knowledge and experi-

ence they wouldn’t have had if they’d 
stayed in Aurora. 

The transition began when Martin 
and Helene set about looking for a new 
sales team member in 2011, without much 
luck. They needed someone who had 
deep knowledge of Oregon Flowers and 
the ability to see issues from a customer’s 
point of view. After her job in New York 
(and thanks to her childhood on the farm), 
Jacinth had those qualifications — and 
was ready for a new challenge profession-
ally — but one major obstacle stood in 
the way: By that time, she lived in Boise, 
Idaho, with her husband, and Oregon 
Flowers had no experience with telecom-
muting workers. Martin, in particular, was 
concerned that the 500-mile distance 
was simply too much.

“I had some real reservations,” he 
said. “At first, I thought, ‘No. She needs 
to be here with everyone else, with the 
flowers.’”

Talking through the logistics of the 
remote setup helped bring Martin on 
board. In the end, he and Helene initiated 
a tech overhaul that streamlined opera-
tions so that Jacinth could access neces-
sary information safely and consistently 
from Boise. The upgrade, which included 
the introduction of tablets and electronic 
devices for tasks previously completed 
on pads of paper, means that all team 
members now have real-time information 
at their fingertips — a boon for everyone, 
said Martin, who said the team now 
works more efficiently on myriad aspects, 
including sales, production and packing.

To ensure that Jacinth stays updated 
on farm activity and tied into the staff, the 
family also agreed that she would visit 
Oregon Flowers about every six weeks. 
She usually makes the trip with her own 
children — Kamari, 3, and Kason, 11 
months — in tow (to the delight of proud 
grandparents Helene and Martin.) Those 

The Second Generation Comes Home

digital native When Tyler Meskers 
returned to his family’s business, 
he helped usher in technological 
upgrades, including the use of 
mobile devices and tablets that 
have replaced paper and pen 
and streamlined operations in 
the greenhouses and beyond.

“�I knew that my 
experience growing up on 
the farm, and my many 
summers back home 
there, gave me a unique 
background.” — Jacinth Reese
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Neubauer’s Flowers
Uniontown, Pa.
Fourth Generation
Active Family Members: Steve and Roberta Neubauer, along with their son Joey
Family Motto: Find common ground. Steve and Joey may have argued (sometimes publicly) in the past, but their love for the business and shared work ethic have brought them together. “It used to be that I was the first to arrive and the last to leave,” Steve said. “That’s not always the case anymore.”

visits are complemented by daily interactions 
via text, phone and email. 

“I knew that my experience growing up on 
the farm, and my many summers back home 
there, gave me a unique background,” Jacinth 
said. “Now, going back home every six weeks, 
I get to see my own kids running around, like I 
did. It’s like déjà vu, in the best possible way.”

In 2012, after working for a lily breeder in 
Holland, Tyler also returned to Oregon Flowers. 
He quickly leveraged his experience abroad to 
help his family build a new greenhouse range 
that includes state-of-the-art harvest belts, 
bunching lines, along with heating and irriga-
tion systems. He’s also introduced the farm to 
new lily varieties and streamlined operations, 
allowing the sales team to receive more up-to-
date data and also more accurately forecast 
upcoming crop availability in the greenhouses.

Perhaps even more important, “his enthusi-
asm and youth were things that we, within the 
business, really needed after 25 years,” Martin 
said. “Since the kids only started joining the 
business four years ago, we’re still at the begin-
ning of this journey, a family business. But it’s 
nice to imagine the business continuing, that 
it’s something we built and that our kids now 
feel passionate about.”

And so far, that passion seems on track to 
carry the business forward for years to come. 
Recently, with an eye toward succession plan-
ning, Martin and Helene have introduced two 
annual family meetings, one for family members 
who are active in the business and one that 
includes Claire, along with Jacinth’s husband, 
Landon, and Tyler’s wife, Megan.

“At those meetings, Helene and I stress 
what we would like to see happen in our fam-
ily and our business in the future, but we try 
mostly to keep the communication lines open,” 
Martin said. “It’s a work in progress.”

Meskers’ Words of Wisdom
To prevent bad feelings between family and 
non-family members, make sure that if you 
welcome your adult children into the business, 
you’re doing so because they have skills and 
experience that will benefit your business — or 
the potential to develop them. “Fortunately, 
we didn’t have any bad feelings when the kids 
came back,” Martin said. “A lot of our employ-
ees watched them grow up, so there’s already 
a feeling of closeness. But both Jacinth and 
Tyler came back with real skills and ideas that 
we needed and could put into action. In that 
sense, their time away was good for all of us.”

Oregon Flowers Inc.
Aurora, Ore.
Second Generation
Active Family Members: Martin and Helene Meskers (founders), daughter Jacinth Reese (sales), son Tyler Meskers (operations manager)Family Motto: You gotta be you. If you have chil-dren who want to try their own career path, encourage the impulse — you never know where life will take them, or when it might lead them back home. After striking out on their own in their early twenties, “both Jacinth and Tyler came back to us with new ideas, new skills,” Martin said, “and also, really, a new appreciation for how we do things here.”

Central Square Florist
Cambridge, Mass.
Fourth Generation
Active Family Members: David Levine and his 

daughter, Jackie, a college junior at the University 

of Massachusetts Amherst
Family Motto: Work-family divide … what work-

family divide? Both Jackie and David laugh at the idea that shop issues 

should remain in-store. Instead, they’re happy to talk shop around 

the dinner table (to the occasional chagrin of David’s wife, Terry, and 

younger daughter, Michelle, neither of whom is active in the business.)  

“I sometimes worry about that [aspect of the job] as a dad, I guess —  

you know, this is a hard business, long hours,” David said. “But I grew up 

in a family that talked about the business all the time. Now, with email 

and cell phones, Jackie and I probably do it even more.”

The Families
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>  modern family business

“For most of their careers, both 
my parents used to work seven days a 
week,” David said. Even as they scaled 
back their commitments, “I had them to 
rely on — to talk about daily issues with.” 
When they retired, he lost that impor-
tant sounding board, too.

Fortunately, David did have a right-
hand gal, in the form of his daughter, 
Jackie, except that around the time 
that Sandra and Myron were mov-
ing on, Jackie was moving into her 
freshman dorm at the University of 
Massachusetts Amherst. Yet it never 
occurred to Jackie, 21, who started 
working in the flower shop as a kid and 
grew up relishing the dinnertime 
talks about the business, to stop 
working there, even though her cam-
pus is about 90 miles from the shop 
and David had never before employed 
an off-site worker. If anything, as Jackie 
watched her dad take on more around 

The Longevity Hurdle: The current gen-
eration is overloaded — and the next 
generation is 90 miles away.

The Long View Solution: Embrace tech-
nology. Reimagine which jobs “must” be 
done in-store.

> Call it a double whammy. Within 
the last four years, David Levine’s par-
ents — his mother, Sandra, and his 
father, Myron — retired from the fam-
ily’s fourth-generation business, Central 
Square Florist in Cambridge, Mass. Their 
decision to leave wasn’t unexpected, and 
the timing was right for the couple, but 
the departures added work to David’s 
already overburdened days, at a time 
when he didn’t have a right-hand man.

College Kid Turns Marketing Master

father-daughter dance Jackie 
Levine, 21, says she always knew she 
wanted to join the family business, 
working alongside her father, David. 
Today, she handles the shop’s website, 
social media presence and online 
marketing from her dorm room.

“�Jackie is closer in 
age to the brides ...  
She looks and 
dresses like them, 
and they respond 
to that.” — David Levine
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(Those efforts seem to be paying off: 
Since 2013, traffic to the company’s 
website, which is often where social 
media friends and followers are directed, 
is up 34 percent.)

“I give my dad a lot of credit because 
he created our [social media] accounts 
years ago, but he didn’t really have the 
time to manage them” and balance his 
many other roles in the business, Jackie 
said. By putting Jackie in charge, and giv-
ing her the power to outsource some of 
those responsibilities, the shop has seen 
a dramatic increase in engagement on 
social media. One benchmark: They had 
several hundred Facebook followers be-
fore Jackie took over. At press time, they 
had 4,600-plus.

“When I was younger, I wanted to be 
a florist like my dad because I looked up 
to him and wanted to do everything he 
did,” Jackie said. “As I got older, I wanted 
to join the family business because I saw 
how much of an asset I am to my dad. 
I saw how hard he works and knew he 
needed me.”

Jackie’s post-college plans “defi-
nitely” involve the family business, and 
David said he’s already looking for ways 
to keep his high-achieving daughter chal-
lenged, including deepening her role in 
purchasing and delivery routing. Lately, 
she’s also been taking over more of the 
shop’s wedding consultations when she’s 
in the store on weekends, a segment 
that seems like an ideal fit, according to 
David.

“Jackie is closer in age to the brides, 
and obviously she’s a woman,” he said. 
“She looks and dresses like them, and 
they respond to that.”

the business, she became increasingly 
engaged — learning, in particular, about 
online marketing and just how much 
she could contribute right away, from 
far away.

“Actually, I can do a lot of things 
remotely,” said Jackie, who is on track 
to graduate, early, with a degree in so-
ciology sometime in the next year. “I 
can access RTI, review the day’s orders, 
manage the website, communicate with 
staff. I even take calls in my dorm room 
for the shop after hours.”

Jackie also led the charge on a web-
site overhaul in 2013. At that time, she 
and David changed from a template-
based main site to a more custom ver-
sion (created through FlowerManager, 
an enterprise-level e-commerce en-
gine developed by GravityFree, out of 
Sarasota, Fla.). The change has helped 
increase web sales by 121 percent, 
thanks in part to “improved design, bet-
ter organization of products and a more 
user-friendly online experience,” accord-
ing to Jackie.

Along with SEO, search marketing 
and email, GravityFree also now man-
ages the business’s overall presence 
across social media platforms, including 
blog posts and updates to sites such as 
Google+, Facebook, and Twitter — all of 
which Jackie oversees, from her dorm 
room during the semester and from the 
shop on weekends and during breaks. 

time management By investing 
in technology that allows his 
21-year-old daughter to work for the 
business from her college campus, 
David Levine has more time to 
spend on daily shop operations. The 
remote work setup is something 
he recommends to any florist with 
a motivated college-aged child.

the natural “Jackie has a great 
way with customers on the phone,” 
said David Levine, who is hoping to 
deepen his daughter’s role in the 
shop’s wedding business in the coming 
years. After hours, Jackie can take 
customer calls from her dorm room.

College Kid Turns Marketing Master

More Online:  
Resources to Go

Inspired by some of the families 
featured in this month’s story? We 
have practical resources to help you 
get started, including:

Remote Work Starter Kit. Floral 
industry members and SAF CIO 
Renato Sogueco weigh in on the types 
of industry jobs that can be done 
remotely, and the technology you’ll 
need to empower those employees.  
safnow.org/moreonline

Succession Success. Don’t be 
intimidated by succession planning — 
be ready for it with top questions and 
tips to get started on the process.  
safnow.org/moreonline

Millennial Know-How. Struggling to 
make the next generation feel more 
at home? It may be a question of your 
management style. Read more about 
what young employees are looking for 
at work, and how to bring out the best 
in them, in the December 2014 issue 
of Floral Management.  
safnow.org/floralmanagement  
— M.W.

Levines’ Words of Wisdom
If you have an adult child who is 
motivated to work with you, but 
can’t be in the shop every day, 
find a way to make it happen. 
Technology is making such ar-
rangements easier every year, and 
sometimes the main holdup is an 
outdated mindset (e.g., everyone 
has to be here, all the time, to 
get the job done). “So much can 
be done remotely,” David said. 
“Honestly, I recommend it to any-
one with college kids.”
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>  modern family business

knew how grueling the work could be 
… and he also knew how strong-willed 
both he and his son were. Would they 
even survive working together?

“We used to have [big] disagree-
ments,” said Joey, 28. “There were times 
when I wouldn’t listen, or he wouldn’t re-
ally understand what I was saying.”

One particularly memorable ex-
change occurred in 2005 during 
Valentine’s Day. Joey had just taken over 
dispatching responsibilities and wanted 
to introduce new ways of doing things. 
Steve resisted those ideas and the two 
had it out, in front of their staff.

The situation was far from ideal, said 
Steve, noting that such spats were vexing 
to his wife, Roberta, who also works in 
the business, and they were not exactly 
conducive to staff morale or beneficial 
for the overall business environment. 

The Longevity Hurdle: Two generations 
are butting heads.

The Long View Solution: Recognize 
the other’s strengths. Communicate. 
(And keep arguments behind 
closed doors — or try to.)

> Twelve years ago, when Joey 
Neubauer told his dad, Steve, that he 
was ready to join the family business full 
time, Steve’s heart sank. 

Joey had just finished a semester 
of college and Steve hoped his son 
would stay on that course — study-
ing business, maybe going out on his 
own. Having grown up in the floral 
industry, the third-generation owner of 
Neubauer’s Flowers in Uniontown, Pa., 

From Family Fights to Finely Tuned Machine

men at work   
Open-heart surgery 

helped Steve Neubauer 
learn to delegate 
more, and to rely 

increasingly on his 
28-year-old son, Joey

“�In the past, we’d 
make those 
disagreements a 
little more public ... 
probably more public 
than we should 
have.” — Steve Neubauer
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>  modern family business

“In the past, we’d make those dis-
agreements a little more public,” he 
said, “probably more public than we 
should have.”

Those days are behind them now, 
thanks in part to an unasked-for “light 
bulb moment”: in 2008, in an unsettling 
instance of history almost repeating 
itself, Steve underwent open-heart sur-
gery. Steve’s own father, Richard, died 
suddenly of a heart attack at the age 
of 59, the same year the family opened 
its location in Uniontown (the business 
started in Cameron, W.V.). At 21, Steve 
had become the overwhelmed owner 
of two retail flower shops — and all the 
stress those businesses entailed. 

After his own surgery, Steve made 
the commitment to ensure that Joey 
had a real voice in more aspects of the 
business. “It was a turning point for me,” 
Steve said. “I started delegating more.”

Since then, Joey has taken over 
complicated portions of the business, 
including delivery, where he stream-
lined and updated operations by pulling 
from the best practices he’d collected 

Create an account and download the free report at 
FloralMarketingResearchFund.org

Flowers

FF
Funeral Directors

lowers
Insights into Floral Tributes 
in the Funeral Industry

and

A guide to floral tributes in funeral services, 
consumers’ reactions, and feedback to improve 
relationships with floral retailers.

2014

Results and insights from a survey of nearly 200 
members of the National Funeral Directors Association!

A must-read for all fl oral industry 
members to increase sympathy sales.
Comprehensive report includes:

✲ Top 10 key insights

✲ Funeral rituals and fl owers

✲ Floral retailers – funeral directors 
relationships

✲ Floral memorials versus donations

✲ Actionable checklist and 
downloadable resources

✲ Much more!

of funeral directors surveyed are 
unaware of any studies showing 
the benefi ts of fl owers at service.

68%

of those surveyed think the 
cards attached to fl owers need 
improvement.89%

FREE 
REPORT

Funeral Directors
lowers ReportandF

up and comer Since taking a higher profile role in the family business, Joey 
Neubauer has streamlined delivery operations, taking best practices and lessons 
learned over his 12 years in the business and improving overall service.
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florists

Understanding the SOCIAL
needs of the local FLORIST

helpinghelping florists

Turn key solutions:

over the last decade, watching other 
team members in the job. He’s also 
become more involved in receiving and 
warehousing responsibilities.

More recently, he’s started working 
toward a real estate license to comple-
ment the Neubauers’ non-floral expan-
sion efforts. In 2014, they purchased 
two buildings (a former schoolhouse 
and a one-time government building) 
through a local school district auction, 
and plan to renovate both, renting space 
in one building to complementary busi-
nesses (think: coffee shop, landscape 
architect) while transforming the other 
into a venue for small events. (Steve and 
Roberta’s younger son, Robert, a civil 
engineer, is also helping in these efforts, 
which the Neubauers expect to start 
design and engineering work in the third 
quarter of 2015.) 

This latest move ties in with their 
long-term vision of the company as 
something more than “just” a flower 
store and, instead, a lifestyle brand.

Today, Steve, who initially tried to 
discourage his son from joining the busi-
ness, can’t imagine life without him. 
“He’s really stepped it up, and I’ve be-
come more open-minded,” Steve said. 
“Now, I really feel like we’re on the cusp 
of great things.”

Neubauers’ Words of Wisdom
Start planning for succession. While 
Steve admits their own efforts to 
formalize succession planning are 
“very much a work in progress,” 
he understands the importance 
of communicating with family and 
having a plan: He still remembers 
how anxious he felt after his own 
father’s death. “That’s too much re-
sponsibility to leave on anyone,” he 
said. “We’re starting to have those 
conversations now.” 

Mary Westbrook is a contributing 
editor for Floral Management. 
mwestbrook@safnow.org




