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Trials, Trust & Tips
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by Robin L. Butler

S

Succession planning is something
that every small business or accounting
firm eventually faces, regardless of its
service or specialty. Devising a plan
for the future holds its own set of
challenges, aside from the grind
of daily business. But for some
practitioners, fears are eased by the
peace of mind their practice will be
handed down through their family
for generations to come.
We talked to four families from
across the United States: the Nolen
family in Del City, OK; the Nazelrod
family in Towson, MD; Jamie Downey
and his father Jim of Braintree, MA;
and the Kurzer clan in Clifton, NJ.
Although they all openly admit
that there are a new set of trials that
comes with working with family,
there also comes a level of trust they’ve
never experienced in the workplace
before. They share with us some of
their secrets for success.
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The Kurzer Family, from left to right:
Michael H. Kurzer, Ken Kurzer,
Larry Kurzer and Michael A. Kurzer
Robin Butler: Tell us a little about your
firm and your specialty?
Jim Nolen: We are a family firm taking
care of other family-owned businesses. My
wife, Jimmie, and I began the firm 31 years
ago. Our daughter, Jamie came to work
with us 12 years ago. We perform work
for predominately small and medium size
businesses, including write-up, payroll,
and tax. Our accounting clients range
from small, sole proprietorships to large,
regional, privately owned corporations.
We also have a thriving estate and
retirement planning service as our clients’
needs have changed.

Gene Nazelrod: I created Nazelrod &
Associates in 1987 as a sole practitioner, and
offered services in tax prep and planning,
accounting and bookkeeping services, and
business consultation. With the relationships I developed based on confidentiality
and trust, clients expressed a desire for
Nazelrod & Associates to assist them with
additional financial matters. Pursuant to these requests, in 1992 Nazelrod
& Associates began providing investment
services, and in 1995, further expanded
operations by offering insurance services.
We became a family business when
my son, Jason, joined the company in
1996, and my daughter, Kira, entered the

business in 1998. Today, we offer a broad
array of services that includes tax prep and
planning for individuals and businesses,
accounting services which include compilations, reviews and audits, investment
analysis and portfolio management, estate
planning, eldercare and insurance services
for life, health, long-term care and disability.
Jamie Downey: My Dad started Downey
& Company, LLP in 1984. We are
located in Braintree, MA and currently
employee 13 people. There are currently
three partners. We have a few specialties,
including auto dealerships (we service
about 80 dealerships), investment man-

agement companies, employee benefit
plans and SOX / internal control work
for public company filers.
Lawrence Kurzer: We are a CPA firm with
four partners—all Kurzers. We employ
three other CPAs, four accountants,
four administrative personnel and two
bookkeepers. We specialize in small to
medium sized businesses, professionals
and high net worth individuals primarily
in the tax area.
Robin Butler: Please name the members of
your family that work together and their role
in the practice?

Jim Nolen: Jim Nolen – Individual,
partnership and corporate tax; Jimmie
Nolan – Individual tax, payroll and estate/
retirement tax planning; Jamie NolenMcElyea – Write-up, corporate tax, office
manager; Jon Nolen – IT Advisor.
Gene Nazelrod: Gene Nazelrod, CPA,
CFP, MBA, Registered Investment
Advisor - managing director; Jason
Nazelrod, CPA, CFP, MBA, Registered
Investment Advisor - investment analysis
and portfolio management; Kira Nazelrod
Brucker, CPA, Esq - accounting, tax
and legal services through Brucker Legal
Services.
Jamie Downey: My Dad, Jim Downey,
is a partner at Downey & Company.
He handles a large amount of our auto
dealership clients and our investment
management clients. He also manages
much of the administration of the firm.
Myself, Jamie Downey, became a partner
on January 1, 2008. I started with the firm
in December 2003. I work primarily with
Sucession Planing, continued on page 20
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Sucession Planing, continued from page 19
our investment management companies as
well as working with public companies on
internal controls and other consulting matters.

learn? Both Jason and Kira have exceeded
expectations, and have taken Nazelrod &
Associates to another level by providing
an ever-expanding degree of expertise.

Lawrence Kurzer: Lawrence Kurzer, CPA,
Partner, Father; Michael A. Kurzer, CPA,
Partner, Son; Kenneth Kurzer, CPA, Partner,
Son; Michael H. Kurzer, CPA, Partner, Cousin.
Robin Butler: How did your family come to
work together at the firm?
Jim Nolen: I started out as sole proprietor.
Jimmie came to work at the office after
Jamie and Jon were in school. Jamie
initially came to work only temporarily
when we were shorthanded, but I guess
she has decided to stay!
Gene Nazelrod: That question is posed
to me all the time. I believe everyone has
a desire to mentor someone. What better
opportunity to convey one’s knowledge
and skills than to a family member who
expresses a strong desire and willingness to

The Nolen Family, from left to right:
Jamie, Jim and Jimmie.
Jim is the President of National
Society of Accountants

Jamie Downey: I had spent my first seven
years after college working at KPMG in
the audit practice. I left KPMG and went
to work in the finance department for a
large publicly traded company. It became
obvious to me pretty quickly that I had
made a mistake and missed the public
accounting profession. At the same time,
my Dad’s firm was currently in need of
some help and I decided to give it a try
working at his firm. Prior to that point,
I had not given much consideration to
working at a small firm, since my only experience was at a Big Four and it seemed
to suit me well. It was very serendipitous,
since I have enjoyed the small firm environment much more than I had expected.
My ability to impact our firm is much
greater than the impact I could have at a
large firm or at a non-family firm.
My Dad had hoped that I would join
the firm, but never really pressured me
and allowed me the freedom to choose
my own career path.
Lawrence Kurzer: Larry Kurzer founded
the firm with a non-related partner in
1969. Other partners came and went over
the years. In 1989, Michael A. Kurzer
joined the firm, in 1990 Ken Kurzer
joined, 1991 Michael H. Kurzer. At that
time, there were three other non Kurzer
partners. They left or retired leaving only
Kurzer partners.
Robin Butler: If you could offer any advice
on family members working together, what
would it be?
Jim Nolen: Try your very best to keep ‘the
office’ at the office. There is no way to
completely separate personal and business
in a family business. It takes an amazing
amount of communication and humility.
Your family is the least likely to accept
poor excuses.
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Gene Nazelrod: Compartmentalize duties
and responsibilities; clearly define everyone’s role in the company.

Jamie Downey: Personal issues are inevitable when working with family members.
However, you have to compartmentalize
these problems and not let them impact
the business. If you let them impact your
business rationale, you will risk the longterm viability of the company.
Larry Kurzer: Receive initial training
elsewhere and the senior experienced
partner must accept the fact that young
family members will inevitably have their
own ideas.
Robin Butler: In your opinion, are there any
advantages to working with your family?
Jim Nolen: Jimmie and I will remain
active in the business for at least the next
five years. After which time, we will phase
ourselves out, mostly working tax season
only, and Jamie will take over. Since
Jamie is mostly interested in corporate
accounting and tax, she will look to
replace us with individuals specializing in
personal tax and we will transition that
person/persons for at least three years to
ensure the clientele is comfortable with
the change. In the case of Jimmie’s or my
death, we have life insurance policies that
will buy out the company for Jamie.

sometimes simultaneously. For our family,
the advantages far outweigh the disadvantages. In our case, my daughter Jamie,
an entrepreneur in her own right, who
oversees two other unrelated family retail
businesses, is a mom actively involved in
her kids’ schools and activities and a big
believer in being home when the kids get
home. We are also blessed to have the
grandkids at the office quite a bit. Jimmie
is on the Mid-Del School Board and is
very active in the Del City Chamber of
Commerce. I, of course, am very involved
with NSA and our state affiliate, Oklahoma Society of Accountants. Working
with family also provides a ‘vested interest’ in the success of the business as well
The Downey Family from left to right: as the success that each of us seeks as
Jim and Jamie
individuals and as family members. We
know and respect each other’s values and
Robin Butler: Are there any disadvantages work together so that everyone can have
to working with your family?
the best of both worlds: an efficient office
work place as well as a life outside the ofJim Nolen: Working with family is the fice door.
best of times and the worst of times,
Sucession Planing, continued on page 22

Gene Nazelrod: TRUST. As my wife has
said on many occasions, ‘I finally got the
partners I was looking for.’
Jamie Downey: The biggest advantage to
working with family is the trust between
family members and the mutual dedication to each other’s success. My Dad and
I talk at least once per day and discuss
ongoing business and client concerns.
Although most large companies have
mentoring programs, nothing can replace
the father-son bond that we have. This is
such an advantage that other businesses
(especially larger businesses) cannot take
advantage of.
Lawrence Kurzer: Seeing your children
grow in their business life is one of life’s
great pleasures and being blessed to work
with them, exchange ideas and have
confidence in their decisions put a smile
on my face everyday.
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Sucession Planing, continued from page 21
Gene Nazelrod: Personal issues have no
place in a working environment. Leave
those issues at the door.
Jamie Downey: Being around my Dad so
much over the years can allow for a sense
of complacency. It is always good to be
pushed outside of your comfort zone, and
with my Dad, I am always relaxed and
comfortable.
Lawrence Kurzer: Currently none for me
(Larry). As for them, they may feel that
I have stayed on too long; however I’m
having too much fun to retire.
Robin Butler: What are some of your
family’s strategies for success?
Jim Nolen: We define success as meeting
our business and personal goals. In a
business sense, we seek out ways to
perform our job functions as efficiently as
possible, using technology and software
solutions to our best advantage. As we
work together, we respect the talents and

The Nazelrod Family, from left to right: Gene Nazelrod,
Kira Nazelrod-Brucker and Jason Nazelrod
abilities that each of us brings to the table.
We play off each other’s strengths, admit
mistakes and constantly communicate. If
we fail to talk to each other – it shows
immediately – both in the office and at
home. Because of our family connection
we are able to see the interconnectedness
of life beyond tax season and outside the
office.
I find it most ironic that when our kids
were growing up they came to us for gas
money and movie money. Jamie is also
the Corporate Treasury, and now I have
to go to her for my ‘allowance.’ Jamie is
also a stickler for the budget, which she
sets, and although she does allow monies for
my electronic gadgets every year, she does
overrule me when, ‘it isn’t in the budget.”
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Gene Nazelrod: We share a common
goal: Do what’s best for the client.
Jamie Downey: Work hard and success
will come in the long run. Overnight
success is usually concealed by years of
hard work.
Lawrence Kurzer: For the older generation,
it’s probably patience and not being too
critical. For the younger generation it’s
accepting the older generation’s wisdom,
while still being able to express their own
thoughts. I also think separating family
life and business life as well as listening
to each other and respecting each other’s
views and opinions are keys to success in a
family business.
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