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Running a high-growth company involves immense psychological strain.

Consistent relationship support is vital -- because without it, cofounder

relationships can quickly unravel and put the entire company at risk. As

the cofounder and CEO of a leadership development company, I've seen

hard work and billion-dollar ideas squandered by cofounders who were

unwilling to communicate.

Unfortunately, many cofounders don’t consider this until their

relationships are already in serious trouble. This is a huge mistake.

Cofounders who are humble enough can cultivate a healthy relationship.

They can hold each other accountable and create a foundation of mutual

respect and open dialog.

I use these strategies with my cofounder because they help us keep the

lines of communication wide open, align our priorities and strengthen

confidence in each other.

Why Cofounder Communication Is So Powerful

While the concept of “scaling” often refers to a company’s ability to

sustain rapid growth, it’s also a useful way to think about the development

of your personal leadership skills. Cofounders often scale differently.

Some evolve rapidly as leaders and managers, and they quickly develop

both hard and soft skills uniquely suited to the business. But some take

longer.

When cofounders aren’t on pace with each other, the divergence can

create resentment and zap confidence within the leadership team.

Cofounders should establish norms of open communication and

transparency that empower them to voice concerns instead of letting them

fester.

PROMOTED

As a cofounder, you should never be reactive when it comes to the health

of your partnership. Proactively communicating with your cofounder can

reduce relationship debt -- negative sentiment that builds up as small

scuffles accumulate and differences remain unresolved.

As a company scales, disparities in cofounders’ mindsets, responsibilities

and workloads can become more and more evident. In fact, this is one of

the main causes of tension I see between cofounders. It can often lead to

arguments, animosity and even dissolution.

However, different roles and time commitments don’t necessarily mean

disaster for cofounder relationships. Communication and accountability

can bridge these divides, which is why cofounders who face disparities in

leadership, management and execution can actually benefit the most from

healthy communication strategies.

Tips For Successful Communication With Your Cofounder

Effective cofounder communication identifies and examines the

unconscious patterns that define business relationships. You should

expect to confront grievances and hurt feelings with your cofounder. Here

are some tips to take into consideration:

• Schedule regular 360s where cofounders receive feedback from others in

the organization.

• Have a tight container of confidentiality.

• Don’t vent grievances about one another to anyone else on the team.

• Ask each other for regular feedback, both positive and negative.

• Avoid sharply disagreeing with one another or having conflict in front of

others.

You should also be prepared to flex your muscles of praise and

appreciation for each other -- muscles that have often atrophied. Great

cofounder communication leads to actionable steps and new skills in

communication and role distribution. When I coached founders and

couples, I was always surprised by how uncomfortable it was for many

people to openly appreciate one another. Openly give positive feedback to

one another in all-hands meetings, at team meetings, off-sites and

teamwide email updates. It should not be forced. If the feedback is not

authentic, people will generally see the overtures as empty gestures.

You should also be intentional about using your ears more than your

mouths. You should be prepared to actively listen to one another in order

to heal their relationship. As the old therapy saying goes: “You have one

mouth and two ears for a reason.” Active listening can de-escalate a

conflict and ensure that all parties feel heard. It's a simple two-step

process. At first it may feel awkward, but when you practice it, it can

become very comfortable:

• Listen carefully to what your cofounder shared.

• Repeat back the key points, especially any feelings they expressed.

Example: “I heard you say that while everyone else liked the head of

sales candidate, you felt really annoyed by how much he talked and how

few questions he asked during the interview.”

Finally, there’s always a possibility that communication will bring long-

seething frustrations to the surface. If you want to restore your

relationship with your cofounder, be prepared to face their difficult truths.

If the relationship is in a severe state of disrepair, there’s a risk that you

will be unable to transcend your differences and move forward, and this

could reveal a fundamentally unhealthy pairing. But more often than not,

you should emerge unified and strong.

By investing the time and effort to build and restore this pivotal

foundation, you can set the bar for healthy interpersonal dynamics across

your organization and support sustainable growth and success for years to

come.
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