
 

 

 

When Your Mother-In-Law is The Boss 

Steve Pahos of Artline Inc. talks about the pressures on a son-in-law who's asked to run the family 
company. His mother-in-law and boss, Nikki Nilon, chimes in. 

By Barbara B. Buchholz, Margaret Crane 

William Bergstein was determined that his plastic lawn-ornament business ultimately wind up in the 

hands of flesh and blood. Bergstein started ArtLine Inc. in 1963 with financial help from three outsiders 

and expanded the Chicago firm into a thriving concern. Twenty-one years later, when he was 55 years 

old, he had a major heart attack. He realized he needed to plan for succession.  

Bill and his wife, Natalie (“Nikki”), had two daughters, Lauren and Robin, but neither was interested in 

running the business. Nikki, who had worked in the firm for 10 years, didn’t want to run it either. For 

four years, Bill did what many other family business owners do; he worked hard and thought about 

succession but took no action  

Eventually, in 1988, he turned to a son-in-law, Steven J. Pahos, Lauren’s husband. The decision to invite 

Steve into the business came only after great debate, however. Bill and Nikki were both opposed to non-

blood relatives working in the family business, because they knew that a divorce might strain 

relationships and jeopardize the very existence of the company. Friends also warned them about the 

risks of religious and cultural differences in the family. The Bergsteins are Jewish, and Steve Pahos 

comes from a blue-collar, Lutheran family in Minneapolis.  

Yet the son-in-law’s even-tempered disposition and blue-ribbon credentials more than offset Bill and 

Nikki’s concerns. Pahos was graduated from Dartmouth College with a B.A. in economics and had 

earned an MBA in finance from Northwestern University’s J.L. Kellogg Graduate School of Business. For 

more than a decade, he had toiled in the corporate offices of two major airlines.  

To make the arrangement amenable to all, Bergstein bought back the stock owned by the investors. He 

brought Pahos in as a vice-president and general manager with a 50 percent increase in pay over what 

he had been earning at United Airlines, plus a bonus to be based on profits. But Bill gave Steve no 



equity, and promised none unless the company were eventually to be sold. Pahos, then 32, found the 

challenges and rewards sufficiently appealing to accept.  

Three years ago, Bill died suddenly. Nikki, who inherited all of the stock, gave herself the title of CEO, 

but removed herself from daily operations and gave her son-in-law her blessing to run the firm. Since 

he’s taken over, Pahos, a large man with a ruddy complexion, reddish beard, cap of light brown curls and 

sky-blue eyes, has bolstered the bottom line and brought fresh ideas to ArtLine. The company now 

produces 270 different lawn ornaments, from pink flamingos to terra cotta bird feeders, and has about 

70 employees. As the son-in-law, however, Pahos has been hesitant to make radical changes or to try to 

imprint his personal style too strongly on the company culture.  

To assess the pressures on in-laws who rise to leadership roles in family companies, journalists Barbara 

B. Buchholz and Margaret Crane interviewed Pahos along with his mother-in-law, Nikki Bergstein Nilon. 

Nikki, who remarried a few months ago, is now living in Florida with her new husband but visits Chicago 

monthly to look after business.-The Editors  

   

Family Business: Steve, what expectations did you have about owning equity? What expectations did 

the family share?  

Steve Pahos: Before Bill died, he talked on and off about giving me equity. At one point, he talked about 

gifting the business to me. Another suggestion was that I would buy a percentage of the company with 

my bonuses. He understood that ownership is important. But, he died. I don’t know how much he talked 

to my mother-in-law about it. I brought it up, but she had strong feelings about keeping the stock and 

not having partners.  

Nikki Bergstein Nilon: I don’t believe in equity because of divorce. Steve has everything in a contract 

that’s the equivalent of equity, including phantom stock. If the business is sold, he’s rewarded. We took 

the same approach we would if he were nonfamily.  

FB: Do you have an employment contract?  

   

Pahos: Nikki agreed to an employment contract because she knew it was important to me and that I was 

important to the firm. Obviously, negotiating any contract is difficult. Our corporate attorneys drew it 

up. It was fair. Basically, it says I get to run the company. Nikki is head and owner, and it ties me to the 

company with a non-compete clause. I do not get a salary increase every year. It’s the same as it would 



have been with Bill. There’s also a phantom stock mechanism if the company is sold so I get to 

participate with a percentage.  

   

FB: In a typical week, how often do you talk to your mother-in-law?  

   

Pahos: It varies. Maybe once or twice. We mostly discuss brochures we’re coming out with. She likes to 

be involved in writing copy. She’s involved with new products so we schedule new product meetings 

around her being here. She still does accounts receivables. If she has a problem, she’ll tell me. It doesn’t 

happen often. If there’s something major, I’ll tell her.  

   

Nilon: Steve is president. I like to be kept informed. If I disagree, I say so strongly. There has to be a last 

word in any business. In this business, I’m it.  

FB: Is your relationship with your mother-in-law all sweetness?  

Pahos: No, I’ve hung up on her a couple of times when I’ve been mad. Usually she calls back.  

FB: Do you remember the moment you were asked to join the business?  

Pahos: Yes. The business was getting bigger. Bill knew he needed someone to help him. He had a heart 

attack in January 1984 and wasn’t feeling well. Over dinner there were references made to having me 

join. It was a rough form of succession planning, but it never got beyond a paragraph until his closest 

friend and ally died at age 58. At that time Bill said he’d like me to join the business. I had an idea what 

the company was doing because Bill had told me.  

FB: What prompted you to accept?  

Pahos: I liked small business better than large business.  

FB: How was it decided what you’d do and what would be your title, office, salary, perks, clubs, car, pay-

for-performance standards?  

Pahos: Over lunch Bill told me that I was going to be vice-president and general manager. There was a 

brief mention of equity. I’d make 50 percent more than I earned at United and a bonus. I got Bill’s 

company car and a membership to a health club. There was no outline of responsibility. Bill said he 

wanted me to learn what he was doing. He stuck a desk in the corner of his office. I sat there about eight 



months listening and watching everything he did. The things that I learned from him were marketing 

and sales. Bill decided on raises. My hours were basically 8:30 a.m. to 6 p.m. during the week. Vacations 

were about two weeks. We often vacationed with Lauren’s parents.  

FB: What was the reaction from family and employees?  

Pahos: Bill was open about my coming in. The company has an annual sales meeting every August 

before the national hardware show, which I had been going to from the time I met Lauren. All 

employees knew me. I wasn’t there to replace anybody. No one quit. No one was fired. They were glad 

to have someone new. I offered a line of succession. Also I was young and had credentials. I started 

Sept. 1, 1988, after the hardware show, which is the second week in August. Bill introduced me to all the 

reps and buyers.  

Nilon: Steve’s coming into the business evolved, since he didn’t see his future with the airlines. The job 

was there. Steve was there. I was for it, though it went against my feeling that it’s not a good idea for 

family to work in business together. I’ve seen families torn apart. In this case it was okay, since Steve 

was qualified. I felt he would get along with employees. I had my own agenda. I felt Bill should retrench, 

take more time off. It seemed unlikely he’d trust anyone other than Steve.  

FB: Culturally, how did you fit into the family and company?  

Pahos: The fact that I am not Jewish didn’t bother Bill. He was very Jewish, but not religious. I’m 

Lutheran. He had confidence in me. I never considered converting, but I’ve learned about the religion, 

and our children are being reared in the Jewish faith.  

FB: Describe your first days on the job?  

Pahos: Bill put me at a desk in the corner of his office. My mother-in-law brought in the accounts 

receivables to show me. She was responsible for computers. Bill thought they were an unnecessary evil. 

I bought a PC and automated much of what he did.  

FB: Did you make other changes right away, or gradually?  

Pahos: Before I came in, my mind had been ticking away with ideas to bring the company into the 

future. I didn’t come in feeling that things were wrong. My impressions were that a lot of things could 

be fixed without changing appearances to the customers. We could save money, do things faster. When 

I joined, we were shipping items 10 weeks late. Part of the problem was we were in a tiny building.  

FB: Once you had your feet wet and wanted to make changes, was there tension?  



Pahos: There were times when Bill and I argued. I remember one recurring argument. Bill had a policy 

that we had a set price for every item and never take them back. But we acquired a new customer, a 

catalog company. They managed inventory differently than a retail store. They wanted special 

assortments and packs and a formal return policy. I thought we should have a policy of taking items back 

for a 20 percent restocking fee. Bill and I fought tooth-and-nail about this, but he finally gave in. If we 

were doing $50,000 [with the catalog company] before the return policy, we’re doing $500,000 now.  

FB: What was it like for you—and the business—when Bill died?  

Pahos: Coming back to the business without him was scary. Now I was not only responsible for the 

business, but for the entire family, including: my sister- in-law, Robin, and her child; Lauren; Lauren’s 

mother, and her mother, who is 85. Bill made me president before he died. In 1989, he and my mother-

in-law bought a house in Florida where Bill spent more time. He let loose of the business. After he died, 

the business continued to grow. My goal that first year was to keep it going. I thought that I knew about 

80 percent of the business and could figure out the other 20 percent. As it turned out, I knew about 50 

percent. I wasn’t familiar with simple stuff like purchasing. There were small things Bill liked to do by 

hand. The hours were longer. The business grew a lot that first year, but it was at a point where it was 

starting to take off and do well.  

FB: Now that you’re in charge, have you reorganized, made changes?  

Pahos: There are no major visible changes. We had about the same number of office people then as we 

do now. A big change today is a system of how we evaluate employees. Before, we never had formal job 

evaluations. Now people like Jim Laskowski, our sales manager, appreciate the opportunity to sit down 

and find out what we think of his work.  

But the changes were small. We made some packaging modifications with pallet displays. Also, right 

before Bill died, we started selling in Europe. The most significant change is our new line of terra cotta 

feeders. Bill wouldn’t have done this because it isn’t something we design. Rather, we have a licensing 

agreement with an artist for six products to be produced in China. The bird feeders are featured in a 

catalog, the first time we’ve been in one.  

FB: Where would you like to see the business be by the year 2000?  

Pahos: The company is coming to a point where we have to make a decision. I haven’t decided whether 

to grow or stay the same. Everybody seems to think you have to grow in order to survive, and I think if 

you’re a public company that’s the case; stockholders expect it. On the other hand, a company that’s at 

our level can be exposed to more risk if we grow. We’d have to do things we’re not used to. Even the 



terra cotta line, which I think is going to be successful, was a risk. It took time and money to get it up and 

running. It’s not plastic; so if it drops, it breaks.  

Nilon: I’m older and not interested in conquering new horizons. I’m not adverse to growth, but I have to 

feel secure that anything we do isn’t too risky. I don’t want the company to become so complacent that 

we stagnate. We need to keep building so that we have a hedge in case of unexpected changes. I look at 

worst-case scenarios and make a decision.  

FB: How will you decide whether to grow or stay the same?  

Pahos: A decision like that is something you need a lot of input on... I can’t make that alone. There are 

marketing, finance, family considerations. We’re thinking about what to do.  

FB: Have you considered an outside board of advisors?  

Pahos: Right now, Nikki and I are the board. We’ve talked about it. It’s on my list of things to do.  

FB: Do you have any regrets about this career path?  

Pahos: No. However, coming from a large company, I miss having others to bounce ideas off of since Bill 

died.  

FB: Ever bored with the business?  

Pahos: Not yet. I get to do everything. There’s one thing I really don’t like to do, however, which is 

Human Resources. I’m not as good as I should be. I wanted to fire someone a month ago, and I was 

talked out of it by my mother-in-law. That one bugged me a bit.  

FB: How do you think your friends perceive you in terms of your work and career accomplishments?  

Pahos: Some think we lucked out. We live pretty well. We have a nice house in the suburbs. We’re much 

better off than if, say, I still worked at United. But I have fears. My biggest is that all the customers will 

go away, our product category won’t be accepted, and we’re dead. I’m accountable to all these family 

members and employees. We just had a successful hardware show and that’s why this new terra cotta 

bird feeder line is good. It attracts attention. I know we’re set for another year.  

FB: How have you changed the most, working at a family business?  

Pahos: If I hadn’t done everything that I had before I came to work at ArtLine, I might feel a little 

unfulfilled. I didn’t marry Lauren in order to go into the business. It just worked out that way, and I 

didn’t go to business school because of her family business.  



FB: But professionally?  

Pahos: I’m in charge of a whirligig company, and sometimes at the hardware show I don’t feel these 

things are very important. But I also kept the company in business after Bill died. Sales in Europe were 

my idea. It wasn’t brilliant, but I did it. It’s taken us three years to get to the point where it’s significant. 

We’re primarily in England and Germany. I’m leaving my imprint.  

FB: Is it harder for a son or son-in-law in a family business?  

Pahos: It’s harder for a son. I think Lauren’s parents would have been disappointed if I said no when 

they invited me into the company, because of where I was professionally. But if I had been their son, 

they would have been more disappointed if I had said no.  

FB: What advice would you give an in-law considering going to work for a family business?  

Pahos: What worked for me was not to come in and try to take over. I would also advise an in-law to 

work elsewhere first. One of our reps’ daughters just finished college. I told her father to make her work 

elsewhere before she goes to work for him. She has to learn how to deal with people, office politics, 

before working with relatives.  

FB: On a typical day, does it feel like a family business?  

Pahos: Yes. I have to take care of everybody. Some employees have been here 25 years. And there 

aren’t many days that I don’t think of Bill in some way and wonder what he’d think of something that 

I’m doing.  

Barbara B. Buchholz and Margaret Crane are co-authors of Corporate Bloodlines: The Future of the 

Family Firm (Carol Publishing).ArtLine Inc.  

Business: Assembling and selling plastic garden ornaments and plastic and terra cotta bird feeders to 

wholesalers and retailers such as Kmart, Wal-Mart, Osco Drug Stores, Frank’s Nursery & Crafts.  

Locations: Chicago. The company also has an office in Hong Kong and a small factory in China where it 

makes bird feeders.  

Founded: 1963 by William Bergstein as glass gift business, selling items purchased in Japan. The 

company started designing items and contract manufacturing in 1968.  

Sales: Between $5 and $20 million a year.  

Employees: Seasonal business but usually 70, with 60 in Chicago and 10 in Hong Kong and China.  



Family employees: Natalie Bergstein Nilon, owner and CEO, and Steve Pahos, president and son-in-law.  

Claim to fame: After the founder’s death in 1991, the firm has been growing with a son-in-law at helm.  

(Family Business Magazine, autumn 1994) 

 


