
2:nd Conference on Qualitative Research Methods, Vaasa 20-21/5 2008 

 

 1 (15) 

 

 

Reflecting Processes: A Withness-Approach to Research and a Living Dialogue for New 

Ways to Go On 

 

Jenny Helin 

Entrepreneurship Marketing & Management Department 

Jönköping International Business School 

+46 (0)70 – 453 07 77 

jenny.helin@ihh.hj.se 

 

 

Lisen Kebbe 

KCCF/University of Bedfordshire 

+46 (0)704 – 86 86 01 

lisen@kebbe.se 

 



2:nd Conference on Qualitative Research Methods, Vaasa 20-21/5 2008 

 

 2 (15) 

Research as a collaborative effort from within the practice itself 

Since social constructionism has gained momentum within the qualitative research field it has 

been recognised that yesterdays’ ‘scientific’ methods of inquiry as well as established principles 

of what makes a piece of research valuable is genuinely challenged (Penman, 2000). The 

recognition of language - i.e., any means of how we, spoken or unspoken, express ourselves and 

respond to others (Anderson, 2007) - not as a carrier of knowledge but rather as an active 

process of creating knowledge has lead to an increased awareness of the conversations taking 

place between researchers and practitioners. Building on Wittgentein, Shotter (2005a) has 

elegantly described why there needs to be a shift from ‘aboutness-thinking’ to ‘withness-

thinking’ in research. In aboutness-thinking the other person is turned into an object, while 

wtihness-thinking is: “a dynamic form of reflective interaction that involves coming into contact 

with another’s living being, with their utterances, with their bodily expressions, with their 

words, their works” (Shotter, 2005b: 10). One essential implication of withness-thinking is that 

research has to be conducted not at a distance from what is studied, but rather from within the 

practice itself. 

 

Kenneth and Mary Gergen (2000) are reasoning in a similar way when they discuss future 

challenges in qualitative research. They see a need of conversations where: “the researcher 

offers his or her skills and resources in order to assists groups in developing projects of mutual 

interest” (Gergen & Gergen, 2000: 591). In another article, Kenneth Gergen brings in the notion 

of ‘participatory intellectuals’ who are capable of having enriching dialogues in collaboration 

with practitioners. These dialogues can serve as “a mutually transforming process”’ (Gergen, 

2003: 454). From the perspective of the researcher as well as the practitioners, those dialogues 

does most likely make the most sense when they are not for the sake of searching for 

knowledge, but rather to create an actionable discourse to use in practice. Or as the organization 

scholar Dian-Marie Hosking puts it; the importance is not to find out and tell “how it is” but 

rather to explore how “it might become” (Hosking & Hjort, 2004: 259). 

 

While there are many philosophically oriented calls for conversational approaches in research 

that takes place from within the practice itself, there are fewer illustrations in the organizational 
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literature emphasizing how to do so in practical terms. This paper sets out to make a contribution 

in this needed area. By sharing our own experience from an action research project where we 

combined approaches from family therapy with a business setting, new understandings of 

working from within the practice itself can be elaborated upon. More specifically, we used the 

notion of ‘reflection processes’ (Andersen, 2005) as a way to create enriching dialogues in six 

families working with their ownership- and management succession. Reflecting processes is 

based on social constructionism ideas where Tom Andersen is emphasizing how to put human 

and democratic ideas into practice. He says: “I wish we would stop talking about therapy and 

research as human techniques. Rather, I would like us to talk about them as human art, the art of 

creating connections with each other” (Andersen, 2005: 229, own translation from Swedish). As 

a researcher he asks if reflecting processes may be an alternative way of reaching knowledge, 

that may lead to alternative kinds of knowledge. Our ambition in this paper is to explore, from a 

methodology perspective, how reflecting processes can be used as a way of having 

conversations from ‘within’. 

 

The paper includes the following elements. Firstly, we give a short introduction to the family 

business project. This is to provide a background about the empirical setting and how we went 

along – briefly about the ‘method’ used - in the families. Thereafter, we introduce the 

philosophical and practical foundations behind reflecting processes. Thirdly, we include an 

empirical illustration from a workshop with one family. The paper ends with a tentative 

discussion about learning’s from working with reflecting processes in the organizational context. 

Introducing the action research project 

This paper is building on an action research project about ownership- and management 

succession in family firms. Considering the large number of family firms that are facing a 

succession, the Swedish government is financing initiatives to learn more about this process, as 

well as helping families in this situation. Based on earlier research, we know that succession of 

ownership and management is one of the most difficult strategic issues for a family firm to 

handle (Chua, Chrisman, & Sharma, 2003; Ibrahim, Soufani, & Lam, 2001). The intertwinement 

of family and business, individual wishes and collective efforts, has proved to make it a complex 

and sensitive issue to deal with. One reason for not starting the succession process is because 
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people that are involved find it too difficult to talk about the subject (Handler & Kram, 1988; 

Lansberg, 1988). Since it is in communication between people that succession alternatives can 

be elaborated upon, the role of communication can not be overemphasized; it is in those 

conversations that the involved people can create and share their dreams for themselves, their 

family, and firm. Having this said, the aim of the project was to support six families in their 

dialogues about succession.  

 

From 2006 to 2007, four workshops were held with each family. Every workshop lasted for 

three to four hours where we acted as facilitators
1
. The empirical illustration of a reflecting 

process that is included in this paper is from the last fifteen minutes in workshop two in one of 

these families. We choose to include this session because we experienced it to be ‘once 

occurring event’ (Bakhtin, 1986), a very special moment for the family and ourselves that 

opened up for new understands about ‘how to go on’ (Shotter, 2005b) in their family firm 

succession.  

Reflecting processes at a glance 

Tom Andersen, introduced the ‘the reflecting team’ (later on changed to ‘reflecting processes’) 

in an article in Family Process in 1987. Much attention has been paid to reflecting processes 

since the introduction. Most often, published literature has focused on the applicability and 

usage of reflecting processes in practice in a variety of different settings, performed by 

psychologists, social workers, educators, and organizational developers. Lately, scholars have 

also started to use reflecting process as a guide for research (Kleist, 1999). This paper is 

focusing on the latter. 

 

One of the starting points in the development of reflecting processes is the notion ‘multiversa’, 

developed by Maturana. Multiversa recognizes that a phenomenon can be described and 

understood in many different ways and that people creates their own version of a situation which 

is neither right nor wrong (Andersen, 2005). Since people in a problematic situation get stuck 

and asks themselves the same questions over and over again, they can need help in opening up 

for alternative realities (Andersen, 1987). The way the reflecting process works is to open up for 

                                                 
1 We are Lisen (psychologist) and Jenny (business background) both are doing our PhD about family firms. Like 

the families we work with, we also have a mother and daughter relationship, but that is another story… 
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different perspectives by inviting people to share their perspectives, to try to understand how 

their explanations were created, and to offer the participants in a dialogue to explore if there are 

other ways of looking at things that they did not yet think of; to invite them into a ‘flow of 

ideas’. In practical terms, reflecting processes builds on the idea that some participants in a 

dialogue are in a ‘listening’ position, while others are in a ‘talking’ position. Most often, the 

persons in the listening position are physically separated from the ones that are talking to free 

the ones in listening position from the obligation to respond. To be in a listening position allows 

for observation of how the dialogue proceeds, but also having time for ‘inner talks’ where their 

minds can go to other places (Andersen, 2005). After a while, the positions are changed so the 

listeners start to talk and vice versa. After changing positions it is common that the ‘listeners’ 

starts to express reflections around what they heard. By doing so, they offer their reflections on 

the uttered words which can “expand the ecology of ideas” (Andersen, 1987: 422). Tom and his 

team learned that the professional team (psychologist etc) always have to have a positive 

connotation when they participate in a reflecting process, where they are discrete and never 

judgemental. Also, their comments should be speculative and have the quality of tentative 

offerings, rather than interpretations or suggestions, in order to make sense in the reflecting 

process (Andersen, 1987).  

The notion of language 

Reflecting processes is based on a social constructionism epistemology where language is 

understood as a producer of meaning rather than as a reflector of meaning (Kleist, 1999). The 

two Russian scholars Vygotskij and Bakhtin are influential for understanding the micro 

processes that are happening in a conversation. According psychologist Lev Vygotskij (1970), 

speech is developed from the beginning by the caretaker in a ‘name giving process’ with the 

child. From there the child develops an ‘egocentrik speech’; it takes over the governance from 

outside to it self and can steer its own play by talking out loud to her/ him self. After that an 

‘inner speech’ is developed, by which a person can lead her/ himself. In everyday life we use all 

three levels of speech alternately. The inner speech gives people the possibility to have a 

symbolic language which makes it possible for us to guide ourselves by symbols in our daily 

life. In a reflecting process, the rhythm of the dialogue is often rather slow, and thereby making 

space for people to expand their inner speech (Andersen, 2005). These inner voices are 
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polyphonic, meaning that every word can trigger many associations and it tells us how we can 

understand what we hear and experience (Bakhtin, 1986). Andersen (2005) writes that when 

these inner voices are ‘let out’ and talked out loud, the utterances from the others connects to the 

person’s inner voices which can open up for even new connections.  

 

The most important factors that govern our behaviour and actions, according Vygotskij, are the 

meanings we have created in our language – not the experience in it self. In so saying, Vygotskij 

(1970) reminds us that a meaning of a word is created over and over again, at every moment of 

talking. Shotter (2005b: 123) is quoting Wittgenstein when elaborating on how we use language: 

“Only in the stream of thought and life do words have a meaning”. The linguist Michael Bakhtin 

is also emphasising the social aspects of language. He underlines that words do not have any 

meaning by themselves and that: “[t]here are no “neutral” words and forms” (Bakhtin, 1986: 

293). In introducing a dialogic notion that helps to understand how we define words and also 

ours self’s Bakhtin (1984: 110) writes that dialogue requires “a plurality of consciousness, one 

that cannot in principle be fitted within the bounds of a single consciousness”. Everybody 

participates in the dialogue through ‘unfi(nalizable’ utterances. An utterance can be a word or a 

sentence, when spoken it is infused with intensions. The speaker is aware of his or her listener 

and this awareness’ influences what the speaker is saying. So every utterance that is spoken is 

co-created by the speaker and the listener at the same time. In these open ended dialogues new 

utterances are emerging witch are active expressions of meaning. (Bakhtin 1986). In relation to 

the reflecting process, Andersen defines language as all kinds of expressions that make sense in 

a relational way of being. To talk, write, dance, laugh, scream are examples of expressions, and 

thereby language. To him, expressions are social offerings for participating and connecting with 

other people (Andersen, 1991). 

 

In an on-going dialogue, it is the answer to an utterance that creates the meaning and 

understanding of a word. Understanding is always an active process where it is not enough to 

recognise a thing or an event to understand them, it is when you in the recognising process, in 

your ‘responsiveness’ (Shotter, 1994) that you can create meaning of what you see and 

experience. Another feature of dialogue that Bakhtin (1986) brings up is that a dialogue is 

always consisting of several voices, where some of them are physically in part of the dialogues 
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and others are heard inside a person. According Bakhtin the human psyche is created in 

language, always in relation to her surroundings. She creates the relations with half her own 

words and half the others she is in relation with. The continual dialogue between your own 

words and the alien words of others is the basis for all human development. This is the process 

where our psychological reality is created (Bakhtin, 1986). 

 

We will next present an illustration of a reflecting process that took place in one of the 

workshops. But first a few lines from Peter Rober’s (2005) article: “Family Therapy as a 

Dialogue of Living Persons: A Perspective Inspired by Bakhtin, Voloshinov and Shotter” that 

resonates very well with our idea of how we wanted to meet with the six families during the 

project: “The therapist is not primarily concerned with knowing, or with not-knowing. Instead, 

the focus is on the idea that first and foremost therapy is a meeting of living persons, searching 

to find ways to share life together for a while.”  

A reflecting process in the animal farm 

This family farm, ‘The Animal Farm’ wanted to be involved in the project because they needed 

help with their succession. For ten years they have tried to make a decision within the family 

about whom in the fifth generation to take over the farm that the father in the family inherited 

from his ancestors. The core family consists of the father and the mother and their three sons in 

the thirties with their families. Even though they all live close by each other, and two of the sons 

are currently working on the farm, they have not managed to talk about the subject and thereby 

not reached any decision. In the first workshop it became clear that the solution that is suggested 

by the parents, but also by two of the brothers, is that the youngest son and his wife should take 

over the ownership and management of the farm.  

 

The oldest son is not at all involved in the farm; however, it is important for him, as well as for 

the others, that the farm will be kept within the family. The middle brother has bought his own 

farm close by eleven years ago. His farm and the one that this succession is about are managed 

together. The parents and the middle brother have a jointly owned company for that. The 

youngest son is employed in this company but without any ownership stake.  
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The transcript from the reflecting process that we will introduce next took place in the end of 

workshop two where we wanted everyone to share what they will bring with them from today’s 

workshop. We are sitting in the big kitchen in the parent’s house. This house is also expected to 

be taken over in the succession. In the reflecting process, we are physically divided into two 

groups. Lisen has joined the father and the mother and Jenny is sitting with the three brothers. 

The daughter-in-law, married to the youngest brother is also participating, sitting in the group 

with the brothers.  

 

Reflection process dialogue 

Lisen to father: You said before when you were talking to your daughter-in-law about the history of 

the family farm, that the most important thing was that the earlier successions had 

been really good. 

Father: Yes there have been natural successions, yes natural, the gear tooth has fitted and 

then everything has rolled on in a very good way. 

Lisen to mother: What has been most important for you this afternoon? 

Mother: I think it is important that everybody is here, that they are interested and we can 

discuss this. It was not like that in the old times. There was only a paper on the 

table - the farm is sold - nobody was involved in the discussions. 

Lisen to mother:  What do you think is most important for this family, what will make the gear 

tooth’s fit in? 

Mother: You have to have the feeling for this, you can not take over without wanting it. But 

also, a human being is pretty flexible in a way and you learn. I did not think it was 

much fun, with two children [to take over] (silence). But you build a good family 

life in your own way, you do not start to say, “now I have to this and that” you, 

you…..grow into it I think. I think you have to grow in to it, it is different if you are 

staying in an apartment or a villa, but on a farm like this you have to grow in to it. 

If you don’t think it is so good from the beginning, I think you will like it after a 

while.  

  

Lisen says a few words about the change of positions so that the older generation 

will be listening and the next generation will be doing the talking. 

 

Jenny: The first question I want to ask is what you were struck by when listening to your 
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parents? 

Oldest brother: The gear tooth has to roll in. 

Middle brother: (Silently) They want this to move on. 

Jenny  (Gives the question to the youngest son by making eye contact with him) 

Youngest son: I haven’t thought of anything…of course they want this to move on…it has to 

happen, someone has to take over.  

Jenny to 

daughter-in-law:  

What is catching you? 

Daughter-in-law: I also understand that they want this to continue, but what shall I say…The brothers 

were very clear that they will not take over because they already have their own 

places to live. 

Youngest son: ..…I understand that they want this to continue, that is what everyone wants that 

has a farm like this…… 

it feels like we are the ones that are squeezed in the middle… 

Daughter-in-law: Or if it is…are we doing this…to ourselves? 

Youngest son: It feels like I have a job…I like it…I can come here in the morning, then I work all 

day and go home at night…but then it can be necessary to go back to work again 

during the evening and work more. [To take over] it feels so big…(silence). 

Jenny: How can it be possible for the oldest son to say he doesn’t want to take over the 

farm but not for the rest of you? 

Daughter-in-law: It has to do with…it has to be a succession and it has to be good…(silence)…I also 

like to have a job that’s over when it’s over, and then I can forget about it. But it 

can never be like that here… 

Youngest son: The easy thing with being employed is that you are not responsible for every thing, 

like bookkeeping and so on; you have your free time….. I don’t think I can handle 

it……. Otherwise we wouldn’t have to sit here; it would have been fixed 

already…… 

Middle son: For me it doesn’t matter who owns it, if it is either of us, or we together or 

whatever, but there has to be a succession so we can know how to plan for the 

future. 

Oldest brother to 

youngest son and 

his wife: 

Maybe I and Marcus can pay for the house so that you can live in it? 

Daughter-in-law: (Very emotional) That is not a solution! 
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Middle son: No, no….. 

Jenny to 

daughter-in-law: 

What is your dream picture? 

Daughter-in-law: …I do not know of any dream picture, but I know what I can not 

handle…(silence)…I am afraid of the dark, this house is so big, I can’t have an 

overview of all the windows and doors, there are so many different rooms and dark 

corners, I have really tried…(silence, tears in her eyes)…something happened in 

my childhood that I do not want to talk about…I can not live here. 

Oldest brother: Ohh, that was just a suggestion, I did not know that you are afraid of the dark. 

 

There is a long pause. This is followed by some communication around the tape recorder, we 

think the daughter-in-law wants us to turn it off, and so we do. When we transcribed the 

material, we heard her saying, “you don’t have to turn it off”. The session ends when the father, 

crying, gets up and holds his arms around the daughter-in-law and says “What are important for 

me is you, all our children and our grandchildren and that everybody is living a happy life. That 

is much more important then what will happen to the dwelling house and the farm”. After a 

while Lisen says “We have a lot more time to meet and we will continue to talk about these 

matters.” After the meeting has ended everybody stayed around. It was late, they had to go home 

and go to bed but there was no hurry.  

Discussion 

What is happening in this reflecting process? The father starts by saying “Yes there have been 

natural successions, yes natural, the gear tooth has fitted and then everything has rolled on in a 

very good way.” In his voice, we can hear the echo from earlier generations and a language that 

is given ‘weight’ by the metaphors connecting to a long farming life. This summarizes the 

‘family epic’ (Bakhtin, 1981), created in the family at least ten years ago, that ‘the natural 

succession’ would be for the youngest son to take over so that the gear tooth would fit in also in 

this succession. The mother in her talk about the flexibility and that you have to grow into it, is 

also referring to the old epic where the wife has to adjust herself to the life circumstances and if 

you don’t like it, you don’t change it, you adjust. Her utterance seems to mirror the gender 

system (Hirdman 2001), where female and male life is kept apart, which is very much the case 

in the traditional farming life. We interpret the mothers talk about “you” as advice to her 
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daughter-in-law to take over even if that is not what she wants at the moment. The mother’s 

statements are on different levels, the mothers talks about family life, fathers talks about the gear 

tooth that has to role on, a metaphor from the male working life on a general level, the whole of 

the farm.  

 

When the positions are changed in the reflecting process, the statement of the father is directly 

picked up by all four in the younger generation. And as everybody knows about the family epic; 

the pressure is very visible on the shoulders on the youngest son and the daughter-in-law. At the 

same time, the daughter-in-law manages to question her own situation. She seems to ‘look’ at 

the situation more from a distance, which is needed in order to be able to reflect on what is 

going on (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002) In her utterance: “Or if it is…are we doing this…to 

ourselves?” she question why they are the ones to take over. Jenny is then making her statement 

even clearer when building on her utterance and saying: “How can it be possible for the oldest 

son to say he doesn’t want to take over the farm but not for the rest of you?” Jenny’s question is 

what Tom Andersen (1987) probably would called an appropriate question in that it is not too 

unusual for the family, but neither to familiar either. The question makes it possible for the 

family members to think and talk outside the ‘frozen epic’ and to open up for ‘unfinalized 

utterances’ that are open and flexible, where it is possible to start build a ‘novel language’ 

(Bakhtin, 1986).  

 

We believe that the reflecting positions are important for how the dialogue unfolds. We feel how 

the atmosphere in the room is a “safe context for respectful co-ordatination” (Fredman, 

Christies, Bear, 2007: 216) that makes it possible to respond to the utterances told without being 

responsible to answer directly to each other. Rather, it is a flow of utterances in a slow path 

where the ‘inner speech’ (Vygotskij, 1970) is involved. Since we as facilitators also are 

participating in the dialogue we can see how the youngest son and his wife are moved in this 

‘once-occurring event’ (Bakhtin, 1986; Shotter, 2005a) where it is possible for then to utter 

words they have never told in the family before. At the same time, from their way of breathing 

and moving their bodies we can also see that they are very thoughtful and under strong pressure. 
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On Jenny’s question, that is addressed to all four of them, the daughter-in-law and the youngest 

son starts to answer from their own positions, about how they like to have there working life. 

The middle brother clarifies that he just wants the succession settled. Also the oldest brother 

says something that is outside of the old epic in that he offers financial support for his little 

brother. When the daughter-in-law clearly responds to him and tells why she can not live in the 

big house, the dialogue opens up for totally new ways of thinking in the family. For the family 

members, this was an ‘untold story’ (Pearce, 2004) of hers, and when she told it out loud, they 

all realized that they could not pressure the young couple to take over the farm. In her utterance 

about why she can not live in the house she is building on the ‘symbolic language’ (Vygotskij, 

1970); talking about being afraid of the darkness. Before telling, she makes a long pause. Seltzer 

& Seltzer (2004), drawing on Bakhtin, emphasize that a period of silence is often the top of a 

dialogue. They continue: “This wordless situation may be seen as signalling the end of the old 

chronotype and the emergence of a newer one more open to dialogically produced meanings” 

(Seltzer & Seltzer, 2004: 377). We can feel that this is the end of the old epic and a 

transformation into a new unfinished, open novel; a new ‘chronotope’ (Bakhtinian notion, 

literally time-space). The new chronotope opens up immediately when family members ‘take in’ 

her story. This is a very strong moment, and her father-in-law immediately reacts by embracing 

her. It was thrilling to note how the reflecting process made the family members, including us, 

connected in such a way that it was possible to explore the succession in a way that has not been 

possible before. Nobody knows what will happen next - but the old solution of the succession is 

given up. 

 

For us as researchers, to take part in this session gave us first-hand experience of family firm 

succession. We got to know more about how the succession process is transforming, the strong 

emotions that can be involved, and how complex this is for the involved family members. We 

thereby had the possibility to witness how the family firm is coming into being, as it is 

happening. 

 

In this paper, we have tried to picture research as a way of connecting with people in practice, 

by participating in conversations. Drawing on Bakthin; highlighting that dialogue is a never-

ending process, this leave little room for conclusions where we can present dichotomies, grand 
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theories or other scientific frameworks. However, it helps in developing withness-thinking about 

how to go on. Hopefully, your reading of the transcript from the reflecting process can open up 

for yet unseen perspectives on how to take part in future (research) dialogues. 
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