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Abstract 

The purpose in this paper is to deepen the understanding about communication processes in 

family firm succession. An action research project has given us the opportunity to take part in 

real-time succession dialogues in two family firms, which is analyzed with the notion „joint 

action‟. The analysis open up for new understandings of how socially constructed realities are 

questioned, developed and changed, and how decisions are made, in the course of succession. 

The article contributes to current literature in two ways. Firstly, the detailed study of 

communication processes opens up new understandings about succession dialogues in the family 

firm. Secondly, the essential role played by communication in succession dialogues makes it 

possible to draw new findings about succession in general.  
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Dialogue in family firm succession 

I called the mother in one of the families that are involved in the action research project to decide 

upon a date for the next workshop. During the initial small talk I asked her if they had talked 

about their succession since we met last time: “No, as you know, we do not talk about sensitive 

things”, she replied. And then she continued: “We have not said a word about succession since 

last time we met”. Apparently, even though they live and work together, and even though we had 

a flow in the communication in the last workshop, they still do not continue to talk outside the 

workshop. When consulting the literature, previous research about family firm succession 

corresponds to her utterances. It has been pointed out that succession is one of the most difficult 

strategic issues for a family firm to handle (Chua, Chrisman, & Sharma, 2003; Ibrahim, Soufani, 

& Lam, 2001). One reason for not starting the succession process is that the people involved find 

it too difficult to talk about it (Handler & Kram, 1988; Lansberg, 1988), which also hinders the 

planning of succession (Berenbeim, 1990; Friedman, 1991; Handler, 1992). Earlier studies have 

found that distrust and a feeling of being treated unfairly can stop the flow of a dialogue (Ayres, 

1998). To have conflicting goals about the outcome can also be a hindering factor (Lansberg, 

1988). To sum up, the intertwinement of family and business, individual wishes and collective 

efforts, has proved to be a complex and sensitive issue to deal with.  

Since it is in communication between people that succession alternatives can be 

developed, questioned and implemented, the role of communication cannot be overemphasized. 

In the course of a succession process, key people need to have the ability to talk to share their 

dreams for themselves, their family, and their firm. Those conversations can be important 

moments for creating involvement and a mutual understanding for each other (Lansberg & 

Astrachan, 1994) which is needed because the shift in ownership and management is profoundly 
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influencing relationships and future roles (Weiser, Brody, & Quarrey, 1988). More than ten years 

ago, Morris, Williams, Allen and Avila (1997) published an article about success factors in the 

succession process. They called for a shift in focus in succession research and practices. 

According to them, an efficient succession process is focused more on the group than the 

individual, and more on action than planning. Moreover: 

 

…greater attention in theory and practice should be given to the human element, the complex 

interactions that dynamically unfold, and the corresponding need for interventions aimed at 

establishing and maintaining family cohesion (Morris, Williams, Allen, & Avila, 199, p. 398). 

 

We believe they have an essential message. Although current research has given answers 

as to why communication is important and the potential difficulties that can prevent its 

occurrence, there is a lack of understanding of how to make good communication possible 

(Lundberg, 1994). One reason for that is probably the need to learn more about what is 

happening when people communicate – the actual unfolding details of the communication 

processes occurring during the course of succession. In order to do so we are focusing on the 

micro-level of communication, with the purpose to develop new understandings about: (1) how 

people are responding to each other in succession dialogues, and (2) how the succession process 

is developing during these dialogues.  

The article proceeds as follows: in the next section, we briefly describe the action 

research project that has given us the possibility to take part in the succession dialogues, as they 

were happening in real-time. Thereafter, an introduction of the notion „joint action‟ is introduced 

as our analytical lens. The concept of joint action helps us to understand the communication 

processes that take place when people are responding to each other in the step-by-step unfolding 
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of a dialogue. It thereby serves to open up for a further understanding of how socially 

constructed realities are questioned, developed and changed, and how decisions are made, in the 

course of succession. This is followed by a section which includes the empirical material where 

two family firms and parts of their succession dialogues are presented. Based on the revisiting of 

the dialogues, six insights about joint action in succession dialogues are identified and elaborated 

upon. We end with conclusions including practical recommendations and suggestions for further 

research. 

An action research project  

This article builds on an action research project about ownership- and management 

succession in family firms. The project is based on the philosophy of Appreciate Inquiry (AI). AI 

stands for a social constructionist way of working with change processes, guided by the idea that 

we create our world by the conversations we have with one another (Cooperrier, Soensen, & 

Yaeger, 2001). The aim of the project is to help enterprising families in their dialogues about 

succession. More specifically, to facilitate engaging dialogues that connects the family members 

with each other and makes it possible to create their preferred futures. We work from the 

assumption that succession decisions that are co-created by all family members give 

prerequisites for a succession where the business as well as family relations are developed and 

strengthened. In the context of family business, action research has been suggested by Poza, 

Johnson, and Alfred (1998) as a way to help facilitate change in the family firm. Craig and 

Moores (2005) show how action research can be a way to contribute in a possible helpful and 

practical manner with people‟s attempts to overcome the difficulties they face in their lives and 

simultaneously generate new insights valid for the research community.  
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The empirical study is based on the work with two family firms. These two firms hold 

some common characteristics which makes them meaningful to study together. They are both 

managed and owned by a family who wants to pass down the ownership and management of the 

firm to the next generation. They are in the agriculture industry, they are small- or middle-sized, 

and they are from the same municipality in Sweden. In both families, they have tried to talk 

about succession themselves, but they never managed to do so and that is why they have asked 

for support. The method used in this project is the creation of, and participant observation in, a 

series of workshops with each family. In the course of a year, four workshops with each firm 

were held. The families were asked to invite key people in their extended family. Every 

workshop lasted for three to four hours. In total, the analysis is based on material from more than 

thirty hours of workshops. There were different themes in the workshop where the first focuses 

on the following: creating a common ground between all participants in the project; the second 

on: sharing family and firm history; the third: creating future visions, inventing resources and 

possibilities; and the fourth: a plan for reaching the vision for the firm and the involved people. 

Family members were given various tasks during the workshops, such as writing down and 

presenting their best memory of their family firm, working in group with their future vision, 

developing a genogram together. The authors of this article have also been facilitators of the 

succession workshops. 

Analysis 

Our in-depth empirical material includes transcripts from recorded workshop files, observation 

minutes and material that were developed during the workshops. This material has been analyzed 

in an iterative process including three main parts.  
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1. We first identified „striking moments‟ (this notion will be further elaborated upon in the next 

part of the article, it was coined by Shotter and Katz in 1996) in the dialogues. Since these 

moments can be essential for bringing about change in the dialogue we valued them as 

important in the project. They where identified based on our experience of being listeners 

and participants in the dialogues, because, in our spontaneously responsiveness, we felt that 

they are examples of striking moments. When we transcribed the recorded dialogues, we 

once again experienced the „once-occurring‟ atmosphere during this moments in the sense 

that we could actually „hear‟ the intensive energy in the room and how everyone slowed 

down in the dialogue rhythm, to be able to listen carefully to each other, and utter things that 

was new, or at least previously untold. To us, that confirmed that the two parts of the 

dialogues that we had chosen was relevant for the analysis.  

2. Every element of the two striking moments where analyzed in detail. In so doing, we first 

placed the striking moments in the flow of the on-going dialogue by looking at what 

preceded them and what happened after. We also located them in its contexts by focusing on 

the physical and emotional surrounding where the dialogue took place.  

3. Lastly, when we developed „the six insights about joint action in succession‟ (presented later 

in the article), we changed focus from looking at one dialogue respectively to analyzing them 

together. Here, we where looking for unique elements in them but also for their similarities. 

This helped us to find themes of what it is that is going on during the striking moment and 

the joint action that occurs.  

Joint action in communication 

We have chosen a communication notion called „joint action‟ to help analyze the workshop 

dialogues. Since we want to look into the minutest details of how the dialogues unfold and how 
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new ways of thinking are created, the lens of joint action is appropriate. It helps to focus on and 

make sense of the micro-processes where the family members respond to each other and develop 

their thinking around the succession of their family business.  

The notion of joint action was first introduced by John Shotter in the article “Action, 

Joint Action and Intentionality” (Shotter, 1980). This article was written in opposition to the field 

of social psychology that builds on the positivist position that human behavior „is there‟ by 

nature. In this view, the task for scientists is to look into the human mind and find the 

psychological laws of human behavior through controlled experiments. The main idea behind the 

article is quite different: it introduces the idea that human thinking and actions emerge from, and 

develop, between people in relation to each other. These creative and “form producing 

processes” construct and reconstruct the local realities people live by (Shotter, 1980, p. 2). 

Another essential idea is that changefulness is the basic constant of human beings, meaning that 

there is nothing from the beginning that is „fixed‟, but the human ability to change. Human 

actions and thinking is also described as intentional, meaning that every action and thought 

points beyond itself, “beyond what the thinker just thought” (Shotter, 1980, p. 5). 

Shotter, leaning on Wittgenstein, says that the very first step in a dialogue is a reaction, a 

bodily reaction which can be a feeling in the stomach, a nod of the head, or a glance in the eye. It 

is something that the „other‟ immediately takes in as a “spontaneous, bodily, expressive-

responsive activity” that we feel when we are in contact with each other. (Shotter, 2004) The 

dialogue continues with new reactions, where every utterance address all the dialogue 

participants and the answers opens up for new perspectives (Potter, 1996, p. 4). Shotter also 

refers to Bakhtin (1986) when he says that every speaker in a dialogue forms his/her utterance 

with the expectation of the responsive understanding from „the other‟. This means that 
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everything that is said in a dialogue is co-created in an intertwined way between the participants. 

We can thereby understand how a dialogue builds on all the participants‟ mutual involvement 

and expectations on „the other‟ (Bakhtin, 1981). 

Taking this stance on communication implies that the words per se do not have any 

meaning, because the meaning of the uttered words is decided upon at the very moment of use, 

by the people involved in the dialogue (Shotter, 1994). This is a way of relating to each other 

where thoughts, ideas and arguments are offered to each other. In this way, we are shaping the 

dialogues, and the dialogues are shaping us (Heath et al., 2006). We say that the dialogues are 

formative. 

For people to make sense of what is going on in the dialogue, they „take in‟ their life 

experiences, the context at the very moment, as well as what is „given‟ by the others in the 

interaction. Since we all have different experiences, our view of what is going on will also be 

different. Moreover, we also live and act in a pluralistic and social world where a great deal is 

un-known to us. That gives a possibility for being flexible and to negotiate about meaning - it is 

possible for us to take on different perspectives (different worlds) in dialogue with others. In this 

way people can construct multiple realities with different meanings, even in relation to the same 

object (Rommetveit, 1985, p. 189). At the same time, there is something unique and shared 

created in the interaction moment. That is so, because the on-going constructions are related to 

the on-going activity, they are “produced on this occasion for this occasion” (Potter, 1996, p. 4).  

Another characteristic of a dialogue is the potential occurrence of special moments that 

change the orientation, depth and meaning in a considerable way, so called “striking moments” 

(Shotter & Katz, 1996). Striking moments can be described as: 
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“interactive moments” when a gap or a space is opened by a change in speaking subjects, when 

one embodied person stops speaking and another responds to them […] For no matter how 

mechanical, rule-governed, or systematic the speech of each may be while speaking, there are no 

rules or principles for bridging that gap: a uniquely creative response is required. (Shotter, 

1994, p. 4). 

 

This is to be „arrested‟ by another‟s words, which go beyond the mere meaning of them 

(Shotter, 2004). Here is the heart of the matter where it all „happens‟ and a joint action can 

follow. Arresting moments also open up resting moments and thereby time for reflection where 

further articulation can proceed (Katz & Shotter, 1996). Consequently, striking moments can be 

moments of change because they open up for new connections between people where new 

meanings can be created. Another characteristic of striking moments is its exceptional and once 

occurring nature. How people „go on‟ from there depends on what has happened before the 

moment, but also depending on the expected future, i.e. what is yet to happen (Shotter, 2005).  

However, every conversation is not a dialogue. Just as we can speak dialogically in a 

responsive way, we can also participate in a monologist way; ignoring our bodily responses, not 

taking in the atmosphere, not being in the moment (Bakhtin, 1981). For a dialogue and a possible 

joint action to happen the participants has to respect each other and there has to be a feeling of 

belonging in the group. Another essential feature is that all participants have to be in the 

conversation in an honest way, not hiding information nor having tools of power in their back 

pocket. To participate in an open dialogue is to “take a risk - it is an act of trust. When we take 

the risk to expose ourselves, we rely on conventions of politeness; it is implicit in the dialogue” 

(Shotter, personal communication, 2007). This means that a dialogue is a fragile occurrence and 

all our senses are used to determine if we can trust the situation or not. (Seikkula&Arnkil, 2005) 
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Revisiting the dialogues – empirical accounts of succession 

workshops in two family firms 

It is now time to introduce the The Vegetable Farm and The Animal Farm. The purpose is to 

offer you as a reader a flavor of the succession situation and how communication between family 

members went along in those families.  

The Vegetable Farm 

The workshops take place in the premises that belongs to the family farm. For us as visitors, it 

looks more like a high-tech industry than a location for agriculture farming. Among other things, 

it includes the most up-dated packaging facility for root vegetables to be found in northern 

Europe. That has however not always been the case. When the first generation bought the farm in 

1936 it had very little land and the roof of the dwelling house had fallen in. Today, when they are 

working on the succession from second to third generation, the company employs almost 50 

people on a yearly basis. Just like their ancestors, the current generation has through hard work 

successfully built up a growing solid business during their time of operation.  

 The family consists of the mother, father, and two daughters in their thirties. The oldest 

daughter has worked in the farm for ten years now. Her younger sister returned back home a year 

ago. They have decided to jointly take over the farm, which has been the dream scenario for their 

parents. In the family as well as the local community, the father is looked upon as a successful 

entrepreneur. He is very dominant and powerful in his management- and ownership style. The 

mother is much more reserved in her way of being. She has an important role as being 

responsible for the administrative work at the farm. It has also been her responsibility to manage 

everything in the household and to take care of family related issues. Both daughters live in 
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houses near by, one on the farm area and the other only a short distance away. It has been a 

tough times for the family during the last years because of the father‟s heart problems. The 

doctors keep telling him to slow down if he “wants to stay alive”. He has „the founder‟s itch‟ 

where he likes everything to be perfect and it is difficult for him to let go of management or 

anything else. Fortunately, they have reached the decision that the daughters will begin to take 

over the package facilities and the selling organisation during this year. This is highly 

appreciated by all family members.  

Before the striking moment 

The episode we want to present takes place during the third workshop when we worked on the 

future of The Vegetable Farm. We asked the sisters to go into the next room and the parents to 

stay. Both pairs were asked to dream about their preferred future and to draw a picture of it. They 

had jointly decided to picture their lives five years ahead. The two sisters drew a big picture with 

themselves in front of their big nice houses with two children each. The farm was located in the 

background of the picture. Some further developments of the package facility had been made. 

Their parents were still living in the dwelling house. They were retired but nevertheless working 

on the farm; the father as a general supporter and the mother‟s daily role was to cook lunch for 

the fifty employees. In the other group, the parents talked about the importance of moving away 

from the dwelling house. They pictured themselves living a relaxing life in a newly built home 

some distance away from the farm. Here they can grow their garden and the mother can take up 

weaving carpets. They imagined not more than maybe one grandchild.  

Striking moment 

The striking moment happened when the family gathers and started to tell about their visions.  
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Father: I will retire as a manager at the latest 2008. My wife and I plan to live a good life 

together in 2012. I feel as a prisoner at the office today and I do not think we can 

relax where we live now. We waken up every morning at the sound of the tractors 

and people knocking at the door asking about everything. We want to live in a 

newly- built two-story house, maybe by the sea. 

Youngest daughter: (Upset) Both of us have moved back, near the farm, so you cannot just leave! We 

meet much more when we live close, that‟s the way it is. 

Oldest daughter: You will be totally isolated if you move to the coast (20 km away). 

Youngest daughter 

: 

(Disappointed) My point of view is that we want to take over and to get children... 

you have given birth to two daughters… do you want to have grandchildren? A 

mother spends more time with the children than a father, but I want to continue 

working. Although I like day-care, I will need help! Hopefully I will not be away 

from work a full year; I have responsibilities to the firm, my wish is that you are 

interested in taking care of your grandchildren. 

Father  (Overwhelmed, softly joking) If you want me to take care of your children they 

have to be well brought up… 

Oldest daughter:  Well, you will get the possibility to help us with that. 

 

After the striking moment 

Three weeks passed until the next meeting. During this workshop, we initially went through 

some of the practicalities of the succession and how the daughters can obtain knowledge from 

the father. All of a sudden the mother, who usually do not lead the conversations, is changing 

subject. 
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Mother: I have been thinking since last time, about where to live. The way we are living 

now, with all the work we are doing, creates a situation where we don‟t have time to 

meet and talk to people that come to visit us. If we stay here and have more free 

time it can be different. Maybe it is good for us to stay where we are. We have now 

rearranged where the machines are so they don‟t disturb us as much as before. If we 

stay here, we can take care of the meadow we have at the back of our house. We 

also have three irrigation ponds. It can be really nice there if we take care of the 

land around the ponds, like we used to do before. We can develop that part of the 

garden in a very good way. In one way it is difficult to relax where we live, but it 

isn‟t that bad any longer. 

 

The Animal Farm 

The second workshop is just to begin. We are sitting in the large kitchen, gathered around the 

kitchen table, drinking coffee and eating various kinds of biscuits and buns. It is the mother, 

father and two of their three sons, and us. The oldest son shows up after work. One daughter-in-

law, married to the youngest son, and their two children are also joining a little bit later. The 

small children are running around, taken care of by any of the family members. The mother in 

the house is cooking pea soup in her ten liter saucepan and cutting bits of pork from a couple of 

big knuckles while participating in the conversations. When we asked the family members what 

would make this project successful for them, they all stress that they want to reach a succession 

decision. They do not necessarily need to implement the solution immediately, but they need a 

plan that everyone agrees on. This is because it is now time for the sons in the fifth generation to 

take over.  
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Two of the sons are currently working on the farm, while the oldest is not involved. He 

has strongly declared that he has no intention of involving himself in the future. 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. The underlying question is: who will take over the family farm, the big 

dwelling house and the inherited land?  

Before the striking moment  

In this second workshop we had created a genogram and elaborated on how the ownership has 

been passed down in the four previous generations. We had also talked about what the family 

members‟ value the most in their farm. The most important for me, says the youngest son, is the 

security I can feel here in our home: “There is so much that is included in that. And we can 

always come home to have a meal together”. The home he is talking about is planned to be 

included in the succession. It is centrally located on the farm and his parents are currently living 

there.  

Striking moment 

It is time for rounding off the second workshop. We have organized ourselves into two groups in 

the kitchen. The idea is to have time for reflection, where one group is having a dialogue while 

people in the other group are actively listening, and then to change between listening and talking 

between the groups. Lisen (researcher) is sitting with the parents and Jenny (researcher) with the 

next generation.  
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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 cogs in the wheel has 

fitted and 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 cogs in the 

wheel 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 cogs in the wheel have to fit. 

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 who are stuck 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… 

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 I can leave in the end of the day 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. 
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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: 

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

Daughter-in-law:  (Quick, strong reply) That is not a solution. 

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 cannot handle…(silence, 

only the little girl is talking)…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 cannot live here. 

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

 

There is a long pause. That 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”.  

After the striking moment 

The father, crying, gets up and holds his arms around the daughter-in-law. He says “What‟s 

important for me is you, all our children and our grandchildren and that everybody is living a 

happy life. That is much more important than what will happen to the dwelling house and the 

farm”.  
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Looking from a distance – six insights about joint action in 

succession dialogues 

The transcripts above presented two times of striking moments and processes of joint action in 

two families. In the following we will focus on the communication processes when people are 

responding to each other in the step-by-step unfolding of the dialogues. This is summarized in 

six themes; six insights about joint action in succession dialogues. Those insights can help 

furthering our understanding of how individuals go about making sense and creating change in 

the flow of responding to each other in succession dialogues. 

1. The becoming of a striking moment - the gap 

Striking moment and joint action are initiated by a „gap‟ in the dialogue. To have created a 

„dialogic space‟ (Anderson, 2002) seems to be a pre requisite for a gap to occur. That includes a 

“safe context for respectful co-ordination” (Fredman, Christie, & Bear, 2007, p. 216) where it is 

possible to explore multiple ideas, beliefs and opinions (Rober, 2005). In this setting, we found 

that a gap was created when it struck the participants that they think differently about something 

that is essential to them. For instance, in The Vegetable Farm, the gap opens up when the father 

very strongly declares how tired he is of staying at the farm and his wish for a new life together 

with his wife, and when the daughters tell about all the children they are planning for. This was a 

surprise for all of them and did not at all fit into their vision. They immediately became 

„arrested‟ (Katz & Shotter, 1996) by his utterance and it created strong reactions within them. 

The strong reaction appears to help sharpen the senses, as if all participants directed themselves 

towards the future – „the yet to be said‟ (Bakhtin, 1981). This is a mode of being where the focus 

is not on „listening in order to speak‟, but rather on „speaking in order to listen‟ (Lowe, 2005).  
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2. The gap creates a need for co-constructing new ideas  

The gap made the participants realize how differently they had pictured the future and that they 

can not hold on to their current beliefs. However, since they all see themselves together in one 

way or another it created a need for them to negotiate about a new future that was corresponding 

to their different life goals - they needed to create a new „map‟ to navigate their family life 

according to. Or, to borrow the words from Shotter (2005), they need to find a new way of how 

to „go on‟ together. The deeply touching nature of the gap seemed to help them open up for 

different „world views‟ (Rommetveit, 1985) in the dialogue. This is our interpretation, because 

after the „striking moment‟, the whole family had a lot of energy to continue discussing their 

future. We also noticed that the communication that follows after the gap had to be appropriate 

for the situation but also to build on the former dialogue for a joint action to follow. 

3. Stories about the past can influence future possibilities 

Even though joint action can lead to change, it is not developing in just any direction. We can see 

how family stories about the past are strong carriers of family values and incorporated into the 

succession dialogues. In The Animal Farm, one of the difficult issues to solve is who to take over 

the dwelling house. For four generations it has been someone in the next generation that moves 

in. The mother keeps telling that she took over the duty to administrate the house when marrying 

the son in this family, and it is now time for the next generation to take over. When we asked the 

sons about the most important memory from the farm, they were talking about memories from 

their childhood, related to the dwelling house. These stories are essential because we live our 

lives according to the stories we tell ourselves and the stories we are told by others. Thus, the 

stories shape us and influence what we incorporate into our continually evolving life narratives 

(White & Epstone, 1990). From a Bakhtinan (Morris, 1994) understanding this is how life goes 
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on, because the dialogue is never finished, it never stops. As he phrases it, there is neither a first 

nor a last word: “Any utterance is a link in a very complexly organized chain of other utterances” 

(Bakhtin, 1986, p. 69). Therefore, in the dialogues of today, the voices from the past are always 

living. From an outside perspective we can see how this is the case in The Animal Farm which is 

hindering them from coming up with new ideas about the house. For ten years, the youngest 

brother and his wife have dreamed about a new house by the sea. Unfortunately they have never 

been able to share their dream with the other family members because they have felt the 

expectations – as they are expressed in the stories from the past - to carry on the tradition of 

taking over the dwelling house.  

4. Sharing untold stories can create new perspectives  

In the dialogues, it happened, that some of the previously „untold stories‟ (Pearce, 2004) was 

shared in the dialogues. One such example took place in The Animal Farm when the daughter-in-

law honestly told why she can not live in the dwelling house and that it had to do with her 

experience from her childhood. Even though they knew from before that she was reluctant to 

move in, this new „information‟ made them realize that they had to reconsider their favourite 

succession solution that had seamed so „natural‟ before. However, as Shotter (2008) elaborates 

upon, it is not only the mere words, but also the intention, tone and emphasis that make sense in 

how people react to an utterance. In this moment, the honest pain in her voice touched the family 

members in such a way that they understood they had to find new ways of thinking about the 

dwelling house.  
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5. New perspectives can be developed in silence 

In dialogue text and practice there is often an emphasize on talk: that everyone has a say and that 

we are allowed to express ourselves. Pauses and silence can easily be forgotten. It was 

remarkable that at times in these workshops, where everyone felt comfortable and relaxed, 

silence was a natural ingredient in the dialogue. This created a restful conversation rhythm where 

active listening became possible. For instance, there was a long pause before the daughter in law 

in The Animal Farm managed to say that she cannot stay in the dwelling house. It was also a 

pause after her utterance where we could actually „feel‟ how her words were taken in by the 

others in the active process of understanding. Andersen (2005) says that both the speaker and the 

listener need time to take in what has just been uttered in a dialogue. Pauses have a role to play 

because they open up for reflections and „inner talk‟. 

6. Joint action travels over time 

We noticed how the striking moments in those families created a situation where current 

perspectives and „old truths‟ where questioned. This seemed to happen as soon as the body 

reacted, and the family members took in the understanding of the utterances by the others. 

However, the process of joint action also reaches beyond the striking moment. For instance, in 

The Vegetable Farm, the mother had probably continued to think and had „inner dialogues‟ with 

her own „polyphonic inner voices‟ (Bakhtin, 1986) about where to live after retirement. Both her 

husband and her daughters offered her foods for „inner dialogues‟ in their contradictory plans. In 

the next workshop, three weeks later, she shared some of her ideas when she uttered her idea to 

change the initial plan and stay in the dwelling house, fitting it in with both living a good life and 

being close to expected grandchildren. This shows how the contributions to the dialogues can 
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„travel‟ over time and how the workshops seemed to be used to talk about things that are not 

„fitting‟ in the daily conversations around business matters. 

Concluding ideas 

We began this article with a discussion about the need of communication between key people in 

the succession process. We also noticed that it can be difficult for family members to have this 

kind of dialogues and that it cannot be taken for granted. However, this article presents two 

examples of families that managed to have rich, engaging dialogues about their succession. From 

them, we can learn that succession communication is a truly relational process. In the analysis of 

the succession dialogues we can see how their utterances are building on each other in a complex 

way. Unfortunately, studies in communication, as well as organizational communication 

(Gergen, Gergen, & Barrett, 2004) has a tradition of being instrumental and focusing on the 

individual. It thereby miss out significant features of communication: “an individualistic lens is 

not particularly useful for envisioning the often mysterious development of understanding in the 

first place or in explaining how people work together to coordinate different goals into 

collaborative effort” (Anderson, Cissna, & Arnett, 1994, p. 111).  

 „Joint action‟ (Shotter, 1993) turned out to be a promising view for understanding 

succession dialogues in that it emphasize the detailed flow of how people are responding to each 

other in dialogue. The six insights about joint action in succession underline how rich and 

complex succession dialogues are. Our study thereby supports Lundberg‟s (1994, p. 30) finding 

that communication in the family firm is often: “relationally important, emotionally loaded, and 

topically complex”.  

 In this project we could see how the mutual responsive way of communicating can lead 

to the emergence of new actions in the succession process. For instance, in The Vegetable Farm, 
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a „gap‟ opens up when it turned out that the father and his daughters had different pictures about 

their future. This in turn, made it impossible to go on in old ways of talking. After giving voice 

to their ideas, new directions where jointly developed. Even though not all family members 

(probably not) understood the situation in the same way – that is not the important part here - 

they all shared the creation of something new that is coming into being.  

 Our understandings of how the gap is functioning in the succession dialogues also lead us 

to question (like Habbershon and Astrachan did already in 1997) the still predominant view 

among family firm scholars that communication is needed because it helps to develop a shared or 

collective view among family members. This view is probably originating from a limited 

understanding of how to talk about what it is that is shared. As Pye (1995) makes clear, we have 

to separate between a shared outcome and a shared process. To be in a dialogue is a collaborative 

- or you can say shared – practice, but the meaning of the dialogue (its „outcome‟) is most often 

not. From this study we can conclude that a shared view is not even desirable. Barge & Little 

(2002, p. 381) in their article about communication in organizations state that: “[t]he irony is that 

engaging in collective thinking may actually disrupt how we contribute to each other”. That is 

so, because it is in the „otherness‟ or the „newness‟ from each other that new actions can emerge. 

As this study illustrate, „the gaps‟ are powerful because they bring up different perspectives that 

can serve as a starting point where the family can elaborate on their succession. Consequently, 

the importance lies in finding out how to be able to offer others the different „worldviews‟ 

(Rommetveit, 1985) and how to „go on‟ together.  

The illustrative dialogues that is presented in this article shows that family firm 

succession is a compound phenomenon including several important aspects of life, such as 

family living, family and firm history, occupation, and future wealth. That is probably one of the 
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reasons for the wide spectrum of topics family members want to bring up during these dialogues. 

To them, much is connected and therefore has to be dealt with. An issue that from the outside 

looks minor or secondary can be of great importance for the people involved. Consequently, it is 

almost impossible for an outsider to know what issues that is essential to deal with in a 

succession process. Earlier research has suggested the need for a third party to support in 

succession dialogues (e.g., Barnes & Hershon, 1989; Friedman, 1991; Rogal, 1989). It is 

probably a wise advice as long as the support is about creating the „dialogic space‟ (Anderson, 

2002) and facilitating the flow and the structure of the dialogue and not deciding on what to talk 

about. Moreover, the fragile nature of dialogue draws our attention to the importance of 

consultants‟ „soft skills‟ when facilitating succession dialogues. 

Tagiuri & Davis (1996) discusses that family members that work and live close to each 

other can develop what they call a „family language‟, which can be of advantage in the business. 

This study can give some more flesh to the bone of how such a language is coming into play in 

the succession. What we have seen is that the family language can be characterized by a rich net 

of on-going conversations that take place simultaneously, or at least, that are possible to bring 

up. That is probably one reason why succession dialogues cannot be understood in a linear logic. 

In our material, we could see that dialogues were not only on-going, they also contain a complex 

net of discussion threads, connecting in several layers. We look upon these threads as dialogue 

resources, available for participants to bring into the conversation. In this way, participants can 

„jump‟ between different dialogues and weave them together into something new. In so doing 

they have all their memories, experiences, knowledge as well as voices from others to build on. 

This is a constructive way of moving forward, because a large resource pool is used, which 

makes it possible to come up with new perspectives on the succession solution. However, we 
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also noticed that the use of this pool of resources can be an obstacle in the development of 

succession alternatives. Unfortunately, some values, stories and other taught behaviour is so 

deeply rooted in the family that it is taken for granted as the only way to go on. Consequently, it 

can be a great challenge for the family to create a new language – new dialogue threads - where 

other possibilities can be developed. Here, a third party can have an important role in creating a 

safe enough situation where it is possible for family members to question what is taken for 

granted and let new perspectives come further in the dialogues.  

Taking the above into consideration, we agree with Melin, Brundin, Haag, Hall, 

Nordqvist and Wigren (2007) that succession dialogues cannot be rushed through. It also seems 

to be a mistake to run into practical details or technical solutions too quickly in the process. To 

provide time for open dialogues can be considered time consuming but it also seems to create a 

better basis for sound decision-making about the preferred future. Not only because new 

perspectives on the succession solution can be developed, but also because decisions that are co-

created in the back and forth responding of a dialogue is a decision that belongs to all 

participants.  

Future directions 

So, is joint action always something good? That is probably the wrong question to ask. It cannot 

be planned or scripted and it is happening when it is happening (Shotter, 1993). What we have 

learned is that it moves people and brings about change. Since we have seen the usefulness in 

joint action for understanding communication processes, we would suggest a next step where 

new understandings about this phenomenon can be created. One way of doing this is to develop 

methods where we can include the participants and reflect on the joint action process together 

with them. That would be a possibility to bring in their experiences into the analysis. It would 
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also be interesting to work with family businesses where external (non-family members) are 

included in the dialogues since that would most likely change how joint action occurs. Another 

area of research that would be beneficial is to study succession dialogues where participants have 

a strong conflict. To learn more about dialogues in conflict would be of great use for people 

working in or with family businesses. However, also other perspectives and methodologies are 

appreciated, developing the understanding of succession communication from different 

perspectives. Hopefully, we will see a variety of initiatives in the future, trying to understand 

how succession dialogues can be made possible. 
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