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Ruth Lerchster and Gary Wagenheim

Ruth Lerchster and Gary Wagenheim

Hunting elephants in the room: How bringing
theory to practice helps clients address obvious
but unaddressed issues

Abstract

Bringing theory to practice as advocated by Kurt Lewin is considered a
worthy, yet elusive, goal for organizational development consultants helping
clients. Use of valid theory guides and informs practice resulting in better
solutions to problems. We present the case of successful business ownership
transfers to illustrate how theory can be useful and beneficial to practice.
We describe how a theory to practice transdisciplinary intervention process
helps clients better manage obvious but unaddressed emotional issues that
conspire to sabotage family business transfers.

Keywords: Theory-practice; assumptions; transdisciplinary intervention
research, knowledgeable action; defensive routines; reflection; organizational
development

1. Introduction

This article is intended to demonstrate the extent to which offering theory to
practice using a transdisciplinary intervention methodology' can facilitate
a better decision-making process and better actions for individuals with-
in their social systems. Transdisciplinary intervention is a participatory
methodology where people combine their knowledge and experience with
the research expertise of consultants to solve real-world problems. This
research-practice transdisciplinary partnership is unique in that it works
collaboratively to solve problems yet maintains a separation of disciplines
and responsibilities between the consultant and the client. The responsibility

1 Cf. Krainer/Lerchster 2012.
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of the consultant is to provide the discipline of theory and methods that
guide participants in taking responsibility for defining and solving their
own problems. Researchers do not solve these problems with advice, they use
dialogue to help participants examine underlying assumptions and generate
their own solutions.

Smith and Berg? suggest group life is inherently paradoxical, filled with
emotions and actions that members experience as contradictory; groups
paradoxically bind more strongly to the same system they are struggling
to unravel. Without discussion family problems go unexamined and un-
resolved and may have a negative impact on business decisions, however
with discussion family relationships may be strained, causing members to
paradoxically retreat to the relative safety of the known status quo system.
Chris Argyris® suggests individuals, and by extension groups, create defen-
sive routines to avoid blame or loss by “communicating inconsistent mes-

sages but acting as if they are not doing so™

to minimize perceived threats.
These defensive actions become so routinized as to be rendered tacit operat-
ing outside of one’s awareness. Further exacerbating this problem, members
of the system may collude to create “undiscussables”, a term Argyris® uses to
describe taboo topics that the group considers off-limits for discussion. We
refer to undiscussables as “elephants in the room”, a common metaphorical
reference to problems that are obvious but ignored because no one wants
to risk discussing them. Without discussion of the elephants in the room,
deeper assumptions remain unexamined and unresolved. Examination is
crucial because assumptions are de facto theory that guides behavior and
need to be tested for validity to prevent misguided actions.

As a family therapist would illuminate hidden issues for members to see in a
different light, we similarly offer the gift of theory to practice to help clients

2 Cf. Smith/Berg 1987.

3 Cf. Argyris 1993.

4 Cf. Argyris 1993, p. 20.
5 Cf. Argyris 2000.
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test their assumptions, often operating without the individual’s conscious
attention, to generate actionable knowledge for managing a smoother busi-
ness transfer. As we will show later in the business transfer case, the majority
of the elephants in the room concerned assumptions about the relationships,
emotions, thoughts, and actions within the family system that were often
contradictory to the business issues.

Our orientation for helping clients follows in the tradition of Kurt Lewin,
guided by his axiom “there is nothing so practical as a good theory™ that
proposes every problem we study is a test of theory. Our belief that theory
and practice are inextricably linked guides how we collaborate with clients
to help them produce actionable knowledge to solve practical problems.
Theory should be aligned, integrated, and in harmony with practice; in this
way they are not separate but two sides of the same coin. Theory should
be understandable, testable, and actionable in producing practical effects.
We understand our partners (consultants and clients; teachers and students;
scientists and practitioners) are equal co-producers’ of knowledge. Learning
is co-created when the practitioners’ practical knowledge is combined with
the scientists’ theoretical knowledge. Collectively developed theories become
at the same time practicable and linkable, and can serve as an important
basis for meta-reflection on the existing relationships, situations, structures,
and social systems. What we are advocating is not developing conventional
solutions that maintain the status quo, but rather bringing theory to prac-
tice to expand the horizon of all members to foster collaboration to resolve
conflict and generate new innovative solutions. As we argue in this paper,
cooperative reflection brings elephants (assumptions) out in the open where
they can be managed.

In this way, offering theory to practice serves multiple purposes; firstly to
point out the elephants in the room (obvious unaddressed issues); secondly
to help members address, reframe, and test their assumptions about these

6 Cf. Lewin 1951, p. 169.
7 Cf. Horning 2001.
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issues; thirdly, to generate new actionable knowledge to move forward; and,
lastly, to learn together as a system by working simultaneously on their family
and business system. Similarly as researchers and consultants we need to test
the assumptions (theory) we make with clients that inform our interven-
tions, to be transparent, and to role-model for them so they can develop the
same skills we are using.

What we are essentially attempting to do in this project is create reflec-
tive family business systems that engage in double-loop learning®. That is,
they have the capacity to frame and reframe how they act as families and
businesses by questioning underlying assumptions and constructing new
realities to produce different outcomes. Members are not just solving the
“what” of business or family problems; they are changing “how” they are as
a system, developing the ability to avoid making the same mistakes while
generating different outcomes that produce new learning. This change of
how they do things sets the stage for further experimentation, creating a
continuous double-loop learning cycle. As consultants we aspire to provide
developmental help to clients that weans them off of us by building internal
capacity in their own systems for bringing theory to practice as a means to
solve present and future problems.

2. Case Project

Commissioned by the Regional Business Development Institute, and in
cooperation with the Alpen-Adria University Klagenfurt, a broad-based
pilot project was established to examine business succession. The motiva-
tions for creating this project were: firstly, the trend towards older owners
of businesses was alarmingly high; secondly, there were relatively few start-
ups; and, lastly, a high percentage of business succession transfers occurred
without planning or external supervision, which led to a poor success rate.

8 Cf. Argyris/Schon 1974; Schon 1987.
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All in all, it was a dire state of affairs for business development in the local
economy that the institute hoped to change.

The goals of the pilot study included:
« facilitating business succession procedures
o offering cooperative education workshops for owners and successors

o providing consulting and coaching services to help manage the transfer
process

o introducing business theory to better inform and influence business
practice

Research Method and Evaluation

The project offered several theory and reflection workshops and multiple
days of consultation with selected business consultants’. During the project
we used many forms of intervention, including: different social constella-
tions'; individual interviews; focus groups with owners and successors;
panel discussions, and meetings with the entire family in their company. The
team conducted interviews with all stakeholders and observed all workshops
and individual consulting sessions. The team knew relationship building was
critical to create an atmosphere of trust for open communication. In addi-
tion, they needed to have knowledge of relevant theory and good facilitation
skills to ensure success. The interviews were story-telling narratives where
business owners shared how they got started, including their own take-over
processes. Our method of story-telling interviews was actually a consulting
intervention that served to bring theory to practice. Every interview, every

9 Altogether nine businesses took part. Both the owners (parents) and the successors (chil-
dren) were continuously involved in the process.

10 Individuals, Couple, Groups, Parents (Owners) and Children/brothers and sisters (Succes-
sor), Employers and Executives of the companies.
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story, was an intervention, and every intervention created new data that the
system analyzed and used as a continuing learning loop.

While conducting this intervention research we observed many highly emo-
tional situations as families grappled with the contradictions inherent in
managing family business transfers. One pertinent example is emblematic
of the myriad of emotional issues families grappled with. One successor
worried that her parents would die earlier if they were no longer needed in
the business, and remarked, “I don’t want to be my parents’ gravedigger!”
The consultants knew from the literature on business transfers that the
[eventual] death of the owner was a crucial factor that needed to be addressed
for the business to successfully move forward. The difficulty was how to
bring the unaddressed topic of death into the conversation when everyone
was speaking in code using words like “deadline” or “gravedigger”. These
words represented the elephants in the room, code words masking the real
emotional topic. Continued use of code words only encouraged conversation
around rather than directly at the topics. We intervened by asking, “When
you use that word, what comes to your mind; what’s behind that word?” It
is most important for the client, not the consultant, to address these issues;
it is only then that is works. We did this with other vexing emotional issues
that if left unaddressed would sabotage the business transfer. In the end, the
transdisciplinary intervention process led to creating succession plans with
negotiated and defined roles and responsibilities.

The analysis of this research data suggests that aside from the important
business topics like taxation and inheritance, other family dynamic top-
ics were present that, if left unresolved, were powerful enough to impede
or even block the transition. In the following section, we present those the-
matic dimensions," “elephants in the room” that have a huge influence on
the succession process. Acting as good elephants they are rarely acknow-
ledged and seldom talked about by business family members. These are the

11 For those interested, Lerchster 2011 provides a detailed report on the results.
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undiscussable topics which are largely considered taboo that the researchers
fed into the process in the form of theory".

3. Results
The specific contradictions that emerged in the data included:

The triangle of family, business, and property. Since only family-owned
businesses participated in the project, we examined the emotional effects
of business and property decisions on family relationships. Examples of
the contradictions between the family and business systems included
answering these tough questions: where were decisions made—boardroom
or bedroom?; who makes the decisions—head of the family or head of the
business?; who has expertise—the older member or the younger but well-
educated member?; what is the currency we keep track of to know how we
are doing—money or love?; and, how do we communicate—as colleagues or
family members?

The historical development of the family. We considered the family as a social
system in isolation from the business since it showed whether it operated as
a matriarchal or a patriarchal organizational structure. This is important
because in business families the family is not a private matter, and it influ-
ences the business culture and structure. Also the collapse of the extended
family represents a threat to the business’ existence. Families struggle with
how to uphold their personal values and ideals and maintain their traditions
and traditional role, and yet separating family and business life is virtually
impossible to achieve.

The issue of choosing a partner. Another contradiction can be the question
of who is the right partner for the successor. Are they from the right family,
do they have the right education and experience, do they fit the business,
will they have to be managed or tolerated, and should we consider a business

12 In the tradition of phenomenology, dialectics, and process ethics.
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contract, i.e., pre-nuptial agreement? These questions provoked considerable
conflict, annoyance, disagreement, and resentment when first broached.

Selection versus justice or equality. In families, blame accounts' are usually
operating, and in many cases this blame' has been amassed over years and
is waiting to be redeemed. A catalogue of demands builds up, which can
hardly be accommodated and yet still has to be included in the negotiation
process. In the course of a succession process parents want to give the busi-
ness a firm foundation, and yet they may have to select from among their off-
spring, without disadvantaging any of the children. Children too want fair
and equal treatment, or possibly even reparation for subjectively perceived
deprivation from long ago.”®

Existential contradictions. The contradiction between old and young and life
and death cannot be resolved by simply drawing up a will. Old and young
in the same business want to see their wishes fulfilled; however, the urge to
make changes and at the same time maintain tradition inescapably clash.
The act of drafting the “last will and testament” reminds the old owners of
their mortality. What one “leaves behind” becomes most relevant, and the
accompanying question of what will remain visible. Succession always has
a connection with death, and this taboo issue becomes more visible in the
business transition process. In addition to the prospect of personal death the
potential for organizational death creates an additional, often more complex
problem. The prospect of playing more golf, playing with grandchildren, or
developing other retirement activities cannot make up for what is being lost
by the owner. This particular contradiction topic becomes one of the biggest
elephants in the room.

13 Cf. Boszormenyi-Nagy et al. 1981.

14 Such as for example the preferential treatment of other brothers and sisters or the
abandonment which children in business families experience, while their parents are con-
centrating on building up their business (the business as a “third child” which requires a lot
of attention).

15 Several businesses could not distribute the assets equally amongst all the children and
some children had to agree to forgo their inheritance in favor of another brother or sister.
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Giving versus taking. Every handover is a gift, and gifts come at a cost to both
the giver and the receiver. For the giver the cost may be obvious and meas-
urable, i.e., the net worth of the business; however, for the receiver the cost
may be the added responsibility to ensure the future success of the business.
In addition, it is not only the actual business being given; it symbolically
represents the owner’s life work created with blood, sweat and tears. The
ever-present ancestors, their portraits hung on the wall, bear silent witness
to successors actions that honor (or betray) the owner’s original intent. For
the successor, living up to the myth may be very hard to do.

Theories can influence practice on several levels:

They open up various courses of action. Generating and testing theory serves
to develop new options for actions when applied to the world of practice. In
this way, theory generating and testing serves to increase human capacity by
providing alternative actions.

They rationalize and relieve. When the need is for gaining distance from the
entanglement of individual and emotional connections, with the intent of
understanding oneself from a collective perspective, then the provision of
rational points of view contributes to the reduction of the burden on the
system, and also of the strain on the people involved.

They enable the larger whole to be considered. Fundamental theories open up
the possibility of catching a glimpse of and directing attention to the indi-
vidual and collective unconscious—elephants in the room. The underlying
issues which affect the particular situation of those involved become visible
and available. The result is that issues within the larger system become trans-
parent and can be made concrete and acted upon. In a phenomenological
sense, theories offer aspects of what might lie behind behavior.

They connect theory and practice. For a person coming from the scientific
community wishing to connect with practitioners, it is not sufficient to pro-
vide theories and concepts. The theory has to be connected directly to the
practitioners’ practice. Practitioners need this link to their world, to what

764  Challenging Organisations and Society



How bringing theory to practice helps clients address obvious but unaddressed issues

they are experiencing, in order to open themselves up and thus become
receptive to theory. In this respect it is not so much a question of “what?”
as a question of “how?” For example, how can theory be connected to the
persons involved to help inform their action? How can those affected be
connected and simultaneously distance themselves to gain perspective? How
can thoughts and actions be linked? How can we help clients combine know-
ing (theory) with doing (practice) to better manage their challenges? To this
extent a theory is to be considered an intervention to be analyzed for validity
in practice. Ultimately the decision about what is useful for those involved,
and what is not, is made by the individuals and groups affected, and not by
the consultants nor science.

4. Conclusion

Our theoretical approach of having members tell stories that invariably
pointed out contradictions and tested assumptions was helpful because it
allowed everyone to agree that there were elephants in the room, and to
openly discuss what they looked like and what to do about them. Unfortu-
nately defensive routines that conspire to block our ability to see the elephants
and conceal these emotional topics can have a negative impact on our group
processes, in this case family business transfers. In the course of the research
workshops we succeeded in moving these topics to the top of the agenda
for discussion, thereby helping members address taboo topics, i.e., death or
feelings of guilt, and successfully negotiate the mutual concerns of the own-
ers and successors. There was no single best solution or business transfer
prescription; rather there was a wide range of solutions that emerged, based
on personal family and business needs. The key was the consultant bringing
theory to practice to allow the family members to address the obvious but
neglected issues. For example, regular family meetings were implemented
to continue to work on the contradictions that existed. Wills were drawn
up, legal entities were altered'®, inheritances were waived, and the nature

16 For instance from single proprietor to limited company.
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of participation was clarified. From our reading of the feedback after the
project these were steps that had been postponed for years in order to avoid
conflicts, avoidance that ironically prevented the transfers from moving for-
ward. Openly addressing the issues produced new actions that allowed the
transfer to occur, benefitting owners and successors alike.

A note of caution: this process takes nuanced and skilled facilitation, mutual
agreement and commitment to the process by all parties, sharing of all
information, open communication built on trust, time to meet regularly, and
a willingness to adjust the process as needs change. If everyone is willing to
go on this safari to hunt elephants, they must also be willing to pay the price
of challenging their fears and defensive routines, trusting that authentic con-
versations will bring healthier relationships, better decisions, and happier
and more successful family business transfer. Oh, and possibly the extinc-
tion of elephants.
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SAVE THE DATE -
Announcing the 2016 COS CONFERENCE
Venice, Italy, 7-9 April 2016

We are happy to announce the second COS conference in Venice in April 2016.
The topic of our gathering is

Flow beyond Systems

Delightful Development of the Self and of New Systems
through Somatic Intelligence

Centro Don Orione (www.donorione-venezia.it), Venice, Italy

“Flow beyond Systems” is understood as the creative force of new realities for or-
ganisations and society through each of us. The lively nexus between the worlds
of organised systems and individual worlds is our main focus: Individual develop-
ment faces challenges and in return poses challenges to organisations and society.
Growing together, step by step, requires facilitating the interplay between indi-
viduals and existing organisations and new organisational realities that are waiting
to be created.

The way we lead and organise ourselves in collectives is reflected by what organi-
sations, larger social structures and ourselves as parts thereof have become. Free-
dom and structure do not pre-exist in organised communities but are relationally
constructed in the common space to which its (more or less) equal members bring
their uniqueness and create something of (more or less) lasting value such as an
organisation or larger organised structures. Leadership is momentous for support-
ing development and meaningful creations beyond known forms.

Reaching beyond is neither a result of will power nor sheer mental excellence, nor
can it be made to happen. Such attempts tend to result in forms of mind-body
splits, bringing forth unwelcome symptoms or rigid, “more-of-the-same” patterns
in the relation of the body and its organised, interactional environment becoming
powerful limiting patterns. Changing these realities largely depends on our ability
to intentionally bring somatic intelligence to the creation of new larger structures.

The conference offers cutting-edge methodology for bridging inner and outer
worlds and serves as a co-creative space for development, transformation and
inspiration. The participants engage in rich conversations, deepen relationships
with like-minded colleagues, forge collaborative partnerships and have an oppor-
tunity to integrate and share insights and learning. We invite you to join a delight-
ful development!
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« Creative scientific publishing and reading between and beyond
theory and practice

COS LinkedIn Virtual Community
« And more ...

The Friend&Membership fee is € 200.00 for 18 months. Why 18 months?
We synchronise the Friend&Membership cycle with the COS conference
rhythm and 3 COS Journal editions.

Your 18-month COS Friend&Membership includes:

- 3 editions of the COS Journal: 2 hard copies each of 3 issues, one for you
and one for a friend = a total of 6 hard copies for the value of €169.00.

« Conference fee discount of €150.00.
« COS creations: Special discount of 30% for each seminar you attend.

Send your application for membership to office@cos-journal.com.



Join COS, a Home for Reflective Hybrids

The future is an unknown garment that invites us to weave our lives into
it. How these garments will fit, cover, colour, connect and suit us lies in our
(collective) hands. Many garments from the past have become too tight,
too grey, too something...and the call for new shapes and textures is ac-
knowledged by many. Yet changing clothes leaves one naked, half dressed
in between. Let's connect in this creative, vulnerable space and cut, weave
and stitch together.

Our target group is reflective hybrids — leaders, scientists, consultants, and
researchers from all over the world who dare to be and act complex. Multi-
layered topics require multidimensional approaches that are, on the one
hand, interdisciplinary and, on the other hand, linked to theory and prac-
tice, making the various truths and perspectives mutually useful.

If you feel you are a reflective hybrid you are very welcome to join our COS
movement, for instance by:

- Visiting our website: www.cos-journal.com

« Getting in touch with COS-Creations. A space for personal & collective
development, transformation and learning. Visit our website:
www.cos-journal.com/cos-creations/

« Following our COS-Conference online:
www.cos-journal.com/conference2016

+ Subscribing to our newsletter:
see www.cos-journal.com/newsletter

« Subscribing to the COS Journal:
see www.cos-journal.com/buy-subscribe

« Ordering single articles from the COS Journal:
www.cos-journal.com/buy-articles-pdf

« Becoming a member of our LinkedIn group: go to www.linkedin.com
and type in “Challenging Organisations and Society.reflective hybrids”
or contact Tonnie van der Zouwen on tvanderzouwen@cos-journal.com



Order COS Journals and COS Articles

Challenging Organisations and Society . reflective hybrids®

Mental Leaps into Challenging Organisations and Society
Volume 1, Issue 1, October 2012
Editor: Maria Spindler (AT)

Reflective Hybrids in Management and Consulting
Volume 2, Issue 1, May 2013
Editors: Maria Spindler (AT), Gary Wagenheim (CA)

Involving Stakeholders to Develop Change Capacity for
More Effective Collaboration and Continuous Change
Volume 2, Issue 2, October 2013

Editor: Tonnie van der Zouwen (NL)

Different Culture, Different Rhythms
Volume 3, Issue 1, May 2014
Editor: Karin Lackner (DE)

On the Move: Patterns, Power, Politics
Volume 3, Issue 2, October 2014
Editors: Maria Spindler (AT) and Tonnie van der Zouwen (NL)

Positive Deviance Dynamics in Social Systems
Volume 4, Issue 1
Editors: Maria Spindler (A) and Gary Wagenheim (CA)

Elaborating the Theory - Practice Space: Professional Competence in Science,
Therapy, Consulting and Education

Volume 4, Issue 2

Editors: llse Schrittesser (A) and Maria Spindler (A)

each € 28,- plus shipping costs

Subscription of the COS Journal
The journal is published semi-annually (May and October). The price of
an annual subscription is € 50,-.

Subscription: 2 issues each year € 50,— plus shipping costs each year
The subscription can be terminated until 31.12. for the next year.

Order and subscribe the COS Journal at www.cos-journal.com
www.cos-journal.com/buy-subscribe/

Order single articles of the COS Journal
for € 10,- per article at www.cos-journal.com
www.cos-journal.com/buy-articles-pdf/

Or mail us to order the COS Journal
to sales@cos-journal.com



ANNOUNCEMENT - MAY 2016

Challenging Organisations and Society . reflective hybrids®
Volume 5, Issue 1

Title: Change in Flow: How critical incidents
transform organisations.

Editors: Nancy Wallis & Maria Spindler



The Journal “Challenging Organisations
and Society . reflective hybrids® (COS)”

is the first journal to be dedicated to the
rapidly growing requirements of reflective
hybrids in our complex 21st-century
organisations and society. Its international
and multidisciplinary approaches balance
theory and practice and show a wide
range of perspectives in and between
organisations and society.

Being global and diverse in thinking and
acting outside the box are the targets for
its authors and readers in management,
consulting and science.

www.cos-journal.com
ISSN 2225-1774



