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Abstract

Purpose – This paper aims to explore the pertinent issues, barriers and pitfalls of intergenerational
communication in business families during their leadership succession period.
Design/methodology/approach –Building on relational leadership theory, the papermakes use of an action
research approach using a qualitative single case study to investigate communication barriers and pitfalls in
business transition.
Findings – Through action research, interventions were taken in the underlying case, which increased the
consciousness, as well as the personal and social competencies of the business family. Thus, business families
stuck in ambivalent entanglement understand their underlying motives and needs within the change process,
get into closer contact with their emotional barriers and communication hindrances, which is a prerequisite for
any change, and break the succession iceberg phenomenon.
Research limitations/implications – Future research should undertake multiple case studies to validate
and/or modify the qualitative methods used in this action research to increase the validity and generalizability
of the findings.
Practical implications – Given the large number of business families in transition, our study shows the
beneficial effects action research might have on business families’ communication behavior along a change
process. The findings might help other business families to understand the value of action research for such
underlying challenges and decrease communication barriers.
Originality/value – This is one of the few studies to have addressed intergenerational communication of
business families using an action research approach.

Keywords Intergenerational communication, Business family, Family succession, Action research,

Case study

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Succession in family firms is the most delicate business transformation since numerous
challenges arise at the interface of family and business that threaten the continuity of the firm
(De Massis et al., 2008; Von Schlippe and Hermann, 2013). Intra-family leadership succession
involves transferring the responsibility for a family firm from one generation to the next
(Blumentritt et al., 2012; Ward, 2011). Family firms undergo various processes of change and
transformation for their survival (Cabrera-Su�arez et al., 2001; Murray, 2003; Bracci and
Vagnoni, 2011; Durst and Wilhelm, 2012; Daspit et al., 2015), and many family firms fail
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during the transition of leadership and/or ownership between generations (Morris et al., 1996;
Bigliardi and Dormio, 2009).

Family firms, particularly family firm succession, is an emerging research area (Chrisman
et al., 2008), and very little attention has been paid to communication within the business
family during this transition process (Sorenson et al., 2013). Although researchers have
acknowledged that intra-family succession in family businesses requires a lot of interaction
and communication between the parties involved (Handler, 1989, 1994; Morris et al., 1996), we
know very little about how communication dynamics can influence the succession process
(Botero et al., 2013; Michael-Tsabari and Weiss, 2015). Communication between family
members is scarcely mentioned in Le-Breton-Miller et al.’s (2004) review of the succession
literature. Additionally, communication has rarely been included in conceptual models
explaining succession (e.g. Cabrera-Suarez et al., 2001; Sharma et al., 2003; Le-Breton-Miller
et al., 2004), neither has it been used as a secondary variable when exploring this process
(Sharma et al., 2001, 2003; Dyck et al., 2002; Kaplan et al., 2009; De-Massis et al., 2008). While
Sharma et al. (2003) explored the impact of communication between founder and successor on
family harmony at the launching of the transition process, Blumentritt et al. (2012) delivered
insights on deficient communication and communication traps during a transition process.
To complement this, Michael-Tsabari andWeiss (2015) highlight a structural problem in the
succession process and show how deficient communication leads to disagreements. They
agree with Kaplan et al. (2009), who indicates that personal disappointments and strained
relationships are responsible for passive communication among actors. However, according
to Koerner and Fitzpatrick (2002), “family communication behaviour is largely the result of
cognitive processes that are determined by family relationship schemas” (p. 87). Thus, in the
context of family firms, researchers have used a grounded theory approach to develop a
dynamic communication model identifying four major types of communication during a
succession process (Leiß, 2014; Leiß and Zehrer, 2018).

Although communication during succession has been explored, there is notmuch research
on barriers and pitfalls of communication during succession and their underlying dynamics
in intergenerational communication. This is interesting given that, similar tomarriage, family
firm succession “represents a challenging and intriguing context in which to examine
communication structures, dynamic functions and processes, and outcomes over time”
(Fitzpatrick, 2004, p. 170). In an attempt to gain a deeper understanding of how business
families experience the communication process during leadership transitions, this paper
analyzes the barriers and pitfalls in communication during the succession process of a
business family that owns and runs a hotel in the Austrian Alps. We use the dynamic
communication model developed by Leiß (2014) and applied by Leiß and Zehrer (2018) as the
basis of our work, and explore, using a case study, how interventions derived from the model
helped them manage intergenerational communication barriers during the succession
process. We show how the change process set up with the business family helped them in
managing intergenerational communication barriers and pitfalls related to succession and
supported them in developing an action plan for the power change between predecessors and
successors.

Theoretical background
Succession in family firms
Succession is a multidimensional process rather than an event (e.g. Handler, 1994; Cabrera-
Su�arez, 2005; Drakopoulou et al., 2013; Duh, 2014); it takes time to develop and needs to be
planned and managed (Barnes and Hershon, 1976; Davis, 1968; Morris et al., 1996; Sharma
et al., 2001). During the transition period, several subjects are involved (Le-Breton-Miller et al.,
2004), including the incumbent (Amrbose, 1983; Rubenson and Gupta, 1996), the successor
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(Birley, 1986; Barach et al., 1988; Handler, 1990; Birley, 2002), the family (Davis, 1968; Handler,
1994) and the firm’s other internal and external stakeholders (Handler, 1989; Fox et al., 1996;
Steier, 2001). Halter (2009) argues that succession cannot be reduced to the simple transfer of
leadership and/or ownership at one point; it needs a more holistic approach over a certain
period of time.

Succession in family firms can refer to leadership transition or ownership change, and
often, a clear line is drawn between the two. “Ownership succession is defined as the complete
and irreversible legal succession from one owner (group) to another. [. . .] Leadership
succession is defined as the transfer of ultimate management responsibility from the person
currently in charge (CEO, managing director, owner-manager) to another person [. . .]” (Davis
and Klein, 2005, p. 59). Thus, ownership succession focuses on who will own and have legal
rights over the business and when and how the transfer will happen; while leadership
succession focuses on who will run the business, what changes will occur when are be
accountable for results, and how results will be realized (Efendioglu and Mucat, 2009).
Leadership succession can be very turbulent in family firms and is more challenging than
ownership succession (Handler, 1994; Gbadegeshin, 2013). The focus of this paper is on
leadership succession.

Leadership succession is a “(. . .) continuous process where leadership and power is
transferred from one family member to the next (usually from one generation to the next),
while maintaining positive family relationships, and enabling the business to continue to
expand and prosper financially” (Griffeth et al., 2006 p. 492). Leadership succession is
commonly described as a complex long-term process that also involves the dynamics before
and after the actual leadership transfer (Blumentritt et al., 2012). This implies that a change in
the executive suite can shake up the direction and politics of business. According to
Blumentritt et al. (2012), “leadership succession involves transferring responsibility for the
ongoing management of a family firm from members of a senior generation to members of
junior generations, especially the replacing of a retiring CEOwith a younger family member”
(p. 54).

There have been multiple approaches to explain the succession process. Churchill and
Hatten (1987) developed the life-cycle approach of succession, which outlines the succession
process between father and son in a family business. The authors take the biological reality
into account that parents and their children are separated by age and business experience but
united by blood ties and a shared history. Moreover, they acknowledge the fact that an
organization also undergoes certain development. In their work, Churchill and Hatten (1987)
distinguish four stages of the succession process: (1) a stage of owner-management, where the
owner is the only family member directly involved in the business, (2) a training and
development stage, where the chosen successor gets to know the business, (3) a partnership
stage, where both the predecessor and the successor work in the business, and finally, (4) a
power transfer stage, where the successor takes over the responsibility of the business.
Although this is a popular view of succession (Handler, 1994), business families tend to
underestimate the duration and complexity of the leadership transition process, which may
lead to negative outcomes for the business and the family (Motwani et al., 2006;
Giarmarco, 2012).

Cabrera-Su�arez (2005, p. 73) complement the life-cycle approach by suggesting the
socialization process to which the family successor is exposed. Socialization represents a core
concept in sociology and is defined as “(. . .) the process whereby the helpless infant gradually
becomes a self-aware, knowledgeable person, skilled in the ways of the culture into which she
or he is born” (Giddens as cited in Haag, 2012, p. 22). Through this process, children acquire
role-specific knowledge that can amount to one of the strengths of family businesses. Thus,
the socialization of family members is one of the components of succession. Furthermore,
Haag (2012) reasons that “Based on our socialization we make sense of our lives even if we
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cannot spell out exactly what that involves; it constitutes our background coping skills on
which we unconsciously draw to deal with novel situations” (p. 24). This is in line with the
psychodynamic approach described by Kets de Vries (1993), where understanding the
individual’s thoughts and motivations of the successor is crucial for the succession process.
Nevertheless, socialization is rarely used to understand the succession process.

The mutual role adjustment process is the third and probably the best-known theory of
leadership succession as perceived in the literature (Handler, 1994; Dyck et al., 2002; Muskat
and Zehrer, 2017). The central aspect here is that “(. . .) one can conceptualize each phase of
the succession process as being associated with particular role behaviour on the part of the
founder or next-generation family member, and the transition from one phase to another as a
transition in role behaviour” (Handler, 1994, p. 135). The model assumes that the predecessor
and the successor can adjust to the changing nature of their role in the family firm. Thus, the
more time they need to become familiar with the new role, the more delayed the overall
succession process is.

However, none of these approaches can help us understand and explain the role of
communication in the succession process. Thus, our project uses Relational leadership theory
(Follett, 1949) as the foundation for this study. The core characteristic of relational leadership
is the embedding of authority into each role, based on the knowledge associated with it
(Fletcher, 2007). It is a process of reciprocal interrelating through which the expertise held by
different participants interconnects, creating a more holistic perspective that is integrative
rather than additive (Lipman-Blumen, 1992). Relational leadership requires communicating
the interpenetration of expertise among others, which, in turn, requires communication skills
to build relationships among others (Lipman-Blumen, 1992; Uhl-Bien, 2006). Leadership
succession in family businesses requires a lot of interaction and communication between the
parties involved (Handler, 1994; Morris et al., 1996). However, we know very little about how
communication dynamics can influence the succession process, the challenges and
opportunities that members of different generations in a family firm can face, and how
they manage these challenges to facilitate the transition of leadership from one generation to
the next (Botero et al., 2013; Michael-Tsabari and Weiss, 2015). Thus, in this project, we use
relational leadership theory to explore intergenerational communication and succession.

The role of communication in the leadership succession process
Communication is core to successful succession and helps to deal with conflicts among
business families (Lansberg, 1988; Nordqvist et al., 2009) since it involves the discussion of
ideas, giving feedback, as well as intergenerational learning (Handler, 1991; McKee et al.,
2014; Grossmann and Schlippe, 2015). Especially in leadership transition, open and
transparent communication between successor and predecessors plays a highly important
role. Getting it “wrong” can threaten the succession plan and put the family firm at risk of
internal conflict and disengagement (Schulze et al., 2003).

Several family business scholars (i.e. Davis and Tagiuri, 1989; Morris et al., 1997), explain
the importance and relevance of good communication between predecessor and successor
and elaborate that poor communication results in a lack of trust and conflict, which could
make succession problematic. Complementing this idea, Saan et al. (2018) show that
communication of the succession decision, comprising the transfer date and postsuccession
roles to all key stakeholders, affect the succession process and the success of the transfer.
Sharma et al. (2003) also suggest that understanding the role of communication in succession
is valuable. Finally, Blumentritt et al. (2012) andMichael-Tsabari andWeiss (2015) both show
that deficient communication leads to disagreements and clashes between the founder and
the successor, systematically harming family harmony. However, a review of the family
business literature identified only four studies that included succession and communication
in their title or abstract (Botero et al., 2013).
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In family firms, succession often involves leadership changes between members of
different generations of the business family (Bertrand and Schoar, 2006). Given that each
generation of a business family has underlying beliefs that characterize the family itself and
the norms for the involvement of family members in business (Hoy and Sharma, 2010;
Sorenson et al., 2013), communicationmay be highly complex. Communication is even further
complicated by the fact that individuals fromdifferent generations differ in their expectations
about what to say and how to say it (Lee et al., 2003; Efendioglu and Muscat, 2009). This can
create additional challenges during the succession process. In an attempt to understand these
challenges, Leiß and Zehrer (2018) developed the model of intergenerational negotiation for
business family succession. For reducing complexity, the model is based on four factors
characterizing intergenerational communication: time, personal characteristics, institutional
factors, and societal aspects. With regard to time, an uncommunicated leadership succession
might cause conflicts between successor and predecessor since the leadership process heavily
builds on the progression of discussions, negotiations, decisions and implementation of
solutions among the actors involved (Zehrer and Haslwanter, 2010). With regard to the
personal dimension, we find that the old and young generations have different
communication behaviors given their diverse experience and knowledge (Westhead et al.,
2001), which might result in conflicts. Moreover, the emotional disengagement and shift from
the old to the young generation can also have conflict potential. Institution-wise,
communication within the business family boosts the reputation, credibility and status of
the family firm and makes is necessary to jointly build social networks and communicate
strategic alliances (Gallo and Garc�ıa-Pont, 1996; Witt, 2004; Fern�andez and Nieto, 2005). With
regard to society, trends and other effects have shaped the perception of work, where the
family no longer serves as a functional entity (Bertram, 2002).

Our model is consistent with the inferential model of family communication. In
communication literature, Koerner and Fitzpatrick (2002) developed a theory of family
communication referring to the so-called “inferential model” based on the assumption that
“many, perhaps most, symbols are fundamentally ambiguous” (Sperber and Wilson, 1986)
and have to be recognized and interpreted by means of complex cognitive processes. The
interpretation depends on “the ability to make inferences about the intentions behind the use
of a symbol” (influenced by, e.g. culture, relationships, individual preferences, etc.).
Communication is understood as a process within a social unit (the family) and between
cognitive units (individual family members). As a consequence, it is marked by
intersubjectivity (“sharing of cognitions”) and interactivity (“degree to which symbol
creation and interpretation are linked”). This idea is complemented by the work of Schrodt
(2005) who developed the circumplex model of marital and family systems and stated that
families function in terms of cohesiveness (emotional bonding), flexibility (with regard to
leadership, role relationships and relationship rules) and communication (the dynamic
component that aids or hinders family movement along the two other dimensions), which
shows how family communication schemata (i.e. expressiveness, structural traditionalism
and conflict avoidance) contribute to family functioning. However, when exploring business
families, it is also important to use the socio-constructionist concept of communication
proposed by Luhmann (2011) and his systemic theory. This approach enables us to consider
additional elements such as time, institution (the firm), and context, to complement the family
system.

The model of intergenerational communication by Leiß and Zehrer (2018) is based on four
dimensions of intergenerational communication and includes four distinctive types of
communication of business families in the succession process: Authoritarian Protection,
Ambivalent Entanglement, Independent Reorientation and Co-Evolutionary Development
(see Figure 1 and Table 1). The axes are divided into a relationship axis and an institutional
axis that can be related to the work of Koerner and Fitzpatrick (2002). The relationship axis
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leads from relatedness to autonomy, while Koerner and Fitzpatrick (2002) talk about the
conversation orientation (the degree to which families create a climate of unrestrained
interaction). Likewise, the institutional axis from continuity versus change is referred to as
conformity orientation (the degree to which family communication stresses a climate of
homogeneity of attitudes, values and beliefs) in the work of Koerner and Fitzpatrick (2002).
Our paradoxes are also congruent with the work of Pitts et al. (2009) who, based on relational
dialectics theory (Baxter and Montgomery, 1996), differentiate among three dialectical

relatedness

con�nuity change

autonomy

Transgenerational relation
(personal level)

business / family
(institutional level)

Independent
Reorientation

Ambivalent
Entanglement

Co-Evolutionary
Development

Authoritarian
Protection

protective
conservation

inter-
dependent
maturation

atomized
stuck state

detached
optimi-
zation

Authoritarian protection Coevolutionary development
(1) Family is marked by a patriarchal structure
(2) Father is the decision-maker
(3) Successor spends some learning and

journeyman years outside the family
business

(4) Official power switch
(5) Conserving and expanding of buildings

import
(6) Immaterial values (reliability, continuity,

loyalty) prevail

(1) High degree of generativity with the children,
emotional interconnectedness and parents serving
as role models

(2) The long phase of fading in and out (3)
transgenerational relationship based on cooperation
and communication, as well as mutual appreciation
and recognition

(3) Family serves as a stabilizing element open to deal
with the unknown

Ambivalent entanglement Independent reorientation
(1) The succession process is not planned
(2) The unlimited phase of cohabitation
(3) Potential successor undergoes the required

training after oscillating between succession
and nonsuccession

(4) Symbiotic relationships, double binds,
traumata experiences, as well as a lack of
negotiation

(5) Little to no innovation and integration of
new family members difficult

(1) Open approach to succession
(2) The main objective is to increase the individuals’

room for maneuver / abrupt power switch
(3) Economic independence and survival of the firm are

the focus
(4) Lack of knowledge transfer, risk of unexpected

social death of predecessor

Figure 1.
Model of
transgenerational
negotiation (Leiß, 2014)

Table 1.
Characteristics of
modes of
transgenerational
negotiation (Leiß, 2014)
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tensions of competing voices—openness versus closedness, autonomy versus
interdependence and certainty versus uncertainty.

In the mode of Authoritarian Protection, the predecessor acts as a patriarch and takes
decisions on his own; thus, communication among the business family is rather limited. This
is congruent with the work of Koerner and Fitzpatrick (2002), who differentiate four family
types, of which one is “consensual”, i.e. high in conversation and conformity orientation.
When families reconstruct succession according to the second type, Ambivalent
Entanglement, there is no plan for succession in place, resulting in an unlimited phase of
cohabitation and “stuck state,” often accompanied by a lack of communication and
negotiation. This equals the family type “protective” in Koerner and Fitzpatrick’s work, i.e.
low on conversation orientation but high on conformity orientation (Koerner and Fitzpatrick,
2002). The mode of Independent Reorientation is characterized by an open approach to
succession, including a quite open and transparent way of communicating, giving the
successor increased room formaneuver. This is congruent with the family type “laissez-faire”
of Koerner and Fitzpatrick (2002), i.e. low in both conversation and conformity orientation.
Business families, who understand the succession process as Co-Evolutionary Development,
have a long phase of fading in and out and ground the transition on cooperation and
communication, as well as mutual appreciation and recognition; this phase is equal to the
family type “pluralism” in the inferential model of Koerner and Fitzpatrick (2002), i.e. high in
conversation but low in conformity orientation (Koerner and Fitzpatrick, 2002). This type is
also congruent with the “partnership” framework for nurturing potential successors
identified by Kaplan et al. (2009).

The “ideal” succession process includes three phases of negotiation: phase 1:
transgenerational transmission, phase 2: independent acquisition, and finally, phase 3:
interdependent development of the family-firm heritage (Leiß and Zehrer, 2018).

Building on previous work on transgenerational negotiation, succession, and
communication, we used an in-depth to explore the following research questions:

RQ1. What are the barriers/pitfalls in intergenerational communication during the
succession process?

RQ2. Which intergenerational communication dynamics exist during the succession
process?

RQ3. How can succession-related communication problems in business families be
solved?

Methods
Research paradigm
The main goal of this project is to gain deeper insights into how business families create and
experience communication dynamics in leadership succession, and at the same time, to
develop supporting actions resulting in positive change for them. As a consequence, we
follow a qualitative action research approach based on a single real-life case study. Case
study research is advocated as a valid research strategy, e.g. in marketing (Bonoma, 1985),
operations management (McCutcheon and Meredith, 1993), management information
systems (Benbasat et al., 1987), and strategy (Mintzberg, 1979; Eisenhardt, 1989; Larsson,
1993). Most of these authors consider case study a useful research strategy (1) when the topic
is broad and highly complex, (2) when there are not a lot of theories available, and (3) when
“context” is very important. Thus, to discuss intergenerational communication patterns in
business families, we apply a case study approach in a single-family firm context. By using an
action research approach, we want to initiate change and improvement through a better
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understanding of the unique communication problems that affect business families (Poza
et al., 1998).

Case description
The business family owns a four-star hotel, which was founded by Ady and Jessica in 1965
and is nestled in a famous year-round destination amidst the Tyrolean Alps in Austria. The
core targetmarket of the destination is the nuclear family, consisting of parents and kids of all
ages. Besides nuclear families, the destination also wants to attract extended families. The
core branding and positioning of the destination is to provide exciting mountain experiences
for families at a service excellence level. In 2017, the hotel achieved revenues of V 14 Mio.
Altogether, it has 134 employees and five division managers. The employee fluctuation is
below 20%, a good value in the hospitality and tourism industry, given the general struggle
of the industry to attract staff. The main target market is Germany, followed by Austria,
Switzerland and the United Kingdom. In 2016 and 2017, the owners made high investments
(V 13 Mio. investment sum), refurbished rooms and the restaurant and built a whole new
outdoor wellness area. Figure 2 portrays the family tree.

The first generation Ady and Jessica handed over the business to their daughter Patricia
in 1982, who, together with her husband Perry, has run the hotel ever since. In 1982, the
business was very small, with a staff of six employees. In 1997, Patricia and Perry had the
chance to take over another hotel in the same village, which also specialized in families, and
took this opportunity. Since then, the family owns two four-star hotels focusing on families
with small children. While one hotel is managed by an external director (i.e. nonfamily), the
other is managed by Perry (61) as the hotel director. Patricia (57) takes care of the reservation
and bookings for both hotels. However, she has felt a great desire for an improved work-life-
balance in the last couple of years.

Patricia and Perry have two sons, Charles (33) and Peter (27), who are both willing to take
over the family business. The older son Charles has been working in the family business for
five years together with his wife Susan (32) from Germany, who runs the reception. Both of
them have been educated in hospitality and tourism in a highly renowned hotel management
school in Switzerland. They have two daughters aged one and three. The younger son Peter
studied financial management in the United States and Spain, where he met Olivia (30) from
Chile, who studied marketing management and worked in marketing for big companies over
the last years. Peter has worked at multinational companies in Geneva, Switzerland, for the
last few years, and both Peter and Olivia have not been involved in the family hotel so far.
Their plan to marry and move to the Alpine village in September 2017 was a challenge since
both were inexperienced in the hotel industry. In addition, Olivia does not speak German.
Although shewas born into a family business in Chile herself, she decided not towork there to
avoid the everyday conflicts she could observe amongst her relatives. Due to unsolved and
increasingly stressful communication problems within the business family, Patricia
contacted us for support in the leadership succession process.

Figure 2.
Family tree—main
actors in bold letters,
conflict parties in
grey boxes

CCIJ
25,3

522



Procedure
The action research method was developed by Lewin (1946) to study social psychology and a
form of experimental inquiry within the framework of field theory (Eden and Huxham, 1996).
We decided that an action research approach would serve the requirements of this case best
since it aims at producing practical knowledge and creating solutions to complex problems
like succession and allows us to make use of various intervention practices combining
research, action and participation at the same time (Bradbury and Reason, 2003; Coghlan and
Brannik, 2014; James et al., 2012). In action research, quantitative, qualitative or sequential
mixedmethods can be applied. To understand the subjective perception and interpretation of
the business family members, we focused on qualitative methods. As shown in Figure 1, the
overall research process follows a circular logic, including discovery and understanding,
planning and taking measurable actions and reflection/evaluation (James et al., 2012).

The discovery stage basically consisted of further research on the problem and
contracting via phone. The second step, measurable actions, included three elements. First,
we interviewed each family member individually with narrative interviews lasting between
1.5 and 3 h. The main objective of this intervention was to understand the individual
perspective of each family member. Based on the reflective analysis of the interviews, we set
up a couple of workshops lasting up to four hours to offer the possibility of developing a
shared vision amongst the spouses. Third, we hosted a 5 h business family workshop with
four family members (predecessors and successors already working in the hotel) with the
intention to exchange individual perspectives about the status quo of succession, define a
shared vision, as well as critical themes and agree on the further solution and communication
process, including the development of family governance and a concrete succession plan.

Over the entire research process that lasted one year, from January to December 2017, data
was collected using reflective journals, field notes and observation protocols (James et al.,
2012). For data analysis, the evaluation method of Smith et al. (1999), which follows a circular
strategy and analyses data in creative thought loops, is used. Circular deconstruction, on the
one hand, implies that implicit meaning can become visible and, on the other hand, a change
of perspective takes place, giving rise to new insights and contributing to answering the
research questions (Smith et al., 1999; Deniz and Lincoln, 2000). This paraphrasing and
systemic comparison process leads to the emergence of metathemes, which are presented in
the findings section below.

Research findings
The first aspect that we wanted to understand was what were the barriers and pitfalls that
the business family faces in their intergenerational communication. Based on our
observations, the communication strategy and patterns of this case largely represent the
Ambivalent Entanglement communication type. There are several characteristics that show
this. First, the succession from Perry and Patricia to the next generation is not planned at all,
i.e. there is no concrete time plan with regard to the transfer of power. This results in an
unlimited phase of cohabitationwith the two generationsworking side by sidewithout a clear
perspective about the future. Therefore, intergenerational relationships are characterized by
a lack of negotiation, which results in one-sided decision-making. Second, as a consequence of
the unsolved ambivalences and conflicts, the potential successor Charles is oscillating
between succeeding and leaving. With regard to the organizational development of the hotel,
there is little innovation. For example, Perry still processes all incoming invoices manually.
This leads to delays in payment, which can result in conflicts for the family. Third, the
integration of new family members (Susan and Olivia) seems to be difficult, given the
socialization and background of both daughters-in-law, which resulted in different value
propositions with regard to work-life-balance, the professionalism of work, family support,
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etc. Forth, communication is marked by a low level of self-awareness and empathy, resulting
in a coping strategy between avoiding and competing (Thomas and Kilmann, 2010), which
highly impairs a smooth transition from one generation to the next. Thus, we found the
following communication barriers: no discussion between generations regarding the plans
they are creating, no explicitness of information, no participation of other generations, and
thus, focus on one-way communication, no clarity of message and goals.

The second question that we wanted to address was the intergenerational communication
dynamics existing during the succession process to provide an answer as to how the
communication occurs between intergenerational members. Our observations indicate that
there were different communication dynamics that occurred: Within the predecessor
generation, between predecessor and successor, and within the successor generation.

Within the predecessor generation, the main challenge for Perry is the transfer of power
and responsibility, which is impaired by his enormous sense of duty to trustfully manage his
wife’s heritage and property. In addition, he suffers from the burden of the last building
project financed by a huge bank loan, as well as from an inadequate old-age pension. Perry
also has no plan as towhowould take over the hotel andwhen and how his life would look like
without working there every day. His main motives are autonomy, individuality and
independence, expressed as “fear of losing my independence”, “niche apart from the
mainstream” and “active shaping of the future”. In the couple workshop, it becomes clear that
Perry and his wife do not have a shared vision of how to organize their future life. For Patricia,
the most important concern is to find a successor for the reservation office since she wants to
retire from her operational duties during the year. Her main needs include continuity,
reliability and commitment; her motives are “obligation towards the family, staff and
society”, to “maintain and increase the family heritage” and “success—financial and
personal”. Both in the interview and theworkshops, she utters her desire for peace, recreation,
harmony and peace within the family, privacy and retreat from work. This suggests that the
communication dynamics between the members of this generation are characterized by very
little sharing regarding what should be their goals and roles during this succession process.
This lack of clarity of goals and roles then affect the messages that they send to the successor
generation and how this information is received and interpreted by the younger generation.

Regarding the dynamics between predecessor and successor generations, there seem to be
two perspectives of what occurs in the communication between generations. The predecessor
generation perceives that their exchanges with the successor generation should center
around the responsibility that the successors have for the legacy of the family, the obligation
to their employees, and the protection of the predecessors�financial future. Thus, all of the
interactions reflect this type of dynamics. For example, in the couple workshops, Perry
speaks about himself as a “judge” standing between Patricia and his sons in his effort to
guarantee their private retirement irrespective of the new debts. Communication between the
predecessor and the successor generation was marked by little empathy, missing trust,
mutual accusations and biases. The intergenerational communication pattern thus was
conflict avoiding, largely in written form and scarce.

From the successor’s perspective, the older son Charles struggles with the way his father
treats him in the business. He complains about the missing rules and regulations with regard
to his responsibilities and competencies as a hotel director. He does not agree with the way
decisions are made by his father, who practices a rather authoritarian leadership style.
Charles is longing for appreciation and development, support and trust, contact and
relatedness and a relational leadership style. His motives for engaging in the family firm
comprise “enjoy working in the hotel business”, “see people laughing and fulfil their wishes”,
“work with employees and get to know them”, “develop myself” and “develop the hotel”. His
wife Susan also regards the missing workplace and job descriptions in a company with more
than one hundred employees as a source of constant trouble. For her, reliability and belonging
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are vital needs expressed as “grateful for security and support”, “bound by tradition”,
“success of the family” and “professional honour—dream job”. When Charles and Susan got
married in the village, the father already announced handing over the business to them after
their marriage in front of many people from the village. Given the promise at their marriage,
which had not come true, both Charles and Susan do not believe in a succession plan any
longer. Between 2016 and 2017, Charles wanted to withdraw from succeeding three times.
Personal conversation and communication have become rare, especially between Perry and
Charles: they have started to communicate with each other, mainly via email.

Charles and his brother Peter are not very close, which originates in their early education
years, where both of themwere in residential schools in another province of Austria. Further,
they are very different characters. While Charles is a very socially embedded person who
engages in the community life (voluntary fire brigade, village clubs and associations), Peter is
a sports enthusiast and mostly a unilateral person. Given that Peter has had diabetes from
early childhood on, Charles has the impression that Peter has always been treated differently
or even better by his parents; he envies Peter in some regard. In addition, Charles envisages
Peter as a threat when Peter enters the family business since Charles has been the only son
working in the family firm so far while Peter has been employed in a completely different
sector.

The needs and desires of both generations are only partially compatible, which explains
the succession dynamics. For Perry, exiting from his management role is connected with
enormous fears, leading to paradox behavior and communicative patterns such as: “I need
competent successors but I do not think they are capable of anything” or “successionwill only
work with a sharp cut, but I do not want to commit myself as to when I will hand over the
firm”. Charles, however, hates his father interfering with everyday managerial tasks, and at
the same time wants to get support and recognition.

With regard to the third research question on how succession-related communication
problems in business families can be solved, we identified the followingways to overcome the
succession iceberg. In order to unfreeze the “stuck state” of Ambivalent Entanglement the
business family found themselves in, we helped them to “translate” all fact-oriented
succession issues, such as organizational structure and regulations, into corresponding
motives and needs, helping them to get in closer contact with their emotional barriers and
communication hindrances, which is a prerequisite for any change. Thus, theworkshopswith
the couples and the business family allowed us to deduce a picture of a case-specific
succession “iceberg” (Satir et al., 2008). The iceberg phenomenon follows a system thinking
approach that tries to understand how various levels within a system influence each other.
The upper, conscious level accounts for approximately 10% of the intergenerational
communication and includes various hard facts that are tangible, logical, rational and
materialistic. The lower, subconscious level steers approximately 90% of intergenerational
communication and consists of soft factors that are invisible, intangible and inward such as
feelings, emotions, relations, culture, trust or empathy (Goodman, 2002). To overcome these
challenges, the family needs to have a clear structure, including distinct goals helping the
business family understandwhat theywant to do and how they need to approach the process.

Reflection and learnings
One of the major goals of the action research process underlying this case was to take
interventions, which increased the consciousness, as well as the personal and social
competencies of the business family in their leadership succession. The methodological
approach we applied was highly resource- and solution-oriented, thus leaving little space for
“looking back” and working on past injuries. This resulted in an emotional crisis initiated by
Charles, who, during the family workshop, felt triggered by a side-remark of his father and
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left the room in a rage. His outburst highly irritated Patricia and Susan, who started crying
and was very concerned that her husband would leave the company. Finally, we asked Perry
to look for his son, apologize and ask him to come back. Since, at that point, all themembers of
the business family were exhausted, we finished the workshop after a short feedback and
agreed to continue the process within the next few weeks. Yet, although a considerable
number of succession-related problems had not been solved, the family did not want to
engage in further interventions afterwards.

Our main findings from the evaluation of our interventions are as follows:

(1) Goal clarity is an important prerequisite to facilitate the communication process. The
business family involved should be clearly informed about the principles of conflict
resolution and change, including their own role and commitment to participate in
interventions and reflect the outcome regularly.

(2) “Untangling” the business family’s communication strategies need regular work over
a longer period since behavior is closely linked to basic attitudes, assumptions and
beliefs that first of all have to be made tangible.

(3) Business families stuck in Ambivalent Entanglement might, therefore, require a
multimethod research approach aiming at (1) consciousness-raising, (2) conflict
resolution and (3) development of new structures and processes. For consciousness-
raising, it might be helpful to include measurable actions like a quantitative survey of
the firm’s culture and discuss the results with the business family. The outcome
might increase their willingness to engage in mediation-based conflict resolution
settings, enhancing self-awareness and mutual understanding with regard to the
lower level of the succession iceberg. Both process steps can be seen as
the prerequisite for developing a shared vision and a clear succession framework
with the corresponding milestones.

(4) Following a circular intervention approach, as suggested here, it seems to be highly
reasonable since it leaves enough flexibility to constantly adapt the process
depending on the outcome of the actions taken so far.

(5) Researchers require a large set of methodological, personal and social competences,
including self-reflection and tolerance of ambiguity, to deal with the unknown
inherent in this research approach. The role of the action researcher then is that of a
facilitator, not of an advocate for any business family member.

Conclusions and implications
The purpose of this paper was to explore the pertinent issues of intergenerational
communication in business families during their leadership succession period. The results
from this exploratory study provide an initial picture of communication issues and dynamics
in family firm succession. First, based on the observations from this study, it seems that
barriers and pitfalls hinder intergenerational communication among the business family in
transition, which is congruent to earlier studies (Davis and Tagiuri, 1989; Weigel andWeigel,
1993; Morris et al., 1997). Second, we showed that poor communication between predecessor
and successor results in a lack of trust and conflict, which makes succession problematic,
leading to disagreements and clashes, as well as systematically impacting family harmony
(Morris et al., 1997; Blumentritt et al., 2012;Michael-Tsabari andWeiss, 2015; Saan et al., 2018).
Third, our results also provide some initial empirical support for the conceptual work of Leiß
(2014) and Leiß and Zehrer (2018) by applying the dynamic successionmodel using the single-
action research approach based on a single real-life case study. Our findings give experts a
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comprehensive insight into the barriers and pitfalls caused by Ambivalent Entanglement
between predecessors and successors in business families. They also underpin the rationale
that leadership succession is grounded on various communication patterns that are dynamic
over time, supporting former findings (Fern�andez and Nieto, 2005; Nordqvist et al., 2009;
Zehrer and Haslwanter, 2010). Findings are also congruent with existing models in
communication behavior, such as the inferential model by Koerner and Fitzpatrick (2002), the
circumplexmodel of family functioning (Schrodt, 2005), and the relational dialectics theory by
Pitts et al. (2009).

Our findings are also consistent with previous work on communication in family firm
succession (Michael-Tsabari and Weiss, 2015; Weigel and Weigel, 1993). Weigel and Weigel
(1993) found that the younger generation experienced significantly more intergenerational
communication problems, and thus,were less satisfied than the predecessor generation due to a
lack of communication competences and resources. Michael-Tsabari and Weiss (2015)
incorporated game theory to gain insight about communication traps during the transition
process and also revealed that structure is core to overcome inadequate communication
patterns. Thus, this project deepens our knowledge in understanding the role of communication
in leadership succession and reveals several implications for theory and research.

In line with previous research (Lansberg, 1988; Nordqvist et al., 2009), we saw that
communication and resulting interactions among predecessors and successors are core to
leadership succession among generations (Handler, 1991; McKee et al., 2014; Grossmann and
Schlippe, 2015). Since successors highly depend on knowledge transfer, as well as the transfer
of culture and values, ambivalences might decrease their willingness to take over the family
firm or even procrastinate the whole process. Moreover, our results are also consistent with
the importance of having some degree of professionalization within the organization and
having clear goals within the family and the business.

From a methodological point of view, we found that action research is a fruitful way of
investigating the change introduced in a business family during the transition time of
leadership succession and that it thus has practical implications for business families. The
communication strategies and patterns in the underlying case study were highly dependent
upon the personal interactions among the parties involved; this, on the one hand, could be
seen as an asset for the business family and its future development, on the other hand, the
family members often also hit the roof, which could particularly be observed in the family
workshop. However, sound knowledge of different communication patterns might raise
awareness about and prevent conflicts during leadership succession and thus function as a
strategic advantage for business families.

Given the large number of business families in transition, our study shows the beneficial
effects action research might have on business families’ communication behavior. We also
reveal that clear and shared goals during times of succession are a vital prerequisite for a
smooth transition. Thus, although our findings cannot be generalized at large, we make
a contribution to communication literature in the context of family firms by addressing a
theoretical issue as to how successors and predecessors communicate during the leadership
succession process and showways to solve intergenerational communication conflicts based
on a single case study. The findings might help other business families to understand the
value of action research for such underlying challenges and decrease communication
barriers. Finally, this is one of the few studies to have addressed intergenerational
communication in business families using an action research approach.

Despite the findings of this paper, there are several limitations that we need to point out. In
our case, our interventions helped the business family in understanding the need for change;
however, the ending remained open after the last business family workshop, which means the
failure or success to create change among the business family remains open. Thus, future
research should focus on longitudinal studies, where the researchers accompany a business
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family over a longer period of time to evaluate their communication patterns during the
transition process. Second, theremight be an ethical dilemma since, as investigators in an action
research setting characterized by an integral involvement, we might have been too subjective
over the period working with the business family. Because of this, future research should also
make use of accompanying methods, such as focus groups or individual interviews. Third,
given our focus on the hospitality context, the results might not generalize to other business
families since the context might be different. Thus, it would be useful for future research to
explore our ideas in different industries to see how these results replicate and generalize into
other contexts. Fourth,weused a single case study, amethod,which is criticized andquestioned
with regard to the validity and reliability of the results as findings are often unique to the
specific research andmay thus not be generalized to the population at large. Of course, in future
research, a multiple case study approach would have improved the external validity and
generalizability of our findings. Additionally, the use of othermethodological approaches could
enhance our understanding of intergenerational communication during succession.

This exploratory study is one of the few to explore the pertinent issues of
intergenerational communication in business families during their leadership succession
period and provides an initial picture of communication issues and dynamics in family firm
succession. By applying action research to a real case, we have deliberately followed an
unconventional and innovative methodological approach that is marked by a highly flexible
procedure. Our intention in openly addressing its benefits and limitations may inspire other
researchers to consider action research as a valuable approach for solving practical projects
since its interventions have the potential to not only produce data for researchers but also
real-life solutions for businesses.
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