Tackling an Important Question at Your
Firm
By Denise Gaskin, Ph.D.

Discover your core values using a Humble Inquiry process
Do you have an issue or challenge at your firm that needs to be discussed? If so, here is a process
to consider if you want to understand what cultural values lie at the heart of your issue. It’s been
my experience that leaders tend to notice and focus on behaviors rather than core values when
they attempt to make changes. Changing behaviors has tremendous value and can help your firm
achieve many goals. But if you want to change something that is core to your culture, you will
need to take a different approach. And this approach is not quick, so be prepared to spend some
time, and resources, to understand the core culture beneath your question. My recommendation is
to use what Edgar Schein calls a “humble inquiry” type of questioning that will lead you to
understanding values, not just behaviors.
The first thing you will need to do is identify the issue that you want to discuss. Is there
something that is not working within a department or practice area, or a segment of your firm?
I’ve been asked to help firms identify core values around questions like “what does it mean to be
an owner at our firm?” and “what do we really believe about collaboration on client matters?”
These are big questions that cannot be answered only by observing behavior. You can learn a lot
about both of these questions by noticing the culture including the artifacts of culture such as
workspaces and how they are used, email groups including who gets included and who is not,
reports that are circulated with data on performance. What is getting measured and who receives
it? This kind of noticing will give you clues as to what is important, deeply important, and forms
the foundation of your firm’s core beliefs.

In order to understand your firm at a deeper level, though, you will need to engage the members
of your firm in a discussion. The facilitator of this discussion should be someone who has some
knowledge of your firm, either by leadership spending time with him or her, or through their
previous work with the firm. The facilitator needs to commit to listening with great curiosity and
be aware of and contain their own biases, as best they can. This requires a facilitator who is selfaware and who can articulate their own values and core beliefs. Years ago, I was engaged in an
action research project, where I was in an active observer stance. That meant I was both part of
the organization where I was conducting the research as well as the facilitator of the process. As
an active observer, it was very important that I study my own core values so these would not
interfere with the results. I participated in what is known as a “bracketing interview” that helped
me, as the investigator, become aware of my presuppositions. This is a validity strategy where
the researcher, or facilitator, discloses assumptions, beliefs, and biases. The Appendix illustrates
a Bracketing Interview process you could follow especially if you decide to hire a facilitator who
has done work previously with your firm. You may want to employ the bracketing interview for
someone new to your firm as well so you can understand the person’s “come from” place or their
presuppositions.

Facilitate the Discussion
Alan Hodgart in his book Organisational Culture in Law Firms outlines a process to use when
you want to develop an understanding of an issue you may be wrestling with. This is a facilitated
critical review process with representative members of your firm. Note that sometimes,
depending on the topic and the size of your firm, you may want to get everyone involved, not
just a representative sample. I’ve used Hodgart’s framework, and added my own perspectives
and experiences working with professional service firms for greater than a dozen years.

Discuss the Issue
Put together the group(s) who will discuss the issue you are having. Decide if you want to
include all those who work at your firm. Do you want to mix owners with non-owners if you do
a combined group? If you work in some professional service firms, you may have distinctions
along the lines of “licensed” employees vs. those who work in other capacities such as service
support or administrative staff. How will you fill the groups in terms of your mix of geography,
age, experience, or compensation level?

Using Humble Inquiry
In order to get to the core values from the expressed behaviors, the facilitator should follow a
humble inquiry approach. The facilitator, and other leaders, must take the stance that they don’t
already have the answers. They must be genuinely and eagerly curious about what the members
have to say about the issue. If they take the stance of extreme curiosity, they will ask the right
kinds of questions because the questions will flow from having taken this position.
Examples from Schein’s work of this kind of inquiry to get the conversation started and keep it
going are:
“So…..(with expectant look)”
“What’s happening?”
“What’s going on?”
“What brings us here?”
“Go on…..”
“Can you give me an example?”

Identify the values of the firm
Capture what the group members say during the discussion and then ask them to identify from
the discussion what the values are that underpin the topic. Do not challenge these but be prepared
for members to talk about behavioral norms rather than deep-seated values. Get them to

articulate a VALUE that supports that behavior. This can be a challenging thing to do, but keep
at it until you have identified the underlying core value.
EXAMPLE: A behavior could be that the average billable hours of an owner in a professional
law firm are 1650 year when the goal is to achieve 1800 billable hours per year. This might be
identified as an issue, one that impacts both the firm and individual’s profitability. Knowing that
an attorney bills on average 1650 hours per year does not tell you what the person’s core value
are, because the hours (or reduced goal hours) point to behavior, not a core value. The value
could be the lawyer wants to have dinner every night with their family and be there in ways
maybe their parent was not for them because of working long days. The value could be the desire
for work-life balance.

Identify further issues and related values
Try to identify at least three to five issues and go through the same process as the steps above.
List the various values identified for each issue, test the relationship to each other (identical or
disparate), and discuss whether a core set emerges. If there is not a core set it could indicate that
the firm has a weak culture instead of a strong, core culture. Note that many private practice law
firms have weak cultures and are primarily a bunch of sub-cultures that have a loose
interdependence.

Explore how these values are represented (or not) elsewhere in the firm
If by way of an example, members say collaboration is a value because it gets recognized in the
compensation system process, explore where else collaboration may show up as a value. Does it
show up in formal and informal recognition systems, in how requests for proposals are
completed, with obtaining new client work, and in how data gets presented to members both
individually and collectively, etc. Look for consistency and inconsistency.

Test the identified values
Initiate a discussion about changes to the systems and processes discussed so far. What are the
impediments to change? What does this say about the firm’s value set?

Set out consistencies and inconsistencies
Set out both consistencies and inconsistencies that have emerged, and work with the group to
identify the issues behind both. What seems to be causing the inconsistencies (e.g. other systems
that do not support collaboration for instance) and what issues lie behind these? Take the same
approach for inconsistencies. A critical issue here is to retain a balance in the discussion between
the visible or (espoused) values and the areas in the firm where these appear to operate and not
operate (values in use). Work with the members to explore what lies behind each set.

Concluding Remarks
This process of deep inquiry will take some time, and these meetings could be several hours in
length in order to really get to the values and not just look at the behaviors. Leadership at your
firm should decide how important it is to have this discussion and if it is important, dedicate the
time and resources to conduct discussions that will reveal core values, not just observed
behaviors. Make sure you hire a trained, experienced facilitator who has gone through their own
process of identifying their biases and presuppositions so what they believe will not interfere
with data collection. Use a Humble Inquiry approach to asking questions as this will elicit deep
thought on your issue(s). The facilitator should remain in an open and deeply curious position
with the groups they are working with.
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Appendix: Bracketing Interview
A method for self-disclosure for a facilitator is to “bracket themselves out” through the
description of personal experiences before or during the study (Creswell, 2000, p. 126).
LeCompte (2000) says that data analysis will not present a complete picture of that which has
been studied unless the researcher has identified sources of bias. It is a human quality to pay
attention to and record data that makes sense or intrigues the person. Therefore, it is important
that the researcher be aware of the effects of both tacit and formative theory that create the
“filter that admits relevant data and screens out what does not seem interesting--even if,
in hindsight, it could have been useful” (p. 146).
Bracketing can help mitigate the potential deleterious effects of unacknowledged preconceptions
related to study and research and thereby increase the rigor of the project. It is a method to
protect the facilitator (researcher) from the cumulative effects of examining what may be
emotionally charged material.
The Bracketing Interview gives the opportunity to be interviewed about the person’s experiences
in much the same way that they will be interviewing group participants. Reviewing the
bracketing interview transcript will reveal both the desire to facilitate the process as well as a
strong sense of responsibility the facilitator feels to contribute something valuable to the firm and
the selected team.
I talk about a Bracketing Interview above; however, bracketing can be done in several different
ways. If you decide to use an interview, then hire someone with experience with this kind of
interview and have them meet with the facilitator anywhere from 30 minutes to several hours.
The meeting should be tape recorded so that the participant can transcribe the conversation and
perform an analysis that will point to the interviewee’s values, motivation, personal experiences,

the history. The interviewee should summarize what they heard themselves say in this interview,
uncovering his or her presuppositions. This summary should ideally be shared back with the
interviewer seeking further clarification and confirmation.
If an interview is not practical or desirable, the facilitator may choose to write memos to
themselves throughout the facilitation process in order to capture feelings, insights, perceptions,
reactions to group participants and comments made. These memos will allow the facilitator to
note along the way how what they are hearing is impacting what they are choosing to pay
attention to, and what they are “leaving on the table.” The memos should be documented daily
and inform the actions of the facilitator, often leading to changes in how the facilitator works
with the group.
The questions that are asked of you, or that you ask yourself should be open-ended and allow for
self-discovery. These will be semi-structured questions with the goal to allow the interviewee to
express themselves freely and let the answers to the questions dictate where it goes next. The
interviewer can start with an open-ended question such as: “please describe your experience with
law firms.” This question can lead to more questions about lawyers in general, for-profit
businesses, formal cultures, professional service providers, and courts of law. If asked in an open
and curious manner, the interviewee will probe until they understand “what” they think about
law firms in this example. They will uncover assumptions about how they think law firms’
function, the impact they have on the larger community, who works at them, and what is it like
to be part of this culture. The interviewee can start to understand why they enjoy (or don’t enjoy)
working with law firms and this information will lead to further understanding of motive, drive,
and interest.

There is enormous value for the facilitator to gain this knowledge of themselves before engaging
with a group. By doing so, they will come into the interaction knowing what they believe about
the culture and work of the firm. They will be careful not to let their own biases drive the
discussion and they will be more likely to count everything they hear as important in the data set.
In fact, they are likely to even “hear” more than they would otherwise if they did not engage in
this process.

