
Appreciative Inquiry: management fad or good positive psychology?

Introduction

Appreciative inquiry (AI) is an organisational change methodology originally developed at Case Western University Ohio America that is attracting increasing attention in Britain. Once the preserve of a few isolated practitioners, AI is now being promoted by mainstream centres of management practice excellence e.g. Cranfield School of Management. However as AI becomes flavour of the month, it is important to ask if it has it any validity. One way of answering this question would be to seek research evidence of its efficacy; research studies that have been published, mostly in America, are almost exclusively by enthusiastic practitioners e.g. Cooperrider et al 2001. As is not uncommon with consultant driven practice and research the results are encouraging. At the same time it is widely recognised that organisational development interventions are notoriously difficult to validate using conventional research methodologies (French and Bell 1999). These two factors combined give adequate licence for the sceptic to cast doubt on the validity and generalisability of the AI research results, and so the efficacy of the methodology. An alternative approach to ascertain validity is to examine AI’s theoretical base to see to what extent that offers robust support for its claims of efficacy, and that is what this article aims to do.

Appreciative inquiry is built on five key principles which are in effect five theoretical strands: the constructionist principle, the simultaneity principle, the poetic principle, the anticipatory principle and the positive principle (Cooperrider and Whitney 2001). This article will seek to suggest that the underpinning theoretical basis for the practice of appreciative inquiry is sound and that it can be seen to be located in a similar theoretical space to positive psychology, a growing branch of psychological understanding. 

Relationship to positive psychology

Two of the key aims of positive psychology are to present alternatives to the dominant discourse of problem and deficit, and to both understand and increase human happiness. (Seligman 2003). While the field accommodates traditional empirical research (Veenhoven 2003), its also has space for a more post modern perspective where the social world is understood to be socially constructed, meaning that how we talk about things is as important as what we talk about (Bretherton and Orner 2003). In other words positive psychology supports the social constructionist notion that communication dialogue and discussion are not value or context free zones, rather that our choice of words and our communications generally are fateful and impactful because they are always located in relationship, as does AI. 

AI shares the positive psychology emphasis on seeking alternatives to problem based language when working with organisations, and is also very concerned to create organisations that are good places for people to grow and thrive. Similarly attempts to understand AI have been made from both an empirical and a more locally contextualised perspective. (Head and Young 2001, Jones 2001). It this way AI can be located within the growing and emerging positive psychology field as we consider how the five principles of AI relate to our existing psychology theory base.

The constructionist principle: social constructionism

Appreciative Inquiry methodology is clearly located within the well established, if disputed, tradition of social constructionism. A perspective mainly developed within social psychology (Shotter and Gergen1989, Shotter 1993, Weick 2001 etc). Working from this constructionist perspective AI theory argues that when we talk about organisational problems using a problem solving methodology, we are focusing on, looking for, creating, or finding problems: sometimes this proves helpful, sometimes not. On the basis that we create the social world we live in, AI practitioners suggest that it might sometimes be useful to see and treat organisation as a triumph of the human imagination and a miracle to be embraced rather than as a problem to be solved. Taking this approach we can focus our attention on what works rather than on what doesn’t (Cooperrider 2001). In this way the organisation moves away from the ‘deficit’ language of problem solving towards a more life affirming way of talking. 

The poetic principle: Metaphor

The poetic principle of appreciative inquiry essentially draws on our understanding of the power of metaphor, and suggests that greater potential for change is created if we treat organisations ‘as if they were’ text rather than ‘as if they were’ machines (which tends to be the default and dominant metaphor of organisation in use). By viewing organisation as text we can see it as constantly being authored and co-authored, created and co-created by people in interaction. Seeing organisation this way allows for the focus of organisational interventions to be on creation rather than causality. The focus is no longer on finding links and lines of logic, it is on creating difference in the moment through the re-authoring of the organisation, or through changing the organisational story about itself and its situation. This understanding of the importance of appreciating the power of metaphor to influence both our perception of, and ability to act when studying, organisations has a respectable theoretical body of literature to support its validity, with the most famous exponent being Morgan (1997). 

The simultaneity principle: The question is the intervention

The simultaneity principle is key to understanding the philosophy and so the practice of AI. The argument is that the research phase can not be divorced from the intervention phase: to look is to change, to ask a question is to intervene. The researcher can not be outside the system. Of course this stance is in direct contradiction to the tenets of good research from a Newtonian perspective. The arguments for and against the possibility of effectively putting people and social systems under the microscope have been well rehearsed over the years, with the outcome effectively an honourable draw. As the debate has raged a longstanding honourable substrata of organisational research activity has been that of Action Research. Based on the work of Lewin (1951) and effectively codified by Revans (1998), Action Research as an approach continues to attract practitioners seeking to interact effectively with organisations. Cooperrider and Srivastva (2001) place the emergence of AI quite clearly in the context of dissatisfaction with Action Research as currently practiced. AI is positioned as an attempt to revitalise an excellent but currently moribund methodology.

The anticipatory principle: Causal mental activity

The anticipatory principle is perhaps the aspect of AI that is most controversial. Arguing that social systems are heliotropic, Cooperrider suggests that a positive anticipatory image will have an organising effect on our behaviour, that is, that mental activity can be causal. This of course has long been argued in sports and coaching psychology. This argument is also supported by the well established ‘Pygmalion effect’ (Jussim 1986) and by the many accounts of the miraculous powers of some placebos (Ornstein and Sobel 1987). Essentially the argument is that we can effect what happens by our visualisations, internal images, expectations etc. In organisational terms what this means is that behaviour change doesn’t have to be driven by detailed planning but can be a self organising, social action phenomena produced during communication and interaction.

The positive principle: Positive energy

Appreciative inquiry, with its clear emphasis on working with the positive in organisational life, is in danger of being confused with superficial, psychologically suspect methodologies which suggest that ‘positive’ organisational cultures can be created by denying any negative emotion or sentiment and prohibiting their expression e.g. ‘there’s no such word as can’t in this organisation!’, or,  ‘We don’t have problems only solutions!’.  Rather the positive principle argues that social change takes energy, and that positive emotion aligned to a desired and achievable future produces the energy for change more effectively than negative energy aligned to a desire to escape. To achieve change requires both social bonding and positive affect; social bonding being more likely to occur when people experience positive affect. The concept of  ‘positive’ in AI practice is subtle but significantly different to many connotations of the word. There is nothing in AI practice that forbids the expression of negative emotions, all human life is embraced, the emphasis, rather, is on focusing on the life enhancing experiences to enhance life.

Conclusion

In this paper it has been argued that there is a danger of AI being dismissed as a happy clappy fad based on poor or nonexistent psychology due to the superficial similarity of its language to some more dubious practices. This paper has attempted to establish that the practice of appreciative inquiry is built on some solid theoretical foundations that, while not accepted unreservedly across the psychological community, are recognised as valid perspectives with an important role to play in increasing our understanding of human life in all its glory. It is further argued that some of the key features of appreciative inquiry align closely with the emerging broader field of positive psychology. In this way, appreciative inquiry can be seen as a positive psychology based methodology appropriate to the challenges faced by organisational psychology practitioners.
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