
Appreciative Inquiry – Change Management with a difference

1.
Background

The very label or name of this organizational change methodology ‘Appreciative Inquiry’ sounds odd when set against the usual lexicon of organisational language. The term ‘appreciative’ is not one normally associated with organizational problem-solving conversations, neither are the many other words central to the appreciative inquiry approach such as joy, passion, beauty and awe for example. The choice of ‘appreciative’ to describe this different approach is deliberate: by placing the term ‘appreciative’ as central to the effectiveness of problem-solving discussions, the many aspects of human life that are currently denied organizational oxygen can be brought back into our organizational behavioural repertoire and our lexicon of organizational description: back into our organizational ways of being. A fundamental tenet of the appreciative inquiry approach is that all that is human can be found in organizational life and is therefore available to us as a resource for understanding and change. This stands in stark contrast to the prevalent notion of the organization as being one of the few places where the humanness of being human can safely be denied.

Being appreciative is something we sometimes manage amongst ourselves when we are not being critical. The ability to be appreciative and to be critical are both important to our abilities to relate to others, and both can produce change. However, the experiences of producing change in response to criticism and in response to appreciation are significantly different for people. These differences affect things that are very important to organizational life such as morale, motivation, sustained effort, attitude, emotional climate and culture and so on.  Criticism, or corrective feedback is something most organizations offer their staff, whether informally or through formal performance appraisal schemes.  Many people work in environments where this is the only form of feedback on offer: you get told when you’ve done wrong and if you hear nothing you assume you are doing right. This environment can lead to a diminishing of behaviours of initiative or innovation and to a resigned compliance to the organizational tasks with an emphasis on ‘staying out of trouble’ by staying firmly within the known boundaries of the safe and narrow. In extreme cases this can lead to demoralisation and divisive internal conflict as energy becomes focussed on avoiding blame. Appreciative Inquiry offers an alternative way of achieving change in organizational life.

2.
Introduction

The term Appreciative Inquiry is just beginning to be heard this side of the Atlantic, its profile promoted by the adoption of it by large organizations such as the BBC and The Bank of Scotland who have both used appreciative inquiry interventions in parts of their organizations.

2.1
Change with Appreciation

Appreciative Inquiry is a way of inquiring into organizational life. A basic premises of Appreciative Inquiry is that things that are done with appreciation stimulate growth: when we are appreciative of someone else, or some one else’s efforts, we offer that person the chance to grow a little in esteem, confidence or even humility. People who are appreciated bloom, those who aren’t wither. People in organizational life are no different, yet many if not most organizational intervention methodologies do not appreciate the organization or the people in it. Most regard the organization and the people within it with a critical rather than appreciative eye. Appreciation can be seen as a carefully chosen word to emphasise the power of appreciation to change behaviour and facilitate growth.

2.2
Inquiry is Key

The idea of inquiry is also key to this approach. Appreciative Inquiry emphasises the importance of the questions asked of an organization, not just the answers generated. This stands in contrast to many if not most organizational change methodologies that consider the intervention to start once the data is gathered.  Appreciative inquiry is insistent that we need to recognise that asking questions is an intervention in its own right, not just a precursor to action; that asking questions is an impactful and fateful activity, not just a neutral, non-effectual event and that therefore we must take care what we ask for it has impact and consequences. This awareness, combined with the understanding of the different effects of an appreciative or critical eye, leads to the conclusion that we need to ask appreciative questions of organizational life if we are to achieve life enhancing organizational change.

2.3
Organisations as human systems

The first fundamentally different thing about Appreciative Inquiry as an approach to organizational change is that it recognises organizations as living human systems within which all aspects of human life can be expected to be present because humans are present. The question then becomes, how does one achieve change in human living systems? One thing we know from experience is that success by telling them what to do is remarkably rare.  Is there a way of achieving change in living human systems that doesn’t involve telling people what to do and then coercing them to do it? Appreciative Inquiry would suggest yes, that change can be grown rather than imposed, that living human system resources such as imagination, beliefs about the nature of reality, visions of desirable futures, the ability to co-ordinate actions, the ability to co-construct accounts of reality, the ability to communicate in conditions of diversity, uncertainty and ambiguity, human emotions such as protectiveness, generosity, curiosity, desire to learn, desire to connect with others, abstracted thought, story telling, account giving, passion, and so on are non-coercive resources through which, from which, change can grow.

2.4
Social Constructionist Approach

This brings us to the next very important point about Appreciative Inquiry as an approach to change and how it is different to many other approaches to change. Appreciative Inquiry is located firmly in a social constructionist philosophical position. The key concept to note is the idea that how we understand the world affects how we view the world and therefore what we see; similarly to appreciate that how we understand the world is formed by our interactions with others. We jointly construct our understanding of the world by our interactions with it, including our interactions with each other: our understanding of our world is socially constructed. From an organizational change point of view this understanding of the nature of living human systems and their relationship to the world means that the potential for organizational change is located in human systems of interaction and belief: who we talk to, what about, and our understanding of how the world is. Viewed from this perspective, the emphasis for achieving organizational change shifts from designing and telling through the medium of plans to that of talking and imagining through the medium of language. Appreciative Inquiry suggests that the change happens in the talk not after; that our talk shapes our world not vice versa; and that the potential for change in the future is embedded in how we talk in the present about the present, the past and the future.

2.5
No problem talking here

Hopefully it is beginning to become apparent that one of the things that is new and different about Appreciative Inquiry is its strong emphasis on organizational talk; with attention being paid to not only what we talk about but also to how we talk about what we talk about. Which brings us to our next key difference about Appreciative Inquiry compared to many other change initiatives: it doesn’t talk about problems. Actually that is importantly not strictly true, it does talk about problems but not by using problem talk. Problem talk is when we talk about problems as problems. Most of us are very good at this. For many of us there is nothing we like more than a good problem to solve and many of us our very good at solving problems. We are skilled at identifying problems (seeing them everywhere), naming and labelling them, classifying them (it’s a longstanding problem, a new one, an old one, an unusual one, an engineering one, a familiar one, small, big, recurring and so on) and at coming up with solutions (why don’t we…, have you tried, what I did once before, I know what we need to do and so on). Some people have kindly equipped us with more sophisticated problem solving models in case we forget how to do it. Many people have kindly shared their solutions to their problems for us to use as solutions to our problems. And this is all excellent while it works. The difficulties begin when the problem is not satisfactorily resolved through problem talk, even very sophisticated problem talk. This happens more frequently in living human systems than one might think because they are not particularly susceptible to logical, rational problem solving for all sorts of reasons. David Cooperrider, the originator and main proponent of Appreciative Inquiry, and his colleagues note that the emphasis on problem talk to solve problems has two key downsides. Firstly the more we talk about problems we more we spot them until organizations become almost by definition problematic, and living surrounded by problems doesn’t always feel great: while other people’s problems may excite our problem solving skills, our own tend to worry us. Secondly, when it doesn’t work people often don’t know anything else to do so they just do it more: they keep talking about the problem even thought that isn’t solving the problem, and then people start looking for who to blame for the situation in which they find themselves. 

2.6
Is there another way?

Appreciative Inquiry suggests that we can talk about problems another way. The linking idea is that every expression of a problem is the expression of a frustrated dream, if we didn’t have an idea, a dream, of how things could be, we wouldn’t know we had a problem. So, the argument goes, let’s talk about the problem by talking about the dream, since the dream idea is present in the problem idea. (Again some people will recognise the echo here with some counselling techniques). In this way we are talking about the same topic, but in a very different way. I sometimes use the analogy of approaching the problem at hand from the other end of the telescope. And since we are talking differently, different things can happen. This creation of difference ‘in the moment’ is one reason why appreciative inquiry is a particularly powerful method of intervention when a living human system has got ‘stuck’ with a problem. Stuck organizations can be recognised in various ways but the persistent and often pervasive presence of conversations about ‘the problem’ that go round in circles, resolve nothing and are becoming increasingly acrimonious is a reasonable sign that the habitual problem talk is not, in this case, solving the problem or producing good change. 

3.
The Appreciative Inquiry Process


Appreciative Inquiry centres on five key theoretical principles and a methodology known as the 4D model.

3.1
The five key Principles


These are :

· The constructionist principle: we create our world

· The poetic principle: an organisation is more like a text than a machine

· The simultaneity principle: the question is the intervention

· The anticipatory principle: human systems grow towards positive anticipatory images

· The positive principle: it takes energy to achieve change

3.2
The 4D Model
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Affirmative Topic Choice: The subject or organisational area needing the appreciative inquiry approach

Discovery: Through interviews, surveys or other means creating and collecting embodied personal stories of the best of times in the context of the organisational area of interest

Dreaming: Imagining how life could be if more of the best of times happened more of the time: building a positive anticipatory image based on what is known to be possible (the discoveries)

Designing: Thinking back from the future to how we need to be organised, what we need to be doing now to increase the possibility of attractive futures unfolding

Destiny: Doing different things or things differently in a coherent and conjoint way, inspired by the work together, energised by the positive energy generated, co-ordinated by the shared aspirations

3.3
Where can the Appreciative Inquiry process be used? 

· Large-scale organisational change. This was how it originally started

· Team development or building events

· Stuck or hopeless situations

· Coaching

· Strategy development

4.
How is the process is used?

4.1
The affirmative topic

 Initial interviews are conducted with the main actors to identify the agenda of work. The interviews are structured to incorporate the five key AI principles. The interviews are structured from the AI simultaneity principle that the question is the intervention and so questions are chosen with a mind to the accounts they would produce. The positive principle informed the appreciative section of the interview. The anticipatory principle is gently present in the future section where they are asked to talk about what they would like to happen in the future. Similarly the poetic principle is inherent in the suggestion that they could have an impact on the future. (The poetic principle suggests that organisations are multi-authored, that is, everyone plays a part in their creation) And the whole set of interviews are based in a social constructionist understanding that there are many accounts of a situation that are equally valid and that no one holds a monopoly on the truth. So the interviews are constructed to very clearly serve three functions: they are an appreciative process intervention in themselves; and they produce data for the consultant about how the situation is currently perceived, experienced, understood and accounted for; and they produce qualitative data for a later evaluation. 

4.2 Discovery

Care must be taken when in the discovery phase to use life-enhancing words e.g. when they felt most alive, at their best, most appreciated, that they really made a difference. Asking them to talk about a specific episode they have experienced, looking for description not explanation, encouraging them to talk from within the experience not about the experience, looking to build a rich picture of that time, keeping focus on that experience and how it was good, you are looking to recreate those feelings again.

4.2.1
Sample questions and invitations to expand on their experiences

What, Who, How, When, Where: Tell me, Tell me more, Describe that

Tell me about your experience

What was it that was so good about this experience?

How did you know this was a good one?

Tell me about how you felt (before, during, after)

Who else was present?

If I had asked them what they saw you doing in this experience, what would they have said?

How would (other people, boss, client etc.) have described your abilities in this experience?

When were you aware this was a really good experience?

Who else noticed the effect you had?

Where were you then this was going on?

Tell me more about that?

Describe the meeting/room/ process etc.

4.2.2
Ideas for Further development of the Discovery Phase

Take feedback on the feelings (creating and building positive energy)

Get them to compare this experience to one that is similar, but wasn’t as excellent and to pick out what was different. Take feedback (performance improvement)

Get the listener to feedback the abilities they hear being demonstrated in the episode chosen; with a team share the identified abilities (coaching, confidence, team building etc.)

Get each individual to tell their story to the group (creating and amplifying accounts – organisational change)

Tape the stories, create a written or video record (creating, amplifying and broadcasting accounts – organisational change)

4.3
Dreaming

Emphasis is on how would it be if more of these good things (from discovery) were happening more of the time. This is about creating positive anticipatory images, more from imagination  than from extrapolation from experience or deduction from data.Again looking for an embodied description. What the future could be like for this person if more good things were happening more of the time This can be done through interview, picture, poetry or drama (any creative process), in pairs, groups or individually. The authenticity of the exercise comes from how it is set up, i.e. what has been done before and the instructions and permissions. The more strongly people experience the positive feelings of this imaginary future, the stronger the effect in creating impetus and energy is likely to be.

4.3.1
Sample Questions and Positioning

To help create embodied individual experience, position them in the future e.g. it’s now 2007, and lots of those good things that we identified are now happening a lot more of the time. 

Interview them as to what life would be like then:

· Tell me about what you are doing now?

· Describe a typical day to me?

· What’s been the highlight of this week?

· What are you looking forward to next week?

· What are (others) saying about your organisation?

· I heard there was a big spread in the papers last week to do with this, what was that about?

To develop a creative group experience, the instruction might be: spend some time talking about how things could be different if…then create a way to bring your vision back to the group. Expressly give permission for it to be dance or poetry etc. This works well with large (40plus) groups

4.3.2
Ideas for further development of the Dreaming Phase

The interviewer feeds back the features of the future that they notice or that struck them; collect and collate. Notice any recurring themes

Individuals talk about what excited them in that exercise (or what about their fantasy future excited them)

Groups feedback or act back their expression of the possible future and others inquire into it

Invite the group to notice what has emerged in their discussions

Feed in your observations of what you were struck by, heard, or noticed

4.4
Designing

They are working back from the future rather than forward from the present, so the emphasis is, if they were living that future, how would they need to be organised? The organising can cover organisational design, or team design or workflow or internal communication or any aspect of the world that is relevant. Hopefully by this stage people are seeing and experiencing the situation differently so different possibilities become apparent to them.

4.4.1
Sample Questions

· What are the things they need to pay most attention to now to increase the likelihood of their desirable future?

· What are the important things to preserve/look after through any turbulence or change? And how will they need to be organised to do that?

· What impeding things are they aware of in our environment (legislation, impeding redundancies, reorganisation etc.) And how can they work with them with their future desires in mind?

· What can they do differently, or different things can they do, from tomorrow, to increase the likelihood of this future?

· Who else is important in their future? Who has an ability to influence the things needed to make it possible?

4.4.2
Ideas for further development of the Designing Phase

Having picked out some key themes from the earlier processes, get people to pick themes that they are interested in or excited by or keen to work on and task them with identifying how that area/process would need to be to make it more likely the desirable future could happen. Good to have at least two in each group 

When groups have been really stuck on moving forward, and that is why they are engaged in the AI process, it is sometimes good to ask them ladder building questions from the future such as - Remembering back to 2004, what was the first thing they remember happening that started to change things? Who did that? Who else noticed? Then what happened? 

4.5
Destiny

This is what happens next, what will be done. When the process works well, the room is full of willing volunteers, go with the energy, if no one has the energy for something it doesn’t get done this time. Activities and outcomes from this stage need to be co-ordinated rather than controlled or managed. People need to be able to act in sufficient concert or with coherence not in complete cohesion. They are looking for common ground not consensus, aiming for inspired, energised conjoint action. It is important to work to create opportunities for furtherance of ideas and actions from the exercise, sometimes some prioritising or sorting by other criteria needs to be done.

4.5.1 Sample Questions

What do they need to focus on over the next…?

What do they need to do something about now to affect the future?

What seem to be the priorities for further action?

Who is interested in working on what?

What do they need to be able to do something?

How will they co-ordinate these activities?

Which are the things that are easy to get started?

Which of these can they affect themselves, and which do they need to influence others?

When can they expect to see some change?

Who in their system will notice when something changes? How will they know?

4.5.2 Ideas for further development of the Destiny Phase

Get people into groups around particular issues they have identified, allow them to discuss and explore ideas, ask them to come back to the main group with first step(s), how they will know if things are changing in the way they hope, and who they are going to have to talk to about what.

Do a more conventional action plan, with the emphasis on the co-ordinating processes, e.g. when will the groups get together to report progress.

Before people leave ask them to say something about, what I am going to do from tomorrow to make the desired future more likely.

5.
Case Study example of the AI Process

5.1
Background

The initial commission was to help improve the work performance of a small team within a professional not-for-profit Institute. The team were described as under performing with poor personal inter-relationships. It was made clear that the team’s line manager, who was also the commissioner, was under pressure to consider alternatives such as outsourcing the function if performance didn’t improve. The team leader’s leadership skills were also under question. While the commissioner was clear that some events recently organised by the team had gone badly, it was not clear that this information had been conveyed to the team. Nor was it certain that the team know about the threat of outsourcing that they were under.

5.2 Initial Interviews 

5.2.1 Process

The initial step was to interview all team members individually to start to create an understanding of existing accounts of the situation. The simultaneity principle makes us aware that this is also an intervention process, as the question is the intervention, and so must be constructed with this awareness in mind. The semi-structured interview was divided into five parts: appreciation, changes, future, current times, and other things. They were also asked to give some base line measures on various features of team work. Under the appreciation section people were asked: ‘When is the team at its best?’ ‘When are you at your best?’ and were asked to ‘Describe the last time you felt good about something you contributed at work.’ It is fair to say that people were expecting to be asked directly about what was wrong and who was to blame, and were very concerned about giving such accounts. The initial appreciative questions came as a pleasant surprise. Later in the interview, under the Future section they were asked ‘How will you have an impact on the future?’ At no point in the interview were they asked directly for their account of what was wrong and who was to blame. However the last section ‘Other Things’ consisted of the question “What else do I need to know to be able to help this team work more effectively together?’ which allowed people to say anything they had come prepared to say, were driven to say, and would have felt cheated if they hadn’t been able to say.

5.2.2 Outcomes of initial Investigation

Over the last few years the team has delivered much good work and achieved many successes. The team has a good reputation, and individual members of the team have good credibility, within the organisation. 

However there are signs that review, change, and development are needed. Broadly speaking the staff group are frustrated and disaffected, with many currently considering leaving. The team has experienced relatively high turnover during the last few years. There appears to be a lack of a clear induction programme for new staff and there is some perception that work is not distributed fairly. Staff members have many ideas for how things could be improved yet feel that nothing actually changes. It seems that the team has difficulty in making and implementing decisions and moving forward in its development. In addition the nature of the work seems to have changed in the last year or two. There is a sense that the group is being asked to service both more conferences and conferences of a different nature. Some recent events have attracted criticism. Some factors important to the team’s ability to deliver quality events are outside their immediate control, such as the registration process. All in all the staff group are feeling powerless and angry, are demoralised, working in an essentially reactive way, and seeking to make sense of what is happening. At the same time there appears to be an energy, enthusiasm and commitment to improve service delivery, working atmosphere and business processes.’

Clearly this account was tailored to its audience and context and plays down the emotional content of the accounts of the situation. Talking to the team it was clear that emotions were running very high with members reporting shouting matches in team meetings, tears, blaming and social isolation. This was not at this time a fun place to work. Team members were also very angry with their team leader who they wanted to hold responsible for the distress they were experiencing, yet also didn’t want to ‘blame’ because they considered her to be a very nice person. One person said ‘I would love to have her as a neighbour, just not as a manager’. This team could barely bare to be in the same room together.

5.2.3 The Way forward

Following discussion with the team and the commissioner, the agenda of work was agreed as follows:

· Establishing proactive and positive leadership and management – of people, process, boundaries, customers, and work

· Developing a sharper and empowering sense of purpose, aspiration and value

· Clarifying issues of autonomy, group co-ordination and team work

· Recognising, registering and broadcasting success 

It was agreed that there would be three team interventions sessions, followed by an evaluation session.

5.3
Day 1


The process for this day was built around the principles of appreciation, poetic and construction particularly. In terms of the 4D model the discovery element was the focus for this day. The other exercises were provided to help create some further commonality about their situation. Within this there was a strong focus on extending the story of what was going on beyond the ‘personalities in the team’ account that clearly wasn’t creating positive change, to a more systemic one. In this way the possibility is created of changing the story of ‘how I come to be feeling this bad’ from one of a ‘clash of personalities’ to a more systemically based account. As this different account is created, so different possibilities for action are created. The focus on identifying the value-added is a process to construct an appreciative account of what the team do.


5.3.1
Objective

The objective was that by the end of the day, the team would: 

have a shared understanding of when the team was working at its best and how they all contribute to that; have developed a shared account of the context within which they were expected to perform; have identified how the team, through its context and strengths, added value to the process of organising events (or could do so); have begun to work on a form of words that addressed why they exist and what they aim to become; and, have identified team and/or individual actions to take the process forward.

5.3.2
Fears

The early part of the day was most revealing. Some people were late and then couldn’t look each other in the eye. The group was finding it hard to be in the same room; it was fairly evident that people were worried about the day and some people had found it quite hard even to get there. It was decided to address some of this first so as part of the process of introduction participants spoke about their hopes and fears for the day. This allowed people to express how concerned they were about what might happen in the day and what they might be asked about, and that they might reproduce their ‘office’ behaviour (not listening, shouting over each other etc.) at the event. Following these expressions, it was appropriate to move to the team agreeing how they wanted to work together for the day. This initial work was necessary to get sufficient agreement to work to be able to go into the discovery exercise.

5.3.3
Discovery

Drawing on appreciative inquiry methodology, team members then paired off and shared a highlight moment of team working. Participants were given some instruction about how to interview appreciatively. During this exercise the team discovered new things about itself. For instance two people who had paired up chose, by accident, the same episode as their example. They had had no idea that the other had felt this way about the particular episode they were both involved in. They then fedback how they had felt doing the exercise and at the time of the experience. The feedback from this exercise produced 3.5 flip chart sheets of data. The change of emotional tone in the room as these stories emerged was palpable. For the team, the idea that any one them, never mind all of them, could identify a good team experience was a revelation. The team were both astonished and delighted by this evidence of good feeling within their group. 

They then worked together to identify what made the particular event they had identified so effective in teamwork terms compared to other similar but not so good episodes. It some became apparent that these ‘good times’ tended to share the theme of being offsite and involving only a few members of the team. However it was also clear that the different nature of the work, and the feedback loops available played a big part in creating the difference.

An important point about an appreciative approach is that the process doesn’t then immediately move on to ‘solve’ the ‘problem’ of how to replicate those features in other environments. Rather the information is left to do its process work through people’s changed understanding and held in abeyance to be used to inform later parts of the process, as appropriate.

The team then moved on to identify the different parties (stakeholders) who had an interest in what they did and to start to think about their expectations of the team and their criteria of success. Again a wealth of data was produced. When asked to consider what they had produced the team noted the sense of relief gained by getting it all ‘out there’. Some of the tensions and paradoxes evident within the system were identified, and it was noted by the facilitator that such ‘system’ tensions often got played out within a group that held an awareness of all these agendas. This observation was not explored further at this time although some members of the group nodded in agreement.
After lunch the team moved on to identify the elements of putting an event together with the intention of going on to identify how they added value at each part of the process. The team demonstrated a strong, shared sense of what the event elements were and organised themselves very effectively to do this task. Again the view was expressed that it was very useful to have this knowledge made explicit and ‘out there’. 

The team moved on to create statements of purpose and vision. This happened remarkably smoothly, reflecting the progress the group had made in working together and developing a shared understanding.

Finally each individual member committed to doing something different as they returned to the work environment, and some team activities to move things forward were identified.

5.4
Day 2

Approximately a month later the team met for an afternoon. The aim of the afternoon was to create a shared vision for the future, and a shared understanding of how to make it happen.

5.4.1
Reviewing Change


The session started with a revision of how they wanted to work together, and identification in pairs of how things were changing for the better since they had last met. While this initially seemed challenging, they were soon able to come up with many examples. Clearly this exercise is based on the construction and appreciation principles. It is only when asked about how things are changing for the better that the account begins to be created. As ever, the question is the intervention and what we talk about is what we see. The data produced from the last session was also re-introduced, and people were asked to recall how they had felt on seeing all this. This is the positive principle in action. The group are moving on to think about change and so an intervention was made to help them reconnect with the positive energy they had generated last time we were together.

5.4.2
Dreaming

People were then asked to pair up and interview each other ‘in the future’ The future is grounded in the previous discovery so the essential guiding principle for this vision of the future is ‘How would things be if more of these good things were happening more of the time?’ The type of questions they asked each other included: what are they doing, where are they, who is around, what are their achievements, aspirations, hopes etc. What are people saying about the department? This exercise generated terrific energy. Each pair, then fed-back these pictures of the future. It soon became clear that this list of ‘future features’ could be mined for items to form a template for measurement of change. A beginning was made on identifying those that easily lent themselves to measurement.

5.4.3
Design

The pairs then returned to interviewing each other about how the transition had been made from the past to this future. “ How did some of these things start to change? Who did what?’ In this way a ladder, between the desired future and the current present, was created by working back from the future. People then worked as individuals or in pairs on how some of these future outcomes could be achieved, i.e. from their discussions they created ‘ladders of change’. As these pairs fed-back the ideas they had been working on and their aspirations for change, a very valuable impromptu discussion on the role of the leader emerged. During this feedback, the leader was given a clear directive/permission from the group to be the outward looking, boundary crossing, different function co-ordinating person, while they got on with the operational work. In effect, she was given a clear management and leadership mandate by the team members.

5.5
Day 3

The last session was a more production orientated day, that is, a day focussed on what are we going to do? This day was overshadowed from the start by a forthcoming huge project and the amount of work that generated for the team.

5.5.1
Changes for the better

The team started by identifying ‘changes for the better’ since we had last met. People found this exercise harder than the previous time, this was put down to pressure of the big project being in danger of sending the team back into old ways of relating. It was noted that highlighting this process was useful in itself. We then brought everything that had been done over the last two sessions, that is, all the flips and data generated into the room and people then looked at what they had done over last two sessions. The general tenor of the observations and comments was about how much they had done and the progress they had made. People particularly remembered how they had felt doing the future oriented exercises.

5.5.2
Destiny

The team interviewed each other one by one, with the others acting as a listening and reflecting team, about what they thought should be done, not worrying for the moment about who might do it. Everyone got 10-15 minutes to explain their views. The many ideas were captured on flipcharts. The team then looked at all the information they had produced. They then held a discussion about what they would do, and how they would organise themselves to do it. This discussion was facilitated and recorded by the team leader. Essentially an action plan was drawn up with names and dates against events. Unfortunately the general agreement was that in the main these initiatives would have to wait until the project was over. It was clear that this would have a negative effect on the momentum generated by the day for further change.

5.6
Evaluation

The team reassembled with the facilitator 7 months after the last intervention to assess progress. Initially each remaining team member (2 had moved on during the process) and the commissioner were interviewed, after which process the team got together as a group to assess the progress so far. 

Some effort was made to record change over time by taking base line perceptual measures on the initial areas of concern that could then be revisited at the evaluation. The scale used for all measurement is from 1 to 10 with 1 as low. The table of results is shown below. Clearly these cannot be regarded as statistically significant, however they give a clear indication of direction of change.

	Objective
	Mode Oct 2002
	Spread Oct 2002
	Mode Oct 2003
	Spread Oct 2003

	Holding boundaries
	3
	2-4
	6
	2-10

	Sharing knowledge and skill
	None
	3-8
	8
	7-9

	Importance of success
	10
	1-10
	9
	8-11

	Fairness of work share
	None
	2-7
	6
	3-10

	Manager skills
	 5
	3-5
	6
	4-7

	Leadership skills
	5
	1-6
	none
	3-7


Some more general observations included: 

the sessions had had an immediate effect on team relations and team working, but these tended to fade over time;  there had been some increased sense of empowerment amongst team members;  decision making could still be slower than desirable;  the line manager’s hands on management style was helpful;  there was less frustration within the team generally;  the team leader was more effective, and needed to become even more so;  the work from the sessions wasn’t always capitalised on as fully as it could be;  the sessions provided a safe space;  the team meetings were becoming more learning experiences;  outsourcing the design work was a good idea working well; the team were generally working better together; it was good to have the new person in the team;  and there was a continuing need to focus on the future.

5.6.1
Outstanding issues

However there were considered to be some issues outstanding. There was still a need to continue to build trust and team work; to maintain and improve listening and communication; to renegotiate team fit given change in team roles; to continue the increase in professionalism and somehow to continue the safe space, the focus on the future, and the long term consideration process.

6.
Other Cases

Many of the existing case studies have been pulled together in a recent text edited by Cooperrider amongst others (Cooperrider et al 2001). The first thing that strikes one looking at this selection is the variety of institutions and organizational challenges to which an appreciative approach has been applied..

Barrett and Cooperrider (1990) offer an account of an intervention with a large hotel whose owners’ espoused aspirations for four star excellence were rather at odds with the day to day culture of the existing enterprise. Traditional ways of generating strategic vision and cohesion were not producing the desired change

Rainey (1996) gives an example of an appreciative inquiry approach to succession planning. The objective of the intervention was to generate data about and appreciation of the organizational culture that would inform the potential future senior staff. In other words, recognising the potential for disruption caused by key changes of personnel at the top, this intervention aimed to create conversations of continuity, shared concerns, and values, to link past to future and to help smooth transition.

Williams (1996) gives an example of appreciative inquiry being used during difficult times, when a financial institution with a long and proud history needed to downsize following a period of loss of profit and ownership uncertainty. At the same time they needed to retain quality staff members who were in danger of becoming unsettled or disaffected. They put in place communication strategies and outplacement assistance for those who would have to go. They also put in place an appreciative inquiry process to help identify the organization’s values and to commit staff to a vision of the future. They focussed the intervention around the discussion topic of ‘life giving’ properties in the organization. This is appreciative inquiry at its most fundamental, the core organizational question posed by appreciative inquiry being ‘what gives life to this organization?’ 

7.
Conclusion
The persuasive features of appreciative inquiry as a change management tool lie in the approach, philosophy and the experience of this process rather than much quantitative hard evidence in research terms that it is more effective than any other. Management consultancy and the management of change literature are bedevilled by the ‘fad’ mentality.  A key question for anyone interested in developing their change management skills and repertoire is whether appreciative inquiry is just another consultant-stimulated fad or whether it offers a true improvement over other methods? At present I think it is fair to say that the ability to answer this question convincingly owes more to faith and experience than to research and evidence. It is currently practised mostly by people, who believe it works, and they find that it works for them. Importantly though, for those who promote and practice appreciative inquiry, they are clear that the experience is different (for both consultant and organization), even if the outputs look exactly the same.
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