Appreciative Inquiry Team Development Case Study: Draft


Appreciative Inquiry

Appreciative Inquiry is a change methodology developed by David Cooperrider in America. It is based on five key theoretical principles: the constructionist, poetic, positive, anticipatory and simultaneity principles (Cooperrider and Whitney 2001). The key methodology is known as the 4D methodology (discovery, dreaming, design and destiny) (ibid.). The following describes a team intervention based on appreciative inquiry processes, throughout the account reference is made to the 4D methodology and the underpinning principles of appreciative inquiry.

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 underperforming 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.

Initial Interviews: An AI 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.

In this way the initial interview worked to incorporate the five key AI principles. The whole interview was structured from the AI simultaneity principle that the question is the intervention and so the questions were chosen with a mind to the accounts they would produce. The positive principle informed the appreciative section of the interview. The anticipatory principle was gently present in the future section where they were asked to talk about what they would like to happen in the future. Similarly the poetic principle was inherent in the suggestion that they could have an impact on the future. (The poetic principle suggests that organisation is multi-authored, that is, everyone plays a part in its creation) And the whole interview was 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 were constructed to very clearly serve three functions: they were an appreciative process intervention in themselves; and they produced data for the consultant about how the situation was currently perceived, experienced, understood and accounted for; and they produced qualitative data for a later evaluation.

A story to start with

The following is the account that was fed back to the organisation of the outcomes from the initial investigation. It has been altered slightly to preserve anonymity.

‘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 is 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.

A story for action

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.
A story of what happened

Once the broad outline of the work that needed to be done had been agreed, a series of three team interventions took place. The first was a full day that aimed to create a shared account of current context and core activity. 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.

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-add is a process to construct an appreciative account of what the team do.

Process of the First Team Session

Beginnings

The early part of the day was most revealing. Some people were late and then couldn’t look either 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.

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.

Appreciating the complexity of the context: the web of expectations

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.
Appreciating the work: added value

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’. 

Appreciating the importance of purpose: what are we trying to do?

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.

Appreciating personal effect: I have impact

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. 

Process of the Second Team Session
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.

Appreciating 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.

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.

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.

Process of the Third Team Session

Reconnecting, getting started, a changing context

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. 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.

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.

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 can not 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.

However there were considered to be some issues outstanding: 

continuing to build trust and team work; 

maintaining and improving listening and communication; 

renegotiating team fit given change in team roles; 

continuing increase in professionalism and somehow continuing the safe space, focus on the future, long term consideration process.

The story continues

Change is an ongoing process. As change agents we join other peoples’ stories of change for a short while, and the story continues after we fade out. The life of a consultant is one of unfinished stories. 

This unfinished story is not presented as a template for ‘how to do AI’ or even worse ‘how to do successful team development’! Rather it is presented in an attempt to illuminate how theory always informs practice, and that practice can only be evaluated by how helpful or useful it is to a particular group in a particular situation at a particular time. And that none of these features stay constant. This is presented as an account of a particular experience of attempting to help others achieve helpful change working from the principles of appreciative inquiry. Was it helpful, I think so, will it be useful to you, I hope so.
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