Appreciative Inquiry: Discovery, Dreaming, Designing and Destiny


Appreciative Inquiry: Key Points 

· 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

Sample Questions and key ideas

The Affirmative Inquiry topic needs to be something life enhancing 

The essential big question is what gives life to this organisation?

And the essential challenge is growing the life enhancing properties

Some key ideas include:

Organisations are living human systems

Thus everything human is present in organisations including emotion

The phenomena of organisation is a miracle to be embraced not a problem to be solved

A problem is an expression of a frustrated dream

Problem identifiers and bringers are to be valued as they tell us things could be better

We get more of what we pay attention to 

What we talk about is what we see

Organisations are made up of many voices, all of which have valid perspectives

The judgements to be made are not truth evaluations but moral judgements

Ideas for Uses of the Process

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

· Team development or building events

· Stuck or hopeless situations

· Coaching

· Strategy development

Discovery: Key Points 

· Set up with care using life-enhancing words e.g. when you felt most alive, at your best, most appreciated, that you really made a difference etc.

· A specific episode they have experienced

· Looking for description not explanation

· Encourage them to talk from within the experience not about the experience

· Looking to build a rich picture of that time

· Keep focus on that experience and how it was good, you are looking to recreate those feelings now

Sample Questions and Invitations to expand

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.

Ideas for Further Development of the Process (and likely uses)

· 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)

Dreaming: Key Points 

· Emphasis is 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

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:

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

Ideas for Further Development of the Process

· 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

Design: Key Points 

· We are working back from the future rather than forward from the present

· So emphasis is on if we were living that future, how would we 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 now people are seeing and experiencing the situation differently so different possibilities become apparent to them

Sample Questions

What are the things we need to pay most attention to now to increase the likelihood of our desirable future?

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

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

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

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

Ideas for Further Development of the Process

· 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 I’m working with them. I have sometimes asked them ladder building questions from the future e.g. Remembering back to 2004, what was the first thing you remember happening that started to change things? Who did that? Who else noticed? Then what happened? Etc.

Delivery: Key Points 

· 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. We are looking for common ground not consensus

· Aiming for inspired, energised conjoint action

· 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

Sample Questions

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

What do we 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 you need to be able to do something?

How will we co-ordinate these activities?

Which are the things that are easy to get started?

Which of these can we affect ourselves, and which do we need to influence others?

When can we expect to see some change?

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

Ideas for Further Development of the Process

· 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
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