
How do Appreciative Inquiry interventions work?

Introduction

In this chapter we will be examining what we know about ‘how’ Appreciative Inquiry and related practices work to produce change in human systems. We believe strongly in the relationship of good theoretical knowledge to impactful practice and we will start our deliberations in this chapter by considering how a good understanding of how and why various interventions work extends our ability to be effective practitioners. We will go on to note that being able to account for our practice is an important part of being an ethical practitioner. The relevant theory we will organise and present under three collective headings: the power of talk, the power of positive emotions and the power of imagination. When considering the power of talk to affect understanding and achieve change in human systems we will be drawing on a school of thought known as social constructionism. While examining the role of positive emotions on human motivation and change we will be drawing on exciting new research in the field of positive psychology as well as emerging developments in neuro-psychology. For our examination of the power of imagination we will be considering the idea of mental causality and mental rehearsal as effective mental processes that act to effect change.

The importance of theory to practice

It is of course possible to practice appreciative inquiry, and indeed many other arts, without understanding anything of the theory behind them: painters can paint without understanding how pigments work, plenty of people manage to write without understanding how grammar works, and it is possible to plant a garden with very little horticultural knowledge. However, in all these areas our ability is enhanced when we understand more than just the surface activity. Indeed a strong sign of an interest progressing from a past-time, to a hobby, to a passion, is our desire to learn all we can of our interest, to gain a depth of knowledge of our subject area. Once we know and understand the rules than we can break them while remaining true to our endeavour 

If we don’t then we are constrained by having to work by rote, and we are unable to be creative in our interventions. In this way once we understand the thinking, knowledge and understanding of human relationship behind of appreciative inquiry, then we can be flexible in our use of the 4D model. We can apply it in different ways to different organisational settings and situations, to the benefit of groups or individuals, whilst maintaining our appreciative stance and perspective. We move from being process-determined technologists to creative facilitators. We will be able to breach the letter of the methodology while maintaining the spirit of the approach. 

The importance of theory to ethical practice

When we actively and deliberately intervene in existing human relationships and systems then, as ethical practitioners, we are obliged to be able to give an account of how and why we chose to make certain interventions and not others. We can never be sure of the effect our actions may have on others, and in the public arena, should someone consider the effect on them of our interventions to be harmful to them, they have the right to demand redress. The better we are able to demonstrate that our practice was based upon a sound knowledge of human system behaviour, on experience (our own and others), and theoretical based suppositions of the liklihood of outcome, then the more likely any adverse outcome can be ascribed as an honest mistake. We need to be able to demonstrate that we assessed the risk of an adverse effect of our practice against the probability of positive outcomes. Intervening in human systems to achieve desirable outcomes is an art not a science. Yet it is an art that takes place within a commercial environment where people are deemed to have given ‘informed consent’ by virtue of being present. A duty of care is implied and we are obliged to be able to demonstrate, if asked, that we exercised that duty of care. Some of the key pillars of reference in such a conversation are our in-depth of knowledge of our subject, the received wisdom in the area, our comprehensive mental models of how groups work, ours and others previous experience, and the distilled outcomes of study, observation, analysis and thought. It is this last that we will be particularly looking at in this chapter as we consider the power of talk, positive emotion and imagination to achieve change in living human systems. 

The power of talk

To understand the power of talk between people to change things, we need to understand something of social constructionism. Social constructionism is the name given to the philosophical belief that the nature of the social world is constructed by social beings e.g. us. If we take the world as it exists as the terrain, and our understanding of it as the map of the terrain, then a social constructionist perspective suggests that we can only ever access the map of the terrain,  one that we ourselves have constructed. We can never see the world as it truly is, we can only see our map of it.  Essentially when we interact with the world we interpose our own sense-making abilities on it. If we view living in the world as being to experience a constant barrage of sensory perceptions that are simultaneous, multitundious and constant, then we can view ourselves in the world as punctuating that streaming sensory experience; as imposing order and meaning on the inherently chaotic and meaningless. Importantly we all experience the world we live in differently, and yet we have to form sufficient common understanding that we can act together. A number of important features of social life follow from this understanding

1. We see what we talk about, and we hear what we are listening for

Read this sentence carefully, it doesn’t say we talk about what we see and we listen to what we hear. There is a very important difference. To say that we see what we talk about suggests that what we pay attention to, focus on, notice even, amongst all the possible information in and features of, the world, is influenced by how and what we talk about. In this way we construct our social world. Most importantly we then act on the basis of our understanding of the world which is only ever partial. This becomes an interative process. Our interactions with the world may cause us to talk about it differently, something new comes to our attention, we start to talk about it with others and find we notice when something similar happens. Similarly, when our conversation changes, so does our ability in the world.

This understanding of the relationship between attention, understanding and action has huge implications for organisational communications. All to often organisations assume that a key task, especially during times of change, is to ‘get the message right’ and that the secret to success in this endeavour is to get the right words in the right order faithfully reproduced throughout the organisation. This understanding is predicated on a belief that the meaning of words is fixed and that all contexts are the same, therefore, the same sense of the words will be made in all contexts by all people. A social constructionist understanding highlights that different people will make different sense of the same words depending on their context. In other words they will being listening for certain information and not other information, they will ‘see’ the sense in the message that relates to the concerns of their social world. Hence  a message such as ‘There will be changes as we move forward.’ Can be interpreted as ‘we are all out of a job’ to ‘Nothing here that affects me’ depending on the existing understanding of the world amongst a particular social group.

Appreciative Inquiry and related approaches very explicitly use the power of talk to affect people’s construction (understanding) of their world. By changing both content (lets’ talk about what works rather than what doesn’t) and the patterns of talk ( working across organisational boundaries) these approaches work to alter people’s understanding of the world and so their beliefs about what is possible. This leads us to our second observation of social constructionism

2. Reality is socially constructed.

What we believe to be true is a product of social engagement. Social constructionism is an approach that suggests that what counts as knowledge in our world owes less to the ability of science to reveal the true inner workings of the universe stripped of all perceptual distortion, and more to our interactions and our agreements, expressed and not, amongst ourselves in our community, of the nature of world and being. Knowledge (as in what counts as knowledge), in other words, is socially constructed, constructed by social means amongst people. As knowledge, so what we understand to be truth. From this perspective we would say that science works to reveal the truth about the nature of reality because we agree that it does so. The difference in perspective between a ‘scientific’ view of the world and a social constructionist view is important because the social constructionist view suggests that knowledge isn’t ‘out there’ waiting to be discovered, its ‘in here’ amongst us being created. 

Kuhn’s Paradigm shifts

Thomas Kuhn famously illuminated this in 1962 with his text ‘The structure of scientific revolutions’. His fundamental idea, of paradigms and paradigm shifts has now entered common parlance and is used very loosely to describe an sudden change in view. Initially though, it was a construct he came up with to explain how one view of the world might come to supersede another. He proposed that knowledge within any discipline depends on a communally shared commitment to a paradigm. From this perspective the scientific method is a particular paradigm with its own agreement about what exists i.e. what is there to be investigated, (This agreement is expressed formally in the objectivist principle that underpins scientific investigation that is, that there is an objective universe more or less separate from and independent of the observer); how it may be known i.e. the legitimate and illegitimate sources of knowledge, (Formally expressed within science as the positivist principle: that the physically observable is the legitimate source of knowledge); how the work should proceed ( This is reflected in science by the reductionist principle i.e. that the world shall become known by reducing higher order phenomena to their elements); and a pattern of work that is held to be consistent with the assumptions outlined above, in this case ‘the scientific method of empirical research’. 

The scientific method and social constructionism

The scientific method is undoubtedly still the dominant paradigm in the physical and social sciences although, with many developments in molecular level physics, qualitative investigation, and so on, it is no longer the only game in town. To recognise that it is only one amongst several possible ways of understanding the world and our place within it is to be open to alternative paradigms that offer alternative ideas for ways of being and working in the world that are equally legitimate, just different, offering different things. Choosing to work from a social constructionist perspective, or if you like within a social constructionist paradigm, is one of the ways in which appreciative inquiry is different from the majority of change methodologies.

Social Constructionism

Social constructionism is one of the five principles underpinning appreciative inquiry practice. The idea that to talk about the world differently is to change the world is inherent to this approach to understanding life and is operationalised in appreciative inquiry by the appreciative topic choice and the appreciative question, both of which encourage the organisational members to talk about themselves and their organisation differently. To focus on what is working, to inquire into the good, the real and the beautiful is to change our understanding of our reality. The stories that are generated by the appreciative interview process are no more or less true than the stories that existed about life in the organisation before: they were untold now they are told; they were unheard now they are heard. Giving them life in our community changes the patterns of communication and relationship in our community and so changes our world: there is a shift in our reality, we can not longer hold our old beliefs about how the world is.

The distinction, between gathering existing data and generating new possibilities, at the initial stages of an intervention is crucial. From a social constructionist perspective we don’t have to ask the questions, generate the stories, gather them together and then decide what to do: the questioning and the story generating is the doing. Cooperrider draws attention to this phenomena of simultaneity by naming it as one of his five key principles.  A belief in the principle of simultaneity requires that we give up many of our scientific method influenced beliefs in duality. For example our belief that first there is talk, then there is action; that first we undertake the diagnosis and then we make the intervention; that first we define the problem, and then we decide the solution and so on. Instead social constructionism alerts us to the idea that each of these seemingly separate and sequential actions is contained in the other and that these dichotomous splits are of our making. To take just one, the belief that first we talk and then we act. The belief that these are two very different things with a connecting intermediary of conscious decision making and the application of will is evidenced by many people’s distaste of ‘talking shops’, seen as a waste of time as they achieve nothing, and by the general cry of ‘let’s stop talking and do something!’ This way of talking suggests a lack of belief that talking changes things. Instead we appear to believe that change doesn’t happen until we agree to ‘do something’ and do it. The social constructionist approach offers a different perspective suggesting that to talk differently is to change things, which, in another language, is to do something. 

Changing Talk

The cries of frustration that emanate from meetings where it seems the meeting has achieved nothing can be seen as a recognition that that particular meeting has not been able to talk sufficiently differently about the world, and so nothing has changed. However to believe that the remedy lies in something separate called action is likely to give false hope as, since the world view (reality) has not shifted, the resources for doing anything have not increased and so it is unlikely that anything done now will be any more effective than anything tried before. To generate new possibilities for action, the talk (that is the patterns of relationship and communication) have to be different. One of the ways to produce different talk is to ask different questions. To ask a question is to intervene in the organisational system. Cooperrider, as a pithy statement of his simultaneity principle writes, ‘The question is the intervention.’ (..)

The question is the intervention

Very importantly, and in contrast to many approaches to organisational change, appreciative inquiry does not recognise a distinction between asking the question and changing things. If you think about it, many change methodologies unwittingly subscribe to the scientific method view that to examine something is not to change it. By this way of thinking, first the doctor examines you and then he makes you better by prescribing the medicine that you are to take, until that point (when you take the medicine) you are deemed unchanged. Similarly, the organisational survey is issued, the results are examined and then the decision made and enacted as to how to respond and until that point (where the response action plan is put into practice) the organisation is deemed unaffected by what has passed. Working from a social constructionist perspective, appreciative inquiry is clear that asking the question is an act simultaneous to intervening. By the act of asking a question you are acting to change things. Questions are impactful and fateful: they affect what is happening and what can happen. This suggests that we should have some care of the questions we ask. From a social constructionist perspective we believe that our reality is affected by what we focus on, that we see more of what we talk about, and  that we grow our awareness of what we inquire into, so let’s choose our questions, the objects of our attention, with care. 

The importance of the conversational grammar of a group

It is probably becoming clear at this point that one of the key points of influence of appreciative inquiry is organisational talk, and talk of course is dependent on language. 

Of particular interest to us is the notion of conversational grammar. Now grammar of course has a familiar meaning; in English to be grammatically correct a sentence must contain a subject, an object and a verb. However knowing this is not sufficient for us to produce sensible sentences. Gergen (…) gives the example of the sentence ‘My love is oblong’. In most contexts this does not fit. It may be grammatically correct but it makes little sense, it doesn’t connect with our ways of talking about love. In this sense it doesn’t fit with the existing conversational grammar. It is possible to imagine a situation where it might fit: imagine a group of poets working to expand their possibilities of expression, imagine that one of these young poets is a passionate mathematician. For them to produce this sentence in this context could make excellent sense. The conversational grammar in this context is different.

Organisations have their own conversational grammars. The conversational grammar of a group determines what it is possible or not possible to say, what contributions will connect with the contributions of others and what may not. The language game and conversational grammars of an organisation serve to ‘make real’ the objects or events within that organisation. ( ‘Language game’ is a term from Wittgenstein pertaining to the understanding of the world that is reflected in the way a particular group of people talk about the world. Essentially there are many different language games possible within one Language such as English. The word ‘game’ is used to conjure up the notion of inherent and likely hidden ‘rules’ about what can and can’t be said and how things can or can’t be said.) The determination of what is named and noted and what is not from the rich tapestry of organisational life is played out by adherence to the local conversational grammar and language game. These features of conversation determine how different events signify and how their meaning to ourselves and others is noticed ( or not). One way of understanding how appreciative inquiry works is to say that it extends the conversational grammar of the organisation and so introduces new possibilities of expression, sense making, understanding and so sensible actions. 

For example many organisations play within the language game of organisation as a machine. This language game contains many a priori assumptions about the nature of the world and the organisation’s place within it.  Some of the a priori assumptions might be the strong assumption that the organisation has clear boundaries, is separated from the rest of the world, is managed by its managers, can act autonomously, and is linearly connected. Within this language game: expressions of strong emotion are not usually seen as valid: motivations other than those expressed as rational logic are seen as suspect: and the idea that people can be trusted to self organise is threatening to the stories of the role and mastery of management, and so on. The conversational grammar of appreciative inquiry does not fit easily within this language game. Consequently one of the first challenges of the appreciative inquiry practitioner is how to ‘join with the grammar’, that is the existing grammar, of the organisation whilst maintaining the social constructionist and appreciative perspective. We deal more with this in chapter…For now what we want to note is that it is this understanding of the primacy of language and organisational conversation for determining what is real stands in contrast to what we might call the default understanding of many organisational members of the nature of their organisation. It also points up another principle of appreciative inquiry; the poetic principle. 

The poetic principle

The poetic principle states that an organisation is more like a text than a machine, so suggesting that people create and recreate the organisation in their daily interactions. This suggests that if you change these patterns of interaction, you change the organisation. The poetic principle also introduces us to lots of very helpful concepts for organisational understanding and intervention such as voice, voice position, story, amplification etc. that we explore more in chapter…But for now we might note that if social constructionism offers us a way of viewing organisational life, organisational language is the medium of connection, and that three of Cooperrider’s key theoretical principles, the constructionist, the simultaneity and the poetic are social constructionist based. In effect these principles act as a statement of a rejection of the scientific world view and as an expression of the social constructionist world view that underpins the process of the appreciative inquiry intervention, and the pattern of the appreciative inquiry methodology. 

Positive psychology

In …. Martin Seligman used his presidential address to the American Psychological Association to introduce the concept of a new field of research and investigation to the psychological community: positive psychology. Positive psychology research didn’t start in ….people have been interested in positive emotions as well as negative for many years, but once Martin had made his speech, all these diverse researchers had a place within mainstream psychology they could call home, and a collective label for their diverse research. One area of research within positive psychology is positive emotions. Positive emotions are of interest to us as appreciative inquiry works explicitly to generate positive emotion. Positive emotion is seen within appreciative inquiry as generating the energy necessary to achieve social change, and its importance to the process of change is reflected in Cooperrider’s positive principle.

Positive Emotions

Emotions can be viewed as short-lived experiences that produce co-ordinated changes in people’s thoughts, actions and physiological responses, and these in turn can be thought of as being linked to specific action tendencies. (Fredrickson…) We have long known the pattern of this for negative emotions e.g. feelings of fear, anxiety or panic, accompanied by a concentration of thought on how to escape the situation and by physiological changes that prepare the body for action and the specific action tendencies of flight, fight or freeze. Fredrickson (..) was interested in whether a similar pattern held for positive emotions. Before examining what her research revealed, we might just pause a moment to consider what we mean by a positive emotion. Seligman’s research suggests that the emotions that we experience as positive states can be classified as of three intensities. There are high intensity emotions described by such words as rapture, bliss, ecstasy, thrill, hilarity, euphoria, kick, buzz, elation, excitement. Then there are more moderate intensity states such as feeling ebullience, sparkle, vigour, glee, mirth, gladness, enthusiasm, attraction and fun; and  finally some much lower intensity but still positive rather than neutral states that might be described as comfort, harmony, amusement, satiation, or relaxation.

Fredrickson’s research suggests that the answer to the question posed earlier is that positive emotions produce a different pattern of responses and action tendencies to negative emotions. It would seem that positive emotions, rather than encourage us to narrow down our options for action, work to expand our repertoire of responses. This broadening of our thought-action response repertoire essentially means we become more creative, being able to move around a situation and consider it from a number of angles rather than being locked on to one view. We also become more interested in and willing to engage with others rather than being intensely focussed on ensuring our own survival. In this expansive mode we are more likely to have a go at things we are not yet masters of. The relevance of these tendencies to achieving organisational change is easy to see. However positive emotions also have a less obvious longer term advantage. It would seem that when we are ‘feeling good’ we are more likely to investigate and engage with our environment and, as it were, try things out. All of this activity is essentially learning, and what we learn during times of feeling good is available to us as a resource when times are hard. The kinds of resources that might be increased when we are feeling good include physical resources such as skills we have learnt and social resources such as friendships and networks of contacts. The resources that can increase include less obvious features such as our ability to deal with intellectual complexity and most importantly, many psychological resources such as resilience, optimism and creativity. These aspects of positive feelings have durability beyond the short term emotional state. In this way positive emotion can be seen to have short and long term benefits in terms of organisational life. In the short term it increases the flexibility of thinking, the creativity, the willingness to work together. And in the longer term it increases the bank of resources that the organisation has to draw on in times of trouble.

Research by Isen and colleagues (..) documents that people experiencing positive emotion show patterns of thought that are notably unusual, flexible and inclusive, creative, integrative, open to information and efficient. It would seem that those experiencing a positive emotion report increased preference for variety and accept a broader array of behavioural options.  In all Isen suggests positive emotion produces a broad flexible cognitive organisation and an ability to integrate diverse material. Fredrickson’s recent research (…) has built on this to effectively demonstrate that people experiencing positive emotions are also more inclined to action than those experiencing either negative or neutral emotional states. This idea of two distinctly different states for experiencing positive or negative emotion is beginning to be backed up by neuro-psychology which is examining dopamine pathways in the brain and is starting to identify different neurological pathways as active during negative and positive emotional states. Particularly during positive emotional states there appears to be increased dopamine activity in the prefrontal cortex and the anterior cingulate which are thought to underlie increased cognitive performance. In other words when we are in a positive emotional state we are more able to ‘rise to the occasion’. When we are in a positive state people like us better and co-operative behaviour becomes more likely.

Clearly  all of this is of fundamental importance to the challenge of organisational change. For too long we have been influenced by the idea of ‘the burning platform’, the idea that people won’t change their behaviour until they are caught between the devil and the deep blue sea. We need, it is confidently asserted, to ‘make them feel the pain’ of the organisational challenge and we are exhorted to ‘hold their feet to the fire’ to induce an incentive to change. These recent discoveries in positive psychology suggest that this mantra and posture is actually highly counter-productive to growth and creativity. The effect will be to concentrate people’s minds, for sure, but at the cost of narrowing their thought-action repertoires, reducing their ability and willingness to work with others, and reducing their intellectual capacity, flexibility and creativity, not to mention the human cost of experiencing negative emotions in terms of stress, low morale, an adverse effect on health etc. Given this, why the strong belief in the power of negative emotion as the only legitimate source of energy for organisational change?

One possible answer lies in the role negative and positive emotions are thought to play in evolutionary terms. Negative emotions are of great service to us in win-lose situations, in other words in situations where there are limited resources at stake and, essentially, its us or the other guy. Negative emotions serve to alert us that we are in a win-lose situation. Positive emotions on the other hand alert us to a win-win situation. However the causality is circular: if we believe we are under threat, we experience negative emotions, if we experience negative emotions we believe we are under threat. If we believe we are in win-win situations we experience positive emotions, and if we experience positive emotions we assume we are in a win-win situation. Possibly in many organisational situations the driver for change is perceived as a threat, suggesting that the organisation is in a win-lose situation. With the concept of the zero sum game comes the notion that negative emotions are an appropriate response set. Appreciative inquiry does not view organisational change as a win-lose situation, hence there is no need, from this perspective, to activate the negative emotions and their accompanying neural pathways, rather, we can reap the benefit of the enhanced cognitive processing that comes from feeling good.

Seligman (…) puts this research in context when he notes that positive emotions serve us best when life is difficult. Interestingly and importantly positive emotions can ‘undo’ the effect of negative emotions, that is, experiences that induce positive emotions can cause negative emotions to dissipate rapidly. The discovery phase of appreciative inquiry frequently has this effect. People in a good mood select higher goals, perform better and persist longer in a variety of tasks. Happier people are more likely to be altruistic, very important to working together. When we are happy we are less self focussed, we like others more and want to share our good fortune. Seligman further suggests that the most authentic positive emotions are produced when they are associated with the exercise of character. The positive emotions produced in the moment in appreciative inquiry investigations fit this criteria as they are generated from people’s recollections of situations when they were at their best or working at their best, by definition when they were excising their character. It would seem that experiencing a positive mood jolts us into an entirely different way of thinking that is creative, tolerant, constructive, generous, nondefensive and lateral, where we are more focussed on detecting not what is wrong but what is right.

Mental Causality

The final of the five principles underpinning the practice of appreciative inquiry is the anticipatory principle. This principle states that living systems are heliotropic, broadly speaking meaning they grow towards the sun. Organisations are seen as living human systems implying that they too grow towards the sun. What does it mean to say this for an organisation? One answer is to say that the equivalent for people of orienting towards the sun, is to say that we orient towards what we perceive to be life enhancing, and particularly towards futures that we perceive to be life enhancing. The power of positive images of the future (sometimes known as the power of the positive anticipatory image) is recognised and utilised in many areas of psychological practice. In coaching and sports psychology visions of winning, succeeding and success are used to increase current performance. In many therapies visions of life without the problem or more attractive visions of life with the problem ( life as a non-smoker, life as a fat-free zone, life as a fit person, life as an active older person, life as a non-depressive) are used to help people grow and develop towards that vision.

A term sometimes used to explain how this might work is ‘mental causality’ suggesting that how we think affects what we do. This is fundamentally at odds with the scientific view where mental activity ‘causes’ nothing to happen: we don’t change things by thinking about them, nothing changes until we do something. Remember Descartes and the essential mind-body split. Mental activity according to this view can not, of itself, change things. There has to be some intermediary agent such as decision, or will, and then action to change anything. The idea of mental causality suggests that as we think differently so we act differently without necessarily any need for a conscious decision to change things. As the picture of an attractive future forms for us, so we will unconsciously adapt our behaviour in a way that makes it more likely that future will come about: we orient ourselves towards that possible future. Positive images of the future are motivating at many levels, they are impactful and fateful. To have developed the vision is to have changed things even if you never ‘decide’ to do anything differently. This understanding is reflected in the 4D model by the use of the term destiny as the final D. The enhanced ability to see the brain at work provided by modern brain scanners is starting to produce evidence that fits with the idea of mental causality. It would appear that, as we think different thoughts so different parts of the brain are more or less likely to become active. It is becoming more and more apparent that the state of the brain in terms of its neural activity and the way we feel and the thoughts we have and the propensity to action are very closely related, and, even if the relationship is as yet imperfectly understood, it would seem that the causality works in both directions.

Appreciative inquiry expressly calls upon the phenomena of mental causality when it  activates the power of the positive anticipatory image in the Dreaming phase. Here members of the organisation are invited to build on their exploration what is good and life-giving in the organisation at present to imagine a  future built from those foundations, were more of the good things to happen more of the time. The dreams are dreamt, articulated and shared. Aspiring practitioners sometimes find it difficult to conceptualise how the process can, of itself, have an effect. Surely it must be necessary to bring the dreams together to ‘agree a vision for the future’ and possibly a plan to get there? Such corralling of the individual experience to produce an agreed collective one is unnecessary once one understands that the power of the process lies in the having of the dream; the visions once created and experienced are part of the organisation’s world, the process of mental causality means that the world in which these articulated positive future images now exist will be different to the one in which they didn’t. They don’t have to be corralled, contained, codified and made common to have an effect. It may well be useful to identify common elements, but unique elements of particular future visions do not need to be eliminated. To suppose that the process of dreaming of the future can only work or be effective if everyone has the same dream is to revert to the logical, rational science based view of the social world of one right and many wrongs, of a preference for unity over diversity or multitudity. How much more resource is contained in an organisation with many visions of possible attractive and good futures than only one? 

It is of course possible to work in many ways with the visions of the future produced by the dreaming stage, however as effective practitioners we need to understand the power of the process alone, regards of the outputs it produces. Imagination is not a process separate from the world, a non-material thing that has no effect, it is a powerful factor in mental causality that directly affects and influences our sense of the possible, the desirable, and the achievable.

Summary

In this chapter we have considered how an understanding of the social construction world view, the power of positive emotions, the impact of imagination and imagery and the two way flow of mental causality explains the social phenomena of change that is induced in organisations through the effective practice of appreciative inquiry.

END

Bits I’m not sure where they go

One of the underpinning principles of appreciative inquiry is the understanding that the world of a human living system is socially constructed. This means that it is understood that what we take to be knowledge of the world and self finds its origins in communal interchange.

The five principles of appreciative inquiry, as identified by David Cooperrider (…), are all based on good psychological theory and research. However you will find little reference to these areas of psychology in mainstream organisational or occupational psychology texts. Even less in management Guru books about how to achieve fantastic organisational change, or indeed in organisational studies texts. In short, these areas of psychology are not overly represented in mainstream organisational psychology, rather, with their roots in historical study, social psychology, clinical psychology or even anthropology, they are present at the margin.

Crucially, Appreciative Inquiry views organisations as living human systems, and organisation as a function of a living human system. By these lights organisations are essentially unknowable, undeterminable and unpredictable. An organisation is a living human system and any particular living system will act as it does. Living systems have their own internal circular logic that is different to rational, linear logic. A human living systems logic is circular, connected, maintained by the system in its moment to moment interactions and it reacts to disturbance in ways that are contained in its own relationships patterns. The system does what the system does. A change in the system lies in a change in the pattern of relationships, the patterns of belief, communication and interaction.

Knowledge is socially created rather than individually accumulated; individual knowledge is not a private achievement but owes its origins to community participation.

There are many ways of studying language and social constructionism is particularly interested in how language works within a given community, that is, what is the ‘language game’ of the group. Language game is a concept from Wittgenstein (…), and it can be seen to be closely related to the idea of scientific paradigms as its is asserted that a particular language game reflects the a priori assumptions of the particular group  of how the world is and so how it can be talked about. Language games are embedded in ‘forms of life’ that is the pattern of relationship of humans and the world about them. In this way scientific discourse can be seen as a particular language game. To be able to take part and for your contributions to be accepted as valid, you have to learn to ‘play the game’. People spend years at university learning how to do this so they can enter the field as a legitimate player.

Edited out bits

The well defined theoretical fields that we don’t call upon

In the literature of appreciative inquiry you will find little or no mention of personality. Neither is appreciative inquiry particularly interested in measures of competence, leadership attributes, or any other psychometrically assessed constructs. The whole pantheon of ways psychologists have devised for us to measure and identify individual difference on a raft of features thought pertinent to assessing individual fitness for organisational life, are seemingly of little interest or value to this way of working. Similarly the raft of measurement and assessment tools that consultants typically bring with them to an organisational assignment: problem solving models, SWOT analyses, Gantt charts, programme and project planning systems, and so on, receive little mention in the appreciative inquiry literature. It is not that any of these tools or approaches are expressly prohibited in an appreciative inquiry approach, indeed, since appreciative inquiry embraces all aspects of human life as legitimate areas for inquiry, there is little or nothing that is prohibited in its practice; rather they are of less interest, are seen as less useful, and as having less to offer, than their proponents are used to suggesting is the case. Essentially they are no longer highlighted as holding the potential for change because they are perceived to stem from, and to belong to, two theoretical approaches that are peripheral to the appreciative inquiry view of organisations as living human systems e.g. the theory of individual difference and rational-analytic approach.

Rational-analytic measuring tools

Many of the tools that management consultants bring to the table, as listed above, are based on linear assumptions of connection and causality and are associated with a mechanistic view of organisations. Assumptions of linear causality and logic are in turn based in a view of the world as knowable, logical, accessible, rational and subject to manipulation in predictable ways. These tools and this approach fit comfortably with a Tayloristic, positivist, mechanical view of organisational life where the nature of organisations can be determined, and organisations can be fixed. Appreciative inquiry does not approach organisations from this perspective and therefore these tools have less usefulness and less validity to the appreciative practitioner. The practice of appreciative inquiry is not based on the principle of individual difference, nor on the principle of mechanical logic, nor indeed on the principles of the scientific method rather it is based on a social constructionist understanding of the social world.

When looking at and listening to organisations, an appreciative inquiry practitioner is interested in inquiring into and understanding the patterns of relationship, connection, communication, beliefs and actions between people. The appreciative inquiry practitioner is much more interested in the spaces between people than the people themselves, is more interested in the patterns of connection amongst the agents, elements or individuals that make up the group than in the elements themselves. Appreciative inquiry is interested more in the sum of the parts, than the individual parts. 
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