
Chapter one: What is it?

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.

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. 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. 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.

Any change methodology is based upon a theoretical understanding of what an organization is, although this is not always made explicit, and there are many theories of organization. For instance Fredrick Taylor famously considered an organization to be like a machine, obeying the rules of science, and susceptible to being engineered. Others have considered it to be like an organic or natural system, most recently a complex adaptive or complex evolving system. Each of these ways of thinking about, or understanding, organization lead us to consider different approaches to organizational change appropriate. For example many planned change methodologies, essentially huge project plans, clearly conceptualise the organization as a vast machine, with predictable causal relationships, that can be re-engineered to achieve a specified and specific outcome. While those preferring to consider the organization as a vast biological system tend towards interventions that work to increase the ‘fitness’ of the organization in environmental terms.

In this Appreciative Inquiry is no different, it to is a methodology fairly wedded to a particular understanding of what organization is; in this case to the understanding that organizations are living human systems. This means that while it is recognised that organizations may demonstrate some biological system features, they particularly, importantly, and uniquely reflect our particular, important and unique human attributes, in essence thought, language and complex social and cerebral processes that allow us to experience the world as no other animal can. To understand how revolutionary this conception of organization is, one has to understand how widespread and dominant are other understandings of organization.

Fredrick Taylor has a lot to answer for, for it was he who originally stated that organizations were ‘logical rational enterprises’ in which people acted as ‘rational, economic actors’ and from which human emotion could and rightly should be excluded. This idea still permeates much thinking about organizations and organizational life, usually in an unarticulated way; for example in the main people at work are still expected to perform their work role ‘as if’ they had no other roles in life. Crying footballers and Olympiads notwithstanding, displays of high emotion at work are generally considered unseemly. ‘Informal’ networks and communication channels are often perceived by those ‘in control’ as problematic. Human breakdown, that is, mental illness, is still considered such an unacceptable aspect of human life in a work context that the nearest most people can admit to such ill-health is ‘stress’ and many people not even that. Many of us at work, while perhaps sympathetic to the vagaries suffered by customers or clients, expect colleagues to function like clockwork. These observations are in no way gainsaid by the loud public conversations being conducted in the organizational world about such human things as values, life/work balance, mission and so on. In many organizations it’s a both/and situation: we both talk about the importance of values to work, and carry on ‘as if’ values are unimportant (‘you’re paid the money now do the job’). We both talk about the importance of maintaining work/life balance and recognise and reward those who act at work ‘as if’ they had no other roles in life. Frequently when organizations do attempt to formally acknowledge some aspect of human life, for instance the importance of life balance, they do it from within an organisation-as-machine mentality. Thus they ‘implement’ the life/work balance ‘processes and procedures’. Somehow the life-blood is once again sucked out of the endeavour and it becomes another part of the bureaucratic scenery.

This then is the first fundamentally different thing about Appreciative Inquiry as an approach to organizational change: it recognises organizations as living human systems within which all aspects of human life can be expected to be present because humans are present. This awareness doesn’t imply that we should all spend all our time exhibiting our ‘inner child’ or hugging trees, as some apparently fear; what it does suggest is that the humanness of organizational life is something that we can work with not against, can factor in not factor out, can treat as normal, expected and good, not abnormal, problematic and bad. This is a huge change, a huge shift in thinking about people in organizational change. No longer are people’s emotions something to be managed, their communications something to be controlled, their responses something to be classified (more or less sophisticated versions of for us or agin us) rather their emotions are a powerful force for change, their communications the medium for change, growth, innovation etc. and their varying responses powerful sources of resource for change. In essence while many change approaches view an organization as something that would work very well (indeed as designed) if only people didn’t mess up it up, Appreciative Inquiry views the organization as the people, and the messiness as essential to organization.

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. People rarely do what they are told to unless they have specifically asked for guidance on what to do (and not always then), they are in dire straits and need someone to do their thinking for them (if you offer the drowning man the proverbial straw and tell him to clutch it he probably will); or if they are under conditions of coercion, that is, bad things will happen, or won’t stop happening, unless they do as they are told. Most of the time we prefer to work it out, find it out, screw it up, for ourselves. Let’s think about it, if telling people what to do made them adapt or change their behaviour we would all have perfectly behaved children, wonderful spouses and a clean environment, I hate to disappoint but just telling people what to do doesn’t work unless some other conditions are present. Fortunately for those who wish to produce change by instruction or direction, in many organizations these other conditions are present: many work places are very coercive environments and there are unpleasant penalties for not doing what you are told, however you may feel about it. In such an environment telling people what to do may well produce compliance, however when people do things because they have to, rather than because they want to,  over time unintended side effects such as those involved not feeling too good (poor morale), doing the minimum necessary to avoid the adverse consequence (performance issues), and exhibiting general escape and avoidance behaviour (absence problems) can cause endemic problems for the organization. 

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.

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. Again what this means is best understood by contrasting it with another view. Mainstream scientific method and understanding is predicated on the belief that there is one physical world and that by appropriate investigation we can get to understand the true nature of that world. The whole scientific endeavour is targeted at getting to know the true nature of ourselves and the world in which, on which, we live. Science seeks consistent, predictable, causal relations and has found many. Our technological lives are based on the many truths of science. The true scientific method suggests that it doesn’t matter who is looking down the microscope, they should see the same thing, the truth. And importantly, that the other end of the microscope is not affected by the looker, by being looked at.

The certainty of this approach is beginning to be questioned in the physical sciences with increasing voices suggesting that actually who is looking is important and does influence what is seen and how it is understood. However in the social sciences its shortcomings when attempting to explain human behaviour were revealed in the earliest social psychology experiments where it rapidly became apparent that the ‘laboratory subjects’ were behaving as they would in that situation i.e. not necessarily demonstrating any universal truths. People are not passive participants in different situations, they are active agents, attempting to make sense of what is happening and to act accordingly. This is essentially the social constructionist take on the social world. The argument is that human beings inevitably impose their own understanding on the physical world and so understand it through that understanding. 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.

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 (There is a similar debate going in the counselling world about the effect of the increasing labelling of aspects of the human condition as problematic and so in need of counselling assistance), 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. 

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. 

To summarize what we have said so far: Appreciative Inquiry can be seen to offer a new approach to organizational change on at least three fronts:

It understands organizations as living human systems where all aspects of human life are to be found and indeed embraced;

It recognises organization, and the social world generally, as socially constructed and therefore open to social re-construction through the medium of language, belief, and communication; and

It offers an alternative way to talk about problems that doesn’t involve problem talk.

While this may sound interesting, the key concern of course is to what extent it produces practical and useful results, good change. Appreciative inquiry suffers the same drawback as much consultant designed and promoted practice, that is to say that most of the evaluative work that has been done on its efficacy has been done by its practitioners. At the same time it is widely accepted that evaluating the effectiveness of organization-wide interventions is notoriously difficult for all sorts of reasons, not least of course the impossibility of controlling all the variables.  This is as true for Appreciative Inquiry as any other intervention and, as with much research in this area, that which is available is of a case study nature, with all the drawbacks that implies. The evidence that is offered below for the effectiveness this approach therefore needs to be viewed with these caveats in mind.

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. It is also clear that attempts to measure the effect of the intervention are being made and although much of the data collected is qualitative, some effort is being made to secure quantitative measures of change. Continuing to bear in mind that most of these presentations are by the author of the intervention, let’s see what they tell us about the efficacy and versatility of an appreciative inquiry approach.

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. The consultants’ early contact with the organisation revealed huge conflict and distrust between various layers of management, which was making the objective of creating a consensual and motivating vision and strategic plan for the hotel difficult. Invited though they were to engage in traditional organizational development problem solving (in which the organization was already extensively engaged), they decided to do something different. Effectively they got a representative group from the hotel to come on a five day excursion to appreciatively interview another hotel. The hotel selected was of the quality that was aspired to, but not in direct competition. While on the visit the hotel members conducted an appreciative inquiry process with the excellent hotel’s staff, including appreciative interviewing and various other appreciative exercises; at the end of the process they fedback their findings and suggestions to the excellent hotel, as a gift. By this time in the process many important phenomena were observed to have taken place spontaneously between members of this visiting organization including much reconciliation between previously warring parties. By the end of the fifth day, concentrating on their own hotel, the group had agreed five primary dimensions of what should constitute a four star hotel,  and a mission statement, amongst other organizational artefacts, was produced. 

This early example of an appreciative inquiry approach allows us to observe a number of appreciative inquiry principles in action: that it is by doing something different that something different happens; that by approaching the problem from a different angle completely, the problem can be addressed without being confronted head-on; and that the key difference offered by appreciative inquiry lies in the process and outcomes not the output. In other words the group could have arrived at their end statements by other means, but the experience and meaningfulness of their production would have been very different. The account ends at this point, so it is not possible to know whether the hotel reached its aspirations, however it is clear that the authors consider the hotel staff dynamic to have improved considerably and the likelihood of the hotel improving to be considerably enhanced.

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. It is generally recognised that culture can be hard to identify by its very nature, and this was an attempt to articulate what was special, different and valuable about the organization. A large-scale appreciative inquiry process incorporating interviews, historical documents, observations and a survey was put into place as were regular meeting opportunities for senior staff to share and make sense of what was happening. At the end of the process they had a statement of the major themes from the data analysis and were able to identify the key things important for cultural continuity. No data is given as to how smoothly the succession transition went, but the awareness and knowledge outcomes are clearly considered valuable by the author. 

Williams (1996) gives an example of appreciative inquiry being used during difficult times, when a financial institution with a long and proud history was having 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?’ These interviews generated lots of positive stories. The data was collected into a report that identified ten emerging values. The author reports that this process produced other effects, noticeably that organizational conversations changed during the process, producing a greater identification of opportunities, optimism and empowerment. 

From these and other case studies not discussed here it would seem that AI can be effective in a variety of situations at producing accounts of culture, value statements and future visions, and that the way it does this, its effect on the experience of organizational members, is as important as the tangible outputs. However these results are of a strictly qualitative nature, other research has focussed on demonstrating the cash value of this way of working.

For example Whitney and Trosten-Bloom (2001) report that after one year working with an appreciative inquiry approach a large manufacturing company (1,000 people) reported significant results in productivity, operational improvement, turnover and employee engagement. The rise in operational improvement suggestions generated hundreds of thousands of dollars savings. Following the intervention turnover was down which also generated financial savings. In another example an intervention by Barros and Cooperrider (1999) with an organization facing a rapidly changing external environment was reported to be correlated with an increase of 22.3% on the average return per worker. It is reported that their intervention correlated with an increase in sales of 27% over a six month period. Not surprisingly the authors consider that the changes produced by their intervention contributed to these results. Another hard data analysis we can call upon is one conducted by Jones (1998) regarding the use of an appreciative inquiry intervention as a tool to enhance salaried staff retention in a fast food organisation. In this study, the appreciative inquiry intervention group was compared with two control groups: one that received no input; and another that received the same ‘contact time’ with senior managers but no appreciative process. It was found that the group that had had an appreciative inquiry experience had 30-32% higher retention rates. Such results can of course be translated into cash savings on recruitment and training.

Interest in the possible benefits of an appreciative inquiry approach is beginning to be evident in areas beyond the confines of the USA, and the analysis of results is becoming more sophisticated. For example recent research by Miller et al (2002) investigates and demonstrates the particular benefits of an appreciative inquiry approach to an inter-national strategic alliance development: the key challenges of such endeavours being to build relationships and trust, mutual understanding and collaboration. In this study two different alliance building interventions were compared: appreciative inquiry and management education. Unusually this study presents statistical results. While the results are statistically significant, it must be noted that there are some methodological difficulties such as the composition of the group for the two interventions not being completely identical. However analysis of the evaluation data (various sources) suggested that improved collaboration was the primary outcome of the appreciative inquiry session (p>.05). Those involved also reported establishing more contacts with the partner organisation. The appreciative inquiry session significantly contributed to building relationships amongst participants (p>.05) and 38% of the appreciative people reported feeling empowered to collaborate ( a result not mentioned by the management education group). The conclusion was that overall the appreciative inquiry group seemed to have developed more relational capital. This was thought to be particularly important in the context of a merger, i.e. of needing to work together.
While these accounts offer some evidence to support the efficacy of the approach, it is fair to say that at present the persuasive features of appreciative inquiry lie in the approach, philosophy and the experience of this process than much 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 our ability to answer this question convincingly owes more to faith and experience than to research and evidence. At present it is practised mostly by people like me who are keen to use it and promote it because we believe it works and we find that it works for us. Importantly though, those who promote and practice appreciative inquiry are clear that the fact that the experience is different (for both consultant and organization), even if the outputs look exactly the same, is the whole point.
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