Positive emotion and positive imagery in personal change

Many coaching programmes are attached to development centres that include 360 degree feedback focusing on the identification of strengths and weaknesses. Typically the coaching activity is framed as performance improvement development and much emphasis is placed on overcoming weaknesses or focussing on ‘areas of development’. This focus for improving performance is located in a deficit frame: we are focussing on what is not there, what is not working, what is wrong. The appreciative frame suggests that a more effective process can be concentrating on what is there, what is working, what is right.  Why might this be so?

Two key principles from appreciative inquiry can help us to understand how working with strengths can address performance issues. 

The anticipatory principle says that we are drawn towards positive anticipatory images. It suggests that powerful images of desirable and feasible futures can influence us in such a way that our behaviours start to point towards that future without us necessarily having to form a detailed plan of how we might get there, that they act as an attractor. So in a coaching situation rather than identifying what is wrong with someone’s assertiveness skills for example, we would look to identify positive assertive episodes. We would encourage them to re-experience the good feelings that were present in the episode. We would then work with them to discover what kinds of things were different about that situation from others where things didn’t go as well.  From there, we would help them create an idea, a picture, a future vision of what life could be like if they were able to be effective like this more often, in this way we help to create a positive anticipatory image.

The positive principle suggests that growth and change takes energy, and that positive energy (feeling good, hope, optimism) is more powerful in this context than negative energy (feeling bad, fearful, pessimism). By working with positive experiences we increase the availability of positive energy to bring about change and avoid getting locked into the negative emotional states that tend to accompany recall of negative experiences.

In these two ways working with strengths can be as effective a route to performance improvement as working on weaknesses, and a much more pleasant experience to boot!
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