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Introduction to Appreciative Inquiry


Think back to childhood days, to all those lessons parents teach their children.  ‘Don’t slam the door.  Sit up straight.  Keep your elbows off the table.  These comments, or lessons, were normally in response to bad or improper behaviour.  Our culture places significant emphasis on the problem solving method for change which has created some very considerable results but the method has a negative emphasis.  Performance reviews of very successful projects more often than not, focus on the problems or errors that were made rather than affirmation of extraordinary effort and results.  The corporate world also regularly uses models which analyze and correct mistakes.  Organizational change strategies often involve outside consultants who create answers to problems.  It is inherently understood that problems must exist within the organization and that “they are in need of repair.”
  Consultants use external benchmarks and tout that if these benchmarks are met, the problems will be fixed.  


Appreciative inquiry (AI) is an approach to change that is based on discovering core strengths as a base for innovation and growth.  The core strengths are derived from the word appreciate which is “the act of recognizing  the best in people or the world around us” or “affirming past and present strengths, successes, and potentials.”
  These factors are put together, called the positive core, and are used as a base point for change.  The discovery part of AI is derived from the word inquiry which is “the act of exploration and discovery” or to ask questions; to be open to seeing new potentials and possibilities.”
  Participants normally take part in structured interviews or storytelling in order to isolate the factors which contribute to optimal personal or organizational performance levels.  These interviews are a systematic way of uncovering what brings out the best in people and their organizations.  


History of Appreciative Inquiry

Appreciative inquiry is a rather new school of thought originally developed by David Cooperrider and Suresh Srivastva at the Case Western Reserve University.  In 1980, Cooperrider was involved in a standard diagnosis at the Cleveland Clinic of “what’s wrong with the human side of the Organization?”
  Employees were continually bogged down by negative anticipation and hopelessness; Cooperrider’s goal was to find an alternative to “fixing and eradicating problems.”
  Upon approval from the clinic, David focused his analysis on those characteristics that contributed to success at the clinic.  Instead of focussing on the never ending problems, participants were asked to focus only on the factors that contributed to success when the organization was most efficient.  Problems were ignored and not considered in the analysis.  The approach was so successful that the clinic asked for advice on how to use AI with the whole group.  

Since then, the idea of appreciative inquiry has progressed and become quite popular.  In 1987 a Canadian firm became the first to use AI as a large scale change approach.  In 1990 Cooperrider created the beginning of his 4-D model for AI when working with Romania’s health care system.  Later that year, when working with the US Agency for International Development (USAID) he further developed the model.  Work done at the USAID created innovative ways to expand AI globally.  In 1996, GTE won an award for the “Best Organization Change Program” which was an AI system designed by David Cooperrider.  A book of cases was published in 1998 which summarizes projects based on appreciative inquiry.
  In 2002, Nokia conducted an appreciative inquiry summit for their employees which generated very positive response.
  The June 2004 issue of Training Magazine reports that corporations ranging from British Airways, McDonald’s, NASA, and British Petroleum have all used appreciative inquiry as an approach to change.
 The underlying fact is that numerous corporations and organizations see appreciative inquiry as an effective method for change.  

Why Use Appreciative Inquiry

Appreciative inquiry has low resistance as an approach to change because it focuses on internal strengths; it builds upon the positive core as opposed to change imposed by external consultants or benchmarks.
  Basically, change comes positively from within the organization.  People feel that they are building on their own strengths and working towards the optimal performance situation that they want; their strengths are celebrated and developed.  AI assumes that every individual has some untapped positive experiences that are useful in motivating change and development; this immediately shows participants that the organizers and managers have faith in their abilities.  

Participants do not have to take direction from outside sources who do not know all of the details about the organizational culture rather; internal interviews take place with people who understand the environment.  Mistakes are not analyzed and broken down for everyone to criticize which saves time, energy, and frustration among stakeholders.  AI’s positive, energetic environment drives innovation and change.  

Best practices are developed and enhanced though the use of appreciative inquiry.  If best practices are developed, the strengths of the employees develop as well as customer satisfaction.  When organizations become better at what they do best, all stakeholders will be happy.  
Guiding Assumptions 
In her Thin Book of Appreciative Inquiry, Hammond suggests that the following assumptions must be internalized before applying the 4-D model.
  These assumptions seem to be widely accepted and are touted in several articles and websites.  
· In every society, organization or group, something works.

· What we focus on becomes our reality.

· Reality is created in the moment, and there are multiple realities.

· The act of asking questions of an organization, or group influences the group in some way.

· People have more confidence to journey to the future (the unknown) when they carry forward parts of the past (the known).

· If we carry forward parts of the past, they should be what is best about the past.

· It is important to value differences.

· The language we use creates our reality.
The 4-D Model for Appreciative Inquiry 

David Cooperrider and Diana Whitney describe four steps in the appreciative inquiry cycle; the four D’s are discovery, dream, design, and destiny.  
During the discovery phase, the participants take part in structured interviews which aim to find out what the organization and its stakeholders really want.  The interviews are a positive inquiry and therefore focus on satisfied stakeholders or positive experiences from all stakeholders.  Depending on the size of the organization or group, this could mean thousands of interviews take place.  The interviews investigate optimal overall performance conditions and individual’s best, most energetic experiences.  Interviewees start to feel the connection between their positive experiences and the optimal conditions for the organization; they recognize that they are the integral part of the organization.  The goal is to find out the most powerful lessons which relate to individual energy and productivity; these themes combine to define the positive core.  The positive core represents the conditions that support optimal overall performance and is the foundation upon which the organization will then grow and develop.  

In the dream phase, employees try to imagine a company where optimal performance is normal and expected.  They use the positive core that was discovered in the previous stage and apply those themes to the present and future.  Participants gather to discuss this dream and are asked to describe it using both the left and right side of the brain.
  A left side description of the dream is either written or spoken by a participant.  A right side description involves more senses and could be expressed as a picture, painting, sculpture, or even dramatic display.  The goal of using both the right and left side to describe the dream is to create a bold description that encapsulates the desired strengths of the past and the endless possibilities of the future.  The dream phase builds upon the best parts of the past and encourages innovation and extension of those parts.  
Participants start to work out exactly what will be different in the future during the design phase.  The design is based around the core values and themes that were discovered in the previous phases.  Participants describe exactly what must happen in order for the optimal performance level to become the norm and they actually create the necessary organizational systems.  

During the destiny phase, the organization adopts the design which has been developed during the previous stage which leads them closer to the point when optimal performance becomes is normal.  This stage requires innovation and creativity; groups take responsibility for action arising from the discovery, dream, and design phases.  Best practices are emphasized and rediscovery of values are emphasized during this phase.  
Success Stories and Examples

In 2001, Wendy’s International did a study on turnover management.  Results showed that the test group who used appreciative inquiry had a 30% - 32% higher retention rate than the two control groups.


Red Deer College in Alberta used appreciative inquiry to examine how credit-free people could work with the for-credit parts of the organization.  Brenda Munro, the Extension Services Coordinator, commented;

The most exciting aspect of taking an appreciative approach was the amazing level of energy and enthusiasm that emerged early and that was present throughout the day.  That energy is seeding ongoing efforts to encourage collaboration during challenging times.
 

The college was worried that a traditional approach would have led to an overwhelming examination of problems and issues that were not related to the goal.  The traditional negative emphasis would have made the issue seem like an impasse that could not be overlooked.  Instead, the group focused on the positive core and used it to create growth.  


Appreciative Inquiry Consulting, in Washington DC, has done some work for universities and colleges in Michigan.  The group helped the schools uncover their strengths in order to best serve their students; as a result, the schools have re-designed their programs, structure, and delivery.  Changes include new internship programs, interface with local businesses, new curricula, and global experiences.


Tom Williamson is a general manager of the Courtyard Hotel by Marriot / Hampton Inn.  He used an appreciative inquiry approach with a consulting group called Clarity Works based in Florida.  After his workshop he said “our management team is fired-up.  In the workshop we identified an innovative revenue stream and created a new program to improve employee morale.”
 

A personal example comes from designing a questionnaire to understand participants’ feelings.  A first draft of the questionnaire was designed with questions that asked about suggested improvements to the event and organizing authority.  The questions were redesigned to ask for comments about the strengths of the event and organizing authority.  
How can Appreciative Inquiry be used in the MIS Context?


Appreciative inquiry can be applied to managing information systems in a few ways.  AI could be used to increase the quality of information that is managed.  Appreciative inquiry examines the positive information and conditions that contribute to optimal performance levels for individuals and organizations.  If AI is used, as opposed to traditional problem solving methods, the information stored and shared using MIS will increase in quality and effectiveness.  Managers’ ability to make effective decisions will increase.   

Another use of appreciative inquiry in the MIS context is the inclusion of all stakeholders.  Appreciative inquiry is based on interviews which allow stakeholders to figure out the positive core of the organization under study.  Management information systems are also based on communication between stakeholders and users of information.  MIS can be used to share valuable knowledge; the systems are useless unless they facilitate communication.  If appreciative inquiry is used to create valuable information, MIS can be used to facilitate the sharing and creation processes of AI.  MIS can support the interview process for participants who are separated by time and distance and can be used to automatically record the proceedings.  As AI moves into the design and destiny phases, MIS can again be used to support the systems put in place which develop the positive core that was created in the discovery and dream phases.  For example, if a hotel implements a new system designed to increase employee morale, MIS may be used to increase the flow of communication among employees.  MIS and AI could be viewed as necessary partners for both processes.  
Summary


If our parents had practiced appreciative inquiry we would never hear “sit up straight” or “pick up your feet when you walk.”  Instead we would hear our parents comment on our excellent manners or great posture.  If corporations practiced appreciative inquiry they wouldn’t spend their time trying to understand why 15% of their customers aren’t satisfied.  Instead they would spend time fully understanding why 85% of their customers are satisfied and exactly what makes their organization run most efficiently.  

Appreciative inquiry is a relatively new positive change strategy which uses a structured approach to discover the core strengths of individuals and organizations.  David Cooperrider first developed the idea in 1980 in the United States; the idea has developed significantly and is used by organizations on several continents.  Several assumptions are necessary to implement appreciative inquiry but the most important one is that all organizations, individuals, and structures have some positive characteristics or experiences.  


The most widely used model for appreciative inquiry is the 4-D model which is based on four phases; discovery, dream, design, and destiny.  Appreciative inquiry has been applied to companies and organizations in various industries including technology, consumer products, education, airlines, fast food, and even oil and gas.  Appreciative inquiry can be used in the MIS context as a method of increasing the value and quality of information.  As appreciative inquiry moves through its phases, MIS can be used as the medium for the various communication and information management needs.  Management information systems and appreciative inquiry could be viewed as mutual partners in a quest for a positive information based change could be viewed as partners who benefit each other.  
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