AN OVERVIEW OF APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY
(by Bliss W Browne, Imagine Chicago)
IMAGINE...  Appreciative Inquiry  
A hopeful, connected, and committed community will prosper 
Overview

Problem solving as a process for inspiring and sustaining human systems change is limited.  Deficit-based analysis, while powerful in diagnosis, often undermines human organizing, because it creates a sense of threat, separation, defensiveness and deference to expert hierarchies. 

Community innovation methods that evoke stories, and encourage groups of people to envision positive images of the future grounded in the best of the past, have much greater potential to produce deep and sustaining change and inspire collective action. 

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is a tool for doing this. Incorporating all of the voices in the community or organization, AI leverages the most positive possibilities in communities and organizations. Unlike the traditional problem-based tools and models that focus on what is not working well, AI focuses on what is working well (appreciative) by engaging people in asking questions and telling stories (inquiry). Through constructive dialogue, new possibilities are then imagined and new partnerships created to bring the desired future into being. 
Communities, organizations and groups globally are adopting AI methods to cultivate hope, build capacity, unleash collective appreciation and imagination, and bring about positive change. Imagine Chicago is the best-known example of applying AI in a community setting. It works to understand the best of what is, imagine what can be, and create what will be. www.imaginechicago.org
For more on AI, visit the AI Commons   appreciativeinquiry.case.edu

Traditional Change Management               Appreciative Inquiry 

What problems are you having?
               What is working really well?

What or who caused the problems?
              Why and how does it work?

How do we fix what is broken?
            How do we amplify and build on




                       what has meaning, value, and energy?

Appreciative Inquiry Foundation Stones

1. The Questions We Ask Determine What We Find

The seeds of change—the things that people think about, discover and learn, that inform dialogue and inspire action-—are implicit in the very first questions we ask...and the language we choose.

· The act of asking questions influences the person, group or community.

· People and communities grow in the direction of what they study. If you inquire into problems, you focus attention on what is wrong.

· If you inquire into what is going well, you discover best practices on which you can build even more. Positive topics are like beacons of light.

· Appreciative questions build bridges and minimize defensive responses

· Questions are generative; every time we ask a question, we invite a possible new version of life.

What questions might you ask others that would free their imagination about community and how they can help shape it? What questions might unlock your interest and potential to get involved and make a difference?

2. Words Create Worlds

· Language is a moral issue. Words have the power to heal or to destroy, to inspire or to discourage.  Negative images and conversations weaken us mentally and physically; positive images strengthen us and what we can accomplish 

· To renew communities requires shifting from deficit–based talk to strength and possibility-based conversation
Think of how you feel when someone labels or judges you or says “the problem with you is…, the problem with your community is…” 

What difference does it make to be asked instead about your strengths, your hopes, your connections, your skills, how you have been able to heal or transform your life and the community in which you live?
What language frames the way you think and speak about relationships? About your country or community? How do others speak about you and your community?


3. Positive Stories Shape Positive Identities and Connections

· People organise experiences into stories. The stories a person or group decides to focus on become reality (ex: Pygmalion effect in schools, improved health outcomes of those who expect to get well)

· Our identities are socially constructed through the exchange of stories (ex: Bible, Koran, TV).  No one story defines a person, group or community.  All are multi-storied creations. The stories can change.

· We need to hear and magnify stories that show us the greatness of which we are capable as community creators.

· Listening respectfully to each other’s important stories builds positive relationships and trust and stretches what we see as possible.

· Stories engage the heart and imagination in a way that a deeper level of listening is activated.  The thinking mind is enchanted by the content; the images awaken and engage the dreaming imagination and intuitive intelligence of the listener.

What is a high point story when you worked together with others to make a difference and  learned something that transformed what you see as possible for your future? 

4. Every Voice Is Important to Creating a Future in which
  Everyone’s Contribution Matters

· Imagination is the realm of freedom. Everyone’s imagination is unique and is needed to generate the most powerful expression of the common good. We can only create what we can imagine.

· Communities need to gather to share their stories and articulate their images of what they want and are willing to work for.

· Uncommon partnerships which bridge race, generation, ability, class and culture, often lead to the greatest innovation since they often help shift perspectives.

· Positive experiences of difference build leadership in support of the common good. Constructive conversations and joint action among unlikely partners enlarge the possibilities for cooperative action and mutual accountability. They enlarge our sense of who we mean by “we”. 

· We need pathways to expand public participation including positive public forums and activities that bring divergent groups together.  Our histories have often worked to keep us separated and to develop damaging cultural stereotypes which limit our ability to work together. 

· People will move toward a picture of the future they have imagined and created together—especially if there are structures and partnerships that recognize and support their acting on behalf of their visions.

· When the collective imagination is mobilised, people innovate. Working together, they can create effective and inspiring ways to move toward the shared ideal images and find energy and power to do so.

What has inspired you to get involved? What stories have stretched your hope for your country’s future as a place where every voice matters? What do you most want to create?

Moving From VISION              DIALOGUE              ACTION


UNDERSTAND: DISCOVERING THE BEST OF WHAT IS

In this phase, people share high point stories, discuss core life-giving factors, and think through the aspects of their organization or community history that they most value and want to bring to the future. Participants come to know their community history as positive possibility rather than a static, problematized, romanticized, or forgotten set of events.  Empowering and hopeful conceptions of community frequently emerge from stories that are grounded in past organizing at its best.  Where appreciation is alive and stakeholders throughout a system are connected in discovery, hope grows and organizational capacity is enriched.

IMAGINE: IMAGINING WHAT CAN BE

The IMAGINE Phase involves envisioning more valued and vital futures and end results.  This includes designing the social and technical architecture necessary to support the collective dream.  Since images of the future emerge out of grounded examples from a positive past, they are compelling and trustworthy possibilities.  The data can be compiled in multiple formats both qualitative and quantitative and also complemented with benchmarking studies of other communities.  In both cases, the inspiring stories are used to create a portrait of possibility.  

CREATE: CREATING WHAT WILL BE

This phase involves implementing the new images of the future and is sustained by nurturing a collective sense of a compelling shared vision.  It is a time of continuous learning, adjustment and improvisation (like a jazz group), all in the service of shared ideals.  The momentum and potential for innovation is extremely high by this stage of inquiry.  Everyone is a participant and owner of the desired future.  Key to sustaining the momentum is to build an “appreciative eye” into all the organization or community’s systems, procedures, and ways of working.  This culture shift often involves accelerating development of positive ways of speaking and working, establishing learning communities, and collaboration which builds the capacity of the participating partner organizations and individuals. 

Key Stages of Appreciative Inquiry

1. Setting Affirmative Topics:

What affirmative topics do you feel would be good orientation points for an appreciative inquiry based community assessment that builds community capacity and engagement?   



1.



2.



3.

2. Creating Open-Ended Constructive Questions:


Create a question you could ask anyone that would create a positive relationship with that person and get a constructive thoughtful response:

3. Provocative Propositions:


Create a concise provocative proposition around one of your affirmative topic choices that inspires people to be more curious about it and want to think it through in their own experience:

4. Moving from Inquiry into Action:
· What are some ways that your inquiry could provoke action? 

· What might be a tangible result from this inquiry?  

An Appreciative Inquiry for Imagining Community Futures…


High Point Story

What stands out for you as a time you felt you were involved in a really “good” community team effort-- something significant, empowering, and effective—which gave everyone involved a way to contribute their talent and make a difference?

· How and why did you get involved? 

· Who else was involved? 

· How did you work together?

· What made it a powerful experience?

· What were some challenges you had to deal with and did you deal with those challenges?  

· What did you accomplish and how did it feel? 

· What was especially meaningful to you about the process and result? 

· What did you learn about how positive community change happens?

Best qualities and skills

Yourself.  Without being too humble, what is it that you value most about yourself as an active community builder?  What are your best qualities, skills, values, etc.? 

Others.  Why does working together make sense?  What are the benefits and outcomes of forming strong community partnerships across generations?

Core “life-giving” factors
As you think about what it takes to build great partnerships, (especially across cultures or generations), what is the “life-giving” factor in such partnerships (without this, good community partnerships would not be possible)?


Dreams for the Future –

What three dreams do you have for the future of your community/your country?
1.                                              2.                                        3.

Design: What do you think are some of the essential conditions to enable your community/your country as a whole to prosper?

Destiny: 

What do you consider important next steps that should be taken

· to help develop more productive, inspiring community partnerships? 

· To get more people involved in making a positive difference?

· To improve communication?
· What support do you most need to plant your highest dream for the future? Who do you most want/need as your dream team/ dreamkeepers? 
Communities move in the direction of what they ask about.  An affirmative topic serves as an orientation point for values and practices to strengthen in the community.  Example: clear communication, youth as resources 





Good Appreciative Inquiry questions are positive, expansive; they elicit deeply held values, passions, the best of what is.  Ex. What do you especially value about this community?  What’s your favorite place to go and why?





A provocative proposition invites and inspires you to think more deeply about a topic.  Ex. Honest communication opens possibilities.








