Background Context: Based on an Article published by Community Care in 2005 

Improving Public Services?  Imagine!

If I could ask one thing in any situation … it would not be ‘what’s wrong and what will fix it?’ but ‘what’s possible here and who cares?
Weisbord (1987)
Picture a locality where many of the public services are struggling.  Employees in health, social care and education, are demoralised and weary; morale is low.  Social workers, teachers, mental health experts are leaving; those remaining feel undervalued and isolated from the organisation, from colleagues, and from the service users.  The outside pressures to improve and develop services threaten and divide.   

Now imagine walking into these services a year later and discovering that:

When I entered the building I sensed that something had changed. There was lightness in the air. Employees greeted me, each other and the service users with a smile and sincerity.  Joy and unity had been restored.  Resignation and defeat had been transformed into communication, learning, commitment, responsibility, partnership, accomplishment and delight.  (CDI 2004)

This is what happened in a Headstart (pre-school) programme in East Parish, Denver.  The Community Development Institute (CDI) provided interim ‘recovery’ management after funding was withdrawn.  After several months deploying regular training and strategic planning techniques ‘with little or no results’, Pattie Smith turned to Appreciative Inquiry.  Nine months later they were seeing startlingly positive results and new hope for the service as staff became re-engaged and enthusiastic about their work.  They are convinced that Appreciative Inquiry has helped the staff to turn this service around. Could it do the same for social services in the UK?  This article invites social care policy-makers, regulators, managers and practitioners to take a new look at how we improve social services.

What is Appreciative Inquiry?

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is a strengths-based approach to creating positive change for organisations and individuals.  It engages people with what already works well in their situation and helps them to build on this for the future.   Service users, staff, councillors and partners are invited to recall the times when their organisation was at its best.  Working together, they turn their understanding of these exceptional moments into a new plan or vision for the future.  A vision that everyone can share and put into practice.  

This approach challenges traditional problem solving methods that ‘fill the organisation with stories, understandings, and rich vocabularies of why things fail’. (Cooperrider 2001).  

Focussing on problems draws attention to breakdown rather than the strengths of the system. It encourages a blame culture and creates an emphasis on ‘looking good’ rather than being good.  As Cooperrider observes: a compulsive concern with what’s not working, why things go wrong and who didn’t do his or her job demoralizes members of the organisation, reduces the speed of learning, and undermines relationships and forward movement.’   Does this ring any bells for our social services currently pre-occupied with performance assessment and star ratings?   
AI invites us to think differently about organisations and the people in them, to understand the impact of labelling performance and how we handle interventions.  Building on acknowledged strengths creates enthusiasm and commitment, and change becomes inevitable.  

What does an appreciative inquiry look like?

Anne Radford (2004) describes AI as ‘the art and practice of asking questions that strengthen a system's capacity to discover and develop its potential’. 

AI follows five distinct stages (See Watkins et al, 2001); within this framework, it can be used with whole organisations, partnerships, teams or individuals.  Methods vary according to the size of the inquiry.  Everyone might work through the process together over two to four days. In large inquiries, interviews are carried out across the organisation over several weeks before bringing together the findings for further work.  Whatever the model, participants work through the following stages:


[image: image1.wmf]7

Using AI 

–

Five ‘D’ Cycle

Definition:

Decide What to learn/inquire 

About 

Discovery: 

Explore, inquire

Themes 

-

Positive Core

Dream/Imagine: 

Picture what might be 

possible; create shared 

images for a preferred 

future

Design: 

Find innovative ways to 

create that future; 

Breakthrough propositions

Delivery:

Sustaining the 

Change

TOPIC

WHAT DO 

YOU WANT 

MORE OF?


A team might decide to inquire into its performance.  Having defined what they wish to change, team members use specifically worded interviews to discover and explore their strengths and resources.  They talk about the times when they are at their best, saying what they value about the team and identifying what they would like to see more of.  They then work together to understand the features of these times, and how the team would look if these things were always present.  They create images and statements to describe this scene succinctly.  In the design stage they look closely at what needs to change to make this happen, including personal offers and commitments to specific actions.  

On a larger scale, an authority wanting to develop closer joint working arrangements with it’s partner agencies might arrange for professionals to interview each other about times when joint working works best.  This might be done by everyone or by representatives of the whole organisation.  Hundreds of staff can be asked what they think works best in their authority, creating energy throughout the organisation and involving as many people as possible.   The design stage leads to concrete action plans for developing  joint working in specific ways and further inquiries will stimulate momentum.

In both examples, the process is participative, creative and focuses on enhancing and increasing best performance.  This approach immediately affects the way that performance is described and addressed.  For example: 

· The language of ‘failure’ is rejected.  Strengths of the people and the organisation(s) are highlighted and celebrated. 

· Interventions are mutual; facilitators work collaboratively with the whole system, including service users, councillors and the staff who will achieve the organisation’s development.
· Participants develop a shared view of the changes needed to develop their organisation.  Specific actions are created for real situations. Everyone is involved in, and committed to, the development process.  

· Energy and enthusiasm for change is created, together with commitment to take the changes forward in very practical ways.   Changes planned and achieved under these circumstances are more likely to be sustained.

Imagine exceptional public services?

The success in Headstart has many parallels for services here.  A growing number of public and private sector organisations have used AI to successfully engage staff, service users and the public in creating positive change.  UK examples include work in the NHS (Modernisation Agency, Kings College Hospital), social care sector (Waltham Forest, Hampshire County Council, Better Government for Older People) and community development initiatives (Scotland).  

The UK star rating system publicly labels failure and the relentless drive for change exhausts our energy and creativity.  Our pre-occupation with performance targets inevitability focuses attention onto gaps and problems.  Turning this on its head is a challenge.   Appreciative Inquiry can give our beleaguered organisations positive hope for the future and an engaging way to make a difference. 

Imagine what it would be like if people in public services were talking, not about problems and failings, but about their achievements, the things that had gone well and of which they were most proud.   Imagine turning this into exceptional public services!
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More information about Appreciative Inquiry can be found on the following website which is a free online resource with articles, examples and contacts: http://appreciativeinquiry.cwru.edu
If you would like to discuss ways to use Appreciative Inquiry in your organisation, please contact Julie Barnes on jebarnes@supanet.com.
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Abstract

This article invites managers and practitioners to look differently at how we develop and improve public services.  Appreciative Inquiry is a way of managing change positively and creatively.  It is a collaborative method for people who care about their services to explore what works best and to use what they learn to move in new directions.  Applicable to staff and work with service users, it offers an alternative and engaging way of improving services.
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Definition:  4 generic questions  Stories  Topics to study – the choice of topic is crucial.



Design example:  In the discovery phase  of an AI into what produces the best learning community, we found that the most important moments of effective learning were when people felt involved, were active and felt that their contribution was valued and respected.  These themes became a design principle in the organization’s change programme..



Most organizational projects jump to Delivery:  people, structures & practices.  But if we don’t take the time to discover what makes a successful organisation, you just repeat the old structures and revert right back to the traditional approaches.  Glossing over the principles phase in Design is why there is often no traction in most org change work.   



Delivery experience in the learning community example was that as people identified what it was that they most valued about being a learning community, they specified and wove these principles into their plans for change and started to become that community.  










