Turning around…looking for success

If you want to build a ship, then don't drum up men to gather wood, give orders, and divide the work.  Rather, teach them to yearn for the far and endless sea.  Antoine de Saint-Exupery  
People and organisations grow in the direction of the questions they ask and the stories they tell (Cooperrider 2001).  When we focus on failure, we risk demoralising and disempowering the people who can make a difference, and may even create more failure as a result.  If we ask about success, we find it and, in doing so, give people heart, hope, tools and the will to create more success.   

How often have research, reviews and enquiries concluded that, despite best efforts, changes in practice and performance are slow or non-existent?  70% of all change initiatives fail according to Beer and Nohria (2000); we know that structural change does not necessarily lead to new practice (Smale 1996); and a recent study of local Serious Case Review reports (Rose and Barnes 2007) revealed the same recommendations being made time and again over several years with no apparent progress in meeting them.  

But what if this isn’t the whole picture? What if change occurs, but is going unseen and unreported?  What about the successes which are achieved every day but remain unacknowledged and unrecognised.  What if we are not seeing them because we are not looking for them – because we are looking the other way: focusing on deficits, failures and disasters?  From our strengths based work with public service providers and users, we are noticing what happens when we look at performance and outcomes from a new direction. 
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When we ask safeguarding practitioners to tell us about their successes, we hear inspiring stories of determination, tenacity, co-operation and lasting change.  They tell us about children and young people being protected and sustained in their families through patient, timely and effective interventions.  We hear about local practice innovations being extended and developed into new policy and practice across the whole organisation.  These are often small initiatives such as introducing a new schedule for seeking permission from both parents for MMR jabs; implementing a comprehensive nursery child protection policy; creating empowering professional appraisals through strengths-based questions and conversations. 
At a recent workshop, we were reminded of the positive and long-lasting impact of acknowledging good practice.  Six years ago a nursery worker was surprised to receive a thank you card from a senior social worker, acknowledging her work with a family.  Not realising that she had done ‘anything out of the ordinary’, she was taken aback to receive it but really appreciated this recognition and ‘confidence booster’.  Her story came as an even greater surprise to the same senior - now sitting next to her – who had no idea that her card had made such impact.  All these years later, in this workshop, this ‘simple act of acknowledgement’ was still being felt by the two people involved, and by us all as they told their story.

If successes are not acknowledged, celebrated and promoted, we are missing an important opportunity to learn from and build upon our best experiences.  Cooperrider and Whitney (2001) believe that focusing on problems rather than possibility actually decreases capacity to learn and change, filling organisations with ‘stories, understandings, and rich vocabularies of why things fail. 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’. When we look for the shortfalls and what’s not working, we create a narrative of failure and blame; when we focus on the problems, we find them.  No surprise then that individuals and whole organisations lose heart, believing that no matter how hard they work, they will always fall short of the mark. If we are not looking for success, then how can we possibly find it?
There is a growing literature, methodology and practice called Appreciative Inquiry (AI), which deliberately sets out to look for success and to build on it.  We use this approach in designing innovative ways forward with participants, starting from their knowledge and experience of what has worked well in the past.  Building on their acknowledged strengths creates shared enthusiasm, commitment and action for change.
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In our appreciative inquiries with UK public services, we look for what is already working well using unconditionally positive questions with the whole system – that is, everyone who cares about, and is affected by, the organisation or topic of inquiry.   We always find successes, large and small – because they are always there and we are deliberately looking for them.   We work together to build on them, unlocking potential and creating something new.  Together we are achieving exciting change and sustainable development in service performance, setting new directions, inspirational leadership and culture change.

One local council has quickly reached its targets in creating direct payments through an appreciative inquiry with service users, carers, practitioners and managers from stakeholder agencies.  They discovered what was needed to create excellent self-directed support by identifying what already worked well and building on this for the future.  With this clarity, they knew what to do, swiftly responded and met their targets.  They continue to improve their services, in partnership with service users, carers and other stakeholders.
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Another local council has created a joint vision by asking people using adult social care services and their carers about what they value and what they want more of in their lives.   Inviting the service users and carers to join the council, partner agencies and service providers in an appreciative inquiry, sparked an enthusiasm and commitment from everyone which continues to ripple out into new and innovative practice, creative ideas and new ways of working. People who use services are now regularly involved in staff recruitment and planning, and mixed stakeholder groups are co-creating a shared workforce strategy for staff across all sectors.
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We know how important it is to ask the right questions.  If we focus on past difficulties, people can feel blamed, stuck and hopeless.  When we ask them about their success, they start to recognise it in themselves and in others.  They find new enthusiasm and capacity to tackle their challenges from a different direction, inspired by the knowledge of what already works well.  They discover forgotten talents, skills and creativity and work together to build on their strengths, often within their existing resources.

‘Brilliant!  An effective model, which generates enthusiasm, energy and is fun to do. Even those with a gold medal for cynicism now have a thirst and enthusiasm for change.’ (client feedback)
We are seeing more people developing a vocabulary of success and genuinely enjoying and promoting their progress and achievements. If people, practitioners, managers and governments did this routinely, we would all become more generous in acknowledging and celebrating, learning from and replicating our successes.  So many more golden opportunities could be grasped for successful collaborative working; sharing experiences of the things that are really working well, and co-creating excellence all the time.

Let’s start looking for success by asking questions like:

· What are the things that you/we have done exceptionally well? 

· Of what are you/we most proud?  

· Tell me about a piece of work that really made a difference to someone.  

· What made it so exceptional?

· How can we have more of this?
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Julie Barnes is an independent research and development consultant who has worked extensively with government departments, local councils and public sector services in England and Wales for twenty five years.  She is a qualified personal counsellor, supervisor and Appreciative Inquiry practitioner, facilitating learning and change with individuals, groups and public sector organisations.

www.julie-barnes.co.uk 

If you would like to find out more about our work with Appreciative Inquiry or talk about how we might work together, please contact us at julie.barnes@yahoo.co.uk or mooren02@mail.1omega.net or by calling 0115 914 3830.
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 Lesley Moore is an independent consultant with thirty years experience working in Social Care to Assistant Director level, and for the Department of Health (SSI). She has recent experience of organisational evaluation, improving performance, managing change across agencies, and developing integrated practice.  She is a trained Appreciative Inquiry practitioner working with a wide range of local & national agencies.  Moore Insight Limited.[image: image10.png]



Looking the other way 3 -22 May.doc
5
06/10/2008

