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How To Produce Positive Change
Through Appreciative Inquiry
Most �rms are in the process of re�ecting on their progress during this time of year.
Often, that re�ection leads to negative feelings of what did not happen, goals that
were not met, numbers that were not obtained and people who left. A more
e�ective process is one called Appreciative Inquiry.
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Most �rms are in the process of re�ecting on their progress during this time of year. 
Often, that re�ection leads to negative feelings of what did not happen, goals that
were not met, numbers that were not obtained and people who left.  A more effective
process is one called Appreciative Inquiry. 

Appreciative Inquiry is a philosophy and an organizational development process
that is used to produce positive change.  It is a process of asking questions that will
help everyone re�ect not on the negative, but the positive things that have happened
in the �rm during the past 12 months.  Think about questions like “What went right
this year?”, “What happened that we are proud of?, “What gives life to our �rm?”. 
These types of questions will turn attention to the strategies we can celebrate and
ultimately build on. 

As many of you know, we start all of our meetings with the positive focus that we
learned from The Strategic Coach program.  Eighteen years later, we still use the tool
faithfully and feel that it puts our clients and us in a positive frame of mind before we
tackle tough issues.  The next step after the act of thinking and talking more
positively is to develop a process in your �rm for true Appreciative Inquiry. 
  
The process is:

Discovery – What are the �rm’s strengths?
Dream – What are the possibilities for change in the future?
Design – How can you make these ideas happen?
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Destiny – How do you implement and sustain the change? 

This process should take place in a full group meeting where strategic collaborative
thinking is necessary.  This means that everyone invited to the table has an equal
voice.  Titles should be thrown out and everyone should feel a strong sense of trust. 
While everyone in the group should openly participate, don’t forget to have a
facilitator to insure you don’t fall into group think where there is lots of talking and
no decision making. 

Choose your team carefully.  Since this group will be responsible for thinking in an
“upward motion” – positive and uplifting – you need to insure you do not put anyone
that is a negative personality into the mix.  This could be like a bad illness that
spreads fast. 

Many �rms struggle with change management, and Appreciative Inquiry is the key
to true change.  When you stay the course of the process above, and you truly act on
allowing each person to contribute their best ideas, the outcome is a change in
culture and strategy. 

If your �rm has gone through a particularly tough year, this process is even more
important to you.  You must change the direction of the feelings in your team.  This is
not an easy change, but it is critical to the future stability and success of the �rm. 
Appreciative inquiry can energize a �rm even in tough times because it begins the
conversation with possibilities instead of problems. 

The initial meetings you hold should then turn into a yearly campaign.  In other
words, don’t let the ideas and strategies that come out of these brain trusts turn into
“those ideas we came up with a year ago and did nothing with them”.  The
excitement that is created in the meetings should be acted upon.  Don’t think that
this should be initiatives by the ownership group alone.  A group of people – often led
by an emerging leader – should be given the responsibility and authority to take
action and keep the changes going. 

The outcome you should expect is a highly collaborative and highly engaged team
throughout the �rm that is sustainable over time as long as the �rm remains
committed to the goal of appreciative inquiry.  Ultimately, this becomes a part of
your overall �rm culture.  It is not simply a “feel good” meeting, it becomes a way of
life and a day to day habit. 
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