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Telling a different story: Appreciative Inquiry’s 
Contribution to Creating Dialogue and 
Psychologically Informed Environments  
Suzanne Quinney 

  
You can enlarge the conversation by taking your focus off 
the negative and noticing all the things that are going right, 
taking a stand for the goodness of humanity. 

― Pam Grout  

Part 1 - Learning and Building on strengths — Appreciative Inquiry 
and Psychologically Informed Environments 

What if we (the public, and staff delivering services) related to hostel 
residents by learning more about their strengths and how to build on those? 
This was the question I asked myself, and which started my work with the 
staff and residents at King George’s hostel and subsequently with staff and 
residents at other Westminster hostels in London. This work is described in 
detail in two articles I wrote with Leo Richardson for Housing Care and 
Support (Quinney & Richardson, 2014, Vol 17, Numbers 2 & 3) but here I 
want to tease out the wider picture, and connections.  

It was partway through this work that I came across the concept of a 
PIE, and saw immediately how Appreciative Inquiry (AI) fitted into it and 
supported it. Here I would also like to contribute some examples from AI 
work that I am doing to support learning and strengths in other sectors, and 
then to indicate some of the overlap that an AI approach has with some of 
the strands mentioned in previous chapters, and indeed some of the reason 
why AI is such a good fit with a PIE. 

That first question was prompted by conversations with hostel staff and 
residents, which mentioned the frequency with which a resident made 
progress, but then when faced with a setback, they responded by going back 
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into addiction/chaotic behaviour and losing some of the progress they had 
made — the “revolving door.” Staff from some of the hostels I knew made 
reference to people being tired of telling, and being identified by, the story 
of their problems. Thus I was prompted to think about how to encourage 
the telling, and hopefully the living, of different stories.  

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) sprung naturally to mind, since one of the 
pillars of AI is its use of storytelling, and its explicit recognition that 
focusing on and telling different stories allows different narratives and 
outcomes to emerge and develop. Having already used an AI framework to 
research and write a number of case studies on hostels known for their good 
practice, I knew that AI was a good fit. I also had a number of 
conversations with my AI colleagues in the AI network about my approach, 
as at that time I was not aware of any references to the use of AI in 
homeless hostels.  

One of the things I value about AI is that, underpinned by a deep philo-
sophy, it has a simple framework and set of tools that can be applied to 
virtually any situation or setting. It offers staff a psychologically reflective 
model for building wellbeing and resilience, working from their own 
strengths and those of their clients. It is immensely practical, and although 
less costly (in time and money) than most therapeutic approaches, it has 
many evidenced therapeutic benefits. It supports creativity and innovation 
while building trust and a genuine feeling of “we are working together” 
between staff and residents.  

AI draws on the power of social constructionism (Berger & Luckman, 
1966), which describes how our worlds, the stories that we tell about 
ourselves and our life, and the meaning that we give to things are socially 
constructed. Once this is known, it is possible to question our construction 
of a given situation and to co-create different ones. It also allows us to 
accept and include other people’s constructed realities and so to work with 
a richer view of the world. Harlene Anderson (2001) sums this up:  

We are in continuous conversation with each other and with 
ourselves. Through conversation we form and reform our life exper-
iences and events; we create and recreate our meanings and 
understandings; and we construct and reconstruct our realities and 
ourselves. Some conversations enhance possibility; others diminish 
it. 

The concept of (co-) constructing different stories can be made explicit, 
or implicitly included in any AI session. In hostels, it can include the staff 
telling different stories about themselves as workers, and about the role of 
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the hostel, as well as different stories about the residents they work with 
and those they interact with on an informal day to day basis in the hostel 
and on the streets. For the residents, it can be about them telling a different 
story about themselves — their past, their present or their future. This is not 
about denying the hard elements of their lives, but about shining a different 
lens on aspects of them. It is also about explicitly elaborating on and 
amplifying their strengths and expanding awareness of options and 
possibilities. Attention is both a searchlight and a fertilizer. 

After posing that question (above) to myself and to the manager of King 
George’s, we were fortunate to be supported by Westminster City Council 
to develop this approach. The first step was then to train the staff team in 
AI and its principles, and to co-design with some of them the process of 
working with residents. This took a number of different forms or stages, 
beginning with a three-day residential at a Youth Hostel in North London. 
This helped us keep costs down and allowed us to go out of the daily 
atmosphere of the hostel, which is right in the heart of London.  

AI is very adaptable to short and longer processes. During the whole 
programme in Westminster, the staff and I eventually organised a number of 
events of different lengths — two hours, half day, a whole day — in order 
to suit the interests of different residents (those with dogs, for example, 
didn’t want to do a residential where they couldn’t bring their animals). A 
second phase was training more cohorts of staff from other hostels so that 
they could use AI in their own workplace, and they could also attend a 
residential with residents from their own hostels.  

At the time, there were a number of new elements to this way of 
working, and we felt it was important that residents had a taste of what was 
to be involved before they signed themselves up, so we ran a short 
introduction session in the hostel. This included a simple summary of the 
approach and a practical activity with staff and residents together. 

Some of the key elements of the programme were focusing on residents’ 
strengths and encouraging them to think about their own future plans in a 
creative way, then asking them to decide on small steps towards their goal. 
The learning environment included concepts and practical tools drawn from 
Positive Psychology, such as Seligman’s PERMA7, referred to by John 
Conolly in Chapter 4 and Appreciative Living (Kelm, 2005). We looked at 
the value of positive emotions in building resources, resilience, connections, 
and broadening capacity to see more options and possibilities 

                                                                  
7 The acronym PERMA stands for Positive emotions. Engagement, Relationships, 

Meaning and Achievement. 
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(Frederickson’s Broaden and Build theory, 2001). While we talked about 
and encouraged positive emotions, negative ones were not excluded.  

The Power of Conversation 

We live in the worlds our questions create—Every conversation 
is a potential adventure, capable of tremendous results. 

– Reginald Somerset-Ward 

A core part of any AI process is the appreciative conversation, usually 
paired, which can last from five to forty-five minutes. So, we first asked 
everyone to think of a good experience when they helped a friend (or were 
helped by a friend). Initially, a staff member shared his story by responding 
to my questions, and this in itself set a very different tone than more routine 
meetings residents attended. He talked about a story where he had helped 
someone, which showed a side of him that most had not had a chance to 
connect with. 

Then residents paired up with staff and each shared a story. Again, the 
residents expressed how nice it was for them to learn more about the staff 
member. One resident spoke to his newly assigned key worker (case 
manager) and subsequently shared that he had not been at all keen on the 
change, but this paired activity meant he learnt things about his new worker 
that changed his mind. The pairs then identified the key qualities 
demonstrated in helping their friend.  

This provided a natural sequel to identifying some of their strengths 
(whereas if we had asked them outright an initial question on their 
strengths, the responses would have been much more limited). From the 
staff point of view, they could choose the stories they wanted to share, 
which needed to be authentic but which didn’t make them feel that they had 
crossed any personal or professional boundaries. 

Having sown some seeds amongst the residents, invitations for the two 
days were then sent out to those likely to be interested. Eight to twelve 
residents usually attended. Some of them would often leave early, having 
concluded that this approach was not for them. We emphasised that their 
presence was voluntary. However, the rest all participated fully throughout 
the two-day programme. 

Some key Benefits to Clients of Working in an Appreciative Way  

AI’s emphasis on strengths offers clients an alternative way of thinking, 
and a way of moving beyond their painful past. They don’t need to feel as 
though they are a “problem” the service is addressing. Rather, they are 
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individuals with resources of their own. This helps them consider their 
strengths; it helps them generate a viable vision for their next step, and 
identify potential sources of help. It supports and enhances their resilience 
to deal with what life may bring (and in their chaotic lifestyles this is very 
valuable). The reflective practice it encourages gives clients a tool to process 
emotions and deal with times when life doesn’t seem to go how they want it 
to. There are parallels here with the work described in many other chapters. 

Leo Richardson developed a questionnaire to collect qualitative informa-
tion on the AI pilot in conjunction with the support staff at King George’s 
hostel. Using a semi-structured format, he asked open questions about the 
use of AI and its beneficial outcomes, to elicit their personal views and 
experience of the AI intervention. The interviews were carried out by 
support workers involved in the project at King George’s Hostel, and notes 
written up in case study format. Leo’s dissertation (2012) expands on this 
work.  

Participants described improvements in quality of life, reduction in drug 
use, move on to independent accommodation, reduction in crime and better 
financial management. 

Yes, my quality of life has improved. I am living independently 
with support when needed. This is an improvement from life in a 
Hostel. (DS) 

So, I stopped using class A drugs. I got in touch with my family 
and my son. I started a beginner’s course in barbering and am now 
undertaking the advanced barbering course. (LM) 

My life has changed as I have not been in trouble with the 
Police for a year. I am now thinking of getting a job within a hostel 
environment. I am thinking of this as I would like to give back into 
the system that has supported me. (KD).  

A number of the participants described transformations that involved a 
newfound focus on the positive and reflective, using metaphors such as 
turning the corner. Such events were often associated with the three-day 
residential trip. 

It was not until we went on the Appreciative Inquiry pro-
gramme, which was held for three days with other residents and 
staff. That was when I really turned the corner. I really thought to 
myself “Enough is enough, grow up and be a man.” (LM) 

Without AI, I was in the cycle of borrowing money to use drugs. 
AI helped to get me out of that cycle. (PB) 
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Since I did AI, the way I view negative emotions, negative 
thoughts has changed, also the role of will power and quality of life. 
(MT) 

AI and Positive Psychology strengthen reflection and emotional intelli-
gence, and participants described increased awareness of their behaviour, 
thoughts and reactions as being an important part of their progress — such 
as improving control of impulsive behaviour. At least two of them were still 
journaling two years later and telling their friends about the benefits. Seeing 
the value they found in journaling prompted us to design appreciative 
journals to be used in subsequent training (Slack, 2011). 

I can use the techniques of self realisation to show myself that 
there are angles that I cannot see of myself that others can. AI has 
restricted my impulsive behaviour and made me think twice about 
my actions. (DS) 

I am writing now in my diary of people who are the problem. In 
the past I would have reacted in a bad manner, but now I must have 
chilled because I do not over-respond to the situations as I once 
would have done… I think more about situations rather than 
jumping straight in. (KD) 

The structured conversations at the heart of AI strengthen relationships 
— new connections were formed with other residents and staff, and choices 
made to change friendships. 

I just went on the AI trip but had a good relationship with staff 
who went with us. The staff I went with were able to support me in 
my goals. (CH) 

I have disconnected myself from my old hostel and friends and 
in the area where I now live I keep myself to myself and I have 
chosen not to give my address to anyone (PJ). (Staff saw this as a 
good step as they felt that the relationship with one of his friends 
had been unhelpful.) 

Residents also valued the chance to tell a different story about their 
workers, for example after one paired conversation between a resident and 
a new locum worker who had only recently joined the hostel, the resident 
told the larger group that after having heard her story he felt proud of his 
new key worker. Having conversations with staff as peers meant that the 
residents felt more trusted, and this was a powerful boost to their 
confidence in themselves. 
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This summary from a staff member who attended indicates the benefits 
to both staff and residents. 

The workshop was very well structured for the 3 days with the 
entire team going through a journey of self realization by exploring 
the nuances geared towards self actualization. The atmosphere was 
congenial and generative hence engendered lots of positivity. The 
engagement levels were very high and free flowing with all the 
participants making an attempt to get a lot of issues of the past 
from their system to ensure a sturdy transition of life’s challenges… 
Personally I learnt to prioritize my objectives working towards self 
realization and to enjoy myself and celebrate life. 

Some outcomes from the work in Westminster were: reduced substance 
use, health improvement, engagement with services, development of reflec-
tive practice, improvement in managing their emotions, reduction in anti-
social behavior, improvement of relations with family and friends, and 
successful move on to independent living. The deputy manager of the hostel 
observed that participants had made more progress in a two-day residential 
than in two years of key working (personal communication). This progress 
was particularly noteworthy, given that all participants had a formal or 
informal diagnosis of personality disorder.  

At that time, resources did not permit an in-depth quantitative cost-
benefit analysis, but in a single case study, one individual cost £14,960 for 
the year before the AI intervention. This was for Arrests, Prison Stay, 
Probation curfew (tagging), ASBO (anti-social behavior order), and Failed 
Detox. This was reduced to £0 for the year following the AI intervention.  

Part 2  So, What is Appreciative Inquiry? And how does it contri-
bute to reflection and dialogue? 

Much of my professional career was in the aid world overseas, and each 
time, I came to the end of a contract feeling profoundly dissatisfied with the 
way this kind of work was structured and the way in which it involved 
defining local people as being in profound need of external help. I returned 
to UK and studied to see if there was a different way, and then went out 
again on another job. In the end I stopped this work completely, but I think 
if I had discovered AI then I would have continued doing it longer — 
primarily because of the way in which AI brings people into conversation as 
peers, and the way in which it can facilitate genuine co–creation and co-
production, and also because it doesn’t start with a problem! Problem-
solving paradigms work well when dealing with non-human systems like 
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fixing a car, but when people are viewed as problems to be fixed, they are 
unlikely to be inspired and engaged in a co-creative way.  

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is unique in being an Organisational Develop-
ment (OD) approach that supports organisations while at the same time 
having an excellent record in supporting personal development. 
Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros (2003, p. 16) describe an organisation as 
“a mystery that should be embraced as a human centre of infinite 
imagination, infinite capacity, and potential.” I and other AI writers also 
feel that this definition can apply to individuals. 
AI offers a generative alternative to asking questions such as “What are the 
problems?” “What’s wrong?” or “What needs to be fixed?” As an “asset-
based approach,” it starts with the belief that organisations, and everyone in 
those organisations, have a positive core, which can be built on and 
amplified. To do this, AI asks questions like “What’s working well?” 
“What’s good about what you are currently doing? How can we do more of 
it?” It seeks to renew, develop and build on this positive core. From this 
point of view, it could be posited that perhaps identifying people by their 
needs is ultimately something to move away from. 

AI, combined with learning from Positive Psychology, allows the 
concept of a “negativity bias” to be raised, explored, and then methods 
offered to counter it. This bias refers to the fact that our brain seems to have 
a predisposition to pay attention to the negative, to give negative facts more 
weight, and to retain them for longer. Something positive will generally 
have less of an impact on a person’s behaviour and cognition than some-
thing equally emotional but negative. Things of a more negative nature 
(e.g., unpleasant thoughts, emotions, or social interactions; harmful/trau-
matic events) have a greater effect on one’s psychological state and 
processes than do neutral or positive things. Rick Hansen (2016) describes 
the brain as like “Velcro for negative experiences but Teflon for positive 
ones.” Barbara Fredrickson says, “The negative screams at you but the 
positive only whispers (2009).”  

AI focuses on reframing issues into words that are more inspiring and 
more likely to generate interest, engagement and action. It also acknow-
ledges difficult situations, history and exclusion. As Sharp, Dewar & Barrie 
(2016), among others (Grant and Humphries, 2006; Duncan and Ridley-
Duff, 2014), express clearly:  

A number of authors suggest that in complex situations of 
human dynamics and community power, AI can help to highlight 
issues of power, develop critical thinking and actions, disrupt self-
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limiting and taken for granted assumptions and be an “act of 
transgression” that can change habits of deference.  

Jay’s conversation with Miguel (chapter 3) and the various ways they 
find to rename “elder housing” are lovely examples of reframing.  

Benefits for staff and the organisation  

AI provides a way of engaging with people as equals and encouraging 
them to share valuable information and experiences in a positive 
framework.  

Fig. 8-1: Positive Core elements 

It allows a way of meeting challenges and of reframing them where 
appropriate. It supports team building. It unleashes creativity. Recent 
Organisational Development research and writing confirms the benefits of 
this approach to coping with personal and organizational uncertainty and 
change — highlighted by book titles such as Appreciative Inquiry: Change 
at the Speed of Imagination (Watkins et al., 2011). People and organisations 
become more resilient, and able to harness and grow their strengths, 
fostering wellbeing and morale. They can work more effectively and take 
more informed decisions about personal futures (Lewis, 2011). AI offers a 
way of systematising and embedding strengths based reflective practice — 
required for a PIE.  

The appreciative approach can be applied to many parts of an 
organisation’s work — e.g., supervision and coaching, teambuilding, and 
meetings. An “appreciative voice” provides safety for others to speak their 
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truths. It is invitational and watchful. An appreciative voice is unhurried 
and patient. It can reframe situations to be helpful and resourceful. It is 
flexible. The appreciative voice is inclusive. It acknowledges diversity and 
identifies opportunities to offer possibilities to hold the space for 
transformational shifts to emerge. (Stratton-Berkessel, 2017) 

AI is founded on a number of profound philosophical underpinnings. 
Jackie Kelm has written two books (Kelm, 2005; Kelm, 2009) about these. 
For this article, I will elaborate on the three most important principles. 

The Social Constructionist Principle: Words create worlds 

Multiple interpretations of what is real co-exist — we’re constantly co-
creating our reality with every conversation and social interaction. We 
create stories to make sense of things, but our stories are not the truth, just 
one perspective and interpretation. The language we use and conversations 
we take part in all contribute to how we construct our world and the world 
of those we talk to. Other people’s language and images/ metaphors in 
conversations reveal elements of their construction.  

Each person’s reality is subjective. There is no right or wrong reality — 
just a difference of interpretation. I love Ray’s comment in Chapter 6, “We 
only ever partly know a thing in dialogue with others, so we ought not be so 
attached to our current ideas that we cannot let them ‘go up in smoke’.” We 
are never neutral observers — aptly summed up by Jay in chapter 3: 
“Language creates the world in which we communicate and live,” and by 
his quote from Freedman and Combs” “Speaking isn’t neutral or passive. 
Every time we speak, we bring forth a reality.” 

Social constructionism allows us to engage in reframing both the past 
and present in a way that they become the building blocks for a newly 
possible seen future. 

In Stuart: A life Backwards (Masters, 2005), Stuart was very clear how 
he wanted Alexander to tell his story. Stuart himself suggested the format 
for that book. “Do it backwards, like a murder mystery,” he said. “How 
did I get to be like this? What murdered the little boy I was?” And it’s 
interesting to discover that a life told backwards can be so much less 
confusing than a gruesome death told forward (Guardian review 2007).  

The Simultaneity Principle: Inquiry is change — and the first question 
is fateful... 

The moment we inquire, or ask a question, we initiate a reaction at 
many different levels of our consciousness. The language, tone and intention 
of the question determine the direction of the conversation. This principle 
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connects with a quantum physics concept that there are no neutral 
observers. Heisenberg said that atoms or elementary particles are not real; 
they form a world of potentialities or possibilities rather than one of things 
or facts. Observation creates the reality being examined. Mind can be 
thought of as a bridge locating us within a particular community at a 
particular moment.  

The way an observation is set up determines what will be observed. 
Rather than a neutral observer and observed, the questions we ask deter-
mine the answers we get. Niels Bohr indicates we cannot know the quantum 
world; we can only know our description of it. Our experienced world is a 
construct, operationally necessary, but a construct nevertheless. Rather than 
assuming that we can know reality in any definitive and unquestioning way, 
practical realism pursues truth as an ongoing opportunity. So when you 
create your questions, consider what you’re really seeking to learn more 
about, and how you can encourage the respondent to reflect on what is 
valuable and important. The moment you ask a question, you’ve started a 
narrative journey. (Taste of AI 2.0, 2017) 

The Anticipatory Principle: Image inspires action 

We all live in a future state to some extent. We constantly look forward 
to what might be, prompting us to make decisions that influence our present 
condition and actions. Our future is a constructed reality, created by our 
present thinking and imagery. When we create positive, uplifting images of 
our future, we’re more likely to make decisions and act to help us reach that 
desired future. When we anticipate the worst, we fill ourselves with a sense 
of foreboding, fear and limitation; we hold back and don’t embrace 
opportunity, sending a powerful negative message to our minds. The 
placebo affect is a good demonstration of what is called the Anticipatory 
Principle in AI. 

This quote from Viktor Frankl (1985, p. 86) in Mans Search for 
Meaning illumines a profound application of the essence of these 
principles—“Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of 
the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circum-
stances, to choose one’s own way.” 

In many contexts, it may not be appropriate to go into the principles in 
any depth, but the essence of them can be touched on by explaining these 
powerful underlying assumptions:  
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1. In every situation, something works… find it and let it flourish.  

2. What we focus on becomes our reality… if we focus on possi-
bilities, we find possibilities, if we focus on problems, we find 
problems.  

3. There are always multiple realities — different ways of seeing.  

4. The way we ask questions either creates or denies possibilities. 
So, be mindful how we do this. The questions we ask affect the 
emotional state of the person we are asking them of and the 
ongoing, ever-changing image they have of themselves, the 
organisation and the process of change. 

5. The language we use creates our reality.  

6. When we carry some of our old ways forward to the future, 
they should be the very best of our old ways.  

7. Value differences — diversity nourishes creativity and resilience 
— seek it out and welcome it.  

The Transformative Power of Appreciative Conversations 

Appreciative conversations on their own have a transformative power:  

Evidence from a steel mill trying to improve safety performance 
underscores how organisations go in the direction of what they ask 
the most questions about. Conversations dramatically shape indivi-
dual and collective behaviour. The conversations were designed and 
facilitated to prepare for an AI summit; however the safety 
improved soon after the conversations started, and including nearly 
all voices in the system led to generative connections and significant 
behaviour changes. (Ron Fry, 2012) 

AI offers a light touch framework for eliciting stories of strength and 
good experiences, and of deeply listening to them. The very fact that it is a 
framework offers permission to be persistent in re-orienting and reframing 
as appropriate, and can support people from being diverted down the well-
worn paths of problems. In its option for a genuine paired conversation, it 
also offers another way for the joining that Jay refers to as one of the 
Pretreatment strategies. The dream stage of AI is built on the discovery 
stage, and can offer a fun way to help people develop their personal 
vision/objective. Out of this, they can design easily achievable next steps. 
Often, when I train staff, they comment that they were doing much of this 



Telling a different story: Appreciative Inquiry’s Contribution 129 

 

anyway but didn’t have a name or framework for it. AI offers an easily 
accessible framework that can be shared with newcomers at any level. 

As a Relational Tool, AI is ideally suited to building relationships, and it 
sits well within the emerging field of relational leadership, dialogic organ-
izational development (Bushe & Marshak (2017) and relational care. My 
Home Life (MHL) has found that AI works with and for people to change 
practice in a less threatening way, by focusing on what is currently working 
well and what more needs to be done to make it even better. 

It values all forms of knowing, and crucially, includes connecting with 
and exploring what others value, respecting hidden stories of experience and 
personal narratives, and demonstrating sensitivity to feelings. It supports 
change by establishing trust, authentic connection and a different quality of 
learning. An evaluation of the programme in Scotland during 2013-15 
found consistent results; it developed understanding of how to improve the 
culture of care, enhanced the engagement of staff and promoted greater 
leadership and communication skills, with positive outcomes for managers, 
staff and residents. (Sharp et al., 2016) 

AI has a clear philosophy and framework, but because it is generative 
and co–creative, it includes an element of uncertainty and unpredictable 
outputs. The term Chaordic (Hock, 2000) was first coined by Dee Hock to 
include a combination of chaos and order. Chaordic organizations must rely 
on the collective intelligence of their people to create a desired future. 
Knowledge and information sharing go hand-in-glove. In the Chaordic 
organisation, power arises from becoming a source of knowledge, and 
sharing it. It supports experimentation, risk-taking, and failure, and views 
trial-and-error as a viable process. AI facilitators need to be comfortable 
with this chaos and uncertainty, and moments where the process might 
seem not to be working. I think that AI’s ability to relate to chaos makes it a 
good fit in the sometimes seemingly chaotic world of the homeless. It also 
overlaps with the first of the principles applied by Ray in taking a dialogical 
approach (chapter 6) — We accept we only ever partly know what is going 
on (Open Dialogue express this principle as “tolerating uncertainty”). There 
are many moments in my work as a facilitator where this holds true! 

Part 3 — Wider Dialogues and Contributions to the Field 

When beginning to write this chapter, a sentence in Jay Levy’s first 
chapter jumped out at me: people are experts on their own worlds (Eptson 
& White, 1992). This seems to take the concept of “working from people’s 
strengths” that bit deeper, and the fact that AI developed in the UK in 
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dialogue with the originators in the States is a nice link with a purpose of 
this book — building dialogue between the UK and the States.  

With its stress on co-production at an individual, inter-personal level, 
there is clearly a lot of overlap and synergy between AI and the Pretreat-
ment approach, as described by Jay. In its use of dialogue, there is clearly 
much in common with Ray Middleton’s description of his work with Open 
Dialogue. Perhaps most of all, in the context of work in the homelessness 
hostel we have described here, it is clearly one form of positive psychology 
that can rapidly be taken on board, to create culture change and a whole, 
positive, psychologically informed environment. 

In fact, I have discovered many more examples of AI in use in these 
kinds of environments — for example, Barbara Thomas, an AI practitioner 
in the USA describes how 

As director of services, I have experimented in asking appreci-
ative questions and designing appreciative interventions to guide the 
tasks of serving over 400 homeless people daily. AI has become my 
leadership model and philosophy, resulting in a highly effective and 
cohesive team. I also believe that the homeless population of 
Charlotte, NC is better served because of it. (Thomas, 2016, p.15) 

Two of our AI colleagues in the States have developed and worked with 
Critical Appreciative Inquiry (CAI), which brings together social construc-
tionism, critical theory and appreciative inquiry. 

Asking ourselves whose stories are told and what meaning is 
given to the stories that an organization shares. Critical theory is a 
huge field of study but for the purposes of this article it is useful to 
turn to Stephen Brookfield (2005), who describes critical theory as 
being grounded in a “desire to fight oppression, injustice, and 
bigotry and create a fairer, more compassionate world... CAI fosters 
positive movement in highly complex issues where it is very clear 
what the problem or issue is but less clear what a future state might 
look like.” (Cockell & Mcarthur-Blair, 2012, p. 53) 

Looking wider still, there are many other examples of the power of 
telling a different story about our realities. A Stanford University study 
(Zahrt & Crum (2017) reports that simply changing your mindset and 
perceptions about the health benefits of everyday physical activity (such as 
walking to the corner store or taking the stairs) could help you live a longer 
and healthier life. In 1979, Professor Langer of Harvard University was 
investigating the extent to which ageing is a product of our state of mind. 
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She devised the “counter-clockwise study:” putting a group of elderly men 
into the world of 1959. Taking their minds back twenty years had an 
impact on their bodies. This kind of study has been repeated since with 
notable results on the faculties of the participants. Hotel cleaners who were 
told that the activities in their daily job were equivalent to a gym workout 
lost weight and got fitter, while a control group of workers doing a similar 
job but without that additional piece of information didn’t. Sports 
Psychology is already using many of these strength-based concepts to great 
effect. There are many references to examples, such as a team that only 
reviews its good performance does better than a team that looks at the 
things it did wrong, and teams that do vision work do better than teams 
that only train. (AIP, May 2016) 

Other Applications of AI: Building Psychological Safety 

Learning from Everyday Excellence and what goes well in the NHS  
We miss so much by focusing on error and not learning from what is 

going well. Personal and organisational learning benefits from an emphasis 
on and encouragement of the positive. Safety is an area where the focus is 
often exclusively on the negative — Dr. Adrian Plunkett (2016) said that 
trying to learn about safety from failures is like trying to learn about sharks 
by studying shark attacks. So, he developed the idea of Learning from 
Excellence — the simple process of submitting an “excellence report” on a 
colleague/team when a staff member has noticed something being done well. 
These are then collected and shared — that in itself has a significant impact 
on staff morale and culture, and reinforces good practice. In addition, the 
reports are sifted through and one or two identified for learning potential, 
which could then be shared more widely — AI is the framework for the 
reporting and the learning. (Plunkett, 2016; Quinney & Slack 2017) 

John Conolly (see Chapter 4) on Pre-treatment Therapy talks about rela-
tionship being the foundation of pre-treatment work, and the establishment 
of safety as being the first principle. Levy (2010, p. 15) defines pretreatment 
more formally as “an approach that enhances safety while promoting 
transition...” 

A PIE is an environment that needs to feel “safe” for both staff and 
residents. Increasingly, it seems to me that we all need to be more “psycho-
logically informed.” There is an interesting overlap with, and some useful 
research on, the power of psychological safety. The term was coined by 
Edmondson (2002). Her TED talk covers the importance of “a shared belief 
that the team is safe for interpersonal risk taking.” She outlines three routes 
for leaders wanting to create psychological safety in their organisations:  
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1. Framework as learning problems, as opposed to execution 
problems: “We’ve never been here before; we can’t know 
what will happen; we’ve got to have everybody’s brains and 
voices in the game.”  

2. Make simple statements that encourage peers and sub-
ordinates to speak up, such as, “I may miss something — I 
need to hear from you.”  

3. Model curiosity by asking a lot of questions.  

A further addition to this field is the book Humble Inquiry, where Edgar 
Schein (2013) elaborates on the fine art of drawing someone out, of asking 
questions to which you do not already know the answer, of building a 
relationship based on curiosity and interest in the other person. An AI–
based approach dovetails naturally with building safety.  

Parallels and Insights from other practices: Supporting personal 
learning 

Implicit and explicit in many of the chapters in this book is an 
understanding of the power of giving someone genuine positive and truthful 
attention. In my work in other fields (health and community, and organisa-
tional learning), I share an increasing number of examples of the power of 
simple “positive regard” to support learning and change. Two of these 
examples follow.  

Sugata Mitra (2016), in his work with children on the street and in 
schools, concluded that, given a computer securely held in a hole in a wall, 
children could teach themselves and their peers how to use a computer and 
speak English. The only essential factors were being observed (by a camera) 
and having an encouraging adult on the sidelines (including “grand-
parents”). Sugata found no limit to children’s capacity to learn while 
unsupervised and working in groups to solve a problem. Sugata’s work 
inspired a novel which became the basis of the Oscar-winning film Slumdog 
Millionaire. 

Video Interaction GuidanceTM (VIG) (Kennedy, 2011) is an extremely 
powerful process where a trained facilitator makes a video and then extracts 
micro-moments of strengths or good practice to play back to the people 
they are working with. This shows them their good practice in action (for 
example to parents who might be at risk of having a child taken into care). 
They are then able to have a conversation built on this tangible example of 
strength. VIG engages clients actively in a process of change towards 
realising their own hopes for a better future in their relationships with 
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others who are important to them. Guiders are themselves guided by the 
values and beliefs around respect and empowerment. These include a belief 
that people in troubled situations do want to change, a respect for what 
clients are managing to achieve in their current difficulties, and a conviction 
that the power and responsibility for change resides within clients and their 
situations. 

Seeking other strength-based examples to share with clients, I have come 
across two UK services for and with homeless people. The power of friend-
ship and “relatedness” are at the heart of Camerados — a national 
movement of people who want to provide a solution to tough times that 
isn’t a service and is simply people helping each other find the two essentials 
in life: Friends and Purpose. “Camerado” comes from Walt Whitman’s 
poem “Song for the Open Road” where he says that the most important 
thing on the journey is someone beside you (as also described so vividly by 
the authors of these chapters!). An example is their drop-in café and lounge 
area at Blackpool library.  

Mayday Trust is an organisation that works with the homeless that 
threw out its problem-focused rulebook. Instead, it developed a strength-
based approach to homelessness. Mayday’s innovative, personal transitions 
service, Mayday Inspire, is the first strength-based model for people 
experiencing homelessness and those going through the toughest of life 
transitions. 

Final Reflections Arising from the Delights of a Psychologically 
Informed Process  

Cultivating an appreciative voice not only strengthens you and 
expands your world, it also strengthens others and expands their 
worlds. — Robyn Stratton-Berkessel (2017) 

At its best, AI conversations are genuine dialogues between connected 
beings where surprising and delightful content might arise — similar to the 
dialogical approach that Ray describes in Chapter 6. Margaret Wheatley, 
contemplating the “quantum world view,” stresses that there are no 
independent entities anywhere at the quantum level; it’s all relationships, 
and most systems should be seen as webs of relationships. So in this final 
section, I would also like to include the topic of deep dialogue or Dialogue 
in the Spirit of David Bohm (2010) where dialogue can be considered as a 
free flow of meaning between people in communication, in the sense of a 
stream that flows between banks. I see this kind of dialogue as an important 
element of AI and a really helpful element for consideration in the homeless 
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sector. These “banks” are understood as representing the various points of 
view of the participants. 

How would it be, if we considered conversations between staff/profes-
sionals and homeless people as conversations between these two banks? In 
these conversations, we are all “explorers” of meaning and language, and 
the subtle but profound effects and connections that can occur with 
ensuring that we converse with the maximum understanding of each other’s 
reality and experience, and the maximum potential of building self-
reflection and a sense of authorship of our worlds.  

John Conolly’s description of his journey with Jim in chapter 4 is a nice 
example. AI can offer a simple and user-friendly “punt, pole and compass” 
(in that it offers tools to support interactions, structures, and a philo-
sophical framework) to navigate this journey. It particularly appeals to me 
in the way it supports “horizontal” conversations, where everyone builds up 
a language and awareness they can use to help themselves and each other. 
The dialogue in peer-based learning and small group work makes it cost 
effective as well. 

...it may turn out that such a form of free exchange of ideas and 
information is of fundamental relevance for transforming culture 
and freeing it of destructive misinformation, so that creativity can 
be liberated. — David Bohm (2010 p240) 

Jane Galloway Seiling (2005) uses the term “collective person” to 
represent the notion that each of us is a collective product of all our 
interactions. She uses a metaphor of the Mississippi River to describe the 
formation of the self — The river begins with droplets from the originating 
streams and tributaries, and grows with additions from other small and 
large rivers, fields, and streams. And I love how this remark from 
Adyashanti extends this metaphor: “Your whole organism is not other than 
life around you. There’s no such thing as a human being without an 
environment.” (From “Contraction to Vastness” Broadcast Aug 2016) 

We are like the Mississippi: a collective notion formed and altered 
through the contacts, experiences, learning, desires, and actions of multiple 
others. Jay gives us a lovely sense of this in his journey with Miguel, and 
John Conolly in his with Michael, Josh, Jim, and Anne. Ray Middleton 
describes his role as a systems navigator, using conversations and dialogue. 
We are not just being carried by a current, we are all navigators, in home 
and work life… And knowing this enables us to apply more thought and 
presence to our own journey, and the times during which we connect with 
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the journey of others. I suggest we can all be fellow explorers on this 
journey, and want to conclude with a quote from Ray (chapter 6) —  

Drawing on Bakhtin’s concepts, I encourage staff to see both 
themselves and their clients temporarily journeying together, meet-
ing dialogically in overlapping worlds as unfinalised personalities, 
who can listen to and learn from each other at crossroads on our 
life-journeys. 

Note of Appreciation 

Thanks go to Leo Richardson for his dedication to AI, for being 
wonderful to work with, and for documenting the conversations with some 
of the residents of King George’s hostel. Thanks to the manager and staff at 
King George’s hostel for whole-heartedly joining me in exploring the 
practical applications of AI in their work, and to Westminster council for 
commissioning me. And thanks to Robin Johnson for his excellent, patient, 
generous and “generative” editing. 
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