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higher education’s effectiveness in ways that help institutions sustain their own 

transformations (Priddy Rozumalski, 2002). 

Shifting to the New Science or Learning Paradigm would open the door for a framework 

such as Appreciative Inquiry to influence the accreditation, evaluation, and organizational 

development fields.  Appreciative Inquiry follows a constructivist view of organizational 

change that departs from the traditional problem-solving approach (see Figure 2.1). 

 

Theoretical Background of Appreciative Inquiry 

 Appreciative Inquiry emerged from the doctoral work of Dr. David L.  

Cooperrider at Case Western University.  Cooperrider was studying the practice 

management group at the Cleveland Clinic, a group of professionals trained in medicine, 

not management, who had invented a particularly successful form of democratic 

management.  The goal of this research was to develop a grounded theory of participatory 

management.  Cooperrider’s theoretical framework for the research was social 
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Figure 2.1: Two contrasting models of organizational change (Mohr & Watkins, 2002) 
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constructionist, not positivist; he stated, “There is little about collective action or 

organizational development that is preprogrammed, unilaterally determined, or stimulus 

bound in any direct physical, economic, material or deep-structured sociological way" 

(Cooperrider, Barrett, & Srivastva, 1995, p. 157).  Simply put, organizations are products 

of the human interactions that occur within them, and as such, are constantly being re-

created as conversations continue.  In his study at the clinic, Cooperrider proposed “a co-

inquiry into the factors and catalytic forces of organizing that served to create, save, and 

transform the institution in the direction of its highest potential for a participatory system 

.  .  .  the ideal membership situation" (Cooperrider et al., 1995, p. 176).  In this early 

research, some of the theoretical underpinnings of Appreciative Inquiry were present: 

selection of an unconditionally positive topic for inquiry (“the ideal membership 

situation”) and belief that grounded theorizing based on examples from discourse has 

generative potential, that is, the ability to inspire new ideas and new actions; that 

“positive deviations in the data" or exceptionally positive moments, would heighten 

generative potential; and that the resulting dialogue would enlighten what had been taken 

for granted and lead to new possibilities for performance (Cooperrider et al., 1995).  

Framed in this way, the study did create great appreciation and enthusiasm among the 

doctors in the practice management group, who became excited participants in these 

conversations about peak moments of membership, and the resulting process took on a 

life of its own after the study was complete.  In contrast to what Cooperrider and his 

colleagues saw as the negative pre-occupation with problem-solving in action research, 

Cooperrider concluded from the Cleveland Clinic experience: 
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Appreciative ways of knowing are constructively powerful, we have argued, 

precisely because organizations are, to a large extent, affirmative projections.  

They are guided in their actions by anticipatory forestructures of knowledge 

which like a movie projector on a screen, projects a horizon of confident 

construction which energizes, intensifies, coordinates, and provokes action in the 

present. (p. 189) 

In addition to the social constructivist framework, Cooperrider’s Appreciative Inquiry 

approach drew upon scientific research into the power of positive images to change 

behavior, in particular studies of the placebo effect and the Pygmalion effect (Watkins & 

Mohr, 2001).   

 Cooperrider’s experience at the Cleveland Clinic led him to propose Appreciative 

Inquiry as an alternate methodology for action research within organizations.  He found 

fault with the problem-solving focus of action research as “a crude empiricism 

imprisoned in a deficiency mode of thought" (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987) that 

concerned itself only with restoring the status quo to organizations rather than generating 

theories that could, in turn, generate new ideas and actions.  Cooperrider proposed that 

theories should not be judged in terms of their predictive capacity to foresee past events 

repeated, but in terms of their generative capacity to “foster dialogue about that which is 

take for granted and their capacity for generating fresh alternatives for social action" 

(Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987).  Problem-solving, he further argued, implies that there 

is an empirical reality of “what should be" that needs to be restored through intervention 

by an outside force; indeed, if the essence of organizational development is problem-

solving, then organizations themselves are reduced to problems.  In contrast, Cooperrider 
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proposes Appreciative Inquiry as a force for social innovation, with four basic principles: 

(1) appreciation of whatever is working in an organization (and the accompanying 

premise that something works in every organization), (2) theory that leads to application 

and action, (3) creation of provocative images of “what might be" to generate realistic 

developmental opportunities for the organization, and (4) collaboration between 

researcher and subject necessitated by the inseparability of the inquiry process and its 

content (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987). 

  Throughout the 1990s, Appreciative Inquiry evolved as both an action research 

methodology and an organizational development tool.  Repudiating the problem solving 

methodologies common in organizational development, practitioners of Appreciative 

Inquiry applied what Cooperrider called the “heliotropic principle" that organizations 

grow toward images that are life-giving and affirmative (Bushe, 1995), like plants toward 

light.  Bushe defined an Appreciative Inquiry intervention as discovering the best of what 

is, understanding what creates the best of what is, and amplifying the people and 

processes who best exemplify the best of what is.  A central strategy built on the social 

constructivist basis of Appreciative Inquiry is dialogue in the form of appreciative 

interviews that generate rich narratives of peak performance.  From these stories, “we are 

not trying to extract themes from the data or categorize responses and add them up.  We 

are trying to generate new theory that will have high face value to members of the 

organization" (Bushe, 1995).  Another organizational development practitioner, Frank 

Barrett proposed that Appreciative Inquiry was the most appropriate model for 

developing “learning organizations." Echoing the four principles in Cooperrider’s 

original work, Barrett maintained that high performing organizations (1) celebrate 
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achievements and direct attention to strengths, (2) create a vision that pushes members to 

think beyond traditional boundaries, (3) provide feedback that allows members to see 

actual progress due to their actions, and (4) foster dialogue outside traditional boundaries 

of hierarchy and function (Barrett, 1995). 

 Ludema (2001) identified Appreciative Inquiry as a source of “textured 

vocabularies of hope that serve as catalysts for positive social and organizational 

transformations." Hope within organizations is a result of building cooperative 

relationships, creating a sense of optimism that members of the organization can shape 

and influence their future, inquiring together into the members’ deepest values and 

highest aspirations, and generating positive actions (Ludema, 2001).  Appreciative 

Inquiry gives the organization the words with which to develop hope, and based on the 

constructivist power of dialogue, to reshape their organizations.  This expands the 

dialogue and the language of hope and therefore the organizational change exponentially.  

Ludema (2001) finds that eight basic principles of Appreciative Inquiry align with the 

four main qualities of hope.  First, hope derives from relationships.  Appreciative Inquiry 

is based on the constructivist principle that organizational reality comes from social 

dialogue and on the collaborative principle or wholeness principle that requires 

involvement of as many members of the organization as possible.  Second, hope creates 

optimistic images of the future.  Appreciative Inquiry’s anticipatory principle suggests 

that our image of the future guides our current behavior.  The provocative principle of 

Appreciative Inquiry values images that challenge or stretch the status quo and suggest 

radical possibilities.  Third, hope is sustained by inquiry into values and dreams.  From its 

social constructivist roots, Appreciative Inquiry suggests that any aspect of the 



  20 
organization can be chosen for inquiry, called the poetic principle, and that the 

organization will grow toward positive images, called the positive principle.  Fourth, 

hope generates action.  In Appreciative Inquiry, the principle of simultaneity states that 

change begins from the first moment of inquiry, that the organization is different as soon 

as the first question is asked.  The pragmatic principle requires that inquiry generate 

knowledge that can be used and validated in action. 

 As Appreciative Inquiry has grown and been applied to a variety of organizational 

and social practices, recent authors have sought to clarify the boundaries of the model.  In 

proposing a means to evaluate Appreciative Inquiry, van der Haar and Hosking (2004) 

noted that each Appreciative Inquiry intervention is itself a social construction and is 

therefore always a reflection of local vocabulary and values.  Using the term “relational 

constructivism," the authors argued that what could be constructed through Appreciative 

Inquiry was limited by local relationships.  They also suggested that emphasis on the 

positive was subject to a local definition of what positive meant and might impose 

something artificial on the organization.  They also questioned whether the provocative 

principle applied to all organizations as the best path to change.  Grant and Humphries 

(2006) argued for the application of critical theory to evaluate Appreciative Inquiry.  In 

doing so, they suggested that creating images of the organization as it “should be" might 

oppress some conflicting views in the organization, and they were concerned that the 

focus on positivity might suppress members’ need to express a negative perspective.  

From a practical standpoint, Bushe (2007) also proposed that positivity might be less 

important to successful Appreciative Inquiry than generativity, that is, “the capacity to 

challenge guiding assumptions of the culture." Bushe contended that focusing on the 
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positive without also focusing on the generative might not produce change, or it might 

produce only incremental changes in positive aspects of the status quo without revealing 

the potential for transformational change and greater improvement.  Bushe further refined 

his approach to Appreciative Inquiry by noting that when working with groups that have 

strong established relationships, generative questions need to focus on the efficacy of 

group action and include outside perspectives rather than focusing on values and dreams 

that build group identity. 

 The basic theoretical foundation of Appreciative Inquiry remains intact after 

nearly twenty-five years of practice and has been refined by practitioners, theorists, and 

critics. 

Appreciative Inquiry in Practice 

 The practice of Appreciative Inquiry among organizational development 

professionals grew rapidly following Cooperrider’s (1987) initial work.  Watkins and 

Mohr (2001) outlined the major developments in the growth of Appreciative Inquiry: 

1987 – The Roundtable Project, led by John Carter, was the first large-scale 

change effort to use Appreciative Inquiry as its overall framework.  The inquiry at 

a Canadian accounting firm involved some 400 partners. 

1988 – In Joseph Thackeray’s Appreciative Inquiry-based data gathering process 

with the U.S. branch of the Institute for Cultural Affairs, the clients took 

unexpected ownership of the data analysis process and spontaneously launched 

planning initiatives.  This represented a shift in Appreciative Inquiry’s focus from 

action research to change initiative and reinforced the essential collaborative 

relationship between researchers and subjects. 
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1990 – The Organizational Excellence Program, a pilot project of the US Agency 

for International Development, developed Appreciative Inquiry projects to grow 

leadership for international development organizations.  The Four-D cycle of 

Appreciative Inquiry was first elaborated in this project. 

1994 – The Christian Reformed World Relief Committee conducted a three-year 

global learning process using Appreciative Inquiry and for the first time involved 

the entire organization, not just leadership, in the inquiry process. (Ludema et al., 

2003) 

1996 – The United Religions Initiative was the first global application of 

Appreciative Inquiry for all aspects of planning and implementing the creation of 

an organization to support peace.  The term “Appreciative Inquiry Summit" was 

first used to describe the process of involving the whole organization in growth 

and change. 

 The practice of Appreciative Inquiry was based on five generic processes which 

created the “Appreciative Inquiry cycle”: (1) Choose the positive as the focus of inquiry, 

(2) Inquire into exceptionally positive moments, (3) Share the stories and identify life-

giving forces, (4) Create shared images of a preferred future, and (5) Innovate and 

improvise ways to create that future (Mohr & Watkins, 2002).  From these five processes, 

several models of practice evolved.  Cooperrider and Srivastva’s (1987) original model 

emphasized four dimension of Appreciative Inquiry as research: 

1. The scientific-theoretical – seeking socio-rational knowledge of what is 

through grounded observation, also called “appreciating.” 
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2. The metaphysical – seeking appreciative knowledge of what might be, also 

called “envisioning.” 

3. The practical – seeking consensus of what should be through collaboration, 

also called “dialoguing.” 

4. The pragmatic – seeking knowledgeable action through collective 

experimentation into what can be, also called “innovating."  

As the emphasis shifted from research to organizational development, the Four-D model 

emerged, encompassing the same core processes: Discover what is best in the 

organization, Dream of the ideal future of the organization, Design the social architecture 

necessary to move toward that future, and Deliver the change through action, adjustment, 

and improvisation (Mann, 1997).  Because the deliver phase is on-going and changes the 

nature of the organization, “destiny" often replaces “deliver" as the fourth D.  In another 

variation, a fifth D precedes discover: Define, which refers to the selection of a positive 

topic for inquiry.  Bernard Mohr and Mette Jacobsgaard, cited in Watkins and Mohr 

(2001), proposed a slightly different model, the Four-I model, to emphasize the 

groundwork necessary for success: Initiate, which includes introduction of the theory, 

creation of project leadership structures, topic selection, and planning for the 

intervention; Inquire, which corresponds to discover in the Four-D model; Imagine, 

which combines the dream and design phases; and Innovate, in which commitments are 

made to take action and support change efforts by as many members of the organization 

as possible.  The Four-D model appears most often in case literature and appears to be the 

most commonly used framework for Appreciative Inquiry practice to date.   
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 Multiple forms of engagement have been imagined to deliver Appreciative 

Inquiry. The most common is the Appreciative Inquiry Summit.  The summit is a 

“method for accelerating change by involving a broad range of internal and external 

stakeholders in the change process (Ludema et al., 2003).  As a large group process, the 

summit emphasizes the principle of wholeness by involving as close to every member of 

the organization as possible in a single event or series of events.  Ludema et al. described 

the premise of the summit this way: 

Organizations change fastest and best when their members are excited about 

where they are going, have a clear plan for moving forward, and feel confident 

about their ability to reach their destination.  In other words, quick and effective 

organization change is a product of having the ‘whole system’ aligned around its 

strengths and around ideas that generate energy for action. (p. 13)  

Summits may take one to four days, and series of connected summits can become an on-

going organizational development practice.  Another way to engage in Appreciative 

Inquiry without bringing the entire organization together in the same space is to engage a 

group of participants in collecting data through appreciative interviews.  Browne (2004) 

used this structure in the landmark “Imagine Chicago" project, in which fifty young 

people interviewed approximately 250 Chicago leaders from all sectors of the 

community.  After this dispersed completion of the discovery stage, the interviewers, and 

as many interviewees as could attend, came together to distill the data and move through 

the dream and design phases to develop community projects. 

 The practical value of using the summit model is demonstrated in Powley, Fry, 

Barrett, and Bright’s 2004 case study of the U.S.  Navy’s application of Appreciative 
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Inquiry, which “push[ed] the boundaries of traditional strategic participation toward 

deliberative and dialogic democratic practices" (p. 67).  The Navy’s newly organized 

Information Professional (IP) Community participated in a series of Appreciative Inquiry 

summits to build its identity and overcome status issues relative to the regular naval units 

who spent time at sea.  From the initial summit, IP officers bonded and self-organized 

around projects to advance the mission of their community, leaving with a new sense of 

excitement.  Powley et al. (2004) suggested three developments from this and other 

summits that add value: 

• Participants develop normative consciousness.  They identify themselves as 

part of a community where colleagues all contribute value to the process.  In 

the naval summits, no uniforms or symbols of rank were worn and 

participants from all levels mixed and shared ideas openly.  Unlike pairings 

for interviews opened new insights. 

• Participants develop holistic collegiality.  Individuals come to see their 

interests and the interests of the organization as intertwined, and they sense 

the total system is greater than the sum of it individual members.  The 

discovery of positive stories of organizational success builds confidence as 

well as camaraderie. 

• Participants develop communal conviction.  The summit activities build 

commitment to the organization as individuals take ownership of the future 

direction that they helped to create.  Powley et al. emphasize that participation 

by the whole organization extends beyond data gathering into the decision-
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making process regarding implementation of ideas, resulting in greater 

ownership by all participants. 

Ludema et al. (2003) identified six factors that make the summit model successful: 

acceleration of change, building organizational confidence, immediate and broad access 

to information, promotion of a “total organization mindset,” inspired action, and 

sustained positive change. 

Appreciative Inquiry as Evaluation 

 Appreciative Inquiry’s applicability to the task of evaluation is especially relevant 

when considering its connection to the educational process of accreditation.  

Accreditation is an inherently evaluative activity, which ideally creates momentum for 

change and continuous improvement. One of the earliest cases of Appreciative Inquiry as 

evaluation involved pharmaceutical manufacturer SmithKline Beecham, which sought to 

evaluate a simulation-based training program developed for its research and development 

division.  Based on Jane Watkins’ work on an Appreciative Inquiry-based process called 

“embedded evaluation," the Synapse Group proposed and was engaged to conduct a 

“valuation" process with SmithKline Beecham.  Initially, the company was concerned 

that “looking for what is exceptional in something and seeking to do more of that rather 

than looking for what is wrong and fixing it ran completely counter to our classic views 

of evaluation" (Mohr, Smith, & Watkins, 2000, p. 43). This reflects a common 

misapprehension about Appreciative Inquiry: that problems will be ignored in favor of 

celebrating what works.  In the standard Appreciative Inquiry interview format, questions 

are asked about participants’ wishes for the organization in order to elicit ideas for the 

Dream phase, which will serve as a counterpoint to the current state of the organization.  
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Interviewees’ wishes frequently reveal current areas of frustration, ineffectiveness, or 

criticism, but expressing them in the positive creates an immediate recommendation for 

improvement.  The scientists at SmithKline Beecham were accustomed to following a 

problem-solving model with three elements: (1) describe current state, (2) identify future 

desired targets, and (3) propose solutions.  The Synapse group and the leaders of 

SmithKline Beecham were able to see connections between the three major elements of 

their problem-solving model and Appreciative Inquiry: Current situation aligned with the 

Discovery phase, future desired targets with the Dream phase, and proposals with the 

Design and Destiny phases.  The evaluators worked through the Appreciative Inquiry 

process collaboratively with the scientists involved in the simulation program and noted 

four significant outcomes: 

1. Assessing and demonstrating the impact of the simulation program on the people 

involved. 

2. Reinforcing and building on the learning from the simulation among participants 

in the valuation process, by surfacing and retelling stories of success. 

3. Identifying the strengths of the simulation process rather than focusing on 

weaknesses. 

4. Building enthusiastic support for continuing the simulation process and for 

modifying it based on the insights of participants. (Mohr et al., 2000) 

 Coghlan, Preskill, and Catsambas (2003) reflected that introducing Appreciative 

Inquiry into the repertoire of evaluation practices supported the recommendation of 

scholars that “evaluation be more democratic, pluralistic, deliberative, empowering, and 

enlightening" (p. 15).  Participatory evaluation approaches were found to increase data 
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validity as well as institutional learning.  Coghlan et al. noted four similarities between 

Appreciative Inquiry and collaborative models of evaluation: emphasis on social 

constructivism; viewing inquiry as ongoing, iterative, and integral to organizational 

activities; systems orientation; and commitment to putting results into action.  Other 

evaluation scholars have been more cautious in approaching Appreciative Inquiry, 

expressing concern that “Appreciative Inquiry may encourage unrealistic and 

dysfunctional perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors.  It risks encouraging unjustified and 

intemperate optimism" (Rogers & Fraser, 2003, p. 77).  For this reason, Rogers and 

Fraser suggested that Appreciative Inquiry be used not to surface unknown problems, but 

to “identify strengths and build courage to attend to known problems" (p. 77).  The 

authors emphasized the importance of adhering to the entire model and using trained, 

experienced facilitation to avoid “vacuous, self-congratulatory findings (by avoiding hard 

issues and uncomplimentary data)."  Patton (2003) was similarly cautious toward 

Appreciative Inquiry, noting it “appears to challenge, even undermine, such traditional 

criteria for assessing evaluations as balance, independence, neutrality, and minimal bias" 

(p. 89).  Patton, Rogers and Fraser, and Coghlan et al. agreed that Appreciative Inquiry 

evaluation is not suited to every situation and works best in cases where: 

• Previous evaluation efforts have failed 

• There is fear or skepticism surrounding evaluation 

• Varied groups of stakeholders have limited knowledge of one another or 

the program being evaluated 

• The environment is hostile or volatile 

• Change needs to be accelerated 
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• Dialogue is a critical outcome 

• Relationships among individuals or groups have deteriorated or groups 

feel a sense of hopelessness 

• There is a desire to help others learn through evaluation 

• There is a desire to build a community of practice 

• Building support for evaluation and for the program being evaluated is a 

desired outcome (Coghlan et al., 2003, p. 19) 

Appreciative Inquiry in Accreditation 

 Building on Appreciative Inquiry’s action-research foundations, Priddy 

Rozumalski’s doctoral work in 2002 developed and piloted an Appreciative Inquiry-

based self-assessment called Vital Focus.  This tool was to be used by institutions seeking 

to enter the Higher Learning Commission’s Academic Quality Improvement Project 

(AQIP).  AQIP is an alternative accreditation model for continuous review and 

improvement, departing from the traditional periodic peer review model.  Priddy 

Rozumalski argued that Appreciative Inquiry was compatible with AQIP because of the 

project’s focus on challenging and reinventing institutional systems rather than making 

minor adjustments to existing processes.  AQIP has an underlying appreciative structure 

in that it identifies an institutions best efforts at improvement (Discover phase), looks for 

opportunities to reimagine the institution (Dream phase), and identifies action projects 

that will have the greatest potential to improve the institution (Design phase).  As a 

continuous model, the energy for change is sustained by on-going improvement activity 

and collaboration with the Higher Learning Commission (Destiny phase).  Priddy 
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Rozumalski believed “Appreciative Inquiry ripples through the emotional underlining of 

AQIP" (p. 70). 

 In the Vital Focus assessment, Priddy Rozumalski created a model based on the 

principles of Appreciative Inquiry with the unique addition of survey data infused in the 

conversations.  Institutions conducting Vital Focus assessments begin with a preparation 

stage in which teams are identified, leaders are trained, and materials are prepared.  This 

mirrors the “Initiate" stage of the Mohr/Jacobsgaard 5-I model of Appreciative Inquiry 

(Watkins & Mohr, 2001), or the “Define" phase of the 5-D approach (Mann, 1997) 

discussed in this paper under Appreciative Inquiry in Practice.   The second stage of Vital 

Focus is assessment, in which the institution’s employees take an online survey.  The 

survey provides data on the common priorities, perceptions of institutional strengths, 

areas in which to focus improvement, and places to begin change work.  In the third 

phase—engagement—institutions hold an “all college conversation," which closely 

resembles the Appreciative Inquiry Summit event.  The results of the online survey are 

used as “a springboard for dialogue" and are not meant to be analyzed as a typical 

assessment report might be.  This reflects the influence of social constructivism in that 

meaning is to be created from conversations about the results; meaning is not to be found 

within the results themselves as might be expected in a post-positivist paradigm.  The all-

college conversations focus on generating stories of peak experiences (Discover) and top 

priorities (Dream), discovering process and cultural strengths, and identifying five to ten 

areas for action that could make the greatest difference in the institution (Design).  In the 

final phase of Vital Focus—discern—more conversations are used to connect the results 

generated to existing processes and operations, to narrow the project list to three or four 
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action projects, and to make commitments to action.  This is the spirit of the Destiny 

phase of Appreciative Inquiry, in which the energy of the summit is sustained through 

commitments to action. 

 AQIP and Vital Focus represent a bridge between old and new accreditation 

models, and between the problem-solving paradigm of action research and the 

appreciative paradigm associated with learning organizations and new science.  AQIP’s 

director, Stephen Spangehl (2001, personal communication cited in Priddy Rozumalski, 

2002), expressed reservations to Priddy Rozumalski about Appreciative Inquiry’s 

application to AQIP because AQIP grew out of the traditional quality 

improvement/problem-solving paradigm; because AQIP emphasized having processes to 

manage and control change, not to unleash spontaneous change; and because of  the 

possibility of Appreciative Inquiry generating “happy talk," not improvement.  

Nevertheless, Vital Focus’s emphasis on appreciative conversation proved successful.  

The unique step of introducing the Constellation survey data into the conversations is 

another way that Vital Focus bridges the old and new models of accreditation.  The data 

was at first distracting for some participants who expected the survey to contain the 

answers needed for improvement (old model).  Priddy Rozumalski noted this feedback 

and concluded the data “add a level of detail and complexity that clashes with the broad 

scope of the initial appreciative inquiries." She theorized that the data might better be 

used in the discern conversations later in the process. 

 Vital Focus represents one structured approach that explicitly brings Appreciative 

Inquiry into the accreditation process. 
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Case Research on Appreciative Inquiry 

 Case studies have illuminated the positive outcomes of Appreciative Inquiry as 

well as critical insights into its application.   

 McNamee (2003) utilized an Appreciative Inquiry model to evaluate an academic 

department in a public high school, a department which was experiencing a high level of 

interpersonal conflict.  She hypothesized that this approach might rebuild some 

relationships in the department, and that “programs evaluated within an appreciative 

frame might ultimately become more humane and, by association, more socially useful" 

(p. 24).  McNamee conducted appreciative interviews with each department member and 

developed themes before working with them in a two-day retreat setting.  The evaluation 

resulted in several faculty-designed projects to improve curriculum and communication.  

More significantly, perhaps, was the emotional change that McNamee observed.  

Participants recognized their mutual passion for teaching and “they now have a more 

inspired assessment of who they are as a group and how they work together.  In effect, 

they report respecting disagreements on issues and becoming more curious than 

judgmental about them" (p. 37).  This reinforces Coghlan et al.’s (2003) recommendation 

of the appropriateness of Appreciative Inquiry evaluation with hostile or negative groups.

 Willoughby and Tosey (2007) evaluated a school-improvement process based on 

Appreciative Inquiry in an English secondary school.  Among their findings were that 

Appreciative Inquiry resulted in enthusiastic responses to positive questions, insights into 

organizational culture and learning environment, and collaborative strategies for change.  

The authors also noted that in a school environment, involving students and teachers in a 

“level playing field" created some discomfort among teachers who perceived a threat to 
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their authority and power to make decisions.  Raising students’ expectations about their 

ideas being heard and implemented was also seen as a potential source of resentment if 

follow-through did not occur.  They also found Appreciative Inquiry to be “necessarily 

political, and that apparently benign, rational intentions to encourage participation and to 

distribute leadership could function to repress or discount diversity and dissent" (p. 516).  

Willoughby and Tosey concluded that the culture must be willing to support 

collaboration through the entire decision process. 

 Norum, Wells, Hoadley, and Geary (2002) used Appreciative Inquiry as a 

program evaluation model for the Technology for Education and Training graduate 

program at the University of South Dakota.  This involved students and graduates of the 

program in administering online questionnaires and conducting follow-up appreciative 

interviews.  In this case, the results were combined using qualitative data analysis 

strategies rather than the more generative open discussion strategies in a typical 

Appreciative Inquiry process.  Recommendations for action were reported to the 

department faculty, who took ownership of subsequent change processes.  Despite the 

differences in this Appreciative Inquiry application, the researchers noted, “The student 

interviewers themselves were changed in carrying out the interviews as they gained new 

knowledge of the [sic] how the respondents felt about the TTD Program, and in turn 

examined how they themselves felt about it" (p. 7).  They concluded, “The difference in 

using the Appreciative Inquiry approach is that instead of dwelling on the ‘problem,’ the 

conversation focuses on suggestions for what could be done about it.  A generative 

energy is created as possibilities unfold" (p. 10). 
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 In a fourth example of Appreciative Inquiry applied to evaluation in education, 

Calabrese (2006) reported that a co-constructed Appreciative Inquiry evaluation of a 

school-university partnership “eliminated the stimulation of defensive routines that 

commonly occur when action researchers intervene in an organization" (p. 170).  The 

researchers also observed as they reported their results, “it was as if the administrators 

and teachers already knew the findings and were already in the process of formulating a 

design that would begin building a healthy inner-city high school" (p. 180).  This reflects 

the Appreciative Inquiry principle of simultaneity, wherein the initiation of the inquiry 

begins to change the system even before results occur. 

 Other long-term positive results of Appreciative Inquiry have been documented in 

case research.  Powley et al.’s (2004) case study of the U.S. Navy found that even after 

participants returned to the command and control hierarchy of military operations, “[they] 

resume their positions with deepened respect for the resilience that organizational 

structure can offer.  The summit reconnects people with each other, and it provides 

organization members with a stronger sense of purpose" (p. 79).  Similarly, researchers 

found in a case study of a transcultural strategic business alliance that using Appreciative 

Inquiry to build collaboration between divisions resulted in improved collaboration, 

stronger interpersonal relationships, and greater understanding of the purposes of the 

alliance (Miller et al., 2002).  Randolph (2006) observed from her study of Appreciative 

Inquiry strategic planning in a volunteer organization that the process increased the 

energy of participants to envision their future and enhanced “confidence, continuous 

feedback, commitment, and leadership" (p. 1086). 
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 In a study of the impact of Appreciative Inquiry experiences compared with 

theories of transformational learning, Wood (2007) found that individual participants in 

Appreciative Inquiry events underwent significant personal transformations.  Following 

participation in Appreciative Inquiry activities, individuals demonstrated more open-

mindedness and deeper understanding of their roles and responsibilities in their 

professional and personal lives.  They recognized an alignment of their personal values 

with the Appreciative Inquiry process.  Their emotional states shifted during the event 

from negative to positive, and positive emotions were sustained after participating.  They 

reported improved relationships at work and at home.  Some characterized Appreciative 

Inquiry as a turning point in their lives. 

 In the major study to date of multiple Appreciative Inquiry interventions, Bushe 

and Kassam (2005) performed a meta-analysis of twenty published case studies to discern 

the presence or absence of transformational change.  Unlike other organizational 

development interventions, Appreciative Inquiry emphasizes the creation of new 

knowledge within the organization and of a “generative metaphor that compels new 

action" (p. 3), so the researchers sought to test whether these outcomes were present.  

Based on their review of Appreciative Inquiry literature, the researchers selected eight 

variables to look for in the case literature: 

1. Transformational change, that is, qualitative shift in the identity of the 

organization (dependent variable) 

2. New knowledge created versus new processes based on old knowledge 

3. Generative metaphor created 

4. Adherence to Appreciative Inquiry principles 
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5. Following 4-D cycle 

6. Beginning with positive stories 

7. Focus on figure (existing organizational element) or ground (deep organizational 

assumptions) 

8. Implementation (formal action plan) or improvisation (support for spontaneous, 

grass-roots change) 

All of the twenty case studies were reported as organizational successes, but the 

researchers found that only seven described a transformational change such as would be 

expected from the premises of Appreciative Inquiry.  Bushe and Kassam (2005) 

concluded that the most significant factors for creating transformational change were the 

creation of new knowledge, use of a generative metaphor, penetrating to the deep 

assumptions of the organization (ground), and using an improvisational approach to 

implementation.  Relative to improvisational change, they reported, 

If we can create a collective sense of what needs to be achieved, create new 

models or theories of how to achieve that aligned with the inherent motivation 

people have in relation to their organizational life, then a great deal of change 

leading to increased organizational performance can occur if people are allowed 

and encouraged to take initiative and make it happen (p. 14). 

Bushe and Kassam (2005) also noted that not all organizations were seeking a 

fundamental transformation and that using Appreciative Inquiry within conventional 

structures generally yielded conventional results.  This is similar to Bushe’s (2007) 

emphasis on valuing generativity over positivity in order to break out of the status quo.  

Bushe and Kassam stated that other organizational development approaches used to 
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engagement were also frequent wishes expressed on the survey to improve colleges' 

conversation processes.  Likewise, a higher level of collaboration was a common wish.  

These wishes describe the preferred future for these colleges' improvement processes. 

 The individuals in these cases described outcomes similar to those that Powley et 

al. (2004) from participation in an Appreciative Inquiry summit.  Participants identified 

themselves more strongly with their organizational community (normative 

consciousness), they saw the tie between their interests and that of their organization 

(holistic collegiality), and they felt a sense of ownership of their organization's future 

(communal conviction).  Gina, for example, gained a greater appreciation of how her job 

roles and decisions impacted others at her college, echoing Wood's (2007) conclusion 

that participation in Appreciative Inquiry deepens individuals' understanding of their 

roles and responsibilities within their organization.  Including many employees in the 

conversation day and in the subsequent projects strengthened their feelings of ownership 

and responsibility for their institution's future. 

 Theme Two: Open sharing of ideas produces stronger institutional 

communication.  "There were a lot of ideas flying around and people were starting to 

really mention their concerns," Amy commented.  The conversation day process 

encourages participants to share all their ideas in a very open, participatory process.  In 

the preparations for the day, surveys were cited as a way to gather input from all staff 

members.  Once people gathered for the conversation days, free-flowing conversation 

was essential to success.   Don reflected that the organizers at his event had to balance the 

structure of the day with the spontaneous energy that came from the conversation.  He 

recalled that when people began talking about what was working at the college, "that took 
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a little more than what I think the committee had planned on, but it was worthwhile 

because some of the examples given were things that some of us wouldn't even think 

twice about, but it was important to them." Participants described feeling that their ideas 

were valued in this process.  Several also used the word "openness" to describe the 

conversation day climate. 

 After the conversation day event, participants continued their increased level of 

communication.   Barbara noted the continuation of the conversation as she and her co-

workers rode back to their branch campus.  Don recalled spontaneous conversations 

about improvement in the lunchroom with custodial staff and faculty.  Follow-up 

conversation days and town hall meetings were cited by several participants as formal 

events to continue communication.  Some of the subsequent action projects also were 

devoted to improved communication, such as a formal communication audit and the 

formation of a "valuing people" committee.  In the case where momentum was lost after 

the conversation day, failure to communicate with participants for six months was the 

culprit.  This theme also carried over into the wishes that participants expressed for the 

future, both on the narrative wish question on the survey and in the individual interviews.  

Participants expressed hope that more conversation days would be held to keep the lines 

of communication open.  They expressed a desire for a future that included open 

communication, valuing staff's ideas, and an overall sense of community at their 

institutions.   

 These qualitative results are consistent with aspects of the literature on 

Appreciative Inquiry.  Barrett (1995) referred to "dialogue outside the boundaries of 

hierarchy and function" as a characteristic of high performing organizations that is 
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fostered by the appreciative conversation process.   All of the interviewees described a 

conversation day at which employees with different functions and levels of authority 

freely discussed the strengths and opportunities for improvement at their college.  This 

was also consistent with the results of the survey, which showed that communication 

after the conversation day event was a significant predictor of perceived institutional and 

individual change.  Survey respondents also frequently expressed wishes for more and 

better communication. 

 Theme Three: Administrative participation raises trust, openness, and 

mission commitment.  In all of the interview responses, the administration of the college 

strongly supported the conversation day.  With the exception of Amy's case, the 

administrative staff were present at the conversation day and were mixed in with faculty 

and staff for the conversation activities.  Deliberate efforts were made to break down the 

institutional hierarchy.  Barbara noted that everyone was given the same shirt to wear to 

the event, regardless of status.  Don described the administration serving food, waiting on 

tables, and clearing dishes at the breakfast at his college's event.  In the conversations 

during the day, administration, faculty, and staff were mixed together at tables at all the 

events.  Ellen specifically noted the level of candor and transparency in the 

administrators' presentations at their conversation day.  She stated, "I just feel like the 

open-door policy of honest, 'there's nothing to hide,' I think that really struck true with 

people." She continued, "We see how busy these people are.  We see how hard they 

work.  And I think people are understanding that they're working hard for all of us, not 

just themselves, that it's for all of us, for our entire college." 
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 In Willoughby and Tosey's (2007) case study of Appreciative Inquiry applied to a 

school setting, the authors cautioned that hierarchical institutions may not be open to this 

kind of level playing field, in their case, open sharing between faculty and students.  The 

institution's culture must be willing to sustain collaboration between groups with different 

levels of power.  Breaking down the status barriers among administration, faculty, and 

staff was a frequently expressed wish on the narrative question of the survey.  When it 

occurred in the interview responses, employees responded with greater trust in 

administration and stronger commitment to their role in the college mission. 

 Perhaps as significantly, the failure of administration to continue participating and 

supporting the improvement process led to negative results in the two less successful 

conversation processes.  Gina felt the upper management's lack of concern about aligning 

future projects to the vision created at the conversation day caused people to lose interest 

in the process.  She also described the lack of upper management support as a reason that 

communication between departments broke down after the conversation day.  At Henry's 

college, the arrival of a new president who made structural changes that negated the work 

of an AQIP team disheartened the participants.  The prior president's perceived 

unwillingness to give up ownership of processes also had hampered the improvement 

team efforts.  The appreciative processes can be quickly derailed if the administration 

does not foster commitment at every step of the way. 

Positive Change Versus Transformational Change 

 In their meta-analysis of twenty case studies, Bushe and Kassam (2005) 

concluded that using Appreciative Inquiry within conventional structures would yield 

conventional results, which could be positive but probably not transformational.  That is 
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to say, the fundamental nature of the institution would remain unchanged.  In this study, 

the mean response to the item "This college has changed its identity because of this 

process; it is a different place" was 2.40 on the 5-point scale, and the most common 

response was "slightly like my college." Bushe and Kassam also found that when the 

process focused on existing organizational elements rather than deep assumptions, and 

when implementation was highly structured rather than improvisational, results were less 

likely to be transformational.  In this study, the conversation days focused on how to 

improve existing processes, and in the subsequent improvement work, there was limited 

spontaneous improvement.  In question four of the survey, 56 percent of respondents said 

people were making changes that were not part of the process; 8 percent said this was not 

happening; and 36 percent were unsure.  Item 9 on the survey, "People have been 

encouraged to make spontaneous improvements because of this process," had a mean 

response of 2.71 and had the largest variation among institutional change items with a 

standard deviation of 1.11. The mode response was 4 - "Very much like our college."  

This suggests that while the largest number of respondents felt they were encouraged to 

go outside the college's action plan, a substantial number did not sense this permission at 

all or sensed it only slightly.  Overall, the results of this study suggest that applying 

Appreciative Inquiry within the traditional model of continuous improvement on which 

AQIP is based may be unlikely to transform organizations, despite the overall positive 

results that do occur. 

Implications for Practice 

 This study suggests that the use of Appreciative Inquiry in accreditation and 

institutional effectiveness activities can result in perceptions of positive changes in 
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institutions and in individuals.  In these case studies of institutions implementing the 

Vital Focus self-assessment and conversation day process as part of their transition to the 

AQIP accreditation model, participants with varying levels of participation were all able 

to share positive experiences.  Accreditation project leaders and Appreciative Inquiry 

practitioners can improve the likelihood of positive experiences by incorporating the 

success factors noted in the quantitative and qualitative data. 

 At the institutional level, gaining and maintaining the support and participation of 

administration is fundamental to success.  Presidential support for the appreciative 

approach must be the starting point for a successful project.  Part of supporting the 

process will also be committing the institution's physical, financial, and human resources 

to the task before and especially after the conversation.  As the process unfolds, top 

administrators must be visible and engaged in all aspects of the process.  At the 

conversation event, administrators should join in the conversations with faculty and staff, 

making every effort to set aside their status.  Sometimes the conversation may be difficult 

for administration to hear, but this can be valuable feedback for leaders.  When the 

conversation event is over, this study showed that when people see the institution's 

leaders spending money on the projects that were proposed, they are likely to perceive a 

positive change in the institution.  Failing to support the results of the appreciative 

conversation is a sure way to destroy the positive momentum from that event.  Therefore, 

the leaders of an appreciative accreditation or improvement project need to be certain that 

the institution's administration is willing to commit both time and resources to the entire 

span of the project before the work begins. 



  143 
 The more inclusive the project can be, the more likely it will result in positive 

change as well.  Everyone involved with the systems being discussed should be present to 

the greatest extent possible: "The closer we get to including every member of the system, 

the more dramatic and sustainable the impact" (Ludema et al., 2003, p. 12).  This makes 

the conversation day a powerful driver for the project.  Scheduled in-service days during 

which the college or university is normally closed are convenient opportunities to bring 

all employees together.  The inconvenience of closing for a day and planning a large 

group event should not deter organizations from using the large group conversation 

process to launch their improvement processes.  Participants in this study described 

positive results when their institutions played up the special nature of the day and added 

activities to create a festive atmosphere.  Survey respondents wished for greater 

participation as a way to improve their colleges' processes.  Allowing all employees to 

have a continued role in institutional effectiveness activities, whether by serving on a 

committee or providing on-going input and feedback, sustains the energy for 

improvement.  When only select individuals were tasked to carry on projects and receive 

information about the process, the excluded employees were less committed to 

improvement. 

 Organizers of appreciative accreditation and improvement processes must also 

maintain a high level of communication throughout all phases of the project.  The 

successful stories included communication about the planning of the conversation day, 

multiple invitations from key leaders to attend the event, and preparatory information so 

attendees could be active participants.  The Vital Focus model includes a survey prior to 

the conversation, which serves as a catalyst for discussion.  Successful conversation days 
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were characterized by open brainstorming discussions where all ideas were recorded and 

valued.  Sharing a summary of the information from the conversation with all 

stakeholders as soon as possible following the event had a positive effect in several of the 

interview responses, and failing to do so harmed the process.  The survey results in this 

study demonstrated that communication continuing after the conversation day was a 

significant predictor of perceived positive changes at the institutional and individual 

level.  Developing a communication plan for all phases of the improvement project from 

the outset will be a key element in a successful implementation. 

 The practices that contribute to participants' perception that their college or 

university has changed for the better were also shown to influence feelings of positive 

change in the individual participants themselves.  This study suggests that providing 

individuals with training on the theory behind the improvement process and having a 

clear positive topic for the conversation day are additional practices that foster feelings of 

individual improvement.  While this may not be a primary objective of these appreciative 

processes, individuals who experience a positive individual change are likely to channel 

that energy into the institution and further improve the overall climate.  Engaged and 

committed employees will promote and sustain the change process. 

 In summary, the use of an appreciative process for accreditation and institutional 

effectiveness, if done properly, will unleash a tremendous amount of positive energy 

from all members of the organization and direct it toward all manner of improvements.  

Leaders need to be ready to support this outpouring of enthusiasm with the needed 

resources.  They need to nourish the process with communication, feedback, and rewards.  

Trying to strictly control the output of the conversation or shut people out of the process 
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can be damaging to the organizational climate.  As the saying goes, you cannot put the 

genie back in the bottle. 

Limitations of this Study 

 This study focused on one application of Appreciative Inquiry to the processes of 

accreditation and institutional effectiveness, that is, the Higher Learning Commission 

Vital Focus self-evaluation model.  This self-evaluation was a common first step for 

institutions considering a shift to the AQIP accreditation process.  As noted in Chapter 

Two, while the Vital Focus conversation day design is firmly rooted in Appreciative 

Inquiry, Priddy and Spangehl differed on whether AQIP was inherently appreciative 

(Priddy Rozumalski, 2002).   Participants may not have separated the appreciative 

conversation day process from the subsequent structured AQIP activities when answering 

the survey or interview questions.  Therefore, the perceptions of change in the study 

should not be construed as results of the appreciative conversations alone, but rather as 

results of the entire AQIP transition. 

 Two participants responded to the e-mail solicitations regarding the survey with 

suggestions for ways the survey design might have been stronger.  One participant felt 

that when identifying the characteristics of Appreciative Inquiry that were present at their 

institution (Questions 2-4), the three options of "yes," "no," and "not sure" were 

insufficient.  He suggested that a fourth option, "somewhat/sometimes," would have 

improved the data collected.  He shared, " I found myself constantly having to decide 

between a black and white response, neither of which accurately reflected my feelings 

regarding the question." It was not clear which of the three choices a person with this 

concern might have selected.  Another participant also responded to the survey e-mail 
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suggesting that each of the twenty questions about institutional change and individual 

change should have included a place for narrative comments.  For example, she did not 

consider item 9, "People have been encouraged to make spontaneous improvements 

because of this process," to be a desirable condition.  The survey did not specify that the 

presence or absence of the twenty changes in the survey was positive or negative; 

nevertheless, a participant who felt the need to qualify his or her answers may not have 

answered accurately.  The added challenge of coding qualitative comments on twenty 

survey items would have been substantial but might have added some additional insights 

into participants' perceptions of institutional and individual change. 

 While the choice to selectively study the responses of individuals who perceived 

change was deliberate, it could be perceived as a limitation by some readers.  The 

experiences of those who did not perceive either institutional or individual change may 

have provided additional insights into the limitations of appreciative accreditation 

processes.  The intention of this study was to employ an appreciative lens in designing 

the methodology in order to identify the positive core from cases in which change was 

perceived.  These positive attributes are most instructive for institutions and practitioners 

wishing to successfully implement the appreciative model.  In addition, the responses to 

the narrative "wish" question from all survey participants did give a voice to those who 

wanted more of something that was not present in their process. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

 The Vital Focus self-assessment is only one way that Appreciative Inquiry can be 

incorporated into an accreditation process.  Other institutions may be using Appreciative 

Inquiry in different ways; for example, this researcher's college used Appreciative Inquiry 
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as a data-gathering tool without a formal improvement process attached.  Future research 

could focus on a broader population of Appreciative Inquiry users using a similar 

research methodology as this study.  Appreciative Inquiry also has applications in 

strategic planning and other institutional effectiveness processes outside accreditation, 

and the same questions regarding the perceived positive effects as were addressed in this 

study could be applied in those cases as well.  There are numerous possibilities for 

broadening the study of Appreciative Inquiry as it related to institutional effectiveness in 

higher education. 

 In addition to broader opportunities for study, opportunities also exist to study this 

specific population more deeply.  One approach to deepen the research on this data set 

would be to interview individuals who did not perceive institutional or individual change 

resulting from the appreciative accreditation process.  Some modifications to the 

interview protocol would be necessary since the questions were written assuming the 

interviewee perceived change.  Another alternative approach would be to focus more 

deeply on the individuals who organized and led the conversation day and subsequent 

committees.  These individuals would have more time and energy invested in the 

projects, and the effect of that level of commitment on the perceived results might make 

an interesting follow-up. 

 A third area for further research into the results of appreciative approaches to 

accreditation was suggested by Bushe and Kassam's 2005 meta-analysis of case studies, 

which looked specifically for transformational changes to institutions.  Some of the 

survey questions in this study were suggested by Bushe and Kassam's research, but the 

intent was not to differentiate between positive change and transformational change in 
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these results.  Using more of the constructs from Bushe and Kassam's analysis to modify 

the survey and interview design in this study might identify cases where the use of 

appreciative accreditation approaches went beyond conventional results to the level of 

institutional transformation. 

Conclusion 

 “What one thing could you do in your upcoming accreditation self-study that 

would completely transform your institution?" This question led Gateway Technical 

College to embrace Appreciative Inquiry in its accreditation project.  The Gateway 

Conversation, as the project was named, used the Appreciative Inquiry framework to 

explore the positive experiences, values, and wishes of community members as they 

related to the five Higher Learning Commission criteria for accreditation.  The results of 

these conversations provided a rich source of qualitative data for the institutional self-

study and built ownership of the accreditation process within the college community.  

Based on the results of this study, Gateway probably missed out on a great opportunity to 

transform itself by not using the results of the Gateway Conversation to form 

improvement teams, allocate resources, and communicate on an on-going basis with its 

stakeholders.  While the limited application of Appreciative Inquiry did not significantly 

change Gateway, it did plant the seeds for future appreciative approaches to institutional 

change.  Personally, learning more about Appreciative Inquiry through the accreditation 

project and this doctoral study has dramatically changed my outlook on my institution, 

my profession, and all my relationships.  I hope that this study will contribute in some 

way to others' journeys toward their desired positive future. 
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Appendix A: Visual Diagram of Mixed Methods Approach 

 Procedures Products 
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Adapted from Thøgerson-Ntoumani, C.  & Fox, K.R., 2005, in Plano Clark and Creswell, 
2008. 
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Appendix B: Pre-Notice E-mail 

To be sent electronically by the institutional contact person if he or she agrees to do so.  
May be revised as the contact sees fit from this template. 
 
Subject: Please consider survey request 
 
Dear Colleague [or name of respondent]: 
 
In the next day or two, you will receive an e-mail from Mr.  John Thibodeau, a doctoral 
student at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, who is working on his dissertation entitled 
“Appreciative Accreditation." Because you participated in our recent accreditation 
project [contact may provide a better description], Mr.  Thibodeau would like you to 
respond to a brief online survey about your perceptions of that process. 
 
You are not required to participate in any way.  If you do participate, your responses will 
be kept confidential and used only within Mr.  Thibodeau’s research project. 
 
To ensure you receive Mr.  Thibodeau’s e-mail, you may want to add 
jthibodeau@wi.rr.com to your e-mail contacts and/or the Safe Sender list in the junk mail 
filter of your e-mail software. 
 
I hope you will consider assisting Mr.  Thibodeau with his research, which will further 
the use of conversation processes like ours in higher education. 
 
[Name of Contact Person] 

mailto:jthibodeau@wi.rr.com�
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Appendix C: Cover Letter via E-mail 

Subject: Institutional and Individual Change Survey Request 
 
Dear [Name of Respondent] or Dear [Name of College] Colleague: 
 
As someone who recently joined in a conversation activity about your college, are you willing to 
share your experiences to help other colleges? Your assistance today will help me understand and 
share the impact that participating in these projects can have on institutions like yours.  My name 
is John Thibodeau, and I am a doctoral student at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, working on 
an IRB-approved research project for my dissertation entitled “Appreciative Accreditation." 
Because [Name of college contact] identified you as a participant in your college’s most recent 
accreditation or improvement process, your opinions are my most important source of 
information for this research. 
 
Your college brought people together in [Month and Year] to share your positive stories, your 
wishes for the future, and your ideas for reaching that goal.  You may recall hearing terms such as 
Appreciative Inquiry or Vital Focus, or you may have had your own name for the process.  By 
sharing your experiences, you can assist other colleges who are considering taking this same 
approach to improvement, and you may enjoy recalling aspects of your own college’s events. 
 
The link at the bottom of this e-mail will take you to Survey Monkey, a web-based survey tool, 
where you will spend less than 15 minutes answering questions about your college’s process and 
your opinions about the results.  There are no wrong answers, and every response is invaluable to 
my research. 
 
This is a confidential, voluntary survey.  Your individual responses will not be identified or 
shared with anyone at your college.  You may skip questions you prefer not to answer, and if you 
decide not to finish the survey, you can exit and your responses will not be retained as part of the 
results.  At the end of the survey, you will be asked if you are willing to be interviewed about 
your responses in the second phase of this study, and if so, to give your contact information.  
Please complete the survey even if you prefer not to be interviewed.  There is no known risk or 
harm in completing this survey. 
 
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me, John Thibodeau, (414) 403-9552, or 
jthibodeau@wi.rr.com.  You may also contact the Institutional Review Board at the University of 
Nebraska-Lincoln if you have any concerns or questions about your rights or treatment as a 
participant in this research: University of Nebraska-Lincoln Institutional Review Board, (402) 
472-6965, or irb@unl.edu. 
 
In order to keep your identity confidential, only the IP address of your computer will be recorded 
with your survey responses. 
 
Clicking this link indicates you have consented to participate in this survey: 
 
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=xn1xw8wAJiHP5K1dzavIGQ_3d_3d 
 
Enjoy completing the questionnaire, and thank you for your generous assistance with this useful 
research. 
 
John Thibodeau 

mailto:jthibodeau@wi.rr.com?subject=Question%20about%20Dissertation%20Survey�
mailto:jthibodeau@wi.rr.com�
mailto:irb@unl.edu�
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=xn1xw8wAJiHP5K1dzavIGQ_3d_3d�
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Appendix D: Reminder E-mail 

Subject: A Friendly Reminder: Institutional and Individual Change Survey Request 
 
Dear [Name of Respondent] or Dear [Name of College] Colleague: 
 
Last week you received a letter from me asking you to take 15 minutes to complete an online 
survey on your participation in your college’s recent accreditation or improvement process. 
 
I hope that [Name of college contact] was correct in identifying you as a participant in your 
college’s efforts to bring members of its community together to share your positive stories, your 
wishes for the future, and your ideas for reaching that goal.  This makes you an expert resource 
for researchers like me who want to learn more about how these activities can make a difference.  
You can help your college be a role model for other institutions.  And you may enjoy reflecting 
on the very positive discussions you had with your colleagues during that process. 
 
My name is John Thibodeau, and I am a doctoral student at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, 
working on an IRB-approved research project for my dissertation entitled “Appreciative 
Accreditation."  
 
The link at the bottom of this e-mail will take you to Survey Monkey, a web-based survey tool, 
where you will spend only about 15 minutes answering questions about your college’s process 
and your opinions about the results.  There are no wrong answers, and every response is 
invaluable to my research. 
 
This is a confidential, voluntary survey.  Your individual responses will not be identified or 
shared with anyone at your college.  You may skip questions you prefer not to answer, and if you 
decide not to finish the survey, you can exit and your responses will not be retained as part of the 
results.  At the end of the survey, you will be asked if you are willing to be interviewed about 
your responses in the second phase of this study, and if so, to give your contact information.  
Please complete the survey even if you prefer not to be interviewed.  There is no known risk or 
harm in completing this survey. 
 
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me, John Thibodeau, (414) 403-9552, or 
jthibodeau@wi.rr.com.  You may also contact the Institutional Review Board at the University of 
Nebraska-Lincoln if you have any concerns or questions about your rights or treatment as a 
participant in this research: University of Nebraska-Lincoln Institutional Review Board, (402) 
472-6965, or irb@unl.edu. 
 
In order to keep your identity confidential, only the IP address of your computer will be recorded 
with your survey responses. 
 
Clicking this link indicates you have consented to participate in this survey: 
 
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=xn1xw8wAJiHP5K1dzavIGQ_3d_3d 
 
Enjoy completing the questionnaire, and thank you for your generous assistance with this useful 
research. 
 
John Thibodeau 

mailto:jthibodeau@wi.rr.com?subject=Question%20about%20Dissertation%20Survey�
mailto:jthibodeau@wi.rr.com�
mailto:irb@unl.edu�
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=xn1xw8wAJiHP5K1dzavIGQ_3d_3d�
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Appendix E: Second Reminder 

Dear [Name of Respondent] or Dear [Name of College] Colleague: 
 
You still have time to share your valuable experiences as a participant in your college’s recent 
accreditation or improvement process.  About two weeks ago, I e-mailed you at the suggestion of 
[College Contact] and asked you to participate in an IRB-approved research project for my 
dissertation entitled “Appreciative Accreditation.” 
 
Your experiences will help demonstrate the impact that your college’s efforts to bring members 
of its community together to share stories, wishes, and goals can have.  You only need about 15 
minutes to become part of this project.  Already [Number of responses] professionals like you 
have taken the survey, and it’s not too late to join them. 
 
Please contact me if you have not read my original e-mail explaining the project at 
jthibodeau@wi.rr.com so I can send you complete information about the project. 
 
In order to keep your identity confidential, only the IP address of your computer will be recorded 
with your survey responses. 
 
Clicking this link indicates you have consented to participate in this survey: 
 
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=xn1xw8wAJiHP5K1dzavIGQ_3d_3d 
 
Thank you for your assistance. 
 
John Thibodeau 

 

mailto:jthibodeau@wi.rr.com�
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=xn1xw8wAJiHP5K1dzavIGQ_3d_3d�
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Appendix F: Survey Instrument 

Screenshots taken from Survey Monkey 
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The screen for Question 27 will not appear if the response on Question 26 is “No.” 
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Appendix G: Request for Interview (Phase 2) 

Dear [Name of Participant]: 
 
In [month] of this year, you completed a survey for my doctoral research project on 
"Appreciative Accreditation," and you indicated that you were willing to be interviewed 
for the second phase of my research.  Based on the responses you gave on that survey, 
you have been selected as an interview candidate. 
 
In this phase, I will be interviewing individuals to explore more deeply their experiences 
with their college's appreciative conversation activity and related events.  Your story will 
help me create a picture of what these appreciative events are like for participants. 
 
I would like to interview you [in person/by telephone] sometime during the weeks of [list 
range of dates not exceeding two weeks].  I'd like to choose a time and place that is most 
convenient and comfortable for you.  If you would respond to this e-mail with a list of 
convenient times and dates, I will work with you to confirm the best opportunity for us to 
talk. 
 
The interview itself will take approximately one hour of your time.  Once we have 
confirmed the time and place, I will send you a list of my questions as well as a consent 
letter for you to sign and return to me, just to confirm that you have been informed about 
all aspects of this phase of my study. 
 
If you have decided since responding to the survey that you prefer not to be interviewed, 
please let me know so that I can identify another participant for this phase of the study.   
 
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me, John Thibodeau, (414) 403-
9552, or jthibodeau@wi.rr.com.  You may also contact Dr. Jody Isernhagen in the 
Department of Educational Administration, (402) 472-1088 or jci@unlserve.unl.edu, or 
the Institutional Review Board at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln if you have any 
concerns or questions about your rights or treatment as a participant in this research: 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln Institutional Review Board, (402) 472-6965, or 
irb@unl.edu.  Please keep a copy of this e-mail for your records. 
 
I look forward to talking with your about your experiences. 
 
John Thibodeau 

mailto:jthibodeau@wi.rr.com�
mailto:irb@unl.edu�
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Appendix H: Phase 2 Informed Consent 

Dear [participant name]: 
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in the second phase of my doctoral research project, 
Appreciative Accreditation: A Mixed-Methods Explanatory Study of Appreciative-
Inquiry-based Institutional Effectiveness Results in Higher Education.  In this phase of 
my study, participants who perceived positive change in their institutions and/or in 
themselves during the survey phase will be asked to share their experiences in greater 
depth.  The purpose of the second phase is to explain the survey responses to create a 
deeper, richer picture of the experience of participating in an appreciative conversation 
process.  You were selected for phase two because of your positive responses to the 
survey in phase one. 
 
The interview I have planned will take approximately one hour of your time.  We will 
meet at the time and place we discussed: [insert specific time and location here].  At that 
time, I will ask you the questions on the attached interview protocol.  I may ask 
additional follow-up questions to help you share your experiences more fully.  I will also 
leave time for you to ask me any questions you may have.  The interview will be 
audiotaped, with your permission, and I will be taking written notes during the interview.  
I will be transcribing the audiotape as well, and I may ask you to review the transcript for 
accuracy to be sure I capture your story correctly. 
 
I hope you will enjoy talking about your experiences with your appreciative process.  
You are welcome to request a copy of my dissertation, which you may find interesting as 
well.  There are no known risks or discomforts associated with participating in this kind 
of research.  Participation in phase two of this study is voluntary.  You can change your 
mind about participating at any point without consequence.  If you choose to withdraw 
from the study, no information you provided in phase one or phase two will be included 
in the final results.  Your identity and the college at which you work will be kept 
confidential and won't be revealed in the dissertation report.  The information you 
provide will be kept secured in my office.  All survey results, audiotapes, and transcripts 
will be destroyed after the completion of the dissertation, and will be kept no longer than 
five years. 
 
If you have any questions concerning any part of this research, you may contact me at 
(414) 403-9552 or jthibodeau@wi.rr.com.  You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Jody 
Isernhagen, at the University of Nebraska at (402) 472-1088 or jci@unlserve.unl.edu, or 
the Institutional Review Board at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln if you have any 
concerns or questions about your rights or treatment as a participant in this research: 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln Institutional Review Board, (402) 472-6965, or 
irb@unl.edu. 
 
Please check the box below if you agree to be audiotaped during our interview.  Then, if 
you consent to the terms I've explained here, please sign this letter and return it to me in 
the envelope provided.  Please keep a copy for your records.  I am looking forward to our 

mailto:irb@unl.edu�
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interview and learning more about your experience with your college's appreciative 
conversation process. 
 
 I give permission for my interview to be audiotaped. 
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Appendix I: Interview Protocol 

Subject Name:       Phone or E-mail  

Location: 

Date and Time: 

Thank you for agreeing to meet with me today for this interview.  The interview will take no 
more than an hour.  The information you share with me today will be part of my doctoral 
dissertation study, which has been approved by the Institutional Review Board of the University 
of Nebraska.  What you tell me today will only be used for my project.  I won't be sharing it with 
anyone at your college.  In my study, I will assign you a pseudonym if I include quotes from your 
interview.  So please feel free to discuss your honest opinions.   

I will be taping our interview and making a transcript of what we both say, word for word.  I need 
to do this so I have your words and thoughts instead of just paraphrasing what I remember and 
possibly misinterpreting you.  I'd like to ask you to look at the transcript with some of my notes 
later to be sure I got everything right.  Okay?  

This recording will be erased upon verification of transcripts.  Detailed transcripts will be 
destroyed once my dissertation has been accepted by my committee.  If you agree to participate, 
you may withdraw at any time without consequence or explanation.  If you choose to withdraw, 
you will be given the option of having the information you provided to that point in time 
excluded from the study. 

The purpose of my study is to find out what kind of positive changes people perceive after 
participating in the kind of college-wide conversations of positive experiences your college 
conducted.  We call this approach Appreciative Inquiry.  You are our expert since you 
participated in your college’s conversation activity. 

Do you have any questions for me before we get started? 

Questions Notes 
1. What is your current job at this 

college? 
 

 

2. How long have you worked here? 
 

 

3. Was this your first experience with an 
Appreciative Inquiry event? 
 

4. Was there a name for this project? 

 

5. Who led this project at your college? 
How were you invited to get 
involved? 
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Questions Notes 
(Listen for executive involvement, cross 
functional groups, and outside 
facilitators) 
6. What kinds of things did you 

personally do as part of this process? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

7. You mentioned attending 
[conversation event name].  Can you 
take a minute to picture that event and 
remember as much about it as you 
can? 
 
a. How long was the event? 
 
b. Where was it held, and what did 

the room look like when you 
arrived? 
 

 
c. How did you feel going into the 

event? 
 
 
d. How did other people act during 

the event? 
 
 
e. What kinds of activities did you 

do during that event? 
 
 
f. How did you feel at the end? 
 
 
g. What did you like best about that 

event? 
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Questions Notes 

h. Would you have changed 
anything about how it went? 

 
 
 
 
i. Is there anything else that you 

remember about that event that 
you want to share? 

 
 
 

8. What was done with the actual results 
of the conversations and related 
activities in which you participated? 
 
 

(Listen for on-going teams, 
communications, change processes, or 
follow-up events) 

 

9. What kind of changes have you seen 
in your college since that process was 
completed? 
 
 
 
 
 

10. Can you think of a particular time and 
place when you really noticed a 
difference in the college? Tell me as 
much about that as you remember. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

11. What kind of changes have you seen 
in yourself since that process was 
completed? 
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Questions Notes 

 
 
 

12. Can you think of a particular time and 
place when you really noticed a 
difference in yourself? Tell me as 
much about that as you remember. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

13. What do you hope will happen in the 
future for your college because of the 
results of your Appreciative Inquiry? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

14. Do you feel anything important was 
left out of the interview? What topics 
do you think were missing? What else 
would you like to tell me to help me 
understand the changes that happened 
because of your process? 

 

 
That's all I need to ask you today.  Have you thought of any other questions for me? 
 
I'll be transcribing our interview and putting my notes together in the next week or so.  
May I contact you within the next week or so to review my notes to be sure I got 
everything right? 
 
Again, thank you very much for being part of my research. 
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Appendix J: Additional Statistical Tables 

Table J.1: Institutional Change ANOVA Results 
Source of Variation SS df MS F P-value F crit 
Between Groups 105.0935 2 52.54675 0.888073 0.413429 3.051471 
Within Groups 9644.617 163 59.16943 

   
       Total 9749.711 165         

 
 

Table J.2: Individual Change ANOVA Results 
Source of Variation SS df MS F P-value F crit 
Between Groups 59.23326 2 29.61663 0.345375 0.708472 3.051471 
Within Groups 13977.61 163 85.75221 

   
       Total 14036.84 165         

 
 

Table J.3: Descriptive Statistics for Numerical Values on AI Characteristics 
Appreciative Inquiry Characteristics Mean SD N 
The President visibly supported the process. 1.13 .436 156 
A leadership team from across the college planned the process. 1.07 .324 156 
A facilitator from outside our college was used. 1.56 .738 156 
Training was provided on the theory behind the process. 1.35 .659 156 
The President invited employees to participate. 1.26 .654 156 
One or more large group conversation events were held. 1.04 .237 156 
Participants told positive stories about the topic. 1.38 .739 156 
Participants interviewed each other about stories, values and wishes. 1.68 .835 156 
The process was focused on a positive topic about our college. 1.31 .659 156 
A structured model was referenced (such as 4-D, 4-I, or Vital Focus) 1.78 .925 156 
Participants described what is best about our college. 1.16 .502 156 
Participants stated a positive vision for our future. 1.24 .623 156 
Participants designed action-oriented projects to complete. 1.16 .502 156 
Project teams continued working after the process was over. 1.26 .631 156 
Communication continued after the process was over. 1.21 .568 156 
The college is spending money on the projects we started. 1.45 .789 156 
People are making changes that were not part of the process. 1.79 .944 156 
Follow-up conversation events were held or are planned. 1.41 .726 156 
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Table J.4: Regression Results for Predictors of Perceived Institutional Change 

Institutional Change  - Multiple Regression Model Summary   

Model R 
R 

Square 
Adjusted R 

Square 
Std. Error of the 

Estimate 

Change Statistics 
R Square 
Change 

F 
Change df1 df2 

Sig. F 
Change 

1 .409a .167 .162 7.104 .167 30.943 1 154 .000 

2 .512b .262 .253 6.708 .095 19.730 1 153 .000 

 
Coefficientsc 

Model 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. B 
Std.  

Error Beta 
1 (Constant) 

 
34.402 1.192  28.868 .000 

The college is spending money on the projects 
we started. 

-4.021 .723 -.409 -5.563 .000 

2 (Constant) 
 

38.599 1.469  26.271 .000 

The college is spending money on the projects 
we started. 
 

-3.295 .702 -.335 -4.694 .000 

Communication continued after the process 
was over. 

-4.332 .975 -.317 -4.442 .000 

a.  Predictors: (Constant), The college is spending money on the projects we started. 
b.  Predictors: (Constant), The college is spending money on the projects we started., Communication continued after 
the process was over. 
c.  Dependent Variable: Institutional Change Scale 
 
 

Table J.5: Regression Results for Predictors of Perceived Individual Change 
Individual Change - Multiple Regression Model Summary 

Model R 
R 

Square 
Adjusted R 

Square 
Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

Change Statistics 
R 

Square 
Change 

F 
 Change df1 df2 

Sig. F 
Change 

1 .376a .142 .136 8.639 .142 25.391 1 154 .000 

2 .430b .185 .174 8.445 .043 8.155 1 153 .005 

3 .471c .221 .206 8.281 .036 7.114 1 152 .008 

4 .496d .246 .226 8.179 .024 4.844 1 151 .029 

5 .515e .265 .240 8.101 .019 3.906 1 150 .050 

 
Coefficientsf 



  185 
Model Unstandardized 

Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. B 
Std.  

Error Beta 
1 (Constant) 37.060 1.634  22.686 .000 

Communication continued after the 
process was over. 

-6.155 1.222 -.376 -5.039 .000 

2 (Constant) 39.726 1.850  21.476 .000 
Communication continued after the 
process was over. 

-5.338 1.228 -.326 -4.348 .000 

The college is spending money on the 
projects we started. 

-2.523 .884 -.214 -2.856 .005 

3 (Constant) 42.912 2.172  19.758 .000 
Communication continued after the 
process was over. 

-4.940 1.213 -.302 -4.072 .000 

The college is spending money on the 
projects we started. 

-2.605 .867 -.221 -3.005 .003 

The process was focused on a positive 
topic about our college. 

-2.715 1.018 -.192 -2.667 .008 

4 (Constant) 44.430 2.253  19.720 .000 
Communication continued after the 
process was over. 

-4.037 1.267 -.247 -3.187 .002 

The college is spending money on the 
projects we started. 

-2.152 .881 -.183 -2.443 .016 

The process was focused on a positive 
topic about our college. 

-2.777 1.006 -.197 -2.762 .006 

Project teams continued working after 
the process was over. 

-2.537 1.153 -.172 -2.201 .029 

5 (Constant) 46.495 2.464  18.868 .000 
Communication continued after the 
process was over. 

-3.561 1.278 -.218 -2.787 .006 

The college is spending money on the 
projects we started. 

-2.062 .874 -.175 -2.360 .020 

The process was focused on a positive 
topic about our college. 

-2.723 .996 -.193 -2.733 .007 

Project teams continued working after 
the process was over. 

-2.660 1.144 -.181 -2.326 .021 

Training was provided on the theory 
behind the process. 

-1.997 1.010 -.142 -1.976 .050 

a.  Predictors: (Constant), Communication continued after the process was over. 
b.  Predictors: (Constant), Communication continued after the process was over., The college is spending money on 
the projects we started. 
c.  Predictors: (Constant), Communication continued after the process was over., The college is spending money on 
the projects we started., The process was focused on a positive topic about our college. 
d.  Predictors: (Constant), Communication continued after the process was over., The college is spending money on 
the projects we started., The process was focused on a positive topic about our college., Project teams continued 
working after the process was over. 
e.  Predictors: (Constant), Communication continued after the process was over., The college is spending money on 
the projects we started., The process was focused on a positive topic about our college., Project teams continued 
working after the process was over., Training was provided on the theory behind the process. 
f.  Dependent Variable: Individual Change Scale 
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Table J.6: Wish Question Themes and Codes 

Conversation Process 125  Institutional Practices 118 
participation 25  communication 36 
implementation 17  administrative support 17 
engagement 15  break down hierarchy 16 
understanding 15  collaboration 14 
data/measurement/follow-up 10  mission/big picture 9 
faster 7  participation in decisions 8 
further conversations 7  customer/student focus 7 
unified 5  data-driven decisions 3 
clearer 4  recognition 3 
meaningful 3  accountability 2 
goals 3  maintain character 1 
preparation 2  training 1 
interactive planning 2  academics 1 
simpler 2    
facilitation 2  Climate 40 
individualized 1  open to change 11 
student input 1  positivity 11 
voluntary 1  trust 4 
focused 1  leave past behind 3 
separate 1  respect 2 
decentralized 1  transparency 2 

   honest 2 
Resources 51  fairness 2 

funding 24  pride 1 
staff 10  safety 1 
time 9  openness 1 
external support 5  
facilities 2  
diversity 1  

 


