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PREFACE

Designing Information and Organizations with a Positive Lens draws on the
power of Appreciative Inquiry to rethink our methods, approaches, and
ethos for designing social and technical systems across all forms of human
organizing. This volume explores the role of a positive lens in advancing the
scholarship of designing human organizations that fosters betterment.
Joining a positive lens on organizing with the transformative power of
design thinking opens new horizons and uncovers previously overlooked
possibilities for creating organizational and social well-being. The positive
lens applied to information and organization design opens broader
considerations of social context, uses cross-disciplinary tools, takes a
holistic approach, and emphasizes a responsible, ethical attention to human
possibilities.

Contributions to this volume are from participants in the 2005 working
conference on Designing Information and Organizations with a Positive Lens.
The foundations of this volume lie in two books that were published
independently a year earlier by faculty members from Case Western Reserve
University.

One of those books, Managing as Designing, has been described as a
‘‘must read’’ and in many ways is likely to become a classic in the field.
Published by Stanford University Press, the book takes on an exciting task
with high aspirations. Authors Richard Boland and Fred Collopy propose
that it is time to articulate a fresh view of management that is much more
creative, graphic, artistic, collaborative, and visionary than the familiar and
oversimplified ‘‘decision face’’ of management. It is time, Boland and
Collopy (2004) argued, ‘‘for considering management as a design discipline’’
and for re-balancing the pendulum toward what Nobel laureate Herbert
Simon described as the ‘‘design face’’ of management. Could it be, ask the
authors, that in a world of massive change, clues to truly great management
might well be found in an inter-disciplinary conversation with architects, art
schools, and creative designers in the fields of graphics, information systems,
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and product designing. Moving management practice and education toward
a design discipline is an exciting and evocative goal. Imagine courses on
organizing being taught with the energy and hands-on creativity of an art
studio. Imagine management schools percolating with the ‘‘hot teams’’ of a
design firm like IDEO, where learning happens through rapid prototyping,
improvisation, and a culture of constant out-of-the-box innovation.
Managing as Designing offered an eye-opening new vision for the fields of
management education and research.

A second book to arrive in 2004 was the first volume in this Elsevier
Science book series on Advances in Appreciative Inquiry by David Cooper-
rider and Michel Avital. In the years since the original theory for
Appreciative Inquiry was articulated, again by professors from Case
Western Reserve University (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987), there have
been thousands of scholars, leaders, and students involved in co-creating
new concepts and practices for understanding Appreciative Inquiry, and for
bringing its life-centric spirit of inquiry into organizations and communities
all over the world. Appreciative Inquiry, said University of Michigan’s Bob
Quinn, is revolutionizing the field of organization development and change
(Quinn, 2000) and is viewed by many as a cornerstone in the strengths
movement in management and in the ‘‘positive psychology’’ movement in
the human sciences in general (Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003). The
radical idea at the core of the Appreciative Inquiry and other related kinds
of ‘‘positive lens’’ scholarship is that excellence, which we seek in
organizations, is not the opposite of failure, which we study and teach to
avoid. We will learn little about excellence or human strengths from
studying human failure and pathology. Instead, we should be studying
how organizations and individuals can achieve their highest ideals. As
Cooperrider and Avital (2004) described it:

Appreciative Inquiry is an inquiry process that searches for everything that ‘gives life’ to

organizations, communities, and larger human systems when they are most alive,

effective, creative, and healthy in their interconnected ecology of relatedness. To

appreciate, quite simply, means to value and to recognize that which has value – it is a

way of knowing and valuing the best in life. In the language of positive organizational

scholarship it means a research focus – a positive bias-seeking penetrating understanding

of dynamics described by words like excellence, thriving, abundance, resilience, or

exceptional and life-giving (Cameron et al., 2003) y . Whereas human systems move in

the direction of what they most persistently, actively, and rigorously ask questions

about, Appreciative Inquiry opts for a passionate and probing search into the life-

generating essentials and potentials of human existence y . Our world, our future, and

its pliant openness to new possibility is an astonishing mystery, and that is why we as

human beings naturally inquire. To consciously and collaboratively inquire into the
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life-enhancing accounts of this mystery-searching for the true, the good, the better and

the possible – this in its most concise form is what Appreciative Inquiry is all about.

(p. xii–xiv)

Designing Information and Organizations with a Positive Lens brings two
highly diverse communities of scholarship together to ask, Can designers’
ways of knowing, relating, and being expand our current models and
theories of Appreciative Inquiry? And, can appreciative ways of knowing,
relating, and being expand the potentials of those studying in the fields of
design? This volume is the beginning of what we anticipate will be a long,
productive conversation in information and organization studies.

We believe that the conversation being started here will persist for the
following reasons:

� Joining a positive lens on organizing with the transformative power of
design thinking opens new horizons and possibilities for creating
organizational and social well-being. The positive lens applied to
information and organization design opens broader considerations of
social context, uses cross-disciplinary tools, takes a holistic approach, and
emphasizes a responsible, ethical attention to human possibilities.
� Taking a systemic view, the chapters in this volume demonstrate that
organizations and their information systems are inextricably coupled and
that to study one without the other would be myopic. It is hard to imagine
organization without information, and it is equally unlikely that informa-
tion and its technologies could have developed as they have without the
support of organizations that embrace them as central to their existence.
� The vocabularies of Appreciative Inquiry and design have much in
common and draw us toward a view of the world that is open to endless
possibility. For example, in Appreciative Inquiry the world is seen not as
a problem to be solved, but as a mystery to be embraced and, in designers’
ways of knowing, the world is seen as an opportunity to imagine,
improvise, prototype, experiment, and play with ‘‘all the materials we
have all around us.’’

In both domains, there is a sense in which valuing what gives life brings
something new into the world. In both domains, there is a keen appreciation
of questions such as ‘‘How might we y?’’ and of our human capacity to
create new realities. As Nobel laureate Herbert Simon put it, ‘‘Engineering,
medicine, business, architecture, and painting are concerned not with the
necessary but with the contingent – not how things are but how they might
be – in short, with design.’’ (Simon, 1996, p. xii)
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THE SPIRIT OF THIS VOLUME

In this volume of Advances in Appreciative Inquiry, leading scholars from the
fields of art, management, design, information technology, organization
development, and education come together to chart new directions in
Appreciative Inquiry theory and research as well as new intervention
practices and opportunities for design in organizations. While diverse in
topic and discipline, each of the following original chapters treats the reader
to a view of Appreciative Inquiry’s revolutionary way of approaching
familiar questions of information and organization design and vice versa.

Part One: Design Theory and Practice

In Part one of this book, the chapters emphasize design theory and
practice – what it is, what we know, and where we see the field heading.
Michel Avital and Richard Boland open with an introduction that sets the
stage for the underlying motif – design with a positive lens. They explore the
role and potential contribution of a positive lens in the underlying context of
information and organization design.

Following the growing business opportunity to do well by doing good,
Chris Laszlo and David Cooperrider provide a concise summary of
sustainability issues and the role of design in the Appreciative Inquiry
process. They then use the principles of Appreciative Inquiry to recast the
familiar ways in which design is incorporated in organization strategy, and
they propose a framework for sustainable design as a basis for corporate
strategy. They develop practical guidelines and approaches, and present a
case study of the use of sustainable design in an Appreciative Inquiry
process for the Fairmount Minerals Company.

Jurgen Faust presents a challenging critique of the typical practice of
Appreciative Inquiry. In particular, he examines the process in which they
incorporate design activities, and argues that it lacks a strong design-based
theoretical grounding. He then proposes a comprehensive theory of design,
based on sculpture, and shows how that design theory, along with the stages
of a design process, can enhance the AI process.

In response to questions such as ‘‘Why do people continue or avoid using
information and communication technology?’’ or ‘‘How can we design
desirable technology that people really want to use?’’ Ping Zhang develops a
rigorous and empirically grounded set of principles for designing informa-
tion systems that contribute to human well-being as manifest in their
motivations. She presents 10 design principles that strengthen the

PREFACExiv



individual’s sense of autonomy and self, cognitive competence, sense of
social and psychological relatedness, sense of power and leadership, and
emotional well-being. These original and important principles will be
increasingly important for creating information environments that enable
and encourage the best in organizational participants.

Birgitta Bergvall-Kåreborn, Marita Holst, and Anna Ståhlbröst then present
a new approach to information system development that supplements, if not
replaces, the traditional information requirements phase of system develop-
ment. Their technique, known as FormIT, draws explicitly on Appreciative
Inquiry principles to define information requirements with a positive lens.
They review a case study of a system development process, showing how their
conceptualization of the FormIT method brings important benefits to the
practice of requirements definition, and to the entire system development
effort.

Dong-Sung Cho provides a bold and sweeping synthesis of design thinking
as applied to the five human senses. He argues that we usually design with
only one sense in mind, the visual sense, but that increasingly, consumers
and recipients of services of all types from profit and non-profit
organizations alike will find more of their senses, if not all five, being
affected by product and service offerings. His principles of design provide an
expansive view of the possibilities for extending the value of design thinking
across the spectrum of human activities and concerns.

Part Two: Design Language

Both design and language are central in the human experience because they
are carriers of meaning. Artifacts are more than the sum of their parts and
words are more than a sum of letters – both convey an extended meaning
beyond their physical components. Design articulates meaning via form and
function. Language essentially does the same with syntax and semantics.
Building on the parallels and complementary relationship between design
and language, architect Christopher Alexander et al. developed Pattern

Language and linguist Noam Chomsky developed Generative Grammar.
Part two takes on this tradition and builds on the relationship between
design and language in the context of information and organizations.

Danielle Zandee opens Part two with a chapter on the poetics of
organizational design, showing how evocative linguistic expressions, such as
stories and metaphors, can provide us with a gestalt of how we experience
the world and inspire our approaches to organizational design. She invites
us to combine openness of mind with a relational sensibility and proposes
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principles to guide our design conversations in a way that makes it possible
to escape the status quo without tearing the connections that hold us
together. She shows how ‘‘poetic language’’ enables us to follow our gut
feeling and undertake individual endeavors, while upholding the integrity of
the whole. The complementary nature of these design principles enables the
design of organizations in which daring and caring go hand in hand.

Next, Julie Kendall and Kenneth Kendall propose a constructive frame-
work of positive design approaches that can help in creating quality systems.
They examine four positive development strategies and illustrate them with
vignettes about system design success stories. Using verbal analysis as an
intuitive, reflective, and interpretive approach to examine their own and
others’ narratives of systems success, they trace the linkages that support the
notion that positive approaches result in positive outcomes for developers of
information systems. In studying the narratives of the successes, they reflect
on the importance of the methods used, explore their usefulness in designing
for positive outcomes, and make recommendations to systems analysts
attempting to serve as positive change agents in information systems design
projects.

In a chapter that focuses on design language, Wendy Jansen and Rombout

van den Nieuwenhof suggest that the discourse of organization and
information can provide much insight to our practice and theory building.
They develop a meta-model of design that can be used as a generative
platform during organizational change projects and especially during IT
projects. The model suggests that a richer understanding of design processes
can be developed based on the following three common dimensions:
linearity, contextuality, and learning capacity, which they illustrate with a
series of vignettes about metaphors from the design vocabulary.

Pictures and stories have long been used by organizational consultants to
stimulate the imagination and align a collective vision for the future. Will

Rifkin argues that such practices, in particular, going beyond words to
supplement the traditional analytical and verbal-oriented methods of
deliberation and design, can create an arena for greater input by non-
expert stakeholders, particularly those who tend to be lower in status or
more marginalized, such as local residents, members of minority groups, or
administrative staff. In sociological terms, these parties are provided with a
higher ‘‘participation status’’ when we go beyond words. This chapter
explores possibilities for going beyond words and defines the concept and its
implications in light of a long-standing distinction between the informa-
tional and relational parts of communication. This theory underlies the use
of photo essays in strategies intended to go beyond words that were

PREFACExvi



developed by the author and colleagues to tackle practical challenges. The
examples discussed in the chapter include addressing marginalization from
environmental decision making of migrant communities in Australia,
declining enrolments in science worldwide, and developing leadership skills
and insights among line managers in a government agency. Going beyond
words involves not so much looking for problems or answers as seeking to
develop relationships and to build capabilities for expression and planning
as well as capture unvoiced collective vision about future possibilities and
tacitly align agendas to foster effective organizing.

Part Three: Positive Organizing

The ideas on design theory, design practice, and design language from Parts
one and two come together in Part three of this volume as a backdrop to its
exploration of the process of organizing. A mix of theory and case studies
highlight the potential of positive organizing that emerges when design of
information and organization is made central to the Appreciative Inquiry
process.

Given the dramatic changes taking place in society and technology,
organizations of the twenty-first century need to engage in new, more
spontaneous, and more innovative ways of managing, argues Nancy Adler

and subsequently suggests including artists and artistic processes in strategic
and day-to-day management and leadership. She builds on Bruce Mau’s
intriguing question, Now That We Can Do Anything, What Will We Do? to
argue for a leadership of possibility based more on hope, aspiration, and
innovation than on pattern analysis, risk management, and constrained
pragmatism.

Eric Neilsen presents a carefully crafted theoretical basis for under-
standing the unique form of organizing that we are seeking through
Appreciative Inquiry-based design. He refers to this form of organizing as
positive organization, and contrasts it to more familiar modes of organizing
by emphasizing its reliance on a relational–emotional pillar for its structure.
Neilsen draws on attachment theory to develop his characterization of
positive organization, and argues that it is uniquely suitable to situations in
which both environmental uncertainty and the vulnerability to opportunism
are high. This is an original and important theoretical grounding for the
organizational practice of designing with a positive lens.

Bernard Mohr, Michael Feinson, and Nancy Shendell-Falik then present
a most interesting and energizing case study of designing for safety in
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high-risk and high-stress environments. Arguing forcefully against the
common wisdom that some situations are too risky for taking a positive
approach, they demonstrate the power of Appreciative Inquiry to guide a
quality improvement effort in the extreme conditions of a high-volume
trauma center emergency room. Focusing on the especially sensitive and
error prone process of handing off a patient between the emergency room
and the hospital, they show remarkable results in improving safety with a
focus on best experiences, rather than the traditional error correction
approach to design of safety procedures and practices.

Drawing on a detailed, decade-long study, Cecile Betit describes the
exceptional case of the transition to full employee ownership and
governance at the Carris Companies, a manufacturer of wood, plastic, and
metal reels in six US locations and one in Mexico. The case illustrates how
multiple theories of corporate governance and organizational redesign are
drawn upon in this dramatic experiment in positive corporate governance. It
also shows how the continuous commitment and recommitment of everyone
in the Carris Companies is to its success, independent of upturns or
downturns in the industry and economy.

Personal involvement with peace-building efforts in Nepal empirically
grounds the next chapter. In it, Malcolm Odell and Bernard Mohr share their
experience of successfully using Appreciative Inquiry to design roles,
structures, and processes that engaged private sector businesses and non-
profit civic organizations in Nepal’s peace-building efforts. The chapter
provides valuable lessons and can provide insight into peace-seeking agents
in Africa, the Middle East, and other troubled corners of the globe. In
particular, it can help in designing conversations that identify windows of
opportunity for building success on success, creating dialogues around
exceptional experiences while fostering respectful relationship and reconci-
liation, and building shared historicity and social institutions.

Finally, Diana Whitney explores a new genre of organization design –
organizing as if life matters. Images and ideals of organization design have
changed dramatically in the past decade in response to the need for a
redirection in the purpose, strategy, and leadership styles of organizations in
the global networked economy. For example, bureaucracies, operating on
the belief that information is power, have migrated toward open and shared
information networks and chaordic structures; authoritarian, power-based
chains of command have been replaced by team-based organizations
that value employee engagement, and workplace communities, giving
priority to self-organizing and horizontal organizations. This chapter is
a call to embrace organizations designed to affirm, nurture, and sustain life.
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It discusses two key questions: ‘‘What Gives Life to Human Organizing?’’
and ‘‘What Are We Designing?,’’ which are great questions to leave with
you as you read Volume 2 of Advances in Appreciative Inquiry.

Michel Avital
Dick Boland

David Cooperrider
Editors
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