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It seemed for a long time that there were few good practical guides on Appreciative Inquiry (AI), then just like buses, two come along at once! Both written by leading practitioners in the field of organisation development, they are equally comprehensive in their tracing of the historical development of the methodology, its underpinning theoretical base, and providing a rich collection of examples and personal experiences to support the description of the process.

For those unfamiliar with the process, AI uses a fundamentally different approach to problem solving and change management which seeks to find the root causes of success and amplify them rather than following a traditional path that focuses on analysing problems and then fixing what is wrong, It is a process that has been covered many times in articles in People Management, and is increasingly becoming a main stream process with organisations as diverse as NASA and the Prison Service including AI as a core behavioural competence.

The previous books written on AI seemed to fall at the two extremes of the academic research treatise – simple explanation continuum. A good, practical, how to guide that would help managers, HR professionals, trainers, OD specialists and AI practitioners that would sit well in the middle of the spectrum was missing. These both fill that gap with ease.

A key difference between the two books is in the use of examples. The Whitney – Trosten-Bloom book uses a major case study that follows the progress of AI over a number of years at one company – Hunter-Douglas Window Fashions. By contrast, Magruder Watkins and Mohr draw from a number of different experiences in essays by other practitioners and line managers that illustrate specific issues and applications at each stage of the process.

Each chapter of both books are full of practical tips, examples of questions, descriptions of facilitator actions, guide notes, outline programmes and pitfalls to avoid making them an invaluable resource for practitioners. They follow the Ai process from identification of the opportunity, through the phases (usually referred to as the 4-D approach) of Discovery of the positive core, Dreaming to envision the impact of amplifying this core, Designing the way forward to create this future and Delivery of the changes. 

As an AI practitioner myself, with many years experience, I learned a great deal from these books in terms of technique and approach. Either, or both, would be a valuable addition to any bookshelf. If I have a preference it is to the Magruder Watkins – Mohr book which I found more readable and with a broader reach in the examples and advice. But that is a purely personal choice… and by a very slim margin.
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