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Abstract 

This paper develops understanding of appreciative action research that generates 

curiosity and motivation as a better platform for collaborative change.  Blending theory 

and practice it draws on the example of the My Home Life leadership programme in 

Scotland that explores the concepts and approaches of ‘Caring Conversations’ and 

‘playful provocation’ in care homes for older people.  The paper shows how they 

expand notions of appreciation and help people to deepen inquiry, explore values, 

acknowledge and express emotion without dispute or judgement, articulate tacit 

knowledge and give voice to things previously thought to be ‘unsayable’.   We explore 

how these generative approaches act as a powerful positive ‘disruption’ that brings 

existing relationships to life, supports a positive attitude to risk-taking and helps to 

devise new approaches to the local design and testing of approaches to problems.  

Ultimately these approaches play an important part in developing understanding of how 

to do appreciative action research to enhance relationships and more strengths or assets-

based and collaborative ways of working and so, to develop new possibilities for 

changing social systems and a more future-making orientation to action research.    

Keywords: appreciative inquiry; appreciative action research; participation; 

collaboration; organisational change; leadership; relationship-centred practice; 

empowerment; culture change; conversations. 
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Introduction 

This article draws on our experience of the My Home Life Leadership Support (MHL) 

programme to offer more widely useful insights for those concerned with how to 

promote innovation in health, social care and wellbeing contexts where there is a need 

for more relational ways of being to enact social change and promote the quality of 

public services.   We explore how the foundational principles and practices of relational 

practice, appreciation and collaboration that underpin the MHL programme offer a way 

to nurture learning, development and change.   In particular, it develops understanding 

of how to ‘do’ appreciative action research; through the practices of caring 

conversations and playful provocation the possibilities for change and new models of 

collective leadership are enhanced.    

The MHL programme aims to support managers and other care professionals to take 

care homes for older people forward positively into the future.  The programme brings 

together cohorts of care home managers and others in a local area or organisation for a 

period of around 12 months and aims to support and empower participants to create a 

positive culture of relational practice in their care setting where the quality of life of 

residents, relatives and staff can flourish.  It has evolved into a social movement to 

promote quality of life for those who are living, dying, visiting and working in care 

homes in the UK (Owen et al. 2012).   
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This article draws on a recent evaluation of eleven cohorts of 119 participants that had 

completed the MHL programme in Scotland 2013-15.  Here, we use the MHL 

programme in Scotland as an illustrative case that shows the importance of an emphasis 

on relational practice, appreciation and collaboration as managers and other care 

professionals seek to develop practice in local settings.    

 

As authors, we are all deeply immersed in aspects of the original design and 

development of the MHL programme in the UK.  Two of the authors have been 

involved since the original programme ten years ago. The first three authors are 

involved in the on-going development of the programme in Scotland and have taken on 

roles as facilitators of cohorts of participants as well as together being responsible for 

the collation of the programme evaluation.   This immersion and range of roles brings 

together elements of first, second and third person inquiry (Reason and Torbert, 2001).  

Following Marshall (1999), we each seek to ‘live life as inquiry’ for us as individual 

facilitators, researchers and educators.  We each take part in our own action learning set, 

in mentoring and other first-person practices and have developed a reflective tool to 

support us to be reflexive in leading this work (Roddy and Dewar, 2016). This first and 

second person reflexivity extends as, together with other MHL facilitators and with each 

cohort, we seek to foster inquiry and maintain curiosity about what is happening and 

what part we each play in ‘creating and sustaining patterns of action, interaction and 



ACCEPTED Submission to Action Research Journal November 2016     ARJ-16-0053  R1 

5 
 

non-action’ (Marshall, J 1999, p.2) These levels of reflexive inquiry build our capacity 

to act with greater awareness and transparency of the choices available (Reason, 2006).   

From this ground, we encourage participants to recognise their own role in influencing 

the context in which they find themselves.  We seek to model inquiry practices that 

invite others into a wider community of inquiry and encourage the MHL participants to 

do the same in their own immediate settings and by developing dialogue in the wider 

context in which they work.   

 
In this article we locate MHL within debates about knowledge into practice, the neglect 

of relationships and importance of collective leadership for new models of public 

services.  We then review the philosophy and critique of appreciative inquiry and 

discuss the importance of nurturing relational development through generative 

appreciation and collaboration.  These sections set the scene for the description of the 

caring conversations framework that enhances playful provocation and show how being 

appreciative nurtures change.    

From knowledge into action to collaborative learning-in-action  

Like many programmes or interventions, MHL is described as an ‘evidence-based’ 

programme; there are eight ‘best practice’ themes rooted in an extensive review of 

literature and the programme aims to support people to develop these themes in their 

day to day practice (NCHR&DF, 2007).  Wider debates about research use and impact 
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have recognised the complexity and contingent nature of research use; terms such as 

transfer, translation and exchange are often used interchangeably and there is an 

extensive and, at times baffling, range of knowledge to action models, frameworks and 

theories (Ward, House and Hamer, 2009).  Most of these focus on the implementation 

of explicit knowledge rather than more interactional frameworks that create 

environments that encourage engagement with a wide variety of knowledge (Nutley, 

2012).  

 

My Home Life uses an experiential approach to learning and change rooted in social 

constructivism where learning-in-action is generated through collaborative inquiry and 

develops the capacity of people to address their own issues and solve their own 

problems (Revans, 1998; Raelin, 2007; Coghlan and Brannick, 2010).  This is 

recognisably a model of action research; of ‘research as collaborative action’ that sees 

‘knowledge as adhering in relations among people’ (Gergen, 2014, p.16).   

In bringing together a blend of relational, appreciative and collaborative approaches as a  

framework for inquiry, MHL respects explicit or codified knowledge and balances it 

with a simultaneous respect for tacit and practical knowledge; it seeks to address the 

demeaning of ‘anecdotal evidence’, personal experience and the invisibility of much 

situated knowledge (Epstein, Farina and Heidt, 2014).  This positions knowledge as a 

dynamic, social process of ‘knowing’ or learning-in-the-midst-of-action where 
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knowledge is brought to light and shared through interaction and exchange, rather than 

a ‘thing’ or ‘object’ to be identified, catalogued, piloted, transferred and replicated or 

‘rolled-out’ in another context.  

This stance is important as a way of addressing the challenges inherent in any change or 

quality improvement process and signals the wider relevance of this approach.  In 

particular, we wish to highlight the cultural, educational and emotional challenges; 

respectively to give ‘quality’ a shared, collective meaning, value and significance; to 

create and nurture a learning process to support continual improvement; and to inspire, 

energise and mobilise people by linking quality improvement to inner sentiments and 

deeper commitments (Bate, Mendel and Robert 2008, pp.4-5) 

 

Context and wider relevance: the neglect of human relationships 

Like many areas of public service, demographic and societal changes, government 

policy, legislation, regulation and the prevailing economic climate are all factors that 

place more demands on care home managers and staff (Cavendish, 2013; Orellana, 

2014;  Kennedy, 2014; Andersen and Bilfeldt 2016).   At the same time, there is an 

extensive literature that documents the need for and challenges of creating fundamental 

new relationships between citizens, communities and the state (Wallace, 2013).  

Collective leadership is seen to be necessary to support system change with everyone 
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taking responsibility for the success of the organisation as a whole rather than 

developing individual leadership capabilities (Tolson, Dewar and Jackson, 2014; 

Timmins, 2015; West, Eckert, Steward and Pasmore 2014).   Such collective leadership 

cultures are characterised by a focus on continual learning and high levels of dialogue to 

develop shared understanding about the nature of issues and problems and potential 

solutions.   

The focus on delivering measurable outcomes in public services has neglected the 

importance of human relationships, reduced the complexity and texture of experience 

and the importance of the way that people are treated (Cooke and Muir, 2012).  Punitive 

cultures, dominated by heirarchy and emphasis on tasks create impoverished care 

environments that are less likely to achieve high quality care (Patterson, M. et al, 2011).   

Rather than such ‘perform or perish’ models, more relational and responsive approaches 

to change emphasise the complexity of health care, the place of transformational 

leadership, the importance of relationships and a focus on local cultural change 

(Patterson, M. et al, 2011; Cottam, 2012).   

The challenges that care home managers face are shared by many others working in 

related areas of professional practice in social systems.  The relationships existing 

between people in an organisation or system are the organisation and so are the basis of 

its strength or weakness.    
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A shift towards more relational practice may ‘turn the spotlight on the manner in which 

many professions conduct themselves and requires of them a major shift in the way that 

they have traditionally worked’ (Barr, 2014, p. 13).  This may be more satisfying for 

staff rather than simply doing things ‘to’ and ‘for’ people.  Yet, it is a tall order to shift 

from established and habitual practices and institutional ways of relating, towards more 

positive relationship-centred cultures and environments that enable all to flourish, 

particularly so in a period of austerity where systems often remain performance-driven 

and blame-orientated and lack a relational sensibility.  These relational dynamics are 

rooted in the daily dilemmas and tensions of everyday practice; their neglect is an 

impediment to culture change and improvement.  Renewed attention can provide 

potentially valuable understanding of how to change cultures; even where  policy and 

regulatory frameworks appear to be supportive and enabling, so often aspirations remain 

at odds with systems and practices on the ground.  

 

Nurturing relational development through appreciation and collaboration 

Programme and Evaluation Method 

Our approach to both the programme itself and the evaluation is multi-method and 

participatory.   The design of the MHL programme comprises four days of preparatory 

workshops followed by nine monthly action learning sets (McGill and Brockbank, 
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2004) These workshops provide an intensive experience of building relationships and a 

spirit of inquiry through positive regard, self-care, acknowledgement of emotion, 

reframing of issues and language and appreciative inquiry as a collaborative and 

experimental methodology.  Programme data for each cohort is both qualitative and 

quantitative and includes facilitator field notes, accounts of practice developments in the 

homes detailed by the participants including feedback from staff, relatives and residents 

and pre- and post-programme questionnaire data to give an indication of the prevalence 

and distribution of specific perceptions of change (Nolan, Grant, Brown and Nolan, 

1998). 

Each action learning set of participants is effectively an appreciative action research 

group and participants take an active part in the on-going evaluation of their learning; 

the focus of the discussions each time is on articulating learning, enabling factors and 

barriers arising from their attempts to implement their learning in practice.   In this way, 

emerging learning is subjected to iterative testing in the contexts in which it is expected 

to be applied and the approach supports participants to build inquiry into the fabric of 

their everyday practice (Wadsworth, 2011).   The MHL participants also take part in a 

final validation workshop at which, through co-analysis, they identify themes from the 

programme data and provide a further check on the quality of the emerging learning and 

evaluation of impact.  A final validation report is written by the cohort facilitator and 

checked with participants for resonance.  This helps to develop deeper understandings 
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of enablers and barriers to embedding new practices and greater confidence in the high 

quality interpretations of the learning.  Building on this work, this article draws on an 

analysis of the eleven programme cohorts completed in Scotland between 2011-13, 

bringing together the theoretical perspectives, literature and the core themes identified 

through analysis of the various sources of programme data to determine the specific 

features of MHL that give us confidence in the programme.  

Appreciative action research 

The MHL programme uses a four phase appreciative inquiry process of Discover, 

Envision, Co-create and Embed similar to the original appreciative inquiry 4Ds model 

(Ludema, Cooperrider and Barrett, 2001, pp.191-196; Dewar, McBride and Sharp, 

2017).  It starts with the Discovery of what is working well, what matters and what is 

valued.  This learning helps to Envision a desired future, followed by the Co-creation of 

ways to achieve those ideals and strategies to articulate learning and achievements.  The 

final stage of Embed is about new developments becoming part of routine practice and 

considering what is needed to continue learning and flourishing.  We refer to our 

approach as appreciative action research (AAR) which promotes reflexive iterations 

between reflection and action, makes change tangible and thereby more available for 

meaning making and knowledge creation.  Throughout, conversations and language 

matter in how we make sense of what is going on and consider possibilities.  Evaluation 
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is thus built into the day-to-day process of the inquiry and is a process of continuous 

reflection, valuing and feedback (Egan and Lancaster, 2005; Dewar, 2011; Zandee and 

Vermack 2012; Dewar, McBride and Sharp, 2017). 

In this way, appreciative inquiry is a core part of the conceptual and evidence basis of 

MHL.  Many action researchers will be familiar with the principles of AI and the 

contrast with prevailing deficit-based approaches to change.  AI claims to:  

‘unleash a positive revolution of conversation and changes in organisations by unseating 

existing reified patterns of discourse, creating space for new voices and new 

discoveries, and expanding circles of dialogue to provide a community of support for 

innovative action.’ (Ludema, Cooperrider, and Barrett, 2001, p.189) 

Appreciative inquiry is based on the premise that knowledge creation is a relational 

endeavour, through which the collective discovery of what gives life to a system, rather 

than a diagnosis of its problems, will produce both shared knowledge and motivation 

for innovation.  The primary principles are that inquiry begins with appreciation; that it 

is applicable to the system in which the inquiry takes place and validated in action; that 

the inquiry should be provocative and create new knowledge compelling to the system 

members; and that it is collaborative, in the sense that system members must be part of 

the design and execution of the inquiry (Bushe and Kassam, 2005). 
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Bushe and Kassam (2005) suggest that the transformative potential of appreciative 

inquiry rests on two important qualities; firstly, a focus on changing how people think 

instead of what people do, and secondly, a focus on supporting self-organizing 

(improvisational) change processes that flow from new ideas.  We interpret the apparent 

dichotomy between thinking and doing here to mean that what it takes for people and 

systems to make fundamental changes are, firstly, shifts in perspectives, assumptions 

and values or ‘double-loop learning’, rather than exploring different strategies for 

actions or new tools without exploring theories-in-use (Argyris, Putnam and McLain 

Smith, 1985).   Such second-order learning strengthens the conceptual shift from (a 

first-order) knowledge (transferred) into action to collaborative learning-in-action 

discussed above: 

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

theories of how to achieve that, and align those with the inherent motivation people 

have in relation to their organisational life, then a great deal of change leading to 

increased organisational performance can occur if people are allowed and encouraged to 

take initiative and make it happen’ (Bushe and Kassam, 2005, p.177). 

As a form of change methodology, it is action, informed by inquiry that is important; a 

‘sense of wonder, curiosity and surprise’:   
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‘The power of the imaginative mind is needed to create the generative knowledge that 

appreciative inquiry promotes.  Imagination brings vigour to the study of organizational 

reality, and together with appreciation, it gives permission to be daring and truly alive in 

inquiry’ (Zandee, 2014, p.49) 

Our presentation on MHL to the ALARA (Action Learning and Action Research 

Association) World Congress 2015 highlighted perspectives amongst some delegates 

that AI was of limited interest in action research.  There were echoes of elements of the 

critique of appreciative inquiry; for example, Duncan and Ridley-Duff (2014) suggest 

that there has been a ‘slavish adherence’ to a focus on the positive and ‘naivety’ about 

criticisms of AI amongst its practitioners.  This conference experience helped us to go 

beyond the notions of ‘positivity’ to refine our own explanations of a generative and 

action-orientated approach to AAR (Sharp and Dewar, in press).      Generativity is the 

processes and capacities that help people see old things in new ways.  This can be 

achieved through the creation of new phrases, images, metaphors and physical 

representations that help people to look at reality a little differently, challenge 

assumptions and reframe the way problems and possible solutions are seen (Bushe, 

2013).   

Grant and Humphries (2006) suggest that appreciative inquiry need not deflect attention 

from engagement with complex ideas, particularly those that may express the ‘shadow-
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side’ of human consciousness.  It may be that the expansion of ‘appreciation’ to connect 

with what others value, to embrace the qualities of courage and fortitude and the 

‘appreciation’ of emotional pain can be the first steps towards creating authentic 

connections between individuals, trust, relationship and learning (Grant and Humphries, 

2006; Bushe, 2012; Bushe, 2013; Duncan and Ridley-Duff, 2014; McKeown, Fortune 

and Dupuis, 2015; Ridley-Duff and Duncan, 2015).  Indeed, in complex situations of 

human dynamics and community power, appreciative inquiry can make an effective 

contribution to the development of critical thinking and action, can disrupt self-limiting 

and taken for granted assumptions and be an ‘act of transgression’ (Duncan and Ridley-

Duff, 2014).  Furthermore, appreciative inquiry can be seen as a research strategy that 

can illuminate and change the ‘deference–emotion system’ that modulates human 

interaction (Ridley-Duff and Duncan, 2015). 

These debates suggest there has been a considerable refinement and maturity of 

understandings of appreciative inquiry, in particular the expansion of conceptions of 

appreciation to include respect for the hidden stories of experience, personal narratives 

and a sensitivity to the emotional.  In suggesting that ‘it is like stepping into another 

world’, McKeown, Fortune and Dupuis (2015, p8) have proposed a need for attention to 

the processes of culture change, and highlight that ‘it was one thing to learn about AI, 

but another to learn how to do AI’.  The focus on ‘positivity’ has perhaps neglected the 

collaborative and experimental dimensions of the four-staged process; hence our 
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preference for the term appreciative action research.  We believe there remains a need to 

develop understanding of the methods that can promote ‘critical appreciative processes’. 

Putting relationships at the heart of practising change 

Developing a web of relationships through participation is at the heart of truly practising 

organisational change (Klev and Levin, 2012).   Participation is more than a democratic 

goal but is essential in the intrinsic search for meaning; it can enhance competence, 

demonstrate and build interdependencies and enable people to understand what they 

themselves can do in order to help improve their situation by providing value standards 

and self-confidence to engage in change (Park, 2001). 

The best relationships are reciprocal where the values that different parties bring to an 

encounter are made explicit, and are used to underpin a process of negotiation that 

results in mutual recognition of each other’s beliefs and which value interdependence 

(MacDonald, 2002; Clark, 2002).  Given this, there is a need to create a ‘milieu’ in 

which all participants are meaningfully involved (Pryor, 2000).  

In care homes, managers have a pivotal role to play in creating this ‘milieu’. This 

requires the development of a more relational way of thinking about leadership, practice 

development and shared responsibilities for the quality of life of residents, relatives, 

staff and the managers themselves.  
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The MHL evaluation shows that the results reported across all eleven cohorts are 

remarkably consistent.   Areas of notable development include a better understanding 

amongst managers of how to improve the culture of care; this was the questionnaire 

item associated with the most positive change for six out of eleven cohorts and featured 

in the top five for all cohorts.  Significantly this positive change extends to further 

indicators that measure the (self-reported) quality of engagement with staff (who do not 

attend the programme) by the managers, particularly making time to listen to staff, 

encouraging staff to take initiative and enabling them to try new ideas without criticism. 

This has been accompanied by staff prioritising residents’ quality of life over tasks, 

improved interaction with residents and relatives, and improved morale in the care 

setting.   

Aspects of the workplace environment where less change was identified included the 

managers’ workload, overall working conditions, job security and staffing levels and 

retention issues.  Nevertheless, participants report reductions in their levels of stress, 

together with increased job satisfaction, enthusiasm for working in care homes, feeling 

valued and improvements in their own quality of life.   

Thematic analysis suggests that by focusing attention on relationships in everyday life 

and work, people come to appreciate that they are part of a larger whole and see their 

part within it, opening up new ideas of what might be possible in the care home to 
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enhance quality of life. This development of such ‘mutual power’ is the key focus of the 

MHL programme, illustrated here by three quotes from participants: 

‘I used the caring conversations framework to facilitate a discussion with a relative who 

I had a very poor relationship with. Just connecting emotionally with her – asking how 

she felt and sharing how I felt, which was frustrated and sad that we did not have a 

better relationship, helped to open up dialogue. I would never normally say how I felt. 

[This] transformed our conversation to one that was balanced and respectful. I asked her 

at the end if she would mind if I shared some of our learning with other staff on the unit. 

She said this was not a problem and wondered if I would mind if she could join me in 

sharing our learning with staff.’ 

 
‘I used to feel like a one-man band and had to keep everything close, now I feel 

differently like conducting an orchestra. Empowering others and listening. Asking 

myself ‘what's the worst thing that could possibly happen? It is about moving forward 

and enjoying seeing others move forward with me.’ 

‘Staff are beginning to come forward and asking to ‘champion’ specific areas of work. 

They used to be scared when they saw me coming, but now they know it is their job to 

spend time with the residents and not to focus so much on the tasks.’ 
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With such ways of thinking, participants developed greater confidence and methods to 

actively share their own perspectives and seek out the views of others including 

residents and relatives, something many said they had not always proactively done in 

the past.  

‘It’s hard to get relatives to attend meetings.  One relative has started to organise a 

relative’s support group.  I told her about MHL – and how difficult it is to engage 

relatives and she took it on.  I just go in at the beginning and end of the meeting; they’re 

honest and supportive with each other.’ 

Such new approaches generated many surprises frequently revealing new knowledge 

including for example, what they’d taken for granted, the power of celebration and 

affirmation in influencing individual motivation and team morale; and the way that 

apparently small things or gestures could have such a big impact.   This further quote 

from a participant alludes to the benefits of having a different kind of conversation with 

relatives that builds relationship and the potential for earlier action and more rapid 

redress: 

‘A relative tends to go direct to the Care Inspectorate with complaints rather than 

talking to me.  She says she does this because then it ‘becomes a requirement’.  I 

thought she had a problem with me [although] she says not.  I managed to turn the 

discussion around and got to the bottom of it.  She now has a very different attitude.’ 
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Such insights have led to substantive achievements, enhanced individual and team 

morale and produced positive forward momentum by engaging staff in taking initiative 

rather than relying on the managers to lead change.  These two examples were 

developed in collaboration with the staff expected to implement the changes: 

‘Staff noticed that food was being wasted and rather than simply implement a change, 

the manager decided to take the opportunity to explore resident’s ideas, by spending a 

whole day speaking to residents about food [that they acknowledged they would never 

have done before].  This led to a trial of changing breakfasts and having lighter meals at 

lunchtime and a larger meal in the evening.    The staff worked out new shift patterns 

for themselves to accommodate this new approach.  As well as saving money on food, 

this new approach had several tangible outcomes for residents.  These include residents 

not being asleep because they'd had a large lunch, which enables better quality time (in 

the afternoons). Residents feel better when they go to bed having had a main meal at 

night, as they have a full stomach, so they feel better and are not waking up ravenous.  

And nobody has lost weight!’ 

‘We are using GWAS (Greet, Walk, Ask and Share) which we developed together. 

When relatives visit the home, staff are encouraged to greet them warmly, then walk 

with them some of the way to the resident’s room.  While they are doing that, they take 

time to ask them how they are doing and then share a bit about how their loved one has 
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been in the home. It’s working well and because the acronym is easy to remember, staff 

are using it to remind them of what to do.  As they do it more often they are getting 

more confident to do it regularly.  It’s helping with our relationships.’ 

These understandings of the place of relationship-centred practice underpin the MHL 

programme.   

Caring Conversations 

Appreciative action research supports a relational approach to knowledge creation 

through Caring Conversations, a flexible practice framework that enhances inquiry and 

dialogue.  Figure 1 illustrates the key dimensions of this framework that support 

practitioners to facilitate the development of generative (rather than necessarily 

positive), appreciative and relational capacities.  Considering these dimensions helps a 

person to frame their own questions in the moment. 

The Caring Conversations framework was developed to examine and evaluate processes 

that enhance compassionate relationship-centred care within an older people care setting 

in an acute hospital (Dewar and Mackay, 2010; Dewar, 2011).  The framework suggests 

that, in order to deliver such care, people need to engage in the process of appreciative 

caring conversations in order to understand both who people are and what matters to 

them; and how people feel about their experience. This in turn enables a process of 
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working together to shape the way things are done (Dewar, 2011; Dewar and Nolan, 

2013).   

Figure 1:  Caring Conversations Framework  

Key attributes Dimensions 

Being Courageous Courage to ask questions and hear responses. Trying things 

out. Feeling brave to take a risk. 

Connecting Emotionally Inviting people to share how they are feeling.  

Noticing how you are feeling and sharing this. 

Being Curious Asking curious questions about even the smallest of 

happenings. Looking for the other side of something that’s 

said, and checking things out. Looking for the sense in what 

other people are saying. Suspending certainties. 

Being Collaborative Talking together, involving people in decisions, bringing 

people on board, and developing a shared responsibility for 

actions. Constantly checking out with others if your 

interpretation is accurate; looking for the good in others to 

encourage participation and collaboration. 

Considering other 

perspectives 

Creating space to hear about another perspective. 

Recognising that we are not necessarily the expert. Checking 

out assumptions. Being open and real about expectations. 

Recognising that other perspectives may not be the same as 

yours and feeling comfortable to discuss this in an open way.  

Compromising Working hard to suspend judgement and working with the 

idea of neutrality. Helping the person to articulate what they 
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need and want and share what is possible. Talking together 

about ways in which we can get the best experience for all.  

Celebrating Making a point of noticing what works well. Explicitly 

saying what works well, what matters and what people value 

and asking questions that get at ‘the why’. 

Continually striving to reframe language to the affirmative. 

 
The Caring Conversations framework enables people to feel comfortable to express 

emotions, to develop stronger relationships, and be more consistent in developing 

relationship centred practice across teams; it also provides a ‘sense of learned 

hopefulness’ in the face of complex and competing demands (Dewar, 2011; Dewar and 

Nolan, 2013; Dewar, 2013).   

A wide range of methods and approaches are introduced over the programme to support 

each of the four phases of appreciative action research and bring ‘Caring Conversations’ 

to life.  The MHL participants are encouraged to see all these approaches as 

transferrable to their own work environments and to experiment with their application 

within their setting to enact generative appreciative, relationship-centred practice.  Their 

modelling role in their own setting becomes that of the appreciative action research 

practitioner and facilitator of inquiry process. 
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Appreciative inquiry makes two important specific claims that are important to 

understanding the application of the approach; firstly, that it results in new knowledge, 

images, models or theories as powerful forces for change in social systems.  Secondly, 

that by creating a ‘new lens for seeing old issues’ appreciative inquiry produces 

generative metaphors, sayings or phrases, that are themselves provocative.  These tend 

to consist of words whose juxtapositions evoke ways out of paradoxical dilemmas that 

are causing social systems to be ‘stuck’ and can create new possibilities for action that 

people had not previously considered (Bushe and Kassam 2005; Bushe, 2013).  Rooted 

in social constructivism, appreciative inquiry embraces the idea that ‘words create 

worlds’ and the idea that theory can be a catalyst for transformative action (Zandee, 

2014, p.48).   The ‘poetic principle’ of appreciative inquiry makes language central to 

the process of inquiry (Bushe and Kassam, 2005).  Play, poetics and imagery are 

important elements of an appreciative approach that enhance aesthetic awareness and 

heightened sensory perceptions amongst participants in inquiry.   The subjective, 

emotional and intuitive responses associated with aesthetic awareness profoundly 

influence other ways in which people make meaning (George, 2014).  This personal or 

tacit knowledge is the ‘embodied knowledge’ that is not typically reportable in the sense 

of people having the facility to say what it is that they know (Polanyi 1967; Raelin 

2007). 
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Playfulness is an important element of group behaviour that serves to build trust and 

relationships as well as being a form of sense-making (George, 2014).  Group dynamics 

contain element of competition, comparison, chance and revelry which can be 

contagious and readily shift personal interactions, expand or deplete energy and change 

the direction of the group.  

The concept of poetics is closely linked to play, particularly ‘symbolic’ forms of play 

expressed through language and other forms of symbolic representation (Whitebread, 

2012); the use of imagery, metaphor and stories help to deepen inquiry and enables 

people to articulate tacit, intuitive and unconscious knowledge.  These are all important 

ways to voice and share the personal and tacit knowledge that is embodied in practice, 

so enabling a different quality of response and encouraging a range of different voices 

to be heard (Reed, 2007).  MHL uses a variety of tools and approaches to bring Caring 

Conversations to life, including emotional touchpoints (Dewar, Mackay, Smith and 

Tocher, 2010), the positive inquiry tool (Adamson et al, 2012) and photo elicitation 

(Collier 1967; Collier 1987; Harper 2002).  The use of photo elicitation, for example, 

helps to facilitate articulation of meanings, generate more complex or nuanced 

understandings and redress power differentials, particularly in relation to enabling 

people to voice their perspectives.   MHL also builds on the use of photo elicitation 

alongside role enactment and poetry in practice development to understand and develop 

compassionate care (Dewar, 2012). Such approaches help to tap into complex concepts 
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and practices and are valuable in bringing about greater engagement in the practice 

development process. 

Figure 2 provides an example of the use of imagery provided by a care home manager 

from a meeting with residents, relatives and staff.   

Figure 2 Using images at a meeting with residents, relatives and staff  

  In response to the question, ‘What’s it like, living, 

working, or visiting here?’ This image was picked by a resident who said:   

‘It’s calm and peaceful.  There are not many places in the middle of [area] that are as 

calm and peaceful as it is here and this gives me comfort.  My Mother lived here and 

I used to visit her so I’m used to coming here.  I didn’t think I would need care but 

I’m glad my family don’t have to look after me as I don’t want to burden them with 

that, but they visit me often.  I made the right decision coming here’.   The manager 

said: ‘This lady complains a lot!  So this surprised me.  All that from a forest scene!’ 
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The collection and analysis of stories are an important appreciative inquiry practice 

(Bushe and Kassam, 2005).  In a similar way, Mead (2014) builds on Frank’s ‘thinking 

with stories’ (n.d) as a stimulus for engaged inquiry and links storytelling and 

leadership: 

‘... storytelling is always relational.  It requires both teller and listener and it happens in 

a context that is already replete with stories.  Organizations, groups and societies are 

‘collective storytelling systems’ in which no-one (including those in positions of 

leadership) can take for granted the right to have their stories heard.   As leaders, it is 

the nature of our participation in these storytelling systems – especially our willingness 

to listen to other people’s stories- that creates a receptive environment for our own 

stories to be heard’ (Mead, 2014, p.131). 

These elements suggest that the topics talked about, the language used and the tone and 

rhythm of the way that people talk have an impact far beyond the words themselves.  

This makes manifest what Frank (n.d) has called ‘mundane charisma’, that is the 

capacity to enlarge the human sense of possibility amongst those affected by everyday 

stories and actions: 

‘The source of this charisma does not lie in great oratory, good looks or a commanding 

presence, but in our willingness to tap into what really matters to us and taking the risk 
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of reaching out to others and sharing it with them.  The gesture is less one of trying to 

win an audience over than of inviting them into your story’ (Mead, 2014, p.153)   

All the creative methods used within the programme are grounded in the principles of 

play, poetics and imagery at the heart of appreciative inquiry.  They help people to see 

vulnerability as a positive behaviour, offering a wider emotional vocabulary that 

supports people to share their inner thoughts and feelings and both invite and express 

views which they might previously have felt to be ‘tricky’ to share:  

 
‘I’ve recognised that asking for support is not the same as ‘not coping’. I felt proud that 

I was able to connect emotionally and ask my Manager for support and that she helped 

me. It was good to have her support.’ 

 

‘I would go into a tailspin in the past if a relative approached me with a concern.  I now 

see this as part of what we do.’  

 

‘I took my own current personal experience of being a relative to my staff team. I 

wanted them to know how it felt. I did an emotional touch point on myself with staff. I 

got them to think about how it feels for someone who doesn't know what’s going on. 

Afterwards they had lots of conversations with families and residents, more deliberately 

asking or telling them things.  One relative told me that all the new staff came in and 

said hello when she was there. That experience suggests to me that it's working. They 

were giving her a sense of reassurance.’ 



ACCEPTED Submission to Action Research Journal November 2016     ARJ-16-0053  R1 

29 
 

Sharing in this way helps to create ripples where others can share how they feel more 

openly.  This helps to develop greater empathy towards others and helps people to begin 

to imagine how things might be different and see their own part in that future.  

 

Relational Practice, Appreciation and Collaboration: Nurturing Change through 

Playful Provocation 

We conclude this article with a distillation of the elements that seem to be crucial to the 

success of the programme in emphasising the role of relational practice, appreciation 

and collaboration in enabling change.  We signal wider lessons for those interested in 

ways to tackle the emotional, educational and cultural dynamics of change in social 

systems; through appreciative and collaborative inquiry, it is possible to nurture genuine 

ownership of ideas and agency in practice development and expand the idea of the 

credibility of evidence to embrace resonance, authenticity and the giving of voice to 

marginalised or overlooked perspectives, including those of staff.   

Playful provocation 

The programme evaluation shows that the Caring Conversations framework supports 

MHL participants to facilitate appreciative, relationship-centred practice in care homes 
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through inquiry, as a deliberate intervention that explores hopes, passions, values and 

emotions. 

This framework helps managers to encourage and sustain genuine curiosity for 

themselves and others, deepen inquiry, explore values and acknowledge and express 

emotion without dispute or judgement.   It helps them to acknowledge achievements, 

encourage better listening and so make room for more contributions.  The framework 

supports a different attitude to risk-taking and devising new approaches to problems.   

Playful provocation is our term for this kind of inquiry practice that acts as a positive 

form of ‘disruption’ to the flow, local social norms or the ‘deference-emotion system’ 

of a community.  These system dynamics include the ‘power relations – those which are 

directly coercive and those that are embedded in practices, discourses, and social norms 

which shape the pathways within which it is possible to enact agency’ (Burns and 

Worsley, 2015, p45).   

Participants use caring conversations to seek narratives that are generative, rather than 

necessarily about positive experiences or desires.   The potency and charge of such 

generativity changes how people think so that new options for decisions or actions 

become available, and are compelling, such that people want to act on them.  In this 

way, generativity is a ‘key change lever’ in cases of transformational change (Bushe, 

2013).  Bushe (2013) argues that an unflinching focus on the positive or attempts to 
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banish discussion of what people don’t like during appreciative inquiry will not produce 

this transformative potential.  

MHL participants have become facilitators of learning in the process of acting and more 

comfortable with their own emotions and those of others and with uncertainty, 

complexity and the idea that ‘solutions’ will be provisional, tentative and open to 

improvement.  The adaptability of the caring conversations approach helps people to 

make it their own; it is not formulaic but expects improvisation, so that managers 

become more skilled at asking for feedback, formulating their own more open and 

inquiring questions and engaging in sense-making in different contexts, including one-

to-one conversations, group meetings with staff, relatives or residents and staff 

supervision.   Attention to language and personal dynamics is an important element 

here; this provides new information through apparently small acts of ‘asking’ and 

‘thanking’, often in the moment.  This demonstrates the importance of the mundane and 

everyday encounters.  Noting and celebrating contributions and achievements halts what 

participants referred to the ‘negative ripple effect’; offering a chance to tackle 

simmering disputes and potential problems or crises with both staff and relatives early 

on and enabling others to be open and offer their ideas for solutions.   This helps to 

develop a stronger real-life-centric and authentic culture of dialogue amongst system 

members about what they ought to be doing.   
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Such playful provocation is a significant shift in practice.  It is worth noting that the 

development of ‘provocative propositions’ is seen as part of the ‘design’ phase of the 

4D cycle to bridge the gap between the best of ‘what is’ with what ‘might be’ (Ludema, 

Cooperrider and Barrett, 2001, p.195). Rather, we see playful provocation as an inquiry 

practice that is relevant throughout all phases of appreciative action research.   Playful 

provocation blends humour and challenge, curiosity and positive regard.  It offers 

practitioners a different vantage point and a chance to recognise and challenge 

assumptions and conventional wisdom.  It enables people to articulate that which is 

often not said or shared, with the ultimate purpose of creating possibilities for thinking 

and acting in a different way.  It can seem to be counter-intuitive; at least initially, but 

creates intrigue and prompts people to ask questions of each other.     Such small 

seeding interventions make an exponential impact on morale, creates energy and 

personal internal commitment (rather than compliance) and motivation for further 

change.  This kind of playful provocation is only possible where people feel safe to try 

something different, accept that it might not work and have support to continue to 

experiment with a different approach.    

The MHL participants have made use of the peer support element of the programme to 

enhance their own safety and develop confidence in their efforts to lead change.  Safety 

has allowed staff, relatives and residents to be honest in expressing their views and for 

managers to be able to genuinely hear the responses without being defensive, so 
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enabling different kinds of conversations to happen.  These have provided new insights 

and have started to challenge previously held assumptions, for example, about the 

nature and value of the lived experience of staff, relatives and residents; that sharing 

emotionally is unprofessional and why others might act in a particular way that may 

have previously been misunderstood or misinterpreted.   

This attitude of inquiry helps managers to think differently about their purpose and role 

and how they influence others.   They have shifted from seeing their role as one in 

which they should be a commanding presence that proffers criticism to a more 

facilitative role, able to create the conditions that brings together the experience, 

knowledge and resources of all of the system members: 

‘The role shifts from being about authority and control to one which enables thoughtful 

sharing of insights and the generation of the group’s own aesthetic of play as it 

addresses the questions that have brought it together.’ (George, 2014, pp.29-30) 

 

Such collaborative sense making makes new information more compelling and credible 

to the system members, rather than an imposition of externally generated and 

transferred ‘best practice’; collective discovery, rather than a commanding diagnosis.   

Locally created images, models, generative metaphors, sayings, acronyms and objects 
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more powerfully evoke new possibilities and understandings and generate greater 

ownership.  

In this respect, play, poetics and imagery are important in helping people to make 

meaning and voice tacit knowledge that is not typically reportable in the sense of people 

having the facility to say what it is that they know or not typically ‘say-able’ because of 

cultural and workplace norms and dynamics.    

Playful provocation helps to build trust and relationships and with care and attention, 

helps people feel more comfortable to share, so enabling a different quality of response 

and the inclusion of a range of different voices, as people see the contribution they each 

can make to practice development.  Attention to relationships and the emotional and 

human dynamics of change are too often overlooked, yet they can serve to maintain the 

status quo, even whilst desire for change is espoused.  This habitual inattention can be 

overturned by appreciative, collaborative, caring conversations that can integrate the 

affective realm into action research more explicitly and nurture both formal and 

informal change as emergent processes (Sharp and Dewar, in press).   

The myriad of relational and conversational practices that take place on a daily basis are 

at the heart of learning and change.  They create environments that are conducive or 

otherwise to engaging with a wide variety of knowledge and the translation of that 

knowledge into appropriate action.   Appreciative action research, built on a generative 
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appreciation combined with collaborative inquiry and an experimental and 

improvisational approach to development, offers a way to build relationships and a 

milieu in which people are able to offer their best ideas, engage in change and draw 

others in by kindling and channelling enthusiasm in a more genuine discourse.   

Appreciative action research offers an integration of the generativity, imagination and 

attention to language of appreciative inquiry, with the focus on collaborative action, 

experimentation and practical orientation of action research.  It uses the relationships 

between people to generate on-going dialogue and peer support, feedback and 

recognition of existing strengths and assets, what is valued and active achievements 

from change processes, to both excite and incite further change.  It can help to develop a 

more future-making orientation to research as a form of social action (Gergen, 2014).  

This should resonate across public services and a range of professions as it provides a 

means to locate knowledge co-production or inquiry-based learning and action at the 

heart of professional practice in many domains.  Since collaboration is essential to truly 

practising system change, the ethos and core interdependent and mutually reinforcing 

elements of the MHL approach shown here provide greater transformative potential 

beyond care home settings.   
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