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Strongest Self Portraits: Appreciative Inquiry in Action

Janet Mills, Boise State University


This paper describes an exercise published in the sixth edition of Developing Management Skills (Whetten and Cameron, 2005) and summarizes students’ experiences in completing the assignment in a Management Skills class. It briefly introduces appreciative inquiry, the positive theory of change in which the exercise is grounded, and offers suggestions for others who might use this exercise.

Introduction and Background

Last summer, as I was thumbing through the newly released sixth edition of Developing Management Skills by David Whetten and Kim Cameron (2005, 487-488), an exercise caught my eye: Strongest Self Feedback. I thought, “Hmmm. What could that be?” The full text of the exercise follows.

Strongest-Self Feedback Exercise

       

All of us perform better when we capitalize on our strengths compared to working to 
overcome our weaknesses. For example, if you are asked to play on an athletic team, you 
will select the position you play best—in which your performance can be the strongest—not 
the position where you need the most improvement. Similarly, when leading positive 
change, you will rely on what you know how to do best and avoid areas where you 
struggle. 
Your special contributions are tied closely to what you do best.

       

The trouble is, most of us get much more feedback on our mistakes or weaknesses 
than on our strengths. We neither receive nor provide as much specific feedback on what 
goes well as we do on what doesn’t go well. Most importantly, we pay a great deal more 
attention to negative feedback than to positive feedback. This exercise is designated to help 
you obtain information on your strengths and unique skills. It is focused on gathering positive 
feedback, in other words, on your “strongest self.” 

       

You will gather information about yourself from other people who know you well. In the 
Skill Practice section of this chapter, you will be asked to develop a best-self portrait based 
on this feedback. The first step is to gather the information, and here is how to go about it.

1. Identify at least 20 people who know you well. These may be family members, friends, colleagues at work, neighbors, customers, or anyone who interacts with you. The more diverse the group of 20 people you select, the better.

2. Contact each of these people and ask that they provide you with three stories or incidents that respond to the following statement: When I have seen you at your very best, here are the unique strengths you have displayed. That is, ask these people to write three descriptions that recount a time when they saw you performing at your best, and then describe the contribution you made.

3. This request may initially seem uncomfortable, but we have discovered that not only are people willing to provide you with this kind of feedback, but your relationships with those people are often strengthened. Be sure to ask at least 20 people. The more feedback you receive, the better will be your self-portrait.

4. You may consider saying something like the following as you make your request: I am taking a course in which I am required to construct a profile of my unique strengths. To do this, I must contact at least 20 people who know me well. I would like to invite you to help me in this exercise by providing me with three stories of when you have seen me at my very best. That is, please respond to the following statement with three different incidents. “When I have seen you at your very best, here are the unique strengths you have displayed.” Please provide examples so I can understand the situation and the characteristics you are describing. Thank you very much in advance for your feedback. Please e-mail me your responses by _______ insert a date_____.
5. When you have obtained your feedback, you will be guided in developing your best-self portrait in the Skill Practice section of this chapters.

Whetten and Cameron (2005, 529-530) provide students with instructions for analyzing the feedback they received. The full text of these instructions follows.

Now that you have obtained…feedback on your strengths, you will want to analyze that 
data 
to create a best-self portrait. Read all of your feedback and take notes on the key insights. 
Look for commonalities across the individuals who provided you with feedback. Create 
themes where you find commonalities, and link the examples to it. You may find it useful to 
make a table such as the following.

	Commonality/Theme
	Examples Given
	My Interpretation

	1. Creative


	1. Innovative builder of new    

    projects at work

2. Found new solutions for    

    old problems

3. Guided the company in

    transforming itself


	My ideas tend to be bold and creative. I tend to bring a new vision to people. I am innovative and a builder.

	2.
	1.

2.

3.
	

	3.
	1.

2.

3.
	



Now, create a portrait of your strongest self that captures the themes in your data. Here 


Are some reflective questions that you may want to consider as you craft your strongest-


self
portrait.

· Who provided the data? What did you learn about them?

· What does your best-self portrait look like?

· What have you learned about your own key strengths and uniqueness?

· What was surprising to you about your feedback?

· What circumstances bring out your best?

· How do you intend to follow up or capitalize on this feedback?

· What career or life implications does this feedback hold?

· What has changed as a result of obtaining this feedback?


You will want to actually write up your conclusions and your commitments as a result of 
reading through the feedback. Writing will have a clarifying and focusing effect, and you 


are not likely to get this kind of data very often in your life. Don’t miss the opportunity to 


craft something meaningful to yourself.


As I read this, I had a visceral reaction and my heart skipped a beat. “Wow. This is what I most want to give the students.” 

I wondered whether this exercise was grounded in appreciative inquiry, a positive theory of organizational change. Years ago a former student had learned about appreciative inquiry on the job and enthusiastically recommended I read at least The Thin Book of Appreciative Inquiry (1998). I had ordered it, along with Appreciative Inquiry: Re-Thinking Human Organization toward a Positive Theory of Change (2000). I had read The Thin Book and thumbed through the other one.


As I searched for the two references Whetten and Cameron provided, I found only one: Robert Quinn’s Building the Bridge As You Walk On It: A Guide for Leading Change (2004), Another reference was not available commercially or through interlibrary loan (Quinn, Dutton, & Seltzer, 2003). 

Quinn describes his own personal experience in doing a version of the Strongest-Self Feedback Exercise. He firmly grounds the experience in appreciative inquiry (Quinn, 2004, 129-132). So, on the basis of Quinn’s experience, a review of The Thin Book, and my trust in authors Cameron and Whetten, I included the exercise in the course syllabus, titling it “Strongest Self Portrait”.

On the first day of class when I reviewed the syllabus, students expressed no external reaction to any of the assignments. There were eleven of them enrolled in the management skills course, an elective in the MPA curriculum at Boise State. They were a diverse mix from graduate programs in health sciences, accountancy, business administration, and technical writing, in addition to those from the MPA program. Students’ ages ranged from the mid-twenties through the mid fifties. All were employed—about half worked in public sector agencies, several in large corporations, and one in a small family-owned business.

The next section of this paper describes student experiences with the Strongest Self Portrait Project. 

Student Experiences with the Strongest Self Portrait Project

Comments drawn from the written assignment (in which the Strongest Self Portrait was embedded) are used extensively here to illustrate students’ responses to: (1) requesting feedback; (2) finding respondents; (3) receiving the stories; (4) revealing how the project affected their self-perceptions; (5) identifying the contexts that bring out their best; (6) experiencing the impact of the feedback on relationships; and (7) imagining how they will use their strongest self portraits in the future.
Student Responses to Requesting Feedback

Several weeks into the semester, two students expressed anxiety and resistance to the assignment.  I probed to find the sources of anxiety. Two others expressed great concern that they would be imposing on others with their requests in their written assignments.


“The most difficult thing was having to ask others for help…I am absurdly resistant to 
asking for help… [along the way] I learned the people who care about me don’t mind helping 
me”
“I had many reservations and found it extremely difficult to send out the request…I felt bad asking people to comment about me…I’ve disliked and been embarrassed about compliments, so fishing for them put me way outside my comfort zone…this entire assignment went beyond my personality limits…that I took any opportunity for self-evaluation speaks wonders to this class and my newly developed mindset toward that end”
Some students felt awkward about asking for positive feedback. One used humor to describe the project and justified to himself that he would ask others who owed him a favor:

“This [assignment] was something similar to an obituary…I felt it was a huge imposition on my friends and if they did decide to respond, it would probably be something like, “You are an insensitive jerk to take my time on an assignment like this”…I tried to think of those that owed me a favor, those I had leverage with…that gave me five or six…[so] I was forced to include people who did not owe me a favor and that I had absolutely no leverage with”
Others jested about the assignment or expressed that the assignment seemed difficult or unnatural. 

“Note: The following pages include an enormous back-patting session where the writer is required to talk about himself and how great he is…this is required and the writer is under the gun, so please forgive the self flattery”
“This paper is extremely difficult to write, if you have any humility”
“Writing a paper about how good I am is very unnatural”
Still others responded optimistically, ready to engage in the project:

“Immediately, [I] began to formulate a group of individuals who I could ask”
“Psychology has long known about the self fulfilling prophecy—that what we believe about ourselves very often becomes reality…this project is based on this idea, that by creating a description of my best self, I will focus on becoming my best self, instead of focusing on my weaknesses”
Students’ Experiences Finding Respondents

In class, students brainstormed about who they might ask to be their respondents. The list included: present and past co-workers (managers, peers, subordinates, and others with whom they worked); associates from other organizations they interfaced with; teachers, advisors, and counselors from college and high school; old and new friends; family members; students with whom they had worked on projects; and fellow officers in clubs on campus and in the community. The only criterion was that the persons know them well enough to give honest responses.


Students reported in their papers:
“I became frustrated trying to find twenty…this seemed improbable…I gave time and 
thought to this, and came up with a list of 22”
“I wanted a diverse group from personal and professional contexts, as well as people I have grown up with and those I have known a short time—the more diverse the group, the greater the likelihood I would get a better image of my strongest self”
“I have known the respondents as recent as a week before and as long ago as middle school days”
One student made requests in two waves, first to work associates, then to family and friends. He commented:

“I altered the course of this assignment midway…at first I sought feedback from those in the work place…later I shifted my focus to include loved ones and friends… the disparity in responses between the two has modified the way I perceive my strengths and values…as a result, my portrait is more rounded and has application for several areas of my life”
Most students obtained between seventeen to twenty responses, but two obtained only seven responses. Those who persisted with follow-up emails, person-to-person requests, and phone calls—and enlarged their original sample—had the largest number of responses.

Students were affected by respondents who failed to answer their requests. While they appreciated those who reported they were unable to participate, they felt bad about those who simply ignored their requests.
“I was surprised and a little discouraged that friends just ignored my 
request”
“I question those who did not reply…I hope it is not because they did not have anything good to say”
“My first surprise was who responded and who did not”
“I was a bit hurt that coworkers didn’t respond…when they want something from me, they want it now…but they won’t do me this favor, even once…but the heck with those people, the love and admiration expressed from other coworkers, friends, and family makes up for all of that”
Students’ Reactions to Receiving Stories


Students anticipated receiving the stories in various ways.
“I felt nervous and a bit apprehensive about reading what others would write about me”
“I didn’t know what to expect”
As stories arrived, students were reminded of incidents long forgotten.

“Some of the stories I did not recognize or remember, yet they had made an impression on others…you never know who is watching and what impressions you leave on others”
“Many stories were about situations I could barely remember, but they were clear in others’ memories years later…now I can see how some people can hold grudges against others for so long”
“It is interesting to see the things they [respondents] identify as being memorable, for it teaches you not only about yourself, but about them too”
Students’ experiences became quite positive as their stories accumulated.
“I didn’t expect to learn anything new…while I’m busy beating myself up for not being perfect, or saying the wrong thing at the wrong time, or worrying about how I appear to other people, it turns out that I am viewed pretty favorably by others who know me”
“I was surprised at respondents’ willingness to help…I expected a polite decline from my

boss of only a few weeks, but she readily accepted and responded in two days…others, as well, were quite willing to participate”
“These people [respondents] are invested in my success and want me to excel in all aspects of my life…they are strong supporters who are willing to help me”
“Such kind comments, coming from people I hold in high regard, is very humbling, and reinforces my desire to capitalize on my strengths”
“You can’t have a dozen people you respect sing your praises and say all sorts of nice things about you without feeling more than a little affirmed and validated”
“I was surprised at stories from the heart…that I made a difference in someone’s work life without really trying, just being myself”

“The project brought out characteristics about me that make me happy, traits I admire in others and have worked hard to improve in my own life”
It is clear from the following statements that the stories influenced how students thought and
felt about themselves, even before conducting the content analyses.
“I tend to think of myself as having a couple of strengths…this project gave me sixty situations to interpret and attested to many strengths”
“It was interesting to see what different people considered strengths…things that are not all that important to me”
“[The stories] strengthened my personal view of myself and caused me to look at examples I may not have seen so clearly or thought of as strengths…it helped me see admirable traits I am now proud of”
“It was eye-opening for me…confirmed some of the things I believe are my strengths… [it was] enlightening to learn about things that stood out in other people’s minds about me”
“[The stories] are humbling and reinforce my desire to capitalize on my strengths”
“I had to stop and think, ‘hmmm, I guess I am a good listener, or whatever’”
“By examples people gave…by learning what others saw as a strong trait I had not even considered myself…my outlook on myself has changed”

Two found that small things they take for granted in themselves were the very things others described about them at their best.
 “I envisioned responses being laced with incidents where I completed a difficult job or came through in a pinch…I was surprised by the number of incidents forgotten by me, yet remembered by others…my surprise [was that] in a quest to accomplish something of significance, many of the little things I did along the way were significant [to others]”
“Small contributions can have significant impact, and this alters the way I think about myself”
Students’ Self-Perceptions as a Result of Completing this Project

Students wrote about how the project affected their thoughts and feelings about themselves. They reported greater confidence, gratitude, and optimism.

“The feedback makes me feel pretty good about myself…seeing myself through their eyes makes me feel more confident professionally”

“[The project] reinforced my belief that I can work through any situation or challenge has developed into a stronger belief that is now almost a conviction”

“This project made me realize I have a lot to be thankful for…I usually concentrate on my weaknesses more than my strengths…this was a pick-me-up…the stories bring back happy memories…feeling this way, I realize I should reflect on good things in my life more often to make myself happier and more fulfilled”
“I am blessed with people who appreciate me, even if there aren’t twenty of them”

Students’ Discovery of Contexts That Bring Out their Personal Best


Students looked for patterns in the situations the stories identified. Two were surprised to be described at their best in circumstances in which they themselves do not feel competent or comfortable.
“My greatest strengths seem to come when I am faced with great conflict…others showed me how I take initiative then…my own self-report on class instruments showed a different story—[that I am] unassertive and conflict avoidant”
“I was surprised that it was times I was faced with conflict or unfavorable circumstances that brought out what others view as my best”
Others found that the stories galvanized what they already thought about themselves.

“Times of uncertainty, challenge, and conflict bring out my best, according to others…yes, this is true…I think I perform best when I am in a new situation, when I have to think on my feet or go with my gut feeling, when I do not know what the outcome will be and have to put in extra effort to ensure a positive result—this is when my interest is piqued, my intellect stimulated, and all the components of my psyche come together”
“[The stories showed me] that I am at my best when I have a concrete, exciting, and worthwhile challenge ahead of me, and have a team of people who are committed to finding a solution”

“Stressful situations tend to bring out the best in me”
“Rigorous challenges test me and make me reach within myself or go beyond limits I have previously reached”
“A brisk pace is a constant element in scenarios that bring out my best…when there is a need, the professional side of me jumps into action at work…outside work, I’m at my best when there is a familial or personal need of mine or others”
The Strengthening of Relationships

Neither the students, nor I, anticipated the effect that this assignment would have on the personal relationships between students and their respondents. The following comments express gratitude for those relationships.
“I thought this project would be for my sole benefit and help me realize my strengths…it did accomplish that…but what I hadn’t counted on was that this would be a catalyst in strengthening friendships…one respondent said that contributing to the project made him nostalgic and he realized how much he missed me…I realized that friendships once established will always exist and won’t always need the same kind of maintenance they once did”

“I am truly surrounded by people who are helpful, positive and timely in helping me”

“The project changed how I think of myself as a friend and a good person…it was a self-esteem boost, to say the least, and it makes me want to help my friends more in the future”

“One story brought tears to my eyes…it propelled me back in time to a place I had almost forgotten and an action I had not personally perceived as such a compassionate act [as my respondent did]”

One student thought about the respondents, as well as herself.

“As I read the stories, I realize I am fortunate to be surrounded by others who possess many of these strengths…many of the comments about me could be reversed to fit my respondents, as well…perhaps we reinforce 
each other’s strengths”

With some trepidation, one student requested stories from a friend that he had helped start a business. The student had moved on after a year and a half, not leaving on the positive terms he had wanted. While he still focused on the termination and his troublesome feelings, his friend’s attention was elsewhere.

"His responses were a surprise…he valued my early help and gave me the sense of appreciation I had never received”

Another student reconsidered how relationships with those at work compare to those with family and friends.

“I learned that the respect I have earned from what I consider to be shallow relationships at work pale in comparison to how I am perceived by my intimate backers…in all my ugliness, when I am at my worst, loved ones can still see a diamond in the rough…one hour of my time more than ten years ago is still alive today…I don’t think Wall Street ever saw that kind of return”

Future Applications: How Students Intend to Use their Strongest Self Portraits

The intent of this project was long term—for students to discover how others see them at their best, and for students to capitalize on this by doing more of their best. The following comments indicate how students imagine benefiting from this project in the future. Several mentioned using what they learned to sell themselves in their careers.

“I plan to capitalize on the feedback by selling my strengths when presented with job opportunities or promotions…I will build my resume around the traits identified”
“At first, I considered the assignment to be just that—an assignment…but now I see that when I prepare to leave this job for a more challenging and satisfying career, I can use this information in the application process…when an interviewer asks what my strengths are, I can answer the questions with confidence”
“One [respondent] offered to help me with a letter of recommendation when the time comes”
Others imagine a global influence.

“I hope to use all my strengths as a manager…looking at myself through others’ eyes makes me realize I’m a versatile person”
“The project will help me in my management career…it shows me I am on the path I need to be on, in order to be just, fair, and competent”
“I can build on the strengths others appreciate to improve my behaviors on the job, in my personal life, and eventually within my purpose”
In an academic vein, one student expressed this plan.

“I want to study the responses further, deeper…then I want to prioritize those strengths into a hierarchy I think important…I want to choose a few key strengths and find ways to utilize these on a daily basis…then I plan to proceed onto another few strengths, and work them into a weekly schedule…and so on”
Several students’ comments intuitively approach the spirit of appreciative inquiry theory, although none of the students was familiar with the theory.

“I literally can visualize my employees, family, friends, and even myself doing good things, and then it actually happens…I am finding this even works for some of those toxic relationships lurking in the midst”
 “I will use my strengths to develop my weaker areas to turn them into strengths”
“My plan is simple: I will magnify those qualities that have worked for me and try to overcome those that haven’t”
One student’s writing approaches almost mythical realms.

“We [tend to] view our successes as either ‘all or none’ and if we did not perform to the utmost, we say we failed…in reality, everything is not a pass-fail…I am starting to see the little successes for the jewels that they are…I am seeing the small successes of others as the same, and I am making it a point to recognize them for it…the past weeks have been

metamorphic for me…not only do I appreciate the small things others have made me aware of, I have greater appreciation for others…I chose to express my appreciation and awareness of the contribution a coworker made to the team…I was celebrating their small success…herein lies my marching orders for my future managerial career”
This student concluded the following:
“No, my portrait doesn’t read like a best selling novel or the life of a Nobel Peace Prize winner, but that is the beauty of it…few self portraits will receive such notoriety, but fewer still have to, in order to make positive change in others and ourselves”
Finally, one student forecasted this.
“When I was in high school, a teacher had every student write down one positive comment about every other student in class…he compiled these and provided each of us with the list of positive things other students had to say about us…fifteen years later, I still have that list…I have a feeling this [project] will likewise be kept in a safe place and referred to from time to time, assisting me in refocusing on my strengths”
Theoretical Grounding: Appreciative Inquiry Transformational Theory

The paper offers a brief introduction to appreciative inquiry (AI), a positive change theory, based on three assumptions. One is that those who teach public administration may not be familiar with AI theory and methods. Another is that my colleagues may share my need to have some modicum of theoretical grounding to stand on before launching into new assignments or exercises. The third is that we do not need to be theoretically erudite in AI in order to provide students with a powerful learning experience that is grounded in AI.
AI: An Alternative Organizational Development Theory and Method


AI began as a form of action research in organizational development in the seventies at Case Western Reserve University—a collaborative endeavor involving David Cooperrider, Suresh Srivasta, Frank Barret, John Carter and others. While mainstream change agents gather data on organizational problems and deficiencies, AI change agents collect stories describing something about the organization at its best and use these as the basis for discussion to create new ideas or images for change. AI is a search for the best in people, their organizations, and the relevant world around them (Cooperrider and Whitney, 2000, 5). AI interventions may involve hundreds or even thousands of organizational members. In The Thin Book of Appreciative Inquiry, Hammond points out that AI is basically a matter of identifying what works and figuring out how to do more of that (Hammond, 1998, 3). As such, AI is a generative process—essentially a thought process—that creates and recreates both individual and organizational learning (Hammond, 1998, 5). AI “assumes that every living system has many untapped and rich and inspiring accounts of the positive. Link the energy of this core directly to any change agenda and changes never thought possible are suddenly and democratically mobilized” (Cooperrider and Whitney, 2000).

The following figure contrasts problem solving and appreciative inquiry approaches to action research (Hammond, 1998, 24).
	Problem Solving
	Appreciative Inquiry



	“Felt Need”

Identification of Problem

(
Analysis of Causes

(
Analysis of Possible Solutions

(
Action Planning

(Treatment)


	Appreciating and Valuing
The Best of “What Is”

(
Envisioning “What Might Be”

(
Dialoguing “What Should Be”

(
Innovating “What Will Be”



	Basic Assumption:

An organization is a problem to be solved
	Basic Assumption:

An organization is a mystery to be embraced




Figure 1. Two Approaches to Action Research: Problem Solving and Appreciative Inquiry
Assumptions Underlying AI

Hammond (1998, 21-22) identifies eight assumptions that underlie AI theory. 
1. In every society, organization, or group, something works.
2. What we focus on becomes our reality.

3. Reality is created in the moment, and there are multiple realities.

4. The act of asking questions of an organization or group influences the group in some way.
5. People have more confidence and comfort to journey to the future (the unknown) when they carry forward parts of the past (the known).

6. If we carry parts of the past forward, they should be the best parts of the past.
7. It is important to value differences.

8. The language we use creates our reality.

The emphasis in AI is on doing more of what that has worked in the past, rather than doing less of something we do not do well, trying to do that better, or doing something new. 
The Appreciative Inquiry Process

Choosing a Topic and Creating the Questions. The AI process begins with choosing a topic of reasonable scope and creating questions to be explored. It is critical to focus on the right topic—to be sure that what will be magnified in the process is worthy and useful (Hammond, 1998, 32).  It is likewise critical to ask the right questions—to be sure they will guide people to discover precisely those things that have gone well in the past to answer what is needed for the future.  

Quinn (2004, 123-125) also emphasizes the importance of asking the right questions—questions that will tap into the latent strengths of a group or organization. They “surface the most enabling past realities in myself and in others, thus initiating the dynamics of possibility, increased connectedness, and emergent organization” (Quinn, 2004, 126).

Inquiry. Inquiry, in the form of interviews and dialogue, follows, in varying forms. For example, a small group may convene, with each member answering questions, in turn. A larger group may break into pairs to ask each other the questions. A team of interviewers may put the questions to the entire organization in individual meetings, in focus groups, or in the form of written survey instruments (Hammond, 1998, 35). Questioners not only take notes, but also participate actively in the conversations since they are not assumed to be neutral or bias-free.


Sharing Information. Following inquiry, the process calls for sharing information in larger and larger contexts within the group or organization to uncover themes that reveal what and how to do more of what has worked in the past. Although an unorganized mass of information accumulates, the sharing process reveals “common threads of success” (Hammond, 1998, 37). These common themes are ordinarily captured as a list of circumstances that have made success or extraordinary performance possible.

Creating Provocative Propositions. Turning this knowledge into action so that successful circumstances are re-created is next in the AI process. This involves “talking and dreaming about what could be, based on what has already happened” (Hammond, 1998, 38). Out of this talking and dreaming, groups create “provocative propositions” or descriptions of the ideal state of circumstances that will foster the climate that creates the possibilities to do more of what works” (Hammond, 1998, 39).

Provocative propositions are symbolic statements that serve to remind group or organizational members what their best has been so that everyone can participate in re-creating the best. Because provocative propositions are grounded in history, tradition, and facts, they are reality-based—not wild, far-out dreams. To write provocative propositions, Hammond (1998, 42) elaborates that a group first identifies examples of the best from interview data. Then, it determines what circumstances made the best possible. Finally, the group writes affirmative statements that describe the idealized future as if were already happening. By re-visiting the themes and asking “what if”, group members create statements in the present tense—provocative propositions.


To determine whether an affirmative statement is a provocative proposition, Hammond (1998, 44) suggests testing them against several criteria: (1) Is the statement provocative? Does it stretch, challenge, or innovate? (2) Is it grounded in examples? (3) Is it what the group wants? Will people defend it or get passionate about it? And (4) Is it stated in affirmative, bold terms and as though it were already happening?

The power of provocative propositions is that they remind group and organizational members that they know what to do and how to do it, and that by so engaging, they can individually and collectively, approach the ideal state. Hammond (1998, 47) assures us that group will is at play here, creating synergy and energy to make things happen.


Spontaneity and Creativity in the Change Process. AI is thus a process that emerges spontaneously and creatively. “There is no end, because it is generative,” Hammond (1998, 52) reminds us. Although a given provocative proposition may have a life span, the set of provocative propositions may grow and change with circumstances that arise. 
AI and Individual Inquiry

Although AI is an innovative organizational development intervention process, Hammond raises questions for individuals, as well. The following are classical questions to apply to professional life (Hammond, 1998, 58): 
1. Describe the most energizing moment, a real”high” from your professional life. What made it possible? 

2. Without being humble, describe what you value most about yourself, and your profession. If you are new to the profession, what attracted you to it? 

3. Describe how you stay professionally affirmed, renewed, energized, enthusiastic, inspired? 

4. Describe your three concrete wishes for the future of your profession.
 
Figure 2 illustrates the AI process for positive organizational change and the AI process applied to individual change as approached in the steps of the Strongest Self Feedback Exercise.
	Appreciative Inquiry Process for

Organizational Change


	Correlates for Best Self Feedback

	1. Choose a topic

2. Create the questions

3. Inquiry

4. Sharing information

5. Creating provocative propositions

6. Spontaneity and creativity


	1. The topic is the best or strongest self.
2. Will you please provide me with three  

    stories describing my very best?  

   Please describe the situation and the 

   strengths I displayed.

3. Contact respondents and ask 

    questions.
4. Analyze the data; share with small  

    group of classmates.
5. Write a strongest-self portrait; share

    with small group of classmates.
6. Note personal changes that occur as a 
    result of receiving best self feedback.
 



Figure 2. Appreciative Inquiry Process for Organizational Change and Individual 
Change


Quinn’s Experiment

Quinn (2004, 127-129) reports his personal experience with the Strongest Self Feedback Exercise in Building the Bridge As You Walk On It: A Guide for Leading Change. The experiment is embedded in a story. He and two colleagues, who were considering starting a company, talked with a consultant about this endeavor. The consultant advised them that they were all “unique and masterful creators of value” (Quinn, 2004, 127), but were also incompetent at some things. He asked them to list the things they were incompetent at. They complied. Then, he asked them to list the things at which they were good-to-excellent. They each wrote another list. Finally, he asked them to identify the unique skills they use to create value in extraordinary ways. Once again, they did as the consultant asked. When this was done, the consultant suggested that Quinn and his colleagues were self-deceptive and should not trust their lists. He tore them up. Then, he gave them a homework assignment: Contact people who know them at their best and ask them to help identify their unique skills. 


Quinn asked about thirty-five people—family members, old friends, and professional colleagues—who knew him well and would likely give their honest opinions. He emailed them, asking for feedback on “how I most create value or what my unique, positive characteristics seem to be” (Quinn, 2004, 128). As the responses came, Quinn noticed that the feedback was rich and deep, especially compared to the formal feedback he was accustomed to professionally. He realized that it was an intense form of appreciation, and that he felt approved and received—in fact, grateful. He reports that he felt humbled and uplifted, at once, and wanted “to be my best self as often as possible” (Quinn, 2004, 128). 


Many of the incidents people wrote about, Quinn had forgotten—largely because he was just doing what seemed the natural thing to do at the time. He also noted overlaps: Despite varying contexts, certain patterns of value creation were fairly consistent. He studied the statements, organized them into categories, and discovered a structure. In the end, he created a statement describing himself at his very best—not himself in his normal state. 

He reports, “Even now, I feel energized every time I reread their responses. The appreciation and love of the people making those comments seems to pull me out of my ordinary patterns. I become filled with energy and want to initiate new projects. I feel elevated and motivated” (Quinn, 2004, 130). “It pulled me into the realm of possibility and hope” (Quinn, 2004, 131). 
Resistance to Personal Uses of AI

As powerful as AI can be when applied personally, Quinn (2004, 131) acknowledges a number of obstacles that work against it. First, we usually seek, receive, and use feedback to identify problems we can work on.  We focus on our failures and weaknesses and see ourselves negatively; as a result, our self becomes a problem to be solved and we spend our time and energy remedying our deficiencies.

Second, exploring our positive core brings up the issue of humility and causes us to feel we are bragging or being prideful (Quinn, 2004, 131). Quinn points out that such pride is usually rooted in insecurity and reflects the need to impress others, seek their admiration, or manipulate them. Conversely, he suggests that real humility is something unique and distinct from the pride and hubris. “Rather than increasing my self-focus, asking for and receiving feedback moved me further toward being focused on others. It also made me feel connected to other people. I could feel love and appreciation in the words I was reading. In that connection and love, I could feel a form of greatness—not greatness from within me but greatness moving through me” (Quinn, 2004, 131).

Third, humility is often associated with weakness or lack of power. Asking others to describe us at our best can cause us to feel vulnerable and exposed. Quinn reports that he did not experience a feeling of weakness or lack of power in doing the exercise. In fact, he reports experiencing just the opposite. 


“Real humility comes when we see the world as it really is. The real 


world is a world of connectedness, of moving flows of power. When 


we transcend our egos, when our outer self and our inner self connect, 


we experience increased integrity, increased oneness, and greater 


connectedness. At such moments we feel greatness. Yet we recognize 


that the greatness does not emanate from within us, as we assume it 


does when we brag. It emanates from connectedness with resources 


outside our conscious self” (Quinn, 2004, 131-132).
Suggestions for Future Use of the Strongest Self Portrait Exercise
1.
Visit the following website: <http://www.bus.umich.edu/positive/assessment>

When the semester had ended and I had written this paper to this point, I tried again to locate the second reference to the exercise provided by Whetten and Cameron. An interlibrary loan request revealed the same information as last summer—the reference could not be located. However, the librarian provided an email address for one of the co-authors, who, in turn provided the website address for Positive Organizational Scholarship (Quinn, Dutton, Spreitzer & Roberts, 2004).


Two documents are available there: Reflected Best Self Exercise: Teaching Note and Reflected Best Self Exercise: Assignment and Instructions to Participants. These are available as PDF documents for a cost of $6.00 per person who will complete the exercise. 

The Reflected Best Self Exercise: Teaching Note provides learning objectives, a description of the steps students take to complete the exercise, the theoretical background on which the exercise rests, a discussion of what participants get from the exercise, an accounting of common patterns of reaction to the exercise, references, and three sample teaching plans. The Reflected Best Self Exercise: Assignment and Instructions to Participants is essentially a guide for students (or anyone else who wishes to complete the exercise). 


The Teaching Note provides a theoretical background for the Reflected Best Self Exercise based on strength-based personal developmental models, as articulated in the work of Buckingham and Clifton (2001) and Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000).
 
So, you see, I found at the end what will be most useful to you at the beginning.
2.
Do the Strongest Self Feedback Exercise yourself.

Do it with the students the first time you use it. Do it before you use it in your class. Or, do if after you have used the exercise once with a class.


Me? I’m sending my requests March 1, 2005. Yes, I’m a little embarrassed. I don’t want to impose on my friends and my colleagues who are so busy with important things. I’m afraid some of my relatives won’t be able to think of a single thing to say about me at my personal best. Just scribbling my list of potential respondents strikes me that this is a narcissistic, self-absorbed, vain, egotistical thing to do.

Where’s Quinn? What was that website?
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