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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to provide an account of the development of the

Appreciative Inquiry Method (AIM) from its origins as a method for

knowledge elicitation to its use as a method of organisational inquiry. In the

paper, I describe the contributions that research and practice have made as

it evolved into a soft method of inquiry. Although it is clear that Vickers

notions of appreciative systems and soft systems methodology are major

influences, there are some important practical differences which, in certain

circumstances, might be better suited to a situation where access is limited in

some way.
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1 | THE STRUCTURE OF
THE PAPER

The paper is in four parts. The first is a brief account of
AIM1 and its origins; the second reflects upon the sys-
tems thinking that influenced its development. This is
followed with a brief summary of the research projects
and workshops that have helped shape its use and,
finally, a description of the AIM process.

2 | AIM ITS ORIGINS

The idea of using Vickers appreciative systems
(Vickers, 1983b) as the basis for knowledge elicitation
(KE) arose out a research project undertaken by West
(1991). The project required an investigation into
‘Management Training for Unit Heads’; fundamentally,
the question was ‘what makes a good manager?’. This
was to be used as the basis for a new computer-based
management training model (ibid pp. 177–179). The origi-
nal intention was to use Soft Systems Methodology (SSM)
(e.g., Checkland, 1981), but it was quickly realised that
the environment in which the research was to take place
was not conducive for such an exercise. The managers
could ill afford to spend time being interviewed or partici-
pating in a study that required group participation. At
first, this was frustrating, but paradoxically, this constraint
proved to be valuable as it meant that another approach

1It should be noted that AIM is not related to Cooperrider &
Srivastva's (1987, p. 131) appreciative inquiry. AI accepts ‘what is the
case’ and builds upon the positives of organisational life which, they
say, is a miracle to be embraced. In AI, the facilitator acts as the
orchestrator of the inquiry. AIM sets out to enable inquirer to become a
benign presence encouraging the participants to ‘appreciate’ the
organisation and their role in it (see Stowell, 2013).
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to the one planned had to be devised and led to exploring
a new way of eliciting knowledge. The area of interest of
concern provided an ideal opportunity to apply ‘soft’ ideas
and held out two rewards for the company and the
researcher. First, the outcome of the research would feed
into the company's on-going project2 into the develop-
ment of a central knowledge base for human resource
management, and second, it would provide the researcher
with a good study to explore soft systems ideas about KE.

3 | THE DEVELOPMENT OF AIM
AND KE

It was clear that the only way that the researchers could
get to speak to the managers was to devise a method that
took the least amount of their time. In order to preserve
the aim of participant-led inquiry, a way of asking
questions without influence needed to be found. By
breaking Vickers (1983b) description of the appreciative
system into small ‘chunks’, it provided a way of
interviewing the managers without taking up too much
of their time, while maintaining its basic principles.3

A Venn type of diagram was considered to be a useful
substitute for a rich picture, and it provided the means of
creating a non-intrusive method of ‘knowledge elicita-
tion’ that would help a busy individual to ‘give up’ their
knowledge with the minimum of disruption to their day-
to-day responsibilities (West, 1991, p. 146). Adopting this
approach made it possible to get close to the dynamics of
the way each individual undertook their role responsibili-
ties. It was soon realised that not only did this approach
require the minimum of involvement of each participant,
but also that of the facilitator.

This type of diagram allowed each manager to repre-
sent their personal and uninhibited thinking about the
topic of concern. The approach was of particular interest
as many of the methods of KE were found to originate
from psychology that imposed a ‘rigid’ structure on the
process, conceivably the result of the need to find ways of
eliciting knowledge for use in the burgeoning artificial
intelligence research at the time. Many of the KE
methods were technology driven yet what was needed
was a means of offering unobtrusive but helpful guidance
without unduly influencing the expert (Stowell & West
1989, pp. 329–334). Some of the difficulties with KE, they
argued, might be overcome by embracing specific systems

ideas that would improve the process. These ideas were
promoted as part of a new way of initiating KE, gathering
of expertise, and gaining understanding of complex
decision making. Examples can be found in Stowell and
West (1989); West (1990); (Stowell & West, 1991);
West (1992, 1995); West and Thomas (2005); and West
and de Bragança (2012).

The research provided a collection of tools, based
upon the ideas of holism and subjectivity that might be
used collectively to support the process of exploring and
making explicit an expert's domain of expertise. Its ease
of use and the possibility to surface tacit knowledge
among participants suggested a new way of approaching
KE, and the mnemonic AIM was born. Subsequent
applications of AIM in a variety of situations add
credence to West's observation that AIM is more than a
method of KE, but a suitable method of inquiry
(Stowell, 2013). Before describing AIM as a method of
organisational inquiry, I wish to draw attention to some
underlying ideas that contributed to the thinking as AIM
was extended in its use.

4 | CONTRIBUTIONS FROM
SYSTEMS THINKING

It was clear from West's research that in order to gain
understanding of individual's opinions about ‘what
makes a good manager’, there needed to be a way of
reflecting upon each opinion. Soft systems practice is
improved through its recognition of subjectivity and the
way that it shapes thinking and influences behaviour.
But Vickers warns of the difficulties in avoiding
prejudgment that arises from our own ‘readinesses’
(Vickers, 1983b, p. 48). Checkland suggests that this pos-
sibility can be circumnavigated by creating a virtuous
cycle of learning (see Checkland, 1999, p. A4), involving
an interchange between participants until a point of
mutual understanding is reached.

4.1 | Cycle of learning

In Stowell's, 2020a paper, he refers to Gadamer's notion
of a cycle of learning as the means of structuring under-
standing, a valuable point for soft systems practitioners.4

To avoid prejudgment arising from our own ‘readinesses’

2See West (1991, pp. 177–183).
3West was awarded the International Society of Systems Science Sir
Geoffrey Memorial Award student paper competition in 1990 for her
paper entitled Knowledge elicitation as an inquiring system: towards a
knowledge elicitation methodology.

4I specifically refer to Gadamer rather than other writers such as
Heidegger who is concerned with gaining understanding of the ‘thing’
and concentrate on the thing itself—ignoring personal feeling that
might emerge (e.g., Heidegger, 1962, pp. 194–195). But, a ‘soft systems’
inquirer is involved with other interested parties and, consequently, has
a need to understand the others point of view too.
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soft systems practitioners should put their ideas to one
side5 and view the situation with an open mind.
Gadamer's idea of the cycle of learning should involve an
interchange between participants until a point of mutual
understanding is reached. Participants should be pre-
pared to hear a diversity of views from others as each
paints a picture of what the situation ‘IS’, for them.
Gadamer describes understanding as the ‘… interplay of
the movement of tradition and the movement of the
interpreter… and is… constantly being formed in our
relation to tradition, as the means of examining its
legitimacy’. (Gadamer, 2004, p. 293). This raises the
practical difficulty of recognising the importance of
subjective experience on the one hand and dealing with
it on the other. Although Checkland embraces Dilthey's
notion of Weltanschauung, I feel that Gadamer's account
is more appealing. Gadamer suggests understanding can
be achieved only by reference to the Weltanschauung in
which that understanding is taking place. That is to say
our understanding is based within the context in which
the phenomenon is experienced.

4.2 | What is and what ought

Experience has shown that when using AIM in field
research, it was not unusual for the Venn diagrams to be
a mixture of what the participants thought about the
problem and how to improve it.6 The maps were a
mixture of what the participant thought the situation to
be and what they would like it to be. To address this,
Cooray (2010) found that by asking the client to describe
the components of their diagrams first, in terms of what
is the case (reality judgements), then what ought to be the
case (judgements of the significance of these facts) to
him/her and their society, (Vickers, 1970, p. 150).
Highlighting this helped the participants to separate what
is taking place presently and what they would like to
happen. By discussing the diagrams in this way, the
participants provided a personal appreciation of the issue,
which was enriched by sharing their views. This process
comes closer to Gadamer's notion of a cycle of learning
as a means of structuring understanding within the
context in which that understanding is taking place. But
this does not help overcome the influences of individuals
taking part. It was clear from the experience gained from
using soft ideas in practice that the incorporation of
social and political analysis in SSM Mode 2 (Analyses
2 and 3, Checkland, 1999, p. A19) could be usefully

included in AIM as a means of surfacing individual
attempts to affect outcomes.

4.3 | Organisational power

Any inquiry soon reveals that some may not share the
same ideas of management strategies or have the same
reason for being there and may result in some form of
resistance, which is an exercise in the informal use
of power, sometimes subtle, but often effective. Power
bases exist, both formal and informal, and are not always
evident especially to a new observer. The inquirer will
soon become aware of the different ways that power is
exercised. The recognition of power can only be fully
understood from the experience of ‘being there’, being a
part of the situation and being alert to the way in which
those involved express themselves. An observer should
remember that what we see and hear is understood by
each participant in terms of their experience of some-
thing they consider to be similar; it is noetic.7 This is a
kind of power that cannot easily be defined, but it is
readily experienced, it is a form of power, a soft power, a
force that is something existing ‘within’. It is immanent
and restricted entirely to the mind or to a given domain;
it is internal and subjective. Power is more than its
expression; power possesses potentiality. In this sense, it
seems clear to me that this, soft power (Stowell, 2020a), is
something understood by each of those who experience it
in action and who are aware of its consequences. An
inquirer can only hope to gain a semblance of under-
standing by becoming a part of the situation, but as
Gadamer reminds us, ‘A man who is disguised does not
want to be recognised, but instead to appear as someone
else… we merely pretend, act a part, and create an
impression.’ (ibid, 2004, p. 111). This observation alerts
us to the importance of the composition of the participant
group.

4.4 | PEArL

In 2001, Champion and Stowell published a paper
concerning the difficulty of establishing the validity of
action research. In the paper, they proposed the
mnemonic PEArL as a way of making accessible to other
researchers the character of the of the inquiry process.
PEArL takes into account that fact that each individual
has a different view of a situation of interest and is an

5Husserl's (2012), idea of epoché.
6See Vickers (1983a, C2; 1970, p. 150) on his early accounts of
appreciation.

7Every intentional act has noetic content; it is the mental process that
becomes directed towards the intentionally held object—see
Husserl (2012, pp. 186–190).

STOWELL 3



ideal tool for use within the research. The mnemonic
PEArL stand for P—participants; E—engagement; A—
authority; r—relationships; and L—learning. ‘… By
applying interpretivist systems ideas, it is possible to
support concerned individuals in reflecting upon crucial
aspects of the inquiry, enabling those individuals to judge
the relevance or authenticity of the learning, according to
their own values and belief.’ (Champion & Stowell,
2001). PEArL is now incorporated within the AIM
process and is summarised in Table 1.

Champion and Stowell write ‘… we consider PEArL
to be an intellectual device based on systems ideas that
can be employed to support anyone interested in apprais-
ing a collaborative inquiry process. ….’ (Champion &
Stowell, 2003, p. 26).

5 | THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF
RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

In 2001, Smith employed the ideas in her research into
decision making and patient care in mental health. Her

research provided experience of using AIM as a decision
support aid in complex situations. One notable observa-
tion arising from her research was the acknowledgement
that ‘… AIM allows experts and the researcher learn
about the chosen domain, which leads to an increased
understanding by all participants in the decision-making
process.’ (Smith, 2001, p. 167). AIM showed itself in this
research to be a valuable aid for participants by reflecting
upon actions and the decisions behind the actions.

In 2010, Cooray used AIM to investigate end-user-
driven IT development. In her research, she explored
using a blend of soft ‘tools’ such as CATWOE and the use
of PEArL. This was an interesting inclusion to the AIM
sequence and helped to increase its value as a means of
inquiry, adding support to Smith's observation about its
value as a helpful way of reflecting about the inquiry.

In 2014, Hart employed AIM into her investigation
into knowledge sharing and provided valuable insights
into its application (e.g., pp. 77–82). She found that AIM
provided a framework for learning, observing that the
use of the Venn type diagrams was easy to pick up and
straightforward to use. She makes it clear that the

TABLE 1 List of PEArL questions

Elements of PEArL

Issues to reflect upon ‘What is the
case’ for each activity (reality
judgements)

Issues to reflect upon ‘What ought
to be the case’ for each activity
(value judgements)

P—participants Who is involved in the activity, who is
excluded and why? Why are they
involved? What is their role in the
activity?

Who ought to be involved/excluded in
the activity and why? What should be
their role in the activity?

E—engagement How are the participants involved?
What methods are used to engage
participants? What are the
environmental influences in which an
activity takes place?

How should participants involved?
What methods should be used to
engage participants?

A—authority Formal authority associated with
activity, What are the environmental
influences? What embedded authority
do the tools for engagement have?
Why were they chosen and what
influences the outcomes?

What should be the formal authority
associated with activity?

r—relationships What kind of informal power or
commodities (Stowell, 2020b; Stowell
& Welch, 2012, pp. 116–118) do
people use to influence others
(examples include the use of gender,
sociability and verbal skills)

What kind of informal power or
commodities do people use to
influence others

L—learning The theoretical and practical outcomes
from the activity, judgements about
how these were achieved and
assessment about the ownership of
outcomes

What should be the theoretical and
practical outcomes from the activity?
Who should have the ownership of
outcomes?
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inquirer should be sure to encourage all participants to
articulate their views as the discussions take place,
including those in attendance even those that are fre-
quently absent. PEArL was a way of thinking about the
participant make-up and how the choice of participants
could influence outcomes, emphasising the importance
of being aware of the relationships between participants
and how agreements are reached. Reflecting upon ‘r’, the
‘relationship’ dimension in PEArL, she was able to think
about the way that ‘soft’ power was exercised. A combi-
nation of simplicity of use and reflexive authenticated
oriented approach showed AIM was a valuable means of
gaining insight into a complex area of interest. She noted
that the norms in organisation sub-cultures are distinct
from the main organisation (Hart, 2014, pp. 178–180).
While PEArL provides a framework for thinking about
the process, she observed that like SSM Mode 2, this pro-
cess needs to be internalised to avoid the process becom-
ing a self-referencing tool.

These valuable ideas have been embedded in the
approach and used in a number of systems workshops,
for example, Systems Practice for Managing Complexity
(spmc) network8 between 2001 and 2009 and as a means
of supporting action research (Stowell, 2013). The lessons
learnt from the practice combined with the knowledge
gained from research have contributed to AIM being
offered as a method of organisational inquiry.

6 | SUMMARY

I do not claim to have done justice, in this brief reflec-
tion, to the influences that have helped shape AIM since
its emergence in 1991, or to the many contributions made
by participants en-route. I have described the shift from
AIM as the means of exploring the expertise of a single
individual into a one of exploring complex situations
involving multiple participants (e.g. Cooray, 2006,
pp. 29-39). I have summarised ideas that have developed
from its application in various situations that have shown
themselves to be useful additions to AIM as a method of
inquiry, particularly in situations where interaction with
stakeholders is problematic. AIM has shown that it can
be used in a busy work environment (Stowell & West,
1988), it has also shown it is possible to work with groups
remotely using current communication technologies,
(Stowell & Cooray, 2017). Research using AIM through
ICT is presently on-going and is building upon the
knowledge gained in earlier studies.

With the incorporation of Vickers notion of the
appreciative system, AIM encourages participants to

reflect on each step of the decision-making process. This
is important as it allows participants to be more
self-aware and ask themselves why it unfolded in the
way that it did. AIM leads to a way of reflecting upon
decisions retrospectively and provides recoverability for a
third party. It is the participants who decide what action
to take which, in turn, leads to shared understanding and
reduces conflict. It is important to note that there are no
assumptions of preferred outcomes that AIM is neutral in
that sense.

I will now move on to describing AIM including the
contributions referred to above that have been incorpo-
rated and made it a useful method of organisational
inquiry.

The diagrams that follow provide an outline of the
approach with descriptions of each stage.

7 | THE APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY
METHOD

7.1 | Starting an inquiry

AIM starts with an agreed issue or question of concern.
How this agreement has been reached will vary and may
have taken place before the inquiry begins. For example,
a consultant may have been asked to investigate a specific
‘problem’ that was agreed in advance of their involve-
ment. However, as with all soft methods of inquiry, AIM
is iterative, and as the ‘concern’ is explored, it is not
unknown for the participants to return to the initial issue
and reconsider its relevance to the situation. In such
instances, the participants will rewrite a statement that
they can now agree is closer to their concerns (Figure 1).

As discussed above, we have found that using PEArL
with AIM is valuable. At this stage, using PEA rather
than the whole mnemonic provides an opportunity for
the participants to review who is taking part and who
should be taking part. It helps them to be confident in
the composition of its membership. This might mean
additions to the group and in some cases some partici-
pants leaving. Linking PEA to considerations about the
boundary around the ‘system’ of interest helps to bring
clarity to the initial stages of the inquiry. The importance
of agreeing and identifying the boundary cannot be
stressed enough.

7.1.1 | Stage one and systems maps
(express need)

Vickers suggests that the way in which we make
decisions is both unconscious and different, because each8See spmc (www.spmc-associates.co.uk)
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person's view of a situation is shaped by his or her
appreciative settings (unique experiences, values and
biases). The model of the appreciative cycle begins with
interests and concerns that are subjective and influenced
by each individual's experiences. When a situation of
interest arises, people make what he describes as ‘reality
judgements’ by which he meant that we select the facts
that we perceive to be relevant to the current situation.
This selection is described as an appreciation of ‘What IS
the case’.

This stage begins with individual systems maps being
produced. A systems map is a kind of Venn diagram that
is a reflection of the participants understanding of the
situation of concern as expressed in the centre. For
example, the agreed issue might be, ‘why are our core
products missing sales targets?’

This will form the question in the centre of the dia-
gram. Participants will then add their thoughts to the
ellipses that, for them, make up the central issue. In some
instances, this process can be described as an example of
inductive9 logic as each participant draws conclusions
from what they perceive the problem to be, based upon
their view about the central question. It may be relevant
or without foundation. It is important to recognise this at
this stage as it contrasts sharply with the next parts of the
approach (Figure 2).

The diagram above is an attempt to provide an exam-
ple of the different and, apparently, contradictory reasons
for the situation that an individual might suggest. To
address the possible differences of opinion, we then ask
each participant to talk through their diagram with the
others in their group to initiate a discussion and an
exchange of views. Participants are encouraged to refer to
each ‘subsystem’ of their map in terms of its Transforma-
tion (what the input is being transformed into) and the
Weltanschauung (e.g., McIvor, 2018), or worldview,
(where are they coming from, e.g., marketing, accounting
and so on see Stowell & Welch, 2012, pp. 52–53). It is
important that participants discuss, without rancour, any
differences between individual maps. We are seeking
their opinion, their belief (‘endoxa’) and ultimately group
understanding about What IS the problem. We are

9In an inductive argument, the truth of the premises provides some
degree of support for the truth of the conclusion. In deductive logic, the
premises of a valid deductive argument provide total support for the
conclusion. See online (https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/logic-
inductive/).

FIGURE 2 Systems map [Colour figure can be viewed at

wileyonlinelibrary.com]

FIGURE 1 The Appreciative Inquiry

Method (AIM) outline diagram [Colour figure

can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

6 STOWELL

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/logic-inductive/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/logic-inductive/
http://wileyonlinelibrary.com
http://wileyonlinelibrary.com


attempting a form of Socratic dialectic designed to create
an environment for questions as a means of enhancing
understanding.

Once the group have agreed what ‘IS’ the problem,
we ask them to repeat the exercise. A ‘What IS the case’
map has been produced based upon their personal
opinion; next we are asking them to think of an ideal
situation without consideration of resource implications
and no constraints. This is consistent with what Vickers
calls a ‘value judgement’. This judgement, he says, is
influenced by our appreciative settings, and these may
change as the individual gains a greater understanding,
appreciation, of the situation of interest. This is what we
refer to as ‘What Ought to be the case’.

The outcome for this stage is a set of individual maps
showing the ‘subsystems’ that the participants feel
represents what would overcome the agreed ‘problem’.

7.1.2 | Stage two (clarify need)

As with stage one, this stage has two priorities. The first
is to continue with the discussions and debate about the
situation and generate a discussion within the group in
the spirit of reaching what Gadamer (2004) called a
fusion of horizons. That is to say we seek to encourage an
exchange of ideas as a means of the participants gaining
an Appreciation of the situation as a whole by listening
and discussing other's ideas about how they might
address the concerns.

Whereas in stage one the group produced individual
maps for ‘What IS and What Ought’ to be the case, we
now ask the participants as a group first, to produce a
single map, what we call a composite map, for ‘What
Ought’ to be the case. Second, to clarify, then define,
each of the emerging ‘subsystems’ in the Composite map
(similar to writing root definitions, in SSM Mode 1).

Experienced practitioners and researchers will know
that this is when differences of opinion emerge. At times,
individuals may feel obliged to ‘defend’ their map and

are reluctant to compromise. We have found that incor-
porating PEArL at various times in the process to be a
valuable aid in establishing the authenticity of an inquiry
and as a means of documenting the manner or atmo-
sphere within which a social inquiry takes place
(Champion & Stowell, 2001). In other words, we enlist it
to bring some clarity to the discussions. The next step is
to make a decision on what (if any) actions should be
taken to address the issues raised by participants.

A composite map is a map that participants can agree
embraces all their individual viewpoints. Care should be
taken to ensure that only contents from the individual
maps are included to help with its recoverability. This
initial composite map might contain a large number of
‘subsystems’. An example of a composite systems map is
shown below. This map is taken from a workshop in
which the participants were asked to consider the question
‘What Makes a Manager's Job more complex?’ (Figure 3).

As this map shows there were several opinions about
this question. The facilitator asks the participants if there
were any opinions that could be combined—that is, were
there any differences that were a matter of syntax? This
resulted in the following diagram. Here similar subsys-
tems are highlighted where there was a possibility of
combining them (Figure 4).

The map below shows the merged opinions and
reduces the composite map to 7 ‘subsystems’. This stage
of the workshop was conducted using a large flip chart,
and participants developed the above result. However,
looking at the map now, I feel that at least two more of
the subsystems could have been combined, possibly into
the new training scheme. I will leave it as it stands, but
readers could be forgiven for thinking this map could
have been reduced further (Figure 5).

7.1.3 | Stage three (expressing the need)

The next action in this stage is to clarify what is meant by
each of the ‘subsystems’. We encourage the participants

FIGURE 3 Composite map

STOWELL 7



to define what they mean by each subsystem using the
‘T’ to help them with their thinking and in discussion
with other participants in line with our purpose to bring
about a cycle of learning.

When thinking about a system, it is important that
we think about what the perceived system is generating.
Once more, by thinking of a system in terms of trans-
forming10 a set of inputs into outputs and what they
might be helps clarify thinking about the system itself.

Second, it helps the participants to reflect upon where
an individual is ‘coming from’. As in the earlier stage, it
might help consider the worldview (W)11 as a means of
making all participants aware of their point of view as
the situation unfolds. The notion of W then represents a

first step of self-consciousness. By taking the concept of
Weltanschauung as a means of understanding the real
world through a particular worldview provides a useful
way of identifying which preconceptions underlie that
worldview that helps or hinders that particular under-
standing of reality. As Checkland says by declaring the W
is to make public ‘… our cognitive representation of the
world, our evaluation of life and our ideals concerning
the conduct of life… with respect to the situation of inter-
est’ (Checkland, 1981).

But valuable as this idea is, it does not go far enough.
Stowell and Cooray (2006) suggest that the participants
(either individually or preferably together) should be
encouraged to openly talk about each individual's ‘appre-
ciative settings’ (Vickers, 1983a). Our understanding is
based within the context in which the phenomenon
is experienced. In this way, the worldviews are chal-
lenged by an individual's examination of their views and
in discussion with others. The resulting conversation will
lead to a deeper comprehension about which preconcep-
tions help or hinder an individual's understanding of a

10Transformation; the T defines the means by which the inputs to the
system are transformed into outputs.
11Weltanschauung (Dilthey, ca.1890); This idea was explored by
Churchman (1971) and then Checkland (1981) proposing that the
individual should declare their ‘W’ as a means of making all
participants aware of the point of view that they held as the situation
unfolds.

FIGURE 4 Composite map with suggested

mergers [Colour figure can be viewed at

wileyonlinelibrary.com]

FIGURE 5 Refined map
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particular aspect of their real world. The facilitator
encourages discussions to take place as a means of expos-
ing each individual's system of interest: Vickers (1983b)
refers to this as an ‘appreciation’ of the situation. Appre-
ciation he says is ‘… the observation of the actual and
comparison with the norm that may or may not lead to
action’ (Vickers, 1970).

Returning to our example, the ‘T’ helps to formulate
a definition. I see this stage, particularly within the con-
text of the previous discussions, as part of reaching an
agreement of a definition of each of the subsystems. We
have found that participants might decide that one or
more definitions should be developed first as they worked
through the exercise and some emerged as being more
important than others.

For example, if we assume that ‘expectations’, a sub-
system in the composite map, is considered as important
by the participants, we can ask what is the ‘T’ and ‘W’
behind this suggestion? Continuing with the example we
might say the following: T—unfulfilled, unknown expec-
tations Transformed into improved communications
about strategies and functions. W—that by improving
communications, those most affected by policies, out-
comes, and so forth will be aware how it will affect them.

The participants will now be asked to define exactly
what they mean by this. We can use the ‘T’ and ‘W’ as a
means of developing the definition. Arriving at a
definition might take several iterations and discussions.
Following on from the selection of the subsystem
‘expectations’, I suggest the following definition:

A system to identify and manage the
expectations of those who are likely to be
affected by actions, policies or outcomes of
managerial strategies and functions.

For this paper, I have chosen an activity model
because many are familiar with SSM and conceptual
models.12 But it is important to note that the participants
could have decided to develop this as a ‘rates and levels’
diagram as a precursor to developing a systems dynamics
model, which might provide greater insight into the
impact of the recommendation (Figure 6).

7.2 | Actions for change

The outcome of reality and value judgements are a set of
hypothetical relationships deemed significant enough to
add/maintain/modify or delete in the given situation; an
‘action judgement’ follows where the feasibility of
implementing the said relationships is explored. The main
outcome of the appreciative cycle is learning that leads to
a decision on action to be taken. As individuals make
decisions and take action they learn from those actions,
which in turn, cause their appreciative settings (standards,
biases and values) to change. As appreciative settings of
individuals change so do their future decisions, which are
based on their altered appreciative settings. The final step
is to make a decision on what (if any) actions should be
taken to address the issues raised by participants.

7.3 | Reflections

As discussed above that each element of appreciation
changes, we learn from our actions, which is part of the

12In SSM, Checkland says that the ‘…transformation will include the
direct object of the main activity verbs subsequently required to
describe the system.’ We have similar thinking in this stage of AIM.

FIGURE 6 Example of an activity diagram

STOWELL 9



appreciative process. While judgements are based upon
the standards of what is acceptable or unacceptable at
any point in time, these too are part of the universal flux
of events and change through their use. Simply stated,
the preceding history of the appreciative system itself,
and every operation of the system thereafter may modify
those standards, a never-ending cycle of change.13

8 | CONCLUDING REMARKS

AIM is based upon the Vickerian idea of the appreciative
system and acknowledges the influence of some aspects
of soft systems methodology mode1. Although these
ideas have clearly shaped the present incarnation of
AIM, this is not to ignore other ideas that have also been
influential even if they were, finally, not incorporated.14

For example, there are similarities between the feedback
loop in cybernetics and Vickers notion of appreciation,
but there are also important clear differences. Lewis
points out that Vickers' notion of appreciation is
considerably more sophisticated than the notion of
feedback in cybernetics. He says that appreciation acts
not as a mechanism of control, which merely maintains
the status quo, but as a mechanism for organisational
learning (Lewis, 1990).

This paper is about the development of AIM, its
relationship to Vickers ideas and the way that research
and practice has shaped it. By way of explaining, the
thinking behind AIM reference has been made to
Dilthey, 1991; Husserl, 2002; Gadamer, 2004;
Schutz, 1962 and Churchman, 1971. From this lineage, it
is clear that AIM continues the tradition of subjectivity
and participation by providing the participants with
the means to engage in discussion and explore each
other's ideas (e.g., Checkland, 1981 & 1999; Stowell &
West, 1994). The outcome is a cycle of learning from
which actions for change can be considered. AIM is not
intended as a substitute for SSM but is offered as an alter-
native soft systems approach to organisational inquiry.
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