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Abstract. 
The purpose of this paper is to discuss the application of the Appreciative Inquiry (AI) 
approach while evaluating an emerging Non Governmental Organisation (NGO) in 
Soweto, South Africa. The AI approach was originally introduced as an organisational 
development tool intended to shift the focus from deficit-based evaluation to an 
appreciative stance that considered the organisation when it functioned at its peak. The 
use of this approach was motivated by the belief that it would provide emerging NGOs 
with an acknowledged method of implementing their development agendas in the face 
of donor or governmental organisational resistance. While the AI approach intends to 
provide a broad platform for stakeholder interaction, the experience of this study was 
that it requires a significant amount of political resources to include stakeholders from 
outside the organisation to participate actively. Our experience of the AI approach was 
that it seems to be difficult to implement in an environment where there are low levels 
of trust and cohesion among the stakeholders. The paper concludes with suggestions 
for researchers, especially novice researchers, entering the field with the intention of 
utilising AI in the Soweto context. 
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INTRODUCTION. 
In his Nobel prize acceptance speech Richard Feynman (1965) highlighted that: “We 
have a habit in writing articles published in scientific journals to make the work as 
finished as possible, to cover all the tracks, to not worry about the blind alleys or to 
describe how you had the wrong idea first, and so on. So there isn't any place to 
publish, in a dignified manner, what you actually did in order to get to do the work, 
although, there has been in these days, some interest in this kind of thing”. The thrust 
of Feynman’s speech discussed how the positive bias in publication often neglects the 
mistakes and flaws in research processes to present a dignified, complete study at the 
expense of sharing the learning experience inherent in the flawed research process 
followed (Feynman, 1965). This paper should be viewed as a reflection on the 
Appreciative Inquiry (AI) approach and its use in the South African context written 
primarily from the perspective of the researchers and, while it doesn’t examine the 
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empirical data from the study on which it is based, it uses the study as the context in 
which to critically reflect on the meta-process and application of AI. 
 
This paper discusses the dynamics experienced during the application of the AI 
approach to evaluate an emerging Non Governmental Organisation (NGO) in Soweto, 
a township in the Gauteng province of South Africa. The secondary purpose of this 
paper is to discuss the mechanics of the AI approach within the context of the research 
undertaken and to reflect on the dynamics of conducting participant directed research 
in the highly contentious arena of South African education. 
 
The AI approach was originally introduced as an organisational development tool that 
sought to shift the focus from deficit-based evaluation to an appreciative stance that 
considered the organisation at its peak of performance. This approach assumes that 
the identity and functioning of an organisation is a social construction based on the 
dominant shared language within the organisation (Bushe, 2007). By creating a shift in 
the language, the approach seeks to generate positive change that is embedded within 
the culture of the organisation which increases the chances of sustainable change. In 
simpler terms, AI posits that the way we think and speak about the organisation shapes 
the way we act and defines the focus of the organisation, ultimately defining the nature 
of the organisation (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). 
 
The study this paper is based on adapted the AI approach for use within the South 
African education context with the aim of examining the utility of AI as a cost-effective 
evaluation technique that is based on the principle of empowered participation. The 
focus of this paper is on the dynamics, challenges and achievements experienced 
during the use of the AI method to evaluate an emerging NGO in Soweto. In discussing 
the utility of AI in this context we will briefly describe the context, discuss the basic 
principles underpinning AI, describe the ideal method for using AI and, finally, discuss 
the use of AI as an evaluation tool in Soweto. 
 
APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY. 
Cooperrider and Whitney (2005), define AI as the cooperative, co-evolutionary search 
for the best in people, their organisations and the world around them. It involves 
systematic discovery of what gives life to an organisation, community or social 
programme when it is most effective and capable in economic, ecological and human 
terms (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). AI is an approach that explicitly, but not 
exclusively, focuses on the positive within a community, social programme, 
organisation and the individuals within these entities (Bushe, 2007). An explicit focus 
on the positive entails exploring those aspects of the organisation, community or 
programme that work and are valued by individuals within the organisation, community 
or programme (Datta, 2003; Cooperrider & Avital, 2004; Datta, 2007). Coghlan, Preskill 
& Catsambas (2003: 5) see AI as a process that "inquires into, identifies, and further 
develops" the best of what is in organisations in order to create a better future. The 
approach works on the assumption that by focusing on the positive and collectively 
constructing ways of building on what works contributes to strength-based development 
for the programme, organisation or community (hereafter collectively referred to as the 
programme). The AI approach is not a once-off measure that instantly corrects the 
deficits within the programme but rather, a process that incorporates the entire 
organisation in what is termed a whole system event (Reed, 2007). In simpler terms 
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this means that the act of inquiry or evaluation in the AI process is not a once-off event 
within a closed system. The full AI process continues long after the culmination of the 
inquiry summit and ideally embeds within the culture, practice, planning and collective 
thinking of the programme (Bushe & Kassam, 2005; Bushe, 2007; Dunlap, 2008).  
Appreciative Inquiry is also described as “social construction in action” McNamee (in 
Reed, 2007: viii). This statement describes the central role ascribed to the function of 
social construction within the approach and seeks to demonstrate how constructions of 
reality make certain actions possible and others prohibited (Burr, 1995; Gergen, 1999; 
Terre Blanche & Durrheim, 1999; Bradley & Morss, 2002). AI, based on underpinning 
Constructionist principles, proposes that the most important aspect of social life is what 
people do together because in their joint actions they create a world that values certain 
beliefs and practices (McNamee, 2003). In other words the meaning given to particular 
representations of people, objects and phenomena informs our experience of these 
people, objects and phenomena which are then shared through a shared language that 
aids the construction of reality (van Sant, 1989; Gergen, Gergen & Barrett, 2004; 
Valsiner, 2006). The centrality of this assumption to AI is what drives the need for 
inclusivity in the process (Lewis & van Tiem, 2004). By excluding a participant group, 
the research team lose a portion of the reality that constitutes the social programme. 
This principle of inclusivity describes why AI is cooperative and co-evolutionary 
(Cooperider & Srivastva, 1987; Cooperrider, Whitney & Stavros, 2003; Jacobsgaard, 
2003). As each participant contributes what they value about the organisation, the 
collective story of the organisation evolves to accommodate each contribution to its 
history and everyday life. 
 
Organisational development practitioners, such as David Cooperrider, were concerned 
with the performance and sustained improvement of programmes in their contexts 
(Coghlan, Preskill & Catsambas, 2003; Bushe, 2007). Cooperrider noticed that by 
asking questions about what people valued in their organisation they spoke in an 
unrestricted manner that provided greater insight into the assumptions and beliefs that 
underlie everyday practice (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). By focusing on the positive 
aspects of the programme, the assumption is that positive development of the 
programme will be built on what works in the organisation. This is described as the 
positive-focused development model (Cooperrider & Whitney, 1998). Positive focused 
development is described as the process through which the strengths of a programme 
are exposed and the circumstances in which these strengths are displayed are 
understood and a plan of action is developed to build on these strengths (Reed, 2007). 
This can be contrasted with the deficit-focused model of development which is the core 
of more orthodox developmental strategies (Patton, 2003). The deficit-focused model of 
development begins with the assumption that the programme has a problem that needs 
to be fixed or that the programme is not working as well as it should be (Patton, 2003; 
Boyd & Bright, 2007). This approach may imply that the programme is unsatisfactory, 
inadequate or underperforming without taking into consideration the context in which 
the programme operates (Patton, 2003). To borrow from Community Psychology 
theories, what may seem like inadequate programme performance or poor programme 
implementation may simply be organic adaptation to the needs and circumstances of 
the individuals that the programme services (Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2005). 
 
Boyd and Bright (2007) discuss the contrast between these approaches on a 
continuum which is subject to what they term normative forces. In this depiction the 
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underlying assumption is that all programmes will strive to revert to a state of normal 
which is neither positively nor negatively deviant (see Figure 1). Within this continuum 
the deficit-focused approaches form part of the dynamics of reaction and restoration 
which are enacted to fix problems within the programme in order to shift it away from 
negative deviance to ordinary (Boyd & Bright, 2007). On the other hand positive-
focused approaches, such as AI, seek to move the programme from ordinary to 
positive deviance through the dynamics of pro-action and extension that aim to elevate 
strengths within the programme (Boyd & Bright, 2007). As mentioned, both of these 
processes are subject to what is termed normative momentum, which is the drive 
toward the normal (Bushe & Kassam, 2005; Grant & Humphries, 2006). The implication 
is that unless a positive change is accepted systematically and integrated into the 
everyday life of a programme, the programme will inevitably revert back to a state of 
normality where the exceptional remains the exception. What AI strives to do is to shift 
the entire system so that what is extraordinary or positively deviant, becomes the new 
standard for ordinary. The distinction between AI and other positive-driven approaches 
is that AI is not just about the positive (Bushe, 2007). According to Bushe (2007), the 
focus of AI is generativity, which aims to give new ways of viewing, understanding and 
constructing social structures and institutions to provide new options for action. 
 

 

Figure 1: Depiction of the normative momentum in organisational development (Boyd 
& Bright, 2007). 
 
Appreciative Inquiry process. 
AI is a process; therefore, AI practitioners do not simply cherry-pick research 
techniques to suit the desired results. Rather, AI practitioners follow a clearly 
delineated process of inquiry that guides the implementation of the principles and 
assumptions of the approach. The AI process places the power of collective story-
telling at the centre of its theory and practice and therefore leans more toward the 
qualitative end of the research continuum. When participants are asked for their input, 
they are not limited to a pre-defined assessment of what is valuable to the organisation 
but are allowed to express their experience of the organisation from within their 
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worldview (Cooperrider, Whitney & Stavros, 2003). This allows the study to adopt a 
reflexive design that incorporates the input from participants organically and in real time 
so that the programme receives feedback that is immediately relevant to its current 
situation (Patton, 2003). 
 
The typical implementation process for the AI process is through the Appreciative 
Inquiry summit (Watkins & Mohr, 2001; Bushe & Kassam, 2005). The summit is a 
whole-system event where all the stakeholders of a programme are gathered over a 
period of four days to work through the various phases of the AI process (Bushe & 
Kassam, 2005). By placing all stakeholders in the same room the process of building 
relationships that are geared toward achieving the new objectives of the programme 
can begin. As mentioned previously, AI is not about asking positive questions but rather 
about asking generative questions aimed at reframing the reality of individuals within 
the programme (Gergen, Gergen & Barrett, 2004; Bushe, 2007). The aim of these 
generative questions is to generate novelty and surprise among stakeholders about the 
programme they all know about by sharing stories about the programme they may not 
have been aware of. These questions are also aimed at engaging participants at more 
than just the intellectual level and seek to also engage participants by aligning the 
goals and objectives of the programme with the passions of the stakeholders to 
generate greater buy-in (Bushe, 2007). The aims of generative questions are depicted 
in Figure 2 and are not placed in any particular order as the various objectives 
transcend the entire AI process. 
 

 

Figure 2: The underlying processes of the Appreciative Inquiry process (Bushe, 2007). 
 
 
The summit is structured around the 4-D process that provides the overarching 
framework for all interactions that take place during the summit. 
 
The 4-D process. 
The 4-D process (see Figure 3) is the most often used process in the AI approach 
(Coghlan, Preskill & Catsambas, 2003). The 4-D process or cycle has four distinct 
stages that are named Discovery, Dream, Design and Destiny/Delivery. 
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Figure 3: The 4-D process. 
 
 
The Discovery phase of the 4-D process aims to appreciate what gives life to the 
programme (Reed, 2007). This is the opening step in the process and is often 
participants’ first exposure to the approach. In this phase the aim is to discover what 
stakeholders value about the programme and what they perceive as the strengths of 
the programme. 
 
The Dream phase of the 4-D process aims to encourage participants to envision what 
might be (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). The Dream phase is where participants work 
together to develop ideas of what the future might or could be. Participants are 
encouraged to think creatively and to let go of the constraints the programme currently 
faces. The rationale behind dreaming big is that it provides a long-term goal to 
collectively strive toward. This phase builds on the positive aspects of the programme 
identified during the Discovery phase. 
 
The Design phase aims to determine what will be and brings participants closer to the 
real world of the programme (Watkins & Mohr, 2001). The Design phase is where 
participants work together to craft plans for the future by developing provocative 
propositions, which are statements about what the programme wants to achieve (Reed, 
2007). These provocative statements are essentially collectively designed values and 
objectives put forward by the stakeholders of the programme and represent a 
commitment to achieving them and should be set out as unequivocal ambitions or 
statements of intent with no caveats or conditions (Reed, 2007). 
 
The Destiny or Delivery phase entails planning what will be and is the phase where the 
energy moves towards implementation planning (Preskill & Catsambas, 2006). This 
phase requires participants to work out specific steps that need to happen for the 
programme to realise the commitments made in the previous phase. This stage draws 
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on all of the previous stages, especially on the Discovery phase which highlights past 
successes that can contribute to the future success of the programme. 
 
Criticisms of Appreciative Inquiry. 
The primary criticism of Appreciative Inquiry (AI) by evaluators is that it is a simple bait 
and switch strategy employed by researchers to alleviate the anxiety and tension that is 
associated with an evaluation of a programme (Patton, 2003). Proponents of this 
stance argue that AI is used as a method of deceiving stakeholders into participating in 
a typical evaluation. Evaluation is a highly political activity and as such power dynamics 
play a significant role in the process. Evaluation also has the negative connotations of 
being judged and assessed, often with the implication that non-performance or non-
compliance will be penalised (Patton, 2003). The AI approach has been criticised for 
being co-opted as a strategy for engaging participants who would not participate in a 
typical evaluation by emphasising the positive, appreciative nature of the approach 
without ensuring that the principles of the approach are applied during implementation 
(Cooperrider, Whitney & Stavros, 2003). 
 
AI has been criticised for its unbalanced, uncritical almost biased focus on the positive 
(Patton, 2003; Reed, 2007). When applied uncritically, the application of the emphasis 
on the positive can be seen to discourage constructive criticism. Criticisms and 
weaknesses emerge as part of the narrative in which the positive is highlighted (Reed, 
2007). The crucial difference is that when the weaknesses are brought to the fore as 
part of a positive narrative they do not dominate the narrative and provide the 
stakeholders with a positive foundation on which future endeavours can be built. 
Encountering negative feedback or criticism within an environment that emphasises an 
appreciative approach can facilitate easier integration of this negative feedback for 
individuals (Watkins & Mohr, 2001). 
 
The approach has also been criticised for the delay between the intervention, often in 
the form of the AI summit and the observable effects of the intervention (Reed, 2007). 
This is due to the fact that AI aims to bring about sustained change within a programme 
and places the responsibility for this change in the hands of the stakeholders. The 
implication of this is that stakeholders may work on a deadline that does not 
correspond with the schedule of those conducting the impact assessment. A second 
reason is that each programme is unique and change within these organisations will 
take place at varying rates (Reed, 2007). In addition the changes within these 
organisations may not be to the explicit system in terms of the procedures, policies, 
protocols and results but rather to the implicit system that consists of the relations, 
interactions and perceptions of the individuals within the programme. The latter would 
be hard to discern if an evaluator was not explicitly searching for these changes within 
the programme. 
 
APPLYING AI IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT. 
The section starts with a brief overview of the South African education system and of 
the role of NGOs in the system, with a particular focus on the NGO that was evaluated. 
It then follows with a narrative of the process followed that will be integrated by a 
reflection on the process. 
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The South African education system is in crisis; with low matric pass rates, high 
dropout rates, teacher strikes, rising pregnancy rates among teenaged learners, and 
assaults by learners on educators and other learners (Sabates et al, 2010; Williams, 
2010). These issues are embedded within the wider social systems and are 
symptomatic of a social structure that fails to sufficiently meet the needs of individuals, 
social groups and communities (Jansen & Taylor, 2003; Ahmed & Sayed, 2009; 
Motala, 2009). The education system is not only faced with external challenges but also 
struggles with immediate internal challenges such as a lack of infrastructure that leads 
to overcrowding in class rooms and insufficient learning materials (Sabates et al, 2010; 
Williams, 2010). High attrition rates due to voluntary resignations to emigrate to escape 
the high crime rates or move to higher paying work, as well as due to death as a result 
of the HIV/AIDS pandemic and the education legacy of apartheid have also led to a 
large number of under-qualified teachers being placed within the system (Molteno, 
1984; Demombynes & Ozler, 2005; Arends, 2007; Hammet, 2007). 
 
Habib (2003) places the state-civil society relationship in three distinct blocs, each with 
a different set of relationships with the state. On the one end of the spectrum he places 
informal NGOs, mainly working in and with marginalised communities, who have no 
relationship with the state; in the second position there are those organisations that 
have entered into partnerships with or are sub-contracted to the state; lastly there are 
those organisations that actively challenge and oppose what Habib (2003) describes as 
the implementation of neo-liberalism by the state (Habib, 2003: 8). He describes this as 
the sum of state policies aimed at the "liberalisation of the financial and trade markets, 
deregulation of the economy and the privatisation of state assets" (Habib, 2003: 8) 
which have led to the largely negative consequences of the realisation of state deficit 
targets at the cost of higher unemployment, poverty and inequality in the country. 
Within this context the twin roles of NGOs are to continue to act as monitors for the 
public good and play a role in enabling poor and marginalised communities to survive 
within the context of modern, post-liberalisation South Africa; and to act as both advisor 
and critic to the state in their role of activist for their beneficiary group (Reitzes & 
Friedman, 2001; Habib, 2003). 
 
NGOs play a variety of roles in relation to education service delivery (Rose, 2009). The 
types of interventions typically implemented by NGOs in the education sector can be 
divided into two distinct but interlinked categories. The first category is aimed at school 
improvement at various levels and includes interventions aimed at improving the 
infrastructure, school management practices, capacity building for teaching staff, 
curriculum reform and policy development. NGOs are also involved in lobbying and 
advocating for educational transformation by working individually or through networks 
to participate in policy dialogue with government (Miller-Grandvaux, Welmond & Wolf, 
2002). 
 
The three blocs of NGO described above should not be viewed as stark and 
immutable. An organisation can have a cooperative relationship with government on 
one issue while acting as a staunch critic of the same on another (Habib, 2003). 
Townsend et al (2004: 872) further refine this point by describing NGOs as a “fluid web 
of interrelations” that can simultaneously act as an “arm of government” and make 
possible the “insurrection of subjugated knowledge”. Townsend et al (2004) also point 
out that even the most complaint NGOs may be creating spaces of resistance or 
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carving out different spaces and visions from that of donor or government organisations 
while those organisations who actively question development agendas may need to 
comply with certain requirements for the sake of organisational survival. Of particular 
relevance to this paper is the practice of subtle subversion of the donor’s development 
agenda by appearing to comply with accountability mechanisms while implementing the 
organisations’ own development agenda and approach – which is more suited to the 
context – in practice (Townsend, Porter & Mawdsley, 2004). Townsend et al (2004: 
877) refer to this practice as working subversively within the “master-servant 
relationship” and striving hard to adopt the donor language and style with the long-term 
view of creating space in which to promote the NGOs own development ideas. 
 
The second category of NGO in education service delivery is direct education provision 
which focuses on providing education to children traditionally excluded from the 
education system (Rose, 2009). In other words, this form of intervention by NGOs 
places emphasis on providing education to hard-to-reach populations of children who, 
for reasons concerning ethnicity, citizenship status, socio-economic status or disability, 
are not accommodated by the formal education system (Rose, 2009; Ahmed & Sayed, 
2009). The NGOs in this category can be said to provide non-formal or alternative 
education measures. In this role, NGOs are described as providing Non-Formal 
education. Non-Formal education is a contentious issue to define but can be described, 
at its most basic, as any organised and sustained activities that take place both within 
and outside educational institutions and that caters to persons of all ages with a focus 
on holistic education that has differing durations and may or may not have certification 
of learning achieved (UNESCO, 1997: 47). 
 
The NGO that was evaluated as part of this study, falls within the latter category of 
providing non-formal education support to high schools in Soweto that are classified as 
underperforming by the Department of Basic Education. The long-term aim of this 
organisation is to develop a formal partnership through which it can inform government 
delivery of education based on the experience gained through its practice in 
communities where the delivery of education is problematic and inconsistent (Matoane 
& Fynn, 2010). It also aims to challenge those policies and practises that are seen to 
sustain structural inequalities in education within the schools in which it intervenes 
(Matoane & Fynn, 2010). The organisation intervenes in a context where there are high 
levels of poverty and unemployment. As such, some learners do not have access to 
basic resources such as school uniforms, stationery and textbooks, which hampers 
their ability to learn (Matoane & Fynn, 2010). Within the context of Habib’s (2003) 
blocs, this organisation can be positioned as both partner and opponent to state 
providers of education. 
 

The organisation has put in place a programme of support for learners of township 
schools. The programme of support is described as a holistic, empowerment focused 
programme aimed at preparing learners for a successful transition from school to the 
world of work or tertiary education (Matoane & Fynn, 2010). The support programme 
consists of three aspects, namely, financial, mentoring and psycho-social development 
workshops. 
 
The organisation provides financial support to the learners selected into the 
programme. The financial support of the learners aims to provide the learners with the 
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basic materials needed to ensure that teaching and learning takes place (Matoane & 
Fynn, 2010). This includes purchasing school uniforms, stationery, textbooks and 
additional study material. 
 
The second component of the programme is the mentoring aspect. The organisation 
aims to provide learners with both academic and psycho-social support. Both of these 
aspects are provided by placing each learner with a mentor (Matoane & Fynn, 2010). 
The mentorship component of the support is designed to assist learners to deal with 
the aspects of their curriculum that they find challenging (Matoane & Fynn, 2010). By 
creating a one-on-one environment for learning, the programme ensures that each 
student can learn at an optimal pace. The mentors are young professionals from a 
range of fields that include Engineering and Financial Specialists (Matoane & Fynn, 
2010). The mentors offer their services on a voluntary basis. The mentors act as role 
models for the students to model attitudes, behaviours and skills that the learner will 
need to be successful in life (Matoane & Fynn, 2010). 
 
The psychological, academic and social development of the learners is the core 
objective of the organisation and as such the learners are also required to attend a 
series of workshops aimed at personal growth and development (Matoane & Fynn, 
2010). The workshop topics include career orientation, self-awareness, communication, 
goal setting and being a teenager (Matoane & Fynn, 2010). This is referred to as the 
learner empowerment component of the programme. This component is aimed at 
providing the learners with a safe space to learn and practice life skills that are deemed 
crucial to their success in their schooling career, as well as in their post-schooling 
career (Matoane & Fynn, 2010). The workshops emphasise experiential learning and 
place the learners in situations where they can practice the skills taught to them in 
these workshops (Matoane & Fynn, 2010). As such, the learners are often required to 
present what they’ve learnt in the classrooms to their peers (Matoane & Fynn, 2010). 
 
At the time of the study in 2010, the NGO had been operating for a year and, due to 
increased interest from the community, was in the position to expand its sphere of 
operation to a second school in the same district. The board of directors determined 
that it would be necessary to have a clear sense of how the organisation was 
performing before committing to the increased workload that the second school implied. 
After multiple consultations with tertiary institutions, the board opted to try the AI 
approach. The rationale for this choice was that the organisation was still defining its 
vision, mission and method, the large number of stakeholders in the organisation 
required an inclusive and participative approach to ensure an accurate reflection of 
stakeholder’s perceptions and, lastly, the board wanted an approach that would 
encourage reflection on the practical, everyday solutions to issues facing the 
organisation with the aim of using these lessons to improve services with the inclusion 
of the second school. 
 
A secondary consideration for the use of the AI approach was to find a method of 
ascertaining what works in a context dominated by discourses of neglect, 
underperformance and a history of adversarial relationships between the stakeholders 
involved in the context (Matoane & Fynn, 2010). The belief was that the AI method 
would allow for an exploration into how the successes, if any, were achieved despite 
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the negative context described above, without avoiding the reality of the situation in 
which the organisation operates. 
 
The data sources for this paper are primarily from the field notes kept by the research 
team during the process. The field notes were compiled with the view to developing an 
easy to use guide for the organisation to use in subsequent evaluations. The primary 
focus of the original study on which this paper is based, was to evaluate the 
intervention approach of the organisation and therefore the focus of participant 
feedback was primarily directed toward that purpose. The discussion of the process will 
primarily be in the third person with a narrative approach to discussing the process. 
 
THE UTILITY OF APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY IN SOWETO: EXPERIENCES AND 
LESSONS LEARNT. 
The remainder of this paper describes an attempt to apply AI in an NGO active in the 
South African education sector. While reading through this section, it is important to 
note that the study on which this paper is based is viewed as the habitat in which these 
processes were experienced. The source of the reflections described below originates 
from the researchers’ emersion in the context and experience of the research process. 
The focus is therefore not on empirical data obtained from participants but from the 
reflective praxis on which the research approach was based. 
 
The discussion of the research process will follow a chronological narrative based on a 
synthesis of the field notes taken by the researchers. The research team consisted of 
two academics in Psychology at the University of South Africa and the director of the 
NGO. The academics acted as the primary researchers who brought the knowledge of 
the AI process and research process while the director of the NGO was the context 
expert with the resources to negotiate access to participants. The director also played 
the role of the critical examiner who checked the interpretation of the research data 
against the context in which she worked every day and who disseminated the findings 
of the research to the stakeholders as part of the member checking process. 
 
This section is divided into the initial entry into the organisation and research context, 
implementing the AI summit, and reflection on the research process. 
 
Initial entry into the organisation and research context. 
The organisation approached the Department of Psychology at UNISA to assist them in 
designing and implementing an evaluation of their intervention approach. The board of 
the organisation felt that by using a tertiary education institution to evaluate their 
activities, they would lend credibility to their approach through an independent 
evaluation. They approached the Psychology Department because of the strong 
emphasis on psycho-social development in the programme and the community setting 
in which they operated. 
 
The need of the organisation was to evaluate the intervention method a year into the 
existence of the programme and to include all the stakeholder groups in this process. 
The NGO intervenes in a school setting and identified the learners in the programme, 
the parents of these learners, educators in the school, the school governing body, the 
school management team, the board of the NGO, the mentors and auxiliary volunteers 
in the organisation as stakeholder groups to be consulted. The researchers then 
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introduced the board to the principles and process of AI and the collective decision was 
made to use this approach for the evaluation. 
 
As mentioned in an earlier section, the AI process revolves around the AI summit 
where all the stakeholders are assembled to collectively discover the moments of peak 
performance in the organisation and to dream up possible futures based on these 
moments. Convening this summit proved to be incredibly difficult in the organisation 
being evaluated. After three months of negotiation with the various stakeholder groups 
and aborted attempts to convene the summit with all the relevant, or an acceptable 
representation of, the stakeholders in the organisation the decision was made by the 
board of the organisation to abandon the AI summit. The primary reason for the failure 
to convene the AI summit was that the organisation did not have the material or political 
resources to gather the stakeholders in the same space for a period of three to four 
days. To convene the AI summit would require that parents and mentors take leave 
from their employment and would also entail disrupting the school schedule to include 
the educators and learners in the process. While these issues were foreseen as 
stumbling blocks in the process from the outset, the board and researchers hoped that 
the stakeholder groups would be able to cooperate to ensure that the summit could 
take place. 
 
The board did not, however, want to abandon the AI approach to the evaluation. They 
still appreciated the underlying philosophy of inclusivity and the focus on peak 
performance. After a brainstorming session between the researchers and the board of 
the organisation, the decision was made to run a series of smaller AI summits and to 
ask a percentage of participants from each summit to attend the subsequent summit. In 
this way we hoped to bridge the communication gap between stakeholder groups and 
to carry over the energy from each summit while keeping the researchers on the 
periphery of the change process. 
 
With the aid of the executive director, who was the primary point of contact for all 
stakeholder groups, the dates and times were negotiated for the series of summits. An 
interesting feature of these negotiations was the clearly defined time boundaries. The 
board and school were adamant that schooling hours, including extra lessons were 
non-negotiable and could not be infringed upon. The parents and mentors were clear 
that work hours and religious days, specifically Saturday evenings and Sundays, were 
considered as untouchable. Another unforeseen difficulty in securing a date for the 
summit was that many of the parents were single parents who did not have any form of 
assistance in running their households. For these participants, Saturdays were used to 
manage the household and prepare for the week ahead. The impact of these rigid and 
limited time boundaries was that we were allowed three hours per summit for each 
stakeholder group. This is significantly less than the suggested four-day summit 
proposed by AI practitioners and placed pressure on the research process to provide 
sufficient time for engagement of the participants and data gathering. 
 
When considering the limitations imposed on us by the participatory nature of the 
approach and we debated whether the degree of control the participants held 
strengthened or hampered the research process. In exercising the power inherent in 
their role as key informants, the participants strictly limited the researchers to the time 
they were willing to allocate to the evaluation regardless of whether we could perform 
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the evaluation in this time frame. We saw this as a negative effect of the participatory 
nature of the AI process. However, we may have had an inexplicably low rate of 
participation had we followed a research approach that did not allow for the open 
discussion of seemingly mundane and irrelevant aspects of the participants' lives which 
held such an important space for the individuals participating in the study. 
 
To maximise the use of time available the summits were designed to focus on the 
Discover and Dream phases of the AI cycle. This focus, we hoped, would generate 
positive conversations about those moments when the organisation was seen to 
perform at its peak and provide multiple perspectives of what lends strength to the 
organisation. The idea was to follow up these summits with planning sessions focusing 
on the Design and Destiny phases using smaller groups of volunteers from the various 
stakeholder groups. 
 
We requested that the stakeholders organise themselves into the groups they believed 
would be most appropriate to achieving the goal of sharing peak experiences of the 
organisation. The decision was taken to group the mentors with the learners, parents 
with the school governing body and the board with the school management team. 
 
Implementing the AI summit. 
After confirming the times and dates for the various summits, the national teachers 
union embarked on nationwide industrial action, closing most schools (Cohen, 2010). 
The school in which the study was based was affected by the industrial action and we 
could not conduct the study on the school premises. Due to the industrial action, the 
educators withdrew from the study as a group for fear of being victimised by the 
parents and school governing body. The withdrawal of the educator stakeholder group 
had a significant impact on the research process. AI is driven by the need for inclusivity 
(van Sant, 1989; Gergen, Gergen & Barrett, 2004; Valsiner, 2006) and acknowledges 
that each stakeholder group holds a unique view of what is important and valuable for 
the organisation (Lewis & van Tiem, 2004). The concern with the withdrawal of the 
educator group was that we lost the only view of what made the organisation work or 
not work within the classroom setting. Not only did we lose the perspective of the 
educators, but we were also concerned about how this would affect the perspective of 
the learners. 
 
Postponing the study was discussed with the board, but was rejected. The inclusion of 
the new school required an evaluation of the intervention approach to ensure that the 
successes experienced thus far could be replicated. Consequently, the dates for the 
summits were changed and the participants were taken to a location where they could 
safely participate in the study. The time allocated for each summit remained the same 
as described above, as did the composition of each summit. We conducted three 
separate summits with volunteers from each summit giving feedback to the various 
stakeholder groups on what was discussed and how the summit was conducted. 
Through these volunteers the ethos of each summit was transmitted or communicated 
from the perspective of the participants and formed the foundation on which the next 
summit would be developed. 
 
Towards the end of the research process, some of the educators agreed to meet the 
researchers in a closed session to discuss their experiences of the programme but did 
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not assent to giving feedback to the other stakeholder groups. This was an interesting, 
albeit frustrating, turn of events that provided insight into the complexities of the 
dynamics of state-NGO relations. Further reflections on this point are in the next 
section of this paper. 
 
The process for each summit was the same: each summit began with a description of 
the objectives of the study followed by a detailed discussion of the AI process and how 
it should be implemented to make the summit effective. The summit then moved to the 
Discovery phase which opened with the statement to: “think about a peak experience 
you had in the organisation. Describe the moment to us and explain why this moment 
was so important to you.” The open ended nature of the question allowed participants 
to reflect on their involvement in the organisation and to draw what they found most 
valuable from this. 
 
The Dream phase of the summit opened with the proposition that participants picture 
what they would like to see or experience in the organisation in the next three years. 
They were asked to abandon all consideration of limited resources or buy-in and to 
simply “dream big”. This proposition opened the imagination of the participants to the 
alternative growth possibilities open to the organisation despite the immediate context 
and its limitations (Bushe, 2007). 
 
We believed that AI, like most process-driven approaches, requires a significant 
amount of time and a degree of flexibility during the implementation of the approach to 
ensure that all participants are engaged and actively participating (Coghlan, Preskill & 
Catsambas, 2003). What we found in practice was that, once we had outlined how the 
approach works and discussed how the principles applied to the current summit, 
participants easily took control of the summit and directed the inquiry into those areas 
of the organisation in which they were most invested. The appreciative slant to the 
inquiry offset the tendency to blame and facilitated open, honest discussion about 
difficulties that the organisation experienced. 
 
Our experience of this approach was that, once the opening questions were asked and 
the ground rules for interaction were set, the participants were comfortable to discuss 
their experiences and ideas with little prompting or probing from the researchers. In an 
attempt to keep the focus on the positive but avoid censorship of the negative, we 
proposed a “parking lot” where issues that were contentious and held the organisation 
in a negative cycle were written down and displayed in highly visible locations 
throughout the venue. These issues were periodically re-visited during the summit to 
see whether any of the lessons learnt from the positive experiences could be applied 
toward solving them. 
 
The implementation of the Design phase primarily happened with the board. The 
information from the various summits was integrated into the plan for the organisation 
developed by the board as they revised their vision and mission of the organisation. 
While a working solution, this approach does not include the broad stakeholder 
interaction envisioned in the AI approach and may hold negative implications for the 
buy-in required to implement the revised plan as the organisation continues to grow. 
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Reflection on the research process. 
The purpose of this paper is not to argue for or against the use of AI in the South 
African context but to contribute to the body of knowledge on evaluative techniques that 
are based on the principles of empowerment and equal participation. Reflections on the 
research process consistently raised the question of whether the study described 
above is an example of bad implementation of the AI approach or whether it questions 
the utility of the AI approach for emerging NGOs in Soweto. 
 
While the AI approach purports to provide a broad platform for stakeholder interaction, 
the experience of this study is that it requires a significant amount of political resources 
to include stakeholders from outside the organisation to participate actively. Our 
experience of the AI approach is that it seems to be difficult to implement in an 
environment where there are low levels of trust and cohesion among the stakeholders. 
A second negative reflection arose from the time required to conduct the AI summit. 
 
The NGO used in this study simply did not have the capacity to stop its operations for 
four days. Nor could it request the same for the stakeholders, especially the educators 
and learners, to do the same. Considering that the summit is the central space in the AI 
process, this is a critical problem. While a workaround was attempted by hosting a 
series of summits with smaller groups, it could be argued that this is contrary to the 
system-wide shift that AI aims to facilitate (Cooperrider & Avital, 2004). Perhaps this 
research study could have benefited by drawing more heavily on Participatory Action 
Research by allowing for multiple research cycles that have a consultation process that 
is more drawn out to allow the research team time to embed themselves within the 
context as partners rather than external resources (Boyd & Bright, 2007). 
 
The research process was punctuated by points of resistance by participants which 
provided an interesting insight into the dynamics of providing educational support within 
this particular context; in particular the resistance of the educators to participating in the 
process. From immersion in the context it appears to be a crucial issue to highlight the 
resistance of the educators as resistance to the state and not necessarily to the NGO 
alone. Based on interactions with stakeholders such as the school principal and 
immersion in the environment it appears that the resistance was driven by the 
perception that the NGO was co-opted by the state structures. At this point the 
researchers reflected on whether we were witnessing the "bait and switch effect" 
described by Patton (2003), which posits that the emphasis on the positive allows AI to 
be co-opted as a strategy to engage participants who would not otherwise have 
participated in the evaluation process (Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros, 2003). This 
effect describes how the positive focus of the AI process may be used to ease 
concerns around the negative preconceptions of the research process (Patton, 2003). 
Within the context of this study, the effect here possibly took the form of inviting the 
educators to actively participate in a process from which they were –seemingly – 
excluded. On closer examination, however, the educator participation was not as active 
agents in executing the intervention programme but as key informants into how the 
programme should be executed as others. When considering that the AI process is 
participant centred (Bushe, 2007), with an emphasis on participatory action principles 
(Boyd & Bright, 2007); it is particularly ironic that the research process discussed here 
inadvertently excluded one of the most crucial stakeholder groups. 
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That said, once the summits were convened, the open-ended approach of AI facilitated 
an environment that allowed open and honest communication between stakeholders at 
different levels of the organisation. The focus on what was appreciated and what works 
led to conversations about those aspects of the organisation that were not functioning 
optimally could be improved or adapted. This focus allowed participants to move 
beyond the unit of analysis focus that typifies evaluations to an approach that takes 
cognisance of various interests, interpersonal dynamics, organisational and community 
level politics that shape how an organisation (dys)functions (Patton, 2003). Especially 
when focusing on the effectiveness government supported programmes, it is important 
to understand how bureaucracies and the power dynamics between larger and smaller 
ecologies of knowledge affect not only the nature of the programme but the manner in 
which it is implemented (Patton, 2003; Townsend, Porter & Mawdsley, 2004). 
 
There is scope for further examination of whether this approach is useful in those 
contexts where the gap between the funding organisation and the NGO is difficult to 
bridge without significant loss of power for the NGO. This is particularly pertinent when 
considering the work of Townsend et al (2004) and their description of the common 
practice of how NGOs subtly subvert donor agendas by appearing compliant to 
accountability mechanisms while implementing a more relevant approach tailored to 
their beneficiaries. Despite the challenges faced, the AI approach does allow for 
stakeholders in an organisation to define their theory of change in a context that 
recognises the legitimacy of their knowledge without sacrificing the accountability held 
sacred by donors and government agencies (Gergen, Gergen & Barrett, 2004). 
Hopefully this approach, when implemented appropriately, can provide a space to 
formally subvert the “master-servant relationship” between donor and government 
organisations by being an acknowledged means of communicating not only stakeholder 
needs but also stakeholder development ideas (Townsend et al, 2004: 877). 
 
CONCLUSION.  
This paper reflected on the implementation of a method that could provide an 
acknowledged space in which emerging NGOs could utilise to develop and describe 
their development agenda. The AI approach, with its focus on stakeholder participation, 
could act as a mechanism through which emerging NGOs can comply with the 
traditional understandings of evaluation practice while challenging the development 
agendas of donor and government organisations and the implementation of the same 
through deficit focused evaluation practices. 
 
Simultaneously, this paper questioned the utility of the AI approach with reference to 
the research team’s experience of the research process. Of particular interest was the 
resistance to the research process by the educator stakeholder group and how this was 
a manifestation of their inadvertent exclusion from the intervention process. This was 
particularly ironic when considering the inclusive nature of the AI process and was 
reflective of what Patton (2003) referred to as the bait and switch effect. 
 
Lastly, there is scope for further inquiry into whether the challenges experienced in this 
study are present in other contexts or whether this study is an example of how not to 
implement AI in the South African context. 
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