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In the context of the Appreciative Inquiry  5 “D”  practice cycle (Definition, Discovery, Dream, Design and Destiny), DESIGN as a concept and as a collaborative practice is one of the least theorized and described – yet innovation of an organization’s formal structures, processes, roles , purpose and principles in alignment of  its DREAM of itself, is extraordinarily significant in achieving results within the human, social and economic domains of the enterprise.

The challenge of designing is being increasingly articulated from a wide variety of sources – for example:

From Richard McDermott, Boulder, Colorado 

Communities of practice are living, human institutions.  Designing them is very different from designing other kinds of organizational structures.  Because they are alive, voluntary and organic, designing them needs to be driven by a new set of design principles.  Rather catalyzing evolution and vitality. In this way, designing communities is more like planning the expansion of a town than designing a department, team or other typical organizational structure.
From an introduction to an earlier conference on “Managing As Designing” at CWRU

<< if managers thought more like designers, the world would be different. 

Managers would be expected to have a sensibility that sweeps in the broadest 

array of influences in order to shape inspiring and energizing designs for 

products, services, and organizations, that look beyond quarterly reports and 

daily stock price movements to create outcomes that are both economically 

profitable and humanly satisfying. Managing as designing was at the heart of 

the industrial revolution and is the essence of a true entrepreneur. The 

manager as a designer cares deeply about the world that is being shaped by a 

business and brings a vocabulary of design judgment to creating new ways to 

make the products, organizations and relationships of our world. The goal of 

the managing as designing movement begun at the Weatherhead workshop is to 

create organizations that are more desirable places to work, that produce 

products and services of lasting value, and that strive towards the highest 

human ideals.>>

From Nick Udall, Design Transformation Group, Birmingham. UK

Today it has become essential, if not imperative, for designers to question the role of DESIGN, and their relationship to it. Design has helped increase material investment to an unprecedented level, but I has not really advanced humankind in terms of improving the content of experience. Design has certainly focused on the user so that interaction is pleasurable with regard to function – but pleasure in itself does not bring happiness or add complexity to Self. …..To improve the quality and richness of subjective experience, the designer must discover ways of encouraging mindful interplay – to experience the totality, the subtleties and the numinosity of living.

From Julia Grant, also at CWRU

Imagine Michelangelo facing uncarved marble and creating La Pieta.
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In contrast, imagine Philip Johnson facing the completed work La Pieta and trying to create from it his sculpture, Turning Point.
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It is this problem that the process of design in management must confront and solve.  As something of the artist exists in a sculpture, something of previous human involvement and creativity is extant in managerial structures.  The manager is faced with the problem of destroying and/or redesigning something that others have created, something in which others have invested themselves.  This prior investment leads to a stubborn tenacity in existing organizational, managerial, or operational structures since these structures incorporate commitment, investment, and human emotion, all of which must be reckoned with as part as part of the (re)design process. 

Beginning with the establishment of what we mean by Organization Design and why Design matters, this research would build on earlier works by Trist and Emery (in the area of Participative Design),Albert Cherns (principles of Socio-Technical Systems Design) and more recently Levine and Mohr (Whole System Design) The emerging language of chaordic systems (Dee Hock et al) would also add to the basis for the inquiry within a socio-ecological view of organizations. (In this view the network of conversations , both within and across organizational boundaries,  is  seen as the means by which the organization manifests its DREAM and becomes increasingly capable of what the Emery’s call “active adaptation”)  . 

The research, in the form of an appreciative inquiry, would seek to address the following questions:

a) what is the most generative lexicon and what are the ways of conceptualizing the emerging practice of positive organization design

b) what principles (of both Design and Designing) are evolving from within the field that are finding both utility and traction in practice. For example, a tentative set of principles* were proposed (by Mohr, Ludema and Mann) at the First International Conference on Appreciative Inquiry – but to what extent do these principles have both utility and traction in practice, and what other principles are emerging?

c) What methods, activities, processes are being used which are both rooted in a social constructionist perspective and which are succeeding in enabling designers (or perhaps more usefully design communities) in escaping “the limiting preconceptions of the conscious mind? Additionally, what role and value do meta-frameworks such as the Continuity-Innovation-Transition framework play in working through some of the previously identified challenges of designing.

It is my hope that the November 11-12 Workshop On Designing Information and Organization With a Positive Lens, will provide the conversational spaces in which the idea for this inquiry could be further honed and developed – at the level of 

*An initial  set of process level principles for appreciative designing of the formal structures, processes, roles and practices were first suggested as a guide for practice, at the 2001 International  Conference on Appreciative Inquiry. These principles, which support a relationally based reconception of the organization in ways  which are affirming of the organizations DREAM, include the following:

1. Inclusion principle – when all the voices  of the whole system (i.e.- all levels, functions, key stakeholders) are in the room, the richer the conversations and the greater the possibility for true innovation. 
2. Aspirations  principle – when the design process is led by and supports our highest aspirations, we move from “better” to the “breakthrough” in the imaging of innovative structures and systems

3. Continuity principle -- Building on successes of the past provides hope, energy and confidence in our ability  to  create the world of our dreams

4. Novelty principle – True innovation goes beyond our comfort zones. In their early stages radically new ideas for how organize to do our work require bold leadership until these ideas and practices come to be seen as the normal way of doing business. Exceptional organization design combines the best of the past with radically new ideas for how we work together.

5. Chaordic Principle – At the boundary of chaos and order, is freedom and autonomy within the glue of shared purpose and principles. When all parts can self-organize to fit their unique circumstances while still collaborating with and contributing to the greater whole, the organization becomes more agile and adaptable.

6. Re-Inquiry Principle - All “designs” are “best bets” about what will work in a given environment. Regular cycles of inquiry are needed to deepen the understanding of what is working and to stay in tune with the environment..  Spontaneity, openness to surprise, and a sense of “it's never done” are core to the always emerging, continuous quest to discover the best alternatives.
7. Homegrown principle – The more a design framework is locally developed while building on existing frameworks, the more power it will have to guide and support the design process.
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