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Juggling Two Contrasting Ways of Talking 
“Words create worlds” is a catchy phrase often used to explain the social constructionist philosophy that informs Appreciative Inquiry practice. The idea is that constructive dialogue sparked by thoughtful questions will lead to agreed upon novel and better approaches to organizational design, strategy, and actions. My scholarly mind has bought into this constructionist notion wholeheartedly. Through my facilitation of Appreciative Inquiry initiatives however, I have learned there is no smooth transition from words to worlds, as the following two experiences indicate:
On a sunny morning in Boston we have started our meeting about the role of media in society. The meeting design team has planned for a short welcome immediately followed by participants interviewing one another using an appreciative protocol. Somehow however, the welcoming comments have expanded into a lengthy round of personal statements in which people share intimate stories and their lofty reasons for being drawn to the topic of today’s gathering. Over an hour into the meeting we are only half-way through the circle. I’m sitting on my hands eating my impatience, puzzled by the apparent show of interest in one another’s life, and realizing that I lack the means to bring us back to the agenda that was tight in the first place. This day in Boston we will talk a lot, brighten our moods, and will disband before we can really decide on projects and action plans.
Some years later in another room people are in a hurry. We didn’t take the time to re-arrange the dreary classroom space for conversation and as a consequence members of the department speak to the back of each other’s heads. Urgent decisions about governance and new hires need to be made. I’m puzzled once again. How come they don’t see the need for a thorough discussion of future individual and departmental ambitions and stubbornly ignore my pleas to work toward a statement of shared values that may guide their actions? They proceed with a vote toward decisions that will be instantly disputed by power coalitions that huddle behind closed doors. By now I have learned to expect that the agenda items we resolved today will resurface in our next meeting.
These two anecdotes illustrate how idealistic expansive dialogue needs streamlining mechanisms in order to avoid action inertia, and that decision making closure needs to be embedded in a heartfelt agreement on what matters most in order to escape endless cycles of issue spinning. In Appreciative Inquiry practice therefore, we intent to guide groups through two subsequent phases of diverging and converging conversations, taking them first through a collaborative exploration of the best that exists in their past and present (discovery) and an envisioning of their highest future aspirations (dream), followed by the creation of  organizational blue prints for that desired future (design) and the planning for acts and practices that will enable and sustain movement in the agreed upon direction (destiny). 
The progressing through those two subsequent phases seems logical, but I always feel a disconnect when we shift gears. Something gets lost when we move from the contemplative, imaginative phase of discovery and dream to the more rational, pragmatic phase of design and action. Beyond a personal preference for divergence, I sense that my unease comes from a shift in the ways of talking and knowing that happens in the moment that we move from dream statement to organizational design. In Bruner’s terms (1986) we make a transition from a “narrative mode” in which the social activists of the first anecdote felt comfortable, to the “logico-scientific mode” one expects to come more naturally to the group of scientists depicted in the second anecdote. 
During the phase of diverging conversations, Appreciative Inquiry makes deliberate, extensive use of “poetic language” (e.g. Cunliffe, 2002) in its positive form: People share success stories, play with generative metaphor, and express positive imagery in skits, poems, and visual art. It is well observed and documented (e.g. Cooperrider & Avital, 2004) that this narrative rich, appreciative dialogue generates the heightened sense of possibility and positive affect among the participants that helps to energize the organizational change efforts.
Where Appreciative Inquiry practice has been bold in its experimentation with positive poetic discourse to unleash the generative capacity of organizational systems, I feel it has been too compliant with the dominant logico-rational discourse of management when moving into the second phase of converging conversations. The meaning of evocative stories gets squeezed into e.g. McKinskey’s 7-S model, or other groupings of design elements such as culture, leadership, and structure. Projects are defined, responsibilities get assigned, and time frames are attached. Whilst taking the lead from main stream practice, some search for organizational design approaches that are more in line with the innovative, expansive spirit of Appreciative Inquiry. Dee Hock’s notions of “chaordic organizing” (1999) for instance, have been adapted into conversations around shared purpose and principles.  
Though Appreciative Inquiry facilitators are creative in borrowing from existing models of organizational design, I propose that we become more radical in articulating and experimenting with approaches that carry the poetics of the narrative mode forward into the converging phase. I feel that in the necessary juggle of two ways of talking, we can be more daring in keeping the poetry alive in the models and vocabulary that guide the designing and deciding conversations. In the remainder of this position paper I want to explore what happens when we embrace the poetics, rather than the pragmatics, of organizational design. 
Playing with Poetic Design Principles
Earlier I introduced the term “poetic language” to categorize evocative linguistic expressions such as stories, poems and metaphors. The question I now want to address is how this type of language may inspire our approaches to organizational design: What are the special qualities of this type of language that may inform design principles that can hold the generative capacity awakened by Appreciative Inquiry in our ways of organizing? 
For a study in generative process I engaged with the Harry Potter books and reflected on what characteristics of the language used made me resonate with the text in ways that sparked a novel process of knowledge creation (Zandee, 2004). I already knew that in the sharing of good stories, rich images arise in the space between the teller and the listener. What this study showed me is that poetic language not only stirs, but also stretches our imagination of what might be true. Poetic language is imprecise, leaves things unsaid, and opens itself to multiple interpretations. It is compelling, and evokes a visceral response. The reading of a poem brings us in touch with ourselves, each other, and something universal in the human condition. A story, a poem, or a metaphor gives us a gestalt of something, a relationally consistent perspective on how we experience the world. In sum, poetic language is imaginative, ambiguous, touching, and holistic.  
Is it feasible to adopt these four qualities of poetic language as principles of organizational design? Clearly they stand in teasing contrast to some well known tendencies in modern organizing: The tendency to solidify and reify our systems; the preoccupation with what Bateson (2004, p. 343) calls “disambiguation,” the effort at an institutional level “to make behavior more and more predictable by specification and decontextualization”; the pull toward fragmentation in our efforts to cut and paste organizations into efficient and effective entities; and the need for rationalization and emotional containment in order to smoothen our day to day operations. 
If we take guidance from poetic design principles, we may be able to avoid that organizations become like “used-up poems” (Heidegger, 1971, p. 208) by consciously creating space for play, galumphing, and adventure. It becomes justifiable to embrace ambiguity by leaving roles and tasks underspecified and promoting grey areas for guessing, meeting, and learning. We are asked to think holistically and resist a fragmentary reduction into parts by making relationships, rather than entities, primer. We may dare to bring out the aesthetic potential of organizational life (e.g. Linstead & Höpfl, 2000) and allow ourselves to be touched by its sensuous beauty.
I propose that we use all four principles to guide our design conversations and decisions. Taken together they invite us to combine openness of mind with a relational sensibility. In balancing interplay they make it possible that we escape the status quo without tearing the connections that hold us together, that we deal with confusing situations in trusting relationships, that we follow our gut feeling when deciding on unknown futures, and that we uphold the integrity of the whole when we undertake our individual endeavors. 
Concluding Thoughts

In this paper I share how reflection on personal experience with Appreciative Inquiry made me wonder whether we can nurture the sense of possibility and relatedness that results from narrative rich diverging conversations, into a poetics of design. A first exploration of this question led to the naming of four poetic design principles. Two of those – imaginative and ambiguous – relate to the openness and liquidity that Boland & Collopy (2004) mention as part and parcel of a “design attitude.” The other two principles – touching and holistic – point to the importance of a relational, embodied awareness if we are to design organizations in which daring and caring go hand in hand. I see the heightening of this relational sensibility as an important contribution that Appreciative Inquiry can make to the philosophy and practice of managing as designing.
The above writing only gives the contours of a poetics of design. In a next step each four of the principles needs to be thought through and further articulated. Together they need to be developed into a meaningful model that can be experimented with as an alternative for the existing logico-scientific approaches to organizational design.
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