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Healthcare Seeks to Enhance the Power of Story through
On-line Appreciative Inquiry Interviews

Leadership in today’s healthcare world means accounting for increasingly complex factors
which result in added stress for leaders. The effectiveness of front line leaders and
managers is recognized as a strong indicator of the future viability of safe, quality
healthcare delivery. In 2006, the Regina Qu’Appelle Health Region (RQHR) initiated a
project to identify actions to support front line leaders and managers using qualitative and
quantitative methodologies. As stories were contributed common themes became clear. The
on-line inquiry model contributed to the success of the project. Real-time reports and online database extended and enhanced the dialogue generated by AI.
Background
Leading in today's healthcare world is both a privilege and a challenge. Leadership in an
increasingly complex environment means accounting for factors such as continuous
advances in science and technology; baby boomers and next generation workers with high
expectations and increasingly inquisitive viewpoints; workforce shortages; increased cultural
diversity; expanded access to information; and movement toward greater client involvement
in decision making. These and other factors create a continuously changing landscape. Taken
together, they have resulted in substantive shifts within the current work environment.
While these shifts present exciting opportunities, they also add to the stress of setting
priorities, making choices and change in general.
Attracting, retaining and supporting front line leaders is fundamentally important to the
health of patients, clients and residents, employees and ultimately, the community. The
effectiveness of front line leaders and managers amidst these challenges is recognized as a
strong indicator of the future viability of safe, quality healthcare delivery.
Know the winds, set the sails
Sister Elizabeth M. Davis quotes William Hornady: ‘Life is like when you are out on a boat
and there is a wind blowing. You cannot control the wind but if you set your sails right, you
can reach your destination.’ Sister Davis suggests that ‘to sharpen our readiness to respond,
we need to know the winds and set the sails’.
In 2006, in an effort to ‘sharpen their readiness to respond’, the Regina Qu’Appelle Health
Region (RQHR) embarked on a research project to identify actions that would support front
line leaders and managers in improving quality and safety outcomes in the midst of a
complex and continuously changing environment. The RQHR, an organization of
approximately 9,000 employees, is the primary provider of tertiary and community services
to the people of southern Saskatchewan, Canada, serving a population of 465,000 people.
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The Regina Qu’Appelle Health Region sought to connect with many voices from within
their organization and the immediate healthcare community to inquire and discover:
What is the significant contribution of front line leaders, those closest to the point of
service in healthcare? What is ‘the essence’ or ‘life’ of their role? What are the
possibilities, opportunities and supports front line leaders need to successfully create
and nurture safe, quality environments for employees and the clients they serve?
The investigative research methodologies applied in this research involved both
qualitative and quantitative approaches.
Appreciative Inquiry was selected as thebest action research methodology to support the
project. It was hoped that the highly collaborative, solution-seeking, consultative approach
used in appreciative interviews would extend to continued dialogue between many and
varied voices throughout the system. The desired result: the continued implementation of
strategies and solutions for the future success of front line healthcare leadership.
Through the use of Appreciative Inquiry, interview questions elicited stories that
emphasized the ‘human’ elements in the delivery of healthcare. The most meaningful themes
which emerged indicated trends and areas of most significance for future success.
Quantitative capability was added through the use of an on-line database – data was
collected in the form of stories, the most meaningful messages and themes were captured,
stored and reported. Story telling interviews were conducted face-to-face in small and large
groups. Individuals could also respond to interview questions and record their stories
directly into an on-line database, made accessible through the organization's intranet. Core
research team members met throughout the project in 'meaning making' meetings during
which they reviewed the highlights of both on-line and face-to-face interview stories,
identifying themes and most meaningful messages. Stories, themes and meaningful
messages were all recorded in the on-line database for statistical reporting purposes.
From December 2006 to July 2007, appreciative interviews were contributed by over 600
people: physicians, volunteers, patients/clients, external stakeholders, leaders and managers
from direct care, leaders and managers from support areas, senior leaders, board members,
front line employees and students. The rich information obtained from the stories shared by
them provided direction for positive change within the system.
Compelling Excerpts from appreciative interviews
Interview 1:
I asked him why he was in the hospital at this time of night and he told me that he
was caring for a patient with a dissecting aortic aneurysm. I then suggested that my
problem could wait as he was probably rushing off to the OR [Operating Room]. The
surgeon suggested that no, he had time to speak with me because his case was inoperable and his patient was going to die tonight. I then asked him why he was still there
and he told me that this man had no family and no friends and that no man should
die alone – so he was planning to stay with his patient until he died… he changed my
thoughts from ‘things will never change’ to making me think that if we ask for change
and are involved in the process, we can evoke change. He helped me to become mobilized and he lifted the burden of inertia.
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Figure 1: Emerging Themes from Story Telling Interviews

Interview 2:
As a patient, I woke up at 12 am with heart pounding rapidly and so I arrived at
emergency and began to feel weak. The…triage nurse screened me into a room within
three minutes and hooked me up to monitor. A couple of ER nurses and night doctor
attended immediately and there was an ongoing cycle of nursing staff and students
supporting the work required…They did defibrillation…When things are critical
things they get done. It supports the trust we have in the medical system.
Articulating emerging themes and meaningful messages from the research stories and
placing them in a quantitative framework added context to the research outcomes.
One of the goals throughout this research was to adopt a 'both/and', as opposed to an
'either/or', approach by including both qualitative and quantitative research preferences.
Recording the stories of success honours the experience and contribution of those delivering
and receiving healthcare; augmenting these messages by adding statistical reporting
capability honours the evidence-based approach congruent to healthcare improvement.
Themes and the Common Connecting Thread
Use of an on-line database provided the opportunity to include the ideas and stories of
individuals who were less accessible or whose preference was for on-line contributions.
Because story telling information was immediately available, with comparison and online
report writing capability provided, there was confidence that all ideas received
consideration. As more and more stories were contributed and core research team members
identified recurring themes, one common connecting thread seemed to underlie the
messages in all the stories: trust. It seemed that trust or a trustworthy environment wove its
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Figure 2: Emerging Themes and Messages

way into every story, encompassing the predominant themes emerging from the research.
Establishing trust in each and every caring moment that exists between patient and care
giver, trust between colleagues, on teams and across teams, and creating an organization the
public can trust, was a prominent underlying factor throughout the research stories.
Increased Dialogue and Meaning Making Through On-Line Polling
Future Strategies Developments Incorporated (FSI) provided support through their on-line
database and polling platform. FSI developed an on-line inquiry model to administer the
appreciative interview questions for the project. Demographic data was also collected,
providing an opportunity to report on and highlight stories by specific respondent groups,
age categories and other factors deemed relevant to the research. The ability to produce real
time reports and to re-print stories allowed core research team members to meet in face-toface discussion sessions to review story highlights and theme the stories. Emerging themes
were then entered into the database. In this way, information was gathered from a large
group of respondents, with the most relevant messages identified and recorded. Report
writing capabilities included complete recorded stories, comparison reporting between and
across response groups, identification of themes and the prevalence of specific themes.
Additionally, individuals could be engaged on-line in deeper consideration of the
messages from the stories. As the importance of trust began to emerge, polling questions
were developed and administered on-line to identify the perceived importance of trust and
the prevalence of trust in the working environment. In this way, individuals could reflect on
and respond to the emerging ideas presented in the research.
Polling Questions on Trust
How valuable is trust to successfully creating a safe, quality work environment for our employees and
the clients we serve?
28
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Table 1: The Connecting Thread of Trust

How frequently do you see trust demonstrated in the way things are done day to day in our workplace?
The difference between these two factors indicates a potential area for improvement. FSI
describes this as the expectation gap index – the correlation between the level of importance
of something and the degree to which it is demonstrated in the work environment.
The polling feature adds significant value to the research process as it allows research participants to reflect on the important ideas emerging from the stories. Polling results enable
the organization to focus efforts on the most relevant improvement opportunities.
Changes and Outcomes
The scope of changes implemented as a result of this research is difficult to measure in
strictly quantifiable terms. New relationships and possibilities have been discovered in the
conversations and the stories. As individuals identify the part they and others have played
in creating success, they tap into their own resilience. These fundamental shifts in the questions asked, the solution focused ideas generated and collective sense of past accomplishments can tap into a huge and often underused source of energy and momentum for
change: that of internal, intrinsic motivation. As a result of the possibilities uncovered and
the energy generated, individuals begin to make the changes they seek.
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The researchers are taking every opportunity to engage in telling and re-telling the stories
to sustain the hope, energy and momentum for positive change:
! Stories have been shared in published format in an educational summit attended by
leaders from across the organization.
! Highlights of the stories are shared as part of the new employee orientation.
! Outcomes of the research will be shared at an upcoming national leadership
conference during which the story telling process itself will be used to illustrate the
most meaningful messages conveyed by research participants.
! Team members say that the interview process itself begins the change: ‘the
conversation and stories were enlightening and energizing and could become a
powerful tool for change’; ‘as we go forward to interview others in the organization it
will be important to include many "voices" from across the system, taking into account
that much of the change occurs in the process [of] the story telling interviews’.
Conducting many appreciative interviews that identify how best to succeed shifts the
collective mindset. Suddenly, a large group of people from the system are engaged in a
process moving them away from deficit-based conversation into discussions of what occurs
when things are working at their best. Augmenting face-to-face interviews with additional
interviews made possible by technology can expand the conversations to engage a larger
group of people, increasing involvement, ownership and ultimately momentum for change.
Insight and Direction for Improved Results
Is it possible that on-line capability can be applied to generate additional conversation,
leading to a new level of synchronicity and ultimately new and innovative solutions?
A fundamental principle of AI is to include many voices, seeking the value of many truths.
The goal is to engage the organization in dialogue that creates multiple positive possibilities
and moves the organization in the direction of the most desired future. The principle
researchers in this project are intrigued by the possibilities of an on-line database to provide
to extend and enhance the dialogue generated by Appreciative Inquiry. Identifying themes
from interviews and addingpolling questions based on them provides opportunities for
reflective dialogue and meaningful conversations across a wider audience within the system.
References:
Davis, Sister Elizabeth. Riding the Winds of Change. Leadership Today: Maintaining a Values Base in Times of Uncertainty.
Presentation at Saskatchewan Managers' Network and Saskatchewan Youth Network Fall Forum November 29-30, 2006.
Future Strategies Development Inc. (September 18, 2006) Discussion document prepared for Regina Qu'Appelle Health
Region. 1-25.
Trochim, W.M.K. (2002). Qualitative Measures. Retrieved July 9, 2005, from:
http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/aual.htm
Watkins, Jane & Bernard Mohr. (2001). Appreciative Inquiry Change at the Speed of Imagination. San Francisco: JosseyBass/Pfeiffer.
Footnotes:
i Visionary, scholar, humanitarian and recipient of the 2001 Award for Excellence in Distinguished Service given by the
Canadian Healthcare Association for her work in the Newfoundland healthcare system.
ii needs citation. where is this quote from?
iii Quantitative research excels at summarizing large amounts of data and reaching generalizations based on statistical
projections. Qualitative research excels at 'telling the story' from the participant's view point, providing the rich descriptive
detail that sets quantitative results into their human context. As described by W.M.K. Trochim (2002).

30

AI Practitioner May 2008

