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Abstract
Deficit-orientation is still the default mode used to analyse and seek change of the social world,
including in police organizations and in human rights practice. This contribution outlines the basic
elements of a resource-oriented look at furthering human rights realization by the police, with the
specific focus on the approach and method of Appreciative Inquiry. In line with systemic thinking,
Appreciative Inquiry is widely used for organizational research and development in different areas.
Social scientific research has shown Appreciative Inquiry to be successful in mobilizing positive
energy leading to desired change. The examples of its use in police trainings described in this
contribution clearly highlight its potential to refocus attention on what already works well in police
practice and how success stories can be harnessed to further strengthen police work in line with
human rights standards.
1. Introduction: context and objectives
It is nowadays a truism to state that the biggest challenge in human rights is the ‘implementation
gap’, the gulf between human rights norms standards and the reality on the ground. How do we
translate the seemingly lofty human rights into concrete practice on a daily basis? This question has
been accompanying us since we have started our work in the field of human rights. And it has led us
to search for new ways of thinking and acting with a view to effectively closing this gap, again: with a
view to translating human rights norms into reality.
Some of the results of this attempt are contained in our publication showing the benefits of “a
systemic approach to human rights practice”.1 Systems thinking2 has proved to be useful for
increasing both effectiveness as well as the functioning in many organizations, in particular in the
business sector. It consists of a set of scientifically well-grounded concepts which help explain and
shape the social world and – equally important for practical implementation purposes – it provides a
practical tool box for intervention.
In which way can systemic thinking help human rights practice?
We argue that human rights practice is still dominated by traditional epistemic approaches, in
particular law-centred, often legalistic ones. Human rights are laid down as laws and, thus, lawyers
obviously (must) play a big role. Many direct duty-bearers come from the executive branch, located
in bureaucratic and legally structured systems, such as the police. Legal thinking is strongly
determined by linear causal thinking; rightly so, as acts or omissions must be imputable to a person
in order to impose penalties and other measures; that is, the causal link between act and actor has to
be established. This perspective is necessary, but not sufficient for coming to grips with the
challenges involved in human rights practice. As trained lawyers we believe that it requires a
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complementary thinking which allows to understand the broader picture of human interaction and
life.
Systems thinking, we further argue, provides for such a broader perspective. It offers, firstly, a
plausible theory of the social world and, secondly, a variety of tools for effecting sustainable change.3
Developed in systemic consulting practice, these concepts and tools can very successfully enhance
the impact of any social activity, including human rights practice. Systemic thinking is a vast field, and
we do not have the space to present it here. So we confine ourselves to some general remarks.
Systems thinking produces a true shift in mindset, view and attention. If you adopt a systemic lens,
you will never see the world in the same way as before. What, then, is different when you apply
systemic thinking?
1. You know that there is no objective knowledge, but that any knowledge is subjectively
constructed. “Everything said is said by someone.”4 Constructivism thereby rejects the
commonly held idea of the ability of objective observation and, thus, separating things neatly
into true or false. In practical terms, this constructivist outlook means that we have to accept
one crucial thing: multi-perspectivity. One’s position and perspective is only one among
many perspectives.
2. You accept that complexity, circular causality and unpredictability characterize (social) life.
We commonly think: “If I do A – B happens.” Instead, cybernetics5 assumes that things always
occur in a ‘reciprocal feedback loop’ where cause and effect become indistinguishable: cause
is always effect and effect is always cause. Watzlawick famously described this with the
example of a relationship between a man and a woman where he says “I withdraw because
you nag” and she “I nag because you withdraw”, their behaviour becoming both the trigger
and feedback within the communication.6
3. You accept that living systems (individuals and organizations) have a life of their own. They
are autonomous, autopoetic and self-determined systems, not machines.7 Thus, they cannot
be controlled and changed directly from the outside. On the other hand, in order to ensure a
necessary degree of stability and efficiency, individuals learn to trivialise themselves to some
degree in a system to become more predictable, by adhering to certain established rules,
codes and agreements. Thus, systems develop patterns of communication to maintain
stability and reduce complexity.
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Box 1: Systemic thinking in a nutshell
For systemic consulting practice the following 'systemic slogans' can serve as guides:
●

Look at the whole picture instead of focusing only on parts and elements.

●

See connections and interrelationships instead of singular events

●

See causes as effects and effects as causes

●

Seek actively and integrate the different viewpoints and multiple perspectives

●

Look at the "bottom of the iceberg" to understand underlying causes
(perceptions, attitudes, culture, etc.)

●

Identify the patterns that are at work in shaping organizational life

●

Look at failures in the system, not in persons

●

Look at resources and strengths, not only deficits

●

Recognise the limits of intervention and look for entry points.

●

Begin with the end in mind, developing a concrete image of the desired future.

●

Include systematic self-reflection on your own role and your contribution to
effects and (unintended) consequences 8

In this article we focus specifically on the slogan “Look at resources and strengths, not only deficits”.
The slogan builds on the idea that strengths and resources can be used to support and sustain
desired change processes.
This refocusing, this shift of mind, constitutes a move away from a deficit-oriented view which still
dominates much of contemporary thinking. Deficit-orientation is still the default mode of the social
world, and this includes both police and human rights work.
In line with this assumption, the objective of this contribution is to outline the basic elements of a
resource-oriented look at human rights realization by police, with the specific focus on “Appreciative
Inquiry”, present some initial thoughts and possible ways forward to exploring and testing out of
such an approach.
We start with a brief presentation of the approach of and basic principles underlying Appreciative
Inquiry (section 2), we then present – as the main part – how this approach can be applied in
endeavours to strengthen human rights in the field of policing, with specific reference to a workshop
at the International Police Conference and police trainings in Austria (section 3), and end with
reflections on some challenges in its application (section 4).
It is important to bear in mind that this is our first attempt to develop this type of thinking and, thus,
has its obvious limitations.
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2. Appreciative Inquiry
“Appreciative Inquiry” (AI)9 is one of the most popular approaches to organizational research and
development that take resource-orientation seriously. AI is located within the broader context of the
burgeoning field known as “positive organizational studies” and the “strength based” movement.10
Developed in the 1980ies at the Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland, Ohio as an action
research method, its basic assumptions are simple:
1. Every organization has something that works well.
2. If these strengths, resources and potentials are explicitly identified and “appreciated”, they
benefit all and can be used for mobilizing positive power leading to desired change.
3. Organizations develop in the direction which is the focus of attention or “inquiry”.

2.1. A practice-oriented definition of Appreciative Inquiry
Appreciative Inquiry is both a very specific look at and a useful tool for transforming social reality,
based on a firm social scientific grounding.11 In the words of the pioneers of this approach:
„Appreciative Inquiry is the cooperative co-evolutionary search for the best in people, their
organizations, and the world around them. It involves the discovery of what gives “life” to a living
system when it is most effective, alive, and constructively capable in economic, ecological, and human
terms. AI involves the art and practice of asking questions that strengthen a system’s capacity to
apprehend, anticipate, and heighten positive potential. The inquiry is mobilized through the crafting
of the “unconditional positive question,” often involving hundreds or thousands of people. AI
interventions focus on the speed of imagination and innovation instead of the negative, critical, and
spiraling diagnoses commonly used in organizations. The discovery, dream, design, and destiny model
links the energy of the positive core to changes never thought possible.“12
This is a very helpful description of what AI is and elements of it will be visible throughout the
following parts of this paper.

2.2. Settings/types of use
Appreciative inquiry can take different forms, ranging from the use of the Appreciative Inquiry
Interview to a whole-scale organizational change process.
The Appreciative Inquiry interview is at the heart of any AI application and therefore a natural
starting point for showing its logic. It is a one-and-one interview, an exercise in story-telling, of
positive experiences of the past, the identification of individual and collective strengths and
potentials that we have in the present as well as a bold look at how these strengths can be used for
achieving a positive future image. Two persons interview each other along some fairly standardized
questions (that can be adapted to the concrete situation):13
1. Describe a time in your organization that you consider a high point experience, a time when
you were most engaged and felt alive and vibrant.
9
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2. Without being modest, tell me what it is that you most value about yourself, your work, and
your organization.
3. What are the core factors that give life to your organization when it is at its best?
4. Imagine your organization ten years from now, when everything is just as you always wished
it could be. What is different? How have you contributed to this dream organization?
These interview questions structure a movement: from the positive past to the experience of
strengths and life giving core factors in the present to concrete visions a positive future.

Box 2: Appreciative Inquiry - 4D Model
This basic movement (past-present-future) also guides broader designs of AI based change
processes. AI’s standard whole-scale change process is known as the 4D Model, which is “now
almost universally described as the AI method”.14 It consists of 4 stages:
1. Discovery: on the basis of an AI interview, participants identify the positive and the life-giving
factors: “the best of what is”.
2. Dream: Participants co-create a results-oriented concrete vision for a given social system:
“What might be”.
In addition, and in order to make the vision concrete on the basis of existing resources and
strengths, the movement moves back to present.
3. Design: Participants create concrete propositions/thinking guidelines for shaping the
organization: “What should be”.
4. Destiny: Participants develop concrete action of implementation: “What will be”.
Application of this 4D Model of AI obviously varies. Many include what is known as an AI-Summit, an
ambitious whole-scale change design which spread over several days and which brings the different
stakeholders from all parts of the system in a forum for learning.

Of these two basic uses of AI, this contribution focuses on the basic form, the AI interview and its
potentials for getting change going. It is the most flexible form of use found in a variety of contexts
and probably often done in a superficial way.15 We find this quality of easy and flexible adaptation of
AI interviews to different settings a particular asset of the method, in particular when working in the
bureaucratic government sector where broader reform and change processes are difficult to get
going. On the other hand, in order to understand how to apply AI in a sound way, we agree that it is
necessary to have a firm grasp of the underlying concepts and principles. If not, the application of AI
might not work out. “A fool with a tool is still a fool”. This saying used in systemic consulting circles
encapsulates the danger of applying tools without proper grounding.
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2.3. Principles of Appreciative Inquiry
In the following, we present 5 principles which are widely accepted as the conceptual basis of
appreciative inquiry.16 They are in line with the ideas and slogans of systemic thinking outlined
above.
The five principles are:
1. The constructionist principle:17 AI grew out of social constructionism as developed by i.a.
Kenneth Gergen.18 All social reality is constructed; human knowledge and social life are
interwoven. “Words create worlds”19 is often used as a slogan to succinctly express this
principle. Reality is constructed through language and communication. This means that
attention is shifted from the individual to relationships, connections and communication.
“From cogito ergo sum to communicamos ergo sum.”20
2. The simultaneity principle: Inquiry is at the same time intervention into a given system, in
line with the constructionist perspective. Inquiry and intervention is inseparable and
intertwined. What you ask about produces at the same time changes. Questions are the
essential element of the inquiry. Good questions might bring to light new things and change
your whole perspective (e.g. in so-called “Aha” moments). There is broad evidence of this in
particular in therapeutic settings. In a broader sense, this principle says: whatever we do and
say has an effect.
3. The poetic principle: Rather than being machines, organizations are dynamic living systems,
they are like “open books”.21 Much of life in living systems is expressed in stories, told in the
kitchen and on the corridors. These stories are co-authored. What kind of stories are told and
shared is important. AI helps to unearth positive stories of achievement and high energy
moments.
4. The anticipatory principle: Images of the future guide and inspire present-day actions.22
“Much like a movie projector on a screen, human systems are forever projecting a horizon of
expectations ahead of themselves.”23 Creating positive images, showing potentials and
elaborating possibilities helps organizations achieve concrete results. It belongs to the most
important aspects of any change process. Existing research, including image theory, clearly
supports this.24
5. The positive principle: a search for the positive leads to positive change. As AI practitioners
know from experience, the focus on the positive tends to produce positive affect and
emotions and strengthens relationships and social bonding. It thus enhances energy and
amplifies the positive core, the existing wisdom, successful strategies, positive attitudes and
affect, skills, resources and capabilities.25
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As experienced by AI practitioners and supported by scientific research, AI has clear benefits:
●

It allows identification of new aspects of reality which have previously not been seen, the
positive ones.

●

It helps create a positive self-image grounded in actual experience (“the high points”).

●

This, in turn, can lead to enhancing positive emotions and energy for effecting desired
change.

●

More generally, research has found that AI works because it helps liberate positive power
through a set of facilitating conditions which revolve around freedom, the so-called “Six
Freedoms”:26

2.4. Use of Appreciative Inquiry to strengthen human rights
Considering the immense potential benefits of appreciative inquiry we have attempted to explore
this tool to increase our effectiveness in our human rights work. In that regard, we are following in
the steps of other actors. For example the Office of High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)
has recommended the method to enhance knowledge sharing as a “a method of organizational
development that engages all levels of an organization (and its stakeholders) in its renewal, change
and improved performance.”27 Moreover, the former UN Secretary General Kofi Annan stated:“ I
would like to commend you more particularly for your methodology of Appreciative Inquiry and to
thank you for introducing it to the United Nations. Without this, it would have been very difficult,
perhaps even impossible, to constructively engage so many leaders of business, civil society, and
government.”28
Appreciative inquiry has also been used in NGO-contexts and for community and societal projects,
including the development field.29
Moreover, the method has also been applied in prison research in order to analyse the work of
prison officers and the importance of staff-prisoner relationships. In their ground-breaking work,
Liebling, Price and Elliot illustrate the use of AI to study relationships in a maximum-security prison in
the UK. They used AI to move away from a ‘problem-centred’ to an ‘empathetic approach’ assuming
that it “might have particular value in a sensitive and beleaguered organization in which staff often
felt at the receiving end of sometimes vague criticism”.30 The approach seeks not to deny the
problems in prisons but to specifically look at the positive realities, resources, imaginations of staff
and prisoners shifting the focus from deficits to accomplishments and achievements. In this sense it
was used as a method of action research, fostering at the same time self-confidence, energy and
faith as a creative and future oriented process.31 The method used was a ‘lightly structured talk’,
conducted in a narrative form to induce storytelling. It was based on an appreciative protocol with
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generative questions that were not followed strictly but were “designed to move and hold the
interviewee in appreciative mode while a particular topic is explored’ 32
The researchers found that prison staff interviewed responded enthusiastically to unconditional
positive regard, and that the AI approach turned out to be very effective to earn trust, generate open
communication and stimulate cooperation and interest.33 Yet, although the researchers felt that
they had ‘broken new ground’, the method also had its restrictions. The strong tendency towards
negativity and despair limited the imaginative horizons of the participants. Thus, within the limited
frame of this research, the full transformative potential as a method of action research remained
underexplored.34 Nevertheless the researchers concluded that the method not only “opened doors
to data and interpretations that may have remained firmly shut in other research environments, and
it clearly made a significant difference to the way at least some prisoner officers conceived of their
role.” Considering the effects it had on prison officers they hold the opinion that “as an instrument
for change, the possibilities are endless.”35
Their other findings highlighted the importance of prisoner-staff relationships and pointed out that
the important ‘peacekeeping work’ (“negotiating peaceful co-existence”) of prison staff is “undervalued, under-theorized and under-estimated”.36 They explained this, inter alia, with the fact that the
work of a prison officer is usually considered as successful if it is quiet and nothing happens.
However, the authors rightly emphasise that the work of resolving and avoiding conflict should not
be seen as omissions but as acts requiring considerable skill.37 There are clear parallels to the work of
police officers who also hold an unusual amount of power which is most of the time held in reserve.
Rather than their mere law enforcement police work is about their peacekeeping function achieved
through conversations, mediating and deescalating.38 But this role is often overlooked, and police
often complain about a lack of recognition or even hostile behaviour39 by citizens as their work is
often criticised by NGOs, the media and in the public discourse.

3. Application in police context

3.1. Trying it out
Inspired by the promising potential and experiences in similar contexts we were eager to test the
potential of this method to strengthen human rights performance of police organisations. Two
experiences of application are shown in this section.

3.1.2. The Berlin Conference
We are very grateful to the organisers of the International Conference ‘Fair Treatment of Persons in
Police Custody’ to have given us the opportunity to present the method and try it out in a workshop
32
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to 'mobilise potentials within police organizations to realize human rights'. The workshop brought
together conference participants and police students of the Brandenburg State Police University who
had already made practical experiences in police operations.
After a short introduction to the method of appreciative inquiry and its benefits we separated the
participants in groups. Police officers and students were asked to interview each other and inquire in
an appreciative, resource-oriented manner on their experiences in protecting fundamental rights
during a police operation. They were asked to listen patiently without judging the answers or
assuming than one already knew what the other person was about to say and adopt an open-minded
attitude, curious to learn new things. The participants who were not police officers acted as
observers and had to keep time of the interviews, listen and take notes. The questions were divided
in four blocks (see guiding questions below).
The first one inquires about the students’ past and the reason behind the decision to become a
police officer. This was supposed to bring back the possible “magic of the beginning', the fascination
for the job. Not surprisingly, but important to note, most students actually wanted to become police
officers in order to serve and protect others and ensure a safe and secure society. The protection of
the human rights of persons thus showed to be a key driver for the job choice of police officers. It
was also precisely this close work with people and the feeling of serving society that was described as
a key element that 'connects' the students to the job and the police organisation.
The second block aimed at specifically inquiring about the positive experience in police work to
protect fundamental rights. The students were asked to recount a “highlight/highpoint experience”
in their work. While the challenge in this part of the interview is the willingness of participants to get
involved as well as to be concrete enough and not move into generalisations,40 the participants all
managed to find an example from their recent practical experience and describe why it was so
valuable to them. The experiences referred to complex situations from intervening in a domestic
violence case to handling a person with a mental disability and showed the high sensitivity and
professionalism police officers need to apply in their daily work.
In the third and fourth block of the interview the students were asked to take closer look at their
own value and strengths they bring to work as well as the greatest strength of their organization in
respecting and protecting human dignity.
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In the plenary discussion many police students readily shared that they found the exercise not easy
because they were not used to specifically focus on their resources and strengths. They stated that
there was a general ‘complaint culture’ in the police force with the focus on what works badly. Some
said that they only received feedback when they did something wrong and also the coverage from
the outside e.g. by the media or from human rights organisations is experienced as overwhelmingly
negative. Therefore, they described the exercise as a very valuable new experience that generated
positive energy and brought to light the many strengths and potentials of the police in protecting
human dignity. The participants specifically mentioned their communication skills as a highlight,
treating everyone as a human being with respect and empathy. Moreover, the motivation to protect
others, the victim, the offender, their colleagues and themselves is always the priority. They also
commended the strong comradery among their colleagues, working together, looking out for each
other.
In the final discussions and the anonymous feedback forms the exercise was recognised as useful to
identify what already works well and how to build on that. It showed that Appreciative Inquiry can
motivate police officers to reflect on the issue of policing and human rights and promote positive
attitudes and to see the work of the police as an organisation to protect human rights. The method
makes visible that human rights are always a key issue in police operations.
The students recommended repeating the exercise with police officers that have served for longer
time. While for new recruits the thought of having joined the police force to protect and secure
(including the learnings from the human rights courses) are still present, this may fade out after
decades of serving, and officers may become unaware of the possibilities and potentials they have to
react in their daily work. For longer serving colleagues, the reminder of the “magic of the beginning”
may be specifically powerful and the positive focus specifically energising and liberating. Some even
recommended to consider doing such exercise with new and experienced officers to exchange
different perspectives on work, learn from each other (across generations and fields) and strengthen
the companionship/solidarity among ‘young and old’ and across departments.
10

3.1.2. Trainings of Austrian police officers
The context of this case of application of Appreciative Inquiry is the following:41 Austrian street police
officers who get promoted to the first management rank undergo a six months classroom training,
spread over a period of nine months, including intermittent practice phases. One of the modules is a
two and a half days training workshop on human rights. Its broad objectives are: 1. A sound
understanding of the role of police with regard to human rights, including its positive role as
protector, 2. A sound understanding of basic concepts of human rights and structures/mechanisms
to realize them. 3. Analytical skills in applying human rights to concrete cases of police practice, 4.
Self-critical reflection on basic assumptions, including stereotypes. The trainings are held by an
experienced police trainer in tandem with an external person active in the human rights field,
including one of the authors, Walter Suntinger.
Designs of the human rights module are in a constant state of development. Recently, and as a
consequence of the above-described Berlin workshop, an AI interview exercise was introduced in the
afternoon of the first day. Prior to this exercise, participants will have expressed their expectations,
had a first discussion of relevant human rights issues, including on the basis of a discussion of articles
in current newspapers, and an exposition of the basics of human rights. In particular, they will know
that police work is essentially human rights work, if they take the state obligation to protect seriously
and to its logical end. 42 The prime example for showing this is domestic violence. This first positive
reframing of police in Austria sets a positive and at the same time a realistic tone for the training.
The exercise of Appreciative Inquiry is a continuation of this approach. The basic setting is similar to
the one described above. 1. Participants (regularly around 30) are asked to interview each other in
pairs along the questions above, slightly adapted. 2. In a subsequent discussion in groups of 6 (3
pairs), participants are asked to share their story if they want (participants are free not to do so) and
choose 2 or 3 stories to share in the plenary. 3. In the final plenary discussion, participants listen to
the stories, discuss their human rights implication and are asked to share their learning from the
exercise.
The following is an anecdotal description of some major results that are related to the above
characteristics of AI. It is based on our own observation of the process and persons involved, but also
on oral and written feedback given by co-trainers and participants.
The themes of the stories shared can be broadly categorised along the human rights obligations to
respect, protect and fulfill the most basic rights, the rights to physical integrity and the right to life.
Police officers expressed satisfaction about professionally carrying out an action involving the use of
force and leading to the arrest of suspects, while strictly abiding by the principle of proportionality
and caring for persons injured in a professional way. Often mentioned are stories where they
intervened in situations of domestic violence: protecting the victims of domestic violence, while
keeping calm and respecting the rights of the perpetrator, and at the same time caring for children
present. Furthermore, stories about their action to prevent suicides through determined action
and/or empathic communication appear frequently in the stories told.
The most important strengths of police officers that become visible in these interviews are: courage,
determination, empathy, firm sense of humanity, professionalism and negotiation/communication
skills.
41
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Reflections on the exercise tend to highlight the following, in strong support of the AI principles
outlined above:
●

New aspects of their work indeed become visible. “Interesting, we have understood new
things or “wow, we have never seen this before”.

●

However, looking at the positive aspects constitutes a challenge for many people in a job
that is so much concerned with the difficult aspects of social life.

●

The positive emotions that accompany telling their story and the subsequent discussion in
the plenary are strongly felt.

●

Discussions revolve around the way in which such positive story-telling43 can be integrated in
daily practice.

The positive image of police as a professional actor for protecting and respecting human rights seems
to be clearly strengthened.

3.2. Possible uses
Based on these experiences, we draw the conclusion that Appreciative Inquiry can be useful to
strengthen police organisations in different ways.
Firstly, it bears great potential for organisational development. It can be used by leaders in staff
talks and meetings to enquire about the resources and promising practices in the organisation in
order to build on as well as to motivate staff to learn and grow. It can equally be a very helpful tool
for external consultants to gather valuable information and develop options for organisational
reform.
In a similar way it can be a strong tool for research to find out about the resources in an organisation
and what actually works and matters and bring to light new elements otherwise uncovered.
Moreover, as the example from prison research has shown, it can create an environment of trust
between the researcher and those being involved in the research. Specifically in settings such as
prisons or police organisations there exists a certain caution or resistance to cooperate with
researchers out of fear of being criticised. This could be overcome by the consistent focus on
resources and the positive offered by the Appreciative Inquiry method.
This trust-building can also be very useful for monitoring police institutions. Indeed, we specifically
recommend Appreciative Inquiry as a useful tool for National Preventive Mechanisms mandated to
monitor places of detention and prevent torture and ill-treatment.44 Our experiences using it in
monitoring have shown that a positive framing is positively received by the authorities who are
showing an increasing ‘monitoring fatigue’, being served the same findings and recommendations
again and again45 Furthermore, the same conclusions as for research and organisational
development apply for monitors who with the help of Appreciative Inquiry can identify strengths and
resources in the system and make recommendations and support police organisations to achieve
change.

43

On the fundamental importance of story-telling in police, see Waddington (1999).
Birk, Suntinger (2019), p 674.
45
Birk, Zach, Suntinger, Long, Murray (2015), p 16.
44

12

We can only briefly mention here that there are possibilities of the use of AI for the police in other
settings, e.g. to improve their engagement with the community.46

4. Challenges in the application of Appreciative Inquiry in the police context
Despite the great potential of Appreciative Inquiry one should not ignore the challenges in its
application. These challenges are partly intrinsic in the use of AI in general, partly they result from
the specific field of application: human rights within police.
First of all it is important to consider AI not as magic cure but just as a possible tool among many. We
want to emphasise that we believe that it is most useful if it is strategically embedded in the given
context and used as part of an overall systemic approach to human rights and police work.
One of the common critiques is that appreciative inquiry might invalidate negative experiences.47
This would of course be particularly problematic in the area of human rights if it meant ignoring or
not taking seriously human rights violations and its victims. In line with a strategic approach, the use
of AI needs to be clearly and critically reflected and balanced with other tools.
This might also mean that it would not be feasible in certain circumstances, particularly in situation
of crisis and massive human rights violations. It may simply be unsuitable, unjustified or send a
wrong message to focus on the positive in such an environment. At the same time, in situations of
despair, appreciative inquiry may be the only way out of the negative and to find solutions. Like with
other interventions and methods, it is also important to consider whether AI is culturally appropriate.
Moreover, the benefit of this method presupposes a general willingness of the authorities to improve
and to undertake genuine efforts to strengthen human rights.

5. Conclusion
In conclusion, there are clearly benefits in using appreciative inquiry for strengthening police work in
numerous ways - internally and by external consultants, researchers and monitors. It may not always
be easy but if carefully reflected and embedded in the right context it will yield promising results and
steer an organisation towards positive change. We believe it is worth for different actors and in
different situations to have the courage to try it out, and we are committed to continue to explore it
as a key tool for systemic change management in our human rights practice. The question of the
founders of Appreciative Inquiry seems pertinent also in the field of police: “What would happen to
our change practices if we began all our work with the positive presumption that organizations, as
centers of human relatedness, are alive with infinite constructive capacity?”48

46

For example the Appreciative Inquiry event in Cheetham Hill, UK brought together 130 persons to hear their positive
experiences from living in the community, what is important from them and what they expect from policing. Reportedly it
was a very successful way to learn from and engage with citizens while sending the message that the police cares about
their views, problems and need. See: https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=118&v=glSHbM2WxzI (last
accessed: 7 April 2020)
47
Bushe (2011), p. 96
48
Cooperrider, Whitney (2005), p.3.
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