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Y
ou want to do something about culture development in your organi-
sation. A good start in such a process is stating the organisational va-
lues. After all those are the motives for lasting behavioural changes. 
The wish to involve all employees in creating a set of  basic values is 
obvious, but it is easier said than done. And can you also do it in such a 

way that the process in itself is motivating for all involved?  In this recipe goal and 
means are interwoven, based on the principle of ‘appreciative interviewing’.
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Bringing the Values Alive

This irresistible management recipe with the taste of Vertical Dialogue is part of the 
book Kracht zonder Macht.

See www.krachtzondermacht.nl for further information.
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skills I acquired during the training could be put to practice right away. My calm ap-
proach meant to the resident that I could distract her occasionally and that she noticed 
very little of the venipuncture. And me? I received a big hug from her. An experience 
I will never forget…...”

Analysis of the 2800 (!) interviews by the project group resulted in a list of twelve 
values: Cooperation, Appreciation, Communication, Good-fellowship, Trust, Professi-
onalism, Involvement, Results, Initiative, Respect, Client focus and Satisfaction. Next, 
this was discussed in various ways!

In the personnel magazine ‘De Nieuwsboog’ success stories have been, and still are,  
printed. But the most visible is the series of posters on the walls of De Zorgboog buil-
dings. Of course, those involved were personally approached and asked if they agreed 
to having their story, including names, on a poster. It was considered an honour and a 
form of recognition! “Wow, my success story with my name underneath, I am totally 
overcome.”

It was “only” step one in the culture development process, about which more else-
where in this book. But this step reached its objectives. A structured and widely car-
ried set of values, based on input of 2800 success stories of each and every employee.

 The organisation decorated with success moments

The core of this dialog consisted of a special, appreciative, form of interviewing. After 
the introduction and instructions to all supervisors a process was created in which 
interviews were held at all levels of the organisation and with all 2800 employees, two 
at a time. With just one single question those interviewed were invited to tell a perso-
nal success story on collaboration and inspiring mutual experiences. All these stories, 
which also formed the starting point for constructive team meetings, have been noted 
down and rubricated. Two examples:

My job is to clean the areas the residents make a lot of use of. In an ordinary working 
day I am busy trying to get everything as clean as possible. At some moment one of 
the residents walks into the hallway and says: ‘There are the cleaning elves again!’ I 
liked that so much. It gave me a lot of satisfaction.”

As a doctor’s assistant I have had the opportunity to take a few training courses within 
De Zorgboog organisation in the past few years. One example thereof is the course 
Validation. Occasionally this comes in very handy. For instance that time when I had to 
draw blood from a psychogeriatric resident in the department. The knowledge and the 

De Zorgboog is a regional organisation 
with 2800 employees for nursing, care, 
home care and living. The desired culture 
is characterised by taking responsibility, 
enterprising behaviour, nerve, respect 
and addressing one another concerning 
behaviour and results. In order to develop 
this culture the underlying organisational 
values had to be revived collectively. The 
created project group ‘culture develop-
ment’ was inspired by TNO Management 
Consultants to use the positive, energy-
generating approach of Appreciative In-
quiry (AI) for their objectives. From the AI 
point of view, when the desired culture is 
lived through by the people and then is 
experienced as more personal. And with 
this the first step in the culture develop-
ment process was started with an inter-
nal dialog about values based on AI.

Attention for Results? I’ll take care of it myself!
Because I’m the Zorgboog!
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Steps in the dialogue process

Depending on the size of the scale the set-up and processing of the interviews re- ·
quire a good facilitation. Logical steps in such a process are:
a good plan of approach and a coordinating, directing team (“the project group”); ·
careful announcement and introduction of the process, to all supervisors, with suf- ·
ficient basic information on the AI method;
designing (and ‘testing’) of the interview script (see above); ·
specific instruction of all supervisors about the application of the script; ·
the stories were not just collected in writing, but also discussed afterwards in a  ·
team. The follow-up discussion served to discover the core values of the story that 
were important to De Zorgboog; this too requires instruction, and possibly support, 
from the supervisors concerned;
next, an administrative finalisation of the content of the interview reports, on the  ·
one hand to gather the values that have been weighed, and on the other hand to 
make an accessible archive for practical use of the stories in the future;
finally, selecting the content of the messages (core values, success stories) and to  ·
process them in a variety of expressions (posters, personnel magazine and such).

INTERVIEW

1. Name of the person interviewed:
2. Name of the person interviewing:

3. Question: ‘Think back to a specific situation where in your job, created a lot 
of energy. A moment of great cooperation that was a very inspiring, mutual 
experience’. 

 It is important for you to tell the story in as much detail as possible. Write 
down the story of the person who interviews you. 

4. Story: .....................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................................. 

5. Groupsdiscussion: 
The interviewer tells the story of the person she/he interviewed. 
The group studied the stories and formulate the common values mentioned in it:
........................................................................................................................................ 
........................................................................................................................................

The recipe 

A bit of Appreciative Inquiry
AI is a new approach in the Netherlands, which originates in the United States. Literal-
ly appreciative inquiry means: appreciative and understanding research and discovery. 
In addition to a way of thinking, AI is also a method of change based on the strength 
present in organisations. In it AI differs from the traditional change interventions that 
are focused on the problems and the short-comings of an organisation. Instead of the 
question “What is going wrong and who or what is responsible for this?” AI starts 
with “What are the moments of success and how can we build on this success in the 
future?” This way the change process focuses on what the organisation wants to ac-
complish in the future instead of what the organisation no longer wants. 

For the purpose of formulating the organisational values only a part of Appreciative 
Inquiry is used for the internal dialogue: the appreciative and inquiring interview. This 
interview is sometimes also called the heart of AI. The core question is: “Tell about a 
moment of success in which you had the feeling of great cooperation.” In this question 
a connection is made with the story of an example/situation where the experience and 
intrinsic motivation of people hides. The same question formulated differently – What 
has been a moment of success in cooperation? – only appeals to the ratio (left half of 
the brain) which produces a rational, more desired answer. The appreciative question 
is more holistic in nature because it asks for a story in which, next to the actual situa-
tion, also an appeal is made on the personal experience. And the personal experience 
contains the feeling, which is important when it concerns mobilising people: “Wow, 
that’s what I do all this for!” or “That is really important to me! It touches me!” This 
creates intrinsic motivation to want to improve things. It makes connections between 
the needs of an organisation on the one hand and the feelings and emotional needs, 
such as pride, ownership, responsibility, attachment and personal growth of the peo-
ple on the other hand.

Script as the core of the recipe
Ultimately it means that two people start sharing their success stories based on good 
questions. Below, as an example, the script. It illustrates the setting of the tone that AI 
requires. It is obvious that this script can be made generic with a few small changes. 
However, that does not mean that the purpose of the interview does not have to be re-
searched each time. Designing an interview script that 2800 employees can work with 
requires a lot more preparations than the simplicity of the script makes you believe.
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Vertical dialogue?

Actually the only thing coming from hi-
gher up is the script for two to ‘discover 
beautiful success stories’ together in the 
organisation. In other words: no direct in-
fluence on the content. That content can 
just be, in this case even in large quan-
tities, which utilises “all knowledge and 
skills of all employees” to a maximum. It 
is a vertical dialogue because the super-
visors on the one hand put the process 
in motion, and then return the results of 
the content (in the form of posters, new-
sletters) to the organisation, which can 
do with it what it needs. The hierarchical 
direction is limited to the (required) pro-
duction in order to channel the process.

The Participants

First of all we’d like to thank all employ-
ees of De Zorgboog who literally experi-
enced this recipe. Appreciation for the 
initiators, represented by Bert Koene-
man, Executive Board, and Marij Coolen, 
project manager culture development. 

The support in the field of AI was taken 
care of by Kees Ahaus, director of TNO 
Management Consultants. Providing the 
ingredients for this recipe – was taken 
care of by Annet van de Wetering, senior 
consultant on behalf of TNO Manage-
ment Consultants.

Weblinks:
www.zorgboog.nl 
www.tmc.tno.nl 

Final words

It is fitting in this scope to especially have 
the employees of De Zorgboog speak up: 

“Because of the stories we look at each 
other differently and we have more un-
derstanding for one another.”  

“Because of the mixed group I got to 
know other colleagues, which enhances 
the ‘we-feeling’.”

“There is a strong inclination to talk about 
problems. If you actively approach that 
different, it is impressive what kind of 
energy that creates.”

In the beginning there was scepticism, 
hope that is isn’t a trick. That quickly 
dissipated and enthusiasm and energy 
replaced it.”

“The success stories are about normal 
daily work experiences, which also pro-
vided us with lots of tips. You notice that 
we consult each other more.”

“Happiness in my team that success was 
recognised and acknowledged. This had 
a much longer effect than just that eve-
ning, it still has an effect.” 

F
oto van Annet van de Wete-
ring omwisselen met de bij-
gevoegde.

O
nder poster: 

‘aandacht voor 
resultaat, daar 
zorg ik voor. 
De zorgboog 

dat ben jij.

G
raag ondertiteling: ‘Atten-
tion for Results?, I’ll take 
care of it myself!

B
ecause I’m the 
Zorgboog!

Annet Kees

Marij

Little points of attention

It is also good to find out if there are employees that have difficulty writing down the 
story at the time of the interview. It is handy to provide an alternative method of recor-
ding for this group. For example, they could make a video-recording or tape-recording 
of the conversation. They do not have to work that out in writing; they can turn in the 
recording itself. The story can also be recorded in different ways, for instance by ma-
king a drawing that symbolises the story.

The term success stories means that people can have the idea that it has to be a big 
story; while in reality it concerns the normal recognizable daily things. Like a Zorg-
boog employee said: “I have been working here for 35 years but I really do not have a 
success story.” Everyone was a little shocked; 35 years of employment and not capable 
of telling a single success story? When asked for the reason and why she was still wor-
king for the organization and in health care she answered: “Well, my job is my hobby 
and I go to work whistling. My residents really touch me....” And there, a beautiful 
success story came rolling out anyway. Therefore, it is advisable to check which terms 
to use in the interviews so everyone can do something with it.

More application possibilities

Depending on the objective, the culture, the time and the budget the interview can be 
used for any subject you want to do more with in your organisation and which should 
be revived. This way, in a short time, you create attention for a subject that will spread 
like an oil stain throughout the organisation. 

The approach, according to David Cooperrider, founder of AI, is essential for creating 
a healthy intrinsic dialogue in the organisation. He states that a good functioning or-
ganisation has an intrinsic dialogue characterised by almost twice as many positive as 
negative images. In order to create this healthy intrinsic dialogue asking appreciative 
questions is of the essence, something this recipe can contribute to. 

In order to hold on to the attention for the subjects in the organisation, follow-up steps 
are desirable. This recipe can be used separately or in connection with the following 
recipe “Doing something about values”, if you have acquired the taste!
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