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Appreciative inquiry is a philosophy and method-
ology for promoting positive organizational
change. Nursing leaders at 6 community hospitals
are partnering with the authors on a project that
uses appreciative inquiry to improve communica-
tion and collaboration, to increase nurse involve-
ment in decision making, and to enhance cultural
awareness and sensitivity. In this article, the
authors describe appreciative inquiry, how hospi-
tals are using it, and the initial lessons learned.

Communication and collaboration within nursing
and across disciplines and departments, and nurse
involvement in decisions about patient care and
nursing practice are associated with successful
nurse recruitment and retention as well as high qual-
ity care. Although the literature offers compelling
rationale for improving communication and in-
creasing nursing involvement in decision making,
there is minimal guidance on how to implement and
sustain these organizational features in practice. To
address this issue, an action research project was
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initiated to evaluate methods for improving the
nursing work environment in 6 community hospi-
tals. To tap and build on the best ideas and prac-
tices already existing in each hospital, we adopted
appreciative inquiry (AI) as a methodology for
making positive organizational change.

Setting the Stage

In 2004, we began a 5-year action research project
funded by the Health Resources and Services
Administration to create a service-research partner-
ship with 6 community hospitals. The project goal
is to build capacity to use what research tells us
to shape practice environments to enhance nurse
retention and quality patient care. The project
hospitals are located in Pennsylvania; most are rural
and are located in the Health Resources and Services
Administration Bureau of Health Professions’ des-
ignated “Nurse Shortage Counties.” The project
objectives are: (1) to improve communication and
collaboration among nurses and other healthcare
professionals, (2) to enhance staff nurse involve-
ment in organizational and clinical decision mak-
ings, and (3) to enhance cultural awareness and
sensitivity toward patients, families, and other staff,
disciplines and departments.

The project combines the Al change manage-
ment model with a “bundle” of other strategies
such as collection, benchmarking, and reporting
of performance data; learning collaborative meet-
ings 3 times a year at a central location; tele-
phone conferences; hospital site visits by the
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