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These key learning points are captured as part of the contributions made by the 

speakers and participants during the event. They key objective of circulating the event 

learning points report is to share what was discussed so as to perpetuate the 

discussion beyond the event. 
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1. Event Background 

At this sharing session, three different perspectives on the use of Appreciative 

Inquiry (AI) in the Singapore Prison Service Cluster B were presented. SUPT 

Terrence Goh, Commander of Cluster B, shared from a leadership perspective the 

anticipated challenges facing Cluster B, why AI was chosen as an approach, offered 

personal insights on how he convinced his officers to come onboard the AI journey 

and shared his reflections of the process. Mr. Noel Tan, Principal of Trailblazer 

Associates International and engaged by Cluster B, shared the theoretical aspects of 

AI and how theories of AI were translated into practice in Cluster B from a 

consultant‟s perspective. DSP Kok Weng Chew shared from a practitioner‟s 

perspective the strategy, challenges, opportunities as well as the learning points 

when using AI in Cluster B. 

2. Presentation Highlights 

SUPT Terrence Goh, Commander of Singapore Prison Service Cluster B 

Commander started the session by providing some background information on the 

structure of Cluster B – that it consisted of five prisons, each with its own 

superintendent and management team, and had a staff strength and inmate 

population of 650 and 5700 respectively. Prior to this, the five prisons, situated in 

different parts of Singapore, operated on a standalone basis, with their own cultures 

and ways of doing things. The creation of Cluster B meant that staff had to get used 

to new operational routines, work locations and new colleagues. As such, 

Commander articulated that the challenge here was in managing change in a 

complex system, creating greater value with fewer resources.  There was also 

an acute awareness that a cluster community needed to be created through 

processes that leveraged on the strengths and talents of staff, in turn creating 

high engagement levels and improving the quality of relationships to boost 

organisational well-being. 

After reading up on various AI resources and hearing about its successful use in 

other organisations, Commander was convinced himself that AI was a useful 

intervention that he could consider for Cluster B. He later went on to spread the word 

among his management team and convened a pilot session, where middle 

management gathered for a 2-day session on AI in a relatively safe and non-

threatening environment. This pilot session was crucial to Cluster B in helping them 

examine AI‟s potential and to ascertain if they should embark on the AI journey. In 

Commander‟s view, it was also important for the management team to “walk the 

talk” and personally go through the AI experience prior to the roll out to the whole 

organisation. 
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Commander explained that AI was chosen for several reasons: 

a. It enabled deep reflections on what made work meaningful and 

energised staff when they shared about their peak experiences, causing 

them to regain their calling as a prison officer and prompted them to want to 

do something afresh and anew.  

b. It allowed for participative management, where staff could share their 

passions, dreams and aspirations for the organisation and built relationships 

in the process.  

c. It changed the way conversations were held by focusing on possibilities 

instead of problems.  

d. It brought people together through large group intervention techniques such 

as World Café and Open Space Technology, to sustain culture changes and 

created shared visions of past, present and future. 

e. The process of inquiry created its own changes, with positive images 

resulting in positive action. 

f. It was a strengths-based approach, and was useful especially in Prisons to 

recognize that prisoners too had strengths and aspirations that could be 

tapped on for their reformation, instead of focusing on their problems or 

deficiencies. 

Reflecting on the AI journey, Commander shared some of his key insights with the 

audience. Firstly, people should not be seen as parts in a system that can be 

replaced whenever faulty; rather, organisations were human systems and must 

be managed differently, which was what AI enabled. Furthermore, people needed 

to be connected to a cause and believe in what they were doing, instead of being 

connected to directives, rewards or have leaders tell them what to do. Lastly, AI was 

not a cure-all but a philosophy – it changed the way of looking at situations and 

the way you treated people so that new ideas could be generated towards a better 

future. In his perspective, if this did not touch the lives of prisoners, then there was 

no point in doing it. 

Commander ended his presentation on an encouraging note, saying, “If you believe, 

you can give your organisation another lease of life.” 
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Mr. Noel Tan, Principal of Trailblazer Associates International 

Mr. Tan started off his presentation by defining Appreciative Inquiry as the 

discovery of what was of worth and value through the use of questions. 

The theory of AI had four key aspects: The AI language, the AI process cycle, 

emerging research that supported AI, and the five AI principles. 

Key Aspects  

The AI 
Language 

1. Possibilities, rather than Problems 

2. Strengths, rather than Weaknesses 

3. Potential, rather than Deficits 

The 4-D Cycle 
of AI 

                     

1. Discovery: To appreciate the best of “what is” about the 
organisation. 

2. Dream: Envisioning the preferred future. 

3. Design: Ground staff and management co-construct action 
plans. 

4. Destiny: Committing to the designed actions and putting 
innovations in place to help the organisation reach its dream. 

5. Affirmative topic: Focus of inquiry – “What do we want to see 
more of?" 

Emerging 
Research that 
Supports AI 

1. Positive Psychology and Martin Seligman‟s Learned Optimism1: 
Positive imagery evokes positive emotions, which move people 
toward positive actions. 

2. Rosenthal and Jacobson‟s Pygmalion Effect2: People live up to 
the expectations of the people in-charge of them. 

3. The placebo effect3: Positive beliefs and positive ways of looking 
at reality can result in physiological and emotional improvements. 

                                                           
1
 See Seligman, M.E.P. (1998). Learned Optimism: How to Change Your Mind and Your Life (2

nd
 ed.). New York: Free 

Press. 

2
 See Rosenthal, R. & Jacobson, L. (1968). Pygmalion in the classroom. The Urban Review, 3, 16-20. 

Discovery 

Dream 

Design 

Destiny 
Affirmative 

Topic 
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AI Principles4 1. The Constructionist Principle: Knowledge and reality are 
created by people interacting with each other. 

2. The Poetic Principle: People within organisations are co-authors 
of its unfolding story. 

3. The Simultaneity Principle: Change happens the moment we 
begin to inquire into something. 

4. The Anticipatory Principle: Present behaviour is guided by the 
future we anticipate and positive imagery can shape our desired 
reality. 

5. The Positive Principle: Effective change is fuelled by positive 
affect and social bonding. 

 

In translating AI theories into practice in Cluster B, Mr. Tan shared several key 

considerations and challenges, and also the key events in the process, using a 

ripple metaphor. 

Key Considerations Answers 

What method and tools should we 
use to create a best-fit between the 
espoused leadership vision and a 
shared reality for people coming 
together from five different 
institutions? 

Large group intervention methods: To create 
connections to establish new networks of 
relationships. 

How could connections between 
people who came from a uniformed 
hierarchical structure be created? 

Use dialogue-based tools: Offer greatest 
leverage for meaning-making and sharing within 
an open systems worldview. 

How do we help people who were 
experts at problem-solving modes of 
thinking reframe their reality? 

By direct involvement in this collective inquiry 
process: To impact prisoners, they must first 
look at themselves as people with potential. 

Who were the people we want to be 
involved? 

Opinion leaders, positional and informal leaders 
(or “connectors”5), and ground staff who 
represented the diversity in Cluster B. 

How do we really know that this is the 
direction we want? 

Iterative understanding of emergent data and 
healthy scepticism. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
3
 See Cooperrider, D.L., Whitney, D., Stavros, J.M., & Fry, R. (2008). Appreciative Inquiry Handbook: For Leaders of 

Change (2
nd

 ed.). San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc. 

4
 See Cooperrider, D.L., & Whitney, D. (2005). Appreciative Inquiry: A Positive Revolution in Change. San Francisco: 

Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc. 

5
 See Gladwell, M. (2000). The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference. New York: Little Brown. 
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Ripple Event 1: 
Appreciative Interviews 

 
People involved: 

Change champions 

Ripple event 2: 
Leaders’ summit 

People involved: Senior 
Mgt Team & Selected 

Middle Managers 

Ripple event 3:  
Whole system summit 

People involved:  
Housing unit staff 

 

 The Ripple Metaphor (Key events and people involved) 

 

  

 Some key challenges highlighted by Mr. Tan were: 

a. Moving the training mindset towards process consultation: Transferring 

skills to Cluster B to enable them to study the issues that they faced 

objectively and know what to do about them rather than rely on training as a 

solution. 

b. Staff mobility: Core group of change champions kept changing due to 

postings and staff promotions.  

c. Sub-cultures: People from five different institutions with different cultures 

moving into the same cluster. 

d. Physical move into the new Cluster B Building: AI work was put on hold 

for three months.  

e. Security constraints: Original plans to use social networking tools like 

Twitter, Facebook, etc. to communicate and engage staff was abandoned due 

to security concerns. 

 

Event 1: Each 

change 

champion 

conducted 5-

10 interviews. 

Event 2: 3-day 

summit was 

held where 

leaders went 

through the 4D 

process. 

Event 3: Whole 

system summit 

was held for 

70-80 staff of 

Cluster B. 



 7 

DSP Kok Weng Chew, Officer in Charge (Housing Unit), Cluster B, Singapore 

Prison Service and Chairman of Best Place to Work (BP2W) Committee 

DSP Kok shared some of the learning points from using AI in Cluster B, in particular, 

what AI enabled in Cluster B. Firstly, as a social technology tool, AI allowed 

connections to be established between leaders and ground staff through 

conversations where dreams, hopes, and aspirations were shared. They discovered 

that while they may know people at work, they were often unaware of each other‟s 

hopes and dreams. Officers in Cluster B felt that it was an enjoyable experience 

getting to know one another better and conversing like close friends. Secondly, as a 

large group change methodology, AI allowed participation across the cluster as 

everyone had a stake in realising the hopes of the cluster. Thirdly, as an action 

research tool, AI allowed the collection of data, which formed the basis for 

subsequent inquiries. 

The key findings that emerged from Cluster B‟s use of AI were: 

a. The discovery of Cluster B’s strengths: Members of the cluster shared 

a common purpose as “Captains of Lives” and were aligned to 

organisational values – Honouring the vision, Excellence, Agility, Respect, 

Teamwork. (H.E.A.R.T)  

b. Cluster B’s “dream” of a desired end-state: There seemed to be 

conflict between what the leadership and ground staff wanted, in 

particular, organisational excellence and culture versus personal needs. 

Staff in Cluster B for example had wanted more empowerment in postings 

as well as more pay.  One of the key lessons learnt from the AI was that 

views should not be dismissed, no matter how insignificant they might 

seem at first. In this case, some might have dismissed what the ground 

said about „more money‟, as it would seem unreal in a Civil Service 

setting. But with an appreciative mindset, the leaders in Cluster B were 

able to shift their paradigm and learnt to appreciate what was being said 

and ultimately derive positive meanings to help pave the next steps.  A 

fine balance had to be struck through managing of expectations and 

communicating the „big picture‟ to the ground staff through supervisor-

supervisee coaching sessions.  

c. The need for deliberate intervention: To translate the collective dreams 

in reality, the “Best Place to Work” (BP2W) Committee was commissioned 

by Commander.  The purpose of the committee was to look at shaping a 
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desired Cluster B culture by identifying Vital Behaviours6 and cultivate 

them through leadership, systems, structures & processes.  

The BP2W had four sub-committees to look into staff‟s physical, social, 

psychological and financial well-being in Cluster B. Activities were organised to cater 

to the three lower levels of Maslow‟s needs (see Annex) and at the same time, 

cultivate the identified Vital Behaviours. There was a realisation that Cluster B 

officers needed to understand that their basic needs were met before BP2W 

committee could appeal to their higher needs to change behaviour and thus Cluster 

B‟s culture. The sub-committees impressed upon staff that their basic needs were 

met at Cluster B. For example, it was communicated that the pay that they received 

was sufficient and that it was the lack of financial management skills that resulted in 

money not being enough. In shaping a culture of teamwork, staff were encouraged 

to record the World Cup matches for their partners if they were working on the night 

shift, or give a morning call to their partner if they knew their partner stayed up late 

to watch the soccer match. It was believed that through changing vital behaviours, 

culture would change as well. 

Another sub-committee, the  „Encouraging the HEARTs and Minds‟ sub-committee, 

looked specifically at the messaging of the purpose of these activities in achieving 

the desired end-state, and what vital behaviours were hoped to be seen from the 

ground. The sub-committee leveraged on all available communication platforms and 

spokespersons to effectively reach out to as many staff as possible. To DSP Kok, 

constant communication was an essential factor in culture building. 

DSP Kok shared that AI was a strength-based collective approach that provided a 

change of lens, different from conventional gap-identifying Organisation 

Development (OD) approaches, and with it, dreams could be built on strengths 

and positive energy. By acknowledging and appreciating the positive, staff were 

able to collaborate and work more closely with one another. 

Along with the opportunities that AI opened for cluster B, there were also challenges 

that emerged. Firstly, energy was difficult to sustain and regular staff postings upset 

the core team make-up. It was also challenging to ensure the commitment of the top 

management in modelling the desired behaviours. There were operational and 

security constraints, as the institutions‟ operation and security had to be given 

priority over all other activities. Agreeing with Mr. Tan, DSP Kok also lamented about 

the limited communication platforms as social-networking tools were banned due to 

                                                           
6
 See Patterson, K., Grenny, J., Maxfield, D., McMillan, R., & Switzler, A. (2008). Influencer: The Power to Change 

Anything. New York: McGraw-Hill. 
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security concerns. Despite that, DSP Kok urged the audience at the sharing session 

to make use of such platforms in their communications efforts if they were available. 

It was concluded that the AI experience was a refreshing and energizing journey, in 

which OD was seen through a different lens with a different paradigm, allowing 

Cluster B to leverage on their collective strengths to realise their dreams of being a 

“Best Place to Work”.  

3. Panel Discussion Points 

Following the three presentations, the attendees participated in a panel discussion 

with SUPT Terrence Goh, Mr. Noel Tan, and DSP Kok Weng Chew, moderated by 

Mr. Low Chee Seng. 

Attendees raised questions pertaining to the practical use of AI, with regards to the 

actual tools, how AI addressed current gaps and problems, the preparation of staff 

for AI, the selection of members for the design team, how to deal with conflicting 

views that might arise in the AI process, how to ensure continuity of AI as an 

intervention, and data collection issues. Also brought up in the discussion were 

questions pertaining to the selection of AI as the tool of choice and the outcomes of 

AI in Cluster B. The key points were captured as follows: 

Question #1: 

How does AI integrate with other Organisation Development (OD) tools? 

Mr. Tan responded that AI was the overarching framework for the use of other tools, 

and that these tools could be blended to sit within the various phases of AI. For 

example, he pointed out that large group intervention tools such as Open Space 

Technology (OST) would be a good tool to use in the Design phase, and when 

meeting with the Change Champions, interviews could be used. He went on to 

elaborate that in using interviews, one should create positive questions, experiment 

with questions, probe, and observe body language. In essence, different tools were 

used at different points in time of the AI process. 
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Question #2:  

Appreciative Inquiry is future-oriented as it looks at dreams and aspirations, 

but how is current reality addressed? Does AI uncover current issues to 

address gaps and problems? 

Mr. Low started off by pointing out that AI was different from the usual ways of doing 

things, which would be to look at problems and try to address them. Instead, AI 

starts with the positive and looks at the existing strengths that could be harnessed. 

Commander carried on by articulating that while problems existed, AI did not seek to 

discard problems. Instead, the approach AI took was to start with relationships, forge 

a spirit of collaboration, and listen to one another. He felt that problems could often 

be solved but were not as people did not listen enough to one another. He then 

advocated that it was good to start with the positive and understand each party‟s 

perspectives in order to see things in a different light, in terms of possibilities instead 

of problems. In such a manner, people would then ask themselves what talents and 

skills they could bring to the issue. 

DSP Kok explained that questions in the AI process were used to uncover positive 

experience and would hence be different from those that uncovered gaps. However, 

he shared that this might just be a different approach to uncovering gaps because 

issues might surface when examining what people were telling through the positive 

experiences. He pointed out that inquiry was a progressive and dynamic process 

that was framed around a vision of Cluster B being the best place to work, where 

there was trust, rapport, and care. 

Commander added that when the focus was on the emotive aspects, it generated 

more energy than if one were to look at problems. When people had a sense of 

purpose and energy, they became passionate for work. 

Question #3: 

Was the decision to use AI in Cluster B linked to Commander’s personal 

values?  

Commander responded that his personal values were important in his 

considerations and went on to share that another consideration of his was the lack of 

psychologists and counsellors in the prisons.  In such a case, being constantly 

focused on problems would be detrimental. Hence, he and his team had to think if 

there was any OD tool that could assess strengths instead of weaknesses, and 

found such a tool in AI. He added that the safe-fail pilot was an important part of 



 11 

making the decision as it allowed them to test AI to see if it was what they really 

needed. 

Question #4: 

What preparation work did you do to get people ready for AI? 

Commander shared that he had personally read a lot about AI as he had to convince 

himself first of its usefulness before he could convince others. Secondly, he spoke to 

people one-by-one, asked them about their aspirations for the cluster, and 

subsequently brought AI into the conversation. Next, a presentation was also given 

on the five principles of AI and the Four-D AI Model, with a follow-up session to ask 

about their general sense on AI and whether they felt that it fit with their values. 

Commander admitted that he was aware that being a commander in a hierarchical 

structure might have had an influence in getting his officers to implement the AI 

processes. However, he took measures to take things slowly and spoke to staff on 

the ground to get a sense of whether they were genuinely favourable toward AI. 

DSP Kok added that the key factor in driving things was to show the people the 

importance of what you want to sell, which was in this case, looking at strengths. He 

then used a personal anecdote to illustrate this point. He shared that when junior 

staffs were going through their Staff Appraisal Reviews (SAR), they would lament to 

him that they felt lousy after talking to their supervisors because their supervisors 

would highlight their weaknesses, leaving them feeling de-energized and negative. 

He took this chance to tell the supervisors that when they start with negativity, they 

would make their subordinates lose interest straight away. He pointed out that it was 

logical to talk about good things first because it would be easier to build on strengths 

rather than to do well in areas of weaknesses. DSP Kok used opportunities such as 

this to get buy in for AI.  

Question #5: 

What are the considerations for creating the core AI team? Who should be 

picked and what skills must they have? 

Mr. Tan responded that there should ideally be around 6-8 people in the team. One 

person in this team had to be doing OD work or carrying out activities closely related 

to OD. In Cluster B‟s case, this person was the head of staff development. The 

second person should be an IT person, who would play a key role in the 

communications strategy and must know what to capture in videos to communicate 

the message across. The third person should be a charismatic and influential 

person, who is able to effect action on the ground. Lastly, one or two junior staff in 

the service should be included in the team. 
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Question #6: 

What if, during the AI process, you discover that there is a conflict with 

regards to the strengths identified, i.e., some people think that something is a 

strength while others think it is a weakness? Is there a process to resolve 

such conflicts? 

With reference to the Cluster B experience, Mr. Tan responded that he did not 

perceive such a strong divergence between ground and senior staff as most people 

wanted supportive leaders and an open culture. However, he shared that with 

regards to the H.E.A.R.T framework7, views were divided when data from the ground 

and senior staff were overlaid. The senior staff had favoured softer aspects like 

Honouring the Vision while ground staff preferred aspects like Respect and 

Teamwork over the other values. This was not seen to be a major divergence that 

required conflict resolution but seen to reflect the need for targeted communications, 

where specific messages and events were crafted or selected to fit the target 

audience.  

Commander added that the senior management did try to take into consideration the 

views of junior officers, for example, by having job posting surveys where junior staff 

could give their views on where they would like to be posted to. In this case, AI 

provided opportunities for dialogue, allowing the senior management to listen to 

officers and address their concerns constructively.  

Mr. Tan then said that in the AI process, many officers indicated that they wanted to 

be able to “choose their destiny”. He pointed out that this was not a point of conflict 

but a conversation starter to ask individuals what they really wanted. He cited the 

example of people wanting more money and said that the underlying problem might 

not be the amount of money but might be how people spent the money. His insight 

on the matter was that shapers of the organisation needed to carefully analyse data 

to draw out the true significance of the data beyond the superficial. Hence it was 

important to probe, gather a group, and clarify what people on the ground were 

saying. There was often a need to verify information because people might exhibit 

socially desirable responses in the presence of powerful figures. 

                                                           
7
 {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜ tǊƛǎƻƴ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜΩǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΥ Honour our vision, Excellence, Agility, Respect, Teamwork.  
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Question #7 

With people constantly entering and leaving the organisation, not everyone is 

familiar with AI. As such, how do you ensure continual buy-in? Also, how do 

you ensure that the data collected is up-to-date? At what point do you need to 

collect new data?  

Mr. Tan responded that things would take time to emerge and it was not necessary 

to data collect so soon after the process. The team needed to keep a look out and 

gather information to track where the organization was progressing towards, but it 

was not necessary to go through the whole AI process all the time. He emphasised, 

however, that it was important to think about succession issues, for example, if 

members championing the change get posted out, who would then hold the vision? 

He revealed two vital means of grounding the intervention: (1) Rooting it in a 

Community of Practice, where members could own the change initiative, and (2) 

Building leaders who would embody the key principles of AI. He reiterated that there 

was no need to conduct measures repeatedly but it was more crucial to “pass the 

vision torch”, grooming someone new if one was going to be posted out. 

Commander added that the socialization of new entrants depended greatly on the 

meaning, purpose and values in the organization, and that changing culture was no 

easy feat. 

Question #8: 

Is the remarkable change of Singapore Prison Service from locking prisoners 

up to “Captains of Lives” an outcome of AI? 

Commander responded that this change was not due to AI and was a purpose 

statement for the whole of the Singapore Prison Service. He added that in reality, 

not everyone was aligned to this notion of “Captains of Lives” so there was a need to 

put considerable effort to engage officers in this. At times, there might also be a 

need to reassign people to different jobs if they did not believe in the importance of 

rehabilitating prisoners. He pointed out that this complexity was part of 

organisational life. However, he noted that there were staff who subscribed to and 

were committed to the work of the prison service. Cluster B‟s experience also 

showed that changing behaviours to build culture was possible.  

Commander concluded by relating that the realisation of even the most brilliant 

strategy would not be possible without people and culture. In this AI process, over 

500 interviews had taken place in a structured manner. The interview process itself 

had built a certain culture of openness in Cluster B. Positive relationships were also 
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built in the process. AI was a powerful instrument as a starting step to shaping 

culture.  

4. Key Learning Points 

1. AI is a strengths-based collective approach, which changes the way of looking at 

situations from fault-finding to strength-finding. It energises staff through 

meaning-making and by focusing on strengths, possibilities, and potential in 

order to collaboratively build a desired future. 

2. AI is guided by the 4D‟s (Discovery, Dream, Design, Destiny), and five principles 

(the Constructionist, Poetic, Simultaneity, Anticipatory, and Positive Principles)  

 

3. AI serves three important functions: 

a. As a social technology tool, it establishes connections between leaders 

and ground staff. 

b. As a large group change methodology, it harnesses participation from 

staff. 

c. As an action research tool, it surfaces important issues through the 

collection of data. 

4. To shape desired culture, deliberate interventions are required, and the process 

of inquiry itself is able to spark off change. 

5. Communication is vital in getting buy-in. 

6. Always listen to all views no matter how insignificant or unreal they may seem. 

Derive positive meanings from what is said and take steps to communicate the 

big picture to manage expectations. 

7. To sustain the AI process, leadership visibility and commitment is crucial. It is 

important to ground AI in key areas, such as in Communities of Practice and in 

building up leaders who embody AI principles. 
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Annex 

Maslow‟s Hierarchy of Needs: 

 

 

 

 

 

 Physiological 
Physical survival needs e.g., food, water, warmth, etc. 

Safety/Security 
Physical safety, economic security, free from threats 

Social/Belonging 
Acceptance and identification with a group 

Esteem/Ego 
Important projects, recognition from others, 

prestige, status 

Self-actualization 
Challenging projects, opportunities for innovation 

and creativity 


