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Creating Organizational Change Through Collaborative Inquiry 

Most of us want our work life and our lives to be satisfying and fulfilling, and we aspire to make 

contributions that fulfill the organization’s vision and mission and that improve our relationships and 

communities. Because everything is complex, interconnected, and rapidly changing, people continually 

adapt and transform relationships, systems, and communities.  

There are practices that help people reshape their work and their relationships for the better. 

Collaborative Inquiry is one such practice. It is a practice of exploration, discovery, and action that promotes 

transformation. When people in organizations and communities use methods of inquiry, they are able to 

make prompt and well-considered decisions. Through inquiry, people can address and resolve complex 

problems; they learn to uproot the causes of problems and create effective actions and solutions.  

Collaborative Inquiry works with multiple perspectives to shape strategies and goals; it develops 

reciprocity and trust to foster innovation and creativity. Although there are many kinds and styles of inquiry, 

Collaborative Inquiry with its participatory worldview provides a valuable foundation for organizational 

redesign and community development. 

Pa r t ic ipa tory  Wor ldv iew 

The participatory worldview is relational and interconnected. It fosters equality, respect, and 

integrity among participants. Participatory inquiry is based on deeply democratic and egalitarian ideals, and it 

supports and enables human efforts to create a world that is more peaceful, satisfying, and sustainable for 

individuals, organizations, communities, societies, as well as for our planet and its life.  
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Collaborative Inquiry engenders relationships that are reciprocal, respectful, and mutual, able to 

engage with the complexities of organizational life and community systems. The honest and open dialogue of 

Collaborative Inquiry can play a critical role in organizations that wish to create a better present and an 

optimistic and hopeful path forward. 

Heron and Reason (1997) described the participatory worldview as a way of being in relationship 

with the world: “The participatory worldview allows us as human persons to know that we are part of the 

whole rather than separated as mind over and against matter . . ..” (p. 275) Being in relation with all life 

connects individuals and organizations with the living systems in which they participate. When colleagues 

engage and inquire together with deep respect and a willingness to be influenced by each other, they 

participate in the evolution of living systems in ways that foster the fulfillment of human, community, and 

societal needs.  

There is an “emancipatory interest” in participatory methodologies, and this movement toward 

betterment, toward greater freedom, helps to create workplaces and communities that sustain and support 

life. Participatory inquiry considers direct experience as an important field of understanding.  

Col labora t ive Inqui ry  (CI):  An Overv iew 

From the participatory action research traditions, Reason (1988) and Heron (1996) developed a 

process of inquiry that they have called “cooperative inquiry.” This process is clearly delineated in their works 

(Heron & Reason, 1997) and further evolved in the work of Bray et al. (2000), who called their inquiry 

process Collaborative Inquiry. Cooperative and collaborative inquiries are the same in spirit and similar in 

form, and my preference is to use the term Collaborative Inquiry. 
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Collaborative inquiry is a defined process that includes four phases that are repeated in cycles of 

deepening inquiry. A person familiar with CI usually facilitates the whole process. The four phases are: 1-

planning and designing the inquiry, 2-action and inquiry, 3-immersion, and 4-reflection. The process begins 

anew with another round of the four steps, incorporating learning from the first phases of the inquiry into the 

planning of the next phase of inquiry. Figure 1 outlines this process.  

 
 
Figure 1. Collaborative Inquiry Process. The phases of the process of collaborative inquiry are depicted.  
 
Note. Adapted from “Co-Operative Inquiry: Research Into the Human Condition” by J. Heron, 1996, p. 56, and 
“Collaborative Inquiry in Practice: Action, Reflection, and Making Meaning” by J. N. Bray et al., 2000, p. 14. 
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A desire to convene a Collaborative Inquiry process to resolve a concern or problem is the 

inception of the Cooperative Inquiry process. People decide on issues or problems to address and plan 

how to convene and converge around the issue. The aim is to create beneficial solutions and actions. The 

first step is developing the design for a collective and/or community gathering. This includes a meeting 

agenda, list of invitees, and is a generative process that precedes and proceeds as the first major step of a 

community dialogue. In the first step of Collaborative Inquiry, the group that has gathered agrees on the issue 

and process, meeting design and process, and stakeholders and constituencies that need to be involved. 

This step answers the question, “What are we doing here? And who needs to be involved?” 

The second step of CI (Collaborative Inquiry) is to refine understanding of the issue, clarifying 

different perspectives, defining the concern or problem. The group engages in a combination of small group 

and large group exploration that creates deeper understanding of the issue under consideration. This step 

answers the questions, “How do we see this issue? Where does it show up?” 

The second step flows seamlessly into the third step of immersion. The third phase of the 

Collaborative Inquiry is conducted in large and small groups, with an aim toward highlighting divergent 

thinking, multiple perspectives, and enabling the group to gain a larger perspective of the issue and its 

implications and ramifications. This step answers the question, “How do we understand this issue? What 

different perspectives are present?” 

The fourth phase is a reflective phase that helps the group collect their energies and coalesce 

around a clear understanding of the need, issue, or problem, and deepen their collective wisdom about the 

issue. As the group moves into a renewal of the inquiry process, their reflection clarifies the needs of the 
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situation and moves the group toward aligned action. This step answers the questions: “What have we 

learned? What do we see in the same way? What do we see differently? What concerns do we share?” 

The second round of the phase of CI is one in which the action phase of work is designed, 

explored, and planned. Ideas about potential actions are generated, and through the same process, the 

groups develops a clear understanding of work that needs to be accomplished and plans for accountability, 

follow up and follow through. The Collaborative Inquiry process is dynamic and engaging, and groups 

become creative. As they understand the needs and situation more clearly, solutions emerge from the 

collective thinking. 

Col labora t ive Inqu i ry  & How i t  has  been Used 

Collaborative Inquiry has been used in many places of the world to foster positive change. Here 

are a few examples: 

 Creating a process to improve grant making, grant makers brought together stakeholders, 

partners, funders, and agencies. Grant makers found that learning together—with grantees 

constituents, partners, funders, and others, was a useful way to improve the impact of their 

investments, help grantees improve effectiveness, strengthen intermediary organizations 

and fields of work, and build learning into philanthropy. 

 Working with impoverished communities in Mexico, Cruz-Ramos and Cruz-Valdivieso 

facilitated a collaborative inquiry process to create greater well-being for participants and 

their communities. Through the collaborative inquiry process, participants developed 

answers and solutions for enhancing personal and community well-being. 
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 A family services agency used collaborative inquiry to build a framework for providing 

family support services. They created a process of “Collaborative Helping” based on the 

following commitments; 

• Striving for cultural curiosity and honoring family wisdom. 

• Believing in possibilities and building on family resourcefulness. 

• Working in partnership with families and fitting services to them. 

• Engaging in empowering processes and making our work more accountable to 

clients. 

Conclus ion 

Collaborative Inquiry includes transformative practices that serve organizations and communities. CI 

provides the framework, processes, and practices for developing understanding and creating aligned action. 

Increasing complexity and accelerating change impacts families, organizations, and communities. 

Collaborative Inquiry facilitates the engagement that is necessary for grappling with difficult problems and 

challenges and creating beneficial change through collective and aligned action.  

By understanding our interconnections with one another and with the larger world, organizations 

and communities can develop the capacity to evolve systems and communities in beneficial directions—

beneficial for life, for relationship, for customers, for financial health, and planetary well being. Collaborative 

Inquiry with its participatory worldview has proven effective in creating positive and transformative change for 

individuals, groups, and communities. 

 


