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Dynamic Inquiry is a process of interacting with 
other people in a conversation that is diplomatic, 

appreciative and strategic. It requires practice and 
presence in order to work at a level which is actionable. 
By creating the opportunity for others to take the lead 
in our conversations and interactions with them, we 
create the leverage that is required to build capability, 
discover deeper meaning, and  promote efficient 
awareness of the requirements that others have.

Dynamic Inquiry occurs in both a macro space, as well 
as a micro space. It’s helpful to understand both and 
to integrate them in order to create effectiveness. 
We’ll discuss them separately in this particular exposé 
in order to show the areas where each can be applied 
effectively. Yet, the professional must understand how 
to employ them holistically as we dance between macro 
and micro events, spaces and requirements in real time.

Dynamic Inquiry comes from a set of assumptions 
that defines the relationship amongst people in an 
interaction. While many have used appreciative inquiry 
for some time—there are a number of models that 
have arisen in professional practice—most have largely 
ignored the position of the other person. Many practices 
work hard to properly frame, support and appreciate, 
however they are not as efficient as choosing the 
right frequency with which to converse, or transact 
conversation.

Behavior, Cause, and 
Actionable Knowledge
Essentially, four basic assumptions exist to guide the 
formation of dynamic inquiry and these came from Chris 
Argyris writing in his 2000 book called Flawed Advice 
and the Management Trap.
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Argyris indicated that Actionable Advice has these characteristics:

• Specified Behavior: that which is required to produce the intended consequences or goals
• Transparent Causality: know exactly what causes us to get certain effects
• Testable Causality: must be possible in normal situations
• Actionable knowledge: specify the values or governing variables that underlie and govern the      
   advice or design of the advice

Over the years, I’ve discovered that what Argyris was advocating was not always easy to produce. In most 
cases, when we work with people as professionals, we communicate with them in our own language or ways 
of doing things. While this works for us, often it doesn’t “communicate” to them.

As a professional coach, I’ve spent thousands of hours trying to design ways to communicate better with 
people I worked with over time. Eventually, I tried different ways of working with them and some of them 
worked better than others. Yet, there were two basic things that got in the way:

1. I got in the way. In other words, what I was trying to do was more important to me than really 
listening to people. It seemed like my ideas, support and advice simply rolled off of their backs.

2. Not knowing how to approach the meaning making system of another person, or understand my 
own meaning making system actually produced barriers to communication.

Once I began to get out of the way, I realized that the people I was interacting with knew a heck of lot more 
than I originally gave them credit for. And when they didn’t, it really didn’t matter anyway, because they 
couldn’t assimilate my experience and advice in any meaningful way.

That led to two conclusions:

1. People will get more from you when you give them less of you.

2. People will learn what they can and there is no use asking them to learn more than they can, 
faster than they can or want to assimilate.

Once these two ideas were firmly rooted, I went back to the drawing board to try to discover how I could 
provide more value as a professional being asked for consultation, advice, counsel and development.

It’s the System, Stupid

What I’m about to tell you may not make sense right away, however in practice it is extremely important 
for professionals to understand. I discovered that I couldn’t help people until the system they were in 

provided a sufficient number of things to position them for success.

That’s right. It had nothing to do with either them or me, but the system. Deming was often fond of scolding 
people to not blame people, but rather the system for people failure. Over time, I’ve come to validate his 
theories about performance.

What you’ll see next is the macro form of dynamic inquiry. This form of collective dynamic inquiry relies 
on our ability to position a person, group, team or organization for success. I am outlining very specific 
stepping-stones that have to be in place for people to become truly successful. It doesn’t matter so much 
what order as it doesn’t have to be linear, but most of these elements are essential in terms of creating 
success.
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The chart is designed to be fairly straightforward and through dynamic inquiry we can identify in an 
organizational sense as well as with an individual when these system errors are occurring.

Clearly, we have to work our way through the aspects of these constraints to position the individual as well 
as the collective in the best possible match. Otherwise, performance and often development suffer greatly.

If people spend most of their energy fighting the system (as people will when these kinds of constraints are 
not satisfied), there is little if any energy being applied to higher levels of performance. Furthermore, often 
there is little energy left over for development of future capability beyond that of coping with dysfunctional 
climates.

When Dynamic Inquiry is used both as an interior or operationally reflective framing system; and an exterior 
or outward-looking innovation system, we can quickly get to the heart of the matter. Often, solving problems 
requires us to inquire at the correct levels where actionable decisions can be efficiently created to use 
resources effectively.

Problem diagnosis is often found within the confines of system decisions which are the result of the decisions 
being made at the individual level. Working at the individual level is where the greatest amount of leverage 
can be found to remove constraints that are largely put in place by individual managers and leaders of 
systems.

Once we have a macro formula with which to point out constraints in individual and collective performance, 
we can improve development.

The hardest aspect of articulating Dynamic Inquiry is in the details. There are very subtle, yet extremely 
evident shifts that have to occur in our conversations and interactions as professionals to bring about the 
degree of information required for change to become possible. These shifts are often in our language, and in 
our ability to listen, observe, discern, model and deliver efficient, effective and sustainable results.

Sustainability has become a key issue in many circles. In my view, the roots of sustainability are in our 
individual interactions, language and modeling of communication. To reach sustainability in the collective, 
we must become sustainable as individuals, teams and groups. Sustainability comes directly from our ability 
to understand our own meaning-making, the meaning-making of others and our ability to find ways to remove 
constraints around knowing what is important, motivating, urgent, and leveraging. While I haven’t the 
room here to move more deeply into these issues, suffice it to say that the backdrop for Dynamic Inquiry is 
sustainability.

In the discussion that follows in my position paper on Dynamic Inquiry: A Micro View of Dimensionalizing 
Interactions, I articulate the basic mechanics in what is an organic system of inquiry. For inquiry to be 
dynamic, it must move with the actors to produce deeper connection, clarification and commitment. It must 
do so efficiently and effectively and must use a minimum of scarce resources, including those of time, effort, 
energy and attention. With a super ordinate goal of sustainability, I invite you to survey the position I hold 
with the micro view.

To read the micro view of Dynamic Inquiry, get On The Professional Edge at 
www.ontheprofessionaledge.com and get our premium subscription.
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