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Abstract	

This research engaged Destination Imagination’s (DI) British Columbia Division in dialogue 

with an appreciative stance to explore what it means for this nonprofit, volunteer-driven 

organization to stay relevant in a changing marketplace and how collaboratively, they can 

prepare for change.  Participant groups built on what DI is doing well, reinforcing the 

organizational roof to help DI better weather future storms, whether expected or unexpected, 

gradual or significant.  A total of 19 in-depth interviews were conducted.  Five major findings 

emerged from the analysis of the data and led to the identification of DI’s core elements – 

creating a passion for learning, embracing obstacles and failure, and facilitating a community of 

care.  Upheld by like-minded champions with diverse skills and a shared vision to support 

children, the participants – the human side of DI – and its core dimensions have contributed to 

the organization’s success over the years. 

 Keywords: marketplace relevance, organizational change, action research engagement, 

 participant engagement 
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Chapter One: Focus and Framing 

 Destination Imagination, Inc. (DI) is an educational nonprofit with a vision to “inspire 

and equip participants to achieve anything they can imagine in life” (Destination Imagination 

[DI], Vision section).  Founded in the United States in 1999, DI headquarters is in Cherry Hill, 

New Jersey.  DI impacts over 150,000 students on an annual basis with the support of 38,000 

volunteers running over 200 challenge tournaments in 48 states and 30 countries (DI, Our 

Statistics, para. 1).  Destination Imagination British Columbia (DI BC or DI, for short) is the 

provincial division.  

 DI blends Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts and Mathematics (STEAM) in project-

based learning.  From kindergarten to post-secondary levels, students self-select to form a team 

of up to seven and can do so even if their school district does not offer the program.  Participants 

use the creative process – Recognize, Imagine, Initiate and Collaborate, Assess, Evaluate and 

Celebrate – to solve challenges.  Teams can choose, for instance, to do a Technical Challenge 

(e.g., “Design and build an aircraft that takes off, flies, and lands”) or a Fine Arts Challenge 

(e.g., “Design and create a container that goes through a transformation”) (DI, 2018-19 

Challenge Previews).  They can present their solution at local tournaments between February and 

April.  If qualified, they have a chance to compete at the Global Finals (held in Kansas City, 

Missouri) in late May, “the world’s largest celebration of student creativity” (DI, Team 

Challenges, para. 3).   

  At the heart of DI is a desire to “bridge the gap between what students learn in school 

and the skills they will need to thrive in an ever-changing economy” (para. 5).  DI itself is at this 

same juncture: how will it bridge the gap between what it has been doing over the years and the 

changes it will need to make to sustain itself as marketplace competition for the support of target 
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populations and funding continue to rise? It is at this juncture that DI and I explored the 

opportunity to collaborate in research. 

 With a personal desire to maximize my own and others’ potential, I was drawn to the 

passion and commitment of DI in fostering a creative journey of imagination and innovation in 

young people.  My role as an annual tournament volunteer with DI BC began in 2017.  

Conversations with Joan Vyner, DI BC’s recently retired Affiliate Director, in late 2017 and 

early 2018 about my areas of research interest, namely in education, leadership and the academic 

and professional development of learners, evolved into discussions about the possibility of 

conducting a research with DI BC.  With approval from DI BC’s Board of Directors, I met with 

the Affiliate Director and Kahir Lalji, DI’s incoming board chair, in June 2018 to discuss 

research parameters.  It was important to DI, a volunteer-run organization, to have this dedicated 

research support to engage their participant groups.  This would also be DI BC’s first academic 

research on the organization.   

 Although I intend to continue my role in and support for DI BC after the research, I have 

not served in any official role within DI BC nor acquainted with other volunteers and program 

participants.  My role in this inquiry is that of an external action researcher.  Not being an 

‘insider’ within the organization was initially a concern to me.  With DI’s long-time volunteers, a 

board comprised of organizational champions and the Affiliate Director as an experienced 

change agent, I questioned what I could offer in DI’s change efforts with minimal lived 

experience with the organization and its members.  Yet being external to the organization, I 

realized I would be removed from any assumptions, influences and politics entrenched within 

DI.  Theoretically, I could thus weave myself more fluidly between the “high ground” 

(examining an organizational issue from a distance) and the “swampy lowlands” (what an 

organization is like from the inside) (Schon, 2005, as cited in Coghlan and Brannick, 2015, p. 4).  
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As an external researcher, I was in a position conducive to the engagement and alignment of DI 

members in the beginning stages of action research, objectively and critically analyzing collected 

data, while maintaining a panoramic view of where the organization is and where it wants to be. 

 This research explored the question, "How can the organization stay relevant in changing 

times?"  The following four subquestions informed the inquiry:  

1. What factors have contributed to the organization’s success over the years and how? 

What is DI doing well that helps it achieve its mission? 

2. What can DI do to help it stay top-of-mind and strengthen its desirability (i.e., chosen for 

participation) to its target populations?  

3. What does DI do that attracts new participants to its program? What makes them say 

“yes” to DI and keeps them in the program once they join the program? 

4. What would DI BC look like after positive change has taken place? What plans need to 

be in place to help the organization reach its collective dream and transition during 

change?  

Significance of the Inquiry  

When I was first introduced to DI by its Affiliate Director, I quickly discovered 

organizational values that were aligned with my own: mutual support and collaboration, 

maximizing potential and life-long learning.  I was also drawn to DI’s commitment to prepare 

students for life.  Having worked in multiple nonprofit organizations in BC, I witnessed agile and 

flexible organizations adapt to change, growing and strengthening in the process, while others 

unsuccessfully chased one failed change attempt after another.  What these latter organizations 

failed to recognize is that there is no one-size-fits-all strategy to change adaptation.  

Organizations “require the resilient capacity to be novel and imaginative as they operate in 
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uncertain and fluctuating environments” (Witmer & Mellinger, 2016, p. 256).  I seek to 

contribute to the growth and development of organizations and causes for which I am passionate.   

DI BC released two surveys in the Fall of 2018 engaging over 200 active members “to 

gain a better understanding of DI participants, explore what influences their decision-making and 

their experience with the organization” (J. Vyner, personal communication, June 15, 2018).  DI 

BC’s tentative organizational goals at that time included growing the number of teams that 

participate in their tournaments and the number of teachers who use the program as part of their 

curriculum.  The Affiliate Director acknowledged that DI BC’s goals and plans, including 

engagement with teachers and parents, will evolve with the data as it is collected through DI’s 

Fall surveys and through this research project.  Insights gained from survey results (see 

Appendix A for questions and top responses) served as a baseline for conversations in this study.  

The fact that this organization had plans for and were already prepared to engage in this 

emergent inquiry made this research partnership a timely and natural fit.   

I engaged participants in inquiry through this action research collaboration with DI.  It 

was my hope that participants not only realize the critical role they play within the organization 

in shaping its future, but also their impact through their interaction with and response to internal 

factors within and external conditions surrounding the organization.  From a systems perspective, 

we are all different parts coming together, influencing and influenced by others, creating 

unintended consequences (Senge, 2014).   

In particular, my hope was also for leaders throughout DI to realize that they are not 

alone in helping DI thrive in the years to come; they have an army of champions armed with 

passion and perseverance to take DI to the next level.  Finally, by engaging with DI members 

individually and using DI’s Fall 2018 survey results to serve as a foundation on which responses 

are built, I hoped to promote a deeper awareness of their commonality, interrelatedness and 
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interdependence within DI.  As this research is the first inquiry for DI BC and its members, I 

hoped this initial member engagement develops a stronger sense of community, support and 

ownership for DI’s future as an educational nonprofit in an ever-changing marketplace climate. 

Organizational Context  

I will first briefly define what it means to be a nonprofit organization in Canada to set the 

stage as the backdrop against which we will explore and examine DI’s organizational context.  

Nonprofit organizations are defined as “associations, clubs, or societies that are not charities and 

are organized and operated exclusively for social welfare, civic improvement, pleasure, 

recreation, or any other purpose except profit” (Government of Canada, 2016).  In general, 

decline in both government funding and charitable donations with the economic downturn 

beginning in 2008 have challenged the sustainability of nonprofit and charitable organizations in 

Canada (Imagine Canada, 2010; Mulholland, Mendelsohn, & Shamshiri, 2011; Social Planning 

Toronto, 2009, as cited in Cave, 2016).  As a result of these external changes, reported 

organizational adaptations include increased reliance on volunteer staff, reduced professional 

development budgets, and increased fundraising efforts (Social Planning Toronto, 2009, as cited 

in Cave, 2016).  Destination Imagination, Inc. (DI), an international nonprofit organization, has 

weathered the storm for over 30 years.   

 BC Original Minds Association is licensed by Destination Imagination, Inc. to offer the 

Challenge Program in the province.  DI British Columbia (DI BC) is a recognized Affiliate of 

DI.  Joan Vyner was the Affiliate Director of DI BC and an employee of BC Original Minds 

Association (BCOMA).  The Affiliate Director as a paid staff with BCOMA overseeing DI’s 

divisional operation is a unique model found only in this province.  DI BC’s demographic 

statistics are not yet available at the time of this report; however, the Affiliate Director observed 

that her volunteers in BC are either teachers or parents between the ages of 30 to 50 years (J. 
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Vyner, personal communication, August 30, 2018).  As a volunteer-driven organization, DI is 

primarily comprised of Team Managers (who facilitate learning and assists teams), Challenge 

Masters (who contribute to the creation and clarification of challenges), Appraisers (who 

evaluate team performances at tournaments), Alumni (graduates of DI) and Student Participants.  

In an average year, DI BC engages about 200 Team Managers, 12 Challenge Masters, 150 

Appraisers and over 800 Student Participants (J. Vyner, personal communication, October 8, 

2018).  Together, they make up DI’s key participant groups.   

 DI BC was founded 20 years ago.  The Affiliate Director expressed that her organization 

"is at a crossroads as the world the program started in doesn't exist anymore" (J. Vyner, personal 

communication, May 31, 2018).  Student teams are not growing, fewer parents are engaged in 

long-term team management, teachers feel under pressure and there are growing financial 

pressures all around.    

Systems Analysis  

 The research question and the subquestions informed the design of the interview 

questions that were used in this research.  They “define the boundaries of a systems analysis” 

(Stroh, 2015, p. 84), exploring not only what was but also what will be in order to help the 

organization navigate change and help it emerge as an even stronger entity.   

 As part of my initial efforts to understand DI’s challenge in achieving the results they 

seek, I first developed a basic systems story to reflect my understanding.  DI BC’s growth 

engine, the rate of student team participation that contributed to and reflected DI’s growth over 

the past 20 years, has slowed; this decline is attributed in part to lower parent and teacher 

participation (i.e., as Team Managers).  Using the Limits to Growth systems map, I reflected on 

DI’s system (see Appendix B).  This preliminary mapping exercise helped me connect leverage 

points into a coherent path, unveiling possible interventions and short- and long-term 
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consequences (Stroh, 2015).  Based on this early analysis, engaging DI’s existing participant 

groups to understand the factors influencing their participation is one of the critical leverage 

points in which to begin our inquiry (Stroh, 2015).   

 After my first meeting with the Affiliate Director and the incoming board chair in June 

2018, I further applied systems mapping to help focus my attention on key players as well as 

identify prospective stakeholders not yet identified, different and shared assumptions and beliefs, 

and how they are all interconnected in the story.  This next level of analysis gave me a more in-

depth visual representation of external environmental, political and social factors (e.g., cultural, 

language, socio-economic barriers; etc.) as well as internal factors (e.g., participant groups and 

how they are interrelated to one another) in the organization that influence and are influenced by 

one another.  From this analysis (see Figure 1 below), in addition to engaging existing participant 

groups, other prospective leverage points to effect change can be found in connecting with and 

strengthening mutually beneficial relationships with specific groups (e.g., teachers who support 

DI; school boards) and populations (e.g., retirees and grandparents with more time to manage 

teams).   

 DI’s key internal and external stakeholders are identified as important players in the 

organization’s change effort.  However, the systems map points to another influential factor – a 

provincial initiative that has been in effect since 2016, impacting over 530,000 students enrolled 

in BC public schools (Ip, 2018).  The Ministry of Education, echoing the words of DI’s Affiliate 

Director, acknowledged that BC’s education system was modelled on “very different 

circumstances of an earlier century” (Government of BC, Education for the 21st Century section, 

para. 1.).  This led to a curriculum redesign to prepare students for this continuously evolving 

world.  This new curriculum offers flexibility to teachers and autonomy for students to create an 

environment for individual growth and team collaboration and co-learning.  As indicated by this 
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preliminary diagram to understand the existing DI system, aligning DI with BC’s new education 

curriculum is one of the potential leverage points for the organization’s growth. 

Figure 1. Systems Analysis (June 30, 2018) 

Figure 1. A systems map to identify DI’s stakeholders and explore leverage points for change.  
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Overview of the Thesis  

 In this first chapter I provided an overview of the inquiry, including internal and external 

challenges faced by DI, upon which the research question and subquestions were established.  

This is followed by a consideration of the significance of the inquiry and an examination of the 

organizational and systemic factors that could influence and contribute to the overall process of 

change in DI.   

 Chapter Two examines current literature on learning organization, project-based learning, 

growth mindset, and shared leadership.  I will explore component capabilities that comprise each 

construct.  It is against this backdrop that we will examine and build on our theoretical 

understanding of the findings.   

  Chapter Three discusses the research methodology.  I take an in-depth look at the 

selected action-oriented methodology, the action research engagement (ARE) model (Rowe, 

Graf, Agger-Gupta, Piggot-Irvine, & Harris, 2013) with an appreciative stance, in this qualitative 

study.  This chapter also describes the participants involved, collection methods used, the study 

conduct, data analysis processes and ethical issues.  

 Chapter Four presents five major findings that emerged from the data and offers 

conclusions based on the analysis of the findings and drawn from the literature review in Chapter 

Two.  Limitations of the inquiry will also be identified and considered.   

 I conclude in Chapter Five with recommendations to DI BC based on the findings, 

conclusions and input from its key stakeholders in the “Make-It-Happen” session.  This chapter 

includes a discussion of research and organizational implications for future inquiry.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

 Destination Imagination (DI) uses a creative process and unique pedagogy to foster 

participants’ skills development in critical thinking, interpersonal and communication skills, and 

teamwork and collaboration.  In this chapter, I will examine the existing literature in the areas of 

learning organizations, project-based learning, growth mindset, and shared leadership to set the 

theoretical backdrop upon which to understand my findings as well as discuss how this research 

contributes to our current understanding of each construct. 

Learning Organizations  

 As globalization, internet access to information, and advanced technology continue to 

evolve, so too must organizational strategies.  What might have been “practiced techniques for 

leveraging physical and financial resources are no longer sufficient…rather, innovation, 

flexibility, responsiveness, and the creative redefinition of markets and opportunities represent 

the new sources of competitive advantage” (Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017, p. 1).  It is not enough 

for the organization to do what it has always done in hopes to achieve future success.  Soklaridis 

(2014) asserted that “learning may become the only sustainable competitive advantage for 

organizations” (p. 830).  Yet, the concept of ‘learning organizations’ are not new.  In fact, such 

organizations have existed for over 100 years (Gronhaug & Stone, 2012).   

 Learning involves everybody.  There are different definitions and approaches to the 

concept of the learning organization (Davis & Daley, 2008; Örtenblad, 2004; Pokharel & Ok 

Choi, 2015).  Watkins and Marsick (1996) defined a learning organization as the “state in which 

organizations manifest the advanced stage of organizational development” (as cited in Pokharel 

& Ok Choi, 2015, p. 127).  Farrukh and Waheed (2015) claimed that a learning organization “is 

an organization that assists the learning of its individuals and constantly changes itself” (p. 74).  

Senge (2006) defined the learning organization as one that “is continually expanding its capacity 
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to create its future” (p. 14).  It is not only an organization that adapts by learning but one that 

reinvents itself to realize their highest potential.  The common factor between different 

approaches and definitions to learning organizations is the assumption that “organizations are 

organic entities and have the capacity to learn, and continuous learning and adaptive 

characteristics at the levels of individual, group or organization” (Pokharel & Ok Choi, 2015, p. 

127).  The key is that learning is something for which the organization as a whole is involved; 

individual and team learning help the organization learn (Davis & Daley, 2008; Hoon Song, 

Jeung, & Hyoung Cho, 2011; Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017).  

 Senge (2006), however, emphasized the role of team learning, that “if teams learn, they 

become a microcosm for learning throughout the organization” (p. 219).  In other words, in order 

for learning to take place organizationally, a group process is necessary (Pokharel & Ok Choi, 

2015).  It is in our individual interaction with others in the environment that discussions, 

dialogues, inquiry and reflections take place.  Although team learning involves individual skills, 

it is nonetheless a collective discipline (Senge, 2006).  When individuals are empowered to learn 

together and mutually share information for a greater learning opportunity, the organization as a 

whole benefits. 

 Double-loop learning for change.  For learning to be accepted as a guiding principle 

throughout an organization, there must be a parallel shift of learning responsibility and problem-

solving from the top to integrated and collective thinking and acting by each person at all levels 

(Senge, 2006; Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017).  We can be more insightful and intelligent 

collectively than individually (Senge, 2006).  Intentional and objective reflection on collective 

assumptions about current organizational strategies and behaviour strengthens the organization 

as a whole.  It builds organizational capacity to agilely respond and adapt to internal and external 

challenges and learn from the experience to come out stronger as an entity.  In the process of 
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collectively facing a common problem, organizations learn to question shared assumptions and 

assess strategies and processes (Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017).  When learning involves “obtaining 

know-how in order to solve specific problems based upon existing premises,” that constitutes 

single-loop learning (Gronhaug & Stone, 2012, p. 273).  Learning that creates new premises such 

as mental models or perspectives is double-loop learning (Gronhaug & Stone, 2012).  Both types 

of learning are important for organizations to adapt and improve overall performances.  Single-

loop learning involves adjusting actions or techniques until the desired results are achieved, 

while double-loop learning is about examining underlying assumptions, promoting reflection, 

feedback and opportunity to make correction such that learning takes place.  For organizations to 

continue recreating and adapting themselves within changing environments, to continuously 

monitor and test its assumptions and strategies, double-loop learning is essential.   

 Flexible definition for unique organizations.  Aside from learning, current literature 

also indicates different characteristics, dimensions or models of learning organizations (Davis & 

Daley, 2008; Farrukh & Waheed, 2015; Garvin, 2008; Gronhaug & Stone, 2012; Örtenblad, 

2004, 2015; Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017).  Most of the authors offered an integrated model based 

on their analysis.  Farrukh and Waheed’s (2015) integrated model consisted of the following 

common characteristics of learning organizations: innovation, facilitative leadership, information 

sharing, self-development, empowerment and collective collaboration.  Gronhaug and Stone 

(2012) asserted that there must be congruence between two dimensions of learning 

organizations: what tools organizational members use (i.e., devising plans) and the climate (i.e., 

fostering learning) within which it is used.  Hence, using “new tools while experiencing old 

climates is unacceptable" (p. 269).  On the other hand, it was also suggested that learning 

organizations are a result of a series of concrete steps and widely distributed activities (Garvin, 

2008).  The author asserted that "there are three building blocks of such institutions: (1) a 
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supportive learning environment, (2) concrete learning processes and practices, and (3) 

leadership behavior that reinforces learning" (p. 110).  In spite of the different characteristics or 

models offered of what makes a learning organization, it is important to consider the 

composition of the organization.  Teams are the basic units of a learning organization (Senge, 

2006).  This is significant to acknowledge because what constitutes as a learning organization or 

the extent an organization manifests each characteristic will differ because each organization is 

comprised of and shaped by unique individuals and teams. 

 The characteristics of learning organizations might differ, but literature suggests actions 

or guidelines in creating such an organization.  To create a learning organization is to “create and 

reinforce a culture that is sensitive to and aware of its environment, curious about its 

surroundings, and responsive to the early signals of change" (Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017, p. 4).  

This culture is one that seeks employee input (e.g., to offer ideas or express concerns), 

encourages information-sharing and experimentation, fosters collaboration and utilizes 

technology.  A learning organization creates space for people to come together and mutually 

examine assumptions through dialogue and discussion.  

  Not everyone is convinced about the achievability of learning organizations.  Grieves 

(2008) argued that we should abandon the idea on the premise that there is no agreed-upon 

structure for the construct.  The ideal of a learning organization is unattainable because it is a 

social construct, “an entity with assumed objective evidence-based knowledge" (p. 472).  

However, there is substantial evidence of the value of applying learning organization principles 

in practice (Gronhaug & Stone, 2012; Soklaridis, 2014).  Örtenblad (2015) posited that not all 

organizations in certain generalized organizational contexts are suitable to be learning 

organizations.  Context-adapted models of the learning organization are offered instead.  This 
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suggests that the definition of learning organization can (and should) be as flexible as the ideal of 

an organization we seek to achieve. 

 Empower organizational teams.  In a learning organization, “flexible action is the 

ultimate outcome for a truly learning organization” and allows organizations to “better manage 

the shock wave effects of…continual change” (Örtenblad, 2004, p. 139).  This is achieved by 

empowered individuals within a team-based structure working toward the organization’s best 

interest (Örtenblad, 2004; Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017).  These individuals and groups set their 

sights on a common organizational vision and learn to adapt their decisions and actions 

accordingly.  When teams learn, organizations learn.  When teams grow and strengthen, so too 

does their organization.  Learning takes place when individuals, groups and organizations believe 

in their own capacity to achieve their purpose and make every effort to get there (Kouzes & 

Posner, 2012; Örtenblad, 2004; Senge, 2006; Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017). 

Project-Based Learning 

 Project-based learning (PBL) organizes learning around projects, involving learners in 

problem-solving, defending ideas, decision-making and investigations to address a challenge 

question or problem in collaboration with others.  It is a constructivist learning approach – 

learners take an active, participatory role in their learning as they create knowledge and meaning 

together (Tascı, 2015).  As DeFillipi (2001) asserted, PBL is most closely associated with action 

learning, “the use of projects for both learning and task achievement” (p. 5).  The active 

participation in and co-creation of a task are critical components of learning.  According to Bell 

(2010), learning for children takes place when they are actively doing something.  Active 

learners work on their own complex and challenging problems over a period of time (Thomas, 

2000), investigating, defending ideas, reflecting, and making decisions to address a problem in 

collaboration with others.  They are allotted time to freely explore possibilities, test prospective 
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solutions and make revisions.  By working with a project timeline, participants also learn time 

management for themselves and the team.   

 Value of process and product.  Although PBL shares the focus of participant 

collaboration to achieve a common goal, it differs from other pedagogical models and 

instructional approaches, such as intentional learning, design experiments and problem-based 

learning (Dimitra, Victoria, & Andy, 2016; Helle, Tynjälä, & Olkinuora, 2006; Thomas, 2000).  

Whereas, for instance, the emphasis is on the process of learning in problem-based learning, 

project-based learning is about co-creating an end product to address the challenge (Blumenfeld 

et al., 1991; Dimitra, Victoria, & Andy, 2016).  Still, Tascı (2015) emphasized that PBL 

“considers the project not as an aim but a tool” (p. 774).  The project is a shared purpose for the 

team.  The value of PBL is the process that the team experiences to arrive at their common 

destination.  We must not lose sight of the value the PBL process brings by convening learners to 

collaboratively work through a project.   

 Autonomy in learning.  There is significant value in autonomy (Blumenfeld et al., 

1991), specifically in the form of choice: the freedom for learners to choose their own challenge 

question, the solution, etc. without external influence.  The autonomy afforded to learners to 

understand and problem-solve a challenge means they have the space to think and to make their 

own decisions about their investigative direction (i.e., resources to use, steps to take, defining 

success, etc.) (Chin & Chia, 2004).  Learners also learn to accept the consequence of decisions 

made.  Bell (2010) offered that student choice is a key element of PBL because it allows them 

“to develop their own interests and pursue deeper learning…to soar and learn at their own 

levels” (p. 41).  Learners have control of what, when and how they learn.   

 When learners build additional skills, greater responsibility can be released to the learner, 

if applicable, analogous to a master-apprentice relationship (Blumenfeld et al., 1991).  Just as 
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facilitators (e.g., teachers) contribute to a learning environment by providing guidance without 

directing, creating opportunities for students’ meaningful and self-directed inquiry, so too must 

learners be prepared to make the shift to their new role as active learners and take responsibility 

for the direction of their own project journey (English & Kitsantas, 2013; Thomas, 2000).  When 

learners own their own learning, developing their “self-responsibility” (Doppelt, 2003, p. 271), 

they realize that their success is a result of their individual and team efforts.  In a study with 

sixth-grade students, Ergül and Kargın (2014) reported that PBL as a method, with active 

participation and joint inquiry, contributed more to the students’ success than when compared to 

the current traditional learning method (i.e., passive learning through direct instruction).  

Students not only own their learning but also earn their success. 

 Motivating problem-solving.  Students, however, do not necessarily respond to complex 

problems with interest or increased use of learning strategies (Blumenfeld et al., 1991).  To 

sustain student motivation in solving complex problems, projects must have a driving open-

ended question, along with “varied tasks and novel elements, authentic problem of value, choice 

about how/what work is done, and opportunity to work with others” (Malone & Lepper, 1987, as 

cited in Blumenfeld et al., 1991, p. 375).  PBL bases problems on real-world situations, engaging 

learners in activities that relate to the world outside school by exposing them to and preparing 

them for not only academia but also for life in general (Doppelt, 2003; Tascı, 2015).  More 

importantly, these real-world problems must also be open-ended or ‘ill-structured’.  According to 

Gallagher et al. (1995): 

Ill-structured problems are those where (a) the initial situations lack all the 

information necessary to develop a solution, (b) there is no single right way to 

approach the task of problem-solving, (c) as new information is gathered, the 

problem definition changes, and (d) students will never be completely sure that they 
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have made the correct selection of solution options. (as cited in Chin & Chia, 2004, 

p. 708) 

The open-ended nature of the problems calls for choices to be made by learners and an 

opportunity for them to exercise their autonomy.  Learners pursue what they find interesting and 

meaningful (Chin & Chia, 2004), whether it is the challenge question itself, steps to a possible 

solution, or its revision, not what is prescribed to or dictated for them to explore.  

 Work with diverse individuals.  As a result of learners taking the initiative to work with 

and learn from others, positive change happens, such as that evidenced in academic settings for 

students with learning difficulties (Kaldi, Filippatou, & Govaris, 2011).  Researchers found that 

PBL changed pupils’ attitudes towards self-efficacy, peers from different ethnic backgrounds, as 

well as group work and experiential learning; learners took greater initiative in interacting and 

cooperating with others, leading to an exchange of ideas.  This environment fostered personal 

and team growth, increased engagement, and the acceptance of and being accepted by others.  

The active learning process of PBL accommodated students’ various learning styles and 

preferences, creating an environment for everyone to participate to the best of their ability (Bell, 

2010; Kaldi, Filippatou, & Govaris, 2011; Thomas, 2000).  When learners have the opportunity 

to use their strengths, recognize others’ abilities, and work toward something meaningful, “the 

outcome…is greater understanding of a topic, deeper learning, higher-level reading, and 

increased motivation to learn” (Bell, 2010, p. 39).  Different opinions and disagreements can 

stem from diversity.  But it is also in diversity that learners learn and grow, trying different ways 

to communicate effectively, setting aside assumptions to explore new ways of thinking and 

doing, and embracing differences and challenges as learning opportunities rather than obstacles.   

 Training of learning facilitators.  With facilitators in this critical role of supporting 

student learning, current literature suggests the need for in-depth training.  This can be achieved 
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through tutorial groups or intervention programs to better prepare PBL facilitation in different 

settings (Doppelt, 2003; English & Kitsantas, 2013; Murray-Harvey, Pourshafie, & Reyes, 

2013).  Facilitators learn how to “create opportunities to meaningfully develop knowledge, 

attitudes and skills pertinent to collaborative learning” (Murray-Harvey, Pourshafie, & Reyes, 

2013, p. 131).  In other words, they learn how to guide learners to effectively learn on their own.   

 In Doppelt’s (2003) continuous field research, the researcher found that with PBL, the 

learner-teacher divide dissipated into that of a partnership, where “teachers became partners in 

the learning process” (p. 266).  As a result of teachers providing meaningful and constant 

feedback, including opportunities for improvement, students were more involved with their 

learning (Bartscher, 1995; Blumenfeld et al., 1991).  Through PBL, students learned to rely on 

one another, exploring ways to thoroughly study and investigate a topic in-depth of which they 

have chosen and find meaningful to pursue.   

 Contrary to the aforementioned benefits, critics have found PBL to be “demanding of 

staff time and teaching materials” (Kaldi, Filippatou, & Govaris, 2011, p. 37).  Further, Thomas 

(2000) asserted that PBL can be difficult to plan and implement for most teachers.  It is also 

suggested that attitudes towards cooperative learning might differ if the end of the process 

involves competition (Filippatou & Kaldi, 2010).  In spite of these concerns, schools have 

increasingly applied project-based teaching methods not only in response to challenges in the 

21st century but also to prepare learners to become productive global citizens (Bell, 2010; 

Dimitra, Victoria, & Andy, 2016; Ergül & Kargın, 2014; Kaldi, Filippatou, & Govaris, 2011).  

This learner-centered focus shifts the onus of learning from teachers to students.  Teachers and 

students become learning partners, with the former creating a safe and supportive environment 

for the latter to flourish and grow individually and collaboratively. 
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Growth Mindset 

 When considering why some individuals succeed or fail, it could be attributed to core 

beliefs that yield different patterns of responses to challenges and setbacks (Blackwell, 

Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007).  Dweck (2016) asserted that there are two mindsets: fixed and 

growth.  These mindsets reflect how we view ourselves and influence how we interact with the 

world around us (i.e., school, work, relationships and everyday activities).   

 Fixed versus growth mindset.  Individuals with a fixed mindset believe that we are born 

with our personality, intelligence and character – our qualities are carved in stone and are 

unchangeable entities (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Dweck, 2016).  They seek to 

prove themselves to others so as not to be undermined or overlooked for their intelligence and 

abilities.  Because they believe that their qualities are unchangeable and uncontrollable, they do 

not put in effort, time or practice because they believe it will not make a difference.  Relatedly, 

to strive to do better or to put in any effort is to show that they are not smart or talented enough 

in the first place (Dweck, 2016).  Perhaps equally important, to try and fail just further affirms 

one’s limited potential.  Rather than risk failure, they would rather not take on a challenge but 

fall back into their comfort zone of certainty and safety.  As such, those with a fixed mindset 

“tend to be interested only in performance goals – they feel a need to be seen to be achieving 

well at all times, since this broadcasts their ability to the world” (Cutts, Cutts, Draper, 

O’Donnell, & Saffrey, 2010, p. 431).  Just as individuals with this mindset would rather not try 

something new at the risk of failure, these authors found that such individuals would likewise 

disregard formative feedback as it contradicts their core belief about their fixed qualities.   

 On the other hand, there are also those who believe that with passion, determination and 

effort, we will grow, adapt and change over time.  These individuals have a growth mindset 

(Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Dweck, 2016).  Time and energy are focused on 
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improving oneself, to learn and understand something new.  They adopt learning goals and will 

persist with their learning in the face of failure and setbacks (Cutts et al., 2010, p. 431).  In 

contrast to those with a fixed mindset, these researchers found that people with the growth 

mindset will use all the information they can get (i.e., feedback) to help them learn, to rework 

and to reimagine solutions.  Because the belief is that one can “change and grow through 

application and experience” (Dweck, 2016), effort, struggles and failure are a significant part of 

those with the growth mindset.  In other words, not only do these individuals believe that change 

is possible, they proactively, and with great determination, seek it. 

 Mindsets can be shifted.  Literature indicates that much research has been conducted to 

explore the role and significance of mindsets on children growth and development (Blackwell, 

Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Cutts et al., 2010).  A research conducted to understand what 

helped or hindered adolescents’ transition to junior high school found that students with a growth 

mindset (i.e., intelligence is a malleable quality) held strongly to their learning goals and 

demonstrated greater positive effort (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007).  Further, when 

faced with setbacks, these students “were less likely to attribute a potential failure to lack of 

ability and more likely to say they would invest more effort or change strategy in response…” (p. 

253) as compared with their fixed mindset counterparts.   

 Similarly, Cutts et al. (2010) provided a mindset training intervention (i.e., tutors were 

taught and equipped with mindset materials to be likewise shared with their students) and a 

rubric intervention (i.e., a short script to remind students of their capacity to overcome learning 

hurdles) to select students.  However, although all students in their research received feedback 

sheets, only those with the aforementioned growth mindset training benefitted.  Not only do 

these studies support Dweck’s idea that people with a growth mindset will maximize available 

data and resources to improve and grow, it also reflects another important assertion: “Mindsets 
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are just beliefs. They’re powerful beliefs, but they’re just something in your mind, and you can 

change your mind” (Dweck, 2016, p. 16).  It is our personal decision to make.  

 Training intervention for participants.  In light of the above, interventions have been 

tested and used to shift participants’ mindsets (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Cutts 

et al., 2010; Klein, Delany, Fischer, Smallwood, & Trumble, 2017).  Cutts et al. (2010) found 

that, “on average, people who were taught about mindsets displayed a shift in their theory of 

intelligence towards a growth mindset" (p. 434).  Whereas Cutts et al.’s (2010) short script added 

to feedback sheets (i.e., rubric intervention) was helpful in setting the stage for the growth 

mindset, Blackwell, Trzesniewski, and Dweck (2007) concluded that even a brief targeted 

intervention in terms of time (i.e., eight 25 minute sessions once per week) can impact student 

motivation and achievement in their transition to junior high.   

A study by Klein, Delany, Fischer, Smallwood and Trumble (2017) sought to explore 

how training interventions can prepare doctors for the inevitability of errors such that learning, 

rather than negative responses (e.g., defending oneself with justification or blaming), can take 

place.  Such interventions can include learning about the brain as a muscle and neuroplasticity; 

reflecting on one’s own examples of learning from failure; and identifying role models who 

came back from setbacks (Dweck, 2010; Klein et al., 2017).  It is important that praise of success 

not be attributed to human qualities (i.e., intelligence or capability) but on the process and the 

associated efforts and behaviours that led to positive outcomes as well as recommendations for 

improvement (i.e., feedback) (Klein et al., 2017).  Klein et al. further emphasized the importance 

of simulation-based training where participants are encouraged to experience error within a safe 

environment, that errors are common in these exercises and the necessary skills are learnable.    

 Training intervention for learning facilitators.  To create a safe learning environment, 

training interventions are also beneficial to teachers and facilitators (Cutts et al., 2010; Gutshall, 
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2013; Klein et al., 2017).  Cutts et al. (2010) asserted that “to effect a really sizeable shift in 

students with respect to their attitudes towards learning, we may have to instigate a major project 

to do the same for staff members” (p. 435).  These interventions for facilitators can range from 

creating opportunities for shared learning (i.e., sharing experiences, errors made, challenges) 

(Klein et al., 2017) and designing meaningful learning tasks for participants, to learning how to 

provide meaningful praise and encouragement and grading for effort (Dweck, 2010).  The 

purpose is to help students reap the long-term benefits of learning by focusing their attention on 

strategies selected, decisions made, and their own efforts and perseverance.   

 In this context, students not only benefit in their immediate environment but are also 

equipped with lifelong skills and tools to tackle challenges life brings to them.  Literature shows 

that having the growth mindset narrows gaps to promote academic achievement for 

underperforming students (Rattan, Savani, Chugh, & Dweck, 2015), high-risk, vulnerable 

individuals (Sriram, 2014) and those living in poverty (Claro, Paunesku, & Dweck, 2016).  The 

growth mindset propels individuals to work hard, practice, learn from their mistakes and 

maximize opportunities for learning (e.g., taking advantage of remedial opportunities if 

performance was judged unsatisfactorily; see Sriram, 2014).  However, to help solidify the 

mindset shift, there must be consistency across participants’ environments, or cultures, because 

“if the culture of the clinical settings in which they enter does not support a growth mindset 

approach, any gains that have been made will be eroded” (Klein et al., 2017, p. 3).  Training 

should not be isolated to facilitators or teachers who work closely with participants but should be 

also be offered and provided to other stakeholders.  For students, this can include their parents.  

For staff, this can include their colleagues, managers and other organizational members.   
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Shared Leadership 

 Leadership belongs to everybody; it is ultimately about relationships and the actions we 

take (Kouzes & Posner, 2012).  However, “leadership research has been dominated by an interest 

in leaders” (Jackson & Parry, 2011, p. 25), those identified as such or in position of power.  This 

is the perspective that “leadership is something that is exercised by a single person—the idea of 

unitary command” (Pearce & Manz, 2005, as cited in Crevani, Lindgren, & Packendorff, 2007, 

p. 41).  Traditional literature on leadership reflects a focus on leaders’ traits (i.e., inborn 

qualities), behaviour (i.e., what they do) or situations (i.e., a leader’s adaptability) (Avolio, 

Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009; Crevani, Lindgren, & Packendorff, 2007; Horner, 1997; Jackson & 

Parry, 2011; Zigarelli, 2013).  These traditional views of leadership focused only on the 

individual leader.   

 Shifts in leadership models.  A shift in the 1980s (Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009; 

Jackson & Parry, 2011) saw the field of leadership research shift from individual leaders to 

examine the interchange between leaders and followers.  Transformational, charismatic, 

visionary, or inspirational leadership became the new leadership (Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 

2009; Crevani, Lindgren, & Packendorff, 2007; Jackson & Parry, 2011).  These leadership 

models “emphasize[ed] symbolic leader behavior; visionary, inspirational messages; emotional 

feelings; ideological and moral values; individualized attention; and intellectual stimulation." 

(Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009, p. 428).  Leadership is no longer only about an influence 

process imposed upon followers (i.e., rewards and employment agreement in exchange for 

performance); it also involves attitudinal, motivational and behavioural changes of followers 

(Jackson & Parry, 2011).  Nonetheless, these new leadership approaches still hinged on the 

vision of leaders ‘at the front’ and followers ‘at the back,’ to be motivated and inspired to action 

for organizational success.   
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 Yet, some researchers have challenged the notion that leadership should rest on a single 

person (Crevani, Lindgren, & Packendorff, 2007; D’Innocenzo, Mathieu, & Kukenberger, 2016; 

Drescher, Korsgaard, Welpe, Picot, & Wigand, 2014).  O’Toole, Galbraith, and Lawler (2002) 

observed that “it is becoming more difficult for any single individual to possess all of the skills 

and abilities required to competently lead organizations today” (as cited in Kocolowski, 2010, p. 

22).  With the ever-increasing pace of technological advancements and globalization, our 

geographical distance shrinks and our access to one another increases exponentially.  

Maintaining a leader-centered perspective on leadership does not afford the flexibility and agility 

needed to address, for instance, regional- or culture-specific challenges remote staff might 

experience.  As Horner (1997) cautioned, “leadership cannot be thought of in the neat packages 

of leaders and followers any more if people want to really understand what is going on inside 

their teams and organizations" (p. 281).  In response to shifting internal and external factors, 

hierarchical organizational structures are replaced by team-based, shared leadership (Avolio, 

Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009).   

 Relatedly, Gardner (1990) offered this definition of leadership: “leadership is the 

accomplishment of group purpose, which is furthered not only by effective leaders but also by 

innovators, entrepreneurs, and thinkers; by the availability of resources; by questions of value 

and social cohesion” (as cited in Horner, 1997, p. 274-275).  The most cited definition of shared 

leadership is that of Pearce and Conger (2003): “a dynamic, interactive influence process among 

individuals in groups for which the objective is to lead one another to the achievement of group 

or organizational goals or both” (as cited in Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009, p. 431).  In 

other words, shared leadership removes the property of leadership from that of an individual or a 

position to that of a group or a team as a whole.  Thus, the “effectiveness in leadership becomes 

more a product of those connections or relationships among the parts than the result of any one 
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part of that system (such as the leader)” (Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009, p. 432).  Shared 

leadership recognizes the role of individual parts within the organizational system and cultivates 

the power of interconnectedness and mutual influence for the benefit of the whole organization. 

 Active mutual influence.  It is important to note that shared leadership is “distinct from 

other team processes… [such as] working with and/or assisting other team members with their 

tasks” because the latter “do not involve the active influence that is essential to leadership” 

(Kozlowski & Bell, 2003, as cited in Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007, p. 1221).  Perry, Pearce, 

and Sims (1999) identified five basic types of leader behaviors that can be shared by team 

members: transactional (focus on material rewards), transformational (support self-fulfillment), 

directive (assign tasks), empowering (emphasize self-development) and social supportive 

leadership (seek consensus).  These authors asserted that when these aspects of the shared 

leadership process are in place, it enhances team performance.   

 Shared leadership is about the mutual influence between team members related to 

direction, motivation, and support as a team to move forward towards a common goal (Carson, 

Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007; D’Innocenzo, Mathieu, & Kukenberger, 2016).  Specifically, the 

“agents of influence are often peers of the targets of influence" (Pearce & Sims, 2002, p. 176).  

When leadership is shared and members have greater opportunity to interact and collaborate, 

share responsibilities, influence and be influenced by others, it strengthens team processes over 

time.  These processes include reduced stress levels as responsibility does not rest on any single 

leader (Kocolowski, 2010), increased trust and respect (D’Innocenzo, Mathieu, & Kukenberger, 

2016; Drescher, Korsgaard, Welpe, Picot, & Wigand, 2014), and increased team performance 

(Drescher, Korsgaard, Welpe, Picot, & Wigand, 2014).  Shared leadership also results in greater 

consensus and cohesion (Bergman, Rentsch, Small, Davenport, & Bergman, 2012), and 

expanded organizational capacity to resolve complex issues (i.e., access to greater resources and 
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information) (Crevani, Lindgren, & Packendorff, 2007; D’Innocenzo, Mathieu, & Kukenberger, 

2016).  To achieve this, team members must be willing to both assume the role of leader or that 

of a follower to one another at any given time, “engag[ing] in leadership behaviours that reflect 

their skills and resources” (Drescher, Korsgaard, Welpe, Picot, & Wigand, 2014, p. 8).   

 Engaging in shared leadership encourages participants to look within themselves and the 

team to identify available resources to optimize performance and achieve team and 

organizational goals.  They learn to acknowledge and respect one another’s strengths and seek 

ways to complement one another for the greater good of the team and the organization.  Shared 

leadership is most appropriate when work is more complex and knowledge-based tasks are 

highly interdependent (Perry, Peirce, & Sims, 1999; Wang, Waldman, & Zhang, 2014).  These 

conditions further elucidate for team members the value of collaboration, sharing responsibility 

and resources, and mutual influence to effectively navigate complex challenges. 

 Leadership conditions needed.  While there is research that suggests shared leadership 

is an emergent team property (Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007; Drescher, Korsgaard, Welpe, 

Picot, & Wigand, 2014; Perry, Pearce, & Sims, 1999), there is also evidence that this is not 

always the case (Barry, 1991; Kocolowsi, 2007).  Certain conditions, factors or organizational 

settings might enhance the conduciveness of a given environment for shared leadership to take 

shape.  Barry (1991) pointed out that there are three necessary conditions if leadership is to 

occur: it must “be made aware that the team has the responsibility for leading itself; be willing to 

engage in the sharing of leadership, and, as a team, possess the necessary leadership skills to 

engage in shared leadership” (as cited in Perry, Pearce, & Sims, 1999, p. 36).  Consideration 

needs to be given to the composition of the team as well as the willingness and readiness of 

members to take on the responsibility and commitment of leadership.  Kocolowski (2010) further 

stipulated that some organizations and industries provide a more conducive environment for 
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shared leadership than others, specifically that of healthcare and education.  However, these two 

industries, because they have been more open to the concept of shared leadership, more research 

were conducted within them.  With evidence backing the effectiveness of shared leadership, it 

might in turn contribute to greater uptake within these industries. 

 External coaching and vertical leadership.  Although echoing existing literature’s 

construct of shared leadership and the importance of the “internal team environment… that 

supports the development of shared leadership over time” (Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007, p. 

1222), the researchers also offered another influential factor: “external team coaching” (p. 1223).  

In other words, in addition to internal team interactions and leadership behaviours of its 

members, supportive coaches external to the team can be positively influential to its development 

of shared leadership.  Supportive coaches foster members’ interdependence with one another, 

shared commitment toward a common goal, and clarity on aligned tasks and work processes 

(Caron, Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007).  A related concept is the “vertical leader” (Bass, 1990; Yukl, 

1981, as cited in Perry, Pearce, & Sims, 1999, p. 36).  Although team members share leadership 

behaviours, vertical leaders still have a role to play, including the designing of the team (i.e., 

composition of members with complementary skills), acting as an external liaison (i.e., between 

a team and outside agencies), or temporarily assuming leadership to fill a missing leadership 

function and develop team capacity (Perry, Pearce, & Sims, 1999).  The value of external team 

coaching and vertical leadership precludes its removal from the literature of shared leadership.  

Provided that clear boundaries are in place to protect the autonomy of shared leadership teams 

and external or vertical forces are introduced with the intent to facilitate internal team growth, 

these forces could contribute to improved organizational effectiveness and performance.  
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Chapter Summary 

 This chapter examined current scholarly discourse on key concepts that frame this study 

and provide a theoretical foundation to understand and on which to build research findings.  The 

value of creating a learning culture, opportunity for interactions to build trust and connection 

between organizational members and encouraging shared responsibilities for growth are evident 

in this review.  The common thread across these foundational works is their role in 

organizational change adaptation; these constructs can intersect and further impact an 

organization in positive ways.  The next chapter describes the research methodology and 

methods used with DI members to pursue this inquiry with an intention to set the stage for 

collaboratively creating positive change.   

 

 

 

 

 
  



 
STAYING RELEVANT IN CHANGING TIMES  

 

40 

Chapter Three: Methodology 

 The action research engagement (ARE) model (Rowe et al., 2013) is the overarching 

methodology in this research.  The model’s Inquiry stage engaged participants with an 

appreciative stance, informed by the Appreciative Inquiry (AI) process.  This chapter begins with 

a theoretical framing of the ARE approach followed by that of AI and discusses how this action-

oriented approach is appropriate for this inquiry. 

Methodology  

 ARE offers a framework of inquiry, dialogue, reflection and deliberation (Rowe et al., 

2013) and engages DI staff, the board and key participant groups early in the process.  This 

model incorporates five stages of action research: 1) Focus and Framing; 2) Stakeholder 

Engaged Inquiry Methods; 3) Reflection on Action; 4) Evaluation of Action and Engage 

Forward; and 5) Recontextualize and Reconstruct for Organizational Change (Rowe et al., 2013).   

 An inquiry using the ARE framework begins with researchers exploring an 

organization’s context and its key issues and determining the inquiry’s focus, upon which 

research questions are developed.  In stage 2 of the ARE, stakeholders are engaged in inquiry to 

gather data with the intention of better understanding the key issues and generating new 

knowledge.  In so doing, shared beliefs and common ideas on solutions are explored.  The next 

stage involves researchers in “analysis and reflection on the inquiry process and data generated” 

to inform future actions (Rowe et al., 2013).  Stakeholders then partake in collective dialogue in 

stage 4 of the ARE to evaluate prospective strategies for achieving shared inquiry outcomes.  

The last stage, “Recontextualize and Reconstruct for Organizational Change,” involves a 

“senior-level endorsed change intervention or action plan” to move the plan forward in inquiry 

(Rowe et al., 2013).   
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 The value of the ARE model rests in its focus to strengthen “the readiness of the 

organization to launch a structural or process change intervention” (p. 19).  It emphasizes the 

value of early stakeholder engagement in addition to the iterative cycle of planning-action-

reflection in action research (Dick, 2001; Rowe et al., 2013; Stringer, 2014).  Early engagement 

creates buy-in from the start, solidifying commitment to and belief in change goals, and prepares 

participant groups in identifying joint change efforts later in the process.  The model also 

facilitates the transfer of leadership to the organization in its 5th stage – DI is to assume 

ownership of this research and integrate initial findings into their strategic planning efforts as I 

conclude my research role with the organization.   

 While the ARE model is the overarching methodology, DI participants were engaged to 

explore the research question and subquestions from an appreciative standpoint, with the process 

informed by Appreciative Inquiry (AI), in the second stage of this model.  AI is a social 

constructionist methodology to change (Bushe, 2001; Van der Haar & Hosking, 2004).  This 

methodology makes “deliberately affirmative assumptions about people, organizations and 

relationships” (Ludema, Cooperrider, & Barrett, 2006, p. 158).  AI’s core focus of discovering an 

organization’s sustainable and life-giving potential align with my values of mutual support, 

collaboration and maximizing potential.  These values also resonate with Destination 

Imagination (DI).   

 AI is an inquiry into the good and the better of an organization to unveil what is possible.  

Defined in many ways, it is a philosophy of knowing, a change methodology and a leadership 

approach (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001).  For the purpose of research, I will use Cooperrider 

and Whitney’s definition of AI:  

 A co-evolutionary search for the best in people, their organizations, and the relevant 

world around them.  In its broadest focus, it involves systematic discovery of what 
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gives “life” to a living system when it is most alive, most effective, and most 

constructively capable in economic, ecological, and human terms. (p. 3) 

 This life-centric approach to organizational change finds its strength through its 

effectiveness with stakeholder engagement, creating space for evaluation and change, and 

contributing to the learning of organizations as a whole.  AI engages an organization’s 

stakeholders in meaningful dialogue and relationship-building efforts for the benefit of the 

organization.  A stakeholder is defined as “one that has a stake in an enterprise” (Merriam-

Webster.com, 2018, Def. 2) and/or “is involved in or affected by a course of action” (Def. 3).  

Based on these definitions, I describe a stakeholder as an employee, a volunteer, a board member 

or a program participant.  In case studies conducted by Jordan and Thatchenkery (2011) in a 

public charter high school and by Taylor et al. (2012) in engaging teen parents, the use of AI 

created an inclusive climate for participants to not only partake in the creation of, but to also 

accept ownership for, a new teaching curriculum and sustaining engagement in parenting support 

programs, respectively.   

 At the core of AI is the art of asking positive questions that “strengthen a system’s 

capacity to apprehend, anticipate, and heighten positive potential” (Cooperrider & Whitney, 

2001, p. 3).  According to Fitzgerald, Murrell and Miller (2003), the act of positive inquiry paves 

the way for positive change.  Whitney and Schau (1998) reviewed the different circumstances in 

which AI was used in an organization.  This ranged from organizational culture change and 

renewal to mergers and acquisitions.  The key message is that “as the organization’s dominant 

stories change and evolve, so does the organization” (p. 12).  AI not only creates a safe space in 

which individuals can collaboratively explore and acknowledge the positive by asking positive 

questions, but in so doing, collectively contribute to the social system’s evolution toward the 

shared positive images of its future.   
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 This research led to the engagement and alignment of stakeholders in their strategic 

planning efforts through appreciative focus and dialogues.  Having representatives from each 

participant group of the organization is congruent with ARE’s second stage of inquiry, within 

which DI members have the time and space to share their stories, experiences and ideas, 

contributing to the data collected to address the research question and subquestions.  Multiple 

voices were heard and perspectives were shared and discussed in participants’ own terms, 

creating buy-in for future action steps (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018; Stringer, 2014).  By engaging 

DI’s participant groups and inviting their input in the strategic planning of DI’s future let 

participants know their contributions are valued by the organization, instilling greater ownership 

and fostering collaboration for the benefit of DI (Rowe et al., 2013).  Using the ARE model with 

an appreciative stance serves to engage stakeholders in celebrating an organization’s strengths, 

foster individual learning and awareness of DI as a system, and contribute to the organizational 

readiness for positive change as DI moves forward in collaborative and collective inquiry.   

Project Participants 

 Inquiry team.  Committed to the planning and success of this research, I had the support 

of my Inquiry Team, comprised of the Affiliate Director of DI, my colleague from the RRU 

Master of Arts in Leadership program, Sannie Lee, and myself as the primary investigator (see 

Appendix C for the Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement).   

 The Affiliate Director was my main contact at DI and thus it was important that she was 

fully engaged and involved throughout the inquiry.  External to the organization and the research 

project, Sannie Lee offered an objective eye when reviewing research processes and 

communication draft documents.  I supported the organization as the lead research facilitator, 

working with participants to explore a shared concern and change opportunity, and facilitating 
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the development of essential skills consistent with AI, such as that of asking positive questions, 

to build organizational capacity.   

 The Inquiry Team reviewed questions in the interview guide for clarity and relevance, 

provided input and feedback about my proposed processes and assisted me in post-interview 

debriefing as needed to assess concerns and other observations as they arose (e.g., how 

participants responded to a specific question; modifications needed to enhance clarity of a 

question).  Being a part of the Inquiry Team gave us an opportunity to develop our relationship 

and build trust as we proceeded with the research.  In the process of the interviews, many DI 

members have expressed their interest in and offered their ongoing support for DI’s 

organizational capacity building and growth, as evidenced in their interview responses.  It was 

important to me as the principle investigator to not only witness but convey this commitment to 

interviewees to foster a sense of collaboration and shared vision, preparing DI and its members 

to carry the torch when leadership for subsequent recommendations and actions is transferred.   

 Research participants.  Team Managers (who support student teams), Challenge 

Masters (who create and clarify challenges for Team Managers and teams), Appraisers (who 

evaluate team performances) and Student Participants (DI program members) were the target 

populations for this research, as identified by the Affiliate Director and the Board of Directors.  

These groups are in the best position to provide insight to our research question investigated 

based on their role and experience (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018).  Each participant group relates to 

the organization in a unique way; each plays an integral part in supporting DI in functioning at 

an optimal level.  Their participation in the research was critical to offer their diverse 

perspectives on the research question.  Inasmuch as an alignment between DI and the Ministry of 

Education’s new provincial curriculum is a potential leverage point for the former’s 

organizational growth, the Ministry was not included in this initial phase of the research as the 
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focus of this inquiry was to engage DI members from an appreciative stance to build on what DI 

is doing well.  Consideration to include the Ministry will be offered in the Implications for 

Future Inquiry section of this thesis report. 

 The study began with purposive sampling to identify selected participants for this 

research.  The Affiliate Director invited participants who are in the position or have the 

experience to provide insight to the research inquiry (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018).  Inclusion 

criteria for in-depth interviews included having participated in the DI Challenge Program for a 

full school-year term and having returned the consent form for participation before the scheduled 

interview.  Because the Affiliate Director does not have access to Student Participants’ contact 

information, snowball sampling was employed with the help of Team Managers to gain a larger 

pool of targeted participants (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018).  Those initially asked to be interviewed 

were thereafter asked to refer me to other DI members who fit the recruitment criteria to 

participate in this research.  In addition to the above inclusion criteria, children between the ages 

of 9-13 years old were recruited.  This age group represents the highest number of Student 

Participants in Grades 6 to 8 participating in the middle-level challenges.  Older students who 

offered to be interviewed were welcomed as well.   

Data Collection Methods  

 This report represents the first phase of research to engage DI participant groups to 

explore the organization’s strengths, challenge assumptions and discover opportunities for the 

organization.  This research progressed through the first three stages of the ARE model.  As a 

result, a conceptual framework is developed as part of the first phase of recommendations. This 

creates a foundation for future research activities.  I worked directly with DI’s participant groups, 

facilitating each in-depth interview.  Results from DI’s Fall 2018 surveys were released and 

incorporated into this study’s interviews by early February 2019 (see Appendix A).  Because the 



 
STAYING RELEVANT IN CHANGING TIMES  

 

46 

Affiliate Director incorporated select questions based on those used in this study’s interview 

guide, survey findings provided initial thoughts, experiences and stories that when shared, 

engaged interviewees in deeper reflection about their own experiences with DI.  To maximize 

participation from diverse voices across geographic locations and for participant convenience, in-

person and online avenues (i.e., Zoom, an online meeting platform) were offered. 

 Email invitations to participate in focus groups for this research were initially enclosed in 

DI’s Fall surveys, sent to over 200 current adult Team Managers, Appraisers and Challenge 

Masters.  Some of these volunteers are also members of the board.  A survey follow-up and 

research invitation were sent again to these prospective participants on December 12, 2018, 

followed by another email on December 20, 2018.  Six prospective interviewees responded to 

these initial emails.  As part of this email was a request to extend the invitation to Student 

Participants (see Appendix D); two student respondents came forward.  Out of those who 

expressed interest in participation, only five people (one child and four adults) confirmed their 

participation for the scheduled focus group dates.  As this did not meet the minimum number of 

participants to conduct the focus groups (i.e., at least three children and six adults), the Affiliate 

Director and I adapted our recruitment strategy to focus on securing participants for in-depth 

interviews only.   

 An email invitation for interview participants was sent to those who initially responded 

with interest about the focus groups as well as to all adult volunteers, with a request for the 

invitation to be extended to Student Participants (see Appendix E).  Four subsequent 

interviewees were direct referrals by the Affiliate Director who had connected me directly with 

prospective interviewees via email to confirm participation.  Four interviewees were referred to 

me by other interviewees.  Based on results, word-of-mouth and direct referral were the most 

powerful recruitment tools in this study.  Overall, Team Managers interviewed were either 
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teachers (total seven) or parents (total four) and/or serves (or served) as a Board of Directors 

(total four, with three of the members having served over 10 years).  Experience with the 

organization ranges from two years to 20+ years.  With the exception of one alumni interviewee 

now in college, with over 13-year experience with DI, other Student Participants (age range 

between 9 to 13 years old) have DI experience spanning between one year to four years.   

 In-depth Interviews.  An in-depth interview is “a conversation designed to elicit depth 

on a topic of interest” (Guest, Namey, & Mitchell, 2013, p. 113).  An interviewee is 

meaningfully engaged in a one-on-one conversation centered around the research question.  I 

interviewed nineteen participants with knowledge of DI and its program.  The Affiliate Director 

commenced the recruitment process for in-depth interviews by identifying a current Challenge 

Master who has assumed different roles within DI, a Team Manager from a public school and a 

Team Manager from a private school as ideal interview candidate.  Semi-structured interviews 

provide opportunities to learn deeply from the experts directly (Guest, Namey, & Mitchell, 

2013).  As the published findings from DI’s Fall 2018 surveys (see Appendix A) were available 

at the end of January 2019, I incorporated them into interviews as of February as a baseline for 

conversations, further deepening the reflection of interviewees.  Insights were gleaned from the 

interviewees’ intimate experience with DI through details and stories in relation to the research 

question (see Appendices F and G for the interview guides).   

Study Conduct 

 DI’s Affiliate Director and I worked closely from the beginning of the inquiry.  We 

reviewed the organizational context as understood and experienced by the Affiliate Director and 

the board and as shared informally by their volunteers and student participants, developed the 

research question and subquestions to frame the inquiry, and determined and refined the 

questions in the interview guides.   
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 I conducted a pilot interview with a DI Student Participant to assess the language and 

clarity of the interview guide questions and refined them accordingly with the Inquiry Team 

members to be developmentally language-appropriate for children.  The Team also reviewed the 

adult interview guide and provided input to strengthen its clarity and relevance within the 

question framework.  The Affiliate Director first gauged member interest in participating in this 

research’s focus groups in DI’s Fall surveys.  As a result of not attaining the minimum number of 

focus group participants (i.e., at least three child participants and six adult volunteers), the 

Affiliate Director and I adapted our recruitment strategy to focus our efforts on securing in-depth 

interview participants.  The goal was to secure a minimum of 12 interviewees with the intention 

to solicit the support of as many DI members as possible from across participant groups.  A 

formal invitation to participate in in-depth interviews was emailed in early January 2019 to Team 

Managers, Challenge Masters and Appraisers (see Appendix E) with the following attached: 

Research Information Letter (see Appendix H), Research Consent Form (see Appendix I), the 

Parental/Guardian Consent Form – Student Participants (see Appendix J), and Consent from 

Student Participants (see Appendix K).  The Affiliate Director does not have direct contacts to 

Student Participants; therefore, Student Participants were invited through their Team Managers.   

 Prospective participants were asked to contact me by phone or email directly.  As an 

external researcher, contacting me directly was an added measure to ensure participant 

confidentiality.  Nonetheless, the Affiliate Director contributed significantly to the recruitment 

process by raising awareness of the research with DI members and connecting prospective 

interviewees with me directly via email introductions.  For those who could not participate in the 

in-depth interview but interested in providing information were invited to share their High Point 

Experiences with DI (see Appendix L).  Once prospects reached out to me or confirmed their 

participation, I resent the Research Information Letter and consent forms (for adults and/or 
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student participants).  Signed consent forms were returned to me by email prior to a scheduled 

interview.  Adult interviews were approximately 45 minutes to one hour; student participant 

interviews were about 30 minutes (with the exception of one interview which was over an hour).  

Other than two interviews (one adult, one student) conducted in their home in Vancouver, all 

interviews were conducted online with my personal laptop in my home office.  Interviews were 

audio-recorded.   

 Participants were reminded of the voluntary nature of their participation, the opportunity 

to withdraw at any time, and that information shared would be used in the final report and any 

other knowledge outputs (e.g., strategic planning, articles, etc.) to inform DI’s strategic 

initiatives (see Appendix M for the introductory comments and informed consent).  Two student 

participants asked clarifying questions about access to the recorded audio and their concerns 

were put to rest knowing that the audios are only accessed by me for transcription purposes and 

by my thesis supervisor, as needed.  Qualitative data (i.e., stories and opinions) in the form of 

verbal interactive exchanges, audio recorded from each session, were transcribed by me.  This 

was essential because as the interviewer, I had first-hand knowledge of the interaction.  

Transcribing also gave me a deeper cognitive understanding of these exchanges by re-

experiencing and analyzing them, painting a better overall picture of the interaction (Saldaña & 

Omasta, 2018).    

 The in-depth interview format is the same for adult volunteers and student participants.  

The interview guides were informed by AI and reflected questions with a focus on what the 

organization does well and should strengthen (see Appendices F and G).  Interviewees reflected 

and commented on the best of the organization by sharing stories of success and pride.  Each 

contributed to the exploration of the organization’s key elements of success by selecting one to 

three key stories and identifying the root causes of success in each (Ludema et al., 2003).  
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Participants were invited to “lift their sights, exercise their imagination, and dream about what 

their organization could look like if it were fully aligned around its strengths and aspirations” 

(Ludema et al., 2003, p. 145).  Through the interviews, participants brainstormed key 

opportunities toward which as an organization it wants to move in the next three to five years 

(Ludema et al., 2003).     

 The research findings and conclusions were shared in a scheduled Make-It-Happen 

session with DI’s new Affiliate Director and its Board of Directors, inviting their questions and 

input.  This session was also a planning activity to check the accuracy of my reflection and 

interpretation of the data as some interviewees who participated in the research were also 

present.   

Data Analysis and Validity  

 The in-depth interviews ranged in duration from 30 to 108 minutes.  Each participant was 

assigned and identified by a unique and anonymous participant ID number in the transcripts (i.e., 

P1, P2, P3, etc.).  Collected data was coded with the associated participant’s unique ID.   

The interviews were transcribed verbatim resulting in 300 pages of single-spaced text.  I 

conducted an inductive thematic analysis to identify common themes.  Thematic analysis is a 

method for “identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & 

Clarke, 2008, p. 79).  To actively review and become familiar with the data, this involved 

reading and re-reading transcripts from start to end several times, highlighting key phrases and 

making note of emerging categories.  Lower-level categories or codes generated were further 

categorized into higher-order themes, with the latter clustered into common and more 

meaningful themes and patterns representing interviewees’ views (see Appendix N).  The 

triangulation of data, which involves considering data from multiple sources of information (i.e., 

interviewing 19 separate individuals relating to a research question), offers greater dimension 
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and insights to the data (Axinn & Pearce, 2006; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018).  Consistency in 

themes identified across the different sources allowed me to “make warranted assertions about 

the research question” (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 99).  See Appendix O for a list of key 

interview questions and sample responses. 

 Without a comparison of data collected from different methods,  it was important to have 

processes in place to identify and mitigate researcher biases to ensure the quality of the analysis.  

I maintained ongoing communication with DI’s Affiliate Director and Sannie Lee, both part of 

this research’s Inquiry Team.  I engaged the Team in the drafting of the interview guides to 

ensure clarity and relevance, invited the review of and feedback on the analysis process as well 

as for the draft findings, conclusions and recommendations.  Consistent with the ARE model’s 

third stage, I kept a research journal to reflect on the inquiry process, supporting my quest for 

systematic reflection (Mills, 2000), capturing my thoughts and experiences and continually 

exploring how they are connected as I move forward in this research with co-inquirers.  This 

“inside-out learning” has helped me recognize how my own assumptions, perceptions and beliefs 

influence my actions (Short, 1998).  As such, it has helped me gain a clearer awareness on 

maximizing my effectiveness as a change agent.    

Ethical Issues  

 As the researcher, my responsibility was to ensure the confidentiality of research 

participants, as outlined by the Tri-Council Policy Statement (TCPS2, 2011), the minimum 

standard adopted by all Canadian research institutions to protect human research participants.  

The foundation of the Tri-Council Guidelines is the value of respect for human integrity; I 

maintained this value by adhering closely to the three core principles of Respect for Persons, 

Concern for Welfare, and Justice.  My ethical obligation was to ensure that participants fully 

understood the voluntary nature of their involvement in the research.  To create a safe 
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environment for participants, I assured each interviewee that what they reveal are kept in 

confidence by removing their identifying factors from data collection.  Doing so was also critical 

in helping me build trust in my relationships with participants.  Prior to becoming a research 

participant, consent forms were reviewed, signed and returned to me by participants and/or by 

their parents or guardians (see Appendices I, J and K).  Participants were informed of their right 

to withdraw from the study in the information letter (see Appendix H) as part of the invitation to 

participate in the research, in any correspondences relating to research participation and before 

starting the interview (see Appendices J, K and M).  For children participation, parental/guardian 

consent (Appendix J) and student consent were both requested (Appendix K).   

 It was important to consider the potential and anticipated risks of this research.  I 

identified steps to mitigate these risks such that the benefits of those carrying the risk were 

greater than the potential costs to them.  Potential and anticipated risks considered included the 

following: power-over (i.e., potential risk of power-over, where someone has or is perceived to 

have power over someone else, such as a researcher over participants, adults over children and 

youth, etc.), confidentiality and anonymity.  Firstly, there was power-over between Student 

Participants and Team Managers, Challenge Masters and Appraisers.  To create space for 

authentic, safe and uncoerced input in the in-depth interview method, I facilitated independent 

interviews for children and adults, leaving it to young interviewees to decide whether they would 

be more comfortable with a parent or sibling present.  External to DI, I do not have a dual-role or 

influential relationship over Student Participants (i.e., not in a position of authority within DI or a 

Team Manager).  To mitigate the potential power-over issue between myself as the researcher 

and young participants, I sought children assent again before the interview and fostered a safe 

environment with child-appropriate questions for them to share their experiences and stories to 

help an organization they care about.  
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 Confidentiality and anonymity were also potential ethical risks.  Due to the nature of the 

snowball sampling technique, participants were not be able to maintain anonymity.  Further, 

participants might already know one another from interactions in the program.  Although it was 

not possible to keep identities of the participants anonymous from the researcher or other 

participants, I ensured participant confidentiality by removing identifying factors in data 

collection and analysis.  In addition to a signed consent form, I assured participants at the 

beginning and as needed throughout the interview that I would respect the confidentiality of all 

involved by not sharing names or identifying comments outside of our interview.  Identifying 

factors were uniquely coded to represent each participant.  Identifiers are stored separately with 

my laptop; data are password protected and encrypted, backed on a USB, and kept secure and 

confidential.  Only I can link the code to participants’ personal information, if needed (i.e., to 

withdraw participant from the research).  Paper files (e.g., consent forms, observation notes, 

transcripts, etc.) are similarly stored in a locked cabinet in my home office in Vancouver, BC, 

Canada.  All documentation is kept confidential.  Raw data will be destroyed by September 1, 

2020.  However, as per TCPS2 (2011), should public interest outweigh confidentiality and 

anonymity, such as in the case of suspected or risk of abuse or personal harm, I am obligated by 

law to report to authorities.  

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter discussed the action research methodology, the action research engagement 

(ARE) model with an appreciative stance, serving as a framework within which this inquiry was 

conducted.  I also described the participants involved, methods used for data collection and 

analysis and ethical issues.  I will outline emergent findings and conclusions drawn in the next 

chapter. 
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Chapter Four: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions 

Study Findings  

 The purpose of this research was to engage participants and investigate how Destination 

Imagination (DI) can stay relevant in changing times.  The findings address the research question 

and subquestions: 1) What factors have contributed to the organization’s success over the years 

and how? What is DI doing well that helps it achieve its mission? 2) What can DI do to help it 

stay top-of-mind and strengthen its desirability (i.e., chosen for participation) to its target 

populations? 3) What does DI do that attracts new participants to its program? What makes them 

say “yes” to DI and keeps them in the program once they join the program? 4) What would DI 

BC look like after positive change has taken place? What plans need to be in place to help the 

organization reach its collective dream and transition during change?  These questions created a 

framework within which the interview guide was created.  In-depth interviews with 19 

participants generated 41 lower-level themes.  They were abstracted into higher-level themes 

(see Appendix N).  In this chapter, I will focus on the top five findings that I found are critical to 

the success of DI: fostering autonomy, embracing diversity, encouraging teamwork, pushing 

beyond limitations, and engaging people with shared values.  The supporting data from the 

interviews are presented in this section to clarify the findings.  Sources of data in the form of 

illustrative quotes and paraphrased comments are cited using participant codes to protect 

participant anonymity and confidentiality.   
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Table 4.1 

Themes/Findings and Subthemes 

Themes/Findings Subthemes 

Fostering autonomy Non-interference policy 
Owning one’s learning 

Embracing diversity Learning from others 
Respecting differences 
Learning in diversity 

Pushing beyond limitations Freedom to think 
Minimal rules 
Tournament structure 
Feedback and failure in learning 

Encouraging teamwork Struggle for deeper connection 
Finding one’s place on the team 

Engaging people with shared values Build connections 
 

 Finding 1: Fostering autonomy.  To foster learning autonomy is to give voice to 

Student Participants.  It is about holding a safe space for learners to reflect on their own and 

others’ assumptions, challenge their own thinking and figure things out on their own.  The key is 

to let children be children.  P6, Team Manager, explained, “And then we stand back, and they get 

going. And they’re talking together and they’re working and so that piece, that freedom – 

probably without any adults to create and they’re [the children are] encouraged to create.” 

 Non-interference policy.  DI enforces non-interference on team planning.  Interference is 

defined as “contributions to the solution from non-team members, including the Team Manager” 

(Destination Imagination [DI], personal communication, May 15, 2019).  Only Student 

Participants on the team can contribute ideas towards the solution.  Team Managers assume the 

role of a facilitator.  As P19, a Team Manager, asserted, “It’s not the teacher directing how 

things will be done. It’s the teacher facilitating it so that the kids come up with it on their own.”  

This policy creates space around teams to explore available resources, ask questions, try and test 
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ideas, and express individual and team talents and creativity.  This is DI’s educational pedagogy 

(DI, personal communication, May 15, 2019).  Participants have the autonomy to learn at their 

own pace.  Student Participant, P10, stated, “A coach can bring up ideas but not spoon-feed 

them. ‘Cuz that’s the last thing you want for someone joining the engineering challenge and their 

dad to be [a] complete engineer and then spoon-feeding them with information.”  These words 

also reflect the student’s desire for autonomy as well as ensure the non-interference rule is 

respected.  To be given the answer is to be undermining, and limiting the growth of, student 

capacity. 

 Owning one’s learning.  Autonomy also involves taking responsibility to find answers to 

one’s questions.  Team members rely on themselves as a resource.  When participants achieve 

success, the confidence and experience gained belong to them and prepare them to face future 

challenges.  Team Manager, P17, shared this observation: 

The mums were sitting in chairs around the perimeter of the room. And the two 

groups [of kids] started talking to each other… The kids are doing it on their own 

and the mothers are letting them. I overheard two of the girls talking and one of 

them said to the other, ‘Well, let’s go ask [the team manager].’ ‘He’s just gonna say 

that he doesn’t know, that we should figure it out.’ Well, I guess we should just 

figure it out.’ That’s what this program is about. 

When given the chance, Student Participants take control and collaboratively determine what to 

explore, test and refine.  Team Manager, P16, observed, “It’s a unique opportunity for kids to 

really control their learning. That’s something that is so unique about DI.”  But while DI fosters 

Student Participants’ autonomy in learning, it also encourages participants to turn to one another 

in times of need and challenge. 
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 Finding 2: Embracing diversity.  Diversity stems from the coming together of unique 

individuals, backgrounds, skills and cultures.  Its power is harnessed when energy is focused on a 

common purpose and a shared vision.  A Team Manager and Parent, P15, observed, “It’s a way 

to integrate lots of different kids that may not otherwise have connected to get together.”  By 

bringing people together, DI gives people the opportunity to bridge differences and deepen 

connections. 

 Learning from others.  Interviewees acknowledge strength in diversity, to work with and 

learn from others with diverse cultures, background and experiences.  The holistic nature of DI 

challenges (i.e., science, technology, arts, etc.) appeals to individuals with different skills, 

interests and knowledge; having diverse skill sets in a team also contribute to effective problem-

solving.  Student Participant, P18, shared:  

I’m more into like the fine arts. And then we always had people who were focusing 

on science and engineering. And so having that really nice sort of like balance of 

all those different people on our team always there is really, really cool and like a 

great learning experience. 

 DI also convenes individuals from different academic, social and recreational circles.  

Student Participants self-select to participate in the program; teams can be comprised of friends 

and strangers.  P4, a Team Manager, observed: 

The great thing about DI is that it's the only place you'll find the jocks, and the 

nerds, and the drama performers, and the social outcasts all in the same place. 

Because to make a good DI team you need to pull from all different areas like that. 

And it's the one place where you get the chance to do some clique-breaking or some 

clique-merging, and by creating these little spider webs between these cliques.  It 

benefits the rest of the school culture for the rest of the school year. 
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These webs of interconnectedness between participants formed within DI extend beyond DI 

itself.  An invisible thread weaves individuals across boundaries of age, gender, culture, grades 

and social groups.  This connection anchors DI participants within their school and community, 

creating a sense of belonging and mutual support.   

 Respecting differences.  Working with diverse individuals, teams learn different 

interpretations of a challenge as well as different but equally plausible solutions.  This was 

elucidated by a Student Participant who had learned this lesson after what was described as an 

epic failure.  This student’s experience was shared by Team Manager, P4: 

 And she said that…failure was one of the most valuable learning experience she 

had in school because up to this point, she had gone to school believing there are 

good people and bad people and ‘I’m one of the good ones and those people who 

work in a shop environment, they’re not as good at school.’ And she realized if they 

had only one or two of those shop kids in their team, it would have made a world 

of difference and they wouldn’t have failed. I hope more people learn those things 

before they graduate from school with a huge head and a 4.0 GPA. 

Team members learn to embrace differences.  They respect and acknowledge unique strengths 

and abilities of individuals with whom they might not know and are different from them.  

 Learning in diversity.  DI fosters participant growth and self-confidence, nudging 

students out of their comfort zone and open-mindedly think outside the box.  The diverse 

composition of teams further contributes to this intention.  Team Manager, P1, explained: 

My greatest point of pride in the whole thing is the diversity of kids that have 

success, the diversity of kids that realize some of their potential…that are able to 

be a part of something that they wouldn’t normally be able to be a part of. 
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DI’s diverse learning environment fosters participants’ ability and positive attitude to change and 

adapt.  Student Participant, P3, reflected, “I’m always able to come up with a new idea.”  

Acknowledging that there are multiple solutions to a challenge, teams combine their skills and 

effort to develop their own innovative solution. 

 Student Participants also learn to rely on others.  Participants learn that everyone 

possesses unique strengths that, when jointly applied, contribute to remedying a shared 

challenge.  Student Participant, P18, concurred, “I see solving problems in a way like, ‘I don’t 

have to face this challenge alone.’ I can reach out to help and collaborate.” 

 Finding 3: Pushing beyond limitations.  DI does not set learning expectations; it 

provides positive feedback, learning tools such as the creative process, and freedom of 

expression and innovation such that learners set their own expectations and direct their own path.  

Team Manager, P19, elaborated, “When you’re in the midst of it, you don’t really understand 

how much you are learning but when you come out of it, it just becomes your norm to think 

outside the box and think creatively.”  Effectively, DI removes the limiting circumstances and 

influences for Student Participants to freely imagine and create.   

 Freedom to think.  To take team learning to the next level requires members to push 

beyond their own limits.  The non-interference policy allows DI participants to think for 

themselves.  As aptly captured by P17, a Team Manager, “They’re [kids] capped by my 

limitations.  If I leave them to their own devices, that limitation’s gone and it’s amazing where 

they stretch.”  This respondent further explained, “The strategic advantage that DI gives to young 

people is the ability to think for themselves without parameters. The ability to own their own 

learning. And the ability to break through self-imposed, parent-imposed, society-imposed 

limitations.”  Team members are shielded from undue adult influence.  
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 Minimal rules.  Relatedly, DI’s minimal rules ensure that the program does not dictate or 

restrict participants’ innovation.  Team Manager, P5, expressed, “It’s fun and…there’s hardly 

any rules, right?”  Interviewees similarly echoed the sentiment, ‘If it doesn’t say we can’t, we 

can!’  When participants embrace this idea, they collectively take their solution to a new creative 

level.  Team Manager, P16, observed that it is when student teams “go beyond, well beyond 

what they’re [rules]…trying to suggest to do, that’s when the really, really cool things happen.”  

The opportunity to push beyond and be innovative catalyzes teams to collectively explore in a 

realm they might not have otherwise come to on their own. 

 Tournament structure.  The tournament structure starts at the regional level, followed by 

the provincials, where teams showcase their solution to Appraisers (i.e., judges who evaluate a 

team’s solution).  If teams qualify, they have a chance to participate in the Global Finals.  

Although this international tournament is a draw for prospective Student Participants, 

interviewees also acknowledged the significant personal growth involved in the tournament 

structure as a whole.  Teams learn to work with a plan and budget, meet deadlines, manage 

individual and team time, etc.  Each tournament level serves as a stepping stone, motivating 

teams to push further each time.  P1, a Team Manager, explained it this way: 

The way I describe it to the parents is you get that club level at the school – you get 

about 10%.  You put together a team that goes to regional you get about 25%.  You 

go to provincials you get about 50%.  That last 50% is that push to push yourself 

even further.  Because the theory is that if you can push yourself as far as you can 

go in provincials and what I’ve been telling kids is that you need to improve on 

that.  So now you’re pushing further, and I am a firm believer that when you do, 

now you’re pushing people and helping them to excel beyond what they think they 

can do. 
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At each tournament, what Appraisers and the audience witness is a team’s revised and fine-tuned 

solution.  Significant growth takes place at team meetings, rehearsals and reflection periods.  

Team Manager, P13, clarified: 

The tournaments just give it the opportunity for them to learn it because without 

a tournament at the end… it’s not internally then adapted or applied, right? It's 

a two-pronged process but it's also symbiotic. You need each other…to go 

deeper into what you’re trying to do. 

DI is about taking risks, trying new things and chancing failure.  The end product is a testament 

of the team struggle and their achievement in sticking it out together to the end.  DI is about a 

team’s shared journey. 

 Feedback and failure in learning.  Built into the creative process and tournament 

structure, feedback is expected and accepted to help a team objectively assess their proposed 

solution.  P6, a Team Manager, shared, “We do a lot of front-loading team work to get them 

relaxed and understanding that there’s lots of room for error in this program and lots of room for 

forgiveness.”  Feedback focused on identifying demonstrated team strengths reinforces what the 

team is doing well and guides them in deeper reflection for improvement.  If teams make 

mistakes, they learn how to recover.  Team Manager, P4, stated: 

Everything about DI is about giving the students, the team members, the 

autonomy to do what they want, to give them the opportunity to try and fail 

multiple times to really achieve mastery. And they find their purpose by doing 

the first two, by having the autonomy to try and fail and try again. 

P13, a Team Manager, defined the above – to try and fail multiple times – as “mini-failures”.  

Failure and feedback provide insights for teams to reflect, reimagine and improve on their 
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solution.  Developing a solution is an iterative process.  With each iteration, they learn something 

new.  Student Participant, P18, offered: 

I think the learning in a way that’s unique as well and discovering and trying 

new things and trying until it fails and then trying again. I think that’s really 

important because we get really caught up in doing it in a way something has 

always been done because we know it works. 

To see failure as an opportunity, children need to feel safe to be themselves and to try and fail 

with others without the fear of judgment.  DI’s educational pedagogy supports participants to 

freely collaborate without anyone being arbitrarily in charge (i.e., an adult, parent or teacher) and 

dictating a team’s path.  Participants explore, experiment and reimagine; they take responsibility 

for their own decisions.  They learn the value of adaptation and change in their effective 

response to failure. 

 Finding 4: Encouraging teamwork.  DI is about teamwork.  Student Participants plan, 

practice and perform as a team.  P7 asserted, “One significant thing that Destination 

Imagination… does really well is helping young people learn how you actually work on a team 

because there’s nowhere else you’re going to learn it until you get to the workforce.”  DI 

achieves this by offering challenges that are best solved by the collaboration of individuals with 

multiple talents and skill sets.   

 Struggle for deeper connection.  Working with diverse individuals with unique 

perspectives and experiences, interpersonal conflict and disagreements are inevitable.  However, 

it is in these difficult times that learning happens.  P4 posited: 

The real value in DI is behind the scenes when that team of people work for 

months together, got on to each other’s nerves tremendously, had to work 

through those interpersonal… and to acquire the social skills to press forward 



 
STAYING RELEVANT IN CHANGING TIMES  

 

63 

even when they despise one another, or even when they just couldn’t agree with 

one another. 

Of interest to note is this interviewee suggests that tournaments, where many prospective 

participants and volunteers are exposed to DI, do not best showcase DI.  P4 elaborated, “Send 

them to the all-out fist fight when they’re practicing. See how they can work those things out. 

That’s where the skill lies.”  This interviewee reminded me that DI is not about the end product 

(i.e., solution); it is about skills acquisition, overcoming biases and mutual respect and influence.  

Participants find strength in one another to collectively persevere through difficulty.  DI is about 

collaborative learning in a shared journey.  

 Finding one’s place on the team.  In DI’s project-based learning program, every member 

plays an integral role.  DI teams function best when comprised of individuals whose skill sets 

complement one another.  When participants work with others, they have the capacity and 

capability to do more than they can on their own.  However, in addition to acknowledging 

others’ strengths, one must also recognize themselves as a contributing force.  The strength of 

the team rests on each person’s willingness to offer their ideas, to question and challenge, and to 

support one another.  Student Participant, P18, observed: 

DI promotes the idea of seeing what we can do when we work together and… 

how much more we can accomplish. I wish more people have the opportunity 

to see that and see that you…create amazing things when you work together. 

And the world is such a better place when we work together.  

Working together extends beyond Student Participants and teams.  DI’s champions have created 

the DI we know today.  As P7 stated, “…If you work together, you can create something greater 

than the sum of the parts.”  As a volunteer-driven organization, the organization’s people play a 

significant role in DI’s systemic growth. 
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 Finding 5: Engaging people with shared values.  DI’s champions are those who believe 

in the child-focused vision of the organization, to support them in achieving what they can 

imagine.  As P16 emphasized, “It’s the people of DI is what makes it DI.  It’s those appraisers 

who come back year after year after year with the silly hats and the wide-eyed energy and… just 

the wonderful sense of fun.”  These committed individuals want to do what they can for DI 

because they have witnessed the benefits of the program for children.  P19 shared: 

One of the things I said to her [a new teacher] is, ‘Once you see how it worked, 

it’s gonna change how you teach.’ We’re supposed to be facilitators of 

education. And I think DI can do that really well. It’s so kid-friendly and so 

kid-based that teachers can be impacted big time in terms of how they run their 

own classrooms by learning how to use DI. 

Children’s learning remains at the heart of DI.  P4 emphasized, “DI has to be about learning. It 

can’t be about winning.”  Every decision and action taken are made in the best interest of 

participants.   

 Build connections. Bringing like-minded, committed individuals together strengthens the 

connections within DI.  Student Participants form stronger friendships with teammates, parent 

Team Managers build better relationships with their children, and teachers develop greater trust 

with students.  P4 observed that connection is formed when Student Participants can “strive to 

achieve with others, shoulders to shoulders.”  But perhaps what makes DI so attractive to 

students and volunteers is what happens when children participate.  As P13, a Team Manager, 

shared: 

The kids, I’m not kidding you, they voluntarily tell me all the time, ‘This is the 

best. I love this class the most. I would come to DI over my piano lessons, over 

my dance lessons, over my hockey.’ I love it because they’re learning, and they 
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don’t even know they’re learning! They have fun and they don’t even know 

they’re learning. It’s so great! 

Connections, friendships and the positive experience of DI anchor participants in the program.  

What participants gain in knowledge, skills and experience prepare them for life.   

Study Conclusions  

 With the experiences and stories generously shared by interviewees, the intention was to 

unveil what DI is doing well organizationally and identify next steps to strengthen its 

organizational roof in times to come.  By engaging DI members in the process of inquiry through 

in-depth interviews, participants have the opportunity to reflect on their experiences with the 

organization, offer what they identify as important factors contributing to DI’s success over the 

years and suggest plausible strategies to contribute to its growth and sustainability (see Appendix 

O for key questions used and sample responses).  As reflected in the interviews, participant 

responses indicate overall awareness and recognition of the critical role they play within the 

organization.  When asked who is responsible for the positive changes envisioned for DI, P11 

swiftly replied, “Everybody. Everybody who puts time and effort into it. The leaders, me… 

Everybody!”  

 DI’s core elements.  The focus of this research was to explore with Destination 

Imagination’s participant groups what it means for the organization to stay relevant in changing 

times.  Participants contributed valuable insights and knowledge through their reflections on 

experiences, assumptions and beliefs.  The five themes that emerged - fostering autonomy, 

embracing diversity, pushing beyond limitations, encouraging teamwork and engaging people 

with shared values – culminated into what I interpret as DI’s three core elements: creating a 

passion for learning, embracing obstacles and failure, and facilitating a community of care.  As 

pillars of DI, they have upheld the organization over the years.  They also answer the following 
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research questions: “What factors have contributed to the organization’s success over the years 

and how? What is DI doing well that helps it achieve its mission? What does DI do that attracts 

new participants to its program?”  Figure 2 offers a symbolic representation of the core 

dimensions with DI’s vision as its guiding compass.  

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Conclusion 1: Creating a passion for learning.  As an educational nonprofit, DI’s 

vision and mission is to “inspire and equip participants to achieve anything they can imagine in 

life” (Destination Imagination, “Vision,” para. 1).  DI equips participants with tools for program 

and academic success as well as for life beyond DI.   

 Teaching how to think.  DI is about teamwork.  Students self-select into, rehearse with, 

and are marked as a team.  Project-Based Learning (PBL), as introduced in Chapter Two, is a 

significant part of the DI program.  Students learn to communicate effectively and take 

ownership of their learning to achieve a shared purpose.  Bell (2010), Doppelt (2003), and Ergül 

and Kargın (2014) spoke to the value of an informal, learner-centric approach within which 

participants collaboratively make decisions and choose their own course of action.  How DI 

differs from the general concept of PBL is it incorporates the teaching of the creative process.   

Figure 2. Symbolic representation of DI’s three core dimensions 
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 Through the creative process, participants explore a problem in different ways, narrowing 

solutions, reworking ideas with feedback and experience, reflecting on and celebrating shared 

experience (DI, The Creative Process).  A circular process, participants often loop back from one 

stage to another.  The value of this learning process reflects the work of Gronhaug and Stone 

(2012).  They contended that the tools (i.e., the plan) and climate (i.e., learning environment) 

must be aligned.  DI does not take for granted that students will develop essential problem-

solving skills by being in a team environment alone.  The concrete steps in the creative process – 

the plan – optimize learning by teaching participants how to think. 

 Make learning meaningful with others.  DI’s informal structure and learner engagement 

environment, critical components of project-based learning (Doppelt, 2003; Tascı, 2015), create 

space for students to apply the creative process.  The open-ended nature of DI’s challenges 

further sustains participants’ interest and motivation to stay on course, as evidenced in Chin and 

Chia’s (2004) research findings.  DI participants actively decide together what challenge to 

pursue and potential solutions to explore, test and fine-tune.  They realize success depends on the 

quality of their collective effort and teamwork.  As Student Participants effectively navigate 

interpersonal conflicts and overcome obstacles, it further reinforces their joint learning and 

decision-making.  Relatedly, consistent and mutual interaction and influence in a learning 

environment also reinforces Student Participants’ growth mindset, as suggested in the work by 

Klein et al. (2017).  Participants individually and as a team explore ideas, test solutions and 

rework failed plans.  They express what they think and feel, and at the same time experience, 

question and/or emulate the thoughts and actions of teammates, through the creative process to 

challenge themselves and others, pushing their collective thinking to a level they might not reach 

on their own.  Whether intentionally or inadvertently, team members simultaneously apply and 

foster a growth mindset (Cutts et al., 2010; Dweck, 2016). 
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 Provide training for volunteers.  Team Managers play a significant role in facilitating a 

learning environment.  Garvin (2008) suggested that leaders’ reinforcing behaviour for learning 

is critical in a learning organization.  This is echoed by other researchers (Doppelt, 2003; English 

& Kitsantas, 2013; Murray-Harvey, Pourshafie & Reyes, 2013).  Training prepares facilitators 

with the tools to guide participants in optimizing PBL by creating meaningful learning 

opportunities and developing collaborative learning attitudes and skills (Murray-Harvey, 

Pourshafie & Reyes, 2013).  Facilitators learn how to guide learners to effectively learn on their 

own, which can help to shift and/or strengthen participants’ growth mindset (Cutts et al., 2010; 

Dweck, 2016; Klein et al., 2017).   

 Team Managers tread a fine line between facilitating participant learning and 

contributing to the team’s solution.  Training volunteers to differentiate between guidance and 

interference, facilitate the use of the creative process and ways to effectively uphold DI 

principles and pedagogy benefit student teams.  It encourages ongoing growth and development 

of Team Managers, reinforcing DI’s commitment to participant teams’ learning.  As authors 

cited in the current literature review have asserted (Örtenblad, 2004; Senge, 2006; Shin, Picken, 

& Dess, 2017), when teams learn, the organization learns.  

 Conclusion 2: Embracing obstacles and failure.  Student Participants progress through 

a consistent and constant renewal process of learning, failing and achieving success.  DI makes it 

okay to fail because you cannot fix things you never try. 

 Failure is part of learning.  Using the creative process, participants test and rework 

iterations of a solution until it meets their expectation.  They learn from mistakes to their 

advantage.  DI participants demonstrate a growth mindset by expecting and accepting failure 

(see Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Cutts et al., 2010; Dweck, 2016).  They reflect 

on feedback, challenging assumptions and adapting what they know.  This reflects a key 
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characteristic of a learning organization discussed in the literature review – double-loop learning 

(Gronhaug & Stone, 2012).  Feedback received at tournaments is focused on what the teams do 

well – they learn to strengthen them.  The questions asked by Appraisers help teams reflect on 

decisions made behind their solution – they explore how they can improve.  Meaningful 

feedback changes students’ attitude toward errors and failure (Kaldi, Filippatou, & Govaris, 

2011).  DI reframes failure as an opening to new and greater possibilities; it is another learning 

step forward.  

 Impose constraints in order to stretch.  DI’s open-ended challenges encourage 

participants to think beyond the box yet provides a degree of difficulty to sustain teams’ interest 

and motivation.  Participants acquire skills in conflict resolution, problem-solving and 

communication.  Collaboration and mutual respect help them navigate difficult times.  By 

creating space for participants to reflect on mistakes, feedback and experiences, DI shifts 

participants’ mindset to focus on adaptation and change, contributing to the current literature on 

growth mindset (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Cutts et al., 2010; Klein, Delany, 

Fischer, Smallwood, & Trumble, 2017).   

 Relatedly, DI’s open-ended challenges also build on the PBL literature (Chin & Chia, 

2004).  DI challenges motivate and prepare teams to self-direct, take responsibility and 

overcome the roadblocks that come with their decision.  Team members experience a learning 

stretch when they overcome obstacles together.  The structural constraints of the tournament 

process – regional, provincial and international levels – further enhance this stretch.  Teams are 

encouraged to ongoingly reflect on their own thinking and actions.  Journeying through the 

tournament structure, participants iteratively cycle through the learning process of rehearsing, 

fine-tuning and performing their solution (see Gronhaug & Stone, 2012, for double-loop 
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learning).  Participants collaboratively progress through the learning system and stretch beyond 

what they think they are capable.   

 Build a growth mindset.  Encouraging learning stretches, DI upholds the belief that 

individuals’ knowledge, skills and intelligence can change with time.  DI has a growth mindset 

(Dweck, 2016).  It similarly promotes a growth mindset in its Student Participants.  They 

discover their own and others’ potential.  DI provides a safe environment for them to 

meaningfully engage one another and step outside their comfort zones.  Reflecting on Dweck’s 

(2016) findings, teams with a growth mindset take risks, try new things and do what is difficult 

even if they fail.  Students appreciate that mistakes and failure are learning opportunities.  

Through effort, perseverance and struggle, participants learn and improve their knowledge and 

abilities (Dweck, 2016) 

 Because DI does not dictate how teams are supposed to do things, they make decisions, 

challenge one another’s point of view, and scrutinize prospective solutions from multiple angles.  

Findings in this research are also congruent with those found in PBL literature relating to 

learner-driven pursuits and sustained motivation (Chin & Chia, 2004), self-responsibility 

(Doppelt, 2003), respect for diversity in strengths (Bell, 2010; Kaldi, Filippatou, & Govaris, 

2011; Thomas, 2000), and academic success (Ergül & Kargın, 2014).  In this learning 

environment, participants reframe problems not as obstacles to be avoided but challenges to be 

solved.   

 Conclusion 3: Facilitating a community of care.  DI makes an effort in creating a safe 

environment for learning.  It does so by equipping Student Participants with learning tools, 

reframing failure as opportunities and focusing attention on effort and positive attitudes.  In light 

of this, this research supports Garvin’s (2008) three building blocks of a learning organization as 
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introduced in the literature section: a supportive learning environment, concrete learning 

processes and practices, and leadership behaviour that reinforces learning. 

 Focus on collaborative effort.  Based on current literature, DI demonstrates all 

characteristics of a learning organization (Farrukh & Waheed, 2015; Pokharel & Ok Choi, 2015; 

Senge, 2006).  DI believes in adaptation and renewal and fosters the same of its organizational 

members for the benefit of children.  Input and feedback from Team Managers focus on Student 

Participants’ demonstrated effort in problem-solving, effective communication and conflict 

resolution.  Student Participants are recognized individually and as a team, with success not 

attributed to human qualities such as one’s intelligence (Klein et al., 2017) but for the processes, 

attitudes and behaviour associated with their positive outcome.  Student Participants feel safe to 

venture outside of their comfort zone, to make mistakes and recreate.  Participants will do things 

at which they are not proficient but know that even as they face their fears and risk failing, they 

have the support of their Team Managers and the team.  Although learning can take place at 

individual, group or organizational levels, team learning is most critical (Pokharel & Ok Choi, 

2015; Senge, 2006).  This also reflects the work of Bell (2010), Thomas (2000) and Ergül and 

Kargın (2014) on PBL, team interaction and co-learning.   

 Empowered individuals and teams.  DI has in place its creative process, tournament 

structure, DI’s pedagogy and principles.  Its learner-centered program exists to support Student 

Participants in building skills for academic, career and life success.  But it is DI’s people who 

carry out its policies and procedures and actualize the organization’s intended purpose.  An 

organization with a learning culture is comprised of empowered individuals and teams, 

transparency in information, and collaborative decision-making and actions (Shin, Picken, & 

Dess, 2017).  As the basic units of a learning organization (Senge, 2006), these empowered 

individuals and teams that make knowledge transparency and collaboration possible.  DI’s 
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processes and principles might convey the organization’s support to children, but it takes its 

human resources to help make these valuable tools come to life. 

 The human side of DI.  DI’s core dimensions are part of a 3-way symbiotic relationship, 

each mutually benefitting the other.  Together, these components make DI unique.  It is the 

successful confluence of these three dimensions that help DI and its members realize their shared 

vision and goals.  DI’s human factors also play a significant role in maintaining its core.  As P16 

observed, “It’s the people of DI is what makes it DI.”  Based on reflections by study participants, 

emergent themes suggest that DI possesses these strengths: driven by volunteers’ efforts, 

maintained child-centered focus and upheld by long-term supporters.  See Figure 3 for the 

symbolic representation of DI’s core elements with human factors as its links. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 Conclusion 4: Driven by like-minded champions.  DI is a volunteer-run organization.  

Its people make up what we know as DI, as an organization.  For the organization to sustain its 

learning purpose, so too must its people.  Aligned with DI’s vision, they help create the 

environment for students to tap into their creativity and imagination to do amazing things 

Figure 3. Symbolic representation of DI’s three core dimensions and human factors 

 

Staying true to the vision 
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together.  Possessing the qualities of growth and life-long learning that they foster in students, DI 

champions seek to learn, adapt and change.  These qualities not only contribute to their own 

growth but also influence the learning of students (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; 

Dweck, 2016).  Mindsets are powerful beliefs and can be changed (Dweck, 2016).  DI 

champions with a growth mindset role model positive learning attitudes and behaviour.   

 Further, comprised of organizational members with a growth mindset who believe in 

learner autonomy, teamwork and collaboration, friendly competition and risk-taking, the 

consistent support of the growth mindset within a safe environment throughout DI reinforces 

students’ learning gains (see Klein et al., 2017).  Embracing these child-centered values, DI’s 

people are determined to assist participants in their growth.  

 Conclusion 5: Staying true to the vision.  DI is a child-based program.  Its vision and 

unwavering commitment to foster children’s use of creativity and imagination has ensured it 

made decisions to uphold its learner-focused policies and procedures and recruited volunteers 

with aligned values.  The program is designed such that, as asserted by P18, “It’s not just about 

the solution. It’s about the process that you took to get there, finding joy in that process.”  This 

includes, for instance, providing Student Participants autonomy in learning (Bell, 2010; Chin & 

Chia, 2004), learning tools such as PBL (Tascı, 2015), and Team Manager training (Murray-

Harvey, Pourshafie, & Reyes, 2013).   

 As a learning organization, DI’s people have a finger on the pulse of change and are 

prepared to respond and adapt accordingly; they are empowered to do what they feel is best for 

the organization (Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017).  Their dedication to children is the driving force 

behind its decisions and actions.  The organization’s flexibility and agility in responding to 

internal and external influences allows it to fluidly manage their impact while staying true to its 
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vision.  This focus rallies DI champions and mobilizes their participation in and commitment to 

the program year after year for the benefit of its Student Participants.   

 Conclusion 6: Upheld by diverse individuals.  DI benefits from the diverse skills of its 

people just as participant teams benefit from a diverse composition of individuals, as reflected in 

the work of Kaldi, Filippatou, and Gavaris (2011) in project-based learning and change.  As an 

educational nonprofit, DI has relied on the support and commitment of parents, teachers, school 

district administrators, and other community champions who believe in its cause and the life-

long benefit it offers to children.  With unique skills, knowledge and experiences, these 

individuals equip the organization with a multitude of tools at its disposal when faced with 

uncertainties and challenges.   

 With the growth of students and teams at the heart of DI, individuals aligned with its 

values and vision are motivated to set aside differences, embrace new ideas, use their strengths 

and recognize one another’s abilities as they move toward a shared goal.  As a learning 

organization that fosters project-based learning for its participant teams, DI’s success in diversity 

reflects the findings of Bell (2010) in PBL literature.  The confluence of differing perspectives, 

skill sets and knowledge not only results in deeper understanding of and more effective 

responses to the organization’s challenges, it also validates and generates mutual respect for the 

diverse individuals who collaboratively overcame them.   

Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry  

 This inquiry examined how DI can stay relevant in changing times by using the action 

research engagement (ARE) model with an appreciative stance, focusing organizational 

members’ time and attention on identifying DI’s core strengths in order to build on them to 

maximize the organization’s potential.  Due to this study’s time limitation, and despite efforts to 

solicit survey responses, data was collected with in-depth interviews only.  The initial intention 
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to use a mixed-method approach including in-depth interviews, focus groups, surveys and 

Photovoice to gather and analyze data did not materialize due to lack of participants for both the 

adult and student focus groups.  Relatedly, due to DI’s tournament schedule, the Affiliate 

Director and prospective research participants cautioned against conducting data collection 

methods, including continuing with in-depth interviews and attempting another focus group, 

beyond March 2019.  Without having a forum for dialogue and discussion between participants, 

as would happen through focus groups and Photovoice, the data collected only reflect individual 

perceptions and not that of a collective dialogue.  Incorporating other data collection sources 

would have allowed for the triangulation of data and provide more reliable results. 

 Contrary to unsuccessful attempts to recruit survey respondents, the recruitment of 

interviewees was met with success.  This was largely due to the power of the snowball sampling 

technique and word-of-mouth that helped this research secure participant referrals.  On top of the 

aforementioned challenges relating to time constraints and schedule conflicts, with more lead 

time for effective recruitment methods and piggy-backing data collection methods with 

upcoming DI activities and workshops (i.e., go where the people are), could enhance 

participation from diverse members. 

 The purpose of this inquiry was to engage participants in the first three phases of the 

ARE model – Focus and Framing, Stakeholder Engaged Inquiry Methods and Reflection on 

Action (Rowe et al., 2013).  Conducted within the context of the ARE, participants were engaged 

in dialogue as early in the inquiry process as possible to invite their active participation and 

input, with the intention to initiate a sense of ownership and commitment to change efforts.  My 

focus as the action researcher was to broadly engage participants in conversation and create a 

space within which stakeholders can thereafter build on this newfound knowledge of the 

organization.  DI’s organizational leaders and stakeholders will assume this research leadership 
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responsibility, in accordance with the latter stages of the ARE model, to move this inquiry 

forward in greater depth and with practicality to optimize change efforts.    

Chapter Summary 

 Interviewees’ authenticity and generosity in sharing their stories and experiences 

contributed significantly to research findings, their collectively created data resulting in five 

emergent themes.  Conclusions drawn from the findings point to DI’s three core elements, the 

organization’s root causes of success, and its human factors that have upheld these organizational 

pillars over the years.  As this research proceeded only through the early engagement phases of 

the ARE with DI members, insights gained serve to inform its leaders as they further proceed 

with this inquiry.  The next chapter details my proposed recommendations for DI’s consideration 

going forward.   
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Chapter Five: Inquiry Implications 

 As this study engaged participants in the first three stages of the ARE model from an 

appreciative standpoint, this chapter provides preliminary information for DI members to 

consider in their collaborative effort to unveil its core strengths.  I will begin first with study 

recommendations, followed by a discussion on leadership implications for DI’s people, 

structures, policies, etc.  I conclude with an examination of implications for future inquiry and a 

summary to close this thesis report. 

 The purpose of this study was to engage DI’s participant groups to collectively explore 

what it takes for the organization to stay relevant to its populations and its vision as the market 

within which it was founded has changed and will continue to change.  Research interviewees 

also addressed the following subquestions:  

1. What factors have contributed to DI’s success over the years?  

2. What can DI do to strengthen its desirability to its target populations?  

3. What attracts new participants to its program?  

4. What would DI BC look like after positive change has taken place?   

What emerged from the findings to address the research questions is the 3-way symbiotic 

relationship of DI’s core elements – creating a passion for learning, embracing obstacles and 

failure and facilitating a community of care – held in place by the human dimensions of DI (i.e., 

driven by like-minded champions, staying true to its vision and upheld by diverse individuals).   

 I presented the findings and conclusions to DI’s new Affiliate Director and its Board of 

Directors as part of this research’s informal Make-It-Happen session, a findings dissemination 

and planning activity.  This meeting also served as a check-in with some of the research 

interviewees present to determine the accuracy of my reflection and interpretation of the data.  
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Overall, session participants were “very pleased” with the presentation (G. Guerrero, personal 

communication, June 17, 2019).  In particular, the board chair expressed,  

On behalf of the board I would like to thank you for your presentation of the 

findings. As mentioned, it validates what the board has discussed or are doing. 

As our first academic research, this will help in our funding applications, 

presentations, etc. This research will also propel us to do other forms of 

research to enhance the quality of programming and services to children in 

British Columbia. (K. Lalji, personal communication, June 15, 2019).   

 While this research used the action research engagement (ARE) model with an 

appreciative stance to engage participants in strength-based inquiry, my intention was also to 

engage DI staff, the board and key participant group members early in the process.  This 

provided a framework for inquiry, dialogue, reflection and deliberation within which to engage 

organizational members and build a sense of ownership and commitment to DI’s change efforts 

(Rowe et al., 2013).  P17, one of the research interviewees and a board member, reflected after 

my presentation, "I want to thank you for the interview. It made me think about issues that I have 

not considered in some time. Our discussion has given me insight into some possible solutions."  

This statement is an affirmation that in this in-depth interview with a DI member, this phase of 

the research effectively engaged a research participant to begin reflecting on, considering and 

exploring matters relevant to this inquiry.   

 I further met with DI’s former Affiliate Director to discuss the findings, conclusions 

drawn, and draft recommendations.  She was intrigued by the findings, specifically relating to 

pushing beyond limitations (i.e., embracing failure) and encouraging teamwork (i.e., struggling 

for deeper connection).  With over four years of intimate experience with DI, she offered 

insightful feedback and input to my draft recommendations.  The former Affiliate Director felt 
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that “these ideas would be relatively easy to implement and would really strengthen the 

organization” (J. Vyner, personal communication, June 18, 2019).   

Study Recommendations 

  The following four study recommendations are a synthesis of selected literature, findings 

and conclusions.  They are designed for the purpose of supporting DI’s leadership team and 

organizational members in continuing their inquiry in how to stay relevant in a fast-changing 

world.  If followed, these recommendations could form the foundation to further develop DI’s 

core strengths and its organizational capacity for collective and transformative change.  These 

recommendations are outlined in Table 5.1 and further discussed in this section. 

Table 5.1 

Study Recommendations 

Recommendations Proposed implementation 

Increase engagement with DI champions Stay connected. 
Provide value-add communication. 
Develop a mentorship program. 
Tap into alumni expertise and support their 
development. 
Engage members’ network. 

Maintain child-centered focus Enforce non-interference rule. 
Take responsibility for ongoing learning.   

Help people understand DI to increase 
participation 

Showcase the behind-the-scenes.   
Let people experience the program.   
Integrate with the BC curriculum.   

Others Increase accessibility of Global Finals.   
Engage older participants.   

 

 Recommendation 1: Increase engagement with DI champions.  One of DI’s core 

elements is creating a passion for learning.  DI can add to this core strength by appealing to the 

support of its people.  Increased contribution from DI champions (i.e., Student Participants, 

parents, school administrators, and Alumni) assuming various roles will help reduce existing 
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volunteer burn-out (Kocolowski, 2010), expand organizational capacity to resolve issues 

(Crevani, Lindgren, & Packendorff, 2007; D’Innocenzo, Mathieu, & Kukenberger, 2016), and 

avoid schedule conflicts for Students Participants, teachers and parents.   

 Stay connected.  This research recommends that DI sustain volunteers’ commitment and 

support by consistently reminding them of why they support the organization and keeping them 

apprised of organizational activities, events and training opportunities.  Proactive outreach to 

volunteers will keep them up-to-date with the organization’s direction, ongoing projects and the 

type of support needed.  To effectively reach its members, DI will need to explore with 

organizational members how they would like to be engaged (i.e., through in-person, social media 

and/or e-newsletters).  By maintaining consistent presence via different preferred 

communications avenues will help DI stay top-of-mind with volunteers.   

 Provide value-add communication.  In addition, DI will need to create value in 

communication efforts to effectively attract the attention of and engage volunteers.  I recommend 

that DI considers the possibility of sharing relevant and meaningful articles, promoting 

upcoming training activities that support volunteers’ personal and professional growth, and 

showcasing DI’s work in the communities.  Adding value to all volunteer communication will 

build their capacity to support Student Participants and the organization, which in turn will 

develop the capacity for organizational learning.  This will contribute to DI’s core element of 

facilitating a community of care by empowering volunteers with organizational information and 

relevant training and offering them an opportunity to decide how they can best apply their skills, 

knowledge and expertise to meet DI’s needs (Örtenblad, 2004; Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017).  

Ongoing communication strengthens the relationships between supporters and enhances their 

sense of responsibility, ownership and collective support to achieving success in DI’s best 

interest.   
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 Develop a mentorship program.  This research suggests that Team Managers and 

Alumni can be cultivated to become mentors to new Team Managers.  They can facilitate 

presentations and workshops or become partnered with new volunteers to answer questions or 

address concerns.  These mentors can also help new volunteers understand the long-term benefits 

of DI for children’s academic, work and life success.  Mentors help make sense of DI’s policies, 

procedures and processes that protect children’s self-directed learning and contribute to a 

consistent and professional learning environment (Murray-Harvey, Pourshafie, & Reyes, 2013).  

By fostering this learning environment for its volunteers, DI reinforces its core dimension of 

instilling students’ appreciation and passion for life-long learning.   

 Tap into alumni expertise and support their development.  DI can consider inviting 

Alumni to support the organization.  I recommend that DI explore with them different roles 

needed within the organization as well as meaningfully engage Alumni to apply and refine their 

skills and expertise to support their personal and professional growth (i.e., group facilitation, 

topic speaker, research partnership, etc.).  For instance, Alumni can serve as mentors to Team 

Managers and other volunteers or they can be learning mentors for Student Participants.   

 Alumni have the experiential knowledge to communicate the magic of DI, elucidate the 

‘Why’ behind policies such as non-interference, and thereby more effectively generate credibility 

and commitment for the cause.  They can facilitate workshops and share best practices to 

maximize the potential of the creative process.  Alumni can also support DI on a more strategic 

level, offering unique insights as past participants, by participating on the board or on a 

committee or task force level (e.g., participating in a fundraising committee, working on a 

project-related task, or presenting on non-interference).  Having progressed through DI’s 

tournament process, they have direct experience within the system and are familiar with the 

creative process as a powerful problem-solving tool, making them ideal train-the-trainers and 
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learning facilitators (Doppelt, 2003; English & Kitsantas, 2013; Murray-Harvey, Pourshafie, & 

Reyes, 2013).  DI champions can be engaged to be a significant driving force behind achieving 

DI’s vision. 

 Engage members’ network.  DI will need to draw on the power of the masses and invite 

engaged champions’ support to spread the word to their own networks.  I recommend that DI 

explore with Student Participants and volunteers what they can do to increase program 

participation and volunteer support, such as inviting others’ attendance to DI’s public activities 

and workshops or seeking their specific expertise.  By inviting organizational members to help 

DI with its growth, DI sends a strong message of trust for and empowerment to its people.  It 

reminds everyone that each person plays a significant role in taking DI to the next level of 

growth and adaptation.  Everyone must be involved in its adaptation (Davis & Daley, 2008; 

Hoon Song, Jeung, & Hyoung Cho, 2011; Senge, 2006; Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017).  By being 

transparent about its organizational needs, DI also lets members know how they can 

meaningfully support an organization they care about.   

 Recommendation 2: Maintain child-centered focus.  Fostering children’s use of 

creativity for innovation is at the core of DI.  The organization’s educational pedagogy, including 

learner ownership, contribute to its vision.  DI’s unique child-centered focus and its vision have 

served as the organization’s guiding compass.  Its people – the human dimensions of DI – must 

not lose sight of its focus on children as the organization makes decisions and navigates 

opportunities and adversity in times to come.  As succinctly captured by P3, a Student 

Participant, “Like I like to know that my ideas have been heard and I feel like in DI that is what I 

get.”  DI is about the children. 

 Enforce non-interference rule.  To foster students’ learning ownership, this research 

emphasizes the importance of identifying ways to reduce external interference on teams.  DI 
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must be clear with its organizational members on what it means to recognize and uphold this rule 

and foster student autonomy.  It is important that DI continues to create an environment for 

learner ownership.  DI will need to work closely with Team Managers to sustain an autonomous 

learning culture.  When the organization as a whole is involved, this strengthens its learning 

culture, thereby further contributing to its own capacity to adapt and reinvent itself to create its 

future (Senge, 2006). 

 Take responsibility for ongoing learning.  This research highlights that as the 

organization continues to evolve, DI must work with volunteers and help them effectively 

assume responsibility for staying up-to-date with changes to the organization’s policies and 

procedures.  DI will need to offer learning opportunities for volunteers to refresh their memory 

and add to their knowledge base.  The latter will likewise need to take advantage of learning 

opportunities (i.e., participate in annual training workshops) and make an effort to refresh their 

understanding of how to effectively uphold and facilitate DI’s educational pedagogy, principles 

and the creative process.   

 Recommendation 3: Help people understand DI to increase participation.  DI is 

about diverse individuals working with and learning from one another on a shared journey.  It 

normalizes challenges, problems, threats and failure and reframes them as opportunities.  

Success in DI is not finding the best solution; success is about the team’s journey to arrive at 

their own innovative solution.  I recommend that DI explore with its organizational members 

how to effectively and comprehensively explain the intangible benefits of DI, such as one of its 

cores of embracing obstacles and failure, to those who are not familiar with the organization.   

 Showcase the behind-the-scenes.  The magic of DI is behind-the-scenes in learning to 

overcome interpersonal conflicts, difference in opinion and disagreements while staying on 

course to resolve a shared challenge, reflecting the value of the process in project-based learning 
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(Tascı, 2015).  The struggle is part of the learning; collaboration and teamwork take effort.  This 

research suggests that DI consider arranging opportunities for prospective students and 

volunteers to attend rehearsals and planning sessions of teams.  Highlighting the behind-the-

scenes process of engagement and teamwork will give non-DI people the chance to see how 

team members learn about themselves and others, what they compromise and sacrifice, how they 

challenge one another throughout the process to achieve what they have collectively agreed 

upon.  Participants take risks, express their thoughts, listen to others and fail graciously; they 

look at problems, teamwork and failure differently.  A challenge serves as a team’s shared goal 

towards which it strives; each tournament level is a progress measurement of their joint effort.  

But the life skills gained over time are not all apparent at tournament performances.  Significant 

learning takes place behind-the-scenes at team meetings, planning sessions, rehearsals and 

reflection periods.  DI will need to work with their organizational members to explore how best 

to showcase these learning opportunities.   

 Let people experience the program.  In addition to explaining the creative process, 

principles and pedagogy upon which the program is based (i.e., the ‘what’), this research 

emphasizes that DI help people understand how learning takes place within its framework and 

why it is significant.  P13 observed, “The challenge about DI is it’s very difficult to explain. And 

it’s one of those things where unless you experience it…you don’t get it.”  To help non-DI 

members understand what the program is about, people will need the opportunity to directly 

experience DI for themselves.   

 DI can consider focusing on the breadth not depth of participant experience.  DI will need 

to expose its program to as many people as possible, bringing it to where people are in the 

community.  The key is exposure; the goal is to first whet people’s appetite, and thereafter to 

secure their participation and commitment for ongoing support of the organization.  The 
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opportunity to personally participate in the DI program, to experience relevant activities 

associated with identifying a remedy for a challenge, could help participants understand DI for 

what it offers and engage them further.   

 DI will not need potential new recruits to go through the whole tournament program (i.e., 

depth) but to at the least experience the creative process (i.e., breadth) by actively and 

collectively solving a common challenge with others (i.e., workshop settings; challenge ‘kit’ for 

use in a classroom by teachers; children’s summer camps).  This is congruent with project-based 

learning and action learning in which participants learn best through activity (Bell, 2010; 

DeFillipi, 2001; Thomas, 2000).  By creating opportunity for direct experience, it will expose 

non-DI members to the learning processes Student Participants go through that enforce their 

learning and enrich their collective journey.   

 Relatedly, this opportunity to participate in and experience DI is consistent with its first 

core element, “Creating a passion for learning,” as described in the previous chapter.  Although 

participants might not experience DI in full, they are exposed to project-based learning, success 

and failure, teamwork and interpersonal conflict, brainstorming, testing and evaluating ideas, etc.  

In this relatively shorter but nonetheless a focused learning environment, participants can still 

experience a shift in their mindsets (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Cutts et al., 

2010).   

 Integrate with the BC curriculum.  This research emphasizes that DI needs to take the 

program from the extracurricular and into the mainstream school system, two systems aligned 

with child-centered values and a shared goal in creating effective learning environments.  As 

asserted by P19, a teacher reflecting on the new curriculum, “Now we’re focusing on the core 

competencies. And we’re focusing on the bigger picture, big ideas, and… it’s so easy to 

incorporate DI into schools if teachers know how, if teachers know what it is.”  DI will need to 
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cultivate relationships with its champions within the school system.  As an educational nonprofit, 

DI complements students’ formal school education.  Aligning DI with the educational system, by 

integrating the DI program with the BC curriculum, in part (e.g., try out instant challenge kits 

prepared for classrooms) or in whole (i.e., experience the full tournament process), would create 

greater awareness and exposure, engaging prospective participants and volunteers.   

 DI can serve as a resource to teachers, training the trainer on effectively facilitating 

collaborative and project-based learning for students (Doppelt, 2003; Murray-Harvey, Pourshafie 

& Reyes, 2013, for example).  By integrating the program within schools, it will establish DI as 

part of a school’s culture for students to consistently and collaboratively experience and practice 

the creative process for problem-solving.  DI, parents, teachers and school administrators will 

have the opportunity to share responsibilities and tasks with the intention of supporting learners.  

Consistent learning cultures established between DI and the school system reinforce the learning 

of Student Participants, further enhancing the organization’s core and human dimensions, 

including maintaining child-centered focus, creating meaningful learning opportunities and 

facilitating a caring community.   

 Recommendation 4: Others. 

 Increase accessibility of Global Finals.  DI will need to explore how to make this 

international tournament as accessible as possible to participant teams, overcoming barriers such 

as funding (e.g., travel expenses, entry fee, etc.).  As part of DI’s tournament process, the Global 

Finals are the pinnacle of this experience for Student Participants.  The Global Finals serve as yet 

another push to students to go beyond their individual and team limits, to collectively reflect on 

assumptions, adapt their knowledge and generate new perspectives (Gronhaug & Stone, 2012; 

Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017).  It is also a significant draw to prospective participants (i.e., travel 

opportunity).   



 
STAYING RELEVANT IN CHANGING TIMES  

 

87 

 Some suggestions were offered by research interviewees for DI Headquarters to consider 

(e.g., host the Global Finals at different states or countries; affordable entry fees).  Appreciating 

funding is limited, DI British Columbia (DI BC) can consider offering subsidies to teams but 

only to those who qualify.  By limiting the numbers of teams who qualify to attend Global 

Finals, it will not only encourage greater team efforts to increase the quality of their solution and 

performance but will also ensure the needed funding for qualifying teams to attend this event.  

DI offers a unique competition experience for its participant teams.  As the tournament process is 

an integral part of the program, this research recommends that DI further investigate how it can 

adapt its policies or structures to ensure Student Participants have an opportunity to participate in 

the Global Finals.   

 Engage older participants.  DI can consider the possibility of increasing participants and 

teams by targeting older Student Participants who are developmentally and mentally more 

prepared to assume greater independence and responsibility.  This could mean targeting efforts in 

further growing the participation of 9 to 13 years old students in the Middle Level team 

challenges.  Similarly, DI BC could further engage its Alumni who have aged out of the 

challenge program and now attending post-secondary education.  DI can consider the 

reintroduction of “Extreme DI,” a 24h challenge program.   

 Although this recommendation on engaging older participants might appear to contradict 

Recommendation 1 to maintain a child-centered focus, on the contrary, this recommendation 

builds on it.  It recognizes that Student Participants from kindergarten to post-secondary levels 

can participate in DI and it honours their developmental and intellectual growth as guided by 

DI’s creative process, principles and educational pedagogy. 

Organizational Implications 

 Implication 1: Prioritize organizational learning. 
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 Offer ongoing learning opportunities.  To further develop its learning capacity as an 

organization and better prepare the facilitation of project-based learning in DI, the organization 

will need to continue training its people (Doppelt, 2003; English & Kitsantas, 2013; Murray-

Harvey, Pourshafie, & Reyes, 2013).  New member orientation and training workshops for Team 

Managers help familiarize individuals to DI and the challenge program as well as help them 

understand DI’s non-interference rule.  This will prepare them to support Student Participants’ 

self-directed learning and effectively teach and facilitate learners’ use of the creative process for 

problem solving.   

 Foster a growth mindset.  DI will need to foster Team Managers’ growth mindset.  It 

needs to equip these learning facilitators with the tools and knowledge to sustain a positive 

learning environment for Student Participants, praising participants for their efforts and 

reframing mistakes and failure as learning opportunities.  To encourage students to increasingly 

take control of their own learning, Team Managers will need to relinquish greater responsibility 

to learners as they develop additional skills over time (Blumenfeld et al., 1991; English & 

Kitsantas, 2013; Thomas, 2000).   

 By engaging Team Managers, who work closely with teams, in ongoing education to 

increase their capacity as learning facilitators, DI reinforces not only the value of life-long 

learning but also that learning is for everybody (Davis & Daley, 2008; Hoon Song, Jeung, & 

Hyoung Cho, 2011; Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017).  When the organization as a whole is involved, 

this strengthens its learning culture, thereby further contributing to its own capacity to adapt and 

reinvent itself to create its future.  While DI seeks to facilitate the effective learning of its 

Student Participants, it simultaneously strengthens its organizational capacity to navigate 

changing environments.  
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 Implication 2: Develop and engage change agents. 

 Keep a finger on the pulse of change.  Current literature on learning organizations point 

to the need for change: it is not a matter of if but when and how (Gronhaug & Stone, 2012; Shin, 

Picken, & Dess, 2017; Soklaridis, 2014).  The organization’s vision and values keep it on track.  

More specifically, it is the empowered individuals and teams that uphold the organization’s focus 

for its best interest (Örtenblad, 2004; Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017) and adapt decisions and 

actions accordingly.  DI has changed and evolved over time.  To continue doing so, it will need 

people to monitor and assess its condition against changing internal and external landscapes.  

Whether it is exploring how to engage teachers as Team Managers today with different work-life 

balance values from those of the past or identifying those whose values, perspectives and visions 

are no longer aligned with DI, change agents identify leverage points for organizational change.  

As a learning organization, everyone must be involved in its adaptation (Davis & Daley, 2008; 

Hoon Song, Jeung, & Hyoung Cho, 2011; Senge, 2006; Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017).  It is the 

empowered individuals and teams that uphold the organization’s focus for its best interest and 

adapt decisions and actions accordingly.   

 Seek growth and change.  Drawing on Dweck’s (2006) growth mindset, change agents 

will challenge the mentality of ‘we’ve always done it this way’.  They will identify growth 

opportunities, establish partnerships with individuals and agencies aligned in values and goals, 

and recruit like-minded people to support the organization.  DI’s change agents will assume 

different leader behaviours that enhance performance and propel the organization forward (see 

Perry, Pearce, & Sims, 1999).  Through interaction and mutual influence in shared leadership, 

increased trust and respect further strengthen the bond between DI champions and anchor the 

organization within its communities. 
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 Implication 3: Encourage shared leadership.  Everyone is responsible for taking DI to 

the next level.  To continue growing this volunteer-driven organization, leadership must be 

shared.  This strengthens team processes and performance, reduces stress, increases access to 

resources, etc. (Crevani, Lindgren, & Packendorff, 2007; D’Innocenzo, Mathieu, & 

Kukenberger, 2016; Drescher, Korsgaard, Welpe, Picot, & Wigand, 2014; Kocolowski, 2010).   

The values of teamwork, collaboration, change and adaptation are undeniable.  It is about 

engaging all parts of the DI system to come together to actualize aligned values, including 

champions in school districts, teachers, Student Participants, volunteers, etc.  To further grow DI 

will require leadership from all levels.  It is important for each person to recognize the valuable 

role they play within the team.  The strength of the whole relies on the strength of its individual 

parts.  

 Create opportunities for interaction and collaboration.  In order to tap into one 

another’s strengths, DI members will need to have opportunity to come together and interact.  DI 

as a whole will need to emulate what it encourages student teams to do to work out solutions for 

a shared challenge by creating space for diverse people to gather socially to interact and get to 

know one another (e.g., volunteer appreciation party; new team orientation).  Similarly, DI will 

need to bring people together for DI purposes, such as exploring ideas, discussing organizational 

matters, narrowing solutions, etc.   

 Build project-based support teams.  Champions, including staff and its board, cannot 

operate in isolation to achieve DI’s goals.  Recognizing staff and board’s limited time and 

resource, DI will need to build teams around the Affiliate Director.  It needs to engage and 

explore ways with organizational members on how to collaborate around projects and in areas of 

need (e.g., awareness campaigns, fundraising, recruitment, change opportunities, etc.).  DI can 

consider the possibility of establishing task forces and/or action committees with change agents 



 
STAYING RELEVANT IN CHANGING TIMES  

 

91 

to implement action plans and achieve strategic goals.  Adding to the meta-analyses conducted 

on shared leadership (Crevani, Lindgren, & Packendorff, 2007; D’Innocenzo, Mathieu, & 

Kukenberger, 2016; Wang, Waldman, & Zhang, 2014), DI needs to bridge diverse people and 

skills, creating a web of interconnections to help it creatively and collaboratively face 

uncertainties in changing times.   

 Cultivate board members as team liaisons.  Board members can extend their leadership 

within the organization by working with support teams as board liaisons.  With their 

organizational strategic knowledge, they can provide the direction and guidance to task force or 

committee members to ensure alignment of activities with organizational needs.  They can also 

ensure project updates and activities are reflected back to the board to measure strategic 

alignment and stay on track for the best interest of DI.   

 Implication 4: Monitor and ensure accurate policy implementation.   

 Maintain quality control.  DI needs to build into its process debriefing periods after 

tournaments with Appraisers, Challenge Masters, Team Managers and Student Participants to 

discuss challenges experienced, questions and concerns.  It will need to review and analyze 

feedback and marks to ensure alignment with DI policies and training.  This will help the 

organization maintain quality control through ongoing and effective training and evaluation of its 

volunteers. 

 It’s everyone’s responsibility.  DI will need to engage all parts of the system and 

cultivate a culture of ownership and commitment (Senge, 2006; Shin, Picken, & Dess, 2017).  It 

will need to help its champions understand and appreciate that it is everyone’s responsibility 

within the organization to ensure key principles and rules are effectively upheld (i.e., providing 

meaningful and positive feedback to teams) for the protection and benefit of Student 
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Participants’ self-directed learning.  Organizational members will thus hold each other 

accountable and mutually influence one another in their learning, action and behaviour. 

Implications for Future Inquiry  

 My findings from the analysis respond to the study’s research questions and contribute to 

its goals of identifying organizational dimensions of success, which is creating a passion for 

learning, embracing obstacles and failure and facilitating a community of care.  Further, driven 

by like-minded champions with diverse skills who stayed true to the vision, these human factors 

of DI helped maintain and uphold these core pillars.  These findings have several significant 

implications for cultivating a culture of organizational learning and member mindset to sustain 

an organization.  As this study represents the first phase of research progressing through the first 

three stages of the ARE model with organizational members from an appreciative standpoint, it 

provides a good starting point for discussion and further research.  Future inquiry could further 

develop and confirm these initial findings by considering the following: 

 Implication 1: Impact of project-based learning, learning organization, growth 

mindset and shared leadership.  The broad implication of the present research is the positive 

outcome of integrating team-oriented, project-based learning, adaptive learning organization, 

growth mindset and shared leadership amongst organizational members.  There exist shared 

components within these constructs (e.g., individual and team empowerment, reflective learning, 

common goals, learning ownership, etc.).  Future studies could investigate the association 

between these constructs and their shared elements, especially in organizations facing limited 

resources and uncertain challenges or seeking change to continually evolve and how together 

these constructs further build organizational capacity for learning and change adaptation.   

 Implication 2: Appreciative Inquiry (AI) and the value of struggle and failure.  

Findings in the current study, although from an appreciative standpoint to unveil an 
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organization’s strengths, nonetheless point to the benefit of disagreements, interpersonal 

conflicts, mistakes and failure – oftentimes considered a deterrence to success.  However, this 

study indicated the value of struggling with others and embracing failure for not only team 

innovation but also personal growth.  Future research could apply a formal AI methodology to 

further explore the topic of individual and team struggles (and consider the use of the core and 

human dimensions in this research as affirmative topics upon which a future inquiry could be 

developed), and how experiencing, responding to and successfully adapting to failure might 

extend the explanation of its value to organizational growth.   

 Implication 3: The role of educational nonprofits in learners’ academic success.  

Building on the above implications, future inquiry could examine strategically the role of 

educational nonprofits in supplementing and complementing the work of the Ministry of 

Education and mainstream school systems (i.e., public and private schools) in fostering learner 

success.  Whereas the school system traditionally maintains a more structured and formal model 

of teaching to achieve learning objectives, educational nonprofits can have greater flexibility to 

cultivate an informal learning environment and culture for students’ self-directed learning.  

Current findings on the possibility of alignment between educational nonprofits and school 

systems in mutual support of young learners warrant further investigation. 

 Implication 4: Involving children research participants in AI.  As an extension to 

Implication 2, future research can engage young participants as interviewers for their peers with 

the intent to reduce the ethical risk of power-over.  Similarly, other methods such as focus groups 

and Photovoice could also be considered.  Of similar age and experience (MacDougall & 

Darbyshire, 2018; Spratling, Coke, & Minick, 2012) and with safety in numbers (Morgan & 

Hoffman, 2018), children in focus groups can freely articulate thoughts and experiences.  

Relatedly, Photovoice is a developmentally appropriate arts-based method that involves 
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participants sharing their experience and personal knowledge through self-selected items (e.g., 

photographs or artifacts) in relation to the research question.  It opens up new spaces and forms 

of communication for participant engagement (Cole & Knowles, 2008) and empowers 

participants (Warne, Snyder, & Gillander, 2013).   

Thesis Summary 

 The purpose of this inquiry was to engage DI’s organizational stakeholders in exploring 

how the organization can stay relevant in changing times such that it can continue to grow and 

support children in their creative journey.  This study’s findings affirmed that DI, according to its 

organizational members, has stayed true to its vision.  Interviewees envision a bigger and 

stronger DI, with an increased number of participants, teams and schools.  Greater participation 

would be a direct result of a greater understanding of what DI is and how its program benefits 

students.  Study respondents also see leadership at all levels of DI working together to lead DI to 

new heights.  Everyone from Student Participants to members of the board would play a role in 

strengthening DI and monitoring new opportunities for its evolution.  Leaders throughout the 

organization would guide and support DI going forward.  And perhaps most desired across 

respondents is that the DI program and tournaments, especially the Global Finals, would be 

accessible to all participants.   

 DI is about supporting Student Participants such that they enable themselves on this 

learning journey.  Adults step back to let young learners figure out what they can do for 

themselves to remedy a shared challenge.  The three core pillars make DI what it is today: 

creating a passion for learning, embracing obstacles and failure, and facilitating a community of 

care.  Further developing and integrating the core pillars and the human side of DI – engaging 

like-minded champions with diverse skills and expertise who stay true to the organization’s 

vision – help propel the organization forward.   
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 DI is a ‘Celebration of Becoming’ – the program’s focus is not on an end product 

although formulating a solution serves as a team target.  DI is about the creative learning 

journey.  Through the three core pillars, DI helps its people celebrate participation, effort, ideas, 

camaraderie, skills-building, struggle and failure.  Every step of the tournament structure, every 

obstacle overcome is an acknowledgement and validation of participants’ collaborative effort, 

commitment and mutual support.  DI’s creative journey is about helping every child become the 

best he or she can be.  

 The transformative ripple of positive change takes place within an organization when it 

helps its people become who they are meant to be – an individual, team player, learner, problem-

solver, teacher, student, parent, and everything in between.  A learning organization attends to 

the ongoing growth of its members and facilitates their learning journey by upholding the core 

organization pillars and effectively engaging its champions.  Sustaining an organization’s growth 

in and relevance to an ever-evolving marketplace, or metaphorically fixing its roof, is thus not 

only a matter of when but how.  By unleashing the growth potential of its people, an organization 

systemically primes itself for transformative change, preparing it to not only ride out future 

storms but ultimately, to come out stronger.  As the saying goes, “Storms make trees take deeper 

roots.”  
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Appendix A 

DI’s Fall 2018 Survey Questions and Top Responses 
 

Survey Questions Top Response Category 
Tell me about a peak experience with DI when 
you felt the most engaged with the organization. 

Tournaments 
Kids/team growth 
Appraisals 
Support 
Autonomy/independence 

What difference(s) has Destination Imagination 
made to you and/or your students? 

Independence 
Transferable skills gained 
Increased creativity/thinking outside the box 
Personal/professional growth and confidence 
Celebration 

What keeps you involved with Destination 
Imagination? 

Kids’ positive experience and learning growth 
Volunteering enjoyment/fun 
People/the children 
Belief in the program 
Teamwork 

What inspired you to become engaged with 
Destination Imagination? 

Fun 
Children’s positive experience 
Learning 
Invited to help by friend/child/colleague/students 

What are the key factors that give life to DI Team 
Challenge when it is at its best? 

Entertaining/fun/energy 
Teamwork/sharing 
Opportunity to fail 
Creativity 
Learning life-skills/maximizing strengths 

If you were granted three wishes to make for DI, 
what changes would you make today to pave the 
way for organizational success tomorrow? 

Funding support 
Training for volunteers 
Clear guidelines for program challenges 
Curriculum integration 
Mentorship  
Accessibility to Global Finals 
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Appendix B 
Initial Capstone Systems Map (June 6, 2018) 
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Appendix C 
Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement 

 
Study Title:  
“Staying relevant in changing times: Fixing the roof while the sun is shining” 
 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at Royal 
Roads University, Joanna Li (the Student) will be conducting an inquiry study at Destination 
Imagination BC Division to explore how the organization can stay relevant in a changing marketplace. 
The Student’s credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by calling Dr. Catherine 
Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership, at (250) 391-2600 ext. 4162 or email 
Catherine.Etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca.  
 

Inquiry Team Member Role Description 
As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role may 

include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of questions and 
letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, including observing, 
assisting, or facilitating an interview or focus group, taking notes, transcribing, reviewing analysis of 
data, and/or reviewing associated knowledge products to assist the Student and Destination 
Imagination’s change process. In the course of this activity, you may be privy to confidential inquiry 
data. 

 
Confidentiality of Inquiry Data 

In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this inquiry 
project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information generated or 
accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the functions of this 
project, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to receive it, both during the 
inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is covered by this agreement. Personal 
identifiers include participant names, contact information, personally identifying turns of phrase or 
comments, and any other personally identifying information. 
 

Bridging Student’s Potential or Actual Ethical Conflict 
In situations where potential participants in a work setting report directly to the Student, you, as a 

neutral third party with no supervisory relationship with either the Student or potential participants, may 
be asked to work closely with the Student to bridge this potential or actual conflict of interest in this 
study. Such requests may include asking the Inquiry Team Advisor to: send out the letter of invitation to 
potential participants, receive letters/emails of interest in participation from potential participants, 
independently make a selection of received participant requests based on criteria you and the Student 
will have worked out previously, formalize the logistics for the data-gathering method, including 
contacting the participants about the time and location of the interview or focus group, conduct the 
interviews (usually 3-5 maximum) or focus group (usually no more than one) with the selected 
participants (without the Student’s presence or knowledge of which participants were chosen) using the 
protocol and questions worked out previously with the Student, and producing written transcripts of the 
interviews or focus groups with all personal identifiers removed before the transcripts are brought back 
to the Student for the data analysis phase of the study.  
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This strategy means that potential participants with a direct reporting relationship will be assured 
they can confidentially turn down the participation request from their supervisor (the Student), as this 
process conceals from the Student which potential participants chose not to participate or simply were 
not selected by you, the third party, because they were out of the selection criteria range (they might 
have been a participant request coming after the number of participants sought, for example, interview 
request number 6 when only 5 participants are sought, or focus group request number 10 when up to 9 
participants would be selected for a focus group). Inquiry Team members asked to take on such 3rd party 
duties in this study will be under the direction of the Student and will be fully briefed by the Student as 
to how this process will work, including specific expectations, and the methods to be employed in 
conducting the elements of the inquiry with the Student’s direct reports, and will be given every support 
possible by the Student, except where such support would reveal the identities of the actual participants. 
 
Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, disclosed, retained, 
secured and destroyed as directed by the Student, under direction of the Royal Roads Academic 
Supervisor. 
 
Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they may wish to share about the 
project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify this with Joanna Li, the Student. 
 
Statement of Informed Consent: 
 
I have read and understand this agreement. 
 
 
 
 
 
________________________ _________________________    _____________ 
 
Name (Please Print)   Signature      Date 
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Appendix D 
Email Invitation for Focus Group Participation 

 
Hello, [Prospective Participant], 
 
Thank you so very much for taking the time to complete our online survey and for volunteering to 
participate in a focus group. We are working with Joanna Li, a Royal Roads student who is doing this in 
depth look at DI as Masters thesis. We are very excited to work with Joanna on this academic research 
project. 
 
The plan is to do two 90 minutes sessions:  Saturday, January 12 1:00 pm to 2:30 pm and Saturday, 
January 26 1:00 pm to 2:30 pm.  We will offer a video conferencing system so that people from outside 
of the Lower Mainland can participate in these sessions. Joanna will have permission forms for each of 
you to complete. 
 
Please confirm that you will be able to participate and then I will forward your email information to 
Joanna and she will be in touch with the paperwork! We are also searching for 8 students with DI team 
experience age 9 to 12 to participate on the same days from 10 - 11:30 each day. If you have local 
students who may wish to participate, please put them in contact with me and I will forward the 
information to Joanna so that she can provide the permission forms to the parents. 
 
Thank you so very much for offering to participate in the focus groups. 
 
Sincerely, 
Joan Vyner | Affiliate Director | Destination Imagination, BC Division 
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Appendix E 
Email Invitation for In-depth Interviews 

 
Hello, [Prospective Participant]. 
 
We have had to cancel our focus groups due to low numbers. Joanna Li, the Principle Investigator for 
this research, is hoping to connect individually with as many current and former DI members as possible 
to hear their stories.  Might you be willing to meet with Joanna Li, the Principle Investigator, online on 
Zoom (the online meeting platform - I'll send you a link, free) or Skype for approximately 45min at a 
time and day convenient to you? 
 
[Prospective Participant], thank you sincerely for your time and consideration. Please feel free to email 
Joanna.18li@royalroads.ca or text/call Joanna directly at (604) 358-8268. If you are willing to move 
forward with an interview, I've also attached the consent form. Thank you so much for your time and 
consideration. We look forward to hearing from you! 
 
Sincerely, 
Joan Vyner | Affiliate Director | Destination Imagination, BC Division  



      
STAYING RELEVANT IN CHANGING TIMES                           111                               

 

Appendix F 
In-depth Interview (60-min) Interview Guide  

– Team Managers, Appraisers, Challenge Masters 
 

Study Title:  
“Staying relevant in changing times: Fixing the roof while the sun is shining” 
 
Research Question: 
"How can the organization stay relevant in changing times?" 
 
Interview guide questions using AI 
 
1. Getting to know you 
The purpose of this interview is for me to learn from you about your experiences, hopes, and dreams for 
Destination Imagination.  This interview is part of a larger strategic planning process for the 
organization.  The information you share with me will become a part of the findings from this research 
and will in turn be shared with DI’s Affiliate Director and its board. 

a) Briefly, what do you do at DI?  
b) Who or what attracted you that led you to become a Team Manager/Challenge 

Master/Appraiser/Student Participant? 
 

2. A High Point Experience 
Reflect for a moment about your experiences with DI.  Recall a high point experience, a time you 
believed DI was at its best.  It might have been because of an activity, encounter with other DI members 
or something specific to your role.  Whatever it was, you found it energizing.  DI was at its best; it 
energized you and brought out your best.  You felt most alive, engaged and proud of yourself and your 
organization.  Tell me about this situation. 

a) What made it a high point, a positively memorable experience, for you? Who else was involved? 
b) What about DI enabled this high point experience (e.g., leadership, processes, culture, or 

people)? What is it about DI that made this great experience possible? 
 
3.  DI’s strategic advantages  
When organizations are at their best, people know and build on the organization’s key strategic 
advantages.  This includes qualities, products, and services that make an organization different and stand 
out from their competition.  A strategic advantage can be an organization’s culture, a committed team of 
staff and volunteers, or great customer service.  

a) What do you believe are DI’s most significant strategic advantages? What makes DI stand out 
from the crowd? 

b) Which of these strategic advantages gives you the greatest sense of pride and purpose? Why? 
c) Based on past surveys and interviews, these are the top three things I’m hearing are DI’s 

strengths: teamwork, energy, learning (such as life-skills), and creativity/fun. What do you think? 
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4. Participant Engagement and Support 
Thriving organizations create and maintain exceptional levels of customer engagement, loyalty and 
support.  Loyal participants are great participants and leaders.  They provide information and time that 
helps us give them what they need. They also share great ideas to help our organization succeed.  They 
invite new participants to become a part of DI.  Their positive energy naturally attracts others’ 
participation and support.  In DI’s case, our customers are Student Participants, Team Managers, 
Challenge Masters and Appraisers.  In other words, YOU! 

a) Think of a time when you were a loyal customer.  You may have been a customer or a large 
organization or a local supermarket.  How did the person or organization earn your loyalty in the 
first place? 

b) Your support in this research demonstrates your support to DI (thank you!). For what reasons are 
you so committed to DI? 

c) Based on past surveys and interviews, these are the top three things I’m hearing are DI’s strength 
in engaging participants: kids’ experience, it’s fun and the people. What do you think? 

 
5. Trends and Opportunities for the Future 
Organizations today exist in an ever-changing sea of change and possibilities, and DI is no exception. To 
identify and act on these trends and opportunities would allow DI to continue growing and expanding to 
support emergent young leaders of society.     

a) When you think of the future of educational nonprofits (and DI in particular), what two or three 
most compelling trends must we address to support young participants in their academic, career 
and life success?  

b) Imagine that by 2025 Destination Imagination BC Division is the recognized global leader in 
teaching participants the creative process from imagination to innovation.  

a. What has contributed most to achieving this vision?  
b. How is it making a difference to students, parents, teachers, schools, community, and 

other participant groups?  
c. What bold decisions were made and by whom that set this leadership direction?  

c) If you are granted three wishes to make for DI, what changes would you make happen today to 
pave the way for its organizational success tomorrow? What things does DI do best 
organizationally that should be preserved and strengthened even as we change in the future? 
What does DI need to let go to bring it closer to achieving its potential? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Questions adapted from Whitney, D., Trosten-Bloom, A., Cooperrider, D., & Kaplin, B.S. (2013). Encyclopedia of positive questions: 
using appreciative inquiry to bring out the best in your organization. Brunswick, OH: Crown Custom Publishing.  
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Appendix G 
In-depth Interview (30-min) Interview Guide  

– Student Participants 
Study Title:  
“Staying relevant in changing times: Fixing the roof while the sun is shining” 
 
Research Question: 
"How can the organization stay relevant in changing times?" 
 
Interview guide questions using AI 
 
1. Getting to Know You 
We’re here together today for me to learn about your experiences with Destination Imagination (DI).  I 
want to know what you like about DI and what you enjoy about it.  DI wants to make their Challenge 
Program better so what you share with me I will share with those who will be making these changes.  
You will help make some very important decisions!  

a) What do you do as a part of a student team? 
b) Think back to when you first learned about DI.  Who or what attracted you to it and led you to 

become a part of a team? 
 

2a. A High Point Experience 
Think for a moment about all that you’ve experienced with DI.  Think back to a time you believed DI 
was at its best - it might have been because of an activity, working with other DI members, anything! 
Whatever it was, DI was at its best. This is what we call your “high point experience”.  This experience 
energized you and brought out your best.  You felt most alive.  You were proud of yourself and DI.   

a) Tell me about this high point experience – what made it so memorable and who else was 
involved? 

b) Can you think about another high point experience? 
c) What is it about DI that made this great experience possible (e.g., way we do things, people, 

projects, etc.)? 
 
2b. Root Causes of Success 

A. Think about what we talked about so far: Think back to what attracted you to DI, your initial 
impressions? (refer to Question #1 notes) 

a. Now imagine DI 10x better, more fun, stronger than you’ve experienced – it stands out 
from the crowd and you are very proud of it! What does this 10x-better-DI look like? 

b. Compare common things/things that overlap between your high point stories and DI-10x-
better. Where are they similar? This is what makes DI stand out from the crowd! 

B. Based on recent survey findings, these are the top three things I’m hearing are DI’s strengths: 
teamwork, energy/fun, learning (such as life-skills) and creativity. What do you think? 
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3. Participant Engagement and Support 
Organizations do well when they listen to their customers and help meet their needs.  In turn, customers 
will do what they can to help an organization.  DI’s customers include Team Managers, Challenge 
Masters, Appraisers and Student Participants. In other words, YOU! You are all great customers of DI.  
You help give information and share ideas to help DI succeed.  You invite your friends to participate.  

a) Think of a time when you were a loyal customer. You may have been a customer of a large 
organization or local supermarket. How did the person or the organization earn your loyalty? 

b) For what reasons are you so committed to DI? 
c) Based on past surveys and interviews, these are the top three things I’m hearing are DI’s strength 

in engaging participants: kids’ experience, it’s fun and the people. What do you think? 
 

4. Trends and Opportunities for the Future 
As you know, DI teaches student participants about the creative process, problem-solving skills you can 
use in school, work and all aspects of life.  Imagine that by 2025 Destination Imagination BC Division is 
recognized all over the world for teaching participants the creative process.  To get there, it is clear DI 
made some decisions along the way! 

a) What do you think made it possible for DI to be known all over the world for its great work?  
b) What difference is it making to students, parents, teachers, schools, the community and others? 
c) Who would have made this possible? 
d) If you are granted three wishes to make for DI, what changes would you make happen today to 

pave the way for its organizational success tomorrow? What things does DI do best 
organizationally that should be preserved and strengthened even as we change in the future? 
What does DI need to let go to bring it closer to achieving its potential? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Questions adapted from Whitney, D., Trosten-Bloom, A., Cooperrider, D., & Kaplin, B.S. (2013). Encyclopedia of positive questions: 
using appreciative inquiry to bring out the best in your organization. Brunswick, OH: Crown Custom Publishing.  
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Appendix H 
Research Information Letter  

 
Study Title: “Staying relevant in changing times: Fixing the roof while the sun is shining” 
 
My name is Joanna Li, and this research project is part of the requirement for my Master of Arts in 
Leadership Degree at Royal Roads University.  I can be reached at (604) 358-8268 or email 
Joanna.18li@royalroads.ca to answer all of your questions.  My credentials with Royal Roads 
University can be established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership 
Studies: Catherine.Etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca or (250) 391-2600 ext. 4162. 
 
Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 
The	purpose	of	my	research	project	is	to	engage	Destination	Imagination	(DI)	BC	Division’s	participant	
groups	in	dialogue	to	explore	what	it	means	for	this	nonprofit,	volunteer-driven	organization	to	stay	
relevant	in	a	changing	marketplace.		The objectives of this research are the following:  

• to produce relevant and useful findings that will inform the organization’s ongoing strategic 
planning;  

• to support participants in co-inquiry to identify opportunities for and frequency of ongoing 
participant group engagement touchpoints; and 

• to develop processes contributing to DI’s sustainability and marketplace relevance that could be 
of benefit to DI as well as to other nonprofit organizations by understanding the organization 
through the lens of abundance. 

 
Your participation and how information will be collected 
The research will consist of in-depth interviews and focus groups.  As a Team Manager, Challenge 
Master, Appraiser or Student Participant (between the ages of 9-13 years old), you are invited to 
participate in an in-depth interview or attend two focus groups. In-depth interviews involve one-on-one 
conversations designed to probe interviewees’ insights on topic areas relevant to the research.  Focus 
groups are comprised of a group of people who are brought together to have a collective discussion on a 
particular topic as part of a qualitative research, and an arts-based visual activity with participants 
sharing their experience and personal knowledge sessions.  Each interview and focus group session will 
be approximately 90 minutes in length.  The anticipated questions include the following:  

• Tell me about a peak experience with DI, a time when you felt most alive, engaged, energized 
and proud of yourself and your organization. What was it about your and others’ best qualities, 
skills, approaches, values, etc. that made it a great experience? 

• What do you feel are the most promising areas in the organization in which to expand? Who 
might be interested in being a part of this effort? 

• What specific ways would you like to contribute to realizing this collective vision? 
 
Benefits and risks to participation 
Participant group engagement will bring different stakeholders within DI to come together in dialogue, 
collaboratively exploring and identifying next steps in attaining aligned organizational goals.  This 
proposed research will build on DI’s existing engagement efforts with participant groups to put 
processes in place for organizational sustainability.  
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As a participant, you will be engaged in the research to offer your opinion, suggestions and ideas, 
collaboratively exploring and identifying opportunities with others to strengthen what DI does well and 
building for its sustainable future. In addition to supporting DI and its cause, it is also an opportunity to 
effect positive change in your community.  Relatedly, processes developed could also contribute to the 
sustainability and marketplace relevance of other nonprofit organizations.   
 
As a researcher, this research is in partial fulfillment of the requirement for my Master of Arts in 
Leadership Degree at Royal Roads University. Having worked in nonprofits for most of my professional 
life, I have a personal and professional interest in contributing to the growth and development of 
organizations and causes in my community. 
 
Although steps will be taken to mitigate risks, please note there exists potential and anticipated risks in 
the proposed research. They are the following: power-over and confidentiality and anonymity.  Firstly, 
there is a potential risk of power-over between Student Participants and the researcher.  Secondly, due to 
the nature of the methods chosen, some participants may already know one another and thus there is risk 
to confidentiality and anonymity for participants during group sessions for data collection.   
 
Inquiry team 
My inquiry team will include Joan Vyner, the Affiliate Director of DI BC, one or more board 
representative, one or more DI program alumni as well as a fellow colleague in the RRU Master of Arts 
in Leadership program.  They all play a pivotal role in the organization’s operational and strategic 
planning, implementation and evaluation as well as provide a unique lens and opportunity to address the 
issue of the organization’s marketplace relevance.   
 
Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 
 
I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. All information I collect will be maintained in 
confidence with hard copies (e.g., consent forms) stored in a locked filing cabinet in my home office. 
Electronic data (such as transcripts or audio files) will be stored on a password protected computer on 
my home computer. Information will be recorded in hand-written format and audio recorded, if consent 
received, and, where appropriate, summarized, in anonymous format, in the body of the final report. At 
no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual unless specific agreement has been 
obtained beforehand.  All documentation will be kept strictly confidential.  Raw data will be destroyed 
by September 1, 2020.   
 
It is important to note that information will not be released to anybody else that could identify 
participants, unless required to do so by law (i.e., report to authorities if a participant is believed to be at 
risk for harming him/herself or others or harmed by others).   
 
Participants can withdraw anytime and are free to leave the focus group session; however, once the 
session begins, participants’ data contribution cannot be removed because participants’ comments will 
become a part of an anonymous and aggregated data set (i.e., once data is de-identified) in the 
interweaved conversation. Relatedly, due to the nature of such group methods, it is not possible to keep 
identities of the participants anonymous from the researcher or other participants. I ask all participants to 
respect the confidential nature of the research by not sharing names or identifying comments outside of 
the group.   
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Sharing results 
In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment for my Master 
of Arts in Leadership Degree, I will also be sharing my research findings with Destination Imagination 
to inform the organization’s strategic planning efforts.  The research report will be disseminated within 
the organization through its regular communication channels to research participants and participant 
groups (e.g., email, website and social media).  The findings will also be published through the Theses 
Canada Portal, catalogued in UMI/ProQuest database, and are posted in the RRU Library D-Space.   
 
Procedure for withdrawing from the study  
Should you wish to withdraw from the study, please advise Joanna Li, the Principle Investigator, by 
phone at (604) 358-8268 before the start of an in-person session.  Please note that due to the nature of 
group methods, once the session begins, your contribution cannot be identified and removed as the data 
will become a part of the conversation.   
 
You are not required to participate in this research project. By replying directly to the email request for 
participation, you indicate that you have read and understand the information above and give your free 
and informed consent to participate in this project. 
 
Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
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Appendix I 
Research Consent Form – Team Managers, Appraisers, Challenge Masters  

 
Study Title: “Staying relevant in changing times: Fixing the roof while the sun is shining” 
 
The attached Research Information Letter provides you with information about this study and the 
researcher, Joanna Li, can be reached at (604) 358-8268 or email Joanna.18li@royalroads.ca to answer 
all of your questions.  Please read the enclosed information in the following pages and ask any questions 
you might have before deciding whether or not to take part. 
 
By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the information letter for 
this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed consent to participate 
in this project and have data you contribute used in the final report and any other knowledge outputs 
(articles, conference presentations, newsletters, etc.).  
 
                I consent to the audio recording of the in-depth interview and/or focus group session 
                I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me through the in-depth  interview  
  and/or focus group be included in this study, provided that my identity is not   
  disclosed  
                I consent to the material I have contributed to and/or generated in flipchart notes and/or  
  visuals from an arts-based method through my participation in focus groups be used in  
  the final report and any other knowledge outputs (strategic planning, articles, conference  
  presentations, newsletters, etc.).  
                I commit to respect the confidential nature of the focus group method by not sharing  
  identifying information about the other participants 
 
 
Participant Name (Please Print): ___________________________________________ 
 
 
Signature:                               Date: 
 
________________________________         ________________________________ 
Participant 
 
Signature:                               Date: 
 
________________________________         ________________________________ 
Principle Investigator/Researcher 
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Appendix J 
Parental/Guardian Consent Form – Student Participants 

 
Study Title: “Staying relevant in changing times: Fixing the roof while the sun is shining”” 
 
You are being asked to allow your child to participate in a research study titled, “Staying relevant in a 
changing marketplace: Fix the roof while the sun is shining.” Your child’s participation is entirely 
voluntary, and you can refuse to participate without any penalty or loss of benefits to your child. If you 
decide to let your child participate, you are free to withdraw his/her participation at any time during the 
study without any adverse consequences from Royal Roads University or Destination Imagination.   
 
The attached Research Information Letter provides you with information about this study and the 
researcher, Joanna Li, can be reached at (604) 358-8268 or email Joanna.18li@royalroads.ca to answer 
all of your questions.  Please read the enclosed information in the following pages and ask any questions 
you might have before deciding whether or not to consent to your child’s participation. If your child 
participates, you can get information about the project by contacting Joanna directly.  A copy of the 
signed agreement will remain with Joanna in a locked cabinet in her home office.  
 
By signing this form, you agree that you are the parent/guardian of ___________________ and have 
read the information letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and 
informed consent for your child to participate in this project and have data he/she contributes used in the 
final report and any other knowledge outputs (strategic planning, articles, conference presentations, 
newsletters, etc.).  
 
                I consent to the audio recording of the focus group sessions 
                I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by my child through the focus group and  
  arts-based method of data collection be included in this study, provided that his/her  
  identity is not disclosed  
                I consent to the material my child has contributed to and/or generated in flipchart  notes  
  and/or visuals from Photovoice, an arts-based method, through my child’s  participation  
  in focus group be used in this study 
                I commit to respect the confidential nature of the focus group method by not sharing  
  identifying information about the other participants 
 
Name of Child (Please Print): ______________________________________________ 
 
Name of Parent/Guardian (Please Print): ____________________________________ 
 
Signature:                     Date: 
________________________________         ________________________________ 
Parent/Guardian 
 
Signature:                     Date: 
________________________________         ________________________________ 
Principle Investigator/Researcher 
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Appendix K 
Consent from Student Participants 

I have listened to and understood the overview for the research project Staying relevant in 
changing times: Fixing the roof while the sun is shining.  Please tick the box once you have read 
each sentence and understand what it is asked of you.   
After listening, I understand that: 

� I will be taking part in research activities, including the testing the questions to make sure 
they are clear and make sense, or to fully take part in the research in an interview or a focus 
group (a group of people who come together to share thoughts and ideas), led by Joanna Li 
from Royal Roads University.  

� I will be asked about my experience with Destination Imagination’s (DI) Challenge 
Program. 

� I will be asked to share my ideas, suggestions and thoughts to help DI’s planning for fun and 
challenging programs. 

� The research will take place in either interviews or focus groups. This will include story-
telling and photos to help answer the research questions. 

� The research sessions will be audio-recorded and transcribed (written into text form). 
Information from this study can be published (shared with others), and if is up to me to 
decide if I want my information to be shared in the research results. 

� The choice to participate is mine. If I get tired or bored, or just don’t feel like participating 
anymore, I can stop. Making this decision is okay. It will not affect me badly. If I want to 
leave, I will tell the researcher. 

� This is a group process and my confidentiality – details about who I am – cannot be 
guaranteed. The group participants will talk about what can be shared from the sessions with 
others. 

� If information is shared that puts my protection at-risk, it will need to be shared with those 
who can keep me safe. Before the information is shared, the researcher will talk to me first. 

� There is no money or gifts for participating in this study. 
Please circle 
Yes, I want to participate in this research:            No, I do not want to participate in this research:        
 
 
 
 

I give permission to (please circle):  
Take photographs to be used in publications    Yes  No 
Take audio recordings to be used in publications    Yes  No 
Take videos to be used in publications    Yes  No 
Use my shared drawings, ideas, etc. in publications   Yes  No 

 
In the publications, I agree to be identified by (when appropriate): 
        Name, age, gender and community     Yes  No 
        Pseudonym (a fake name), age, gender and community  Yes  No 
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Name: ____________________________ Date: _____________________________ 
 
Signature: _________________________  
 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

If you are under 18 years of age:   
Name of Parent/Guardian: _____________________   Date: _____________________________ 
 
Signature: __________________________________ 
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Appendix L 
Follow-up Email/Survey: Sharing Your High Point Experience 

 
Study Title: “Staying relevant in changing times: Fixing the roof while the sun is shining” 
 
Research Question: "How can the organization stay relevant in changing times?" 
 
Hello! We would like to invite you to take 10 minutes and share your DI stories and experiences with us. 
 
This project is part of the requirement for Joanna Li’s Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at Royal 
Roads University, conducted in partnership with Destination Imagination (DI) BC Division.  By sharing 
your stories, you will help DI discover and strengthen what it’s doing well to better support its 
participant groups and together achieve shared goals. 
 
Your responses will be shared with participants in research interviews in part or in its entirety in the 
form of anonymous quotes and stories.  The information you offer will also be used in the final report 
and any other knowledge outputs (e.g., strategic planning, articles, etc.).  Your identity will not be 
disclosed. 
 
Please copy and paste the following questions in the body of your email or on a Word document and 
send your responses directly via email to Joanna.18li@royalroads.ca. 
 
A High Point Experience 
Think for a moment about all that you’ve experienced with DI.  Think back to a time you believed DI 
was at its best - it might have been because of an activity, working with other DI members, something 
specific to your role with DI, anything! Whatever it was, DI was at its best. This is what we call your 
“high point experience”.  This experience energized you and brought out your best.  You felt most alive.  
You were proud of yourself and DI and happy to be a part of it.   

a) Tell me about this high point experience – what made it so memorable? 
b) Who else was involved? 
c) What is it about DI that made this great experience possible (e.g., the way we do things; DI’s 

people or projects, etc.)? 
 
If you have any questions, please feel free to email Joanna.18li@royalroads.ca or call Joanna directly at 
(604) 358-8268. Thank you for your support! 
 
Sincerely, 
Joan Vyner | Affiliate Director | Destination Imagination, BC Division 
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Appendix M 
In-depth Interview – Informed Consent and Introductory Comments 

with Team Managers, Challenge Masters, Appraisers, and Student Participants 
 
Informed Consent [requested prior to audio recording]: 
Ok, before we begin the interview itself, I’d like to confirm that you have read and signed the informed 
consent form, that you understand that your participation in this study is entirely voluntary, that you may 
refuse to answer any questions, and that you may withdraw from the study at any time. 
 
Introductory Comments: 
My name is Joanna Li, and this research project is part of the requirement for my Master of Arts in 
Leadership Degree at Royal Roads University.  The title of my research is, “Staying relevant in 
changing times: Fixing the roof while the sun is shining.”  The purpose of our time today is to share 
stories to help DI discover and strengthen what it’s doing well to better support participant groups and 
together achieve shared goals.  It is an opportunity to share and explore change possibilities.   
 
This session will be approximately an hour [half an hour with Student Participants]. 
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Appendix N 
Abstracted Themes 

 
Lower-level themes Higher-level themes Themes 

To try on their own/non-interference (14)  
Non-interference policy 
Owning one’s learning 

 
Fostering autonomy Control own learning (4) 

Informal structure (2) 
To be themselves (2) 
Diverse cultures/background/experiences (10)  

Learning from others 
Respecting differences 
Learning in diversity 

 
 
Embrace diversity 

Appeals to/builds diverse strengths (8) 
Integrates ages/grades (5) 
Diverse interests (3) 
Diverse perspectives (1) 
Attitude/approach to problems (5)  

 
 
 
 
 
Freedom to think 
Minimal rules 
Tournament structure 
Feedback and failure in 
learning 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pushing beyond 
limitations 

Problem-solving skills (2) 
Skills for the future (2) 
Critical thinking skills (1) 
Confidence in themselves (3) 
Find their voice  
Celebrate creativity/ideas (2) 
Celebrate hard work (2) 
Kids want DI (2) 
Celebrate DI experience together (1) 
Think outside the box/be innovative (12) 
Push beyond own limits/expectations (7) 
“If it doesn’t say we can’t, we can” (4) 
Think for themselves (3) 
Expect error (2) 
Try and fail and try again (2) 
To come back from failure (2) 
Working in teams (14)  

Struggle for deeper 
connection 
Finding one’s place on 
the team 

 
 
Encouraging teamwork 

Learning from others (7) 
Working toward a common goal (1) 
Experience DI globally (8) 
Personal growth (travel, independence, dealing 
with pressure)(8) 
Shift in mindset – room to grow (2)  

 
 
Build connections 

 
 
 
Engaging people with 
shared values 

Wants to be there (committed)(6) 
Believe it’s good for the kids/kid-focused (5) 
Passionate people (4) 
Relationship building with child (5) 
Being with friends (5) 
Have fun (2) 
Be part of something (2) 
Relationship building with team (1) 
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Finding their niche/place (3) 
Bring like-minded people together (1) 
Chance to share with others (1) 
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Appendix O 
Interview Questions and Sample Responses 

Key questions used Sample responses 

What about DI enabled this high point 
experience (e.g., leadership, processes, 
culture, or people)? What is it about DI that 
made this great experience possible? 

“Students pushing themselves beyond their 
own limits. What they perceive their own 
limits to be within a team context.” (P1) 
 
“I think it’s like DI is really bringing people 
around the world together. You make new 
friends… And sometimes you never really get 
to meet these people unless you’re in… one 
of these kinds of experiences.” (P9) 

What do you believe are DI’s most significant 
strategic advantages? What makes DI stand 
out from the crowd? 

“Like I really see the challenges as the vehicle 
and because it’s open-ended, the learners can 
engage in sort of a way that they can own and 
they can direct.” (P2) 
 
“The fact that DI allowed collaboration – not 
only allowed but promoted, actively promoted 
collaboration in a space where you don’t 
normally find that, I think it’s huge. It really 
reframed how I live my life.” (P18) 

What makes DI 10x better? What does this DI 
look like? 

“It just provides lots of opportunity and it 
gives you a good sense about how like a 
program that could support kids could be 
become like a face of like a globalized 
program.” (P12) 
 
“So maybe like meeting with other teams or 
like collaborating with other teams…seeing 
maybe their strategies to complete it. Or 
going to meetings to better understand the 
components of the main challenge and doing 
competitions that are based on more positive 
feedback.” (P3) 

Which of these strategic advantages gives you 
the greatest sense of pride and purpose? Why? 

“I would have to say that this sort of unique 
formula behind DI, this sort of the instant 
challenges, the main challenges, and the 
vocabulary, it comes along with that…It’s 
almost like a bit of a club…open and inviting 
to everybody.” (P6) 
 
“Everybody has a place in the program.” (P7) 
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Your support in this research demonstrates 
your support to DI (thank you!). For what 
reasons are you so committed to DI? 

“When I see the kids learning what they learn 
and how much they enjoy it…how much they 
gain from it, that’s my commitment. I wanna 
try to keep it going because I really believe 
that kids get a lot out of being a part of DI.” 
(P19) 
 
“I always said to the kids, “I took more out of 
it than the kids did.” …it’s made me 10 times 
the instructor walking into a classroom, not 
telling and spelling but really encouraging 
them to think for themselves.” (P17) 

When you think of the future of educational 
nonprofits (and DI in particular), what two or 
three most compelling trends must we address 
to support young participants in their 
academic, career and life success? 

“To align the benefits of DI in how that 
applies to the Ministry of…the curriculum, 
right?... DI has the process, the program. The 
challenge about DI is it’s very difficult to 
explain.” (P13) 
 
“Well, I think we need to get out there. That 
what schools teach is not necessarily what 
people need to live. It’s not necessarily what 
the workplace wants…If you really want 
active attendance in school, if you want 
people really to enjoy their time in school, 
you need to give them something other than 
sit in this row, in this desk, experience.” (P4) 

Imagine that by 2025 Destination Imagination 
BC Division is the recognized global leader in 
teaching participants the creative process 
from imagination to innovation. What has 
contributed most to achieving this vision? 

“If they’re able to do that by 2025, it’s 
because they have a lot-they’ve been able to 
sell it to a lot of people that this is…an 
excellent opportunity for kids. And for 
teachers.” (P16) 
 
“Attract every team, good team leaders 
because those are kind of the boots of the 
program and offering them opportunities like 
workshops…to develop them and teacher 
them…the creative process.” (P15) 

What things does DI do best organizationally 
that should be preserved and strengthened 
even as we change in the future? 

“I think people make difference…y’know, 
being as supportive, being as cooperative, 
being always there for us.” (P8) 
 
“Just bringing people together. They do a 
great job and they really need to keep that.” 
(P10) 

 


