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Dee Brooks 
is a passionate and highly energetic community 
worker, facilitator and trainer who currently works 
with the Family Action Centre based at the University 
of Newcastle. Dee is the Facilitator of the ABCD Asia 
Pacific Network, an accredited ABCD trainer and an 
Art of Hosting facilitator.
Contact:  Dee.Brooks@newcastle.edu.au

ABSTRACT

In 2010, a training program 
was delivered by the Family 
Action Centre to 14 Defence 
Community Organisation 
offices throughout Australia. 
This article discusses the 
capacity-building model 
used for creating a shared 
language and understanding 
for family workers in the 
Australian Defence Force, 
and how Appreciative Inquiry 
influenced the training 
agenda.

AI and Asset-Based 
Community Development

The Defence Community Organisation1 (DCO) is responsible for supporting 
Australian Defence Force (ADF) families. Their mission is ‘to establish the 
conditions upon which Defence Families and the Defence Community can 
achieve self-reliance’. They do this by providing information, referring and 
linking families to existing services, and hosting numerous functions and events 
throughout Australia.

Self–reliance is a new approach being used increasingly in the Defence Forces, 
where families are regularly relocated and re-settled into new communities. It is 
important that families are able to become part of these communities as quickly 
as possible, increasing their health and happiness.

In 2010 DCO conducted a review of its operating systems and identified Asset-
Based Community Development (ABCD) as being best placed to provide the 
shared language and understanding that was required for the future needs of the 
DCO.

ABCD is a model that focuses people’s energy on the capacities of a community 
instead of the deficits2 and is consistent with Appreciative Inquiry (AI) and 
strengths-based approaches. It was agreed that the implementation of ABCD 
would begin with a series of workshops around the country.

The project
The Family Action Centre3, which aims to strengthen families and communities 
by undertaking research, training and learning and developing and implementing 
strengths-based programs, were asked to facilitate 14 interactive workshops 

1  http://www.defence.gov.au/dco
2  Center for Development Services, 2005; Kretzmann and McKnight, 1993; Mathie and 
Cunningham, 2002
3  http://www.newcastle.edu.au/research-centre/fac
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with all staff of the DCO. Each workshop involved a wide range of staff including 
family liaison officers, social workers, military liaison officers and administration 
staff who had varying levels of experience with strengths-based approaches and 
ABCD.

Workshop design
The workshops began with a variation of World Café4 to explore three questions:

 • What time is it for DCO?

 • What does your area team do really well?

 • What would I like to gain from the workshop?

These questions provided a guide for us as facilitators to gauge knowledge and 
experience, and to hear concerns. We then ran an ‘Introduction to the Strengths 
Perspective’ session, and participants were asked two further questions as a 
large group:

 • What are some of the strengths of ADF families?

 • How can we build on the strengths of ADF families?

These conversations clearly demonstrated that ADF families have many 
strengths and encouraged participants to think about ways they could draw on 
these strengths in their work. Some of the groups commented that it was helpful 
to see the wide range of strengths and that, compared to a traditional problem 
solving approach, it was uplifting and inspiring. It reinforced a positive focus 
for the workshop and demonstrated that if the families they worked with were 
viewed as a resource, new possibilities might emerge. Below are some examples 
of how participants felt they could build on the strengths of ADF families:

1. Identifying informal community leaders

2. Encouraging interaction with the broader community and building 
relationships

3. Supporting families to build on existing skills (e.g. training spouses to 
mentor other groups and families)

4. Educate families, the wider community and Command about relevant 
ADF family related issues (e.g. resilience building)

5. Offering more ownership and responsibility of existing groups to the 
spouse volunteers

6. Running groups in conjunction with other organisations (ADF and non-
ADF)

7. Sharing and intentionally mapping stories of success and experience 
(e.g. hardships, recovery, mobility)

8. Acknowledging and creating ways for children to be heard

9. Engaging in social media

4 www.theworldcafe.com/ 

AIP May 11 Brooks and Stuart: AI in the Defence Community Organisation

Self-reliance is a new 
approach being used 
increasingly in the Defence 
Forces, where families 
are regularly relocated 
and re-settled into new 
communities.



AI Practitioner May 2011

67

Volume 13 Number 2 ISBN 978-1-907549-05-2

More Articles at www.aipractitioner.com

Challenges
The workshops were offered within the context of a process of change where the 
DCO was moving towards a greater focus on community capacity building and 
self-reliance. While some staff embraced the innovation this would create, others 
were concerned about the new direction, fearing this would lose an individual, 
case-by-case focus, and were suspicious that the workshop was about reducing 
the roles of workers in the lives of Defence Force families.

Staff were required to attend the workshops, which, at times, led to resistance. 
Some staff, with many years of training and experience who felt they were 
already working from a strengths perspective and using ABCD, found that the 
workshops could not meet their more advanced learning needs, while also 
catering for less experienced staff.

Addressing the challenges
When there was resistance in some of the early workshops, we realised that we 
needed to make more use of AI. We wanted to encourage participants to see 
things in a different light, and needed questions that would help us gauge the 
feeling of the group towards the DCO (without inviting negativity), encourage 
participants to explore what they were already doing well, and to discover the 
expectations of staff in terms of the workshop.

In addition to the questions in the opening World Café, questions such as ‘What 
possibilities exist that we have not yet considered?’ and ‘What would a strength-
based team look like?’ helped to shift negativity. People could see that their 
contributions were valuable and that we genuinely wanted to hear what they had 
to say.

Throughout the process we consciously used AI in a whole-system context to 
encourage staff to explore what was currently working, to encourage innovation 
and to overcome some of the workshop challenges. We acknowledged the 
wisdom in the room and recognised the ways in which many of the teams were 
already incorporating the strengths perspective and ABCD into their work. We 
encouraged innovation by allowing participants to share their knowledge and 
ideas, to be engaged, have a sense of humour and stay open to new ideas.

In one workshop, participants were dealing with a recent military death and 
were, understandably, preoccupied with meeting their responsibilities in relation 
to bereavement. While there were minor disruptions to the workshop (e.g. 
phone calls requiring urgent responses), participants were encouraged to use 
the workshop to discuss ways of responding to bereavement. For example, by 
encouraging AI-based questions for the Open Space5 sessions, it was possible to 
incorporate their priorities into the workshop in ways that were consistent with a 
strength-based approach.

Emerging possibilities
Throughout the workshops, participants thought about innovative ways of 
working with families and their communities. For example, identifying and 
offering further support to ADF spouses who were actively engaged in their 
communities was seen as a way to acknowledge and build on individual 
strengths. In turn, this could assist in recognising further strengths and building 

5  http://www.openspaceworld.org 
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stronger relationships within the broader community. Workshop participants 
discussed how they could support spouse-led groups to utilise ABCD for 
mentoring programs, both within and without the ADF, to acknowledge past and 
present experiences; recognise stories of success, hardship or recovery; and to 
increase community awareness of other ADF family issues. Another idea was to 
assist families in identifying community assets through the ABCD asset mapping 
process which would support DCO’s increased focus in self-reliance; and to use 
more targeted, appreciative questions when working with families, including 
allowing time for reflection.

In another workshop, a planned DCO family event was discussed and the 
questions developed demonstrated a shift from the needs-based questions that 
had frequently been used in the past:

 • What qualities make a good (or resilient) Defence family?

 • What would be your number one tip to pass on to another Defence 
family in the following circumstances: When relocating; Coping with 
Deployment; On joining the ADF; Changing schools; Moving with 
children

 • What skills/knowledge/interests/talents or abilities do you have? 
Would you be willing to share these with other ADF families?

A powerful example of how AI could help other possibilities emerge was 
provided by a long-serving staff member during an Open Space session. Like 
the workshop discussed above, his question arose during a workshop following 
a recent military death. He posed the question, ‘How can we use AI for grieving 
families?’ This question rippled through other workshops and encouraged 
thoughtful and practical responses that allowed participants to identify what 
they were doing well and what they could do differently next time.

Applications of AI beyond the workshop
At times, the difference in discussions and levels of contribution toward the end 
of the workshops was striking when compared with the resistance encountered 
at the beginning. Participants enthusiastically identified a range of ways in which 
they could use AI in their work:

 • In questionnaires, newsletters, feedback and evaluation

 • For induction and training

 • In self reflection, team meetings and programming

 • During facilitated discussions

 • For developing questions for family forums and functions

 • For bereavement ‘wash-ups’

 • In counselling – individuals, couples and groups

 • At inter-agency meetings to discover what’s working in a community

 • In use with Command

AIP May 11 Brooks and Stuart: AI in the Defence Community Organisation
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Impact of workshops
While it is too early to determine the extent to which the workshops impacted on 
the work of the DCO and the level of self-reliance within Defence Force families, 
anecdotal evidence suggests at least some offices have been trying new ways of 
working with families.

According to DCO Headquarters, DCO staff are increasingly sharing ideas 
through an on-line forum; seeking guidance and support for community capacity 
building activities; and thinking outside their normal frame of reference. There 
have also been comments suggesting that in some offices administration and 
office staff are interacting more positively with each other.

Some offices have experimented with using appreciative questions (e.g., What 
is important to a Defence Force family?) rather than focusing on needs and 
problems. Other offices are planning gatherings that will use World Café or Open 
Space to explore an appreciative question.

Conclusion 
ABCD and AI work extremely well together because they both appreciate what 
communities have, explore what can be and create what will be. When an ABCD 
tool, such as asset mapping, was being explored, AI provided the impetus 
required to re-frame questions. AI played an important role in the development 
and implementation of the ABCD workshops, particularly in encouraging DCO 
staff to think about their work in new ways. It provided the facilitators with 
strategies to overcome challenges in the workshop and to create a positive 
energy over the two days. It provided participants with a practical tool that they 
could take back to their communities and start conversations that help create 
new possibilities. AI was one of the main tools to be enthusiastically embraced 
by many DCO staff.
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