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Appreciative Inquiry  

An In Practice™ Series by Helen Kelly 

 

Article One 
Appreciative Inquiry: A Positive Approach to Change 

 

 When there’s a worrying situation – financial losses, high 

turnover - typically people ask what’s wrong. The answers may 

lead to a major change initiative – and some personnel changes 

as well. People are likely to become tense. There may arise a 

pervasive air of stress and anxiety that endures until there are 

plans in place to pursue promising solutions.  

Appreciative Inquiry, an organisation development method, says there’s a better 

way to address worrying issues: identify what strong in your people, policies and 

processes. Along the way, practices that foster growth blossom and gradually 

edge out whatever is negative or dysfunctional. In the short term people are likely 

to feel optimistic. There may develop an uplifting air of collaboration and hope.  

Does that mean you don’t discuss problems, who’s responsible or how to fix 

what’s wrong? Yes, that’s exactly right. During an Appreciative Inquiry, you speak 

about strengths that help to achieve your vision and mission, and you create plans 

for building on those strengths. The prohibition against negative statements is 

strictly enforced.  

AI at a European Airline 

The company was in free fall - with low customer 

satisfaction ratings and loss of market share due in 

large part to lost luggage. The Airline was in danger 

of liquidation and executives agreed to conduct an 

Appreciate Inquiry. In the course of the Inquiry, 

employees told stories about what it was like when 

customers held the company in highest esteem. 

Policies supported customer care, they said, and 

people were rewarded for it.  

Furthermore, systems worked to the highest standard of quality and reliability. 

People took pride in worldwide results, team performance, and individual 

accomplishment.  

As part of the Inquiry, senior and top executives told similar stories – either about 

what it was like to work there when the company was respected and admired, or 

what it was like at other places they’d worked where delighting customers was 

uppermost in everyone’s mind.  
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 Through questions, stories and reflection, employees built a profile of strengths.  

To move ahead, the airline’s employees – 

executives, managers and staff in small 

multi-function, multi-level groups – held a 

series of conversations about how they 

might build on the strengths. Then the 

company arrived at a decision: the airline 

would once again become known for 

providing exceptional customer service.  

Taking into account current conditions, they set plans in motion to make that 

dream reality – including ways to ensure that luggage would always arrive.    

What’s very important here is that not once did anyone discuss the problem of lost 

luggage. In fact, there were no stories or any conversations about problems or 

complaints at all, and there were no negative statements; there were only stories 

about what they had done well – individually and collectively at this company and 

others – along with detailed plans for doing well again.  

Inspiring stories not problems, blame or complaints   

Essentially, that’s how an Appreciative Inquiry works: using a series of specially 

designed questions, people tell stories about how they worked when things were 

going well. They have conversations to share ideas about how to work 

successfully again, and ultimately to make plans for testing ways of moving ahead 

using action research. There are no negative questions or problem statements 

permitted, and the rule here is strict. Practitioners may use standard AI exercises 

and questions - or create their own. An Inquiry may involve small numbers like 

thirty, or an entire organization of thousands.  

The process follows a set cycle.  

 DISCOVER the best in yourself, one 

another, and the organisation. That is, 

what you value, hold dear in memory, 

cherish, admire, and respect. 

  

 DREAM about how to do it. Set your 

hopes and dreams free. Speak with 

people openly about what you believe 

the organisation could do and be. 

  

 DESIGN a way ahead. Consider what 

gives life to the organisation.  

 

 Create a DESTINY whereupon you put the plans into practice.  
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Is this really something new? Is it even sound business practice?  

Appreciative Inquiry may sound like pop idealism unsuited to the rigour of 

business life. It may even sound like airy-fairy new age twaddle - or on the other 

hand, a truly perilous way to miss important flaws. Some have dismissed AI as 

simply a rehash of Norman Vincent Peale’s 1952 motivational bestseller, The 

Power of Positive Thinking.  

Clearly, however, many organizations are willing to give it a try. Nokia, BP, 

American Express and O2 have conducted Appreciative Inquiries, as have the 

Immigration and Naturalization Service, Sprint-Nextel, Mellon Bank, Points of Light 

Foundation, the US Social Security Administration, dozens of churches around the 

globe and many US school districts, among others.  

It’s too new to know whether the process brings lasting benefit. We do know that 

the process derives from rigorous research on the combined power of emotive 

words, original questions and storytelling to effect positive, lasting change.   

 

Learn more...  

Action research - collaborative research on location; no requirement for formal 

scientific measures or proof 

Passion, freedom and results at Halfords - staff felt disenfranchised and the 

atmosphere was one of control and resistance; the change process started with 

appreciative storytelling     

Re-energising the Spirit of Winning at American Express - Appreciative Inquiry 

helped American Express affirm its values and strengthen its culture post 9/11  

The Spirit of Appreciations, Vanstone, C. & Haynes, T. (September 2004) Training 

Magazine Explores how Tim Haynes, an internal consultant at BP, uses AI in his 

work. Illuminates some of the key theoretical propositions that separate AI from 

other approaches to human change.  

Better Place at O2, Vanstone, C (2007)  - O2 wanted a culture change that would 

encourage staff in shops and call centres to live O2’s brand values, making the 

customer experience as good as it could be; here’s what they did  

Revitalizing Corporate Values in Nokia, Vanstone, C. (2007), in Lewis, S., 

Passmore, J. & Cantore, S. (eds) Appreciative Inquiry for Change Management - 

Using AI to Facilitate Organisational Development, Kogan Page    
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